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Belloir & Vazelle

Our rather arrogant 21st century probably believes that we are the inventors of high fashion,
celebrity private views, frivolous balls and parties, luxury goods and branding etc ... but of course,
we are sorely mistaken !!

From the Renaissance onwards, the rich and powerful had understood that promoting their
supremacy with elaborate but ephemeral celebrations, throwing extraordinary parties and
completely transforming their surroundings for a single evening served their power in the most
spectacular way.

This refined taste for ceremony and luxury is particularly demonstrated in the archives of the
House of Belloir and Vazelle, decorators and designers, during the Second Empire and the Third
Republic in France.Fortune, power, pleasure are omnipresent in their schemes, as if Parisian life
was just a permanent opera in which they created the wonderful decors. And this is a particularly
apt comparison since Belloir and Vazelle created their party décors with the same care as they
designed the curtains and seats for a great number of Paris theatres, starting with the Paris Opera
Garnier.

It is difficult to understand how a family firm that had worked so brilliantly and constantly for over
a century to serve the prestige of France could have disappeared without leaving any trace.We are
left with just a few hundred drawings and documents,the best of which are included in this
exhibition,which must, we feel, be the tip of a lostbut probably enormous iceberg.

Although these drawings are often inscribed and provide precious information on the commissions
we are unfortunatelywithout the valuable account books, prices lists and order forms, which could
help us understand their work methods. And although we have these very elaborate projects
drawn by extraordinarily talented artists within the firm, like Théodore Baer (1), we do not know
who the weavers of the fabrics or the carpenters who actually made the seats for the Opera were.
The “Maison Belloir pere” seems to have been founded around 1820. On November 24th 1842,
Jules Belloir, an “upholsterer and decorator” who resided at 37, rue du Roi-de-Sicile, entered into
a partnership with Julien Belloir, also an upholsterer, born in 1819who resided at number 27 of
the same street. Together, they created a business at number 27 that they called “Belloir fréres”.
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1-2- Théodore Baer (1844-1895)

Magquette et prospectus Belloir et Vazelle pour I’Exposition Universelle 1878
Pencil and grey wash, dated 1878 and stamped T.B N°8

31x20cm 12 % x 8 in.



On July 15" 1851, Julien Belloir seems to have taken over the business from his brother and settled
at a new address at 54, rue de la Victoire then, around 1870, he went into partnership with
Georges Vazelle, about whom we know little, becoming Belloir and Vazelle. When Julien
Belloir’s son Paul took over the business, it became Belloir and Company, which was finally taken
over by Cottinet and Cocquerillat at the turn of the 20th century. The company finally disappeared
completely just after the Second World War.

During the Second Empire, Julien Belloir seems to have greatly expanded his business. For
instance, he specialized in the fitting out of Parisian theatres, a booming field in the second half of
the 19"century,and was lucky enough to obtain the order for most the upholstery of the new
Opera. Charles Garnier, the Opera’s architect, writes about the front stage curtains of gold, just
one of Belloir and Vazelle’s many commissions for his grand building: « It is true that I had dreamed
of these curtains in a sort of cloth of gold and this was the main cause of my problems. Fake gold fabric turned
black, genuine gold was much too expensive (...).we were sent countless samples that didn’t give me the look I
was after and I was just about to give up when, after more than six years of trial and error, I thought of
completely eliminating the gold wefts and replacing all the metal with silk! Messrs. Belloir & Vazelle, the
Opera’s upholsterers, brought me at my request many old fabrics which had been woven in silk and wool and
on seeing these, I realized I could, at last, get the desired effect.(2) Belloir and Vazelle had most of the
most prestigious theatres on their books including the Opera Comique, the Chatelet, the Gaité,
the Vaudeville, The Gymnase dramatique, the Théatre Lyrique, the Renaissance and the théatre
des Nouveautés as well as the Opera de Monte-Carlo not forgetting the fashionable circuses such
as the Fernando and the Cirque d’Hiver.

From their experience in the world of theatre, it seemed a natural progression for Belloir &
Vazelle into party and special eventplanning,especiallysince textiles were in those days a
quintessential part of any ephemeral decor.Thus, during the second Empire, Julien Belloir
masterminded and organized many grand balls in Embassies and private homes, building elaborate
marquees and tents in parks and gardens, created Imperial Eagles, flags and banners for the
Emperor and designed many of the pavilions, including Russia’s, at the 1867 Exposition
Universelle. These World fairs became quite a speciality of Belloir & Vazelle who participated as
exhibitors themselves inthe 1878, 1889 and 1900 events. In 1878, at the Exposition Universelle, a
fully illustrated leaflet described all the services that Belloir and Vazelle could ofter. (3)



Staff of the House of Belloir et Vazelle circa 1890



This large archive illustrates the extraordinary know-how and artistry of this company who
humbly called themselves upholsterers and carpenters whereas we can see that they were in fact
master decorators, textile experts, versatile cabinet-makers and extraordinary designers. We are
able to follow all the fashions of the period through their designs: Japonism, Eclecticism and
Chinoiserie. Amusingly, in 1896, the company took the actress Sarah Bernhardt to court for non-
payment of a bill and she was sentenced : « « to pay M. Belloir the sum of 3040 francs which is the price
of a Henri II chimney-piece crafted by the above in which there was to be inlaid a medallion representing the
great actress.(4)

Apart from various official commissions, for example the City of Paris who never used anyone else
for their events from 1850 onwards, the Senate, the National Assembly and Foreign Embassies,
Belloir & Vazelle’s found their other clients among the rich and famous Parisians who entertained
constantly and extravagantly among which the Rothschild family, the Princesse de Sagan, Baron
de Hirsch, M. de Guzman Blanco, and Americans such as Mrs. Mackay.

