1
1

Natacha Coquery, University of Lyon 2 (Larhra) - Goods from the East: Trading Eurasia 1600-1830

Warwick University Conference to be held in Venice , 11-13 January 2013

Selling China and India in eighteenth-century Paris shops

Over the past twenty years, in the wake of American and British researches, there has been a growing interest for studying international circulations, whether it was cultural, political, social or economic history.
 The strong growth of industrial output, trade and consumption caused great social and cultural changes both in urban and rural areas. From an epistemological viewpoint, the debate on varying scale changes was reopened thanks to a renewed interest in global history.
 In the economic area, many works revealed the importance of global trade and imported goods in the dynamics of European capitalism all over the 17th and 18th centuries; thereby they renewed light on the history of the world-economy in the manner of F. Braudel or I. Wallerstein.
 Thus, the history of consumption has been profoundly renewed, giving rise to a connected history of consumption.
 What became increasingly important were the conjunction of spaces (Europe, Africa, Asia, America), spatial circulations (of goods, plants, traders, ships…) and social diffusion (upper and lower classes, urban and rural areas). Embracing broad intellectual and spatial horizons leads to a far better understanding of the past, like Giorgo Riello did it a propos the cotton trade between India and Great-Britain.
 In the consumer sector, all over Western Europe and its overseas territories, social elites, middle classes and even lower classes, each in their own manner, fell for the charms of the new consumer goods issuing from international – most often colonial – trade. Grocers, for example, riding the wave in the colonial markets, turned health into an advertising argument, proclaiming the benefit of consuming coffee, tea or chocolate, so as, these luxury products, except the last one, becoming basic necessities within less than a century.
 Similarly, inventories in the late eighteenth century clearly show how largely calicoes were used, by the rich as by the poor, in towns and countryside.
 Stanley Chapman and Serge Chassagne outlined this unusual uniform taste.
 Among these new imported goods, fine manufactures from China and India were one of the most attractive products. In her latest research, Maxine Berg explained the success of Asiatic goods among European consumers: a wide range of choices and qualities (cotton, silk, calico, porcelain, furniture and so on), an infinite novelty (objects, colours, design, finishes), taste and distinction.
 She showed how the growth of semi-luxury goods was explained by the huge impact of Asian luxury products on European material culture, such as teas, calicos and ceramics.

In this article, I hope to show how Parisian shopkeepers played a crucial role in the diffusion of these oriental goods on the domestic market. This means understanding how productive innovation, consumption and distribution were connected. One mode of understanding it is to study how shopkeepers advertised for a wide range of clients their new products, which sometimes were neither new nor genuine; another way is to track goods in their account books.

Perhaps shopkeepers, between producers and consumers, were at the forefront among market actors, as important as large trading companies, such as the Company of the Indies.
 And Paris was quite a good stage. Since the Middle Ages, the capital city has been one of the major centres of economic activity in Europe. It was, in the eighteenth-century, a key place in the world luxury market, producing and marketing silverware and jewellery, fine watchmaking, bookbindings, textiles and so on.
 Like London, Paris was celebrated for its high concentration of artists and craftsmen.

Le commerce de Paris consiste particulièrement dans les objets d’utilité, de mode et d’agrément, tels que les meubles, les bijoux, l’horlogerie, les bronzes, la dorure, la porcelaine, et une foule d’autres objets précieux dont nous donnerons l’aperçu le plus exact qui nous sera possible […]

Carolyn Sargentson and Guillaume Glorieux have shown how diverse were supplies for individual consumers, and how hundreds of objects piled in the most famous haberdashers’ shops, such as Gersaint, Lazare Duvaux, Granchez, Poirier & Daguerre.
 Their commercial success relied on the ability to meet different costumers’ expectations or needs, and to quickly and flexibly react to changing market requirements. They were on the lookout for novelty and fashion. Gersaint, for example, began his commercial career in 1718 as an art dealer on the Pont Notre-Dame, called with derision ‘The bad-painting Bridge’ (‘Le Pont aux croutes’). Since the mid-1730s, he has moved its commercial activities toward exotic products and curios, such as Chinese curios: in the 1730s, the Chinese trend was really underway. Like others, he changed his shop sign in 1740, from the conventional ‘Au grand Monarque’ (‘The great monarch’) to a more attractive ‘A la pagode’ (‘The Pagoda’).
 Gersaint’s inventory included about 3,000 pieces of porcelain, counting approximately 30 types of objects, as well functional as decorative. Among Chinese articles, a number was rather cheap consumer goods (on average 6 pounds each), such as Chinese magots and pagodas, and utility chinaware: sugar boxes, milk pots, vases or chamber pots. There were also high-price items, such as porcelain tea, coffee or chocolate sets presented on a lacquered tray (100 pounds), lacquered furniture (150 pounds) and so on. Without being an expert in this sector, the goldsmith and jeweller Agard, another well-known dealer, sold also Chinese and Indian goods.
 His inventory lists four types of items: paintings; vases and terracotta figurines; prints, drawings, natural-history objects, and among the latter some ‘chinese clothes’; porcelain and curios, such as Chinese or Indian dragons, cups and saucers, teapots, urns and so on.

