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Abstract

The Cabinet of Count Charles Cobenzl lies at the heart of the Hermitage Museum, forming
the core of the collection of Old Master Drawings. Yet despite perpetual references to him
as ‘grand collectionneur’, no study of Cobenzl’s collecting has ever been undertaken. Nor,
in the absence of prosopographical studies of art production or collecting in the Austrian
Netherlands in the middle of the eighteenth century, or indeed of other individual

collectors, has it been possible to set him in a ‘collecting context’.

Bringing together the works of art themselves and Cobenzl’s abundant correspondence,
this thesis assesses what he owned, how and why he acquired it, the political and
intellectual framework for his collecting and how he perceived the objects in his
possession. Looking at Cobenzl’s roles as public figure and private collector, it shows how
the latter fits into the context of the former, his collecting rooted firmly in his ambition to
revive the economy and the arts of the Austrian Netherlands, in his own ambiguous status
and his conflicts with the Governor, Charles de Lorraine. The battle for both real and
perceived superiority was played out in many different parts of Cobenzl’s professional and
private life, and he used display — the adornment of his home and his person and his
collecting — as part of a play for social prestige. Cobenzl used objects as a discrete
assertion of both intellectual and aesthetic superiority.

This thesis proposes that Cobenzl’s transformation into a collector of drawings was an
example of his perspicacious identification of emerging trends that could be turned to
advantage, economic or prestigious, public or personal. He was drawn by the status of
drawings, perceived as accessible only to those of greater refinement and understanding, as
something elite, less accessible than the collecting of paintings. The direct and specific
stimulus for his emergence as a collector of drawings lay in the provenance of two large
groups of works he was offered, which permitted him to assert a very specific link to the
past. It suggests that Cobenzl adopted not only the drawings, but also their histories, to

negotiate social position and identity, within the context of his pragmatic utilitarianism.

This egocentric study also provides the foundation for a preliminary attempt to create a
context for Cobenzl’s collecting of drawings, within his circle, in the Austrian Netherlands

overall, and, through analysis of his collecting practices, in the wider European context.
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Notes and abbreviations

Although ‘Belgium’ and ‘Belgian’ are an anachronism in the eighteenth century, the word
‘belge’ was in use as a generalisation. Nonetheless, these words have been avoided. The
term ‘Austrian Netherlands’ is preferred, although ‘Southern Netherlands’ is used to

indicate the region beyond the period of Austrian rule.

Some individuals mentioned in this book are known by different versions of their names:
the subject of this study, Johann Carl Philip Cobenzl, was universally known as Charles
Cobenzl; his eldest son is both Ludwig and Louis, his nephew — Philippe and Philip. The
decision has been taken to call them, respectively, Charles, Louis and Philip.

Several key sources provide firm points of reference underpinning all analysis: the untitled
manuscript catalogue of the Cabinet as sold to Catherine the Great, the inventory of
Cobenzl’s house contents compiled afer his death and other executor documents, the sale
catalogues for his house contents and his books. These are not referenced in footnotes.

All references to sale catalogues are abbreviated in the text and footnotes.

Exchange rates are based either on references within the documents themselves or on the
exchange rates provided in Michéle Galand’s commentary to the Journal secret de Charles
de Lorraine. 17661779, Brussels, 2000

References to all drawings from the Cobenzl collection give their Hermitage inventory
number (OR ....) even when they have left the Hermitage collection.

Abbreviations

AAbK Archiv der Akademie der bildenden Kinste, Vienna

AGR Archives générales du Royaume et Archives de 1’Etat, Brussels

ARS Arhiv Republike Slovenije, Ljubljana

CA Coronini Archive, Gorizia

HHStA Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv des Osterreichischen Staatsarchivs,
Vienna

NA National Archives, Kew, London

RGADA Russian State Archive of Ancient Acts, Moscow

RGIA Russian State Historical Archive, St Petersburg
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Introduction

In August 1761 at 49 years of age, Count Charles Cobenzl, Plenipotentiary Minister of
Maria Theresa in the Austrian Netherlands, bought en masse two thousand drawings,
following this up nine months later with a further lot of one and half thousand sheets. He
wrote enthusiastically to interested colleagues of the pleasures and advantages of a
collection of drawings, of its superiority over a collection of paintings. Having previously
acquired or commissioned only portrait paintings and furniture pictures, and certainly no
drawings save pastel portraits, he became an avid collector. Over the next few years he
made further acquisitions of much smaller groups of drawings and created a Cabinet of
Paintings. From late 1765, however, he largely ceased acquiring works of art, except for a
series of attempts to purchase individual paintings by Rubens for his small but select
Cabinet. In early 1767 he was still negotiating for the purchase of works by Rubens, but in
June 1768, apparently unexpectedly, he sold the whole of his Cabinet — paintings, drawings

and a small selection of sculptures — to Catherine the Great.

In the remaining eighteen months of Cobenzl’s life he acquired only a few prints, some
furniture pictures and portraits. His period as a collector of paintings and drawings lasted,
therefore, just seven years, ending as unexpectedly and as hastily as it had begun. But his
collection remained as a monument to him, forming the heart of the Hermitage Cabinet of
Drawings even today.

What was the place of the arts in Cobenzl’s life? Why did he start collecting, concentrating
on drawings? How was it possible for him to ‘stop’ so suddenly? He started collecting at a
time when the Austrian Netherlands was a site of dispersal of works of art, rather than of
accumulation. There was apparently no significant circle of collectors to inspire and
encourage his efforts, to make collecting the norm. As for drawings, there is little evidence
that there were more than a few scattered individuals sharing this particular interest.

This thesis looks at Cobenzl’s roles as public figure and private collector and shows how
the latter fits into the context of the former, his collecting rooted firmly in his ambitions for
the Austrian Netherlands, his own ambiguous status and his conflicts with the Governor
and the aristocracy. It traces his origins, establishes his character and follows his career
through various foreign posts in the Habsburg service before he settled in Brussels.
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For all his learning and curious mind, Cobenzl cannot be demonstrated to have been driven
by the kind of empirical curiosity that was motivating many contemporaries across Europe,
seeking to acquire and arrange ‘knowledge’. He was, quite clearly, a pragmatic utilitarian,
for whom knowledge was a practical tool. As a loyal servant of the Habsburgs who spent
his life largely ‘abroad’, but never in a major ‘collecting capital’ such as Paris or London
or Amsterdam, he does not fit into the ‘national’ pictures of collecting — particularly the
collecting of drawings — that have been created for France, Britain or the Netherlands.

Cobenzl played an essential role at the very heart of cultural life in the Austrian
Netherlands — three federal Belgian cultural institutions today credit Cobenzl with the
inspiration and efforts that lay behind their foundation: the Académie Royale, the
Bibliotheque Royale and the Commission Royale d’Histoire. Supporting training for young
artists, including the establishment of a programme to send them to study in Rome,
actively promoting the arts and artistic industries in the Austrian Netherlands (such that he
came to be known flatteringly as ‘the Colbert of Belgium’), Cobenzl nonetheless included

almost no works by the artists whose careers he promoted in his Cabinet.

Over the course of his career the way that Cobenzl presented himself evolved, in part in
accordance with his environment. During the 1740s and early 1750s, based at various
German courts, he seemed to be a bluff and witty hunting man with an eye for the ladies
and a passion for books, and a merely gentlemanly interest in the artistic contents of his
house, whether paintings or furniture, although already with a porcelain collection.
Promoted in 1753 to a new, settled and more visible post in Brussels, he started creating a
suitable context for his role, remodelling his (rented) mansion, transforming the gardens

and making his collection of oriental porcelain into one of the largest in the country.

Thus there are three overlapping phases in the path of Cobenzl’s personal acquisitions:
books and porcelain were acquired more or less consistently from the 1740s until his death,
the adornment of his house and garden dominated after his move to Brussels, then
drawings and paintings became the focus of his attention, before apparently losing it
entirely. In the second and third phases Cobenzl’s activities were strongly coloured by his
ambiguous position at Court and amongst the nobility, and specifically by the at times
overt struggle for power between himself and the Governor, Charles de Lorraine. Their
battle for both real and perceived superiority was played out in many different parts of
Cobenzl’s professional and private life, and he used display — the adornment of both his

home and his person, and his collecting — as part of a play for social prestige. Cobenzl|
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would always be subordinate to Charles de Lorraine in rank, but he could use objects as a
discrete assertion of intellectual superiority, a superiority of taste and preference.

This thesis proposes that Cobenzl’s transformation into a collector of drawings was an
example of his perspicacious identification of emerging trends (industries and practices)
that could be turned to advantage, economic or prestigious, public or personal. He was
attracted by the status of drawings, perceived as accessible only to those of greater
refinement and understanding, as something elite, less widespread than the collecting of
paintings. The direct and specific stimulus for his emergence as a collector of drawings lay
in the provenance of two large groups of works he was offered, which permitted him to
assert a very specific link to the past. It suggests that Cobenzl adopted not only the
drawings, but also their histories, to negotiate social position and identity within the

context of his pragmatic utilitarianism.

This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 1. Anthony Van Dyck (1599-1641), The Rest on the Flight into Egypt. This is a
typical intact Cobenzl mount. © The State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg
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Partl

Chapter 1. The Importance of the Cobenzl Collection

It was probably the sale of Cobenzl’s Cabinet of works of art to Catherine the Great in
1768 that did more than anything else to ensure its fame outside Russia in later years. Even
those who knew nothing of Cobenzl’s own collection save its existence knew something of
the mass of treasures acquired by the Russian Empress. By association, therefore, some
assumed that the Austrian Minister had owned a magnificent array of paintings.! The
relative lack of knowledge about the collection’s composition would seem to have been
ascribed to the closed nature of Soviet society — and of Soviet art history, which only rarely
talked of provenance and patronage, as something too individual, too dependent on the

stories of the rich and aristocratic, for a truly socialist picture of art.

Cobenzl’s collection in fact consisted of just 46 paintings (Appendix I) but over 4,000
drawings, with a small selection of sculptures. Despite the overall high quality of the
paintings and the presence of outstanding works by Rubens, a superb Van Dyck and a
magnificent Rembrandt, the paintings collection cannot have been said to have been
defining in the history of the Hermitage Picture Gallery, which gained the Bruhl collection

in the same year, the Crozat collection in 1772 and the Walpole paintings in 1779.

It is the drawings that bring the name of Cobenzl most actively into play in art historical
writing. For until the nationalisation of private property in the early Soviet period the
Imperial Hermitage’s collection of Old Master drawings was to all intents and purposes
that of Count Cobenzl, with some — albeit major — additions. This has been recognised
within the Hermitage, where the acquisition of the Cobenzl drawings in1768 is said to
mark the foundation of the Cabinet of Drawings. Cobenzl’s collection is thus hugely
significant in terms of its formation, its composition and its historical fate (i.e. its
preservation more or less en bloc) and what it tells us about the history of the Hermitage.
Even the weaker drawings contribute to our knowledge of the collecting of drawings in the

eighteenth century, particularly in Brussels.

! e.g. Comte Carlos de Villermont, La cour de Vienne & Bruxelles au XVI1I° siécle, Le comte de CobenzI,
ministre plénipotentiaire aux Pays-Bas, Lille-Paris—Bruges, 1925, p. 178

2 The date of the Briihl acquisition is usually given, incorrectly, as 1769. See the original documents
relating to the purchase and despatch, firmly dated 1768: C6opHuK MMIIepaTopcKaro pycckaro
ucropuueckaro obuiecrsa [Anthology of the Imperial Russian Historical Society], XVII, 1876, Appendix X,
pp. 388-94
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The simplest way to demonstrate the vital importance of the Cobenzl collection within the

Hermitage is through a number of telling statistics.

The first inventory of drawings in the Hermitage in 1797 lists 6,798 items,? although that
does not include the 1,000 Briihl drawings.* The 1839 inventory included everything and
listed 9,924 drawings.” Still the Cobenzl collection made up over two fifths of the whole.
When one takes out 780 drawings by Charles-Louis Clérisseau, over 260 topographical
views by Jean-Pierre Houél and other architectural drawings, as well as the ‘Julienne
album’ of 1,000 drawings by Callot, it becomes clear that even thirty years after its
acquisition by Catherine Il the Cobenzl collection still formed the greater part of the
Hermitage Old Master drawings.

If the nationalisation of private collections in the immediate wake of the October
Revolution of 1917 brought many more Old Master drawings into the Hermitage, the
significance of the Cobenzl drawings has remained definitive. One third of the 244
drawings shown at the first exhibition of the ‘expanded’ Cabinet of Drawings in 1926
came from Cobenzl.® Of 805 drawings in the catalogue of Flemish drawings of 1955, over
600 came from Cobenzl.” Exhibitions of the ‘stars’ of the Hermitage are dominated by
Cobenzl’s possessions. An exhibition from the Hermitage in 2011 included 40 of the
Museum’s greatest Flemish sheets: 28 from the Cobenzl collection.® Thanks largely to the
huge number of French crayon (over 170) and black chalk (nearly 50) portraits, Irina

Novoselskaya’s exhibition catalogues of French drawings of the fifteenth and sixteenth

% “Onmce OpUTMHAJILHBIM PUCYHKAaM Pa3HbIX aBTOPOB, HAXOALIMMCs TpU MiMmnepaTopckoM DpMUTaxKe,
o BbICO‘laﬁHICMy Ero HMHGpaTOpCKaI‘O BennuecTBa moBeneHUI0 COYMHEHHAS WIEHAMU AKaZLeMI/II/I
XynoxecTB B KOHIIE cei onmcu noanucasmumucs’ [Inventory of Original Drawings by Various Authors in
the Imperial Hermitage, compiled by highest order of His Imperial Majesty by the members of the Academy
of Arts whose signatures stand at the end of this inventory]. Manuscript completed 20 March 1797.
Department of Drawings, Hermitage Museum

* The drawings and prints were all kept in albums until the early nineteenth century, and only then were
the drawings entered in the drawings inventory. See Alexei Larionov, ‘Die Sammlung der Zeichnungen des
Grafen von Briihl’, in: Bilder-Wechsel: séchsisch-russischer Kulturtransfer im Zeitalter der Aufklarung,
Cologne—Weimar, 2009, pp. 125-50; Dimitri Ozerkov, ‘Das Grafikkabinett Heinrich von Briihls’, Ibid., pp.
151-83

% “Ormmics PUCYHKaM OpUIHMHAIbHBIM pa3HbIX MacTepOB HaxoAsAmuMcs B MiMnepaTopckoM DpMHUTaxke B
Canxrrnierepoypre 1811 roxa, nctipasnennas B 1839 rony’ [Inventory of Original Drawings by Different
Masters in the Imperial Hermitage in St Petersburg 1811, Corrected in 1839]. Manuscript. Department of
Drawings, Hermitage Museum

® Mikhail Dobroklonsky, Musée de I’Ermitage. Dessins des maitres anciens. Exposition de 1926, exh.
cat., Hermitage, Leningrad, 1927. The catalogue, in French, has an excellent introductory survey of the
history of the Hermitage collection of drawings.