Julien Belloir saw history being made when he designed the Egyptian Viceroy’s fanciful throne for
the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, when he provided the plans for an elaborate decor to
entertain the Russian Navy in 1893.

These precious documents record the pomp of the Second Empire, as well as the relative excesses
of the Third Republic, Parisian High Society at its zenith, the Golden Age of Parisian theatre and
music hall, a long-gone time when luxury was at its most refined. These astonishingly fresh and
colourful gouaches, watercolours and drawings, never before exhibited, give us a fascinating
glimpse of a 19" century which sepia photographs or black and white illustrations could not
possibly do and are a joyous and invaluable insight into Paris at its most splendid.

Jacques Sargos

(1) Théodore Baer (1844-1895), Swiss artist

(2)Charles Garnier, Le Nouvel Opéra de Paris, Ducher et Cie, Paris, 1878, vol.I, p.250-251

(3)JULIEN BELLOIR ET GEORGES VAZELLE

Rue de la Victoire 56

TAPISSIERS - EBENISTES

FOURNISSEURS de 'Hétel de Ville, des Ministéres de la Marine, de 'Intérieur, du Commerce, de I'Instruction publique, des Beaux-Arts, etc.
COURS ET TRIBUNAUX de la Cour de Cassation, de la Cour des Comptes, de I’Archevéché, des Théitres de 1'Opéra, Opéra-Comique,
Vaudeville, etc., etc.

DECORATEURS des Fétes du Gouvernement, de la Ville de Paris, Location pour Mais, Soirées, Concerts, Théitres provisoires, Tentures,
Velours, Soie, Fantaisie, Tapis, Tapis, Treillages, Statues, Bronzes, Fleurs, etc.

DECORATEURS des Fétes du Gouvernement, de la Ville de Paris, Location pour Mais, Soirées, Concerts, Théatres provisoires, Tentures,
Velours, Soie, Fantaisie, Tapis, Tapis, Treillages, Statues, Bronzes, Fleurs, etc.

(4)Le Matin, le 22.05.1896, no 4467, p.3



3 Cartouche représentant Neptune et Amphitrite
Pencil and gouache on blue paper, inscribed N°16
47x61,3cm 18 )2 x 24 in.






Projet d’entrée pour la Salle des Armes, Classe 38

Pencil, watercolour and gouache, inscribed échelle 3% lower right
96,7x 64,4 cm 38x25 % in.

Belloir et Vazelle were widely represented at all the Expositions Universelles in 1867, 1878 and
1889 where they designed this scheme for the section 38 called “handheld and shooting
weapons” which included revolvers, guns, foils, swords and even small canons. It was situated
in the main gallery that showed industry in its many forms and the rather grand entrance was
supposed to screen this section oft from the main hall.







Projet de piédestal

1870

Pencil, watercolour and gouache
64,6 x37,9cm 25 7% x 151n.






Projets d’insignes pour une exposition a la société du Yacht Club Frangais
Circa 1867

Pencil, watercolour and gouache, titled and inscribed échelle 0,02 pour 4 metres
37,5x94 cm 14 % x 37 in.

The Yacht Club de France is the most prestigious sailing club in France and its
headquarters is still in Paris today. The club was founded with Emperor Napoleon’s
support in 1867 as the Société d'encouragement pour la navigation de plaisance but took on its
proper name Yacht Club de France that same year. The Club was dedicated to promoting
and encouraging yachting and boating events as well as organizing regattas.






Bal donné par I'Ambassade d'Autriche, le 28 mai 1867 a ’occasion de I’Exposition Universelle
Pencil, watercolour and gouache
349x56cm 14 % x 22 in.

The Austrian Embassy was situated at 6 rue Fabert in what was the residence of the
Haussonville family.

In Société du Second Empire, a social chronicle of the period, we learn:

“No sooner said than done, the social whirl on the official balls began, at the Tuileries, in the different
ministries and at the Embassies. One of the very first in this very grand and long list of Ambassadorial
receptions, there was one that was truly magical and was spoken about in all the social columnsand that was
the ball on May 29" at the Austrian Embassy given by Prince and Princess Metternich who are so loved
by Parisian society. And they could really go to town because their government had allowed them a credit of
100.000francs for the occasion. In her impulsive and informal way, Madame de Metternich declared in her
memoirs: “that party, I can safely say, outdid every other given by other embassies”. She had asked
Alphand, the Director of public works for the city of Paris to assist and he had suggested the most
interesting finds. In just a few days, he had transformed the Embassy into a palace straight out of the
Arabian nights and he had brought from all over France and elsewhere the rarest and most elaborate plant
decorations. The Emperor Napoleon opened the ball with the Queen of the Belgians, while the Prince of
Prussia danced with Princess Eugénie. The élite of French and foreign high society were carried away in a
whirlwind of pleasure by Johannes Straus’s orchestra until dawn”. In Comte Fleury & Louis Sonolet, La
Société du Second Empire, 1867-1870, Paris, Albin Michel, Tome IV.