A lot of nameless faces – shopkeepers, peddlers, dealers, stallholders and so on – were working alongside celebrities, plus the parallel networks.
 They were less well-known, less talented, but they had a powerful impact on spreading new behaviours and consumer patterns too, because they were numerous and active.
 Indeed, what is striking is that many shopkeepers sold Chinese and Indian goods: these products were not reserved to the few. Haberdashers and cloth dealers, and also upholstered, fanmakers, jewellers, mechanics, wigmakers, perfumers, confectioners, grocers, papermakers, gilders, painters, founders, ‘tabletiers’ and ivory workers, wallpaper makers were selling exotic goods. Thanks to literature, this contagious attraction can be rather well perceived. Like guidebooks and newspapers, almanacs increased all over the second half of the eighteenth-century.
 Almanacs were an old literary genre, which dates back to medieval times. What was new is that there were a number of them dedicated to craft, industrial and commercial activities: trade almanacs appeared at the end of the 1760s. At the same time another media began to flourish, published in Paris and in approximately 50 provincial towns, entitled ‘Affiches, Annonces et Avis divers’.
 These newspapers only were plain information lists, without drafting quality. The local editor juxtaposed real estate advertisements, proceedings (of books, performances, scientific experiences, and so on), market prices, latest inventions, and so on. A large part of the ‘Affiches’ was devoted to business and trade, particularly in the ‘Avis divers’, an advertising list put in the last section. Even the guidebooks began to concern with craft, industrial and commercial activities. To promove economic information was a new phenomenon for the guidebooks, which until then had focused on an archaeology and historical overview of cities. In the 1780s, guidebooks became interested in business information. These medias, almanacs, newspapers and guidebooks, whatever they may be, contained many advertisements that made both shopkeepers and products visible. This feature reflected the market boost and especially the growing impact of small trades and consumption. Shopkeepers quickly understood the growing broadcast role of medias, since consumers might fear novelty. Indeed, new items had to struggle to find a market.
 To change the status of an object, from an exceptional consumption to an usual one, requires time and using persuasion skills. Not to mention that the process goes on differently  according to social levels. Therefore production, trade adjustment measures, and the flow of information between producers, retailers and consumers are significant. For those reasons, advertising exemplifies how the market for Chinese and Indian goods moved and expanded.

The occurrence frequency of words such as ‘des Indes’ (from India), ‘Indiennes’ (Indian cloth), ‘de la Chine’ (from China), ‘à la chinoise’ (Chinese), more rarely ‘japonais’ (from Japan), reveals the commercial success and the demand for these products. Names of exotic fabric are often quoted: ‘pékin’, ‘nankin’, ‘perse’, ‘circaka’, ‘canadaris’, but also rack or tea. Shopkeepers rushed in the flow of the exotic market, and thereby contributed to its increased diffusion. Gersaint was not the only one to change his shop sign, because it was a powerful advertising tool: ‘A la flotte des Indes’ (‘The Indian fleet’; a grocer, a jeweller), ‘Au roi des Indes’ (‘The King of India’), ‘Au port de L’Orient’ (‘The Port of Lorient’, with a play on the French word ‘Orient’ (East); haberdashers), ‘Au corail des Indes’ (‘Indian Coral’; carver ‘rocailleur’). Advertisements highlighted the grades: premium products and lower quality varieties seemed available. Here are a few examples in the clothing sector taken from a long list.