" TocymaperBennbiit Dpmutax. Prucyrkn duamanckoit mkonsr XVII-XVIII sexor [The State Hermitage.
Drawings of the Flemish School, Seventeenth—Eighteenth Centuries], Moscow, 1955

® Rubens, Van Dyck & Jordaens. Flemish Painters from the Hermitage, exh. cat., Hermitage Amsterdam,
2011-12; Amsterdam, 2011
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centuries and of the seventeenth centuries also included large numbers of Cobenzl works:
71 out of 77 and 36 out of 80 respectively.’

T st
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'

Figure 2. Louis de Caulery (c. 1580-16217), Landscape with Courtly Figures by a River.
© The Trustees of the British Museum. One of a group of more than twenty drawings from
Cobenz!’s collection that gave their name to ‘The Master of the Hermitage Sketchbook’
(although they are now agreed not to be the work of a single artist). This drawing was sold
from the Hermitage in 1931

The significance of the collection lies not only in its indubitable quality, however, but in
the very fact of its preservation more or less in its entirety, despite the transfer of over 360
drawings to other Soviet museums and the sale of 60 or so at auction in 1931 and 1932.%°
The vast majority of the drawings are still on the highly distinctive lilac mounts given them
by Cobenzl which, with cartouches containing the attribution, form the Cobenzl collector’s
mark (see fig. 1).** Moreover, the arrangement of the Cobenzl collection on its arrival was
to have a long-lasting effect in that it defined how the Hermitage kept its drawings: the

% Irina Novoselskaya [Novosselskaya], ®paniysckuit pucyrok XV—XVI BekoB B cobpanun DpMuTaxa /
Le dessin francais des XV°®et XVI°siécles dans les collections du Musée de I’Ermitage, exh. cat., Hermitage

Museum, St Petersburg, 2004; Irina Novoselskaya, ®paniy3ckuii pucynok XVII Beka B cobpanuu
Dpwmutaxa / Le dessin frangais du XVII® siécle dans les collections du Musée de I'Ermitage, exh. cat.,
Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, 1999

19 These drawings were removed from the Museum by the Soviet government to raise foreign currency.
Handzeichnungen alter Meister, C. G. Boerner, Leipzig, 29 April 1931; Handzeichnungen alter Meister, aus
den Besténden der Eremitage in Leningrad, C. G. Boerner, Leipzig, 4 May 1932; Bicher, Gemalde / Graphik
Handzeichnungen (z. T. aus der Eremitage, Leningrad)..., Max Perl, Berlin, Il. Teil, 15 & 16 March 1932

11_.2858h, although Lugt sees the cartouche, rather than the mount and cartouche, as the mark.
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three main sizes of storage box still in use today are those set by the first three standard

sizes of the Cobenzl mounts.

If the collection had been formed in one of the great eighteenth-century ‘collecting
capitals’, where collecting was more than just a princely occupation, in Paris, London or
Amsterdam, the survival of such information would have been significant enough. The
formation, arrangement and mounting of the collection by an individual based in Brussels
makes it all the more important.

The approach that sees Europe as a whole, taking a global view of trends, also has its effect
on cultural history. If we rightly understand the Enlightenment as something much broader
than the French or even the British experience, if we analyse the unique national version of
the Enlightenment in different countries, we realise that there can be no picture of ‘the
Enlightenment’ that does not incorporate its variations, particularly on the European
periphery. The same can be said of collecting: without analysis of the collecting practices
beyond Paris, London and Amsterdam, how can we truly create a picture of the eighteenth-
century, and how can we understand practices there without a much broader understanding
of the pan-European context? Cobenzl’s collecting practices throw light on the situation in
the Austrian Netherlands, adding vital information for an overall picture of collecting on

the periphery that remains to be drawn.
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Chapter 2: Cobenzl as an Object of Study

Despite the survival of his collection largely intact in St Petersburg and Moscow, there has
been no specialist study of Cobenzl as a collector, either of paintings or drawings, prior to
this author’s work." A preliminary recreation of the collection of paintings was presented at
a conference in the Hermitage Museum in 2007;? a number of papers have been given to
specialist groups, such as that on Cobenzl’s French connections in the series of Seminars in
the History of Collecting at the Wallace Collection in July 2009, that on Cobenzl’s
drawings, their mounts and collector’s mark, at the Salon du Dessin in Paris in 2010,3 and
another on Cobenzl’s preference for private sales over auctions, at the conference on Art

and Money at the European University in St Petersburg in May 2011.

It is not possible, therefore, to offer a detailed history of the study of Cobenzl and his
collection. Numerous references to the latter’s significance have been superficial, featuring
within the context of Cobenzl’s political activities, or in catalogue entries to a specific
work. They often repeat incorrect information regarding the date the collection was formed
or its composition. At best they are accompanied by the admission that the subject remains
almost untouched.*

Cobenzl has nonetheless been the object of study in a number of other contexts, political,
national and cultural, that inevitably impinge on the question of his patronage of the arts
and artistic industries and his collecting. They create the background for an understanding

of Cobenzl’s motives, in which his collecting was a political act, an act of social

! An exhibition of drawings from his collection held at the Hermitage in 1969 simply presented a
selection of drawings, with two brief pages on the composition of the drawings collection and two paragraphs
on Cobenzl’s identity and the purchase of the drawings by Catherine the Great; M36paHHble PUCYHKM W3
cobpanus ['ocynapcrernoro Opmutaxka. K 200-1etnio ocHoBaHUS oTAeneHus pucyHkoB: Kommekrus K.
KobGenmst. 1768-1968 [Selected Drawings from the Collection of the State Hermitage Museum. On the
200th Anniversary of the Foundation of the Department of Drawings: The Collection of C. Cobenzl. 1768—
1968], exh. cat., Hermitage Museum, Leningrad, 1969, pp. 5-7

2 Catherine Phillips, ‘KaGuner kaptus rpada Kapiaa KoGEHIUIS: OIBIT PEKOHCTPYKIIHE M HCTOPHS €r0
cosnanus’ [Reconstruction and History of the Cabinet of Paintings of Count Charles de Cobenzl (1712—
1770)], in: Tpyasl ['ocynapcTBeHHOro DpMuTaka. DpMHUTaXHbIe YTeHUs namsaTu B.®. JleBuncona-Jleccunra
(02.03.1893 — 27.06.1972). 20062007 [Transactions of the State Hermitage Museum. In Memoriam
Vladimir Levinson-Lessing (02.03.1893 — 27.06.1972). Proceedings of the Conferences 2006-7], St
Petersburg, 2011, 78-101

¥ Catherine Phillips, ‘Collecting Drawings in Brussels in the 1760s. The Collection of Count Charles
Cobenzl (1712-1770) in the Hermitage, St Petersburg’, in: Marques de collection I. Cinguiémes Rencontres
internationales du Salon du Dessin, Paris—Dijon, 2010, pp. 111-24

* One of the best informed authors, Denis Coekelberghs, could still justifiably say in 2005 that ‘Sa
collection de dessins, acquise par Catherine II en 1768, est a I’Ermitage a Saint-Pétersbourg et attend d’étre
étudiée en tant que telle’. Denis Coekelberghs, ‘Les peintres belges 2 Rome aux XVII® et XI1X°® siécles. Bilan,
apports nouveaux et propositions’, in: Nicole Dacos, Cecile Duliére, eds, Italia Belgica: la Fondation
nationale Princesse Marie-Jose et les relations artistiques entre la Belgique et I'ltalie 1930-2005: 75°
anniversaire (Etudes d’histoire de I’art, IX), Brussels, 2005, p. 277 note 5
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positioning. Such work has often been done in isolation from related research projects, one
reason being the huge gap (geographical, political and disciplinary) between the historical
studies taking place in Belgium, Austria, Slovenia, Italy (Gorizia) and St Petersburg, the
loci of Cobenzl’s career and artistic heritage (despite Cobenzl’s ten years in Germany
1743-53, he has not been the object of attention there). If studies of French art are
international — conducted by scholars across the world, published in periodicals with an
international circulation — most of these regions are or have been perceived as peripheral in
the picture of the eighteenth-century art situation. Publications here have often been
relatively ‘parochial’, produced by local scholars viewing subjects exclusively within the
context of the region, and access to them has been limited — they appear in periodicals with
a purely internal circulation (particularly in Belgium), in local exhibition catalogues (e.g.
in Gorizia), or in languages that are not ‘accessible’ (Slovenian, Russian). Little connection

has been made between the work being done in each area.

Material in the archives in Brussels relating largely to Cobenzl’s activities between 1753
and 1770 has provided the most fruitful source of information to all scholars. Beyond
Brussels, the information is scattered, and the political history of the Eastern Bloc played

its role in ‘hiding’ available Slovenian and Russian material from outside scholars.

This survey therefore looks at the scattered literature on Cobenzl in general, demonstrating
the different images of him that have been drawn in different contexts, and attempting to
link them together.

Cobenzl the Statesman

Cobenzl has come under most scrutiny from Belgian historians assessing his role as
Plenipotentiary Minister in the Austrian Netherlands (1753-70); he features — usually in
passing — in studies by Austrian historians of Habsburg politics of the 1740s to 1760s. To
both national groups he was an outsider: in the first case the imposition of a foreign power,
whose presence was not always welcomed; in the second absent from the capital, located
on the periphery of the Habsburg lands and thus far removed from the centre of Austrian
eighteenth-century history.

In Austria, the name Cobenzl causes some confusion, since it is associated with two other
politicians and statesmen, Charles’ son Louis and his nephew Philip, both of whom played
an important role in foreign and domestic affairs between c. 1780 and 1805. Nonetheless,
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Cobenzl does draw significant attention in a number of recent studies on Austrian
eighteenth-century history, dealing with the Southern Netherlands as a Habsburg subject

and with individuals whose lives came into contact with him.®

Whilst there is no confusion of identity in Belgium, attitudes to him there have been
ambiguous, even contradictory. Belgium’s emergence from subjection to Spain, Austria
and France produced a complex brand of nineteenth-century nationalism when the country
at last arrived at independence as a constitutional monarchy. While some saw Cobenzl as a
man of vast achievements who did much to bring prosperity and intellectual renewal to the
country, others, mainly those largely identifying regional nationalism with Catholicism,
denied him any merits and indeed did their best to paint a picture of a man of immoral
habits who trampled the traditions of the local people. Closely associated with the reforms
and centralising policies of the Habsburg monarchy, Cobenzl is thus seen very differently
by those who take a positive or negative view of Austria’s centralising policies, the
reduction of local privileges and limitations on monastic property rights (mortmain) and of
the reforms introduced by Joseph 11, particularly unpopular measures such as the expulsion
of the Jesuits (in fact a Europe-wide phenomenon) and the eventual closure of many
monastic houses in the Austrian Netherlands. Later references to Cobenzl have been
coloured by this nationalistic-moralistic attitude, with authors not themselves affected by
prejudice repeating or echoing the biassed statements of earlier writers.

When Cobenzl’s involvement with the arts was mentioned by such historians, even in
passing, it was frequently accompanied by familiar assertions that even in this he was a
creature of foreign rulers, given to corrupt and devious practices, with little interest in the
Southern Netherlands. Yet historians of the state institutions such as the Académie Royale,
the Commission Royale d’Histoire and the Bibliothéque Royale manifest unanimity, even

in the nineteenth century, in presenting a favourable view of Cobenzl’s role.

Running parallel to this is the contrasting attitude to the Governor of the Austrian
Netherlands, Charles de Lorraine. Well into the twentieth century Belgian historians
seemed to continue to be charmed by the gaiety and insouciance of a prince who openly
sought to gain maximum popularity with the local people and who did his best to distance

himself from all unpopular measures, however necessary. While Charles de Lorraine’s

% e.g. Renate Zedinger, Die Verwaltung der Osterreichischen Niederlande in Wien (1714-1795). Studien
in den Zentralisierungstendenzen des Wiener Hofes im Staatswerdungsprozess der Habsburgermonarchie,
Vienna, 2000; Paul P. Bernard, From the Enlightenment to the Police State: the Public Life of Johann Anton
Pergen, Urbana—Chicago, 1991
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sexual mores were as lax as those of Cobenzl, and his irresponsible expenditure and vast
debts far outdid those of his Minister, this is passed over by the same writers who decry
just those habits in Cobenzl. Cobenzl’s revitalisation of the economy, his vision of the arts
as an important tool for regeneration, are often credited exclusively to Charles de Lorraine.
In the wake of Belgian independence in 1830 one can trace the growing admiration for the
Prince, presented as the defender of local interests against the Austrians, until he had
become an almost mythical hero.® The problems encountered by those dealing with the
balance of power between Charles de Lorraine and Cobenzl, their relative responsibility
for political and economic policy, are mirrored when we try to separate their contributions
to artistic policies in the Austrian Netherlands.

Yet there have always been those speaking up for a recognition of Cobenzl’s dominance
with regard to economic and administrative initiatives, where most conflict arose, and to
the artistic projects on which the two men found themselves largely in accord.

In 1813 Michaud’s Biographie Universelle ... — written in Paris at a time when the

Southern Netherlands were still part of the French Empire — presented a positive picture of
Cobenzl that was to form the basis for subsequent biographies in similar encyclopaedic
publications.” It rightly credited Cobenzl with the foundation of the Académie de Bruxelles
(and wrongly with that of the Ecole gratuite de dessin) and implied that Cobenzl lay behind
many of the reforms later instituted by Joseph Il: the underlying approbation for those
reforms and for the financial overhaul of the religious communities surely reflected
attitudes in Paris — very different to the conservative Catholicism of the Southern
Netherlands — in the wake of the French Revolution and the establishment of the

Napoleonic Code.

In 1835 the first Annuaire de I’Académie Rovyale des Sciences et Belles-lettres de

Bruxelles of the newly independent Belgium credited Cobenzl as the inspiration for the
Académie and recognised his wider efforts on behalf of the arts and sciences; its very first
biographical notice was devoted to the Plenipotentiary Minister.® This positive view of
Cobenzl and his achievements was reasserted even more strongly in the 1852 Histoire et

® Attitudes to Charles de Lorraine are surveyed in the introduction to Michéle Galand, Charles de
Lorraine, gouverneur-général des Pays-Bas autrichiens (1744-1780) (Etudes sur le XVI111¢ siécle, XX),
Brussels, 1993

’ Biographie Universelle, ancienne et moderne..., Paris, 1811-53, 1X (1813), pp. 148-49

8 < Apergu historique de la création de I’ Académie de Bruxelles, sous Marie-Thérése (Extrait du discours
préliminaire du tom. I des anciens Mémoires de 1’ Académie)’, Annuaire de I’ Académie Royale des Sciences
et Belles-lettres de Bruxelles, Premiére année, Brussels, 1835, pp. 32-35; Baron F.A. Reiffenberg, ‘Notice
biographique: Le comte Charles de Cobentzl’, Ibid., pp. 85-87.
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Bibliographie analytique de 1’ Académie Royale.? Successive publications on the history of

the Académie have universally given credit to Cobenzl, although with somewhat less
hyperbole.'® Other pictures of society and court life assigned a central role to Cobenzl in
the arts, without ever going into any detail.*

The pan-European phenomenon of the identification, study and full-text publication of
national historical documents that was remarkable from the British Isles all the way east to
Russia had a particularly acute resonance in Belgium. Not only had the country just

emerged as an independent nation state, but it had only just retrieved its national archives.