In her memoirs, Princess Metternich added: “we had an enormous room built on to the garden. The
decoration of it was ravishing: the ceiling was white and gold and the walls covered in pink and green satin
and the chandeliers were in the shape of gigantic flower containers and. the wall sconces were plant baskets

from which the candles appeared. Each corer was filled with extraordinary plants”. In: La Revue de Paris,
Souvenirs de la princesse de Metternich, 29e année, Tome VI, novembre-décembre 1922, p. 21
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Projet de décor pour le Pavillon de la Hongrie a I’Exposition Universelle, 1867
Pencil, watercolour and gouache
51,3x 36,9 cm 20 % x14 % in.

Signed on March 15th 1867, the Austro-Hungarian Compromise established the dual
monarchy of Austria-Hungary. The Compromise re-established partially the sovereignty of the
Kingdom of Hungary, separate from, and no longer subject to the Austrian Empire. In the
failed Hungarian Revolution of 1848, the Magyars had come close to regaining independence,
but were defeated by the Austrian Empire only with the aid of the Russian Empire. However,
in 1866, Austria was completely defeated in the Austro-Prussian War and its position as the
leading state of Germany ended forever, as the remaining German minor states were soon
absorbed into the German Empire created by Prussia.

The Habsburgs were forced to make peace with Hungary to save their empire and dynasty.
Under the Compromise, the lands of the House of Habsburg were reorganized as a real union
between the Austrian Empire and the Kingdom of Hungary. This would be legally adopted on
May 19"

On April 1st, The Exposition Universelle opened and Hungary was represented for the first
time.






Projet de décoration pour le bal offert a la Halle au blé a LL. MM. II. (a leurs Majestés
impériales) par les Dames de la Halle - Aoiit 1867

Pencil, watercolour and gouache on blue paper, stamped Jen Belloir & Cie

48,5x58 cm  19x22 % in.

The « halle au blé » or corn exchange designed by the architect Francois Joseph Bélanger (1744-
1818) and the engineer Fran¢ois Brunet, was located on the approximate spot where the Bourse
du Commerce stands today. One of the first examples of iron architecture, the roof was
covered first in copper which was changed in 1838 to glass making it very much an Avant
Garde building. Partly destroyed by fire in 1854, it was finally closed in 1873 and later pulled
down.

The annual ball of the Lady members of the corn exchange was held every August 15" and
organized by the guild of fruit, vegetable and fish sellers.
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10

Paravent Japonisant

Pencil, watercolour and gouache, inscribed 1,26 x 60 / 1,27 x 60 / 1,20 x 60 / 1,38 x
60

35,2x 45,5 cml3 % x 18 in.

Japonism was the influence of Japanese art, fashion and aesthetics on Western culture In France
the term Japonisme refers to a specific French style which mainly found expression in the fine
artsand decorative arts from 1860. Highly fashionable, the fad permeated all aspects of the arts
and the Expositions Universelles only accentuated the interest of the French who particularly
admired the pure lines, the mastery of lacquer and enamel techniques of the Japanese craftsmen.
In 1867, Japan exhibited several thousand objects at the Exhibition.

This screen mixes the exotic lacquer panels and the Second Empire love for heavy and
elaborately carved dark wood.
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12

Projet pour un salon « chinois »— vue d’ensemble
Pencil, watercolour and gouache
37x49,6 cm 14 % x 19 % 1n.

Projet pour un salon « chinois » — rideaux
Pencil, watercolour and gouache
37,9x539cm 15x21 % in.






13 Projet de kiosque dans le goiit « chinoiserie »
Pencil, watercolour and gouache, studio stamp Belloir & Vazelle upper right and lower left
61x91,8cm 24 x36 % in.






14  Projet de pavillon japonais
Pencil, watercolour and gouache on blue paper, stamped Jen Belloir & Cie lower right
50,6 x 30 cm 20 x 12 in.






15

Inauguration du canal de Suez - Trone du Vice Roi d'Egypte

1869

Pencil, watercolour and gouache, stamped Jen Belloir & Cie upper left
64x38,6 cm  25x 15 % in.

The Suez canal was inaugurated on November 17th 1869 in the presence of the French
Emperor Napoleon the third’s wife, Eugénie, and the Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria.
In anticipation of the opening of a new Opera house in Cairo, the Italian composer
Giuseppe Verdi wrote Aida based on a suggestion from the archeologist Frangois
Auguste Ferdinand Mariette. The Viceroy’s throne designed by Belloir and Vazelle
could certainly be used as a prop for Aida. On the left, one catches a glimpse of a
telluca.