Mousselines des Indes de toutes qualités…

Toiles des Indes de toutes qualités et espèces…

magasin de Mouchoirs des Indes des qualités les plus rares…

tient un des plus fameux Magasins et des mieux assortis en étoffes de Chine et des Indes pour habits, robes et meubles […] ; Pékin, […], Gazes peintes, Perses, […], Mousselines…

Indian fabric was in demand and more accessible, but remained prestigious. Most of the eleven specialist shops in Indian fabrics and others precious fabrics (‘Marchands d’étoffes de soie des Indes et autres Etoffes précieuses’) quoted by the Almanach du Dauphin in 1777, chose to focus on their foreign origin, involving distinction:

tient Magasin en gros et en détail, d’Etoffes de soie étrangeres, Perses, Toiles peintes, Indiennes […], Toiles des Indes pour robes…

tient Magasin très-bien assorti de nouvelles broderies de la Chine, d’un très-bon goût.

Fabrics were far from the only ones lauded as Indian or Chinese products: gourmet food, porcelain, wallpapers, and so on.

vend en gros et en détail, toutes sortes de marchandises d’Epicerie Droguerie […] et généralement tout ce qui concerne le commerce des Indes et de la Chine.

excellent Rack des Indes…

thé des Indes…

Ouvrages de porcelaine : pagodes de la Chine, Vases, pots à fleurs […] Il n’y a rien de moins fixe que le prix de ces genres de choses ; en général elles sont chères
.

[…] Porcelaine, et généralement toutes sortes de Porcelaine de la Chine et des Indes.

What was the exact meaning of the terms ‘from India and China’? These were not terms of controlled origin! Firstly, geographic boundaries were very vague; secondly, the terms were mainly used as a selling argument. From a commercial viewpoint, the dictionary definitions of ‘India’ covered not only India, but also China and Japan. So did Savary des Bruslons in his trade dictionary:

Inde orientale, ou plutôt Indes orientales. C’est cette grande partie de l’Asie qui comprend non seulement l’Indostan, ou l’Inde proprement dite, mais encore les deux Peninsules deçà et delà le Gange, toutes les Isles de l’Océan Indique, celle de Ceylan, les Maldives, les Isles de la Sonde, les Moluques, même la Chine et le Japon; enfin, tout ce qui est au levant de la Perse, et au midi de la grande Tattarie jusqu’à la mer du Sud.

Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopedia did the same, despite the author’s complaint:
[Les Indes] comprennent quatre grandes parties de l’Asie, savoir l’Indoustan, la presqu’île en-deçà du Gange, la presqu’île au-delà du Gange, & les îles de la mer des Indes […]. Lorsqu’il n’est question que de commerce, on comprend encore sous le nom d’Indes orientales, le Tonquin, la Chine, & le Japon ; mais à parler juste, ces vastes pays, ni les Philippines, moins encore les îles Marianes, ne doivent point appartenir aux Indes orientales, puisqu’elles vont au-delà…

In dictionaries, the term ‘from India’ came to mean ‘in the Indian style’, and no more. For the Académie Française dictionary, ‘The name [‘indienne’] became appellative, being the word for all kinds of coloured cotton fabrics [‘toiles peintes’]’.
 Therefore the word meant both genuine and imitated products. Antoine Furetière and Savary des Bruslons clearly expressed the dual meaning in the entry ‘Indienne’.
Robbe de chambre à la maniere des Indiens, qui est venuë à la mode, soit qu’elle soit seulement taillée à la maniere des Indiens avec des manches fort larges, soit qu’elle soit faite d’estoffes venuës des Indes, peintes ou diversifieés de couleurs ou figures, comme sont les toiles qu’on appelle aussi Indiennes, & que l’on contrefait en France, qui sont faites de laine fort fine, ou de petits fils de cotton.

Robe de chambre pour hommes ou pour femmes faites de ces toiles de coton peintes de diverses couleurs et ﬁgures, qui viennent des Indes orientales. On appelle aussi Indiennes les toiles mêmes dont ces robes de chambre sont faites, soit qu’elles ayent été fabriquées et peintes aux Indes, soit qu’elles ayent été imitées et fabriquées en Europe…

The most striking in advertising is the mode used by exotic image. Advertising reveals that many products claiming to be ‘Indian’ or ‘Chinese’ were mere imitations. Thereby it reveals both the rapid expansion in the domestic production of calico and printed fabrics, porcelain or wallpapers, and a new role assumed by shopkeepers, stimulating demand in order to develop nascent markets. The famous Réveillon was not the only wallpaper maker who adapted his production to consumers’ demand.
Tient magasin de Papier, en gros, veloutés et de la Chine…

Magasin de Papiers peints imitans ceux de Chine…

Marchand Fabricant de Papier pour Tenture […] imitant les Damas, Moires, Pekin, Perses, Indiennes, Gros-de-tours, et toutes les Etoffes possibles dans les desseins les plus nouveaux, l’on trouve aussi un grand assortiment de Papier Chinois à figures, et à fleurs fait aux pinceaux…

… peint toutes sortes d’étoffes de soie, en façon de Pékin, applique l’or et l’argent sur le bord, et la nervure des feuilles, imite les broderies…

Besides these ‘classical’ exotic goods, draft inventiveness involved a large variety of products, sometimes unlikely such as ‘Chinese’ razors or mill: one may ask how far Chinese they were. Such is the strength of fashion.

