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Introduction

That the most important slide rule makers in France in
the 19th century were the Lenoirs (father and son) is
well-known. Paul-Etienne Lenoir (the son) died in
1827, and Etienne Lenoir (the father) died in 1832.
Mabire succeeded them until 1839 and kept the
commercial name Lenoir. Mabire was followed by

Gravet who made rules under the name of Lenoir until
1852 and later, until 1867, under the name Gravet-
Lenoir. After 1867, rules were made under the name
Tavernier-Gravet as Tavernier was Gravet's son-in-law.

In this article, I will provide more information about the
inheritance of the Lenoirs and more details about
Tavernier’s life.
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TABLE 1. Timeline of Ownership

Dates 1827 1839 1852 1867
Owner Lenoir Mabire Gravet Gravet Tavernier-Gravet
Trade mark Lenoir Lenoir Lenoir Gravet-Lenoir Tavernier-Gravet

We see that many rules signed Lenoir had not been made by Lenoir himself,
but by Mabire or Gravet, and sold under the name of Lenoir, until 1852.

Death and Succession of the Lenoirs

Etienne Lenoir, the father, was born in 1744 and was
one of the best instrument makers in France. He became
an “Ingénieur du Roi” - a King’s Engineer - in 1786. His
son Paul-Etienne was born in 1776, and worked with his
father. The first slide rule they made was at the request
of Jomard, who introduced and initiated the
construction of French slide rules on the model of
Jones’ Soho rules, in a presentation to the Société
d’Encouragement pour l’Industrie Nationale (Society
for the Promotion of National Industry) in 1820. At the
time, Etienne Lenoir was 76, and, as A. J. Turner1 notes,
had quite likely given the management of his workshop
over to his son Paul-Etienne around the years 1817-
1819. Paul-Etienne died in 1827, before his father.

I have recently found in the Archives de Paris some
documents on Paul-Etienne Lenoir’s death. These
documents are not available online and must be
consulted on-site in Paris.

The Death Certificate

Paul-Etienne Marie Lenoir, an engineer in
mathematical instruments, died on 18th July 1827, aged
51. His address was 340, Rue Saint Honoré, the same as
the Lenoir’s workshop at the time. One of the witnesses
was Louis Mabire, a merchant. Finding the name of
Mabire here is interesting, because a person under the
name of Mabire took over after Lenoir in 1827 until

1839, when he sold the workshop to Gravet. Little is
known about Mabire; he owned the workshop and
probably used the methods and employees of Lenoir.
But he is mentioned as F. Mabire in a judgement by the
commercial court of Paris in 1852 on the commercial
use of the name “Lenoir”. Perhaps they are not the same
person - a relative? In the Great Book of deaths and
successions for 1827, we can read that P.E. Lenoir had
three heirs: his father Etienne and two sisters, Angelique
and Anne-Marie. So we learn that Etienne Lenoir had
three children. The total amount of the legacy registered
on January 16th, 1828 was 19,302 francs with no
property.

The registration book of successions shows how this
legacy was distributed. Anne-Marie declares that Mr.
Paul-Etienne Lenoir, her brother, single, died in Paris,
Rue Saint Honoré n. 340 on July 18th, 1827, leaving as
heirs:

1) Etienne Lenoir, his father, rue de Vaugirard, n°
72, for one-fourth of the estate.

2) Mrs. Percheron, appearing as witness,
3) Mrs. Angelique Victoire Lenoir, wife of

Michel Charles Lecrosnier, living in Paris,
Cul-de-sac Conti n.3

These last two persons, deceased’s sisters, are the heirs
of the remaining three-fourths of the estate.

FIGURE 1: Extract of the Death Certificate of Paul-Etienne Lenoir
(Archives de Paris2)
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FIGURE 2: Declaration of Anne-Marie, Paul-Etienne’s Sister
(Archives de Paris2)

Paul-Etienne Lenoir’s legacy was composed of:

1. furniture sold by Mr. Besson, an auctioneer, on September 20th, 1827 2,374
2. debts due 6,030
3. engineer instruments 10,437
4. money in cash 461
Total 19,302
1/4 of which goes to the father 4,825.50
And the rest for the sisters. 14,476.50

FIGURE 3. Translation of Items in Paul-Etienne Lenoir’s Will, as Signed by A. M. Lenoir (wife of Percheron)

What can we determine from this will?

First, half the legacy consists of engineer instruments.
The owner was Paul-Etienne Lenoir, which confirms
the handover of the father’s workshop to the son.
Unfortunately, there is no mention of what happened to
these instruments and no details concerning them. We
may suppose the instruments were bought by Mabire
with the workshop?

Second, the total amount of the inheritance is nearly
20,000 francs. At this time, a workman earned about

800-1000 francs a year and sometimes less. So 20,000
francs, if not a fortune, is nonetheless a sizable sum of
money.

Third, there is no property mentioned on this
declaration. Thus, Lenoir was not the owner of his
house and his workshop; most likely he rented them.

Five years later on August 18th, 1832, Etienne Lenoir,
the father, died, aged 88; a very old age at the time. His
son-in-law declared that apart from State pensions, the
inheritance consisted only of furniture valued at 1,794
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francs, which means that Etienne Lenoir, after his son’s
death, had not taken over the business. We can infer that
Mabire succeeded Paul-Etienne Lenoir in 1827.
Etienne, 83, was too old and his poor eyesight would
have prevented him from doing high precision work.

Tavernier’s Father

In 1867, the commercial name Tavernier-Gravet
succeeded Gravet-Lenoir. Some years ago, I discovered
that Charles-Alexandre Tavernier (1826-1887) was
François Gravet’s son-in-law3. He had married Léonide
Gravet on August 20th, 1857. The only document I
came across was the marriage certificate, coming from
the reconstructed archives of Paris, burnt in 1871 during
the Paris Commune.

I have recently come upon another document, on a
microfilm that gives more details on this marriage. The
document refers to a marriage contract, which reveals
that Charles-Alexandre Tavernier, a physics
instruments maker, was the son of Mr. Robert
Tavernier, a drawing professor at the Ecole
d’Application de l’Artillerie et du Génie de Metz (The
School of Artillery and Engineering at Metz) in the east
of France. This school had been founded in 1720,

initially only for the artillery. In 1802, Bonaparte added
military engineering for officers. This school is
frequently mentioned in the history of science in France,
as the school was created to complete the training of the
young army officers after Polytechnique. In this school,
the officers acquired their qualification as engineering
or artillery officers in the French army. We must not
forget that Mannheim was at that school when he
invented the model of slide rule that bears his name and
was used the world over.

Thus, we see that Charles-Alexandre Tavernier was
born in a family linked both with arts and science.
Perhaps these two links can explain why he became a
precision instruments maker?

Conclusion

I think this new information brings the Lenoirs and
Tavernier closer together. We now better know their
families, origin, and way of life. I hope we will find
more.
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