The efficiency of the Austrian bureaucracy meant that in times of war and occupation
major paperwork was kept safe. Kaunitz sent the government archive to Antwerp at the
start of the French occupation of Brussels in 1745; during the Seven Years’ War, in June
1758, Cobenzl made plans to evacuate state documents to Luxembourg as the Prussians
advanced."® When the French moved in again in the 1790s, the Austrian foreign ministry
moved the archives of many institutions to Vienna. Some papers seen as relating to purely
regional history were returned to the French Republic in 1802, others to the United
Netherlands in 1815. Moreover, the French had also removed large quantities of
documents, which were only returned to Brussels after 1815.™ This chequered history, and
the resulting disorder, gave an extra stimulus to the work of archivists.

Among the papers repatriated by the Vienna government was Cobenzl’s personal
correspondence,** separated from his official papers (still largely in the Haus-, Hof- und
Staatsarchiv des Osterreichischen Staatsarchivs, Vienna). Bound into 283 volumes,
Cobenzl’s correspondence — and the many more volumes of documents in the Belgian

archives relating to Charles de Lorraine and court life — provided a fascinating source of

® Jean Pierre Namur, Histoire et Bibliographie analytique de 1’ Académie Royale des Sciences, des Lettres
et des Beaux-Arts de Belgique, 2nd augmented edn, Brussels, 1852, pp. 1-2, 124

106 g. Edouard Mailly, Histoire de I’ Academie Imperiale et Royale des Sciences et Belles-Lettres de
Bruxelles, 2 vols (XXXIV, XXXV), Brussels, 1883; L'Académie Royale de Belgique depuis sa fondation
(1772-1922), Brussels, 1922; L’ Académie Impériale et Royale des sciences et belles-lettres de Bruxelles,
1772-1794, sa fondation, ses travaux, exh. cat., Académie Royale de Belgique, Brussels, 1973

1e.g. P. Roger, Ch. de Ch., eds, Mémoires et souvenirs sur la cour de Bruxelles et sur la société belge,
depuis 1’époque de Marie-Thérése jusqu’a nos jours, Brussels, 1856, pp. 75-76

12 Comte Carlos de Villermont, La cour de Vienne & Bruxelles au XV111° siécle, Le comte de Cobenzl,
ministre plénipotentiaire aux Pays-Bas, Lille-Paris—Bruges, 1925, p. 79

13 On the complex history of the Brussels archives see Joseph Cuvelier, ‘Les revendications d’archives
belges a I’ Allemagne et a I’ Autriche-Hongrie’, Bulletins de la Classe des Lettres de I’ Académie Royale de
Belgique, 1919, pp. 255-69; Joseph Laenen, ‘Coup d’oeil historique sur le fonds des Pays-Bas’, Les
Archives de I'Etat a Vienne au point de vue de I'histoire de Belgique, Brussels, 1924, pp. 1-19; Herman
Coppens, René Laurent, eds, Les Archives de I’Etat en Belgique, 1796-1996, Brussels, 1996 (AGR Publ.
2410)

* AGR, SEG, nos 1053-1296, 1299-1303
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material for writers. Filled with information not just about politics and local government

but about the man’s private life, the letters contributed to a series of publications.

In 1874, for instance, the archivist and archaeologist Charles Piot published his picture of
Maria Theresa’s reign in the Austrian Netherlands." Presenting a somewnhat simplistic if
widespread view of Kaunitz and Cobenzl as the ‘long arms’ of Joseph II, and Joseph II
himself as an enemy of the Belgian people, Piot made little criticism of Maria Theresa and
Charles de Lorraine. Whilst admitting many of Cobenzl’s achievements, he largely
accepted the Governor’s not unbiassed assessment of his character, expressed in so many
letters of complaint to Maria Theresa, and concluded: ‘Enfin, pour tout dire, ¢’était I’ami

de Kaunitz. 11 était imprudent et méme indélicat dans les questions d’argent.’*°

For Piot, it was enough to say that Cobenzl was ‘the friend of Kaunitz’ for his reader to
understand that he should be viewed negatively. Whilst Cobenzl’s debts and lack of
concern about paying them certainly prove him to have been ‘indélicat’ in terms of money,
there was no apparent basis for Piot’s assertion that he had killed an official in a duel.’
Piot’s book was to have long-lasting effect on perceptions of Cobenzl.*®

At the start of the twentieth century the Brussels archives — complemented by documents
in Vienna and Paris — provided the material for a full biographical study of Cobenzl. In
1925 Count Carlos (Charles) de Villermont published an entertaining and informative
picture of the man that managed to be both readable and apparently faithful to its sources,
demonstrating that he had mastered the whole of the voluminous correspondence.®
Although officially entitled La cour de Vienne a Bruxelles au XV111° siécle with Le comte

de Cobenzl, minister plénipotentiaire aux Pays-Bas as a subtitle, the book concentrated

almost exclusively on Cobenzl and his role at the heart of life in the capital and was largely
free of the distortion that had ‘beatified’ Charles de Lorraine and demonised Cobenzl.
Despite minor inaccuracies of fact and interpretation the picture has largely stood the test
of time, but Villermont’s minimal use of footnotes (often incorrectly citing archival

references) makes his text difficult to use as a basis for further research. Reading of the

12 Charles Piot, Le régne de Marie-Thérese dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens, Louvain, 1874
Ibid., p. 71
7 Xavier Duquenne kindly confirmed (letter, April 2012) that no source for Piot’s statement has been
found in any Belgian archive.
'8 The story of the duel, for instance, was repeated in Lucien Perey, Charles de Lorraine et la cour de
Bruxelles sous le regne de Marie-Thérese, Paris, 1903, p. 141
¥ Villermont 1925
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Cobenzl correspondence may largely verify Villermont’s conclusions, but one is forced to

read it all in order to understand where he found his information.

Ghislaine De Boom used the same archives to produce a political study of all the ministers
who worked alongside the governors of the Austrian Netherlands, which was dominated by

Cobenzl.°

Despite some references to ‘them’ (the Austrian rulers) and ‘us’ (the Belgians),
De Boom presented Cobenzl as a force for good. A representative of a younger generation
of academics, she mentioned Villermont in the bibliography and in occasional footnotes,
but largely dismissed him by saying that ‘aucune synthése vraiment scientifique n’avait été
tentée de cette invraisemblable activité’.?* Yet despite its greater academic rigour, her
study only reinforces Villermont’s conclusions and lacks his overall picture of the man, his
personality and his achievements. Moreover, it might be seen as going too far in, as Galand

complained, ‘reléguant le prince Charles a un réle décoratif>.?

These two publications by Villermont and De Boom remain the key sources for all those
interested in Cobenzl. Later scholars, referring to them extensively when dealing with
Cobenzl’s role in the government of the Austrian Netherlands or with the role of Charles
de Lorraine, have largely found them sufficient for their purpose. There has been no
subsequent detailed academic study concentrated on the man universally declared to be

central to so many aspects of Belgium’s history.

Post-war Belgium saw a renaissance in national history, with scholars seeking to look at
the troublesome eighteenth century from a more objective viewpoint, shorn of the anti-
Austrian nationalism that had been such a dominant feature heretofore. The 1960s
produced several non-academic articles by authors attracted by the story of Cobenzl’s
prodigious debts, both those apparently determined to demonstrate his immorality® and
those with a neutral interest in him as a historic figure, such as lawyer and writer Carlo
Bronne.? But it was the foundation in the early 1970s of the Groupe d’Etude sur le XVIII®
siecle at the Université Libre de Bruxelles, led by Roland Mortier and Hervé Hasquin and
still very active, that contributed most to a revival in eighteenth-century studies and to the

% Ghislaine De Boom, Les Ministres plenipotentiaires dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens, principalement
Cobenzl, Brussels, 1932

L Ibid., p. 4

22 Galand 1993, p. 14

2 R. de Montdidier, ‘Révélations surprenantes sur les difficultés pécuniaires du comte de Cobenzl,
ministre de Marie-Thérése’, Les cahiers Léopoldiens, série 11, No. 12, 15 December 196115 January 1962,
pp. 13-23

24 Carlo Bronne, ‘Les prodigalités du comte de Cobenzl’, Financiers et comédiens au XVIII® siécle,
Brussels, 1969, pp. 123-40
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renewal of objective scholarly interest in Cobenzl. Philippe Moureaux, professor of
economic history and Belgian politician, inevitably found himself dealing repeatedly with
Cobenzl and his brief assessment of Cobenzl’s role as a ‘modern statesman’ appeared in

the very first number of the Groupe’s Etudes sur le XVI11° siécle in 1974.% In this positive

view of the significance and independence of Cobenzl’s approach to government,
Moureaux inevitably refers to Villermont and De Boom as the important sources, but notes
‘une personnalité aussi riche que celle du comte de Cobenzl n’est jamais entiérement

¢lucidée, qu’elle mérite toujours des recherches nouvelles’.®

Cobenzl’s name appears throughout the many different volumes of the Etudes sur le
XVIII° siécle and he lies at the heart of all studies of the Austrian Netherlands in the
middle of the eighteenth century. Michéle Galand’s clear-headed study of Charles de
Lorraine devotes much time to demonstrating the Governor’s genuine achievements by
untangling the complicated relationship with Cobenzl, attempting to justly apportion credit

(or blame) for successes and failures of policy.?’

Cobenzl’s importance as the spirit behind several of Belgium’s national cultural
institutions — not just the Académie — is almost universally recognised. He is today credited
with saving the Burgundian Library almost immediately he took office, in fighting for the
creation of an organised royal library, with a librarian and a law of legal deposit, which
was to eventually be accessible to the public as the Bibliothéque Royale.” Even the
Commission Royale d’Histoire, founded only in 1834, sees its origins in the initiatives of
Charles Cobenzl — from the late 1750s — to gather and publish documents chronicling the
history of the different constituent elements of the Austrian Netherlands.?®

By the end of the twentieth century the patriotic tone that had coloured so many references
to Cobenzl had all but disappeared. Nonetheless its lingering effects occasionally make

2 Philippe Moureaux, ‘Charles de Cobenzl, homme d’état moderne’, Etudes sur le XVI111° siécle, I,
Brussels, 1974, pp. 171-78. Galand suggested that Moureaux, like De Boom, went too far in minimising the
positive involvement of Charles de Lorraine; Galand 1993, p. 14

% Moureaux 1974, p. 171. Moureaux’s interest continues: Philippe Moureaux, ‘Un épisode mouvementé
des relations entre le Ministre Cobenzl et la banque de Nettine (1755-1756), in: Serge Jaumain, Kenneth
Bertrams, eds, Patrons, gens d’affaires et banquiers: hommages a Ginette Kurgan-van Hentenryk, Brussels,
2004, pp. 93-106

2" Galand 1993. She herself defines this problem as central to her study on p. 16

%8 La Librairie des ducs de Bourgogne. Manuscrits conservés a la Bibliothéque Royale de Belgique, 111,
Turnhout, 2006, pp. 26-28; Frans Vanwijngaerden, ‘The Royal Library Albert Ist / La Bibliothéque Royale
Albert I*: Instrument of Knowledge and Depository of our Written and Printed Patrimony’, IFLA Journal,
1977 11/12 (accessed online November 2008 at http://ifl.sagepub.com)

 The history of the Commission on its website (http://www.crhistoire.be/fr/commission/histoire_fr.html,
accessed 1 July 2011) opens with a portrait of Cobenzl and a description of these first efforts to produce a
history of what is now Belgium.
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themselves felt. As late as 2004 Olivier Vanderhaeghen played down Cobenzl’s
achievements and described him — apparently with some surprise, despite Cobenzl’s post
as a highly visible foreign administrator — as ‘véritable agent de Vienne a Bruxelles, voir

A . 30
méme espion des Habsbourg’.

Cobenzl as Patron and Collector

The picture of Cobenzl as patron and collector is far more fragmentary but has suffered
from the same two problems as that of him as a politician, statesman and administrator:
establishing the relative contributions of Cobenzl and of Charles de Lorraine, in whose
name by the very nature of his position all measures were taken, and the negative
interpretation of his actions insisted on by some authors.

Charles Piot accused Cobenzl of corruption in the acquisition of works of art, citing an
exchange of letters in 1767 in which Cobenzl and Patrice-Francois de Neny discussed the
possible spoils to be gained if the Society of Bollandists in Antwerp was to be closed
down.*! Piot assumed (wrongly) that the ‘theft’ had taken place and extrapolated this
assumption to conclude that it was Cobenzl’s main method of acquiring art. The story was
repeated thereafter by numerous authors, largely those pro-Charles de Lorraine® or critical
of Cobenz!’s policy on religious grounds,*® and became so widely accepted that even
authors with no agenda accepted the ‘fact’ of Cobenzl’s Corruption.34

In 1874 the Belgian professor of law Alphonse Pierre Octave Rivier, who had studied in
Geneva and Lausanne, covered Cobenzl’s correspondence with the Swiss gentleman
Rodolphe Valltravers (Vautravers) regarding the acquisition of crystals and of works of
art.®® This demonstrated clearly the gentlemanly manner of at least some of Cobenzl’s

purchases of drawings and their fair financial basis. Perhaps because the article appeared in

%0 Olivier Vanderhaeghen, ‘Les voyages de Patrice-Frangois de Neny & Vienne (1751-1768).
Prolégoménes a 1’étude de ’activité diplomatique du chef-président du Conseil privé (1758-1783)’, in:
Bruno Bernard, ed., Bruxellois & Vienne, Viennois a Bruxelles (Etudes sur le XVI11° siécle, XXXII),
Brussels, 2004, p. 59

3! Piot 1874, p. 71

%2 perey 1903, pp. 240-41

% Hippolyte Delehaye, L oeuvre des bollandistes a travers trois siécles 1615-1915, Brussels, 1959, p.
115. Tellingly, Delehaye said that this was exactly ‘ce qu’elle pouvait attendre des agents du gouvernment
autrichien’.

3 Villermont 1925, pp. 302-3; De Boom 1932, p. 66, although she added ‘Heureusement la plus grande
partie de ces riches collections semblent avoir une origine plus avouable’; Vladimir Levinson-Lessing,
Ucropus Kaprunsoii ranepen Dpmutaxa (1764-1917) [The History of the Hermitage Picture Gallery (1764—
1917)], 2nd edn, Leningrad, 1986, p. 261 note 69

% Alphonse Rivier, ‘Mélanges d’histoire nationale: Rodolphe de Vautravers et le comte Charles de
Cobenzl, d’aprés des documents inédits’, Bibliothéque universelle et Revue Suisse, LI, 1874, pp. 133-61
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a Swiss journal of limited circulation the revelation that Cobenzl owned a large body of
drawings by Old Masters seems to have passed most people by.