Cuirs à rasoirs de la Chine, de la composition du sieur Lami
…

… vient d’imaginer un Moulin à la Chinoise [has just invented a chinese mill], susceptible par la forme de prendre le vent en tous sens.

Imitation and invention were closely connected in luxury and semi-luxury production, as Maxine Berg shew it.
 Shopkeepers and craftsmen used advertising to claim for skill, especially when creating imitations that were indistinguishable from the original, or even better: ‘[she] paints designs on silk and gauze much better than articles from China’.
  Porcelain and China sectors were particularly well-developed.
La manufacture de Porcelaines. Elle est au village de Sèvres ; les ouvrages qui en sortent imitent parfaitement la porcelaine de la Chine.

… tient fabrique considérable de plats, assiettes et autres vases de fayence japonée, façon de porcelaine…

Advertisements emphasised the links between dexterity, imitation, fakes and inventiveness. This reflected both consumers and shopkeepers’ thinking.

… tient Manufacture Royale de Vernis, sur métaux, pour […] les embellir et donner à des vases de tôle et de fer blanc, l’apparence de meubles précieux de la Chine…

… possède un vernis de la Chine, qui imite l’or moulu, qui résiste aux injures de l’air, et même aux acides, et qui dure plus de vingt ans sans s’altérer…

Quite on the contrary, others dealers chose to underline the product authenticity, using words like ‘true’, ‘genuine’.

le véritable thé blond de la Chine…

vend […] vraies Perses des Indes et Anglaises en pieces…

tient Magasin des véritables Papiers des Indes de toutes grandeurs, à Paysages, à Figures, Fleurs et Oiseaux pour garnir les plateaux de Desserts, les Cabinets, dessus de Portes, Paravents et Ecrans…

What they actually meant was mostly to insist on a true invention, like this ‘true English polish […] that perfectly imitates the most beautiful gilding […] and the most beautiful China black’. This was as false as most ‘exotic’ products.
Véritable Vernis Anglois du sieur Torogood […] qui imite parfaitement la plus belle dorure sur métaux, et le plus beau noir de Chine.

vend le véritable et parfait Carmin des Indes, dont son pere qui étoit Indien, lui a laissé le secret avant de mourir…

For crafstmen, repairing was an important part of their business activity, particularly for the use of porcelain from India and furniture from China.
 The same goes for second-hand goods (‘hazard’).
racommode parfaitement les Porcelaines, […] de même que toutes sortes de figures des Indes, quelque mutilées et endommagées quelles soient.

… il nettoie et raccommode aussi ceux [meubles de la Chine] de vieux lac.

Magasin et assortiment considérable de plats, assiettes et vases d’ancienne porcelaine de Saxe, du Japon et autres effets en bronze dorés d’or moulu, rares, curieux et précieux en différens genres de hazard…

Shopkeepers’ ledgers were part of the same reality without a similar advertising language. Let’s take Indian fabrics, for example. Calicoes and printed cotton fabrics were to be found in all households, used for beds, screens, seats, curtains or drapes. In the Marquis of Trémouville’s hotel, servants’s rooms had cotton printed beds too (‘lits en indiennes’).
 A gilder bought printed cotton quilts and curtains;
 a lawyer at the Châtelet bought a six pieces screen from India (‘paravent de six feuilles en papier des Indes’),
 and so on. However, at the same time, calicoe remained a distinctive sign, appreciated by aristocrats (dressing gown, dress and so on). Like for others goods, producers and merchants managed to provide products for various niche markets (in quality, in price, in networks) and constantly developed new specific markets. Shopkeepers played a major part for diffusing new modes of consumption. Thanks to a wide range of choice and to their reactivity, they actively participated in the dissemination of Indian and China goods; people became comfortable with those novelties, a key issue for understanding the eighteenth-century consumer culture. 
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