The first real attention to be paid in Belgium to Cobenzl’s involvement in the arts — beyond
his role as founder of state institutions — was the publication in 1884-85 by historian and
archivist Alexandre Pinchart of extremely selective extracts from Cobenzl’s letters.*®
Concentrating on famous correspondents such as Winckelmann and Lalive de Jully, the
painter and writer on art Jean-Baptiste Descamps, or local artists and officials, Pinchart
excluded Cobenzl’s highly illuminating discussions of artistic matters with lesser figures.
Pinchart’s publication remained the key source of information on Cobenzl’s artistic
activities, his tastes and collection, for many years. Its most immediate effect, however,

was the description of Cobenzl as the ‘Colbert of Belgium’, since Descamps drew a

parallel between the two men in a letter of 1765 published there.*’

Although Cobenzl has been repeatedly described as ‘grand collectionneur’ his role in the
arts in the Austrian Netherlands — particularly as a collector — has remained more
legendary than factual. Into the early twentieth century scholars were faced with lack of
evidence with which to work. Pinchart provided no information in his commentaries and in
Russia catalogues of the Hermitage collection gave a Cobenzl provenance for only a few
paintings while the provenances of drawings were not mentioned at all. In the 1920s the
history of Russia introduced new barriers. Those who knew that the collection had been
acquired by Catherine the Great and had gone to Russia saw it now as inaccessible, hidden
away in the Soviet Union; others did not know the fate of the collection but assumed it had
eventually been broken up and dispersed. Yet others, aware only of the exceedingly
summary catalogue of the 1770 house sale, produced in great haste after Cobenzl’s death
and including only the portraits and furniture pictures that had not been sold to Catherine
two years earlier, could see no basis for discussion of an important collection.

Cobenzl’s two biographers, therefore, had in essence only the correspondence and state
documents to work with. De Boom, more concerned with the economy than Cobenzl’s
artistic patronage declared simply that he had ‘I’ame d’un mécéne aussi passionné

% Alexandre Pinchart, ed., ‘Correspondance artistique du Comte de Cobenzl’, in four parts, Compte rendu
des séances de la Commission Royale d'Histoire, 4™ série, XI (séances 1883 — janvier 1884), XII (séances
1884), Brussels, 1884-85; part 1, XI, pp. 193-224; part 2, XI, pp. 269-86; part 3, XI, pp. 353-76; part 4, XII,
pp. 18-53

¥ Ibid., part 2, p. 285. The term had been used before in a printed publication, in Natalis Briavoine,
Mémoire sur 1’état de la population, des fabriques, des manufactures et du commerce, dans les provinces des
Pays-Bas, depuis Albert et Isabelle jusqu’a la fin du si¢cle dernier, Brussels, 1841, p. 86
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qu’averti’.*® Chapter VII of Villermont’s 1925 book was entitled ‘Cobenzl et les Arts’ but
consisted of just seven pages. Nonetheless, he concluded ‘C’était, en effet, un amateur
d’art et un grand collectionneur’* — without naming a single work he owned. He repeated
the story of the Jesuit art treasures, ending gleefully and utterly mistakenly: ‘Ainsi étaient
liquidés, en I’an de grace 1767, les trésors artistiques d’un grand ordre religieux, par un

grand seigneur et un magistrat éminent, tous deux ministres d’une pieuse impératrice.”°

It was not until 1976, when Denis Coekelberghs included a whole chapter on Cobenzl,
entitled ‘Un mécénat éclairé’, in his study of Belgian painters in Rome between 1700 and
1830, that any attempt was made to provide more than the most summary picture of his
involvement with the arts.* Without playing down Charles de Lorraine’s involvement in
official artistic policy, Coekelberghs dealt with Cobenzl’s role in promoting a programme
of pensions for painters to stay in Rome. Yet, he stated, the subject remained little studied,
and his bibliography to the subject consisted of just three works: De Boom, passing
references to Cobenzl in the key article by S. Anciaux and J. Lavalleye on painters at the
Court of Charles de Lorraine, and his own brief article on several Flemish painters.*?

Since the 1930s, writers have inevitably discovered that Cobenzl and Charles de Lorraine
walked a largely parallel path in their commissions and patronage,* but Coekelberghs’
1976 text remains the key source on his artistic concerns interests. Subsequently, all
scholars working with primary documentation have concluded that if Charles de Lorraine
supported the initiatives put to him, it was Cobenzl who gave that interest shape, who
conceived the ways in which the arts might be supported and who pushed for the

establishment of schools and training programmes.**

%8 De Boom 1932, p. 65

¥ Villermont 1925, p. 178

“® Ibid., pp. 302-3

* Denis Coekelberghs, Les Peintres belges & Rome de 1700 4 1830 (Etudes d’histoire de Iart / Institut
historique belge de Rome, I11), Brussels—Rome, 1976

*2'S. Anciaux, Jacques Lavalleye, ‘Notes sur les peintres de la Cour de Charles de Lorraine’, Revue belge
d’Archéologie et d’Histoire de 1I’Art, VI, 1936, pp. 305-30; Denis Coekelberghs, ‘Notes d’archives sur
quelques peintres flamands du XV111° siécle: J. Garemyn, M. Geeraerts, H. De la Pegna et M. De Hase’,
Revue des archéologues et historiens d’art de Louvain, 11, 1969, pp. 59-63

3 Most recently: Reinier Baarsen, ‘’Ebénisterie” at the Court of Charles of Lorraine’, The Burlington
Magazine, February 2005, pp. 91-99; Reinier Baarsen, ‘Sévres in Brussels: the collection of Charles of
Lorraine’, The French Porcelain Society Journal, 3, 2007, pp. 45-57

* Denis Coekelberghs, Pierre Loze, eds, Autour du néo-classicisme en Belgique: 17701830, exh. cat.,
Musée d’Ixelles, Brussels, 1985; Alain Jacobs, A. C. Lens, 1739-1822, exh. cat., Koninklijk Museum voor
Schone Kunsten, Antwerp, 1989; Alain Jacobs, Laurent Delvaux: Gand, 1696 — Nivelles, 1778, preface by
Denis Coekelberghs and Pierre Loze, Paris, 1999; Michéle Galand, ‘Les Sciences, les Lettres et les Arts dans
les Pays-Bas autrichiens et la Principauté de Liége au si¢cle des Lumiéres’, in: Claude Sorgeloos, ed., Autour
de Charles-Alexandre de Lorraine, gouverneur general des Pays-Bas autrichiens, 1744-1780: culture et
société (Numéro spécial du Bulletin de Dexia Banque, 54e année, no. 212, 2000/2), Brussels, 2000, pp. 11—
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Despite the inclusion of an article crediting Cobenzl with the key role in the arts, the 1987
Europalia exhibitions devoted to Charles de Lorraine largely allocated the dominant place
in artistic policy to the Governor.* Some working largely on the basis of objects and
official documentation (decrees and founding documents, etc.) have often taken at face
value the presence of the name of the Prince and of Maria Theresa. Christophe Loir, for
instance, continues to cite Charles de Lorraine as initiator of artistic projects to found the
Academy and the prime mover behind Maria Theresa’s decree ‘liberating’ the arts in
1773.% Such has been the continued portrayal of Charles de Lorraine as prime mover in
artistic policy, despite evidence to the contrary, that thirty years after his first statement on
the subject, in 2005 Denis Coekelberghs felt the need to reprise his assessment of the

balance of responsibility.*’

One reason why the significance of Cobenzl’s role is perhaps still insufficiently recognised
iIs the overall dearth of studies of collecting in the Austrian Netherlands in the eighteenth-
century. The glorious age of art production and consumption in the seventeenth century has
a bibliography too long to cite but if Coekelberghs noted in 1976 just how little work had
been done on the eighteenth-century in comparison to the seventeenth century, and how
little study had been conducted in the archives, in 2010 Gérard de Wallens, referring to

Coekelberghs’ lament, could only conclude ‘Les choses ont peu changé’.48

Indeed, papers given at a symposium on art in Brussels 1600 to 1800 in December 2010
emphasised the huge amount of work still to be done on sorting archives in Brussels.
Veerle De Laet, opening her presentation with a screen bearing only the words ‘Brussels:

A Blank Spot?’, drew attention to how few individual studies had been produced, almost

14. Both Xavier Duquenne and Alain Jacobs reiterated their belief in the primacy of Cobenzl’s actions in
personal conversations and letters 2009-11.

> Alain Jacobs, ‘Le mécénat officiel’, in: Charles-Alexandre de Lorraine: gouverneur général des Pays-
Bas autrichiens, exh. cat., Palais de Charles de Lorraine, Brussels, 1987 (Europalia 1987-1), pp. 84-94;
Charles-Alexandre de Lorraine. L homme, le maréchal, le grand maitre, exh. cat., Cultureel centrum van de
Vlaamse gemeenschap Alden Biesen, Bilzen-Rijkhoven, 1987 (Europalia 1987-11)

% Christophe Loir, L’émergence des beaux-arts en Belgique: institutions, artistes, public et patrimoine
(1773-1835), Brussels, 2004; Christophe Loir, ‘Le discours sur la décadence artistique dans les Pays-Bas
autrichiens durant la second moitié du XVI11¢ siécle’, in: Valérie André, Bruno Bernard, eds, Le XVIII°, un
siécle de décadence? (Etudes sur le XVI11° siécle, XVIII), Brussels, 2006, pp. 143-50

*" Coekelberghs 2005, p. 238

*® Gérard de Wallens, Les peintres belges actifs & Paris au XVI111° siécle & I'exemple de Jacques Frangois
Delyen, peintre ordinaire du Roi (Gand, 1684 — Paris, 1761) (Institut Historique Belge de Rome. Etudes
d’histoire de I’art, XTI), Brussels, 2010, p. 13
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none for the middle of the century, such that it was impossible even to begin to consider

the overall picture of art and collecting.*®

One of the few authors to make a significant contribution to this area before the end of the
twentieth century was Claude Sorgeloos of the Bibliothéque Royale in Brussels. Armed
largely with sales catalogues — but aware of and stating clearly their limitations,
supplementing the information provided by them where possible — Sorgeloos produced a
documentary analysis of the libraries of Cobenzl and his wife, Charles de Lorraine and
other leading figures.>® He has also looked at scientific collections and, where possible, art

collections, both in general™

and as the property of individuals such as Salm-Reifferscheid,
Bishop of Tournai (from whom Cobenzl acquired 1,500 drawings in 1762), but was forced
to conclude that ‘lorsqu’il s’agit de reconstituer 1’histoire du goiit chez les collectionneurs

o 1z - 2
des Pays-Bas autrichiens, on manque encore d’éléments de comparalson.’5

With regard to drawings, the Southern Netherlands (not just during the Austrian period),
like other regions outside the ‘collecting capitals’, have been almost entirely neglected:
Sciolla’s 1992 survey of collecting drawings provides valuable information on Italy,
France and England but lumps together in a single chapter ‘Collectionneurs en Allemagne,
en Autriche-Hongrie, en Suede, aux Pays-Bas et en Russie’. For each of these countries on
the collecting periphery, save Germany, just one collector is mentioned.>® Plomp’s 2001

* Veerle De Laet, ‘At Home in Seventeenth-century Brussels. Patterns of Art and Luxury Consumption’.
Paper given at: C’était au temps ou Bruxelles bruxellait. Art & Art Production in Brussels 1600-1800,
Katholieke Universiteit, Leuven, 9-10 December 2010. De Laet deals with the subject more fully in her PhD
thesis, which she most kindly made available to this author before publication; now published as Brussel
binnenskamers. Kunst- en luxebezit in het spanningsveld tussen hof en stad, 1600-1735, Amsterdam, 2011

%0 Claude Sorgeloos, ‘La bibliothéque du comte Charles de Cobenzl, ministre plénipotentiaire dans les
Pays-Bas autrichiens, et celle de son épouse la comtesse Marie-Thérése de Palffy’, Le livre et ’estampe,
XXX/119-20, 1984, pp. 115-210; Claude Sorgeloos, ‘La bibliothéque de Charles de Lorraine, gouverneur-
général des Pays-Bas autrichiens’, Revue belge de philologie et d'histoire, LX/4, 1982, pp. 809-38; Claude
Sorgeloos, ‘Les bibliothéques de Patrick Mac Neny et de Patrice-Frangois de Neny’, in: Une famille noble de
hauts fonctionnaires: Les Neny (Etudes sur le XVI11° siécle, XI1), Brussels, 1985, pp. 87-112

*! Claude Sorgeloos, ‘Les cabinets d'histoire naturelle et de physique dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens et &
Li¢ge’, in: La diffusion du savoir scientifiqgue XV1°-X1X°® siécles (Archives et bibliothéques de Belgique,
numéro spécial 51), Brussels, 1996, pp. 125-230; Claude Sorgeloos, ‘Les cabinets de curiosités dans les
Pays-Bas espagnols et autrichiens: de la curiosité baroque a l'inventaire’, in: Laurent Busine, ed., Cabinets de
curiosités: origines et résurgences, Brussels, 2006 (La vie des musées, numéro spécial), pp. 39-48

%2 Claude Sorgeloos, ‘Les collections scientifiques et artistiques de Francois-Ernest de Salm-
Reifferscheid, évéque de Tournai (1698-1770): une premiére approche’, Mémoires de la Société Royale
d'histoire et d'archéologie de Tournai, XI, 2003, p. 166. The same conclusion was reached by Dries Lyna,
who found that ‘Deeper research into individual collections remains needed’ for a proper study of the art
situation. Lyna kindly provided the author with a copy of his as yet unpublished thesis: Dries Lyna, ‘The
Cultural Construction of Value: Art Auctions in Antwerp and Brussels (1700-1794), PhD thesis, University
of Antwerp, 2010, p. 57.

53 Gianni Carlo Sciolla, ed., Le Dessin, 3 vols, Turin, 1992, I1: Les grands collectionneurs
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study of Dutch collectors of drawings has demonstrated how untenable is such an
approach.>*

It is only in the early twenty-first century that serious work on collecting in the Southern
Netherlands in a wider context has commenced. This has dealt largely with paintings,® or
with a subject not covered in this thesis, the decorative arts, usually as part of interior
decoration or furnishing, not as the object of a passion for collecting. Individuals studied —
far from exhaustively — include Maximilian 1| Emmanuel® and Charles de Lorraine.>’

Some aspects of collecting in the Austrian Netherlands, both general and specific, notably
the Brussels—Lille—Paris connections, have been dealt with by Sophie Raux and Gaétane
Maés at Lille.*® In recognition of the need for further study from within Belgium, the study
group ‘Collections et collectionneurs en Belgique au XVIII® siécle’ was established at the

Université Libre de Bruxelles, but this has had few published results so far.

Exceedingly fruitful has been the research conducted within the context of the economy
and the consumption of luxury goods, notably by Bruno Blondé and Filip Vermeylen® and
their students in Antwerp and Rotterdam. Expanding the vital work of Erik Duverger on
seventeenth-century Antwerp inventories,® they have used notary records, inventories and
sales catalogues to draw conclusions about the use and circulation of consumer goods,
including paintings. Only in very few cases is there any knowledge of (or interest in) the
actual appearance (i.e. quality) of the works of art mentioned, and the studies are of

> Michiel C. Plomp, Collectionner, Passionnément. Les collectioneurs hollandais de dessins du XVI11°
siecle, Paris, 2001

> A rare exception was Cabinets de curiosités. .. 2006

% Der bayerische Kurfiirst Max Emanuel in Briissel. Zu Politik und Kultur in Europa um 1700, exh. cat.,
Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Munich, 1998; Jean-Philippe Huys, ‘Deux mécénes de culture européenne a
’aube du XVIII® siécle: Les électeurs Maximilien 1| Emmanuel de Baviére et Joseph-Clément de Cologne,
entre Pays-Bas méridionaux et royaume de France’, in: Gaétane Mags, Jan Blanc, eds, Les échanges
artistiques entre les anciens Pays-Bas et la France, 1482-1814 (Actes du colloque international, Lille, IRHiS-
Lille 3, 28-30 mai 2008), Turnhout, 2010, pp. 155-69

> Leo de Ren, ‘Tafelzilver van prins Karel Alexander van Lotharingen (1712—1780) bewaard te Wenen’,
Antiek, XIX, 1984, pp. 121-36; Leo de Ren, ‘Karel Alexander van Lotharingen (1712-1780) en de sierkunst.
Het erfgoed van een kunstliethebber’, unpublished doctoral thesis, Catholic University of Louvain, 2003;
Thibaut Wolvesperges, ‘Les achats parisiens de Charles-Alexandre de Lorraine (1712—1780), in: Sophie
Raux, ed., Collectionner dans les Flandres et la France du Nord au XV111° siécle, Lille, 2005, pp. 183-201;
Baarsen 2005; Baarsen 2007

%8 e.g. Raux 2005; Maés, Blanc 2010

% e.g. Bruno Blondg, ‘Conflicting Consumption Models? The Symbolic Meaning of Possessions and
Consumption amongst the Antwerp Nobility at the End of the Eighteenth Century’, in: Bruno Blondé,
Natacha Coquery, Jon Stobart, 1lja Van Damme, eds, Fashioning Old and New. Changing Consumer Patterns
in Western Europe (1650-1900), Turnhout, 2009, pp. 61-80; Dries Lyna, Filip Vermeylen, Hans Vlieghe,
eds, Art Auctions and Dealers. The Dissemination of Netherlandish Art During the Ancien Régime,
Turnhout, 2009

% Erik Duverger, Antwerpse kunstinventarissen uit de zeventiende eeuw, 12 vols, Brussels, 1984—2002
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possessions, not collections. Veerle De Laet’s studies of luxury goods in Brussels house
inventories have encroached onto the early eighteenth century.®* Attention has been
concentrated by Vermeylen and Dries Lyna on financial value, particularly at auction, and
on methods of marketing works.®? The series Studies in European Urban History has
broken new ground in moving studies of the Southern Netherlands in the eighteenth
century — i.e. in the Austrian Netherlands — beyond the parochial into a wider European
context, a disappointingly rare practice to date. Nonetheless, the emphasis on economic
factors and on the auction catalogue can only take the study of art and collectors in the
eighteenth century so far.

Xavier Duquenne, a retired lawyer and writer on architecture and public sculpture, is one
of the few to look at the wider picture of taste in Brussels in the eighteenth century.®® In
2004 he produced a hugely valuable guide to the Cobenzl correspondence which, despite
reflecting Duquenne’s own bias towards cultural matters and lacking a summary for letters
in German or ltalian, at last made the vast body of material available to a much wider
range of scholars.®* Duquenne has also looked at specific instances of Cobenz!’s official
patronage® and continues to use Belgian archives to contribute to a picture of the Austrian
Netherlands in the eighteenth-century that has so far been disastrously lacking in detail.

Cobenzl’s Collection

Totally separate from the locally-focussed emerging study of eighteenth-century culture in
Brussels has been the analysis of individual elements of the collection itself, most of them
still in Russia.

As far as the paintings are concerned, it was only in the early twentieth century that
Cobenzl’s name came to the fore even within the Hermitage. In 1863 the first published

catalogue of all the paintings on display (the Museum opened to the public in 1852) gave a

®! De Laet 2011

62e. g. Filip Vermeylen, ‘Adulterous Woman on the Loose: Rubens’s Paintings Sold at Auction in
Antwerp During the Eighteenth Century’, in: Katlijne Van der Stighelen, ed., Munuscula Amicorum.
Contributions on Rubens and his Colleagues in Honour of Hans Vlieghe, Turnhout, 2006, pp. 185-98; Dries
Lyna, Filip Vermeylen, ‘Rubens for Sale. Art Auctions in Antwerp during the Seventeenth and Eighteenth
Centuries’, in: Lyna, Vermeylen, Vlieghe 2009, pp. 139-54; Dries Lyna, ‘Changing Geographies and the
Rise of the Modern Auction. Transformations on the Second-hand Markets of Eighteenth-century Antwerp’,
in: Blondé, Coquery, Stobart, Van Damme 2009, pp. 169-85; Lyna PhD 2010

%3 ¢.g. Xavier Duquenne, ‘Le goiit chinois en Belgique au XVIII® siécle’, Chinoiseries, papers from a
journée d’études 2008, Brussels (Woluwe-Saint-Lambert), 2009

% Xavier Duguenne, Inventaire Analytique de la correspondance générale du comte de Cobenzl (1718
[sic] — 1770) (Archives Générales du Royaume. Instruments de recherche, 578), Brussels, 2004

® Xavier Duquenne, ‘La pompe funébre de 1’empereur Francois I & Bruxelles en 1765, avec la
collaboration de ’architecte Guymard’, Etudes sur le XVI11° siécle, XXXII, 2004, pp. 163-86




37

detailed history of the picture gallery without mentioning Cobenzl.®®

Nonetheless, the
catalogue included 35 of the 46 Cobenzl paintings: six paintings were already in other
locations (the Rumyantsev Museum in Moscow or imperial suburban palaces) and four had

disappeared early in the nineteenth century. One more painting, Rubens’ Cimon and Pero,

had been removed from display for reasons of nineteenth-century prudishness. Just two
were given a Cobenzl provenance: Dou’s Dévideuse and a small Wouwerman, Rider on a
White Horse. Three paintings were mistakenly said to have come from the Crozat
collection (two landscapes by Lucas van Uden, the small Self-portrait by Gonzales
Coques) and one from the Bruhl collection (Jan | Brueghel, Road on the Edge of a Town).

When the catalogue was revised by Andrey Somov in 1901,°” he added a CobenzI

provenance for just three more works: Rubens’ The Virgin Giving the Rosary to St

Dominic and Venus and Adonis, and Wouwerman’s Riding at the Cat (both of the latter

paintings had been engraved while in Cobenzl’s possession with dedications to him),

incorrectly stating that the Cobenzl collection was acquired in 1771.

This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 3. Gerard (Gerrit) Dou (1613-75), Old Woman Unreeling Threads. © The State
Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg

% B. de Koehne,] Ermitage Impérial. Catalogue de la Galerie des tableaux, St Petersburg, 1863
%7 Andrei Somof [Somov], Ermitage Impérial. Catalogue de la Galerie des Tableaux, 11, Ecoles
néerlandais et école allemande, St Petersburg, 1901
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The provenance of some of the Cobenzl paintings was established by individual scholars
during the twentieth century, but as of 2008 just 26 of the 46 paintings had an established
Cobenzl origin. Since four had disappeared, sixteen paintings did not have their rightful

Cobenzl provenance, among them Rembrandt’s Polish Nobleman now in Washington®®
and the lost St Sebastian by VVan Dyck.®

This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 4. Peeter Gysels | (1621-90/91), Garden. © The State Hermitage Museum, St
Petersburg

Considerably more progress was made in the sphere in which Cobenzl’s collection played
the greater role, the history of drawings. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries it has
been drawings specialists who have found themselves mentioning the collector’s name
most often. In part this is due to the fact that most of the drawings remained — and indeed
remain today — on their distinctive lilac mounts with printed cartouches below, making
them immediately identifiable. The sheer quantity of drawings deriving from the
collection, and their proportion of the Hermitage collection as a whole, has meant that few
publications that include Hermitage Old Master drawings omit to refer to Cobenzl.

% Its provenance established by this author; Catherine Phillips, ‘The Provenance of Rembrandt's “Polish
Nobleman™”’, The Burlington Magazine, February 2009, pp. 84-85

% The others were two paintings by Berchem, Jan I Brueghel’s Road on the Edge of a Town, a Cuyp, a
copy after Cranach’s Portrait of Friedrich the Wise, a Gonzales Coques Self-portrait, a small Marienhof
portrait, a copy after Titian’s Portrait of Pope Paul 111, two anonymous Italian works, works by Adriaen van
Ostade, Gillis van Tilborgh, Jan van der Heyden and Aert van der Neer.
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Such knowledge of the Cobenzl drawings — despite the barriers erected between
international scholars after the formation of the Soviet Union — is owed to the post-
Revolution generation of keepers at the Hermitage. The drawings remained largely
unsorted and unpublished at the start of the twenty-first century, a fact lamented by the
artist and collector Stepan Yaremich.” It was Yaremich’s colleague Mikhail
Dobroklonsky,™ on the Hermitage staff from 1919, who engaged on a thorough overall of
the Hermitage’s drawings (hugely increased after the Revolution by nationalised
collections) and drew particular attention to Cobenzl. This prolific scholar organised the
1926 exhibition of drawings in the Hermitage, with its accompanying publication in
French,”? and published individual sheets in European periodicals in the late 1920s and
early 1930s; between 1940 and 1961 he produced three volumes of catalogues (in Russian
only) of the Flemish and Italian drawings.” Matching Dobroklonsky in his contribution to
knowledge of the Hermitage drawings overall and Cobenzl in particular was Yury
Kuznetsov, who took over as head of the drawings collection at a more liberal period in
Soviet history and was responsible for a series of revealing drawings exhibitions both at
the Hermitage and abroad from the 1960s to early 1980s.”

Even though the exhibition Kuznetsov organised in homage to Cobenzl’s drawings
collection in 1968, two hundred years after that collection was acquired by Catherine the
Great, was held in Russia only, ™ the very fact of its happening was significant. Despite the
‘personality cult’ of the Stalin years, the official guidelines for Soviet scholarship denied
individual — particularly aristocratic — significance in art history, and thus the study of
collecting and collectors was not encouraged.’® Kuznetsov’s introduction may include

almost no information on Cobenzl, but that was in part because although nearly all the

"0 Stepan Yaremich, ‘CoGpanue pucynxos Ipmuraxa’ [The Hermitage’s Collection of Drawings],
Crapsie roast [Days of Yore], March 1910, pp. 48-52

"t Vladimir Loevinson-Lessing, ‘Obituary. M. Dobroklonsky’, The Burlington Magazine, August 1965,
437-38

2 Mikhail Dobroklonsky, Musée de I’Ermitage. Dessins des maitres anciens. Exposition de 1926, exh.
cat., Hermitage, Leningrad, 1927

3 Mikhail Dobroklonsky, Tocynapcrsennsiit Dpmura. Pucysky uranbsuckoil mkomst XV-XVI BexoB
[The State Hermitage. Drawings of the Italian School, Fifteenth—Sixteenth Centuries], Moscow-Leningrad,
1940; Mikhail Dobroklonsky, CocynapcrBennblit Ipmutax. Pucynku uamanackoit mkosst XVII-XVIII
BekoB [The State Hermitage. Drawings of the Flemish School, Seventeenth—Eighteenth Centuries], Moscow,
1955; Mikhail Dobroklonsky, CocynapcrBennbiit IpmuTax. Pucynku uranbsaHckoit mkosst XVII-XVIII
BekoB [The State Hermitage. Drawings of the Italian School, Seventeenth—Eighteenth Centuries], Leningrad,
1961

™ Seymour Slive, ‘Obituary. Yury Kuznetsov’, The Burlington Magazine, January 1985, 38-39

> Leningrad 1969

"® A spate of exhibitions and publications appeared in the early 1990s, mainly the fruit of research by
scholars who had ignored official discouragement of the study of individual collectors. These were succeeded
by a number of imperfect ‘dictionaries’ of Russian collectors, often based on nineteenth-century biographies
or with no bibliographical sources cited, but serious academic studies in collecting are still relatively few.
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drawings could be identified, the only information about Cobenzl that seems to have been
available to Russian authors was Pinchart’s 188485 selection of the artistic

correspondence and Perey’s book on Charles de Lorraine.

Hermitage keepers have been generous in providing international scholars with
information about the collection and its composition, yet a large body of drawings remains
unknown. This is sometimes because of misattribution in older inventories: in 2010, for
instance, Alexey Larionov published several early Netherlandish drawings that had been
accidentally placed amongst the ‘secondary’ collection.”” Other works of markedly lesser
quality that have not drawn the attention of scholars are of considerable historical value,
such as copies by Francesco Petrucci of works belonging to Gran Principe Francesco de’
Medici, referred to in the inventory of the Prince’s property on his death’® and drawings by
young artists supported by Cobenzl’s educational schemes. No true overall picture of the
collection, encompassing the secondary drawings, has yet appeared, although a summary
catalogue is being compiled by this author for future publication.

Interest in the West was also stimulated by the sixty or so drawings that emerged onto the
European market as part of the Soviet government’s project to sell works of art to raise
money in the 1930s. While the paintings that were sold tended not to have a recognised
Cobenzl provenance, even the sale catalogues correctly noted the source of the Cobenzl
drawings.” With Cobenzl drawings now in major public collections in Berlin, Frankfurt
and Munich, in Amsterdam, The Hague and Leiden, Antwerp, Paris, London and New

York, scholarly interest is no surprise.

Despite major advances in knowledge in recent years, the division between the physical
objects — drawings, mounts and storage boxes, manuscript catalogue — and the Brussels
documentation has remained. Thus by the mid- 2000s the accepted picture of Cobenzl’s
collecting amongst drawings scholars®® was simplistic and incorrect in its details.

77 Alexey Larionov, Ot rotuku k Manbepusmy. Hunepianackue pucynkn XV-—XVI BeKoB B coOpaHuu
CocynapcreenHoro Dpmuraka [From Gothic to Mannerism. Early Netherlandish Drawings in the State
Hermitage Museum], exh. cat., Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, 2010

"8 |dentified by this author, ‘Drawings by Francesco Petrucci (1660-1719): an Artist at the Court of
Ferdinando, Gran Principe di Toscana’, forthcoming

" Handzeichnungen alter Meister, C. G. Boerner, Leipzig, 29 April 1931; Handzeichnungen alter
Meister, aus den Bestdnden der Eremitage in Leningrad, C. G. Boerner, Leipzig, 4 May 1932

8 Summarised in the introduction to: Irina Novoselskaya [Novosselskaya], ®pasiysckuii pucynokx XV—
XVI BekoB B codpanun Dpmuraxa / Le dessin francais des XV et XVI°siécles dans les collections du musée
de ’Ermitage, exh. cat., Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, 2004, pp. 6—7. Interpretation of the text was
further distorted here since the original French of the memoirs of Cobenzl’s nephew Philip (Alfred Ritter von
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Figure 5. Artist from the circle of Niklaus Manuel Deutsch (1484-1530), Young Man
Taking Money from an Old Woman. Sold from the Hermitage in 1931 (image from sale
catalogue, Boerner, Leipzig, 29 April 1931). The drawing now Kupferstichkabinett, Basle

Philip Cobenzl described mounting his uncle’s drawings immediately on his arrival in
Brussels (in late 1760) and it was assumed that the collection was started when CobenzI
came to the Austrian Netherlands in 1753 and was more or less complete by 1761, whereas
research has shown that Cobenzl only acquired his first drawings in August 1761, which
was when Philip was set to work.®! Philip has been consistently credited with authorship of
the manuscript catalogue in the Drawings Department, which it is now realised was
impossible: the catalogue includes drawings dated 1768. It was surely compiled at the time
of the sale, long after Philip’s departure for Vienna.

Despite the general acceptance of Charles Cobenzl’s importance as a collector of drawings
in eighteenth-century Brussels, and despite his prominence as a historical figure, a number
of other misconceptions, from factual errors to matters of interpretation, are frequently

Arneth, Graf Philipp Cobenzl und seine Memoiren, Vienna, 1885) was cited in a Russian translation, which
was then translated back into French.

8 This is clear from an analysis of the letters in the Cobenzl correspondence, e.g. Cobenzl to Dorn, 6
August 1761; AGR, SEG, 1119, ff. 21-22. Guido Cobenzl correspondence, August—September 1761; AGR,
SEG, 1093, ff. 400, 406. Philip described organising the collection in his memoirs: Arneth 1885, p. 79
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repeated. Not only is it mistakenly suggested that he collected before 1761, but that he
collected ‘in Vienna and Brussels’.%? CobenzI has often been confused with his son Louis
or his nephew Philip, and even where an author correctly identifies him by name, he has
sometimes been called Governor, not Minister, of the Austrian Netherlands.

Moreover, there is a pronounced tendency to ‘correct’ or mis-cite his name. That Lugt and
other decided to call him Karl with a K (a nineteenth-century affectation) rather than Carl,
as his name appears in official German documents, or indeed as Charles, as he signed
himself throughout his career and as he is almost universally known in Belgium, has some
logic to it. But even making allowances for eighteenth-century variations of his name
(Cobenzl — Cobenzel — Cobentzl — Cobentzel etc.), it is surprising how many people
‘correct’ his surname to the geographical definer ‘Coblenz’. It is as Coblenz that his family
appears on the official Gorizia website, and as Coblenz that he appears in the
documentation of the Institut Royal du Patrimoine artistique in Brussels, amongst others.®

Cobenzl in Gorizia/Slovenian History

The Cobenz| family estates in the Habsburg lands were located largely in what is now
western Slovenia, and partly in what is now Italian Gorizia. Because of this region’s
complicated history (Habsburg Empire — independence — widescale destruction of the
heritage during the Second World War —Yugoslavia — independence again), the Cobenzl
family heritage has been confused and in part forgotten, but is gradually being
rediscovered.

The history of the properties of the Counts Coronini — heirs to the Cobenz| estates and
family archives — is typical. The two main Cobenzl estates, Haasberg (Hosperk) and Luegg
(Predjama), had been sold by the Coroninis to the Windischgratz family in the middle of
the nineteenth century, but both retained remnants of the historic art collections. Those at
Haasberg were nearly all destroyed by bombing that left the castle a mere shell and those at
Luegg (Predjama) Castle — set into the rock face above a vast cave — have been much
damaged by damp and were removed in the early 2000s, but remain in storage, apparently

82 Lugt 2858b (Frits Lugt, Les marques de collections de dessins & d'estampes, Amsterdam: Vereenigde
drukkerijen, 1921; Supplément, The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1956

8 There are plenty more instances where this error appears in otherwise excellent academic texts, e.g.
Jean-Pierre Thomas, F. d’Ormesson, Jean-Joseph de La Borde: banquier de Louis XV, mécéne des Lumiéres,
Paris, 2002
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uncatalogued. When the eastern parts of Gorizia became part of Yugoslavia in 1954 only a
small proportion of the remaining possessions could be removed to Italy.®*

Figure 6. Predjama (formerly Luegg) Castle, near Postojna, Slovenia, a Cobenzl estate

The last Count Coronini, Guglielmo, set about studying the history of his family and
gathered as many family artefacts as he could with limited resources, acquiring portraits
and documents, establishing a foundation that would preserve and publish the Coronini
family heritage,® and organising exhibitions from 1956 onwards.®® He inspired an active
community of local historians but exhibitions here have looked mainly at the Italian part of
Gorizia,®” including the literary and artistic patronage of the family of Cobenz!’s brother
Guidobaldo and nephew Philip,2® with Charles featuring as a famous, but distant, relative.

8 Lucia Pillon, Beatrice di Colloredo Toppani, Villa Coronini Cronberg, Gorizia, Rome, 1997;
Magdalena Malni Pascoletti et al, Le collezioni Coronini Cronberg di Gorizia: ’arte, il feticcio, la nostalgia,
Gorizia 1998

% Fondazione Palazzo Coronini Cronberg Onlus, Gorizia. See: www.coronini.it

8 || Settecento Goriziano, Gorizia, 1956

87 Maria Teresa e il Settecento Goriziano, exh. cat., Palazzo Attems, Gorizia, 1981-82; Gorizia Barocco.
Una citta italiana nell’impero degli Asburgo, exh. cat., Civico museo del castello, Biblioteca statale isontina;
Monfalcone, 1999; 1l genio delle Alpi, exh. cat., Castello di Gorizia, 2000-1; Tavagnacco, 2000; Studi in
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In post-Communist Slovenia the assertion of an independent national identity has led to a
surge in interest in local personalities, among them the Cobenzl family and their estates,
often in collaboration with Italian specialists.®® With the former Cobenz! Palace in
Ljubljana now housing the France Stele Institute of Art History, scholars such as Dr
Helena SeraZin have published on architecture and sculpture in the region, and the
individuals involved. But articles such as that on paintings by Francesco Pittoni formerly at
Haasberg, by Barbara Murovec, head of the Institute, reveal the terrible problems faced by
scholars when trying to trace provenance, where much of the documentation has been
destroyed.” The content and nature of aristocratic cultural holdings, including those of the
Cobenzl-Coronini families, remains to be studied.

Figure 7. Haasberg, near Planina, Slovenia. The main Cobenzl estate, now ruined.

onore di Guglielmo Coronini Cronberg (1905-1990), Gorizia, 2006; Abitare il Settecento, Palazzo Attems
Petzenstein, Gorizia, 2007-8; Udine, 2008

8 Marino de Grassi, ed., Gorizia e il Friuli tra Venezia e Vienna. Libri illustrati del Settecento, exh. cat.,
Castello di Gorizia; Mariano del Friuli, 2008, passim

8 Blazenka First, Carlo Maratta in Barok na Slovenskom / Carlo Maratta and the Barogue on Slovenian
Territory, Ljubljana, 2000, with detailed English summary; Ferdinand Serbelj, La pittura barocca nel
Goriziano, exh. cat., National Museum, Ljubljana, 2002; Ferdinand Serbelj, Barok na Goriskom / Il barocco
nel Goriziano, Nova Gorica, 2006

% Barbara Murovec, ‘Slike Francesca Pittonija iz dvorca Haasberg / I dipinti di Francesco Pittoni del
Castello di Haasberg’, Acta historiae artis Slovenica, 7, 2002, pp. 56-69, particularly p. 64
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Chapter 3: Sources

For the first time this thesis brings together the scattered sources for a more detailed
assessment of Cobenzl’s collecting. The two central bodies of documentary information
are the drawings themselves (most are in the Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, and the
Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow) and the vast body of Cobenzl’s personal letters in
the Archives Générales du Royaume in Brussels. These are supplemented by further family
papers in the Coronini Archive in Gorizia, and the various catalogues and inventories
dating from the eighteenth century onwards in the Hermitage Museum. In an attempt to
create some context for CobenzlI’s activities in Brussels, the culture within which he
existed, cautious use has been made of the few surviving catalogues for sales containing
drawings that were held in the Austrian Netherlands in this period. Their number is
insufficient to create a full and true picture, without support from other sources, such as
notary records and letters, but the absence of broader studies of collecting in the region,
and particularly the collecting of drawings, validates their significance.

Whilst this author has largely reconstructed the collection of Charles Cobenzl as sold to
Catherine the Great, that reconstruction does not represent the end purpose of this thesis.
Yet it is hard to see how one can look at a collector’s personality if one does not know at
least a good proportion of the works in their possession, allowing us to judge whether
works of art matched their often high-sounding attributions and descriptions and permitting
an analysis of the collector’s preferences. Thus the reconstruction serves here as a tool,
bringing to light new documentary evidence — in the form of the works of art themselves —
that can be used to analyse the eye and habits of the collector himself. In this case, physical
analysis of the drawings, the marks upon them and the alteration in mounting practice has
made it possible to suggest at least a partial provenance and chronology of acquisition for
some of the drawings.

The personal correspondence in Brussels includes letters dating back to 1742, but it
represents a reliable cross-section of Cobenzl’s correspondence only from 1753, when he
arrived in Brussels. It includes not only letters received but drafts of the replies (written
down by secretaries at his dictation), thus presenting us with a very full picture of

Cobenzl’s communication with some individuals. Between the prostrate widow and the

! Locating works of art sold from the Hermitage is a matter of networks rather than science. Some of the
drawings have been drawn to our attention by Rhoda Eitel-Porter of the Morgan Library, New York; Thera
Folmer-von Oven; Peter Fuhring of the Fondation Custodia, Paris; Larissa Haskell of Oxford; Natalia
Markova of the Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow; Irina Sokolova of the Hermitage Museum, St
Petersburg.
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Catholic prurience of the executors, who were Maria Teresa’s officials, it seems likely that
some family correspondence and other material of a highly personal nature, which might
discredit Cobenzl and thus the Austrian rulers, was destroyed. We must therefore realise
the limits of this correspondence in terms of defining Cobenzl’s personality.

The personal correspondence should be seen in parallel with the official correspondence,
preserved in part in the same archives in Brussels, and in part in Vienna. In this thesis
references to the Vienna archives are made exclusively via secondary material, i.e.
publication in other books and articles. The information used in such publications has been
largely political and there can be no doubt that a search of the Vienna archives for
references to Cobenzl’s art would produce some new material.

We must also note that much archival material in Belgium was destroyed during the
Second World War. Moreover, some aristocratic archives, most notably and damagingly
those of the Princes de Ligne, remain essentially closed to scholars.

Several key sources provide firm points of reference underpinning all analysis: the
manuscript catalogue of the Cabinet as sold to Catherine the Great, the inventory of
Cobenzl’s house contents compiled after his death and other executor documents, with the
sale catalogues for his house contents and his books. Some of these sources are reproduced
in the supplementary appendices on the accompanying CD. Reference to them is implicit
in the text and is not individually footnoted.

Collection studies are all too often based, for lack of other evidence, on catalogues or lists
drawn up at the moment of sale, usually after the owner’s death. These almost always
present a far from true picture of the collection, since they might not include works sold or
exchanged earlier, removed from the sale by heirs or other claimants. The Cobenzl
collection is a case in point. The Cabinet had been sold before the inventorisation of his
property on his death in 1770. Not only is the auction catalogue so summary as to be of
little assistance but the sale itself did not include a number of works removed for Maria
Theresa or reserved by the family. The sale catalogue of the collections of the Bishop of
Tournai the following year does not reveal that he had ever owned some 1,500 drawings —
since he had sold them to Cobenzl in 1762.

A chronology of Cobenzl’s collecting, based on his own correspondence and on references

in other sources, was thus drawn up. This chronology does not form part of the text but
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underpins it at all points. It helps look at process and compensates for some of the
deficiencies of the post-mortem house inventory.

In setting the context for Cobenzl’s collecting, however, we are forced to rely very heavily
on surviving sales catalogues, due to the absence of other studies for reference. Thus a
checklist of known catalogues containing paintings and / or drawings was compiled (sales
of prints or books without drawings were not covered) and the majority of those with even
a single reference to drawings were viewed. An analysis of the 21 sales including more

than 200 drawings was then conducted, the results of which are summarised in Table 8.

In addition, the collectors and dealers mentioned in four key texts of the 1760s and 1770s
were analysed: Guillaume Pierre Mensaert’s Le peintre amateur et curieux of 1763, Jean-

Baptiste Descamps’ Voyage Pittoresque de la Flandre et du Brabant of 1769, J. F. M.

Michel’s Histoire de la vie de P. P. Rubens of 1771 and the anonymous Ghent Nieuwen

almanach der konst-schilders, vernissers, verqulders en marmelaers of ¢. 1777.

Bringing together sources that help us trace 1) process (the formation of the collection) —
such as the correspondence and evidence on the drawings themselves, 2) finished result
(the Cabinet as sold to Catherine the Great) and 3) aftermath (the records of works of art
left behind in the house after the sale), we hope to create both a nuanced picture of
Cobenzl’s activites that reveals how they changed over the relatively short period in which

he was ‘a collector’ and a sense of the context within which they unfolded.

Breakdown of Parts Il and Il

Part 11 covers Cobenzl himself. First it investigates his identity and career prior to 1753
(Chapter 4), looking at the family circumstances and questions of nationality that may have
influenced his attitude to different kinds of collecting. It assesses his personality and
interests but also his experience of art, what he might have seen or known, prior to his
arrival in Brussels (Chapter 5). Chapter 6 looks at Cobenzl’s involvement in the arts during
his time in the Austrian Netherlands in his public capacity, demonstrating how the arts
were part of a wider strategy, in which learning, including national history, the arts and
artistic industries were to be used for the revitalisation of intellectual, industrial and
economic life, with the aim of raising not just the income received from the region but its
overall potential. While his different cultural activities have been looked at separately, this
is the first attempt to link at least some of them together and demonstrate cohesion and a
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common motivation. This is followed in Chapter 7 by a detailed description of how he
formed his collection, when he started buying, what he acquired, who from and in what
manner, making clear the limited time frame within which he manifested an interest in

owning a ‘Cabinet’, whether of paintings or drawings.

Part 111 of this thesis, in the absence of any significant body of research into collecting in
the region in the eighteenth century, either of paintings or drawings, attempts to set
Cobenzl into a general context, at least partly in the hope that this will contribute to further
study. Investigating the cultures of collecting — with specific reference to drawings — in the
Austrian Netherlands in the middle of the eighteenth century, Chapter 8 looks at available
sources for identifying the main actors and the guiding spirit, assessing some of the
information in sale catalogues and seeking to understand the level of connoisseurship in
the circle around Cobenzl. Chapter 9 assesses Cobenzl’s acts of collecting, the methods of
acquiring works of art — including the role of networks — and asks what they tell us about
his attitude to his collection overall, taking the opportunity to assess the much-repeated
story of his ‘corrupt’ acquisition practices. In the following chapter, we look at his acts of
possession: what he himself understood to be his ‘Cabinet’, how he presented it and how
he used it, both intellectually and physically, as a means of self-promotion, asking whether
it formed part of the wider public image that he sought to present, notably in his portraits.
In the last chapter we seek to establish the less visible significance of Cobenzl’s collecting,
the purposes it served, providing important intellectual links — via the provenance of the
works — to great individuals of the past and positioning Cobenzl in an elite group of
collectors with an interest in drawings.
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Part 11

Chapter 4. Cobenzl: Life, Work and Identity

Cobenzl’s importance in historical terms has until recently been largely defined by the role
he played in Belgian national history. Yet when Cobenzl arrived in Brussels he was
already 41 years old and he had behind him a successful career in which he had sufficiently
pleased Maria Theresa and Kaunitz to gain this important post on the western fringe of the
Austrian territorial holdings.

Figure 8. Frans Harrewijn (1700-64), Portrait of Count Charles Cobenzl. 1761

Despite references to Austria, even to the Austrian Empire, the Habsburg occupant of the
Austrian throne nominally controlled a wide variety of very different territories with their
own customs and privileges, yet in fact exercised no more power than that of prestige in
most of them. In addition to the 1,500 more or less independent political institutions of the
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Holy Roman Empire the Austrian monarch had direct control of other lands, including,
from 1715, the Southern (i.e. the Austrian, formerly Spanish) Netherlands. There was no
single term to describe the territories controlled by the Habsburgs and the Pragmatic
Sanction issued by Charles VI in 1713 simply called for the ‘inalienability’ of the
Habsburg lands or the ‘Habsburg conglomerate’.* While Austria was devoutly Catholic,
the Habsburg-controlled lands were multi-ethnic and inevitably multi-religious. ‘Austrian’,
although it will be used here, is an anachronistic term in the eighteenth century with regard
to nationality and identity, for the Habsburg identity was rather what one might call a

‘supranational dynastic identity’.

An official or diplomat in the vast, scattered Habsburg bureaucracy had many
opportunities open to him, but, as in other countries, he received little salary and was
responsible for covering most of his own expenses. Thus whilst there were great
opportunities to build a successful career, those opportunities were only open to those
already enjoying family income and with sufficient influence to gain other sources of
income, whether from land or emoluments. Taking on any post in an embassy involved
huge personal outlay. Kaunitz, future Austrian Chancellor, rejected the offer of a post in
Turin in 1741 because he could not afford the expense.?

In addition to bureaucrats, frequently with a legal education, the Habsburg service also
drew men of the nobility from the hinterland, such as the Gorizia/Carniola region, then, as
now, inhabited by both Italians and Slovenians, with an aristocracy that combined both
Italian and Germanic families. It was the loyalty of men such as these — largely from
strictly Catholic families, serving for the sake of prestige rather than money — that made it
possible to govern such disparate territories.

Cobenzl must be placed in this category. During the first half of his career he worked both
in the lands of the Empire and in those that were personally subject to the monarch in
Austria. His skills were those of intrigue and negotiation, of lobbying for the interests of
the Habsburgs in various European states and most particularly within the confines of the
Holy Roman Empire. His proven abilities and sympathies, and his deep-rooted loyalty to

! The term used by Szabo: Franz A. J. Szabo, Kaunitz and Enlightened Absolutism 1753-1780,
Cambridge, 1994, pp. 1-4

2 Grete Klingenstein, Der Aufstieg des Hauses Kaunitz. Studien zur Herkunft und Bildung des
Staatskanzlers Wenzel Anton, Gottingen, 1975, p. 277

% Friedrich Edelmayer, <”Carlo Cobenzel”: Giovanni Gasparo Cobenzl e Carlo VI, in: Gorizia Barocco.
Una citta italiana nell’impero degli Asburgo, exh. cat., Civico museo del castello, Biblioteca statale isontina;
Monfalcone, 1999, p. 247
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Vienna, made him the perfect candidate for the difficult job as Plenipotentiary Minister in
the Austrian Netherlands, acting ostensibly under the command of the Governor, Charles-
Alexandre de Lorraine. In the complicated situation in which Charles de Lorraine, as twice
brother-in-law to Maria Teresa, initially hoped that the Austrian Netherlands would be his
own private fiefdom, in conflict with Maria Teresa’s proclaimed aims of greater
centralisation,* Cobenzl’s task was essentially to be responsible directly to Vienna whilst
maintaining the impression of total subordination to Charles de Lorraine’s sole rule.”
Moreover, as Austria reversed her allegiances on the eve of the Seven Years War, in the
Diplomatic Revolution that rejected the traditional alliance with Britain in favour of
France, Cobenzl was a valuable man to have located at this crucial geographical point on
the map of Europe.

This chapter aims to establish Cobenzl’s status and identity, in the fullest meaning of the
words. Without attempting to produce a detailed biography of the man prior to 1753, it sets
out to identify the influences that shaped him as he entered on the last, most important,

phase of his life, during which he eventually became a ‘collector’.

Family Background

Charles, comte du Saint Empire Romain de Cobenzl, Baron de Proseck, St Daniel, Mossa,
et Leitenbourg, Seigneur des Seigneuries de Hasperg, Steegberg, Loitsch, Lueg, Reiffeniz,
Isernico, Flambruzzo, et Sivigliano, Grand Echanson Heréditaire du Duché de Carniole et
de la Marche des Vandales, Grand Fauconier Héréditaire, et Grand Porte Plat de la Comté
de Gorice, was a member of a prominent family that had served the Habsburgs faithfully
since the fifteenth century. The extent of the lands covered by his titles — across Gorizia
and Carniola (now largely in Slovenia) — indicates the scope of the territory they once
controlled, even if they no longer owned all of the estates mentioned by the middle of the
eighteenth century.®

* Michéle Galand, chapter II, ‘La nomination de Charles de Lorraine au poste de gouverneur général des
Pays-Bas autrichiens’, Charles de Lorraine, gouverneur-général des Pays-Bas autrichiens (1744-1780)
(Etudes sur le XVII1° sigcle, XX), Brussels, 1993, pp. 45-64

*lbid., passim, particularly pp. 54—55 and chapter V, ‘L’arrivé de Cobenzl aux Pays-Bas: une autre
maniere de gouverner’, pp. 110-22

® Proseck — Prosecco, Trieste, Italy; St Daniel — Stanjel, Slovenia; Mossa — Italy; Leitenbourg — Loze near
Vipava; Hasperg — Hasberg (Ho$perk), near Planina; Steegberg — Cerknica; Loitsch — Logatec; Lueg —
Predjama; Reiffeniz — Ribnica (all Slovenia); Isernico, Flambruzzo, Sivigliano are all in Friuli, Italy. On the
family see: [Cronenfels,] Die Grafen von Cobenzl, [Vienna, 1818]; ‘Cobenzl’, in: Giorgio Geromet, Renata
Alberti, 1001 Gorizia 2001. Nobilta della contea. Palazzi, castelli e ville a Gorizia, in Friuli e in Slovenia. 80
famiglie di sangue blu, 2 vols, Gorizia, 2001, I; ‘Cobenzl’, in: Baron Carl von Czoernig, Gorizia “La Nizza
Austriaca”. Il territorio di Gorizia e Gradisca, translated by Ervino Pocar, Gorizia, 1969, pp. 652-57
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Cobenzl Family Tree

Johann Philipp Cobenzl (1632-1702) m Johanna, Countess Lanthieri (1638-1713)

9 chikdren
including
Johann Caspar (1664-1742) Johann Anton, Count Coronini Ludwig Gundacker (1678-1745)
, m 1 Juliana Buceliini | m 1 Anna von Trilleck
P 10 children
including . m2

| Johanna Coronini 1
Cassandra m Johann Carl Coronini

" m 2 Charlotta, Countess Rindsmaul I

8 chikdren I
including
(great-grandson)
Michael Coronini m Sophie de Fagan
Johann Carl Philipp (Charles) (1712-70) Guidobaldo (1716-97)
m Maria Theresia, Countess von Palffy Erdod (1717-71) m Maria Anna Benigna, Countess Montrichier
Louis Maria Theresia Carolina Johanna
Philip (1741-1810)
Theresia (1739-79) Charlotte (1755~1821)
m Philippe Baron Bonlez m Carlo Count Rumbecke
Eleonora (1736-76) Louis (1753-1809) Frangois (1758-1809)

m Francgois Marquis de la Woestyne m Theresia Countess Montelabate

(granddaughter)
Sophie de Fagan m Michael Coronini

Figure 9. Cobenzl’s family tree. Charles Cobenzl was related by marriage to many of the
key families of the Habsburg lands.On the death of his son Louis the family property
passed through the female line (via his daughter Eleonora) to the Coronini family.
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This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 10. Unidentified artist, Portrait of Johann Caspar Cobenzl in the Robes of the
Order of the Golden Fleece. 1731. © Fondazione Palazzo Coronini Cronberg Onlus,
Gorizia

Figure 11. Johann Gottfried Auerbach (1697-1753), Charles VI in the Robes of the Order
of the Golden Fleece. 1730s. © Heeresgeschichtliches Museum, Vienna

Cobenzl’s father Johann Caspar (1664-1742), a loyal servant of Charles VI, laid the basis
for the flowering of the family in the eighteenth century, when three generations of
Cobenzls occupied positions of influence at the imperial Court and in public affairs. Over
the course of the first half of the century, he ‘rationalised’ the family estates, offloading
urban palaces in Gorizia and Carniola in order to acquire palaces in Graz and Laibach
(Ljubljana), but retaining vast tracts of land in Postumia, around the key family castles of

Luegg and, most importantly, Haasberg.

Holy Roman Emperor Charles VI was born in 1685. The following year the 22-year-old
Johann Caspar was given the post of ‘gentleman of the bedchamber’ and appointed tutor or
‘confidant’ to the young prince. Such was their relationship that Charles V1 retained his
trust in and respect for Cobenzl until his death in 1740.” It was at the Cobenzl palace at
Laibach, capital of the Carniola, that his son Charles was born in 1712 but Johann Caspar’s

appointment as Marshal of the Court in Vienna in 1722 necessitated the removal of his

" Edelmayer 1999, pp. 247-53; Geromet, Alberti 2001
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family to the capital. In 1723 he was entrusted with the post of tutor to Frangois-Etienne de
Lorraine, prospective husband of Charles VI’s daughter Maria Theresa and later Holy
Roman Emperor Francois I. This dual connection to the ruling Habsburgs and the Lorraine

family was to be central to Charles Cobenzl’s later career.

As eldest son, Charles was sent to university in Leiden at the age of eighteen,® while his
brother Guidobaldo (1716-97) entered military service. Related by descent to many of the
important Habsburg families of the Western reaches of the territory, the Lanthieri, Rabatta
and Rindsmaul,® Johann Caspar arranged good marriages for his two sons. At 22 Charles
was married to Maria Theresa, Countess Palffy, granddaughter of Johann Palffy of Erddd,
adviser on Hungarian matters to Maria Theresa. At 23 Guidobaldo married Marie Benigna,
Countess Montrichier. By these marriages the family gained further estates and forged ties
with the nobility of Hungary and Styria.

Charles entered on a career at Court and in the administration that took him far away from
the family lands, and indeed far away from Vienna. It appears that he never returned to his
own estates from the late 1730s, when his diplomatic career took off. Certainly in 1760,
when his brother Guido visited him in Brussels, they had not met for over 20 years.™

Life and Career™*

Cobenzl’s first major task was for Charles VI and his son-in-law, taking part in the
negotiations by which Lorraine was ‘swapped’ for the Grand Duchy of Tuscany. The last
Grand Duke of Tuscany died on July 1737 and the following year Cobenzl was appointed
Plenipotentiary Minister for the establishment of the borders of Lorraine.*?

With the death of Charles VI in 1740 Cobenzl was recalled to Vienna where, after a brief
hiatus, he was given a new, similarly delicate job. The War of the Austrian Succession,

8 Album studiosorum Academiae Lugduno Batavae MDLXXV-MDCCCLXXV: accedunt nomina
curatorum et professorum per eadem secula, [aliis adiuvantibus edidit Guilielmus du Rieu], The Hague,
1875, 1, 1575-1731, p. 930: (1730, Rectore Hermanno Boerhaave II) ‘24 October, Carolus A Cobenzl,
Comes S.R. Imp. 20, J. (i.e. facultas juridica)’. He was accompanied by his tutor, ‘Simon Gregorius Rosman
Carniolensis’, and two servants.

A full genealogy is provided in the document drawn up for Cobenzl’s daughter Charlottte, ‘Charlotte
Comtesse Cobenzl aspirante’, certified 26 January 1771; CA, Atti e Doc., busta 265, filza 671

19 Alfred Ritter von Arneth, Graf Philipp Cobenzl und seine Memoiren, Vienna, 1885, p. 73

! Cobenzl presented his own potted biography in a letter to his childhood friend Cesar Comte Coppola in
Naples, 24 October 1758, AGR, SEG, 1099, f. 3—4v. Cited almost in full in: Comte Carlos de Villermont, La
cour de Vienne a Bruxelles au XVI111° siécle, Le comte de Cobenzl, ministre plénipotentiaire aux Pays-Bas,
Lille—Paris—Bruges, 1925, pp. 8-9

12 His reports from Lorraine, where his colleague was Count Konigsegg-Erps, are in Vienna: HHStA, StK
Lothringen, Fasz. neu I, Konvolut Weisungen 1737-40
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which temporarily put Charles Albert of Bavaria on the throne as Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V11 (1742-45), inevitably ruptured the integral foreign policy of the lands personal
to the House of Habsburg and the constituent lands of the Holy Roman Empire, leading to

the formation of a new, separate ‘Austrian’ foreign policy and a relevant bureaucracy.™

Cobenzl was despatched to the realms of the Empire to use his talents urging support for
Maria Theresa and gathering intelligence regarding the loyalties of different rulers. From
1742 he was charged with lobbying for Austrian interests along the Middle and Upper
Rhine, in Franconia, Swabia and Westphalia.** He was initially to be peripatetic, although
he spent three years in Bonn at the Court of the Elector of Cologne, Clemens August,
libertine and renowned collector. With the death of Charles VII Cobenzl’s talents came
sharply into play once more as he was required to drum up support for the election of

Francois as Holy Roman Emperor.

Based in Western and Central Germany, Cobenzl kept his finger on the pulse of
intellectual and political affairs over a much wider swathe of Europe. Thanks to his
university studies at Leiden and his travels, he had a wide range of contacts both noble and
intellectual, including the historian and jurist Johann Daniel Schopflin, professor at
Strasbourg University.™ It was in 1746 that Kaunitz, then Plenipotentiary Minister in the
Austrian Netherlands, first recommended Cobenzl to Maria Theresa as his successor
there.'® But there was still important work to be done in the lands of the Holy Roman

Empire for a valuable intriguer such as Cobenzl.

In late 1746 Cobenzl was ordered to Ratisbonne (Regensburg), since 1663 the seat of the
Imperial Diet of the Holy Roman Empire, but was then permitted to settle in Mainz, which
was his base until 1753.1” The Elector of Mainz was Archchancellor and Director of the
Electoral College responsible for organising the election of each new Emperor and himself
had jurisdiction over the numerous dioceses; his support was vital to the Emperor. From

13 57abo 1994, p. 42

! Renate Zedinger, Die Verwaltung der Osterreichischen Niederlande in Wien (1714-1795). Studien in
den Zewntralisierungstendenzen des Wiener Hofes im Staatswerdungsprozess der Habsburgermonarchie,
Vienna, 2000, p. 79

15 Johann Daniel Schoepflins brieflicher Verkehr, ed. Richard Fester, Tiibingen, 1906, Letters 24 and 25,
pp. 22-23. The correspondence with Schopflin lasted more than twenty years.

16 Charles-Alexandre de Lorraine: gouverneur général des Pays-Bas autrichiens, exh. cat., Palais de
Charles de Lorraine, Brussels, 1987 (Europalia 1987-1), p. 11

17 See bills from Joseph Freundschick of Mainz, covering the rent on his house and provision of goods
and services, November 1746 to February 1753; AGR, SEG, 2645, ff. 186-218
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here, Cobenzl travelled around the German lands as required, his trips included a meeting

with George II in April 1750 during the latter’s visit to Hannover.'®

The nuances and ambiguities of the post were numerous. Maria Theresa’s representative
was not so much a diplomat as a skilled negotiator and intriguer.'® Cobenzl excelled at his
job, not always persuading the princes to vote as Vienna would like, but establishing
contacts and forging political, intellectual and less formal friendships that were to last long
after he had moved to Brussels.?

On 13 May, Cobenzl was officially named successor to Count Antoniotto Botta Adorno as
Plenipotentiary Minister in the Austrian Netherlands under Charles-Alexandre de Lorraine.
The appointment was no surprise, for he was a protége of Kaunitz, who completed his
ascendancy through the Austrian hierarchy to be named State Chancellor on the same day
as Cobenzl was confirmed in his new post. Kaunitz, who had served in Italy and Paris, and
notably as Plenipotentiary Minister in the Austrian Netherlands 1744-46 (during the
absence of the Governor and whilst Brussels was occupied by the French),* took a
radically new approach to Austria’s international interests, proposing that established

alliances be overthrown in favour of a new alliance with the old enemy, France.

In September 1762 Cobenzl| recorded that he had for Kaunitz ‘Un tendre attachement que
j’ai voué a notre respectable Ministre il y a plus de 32. ans...”?? They presumably met in
Vienna in or just before 1730 on the eve of their departure for university, and probably
improved their acquaintance at the Court of Wirzburg. They both entered the Imperial
Aulic Council in 1735.2° Moreover, Cobenz!’s Catholic credentials were balanced by
considerable intellectual freedom and he might have echoed Kaunitz’s declaration of his
interest in ‘public enlightenment and the abolition of harmful prejudices for the sake of

humanity’.24 In February 1765 Cobenzl responded to Jacques Dorn’s decision to hang his

18 |_ondon Gazette, 28 April 1758

9 'paul P. Bernard, From the Enlightenment to the Police State: the Public Life of Johann Anton Pergen,
Urbana—Chicago, 1991, pp. 4-5, 9

20 See the abundant correspondance in the Brussels archives. Schopflin recalled the high regard in which
Cobenzl was still held in the German states fourteen years later. Schopflin to Cobenzl, 25 October 1767.
Johann Daniel Schépflin, Wissenschaftliche und diplomatische Korrespondenz, ed. Jirgen Voss, Stuttgart,
2002, p. 519

L William J. McGill, ‘The Roots of Policy: Kaunitz in Italy and the Netherlands, 1742—1746’, Central
European History, 1/2, June 1968, pp. 131-49

22 Cobenzl to Jacques Dorn; AGR, SEG, 1119, f. 75

2% Klingenstein 1975, pp. 256-59

24 Kaunitz to de Silva, 29 March 1769; HHStA, Staatskanzlei: Wissenschaft und Kunst, Karton 1
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portrait beside that of Kaunitz with the words: ‘J’ai quelque droit a cette place, parcequ’il

est juste, que le disciple soit & coté du Maitre.”®

Convinced that the Austrian Netherlands and the Grand Duchy of Tuscany were in many
ways a liability, Kaunitz saw them more as pawns in an international game than as
permanent Habsburg territories. The problems inherent in managing such distant, non-
contiguous lands were clear and the Austrian Netherlands were in a very poor financial
state. Maria Theresa refused to consider getting rid of them, however, and although they
were run from separate offices within the Austrian Chancellory, reflecting their
‘separateness’ from the historic Habsburg lands, they remained ‘Austrian’ until the 1790s.

It was thus necessary to put in place a skilled and loyal Minister.

Between May and August 1753 Cobenzl was in Vienna, receiving complicated instructions
for his new job as de facto Prime Minister in a ‘conglomerate within a conglomerate’, for
the Austrian Netherlands were a microcosm of the Habsburg lands themselves, similarly
composed of small states and duchies each with their own history, culture and privileges.
Maria Theresa was not Queen or Empress here, but held each title individually: Duchess of
Brabant, Countess of Flanders, Dame de Malines etc. Cobenzl’s experience made him the
most obvious choice, not only in holding the reins of many different, divided territories,
but in playing the game of intrigue in the relationship between the Austrian Netherlands,
Charles de Lorraine and the Vienna administration.

Arriving in Brussels on 19 August, Cobenzl almost immediately took a quick tour of
Flanders,”® taking over officially as Minister on 15 September 1753. He was to be
responsible for revitalising the economy of the Austrian Netherlands, for kick-starting
industry, promoting the building of roads and canals, and generally increasing the national
income — even if that income was largely despatched to Vienna. Cobenzl was to
successfully hold the post until his death on 27 January 1770.

Nationality

The straightforward assumption that nationalism was born at the end of the eighteenth

century is now being refined and nuanced.?’ It is hard to imagine a true sense of national

2> Cobenzl to Dorn, 15 February 1765; AGR, SEG, 1119, f. 166

%6 Cobenzl to Pergen, 26 August 1753; AGR, SEG, 1188, f. 152

2" The discourse has been enlivened by the emergence of East European scholars in the nations that have
taken shape since the collapse of the Soviet bloc. See e.g. Balazs Trencsényi, Michal Kopecek, eds,
Discourses of Collective identity in Central and Southeast Europe (1770-1945). Texts and commentaries, :
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identity even within the individual states of Western and Central Europe, where rulers were
so often the product of intermarriage between royal families of different lands, and where
broader political alliances determined allegiance. How can one talk of ‘nationalism’ in an
area where nationality itself was in question. Yet the question of Cobenzl’s nationality
inevitably arises, both because he has been described as ‘Austrian’ or ‘German-speaking’,
and set within dogmatic contexts on that basis, and because of the national nature of so

many studies of collecting, which root a collector within a national ‘school’ or tradition.

In Central Europe, particularly for the upper echelons of society, place of birth was not key
to identity and to speak of national allegiance or ethnicity, is to pose questions that are
irrelevant to many aristocrats of the age. The usual way of avoiding anachronistic national
descriptions in the period prior to 1800 is to refer to ‘German-speaking countries’. This is
the term used — for want of any other — by the Getty Provenance Index? and by Michiel
Plomp in his ‘topography’ for the collecting of drawings by Rubens.?® Plomp’s group
covers drawings collectors in Dresden and in the ‘Habsburg Austrian Empire’, a
generalised and imprecise term for Szabo’s ‘Habsburg conglomerate’ that allows Plomp to

cover both Vienna and Brussels.

Yet to call Cobenzl and his fellow aristocrats and officials — or the lands which they
inhabited — ‘German-speaking’ is to mislead. The language of many official documents
across the Habsburg-controlled lands may have been German, but German was rarely the
first language. It was the very lack of concepts of nationality within the Habsburg system
that made it possible for men such as Eugene of Savoy (who signed himself ‘Eugenio von
Savoy’,** a marvellous Italo-Franco-German example of Habsburg multiculturalism), born
and brought up in France, to make a career in the Habsburg army. Eugene never learned
German properly, nor did the Spaniards who transferred their allegiance when the Spanish
(Southern) Netherlands became the Austrian Netherlands.®! Maria Theresa’s Portuguese
adviser, Don Manoel Telles de Menezes e Castro, created Duke of Sylva in 1755 (known

as Sylva-Tarouca), wrote and spoke French and never learned German at all. These men

Late Enlightenment — Emergence of the Modern ‘National Idea’, Budapest, 2006. There have been a number
of conferences questioning homogenous views of nationalism, e.g. Between Inclusion and Exclusion:
Cosmopolitan (Cultural) Nationalism in the Age of the Enlightenment, University of Graz, 25-29 July 2011

%8 Thomas Ketelsen, Tilmann von Stockhausen, The Index of Paintings Sold in German-speaking
Countries Before 1800 (Getty Provenance Index), Munich, 2002

# Michiel C. Plomp, ‘Collecting Rubens’s Drawings’, in: Anne-Marie Logan, Michiel C. Plomp, Peter
Paul Rubens. The Drawings, exh. cat., Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; New Haven, 2005, p. 48

%0 Agnes Husslein-Arco, Prince Eugene: General-Philosopher and Art Lover, Munich, 2010, e.g. cat. |1 47

31 Renate Zedinger, “’La carriére faisait le bonheur de notre vie [...]”. Les fonctionnaires des Pays-Bas
autrichiens a Vienne (1714-1794)’, in: Bruno Bernard, ed., Bruxellois a Vienne, Viennois a Bruxelles
(Etudes sur le XVI11° sigcle, XXXI1), Brussels, 2004, pp. 28-30
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were servants of the Habsburgs; the loyalties and allegiances they demonstrated were not
to the lands of their own estates but to the Habsburg rulers. Language and ethnicity play no
conscious role in their vision of themselves.

It is only under Kaunitz that the imposition of a ‘German’ administration, as part of the
means of centralising the territories controlled from Vienna, commenced. He established a
new Department of the Southern Netherlands at the Chancellory in 1757 and sought to put
‘Germans’ in charge.*? At the beginning, however, there were not enough German-
speakers with the right experience and Kaunitz continued to have to requisition individuals
from the administration in the Austrian Netherlands,* or appoint relatively young men.
This led to the appointment as head of the new Department at the age of just 35 of Johann
Jakob Edler von Dorn (c. 1722 — 1766). Even he, however, conducted his official business
and private correspondence largely in French, signing himself Jacques Dorn.

In the Habsburg lands overall the situation was far more complex. Examples are provided
by the languages used by individuals around Cobenzl not just in their official life but in
their private correspondence. The friendly letters exchanged by the future Charles VI and
Johann Caspar Cobenzl are illuminating: in 1703—4 they wrote to each other in Italian;
their letters of 1706 are in German.** While Cobenzl himself had the official German name
Johann Carl Philipp but was always known as Charles, his brother had the Italian name
Guidobaldo, but was often called by the French form, Guy. Guidobaldo’s son Philip wrote
to family members in the period 1761-65 in three languages: with his father he
corresponded in French; with his brother, studying at a seminary in Rome, in Italian; with
his aunt and his sister — in German. Cobenzl himself was fluent in French, German, Italian,
English and Latin.*® An analysis of books in his library at the time of his death undertaken
by Claude Sorgeloos revealed 1,433 books in French and 606 in Latin, but only 255 in
German, not that far above English at 177.%® There were 101 books in Italian and 99 in
Dutch. Bearing in mind that this was Cobenzl’s personal library, brought from Germany to
Brussels and added to there, its preference for French is significant.

%2 Kim Bethume, ‘Les hauts fonctionnaires autrichiens a Bruxelles au XV111° siécle. Leur role au sein du
gouvernement des Pays-Bas et les reactions de la population locale’, Ibid., pp. 95-112

%3 Zedinger 2004, pp. 39-42. See also: F. Szabo, chapter 3, ‘The Structure of Government’, in: Szabo
1994, pp. 73-112

% Edelmayer 1999

% Arneth 1885, p. 74

% Claude Sorgeloos, ‘La bibliothéque du comte Charles de Cobenzl, ministre plénipotentiaire dans les
Pays-Bas autrichiens, et celle de son épouse la comtesse Marie-Thérése de Palffy’, Le livre et I’estampe,
XXX/119-20, 1984, pp. 195-96




60

In asking ourselves about Cobenzl’s nationality, therefore, we might compare him with a
particularly celebrated younger contemporary: Prince Charles-Joseph de Ligne, who
famously declared ‘J'ai six ou sept patries: Empire, Flandre, France, Espagne, Autriche,
Pologne, Russie et presque Hongrie’.>” Jeroom Vercruysse identified the very different
parallel concepts of ‘patrie’ in the middle and second half of the eighteenth century:*
semantic (the land of one’s fathers, where one is born — for de Ligne this was Flanders, for
Cobenzl this was unclear — was it really the Carniola, where he had his estates?); the land
where one has obligations of service to the state (for both de Ligne and Cobenzl this was
Vienna); the land where one has rights, income or interests (Ligne’s list of six or seven, for
Cobenzl Gorizia and the Carniola and possibly Vienna). The last category is the Ciceronian
notion of ‘Patria est ubicumque bene’ [wherever we are content, that is our country], and
Vercruysse defines this as France for de Ligne.*® We might ask where it was for CobenzI
for most of his life, but his letters to friends imply that by the end of the 1750s it was
Brussels and the Austrian Netherlands.*°

Franz Szabo analysed the language of Cobenzl’s mentor and model, Kaunitz, in an effort to
get to the root of his national and cultural character. Despite Kaunitz’s insistence on
German as the official language, French was his language of choice. He made wide use of
Italian and could of course read Latin, he spoke Czech but very little English. Szabo was
forced to conclude with a phrase that might with some justification be applied to Cobenzl:
‘Kaunitz can, therefore, not be understood in any cultural context except the broad

cosmopolitan one which he embodied so well’.

Character

Cobenzl’s intellectual abilities, his talent as an efficient administrator, an adroit intriguer
and lobbyist, were backed up by a blunt charm and considerable social skills. He seems
almost never to have dropped any acquaintance, maintaining a correspondence, however

brief, with people met many years before and never seen since. His childhood friends, his

%" Prince Charles-Joseph de Ligne, Fragments de I'Histoire de ma Vie; cited in: Jeroom Vercruysse, ‘Le
prince de Ligne et ses patries. Thémes et variations sur les “affinités électives”’, Nouvelles Annales Prince de
Ligne, XVII, 2007, p. 50

% Jeroom Vercruysse, ‘Le prince de Ligne et I’ Autriche: tableau d’une passion’, Nouvelles Annales
Prince de Ligne, XV, 2002, pp. 51-82; Vercruysse 2007, pp. 47-68

% Although ‘Belgian’ nationalism, the sense of a collective consciousness, of nationhood, only appeared
in the 1780s, at least in part thanks to opposition to Joseph II’s at times heavyhanded reforms, after de Ligne
was forced in 1794 to abandon his lands — his estate at Beloeil and his house in Brussels — and never to return
to France, he spoke until his death of being in exile. Vercruysse 2007

%0 ¢.g. Cobenzl to von Hoditz, February 1762; AGR, SEG, 1143, f. 58

* Szabo 1994, pp. 28-39
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old tutor, aristocrats and officials at various European courts — with all of them he kept in
contact, not without the aid of numerous secretaries.

When we look at the judgments of contemporaries, the most surprising result is that,
despite their prejudices, however opposed their political or religious views and thus their
interpretations of Cobenzl’s character, they tend to be in agreement regarding his learning

and his gregarious personality, his administrative skills and his protection of the arts.

Carlo Morelli, proud inhabitant of the Cobenzls’ native Gorizia, declared him to be
‘cittadino di tutte le nazioni, con cui aveva a trattare’,*> while Philip Cobenzl presented a
picture of the epitome of the enlightened man of the very highest rank: ‘Un homme de
beaucoup d’esprit, ayant une instruction trés-étendue, une grande habileté et activité dans

le maniement des affaires. Il ... était d’une extréme politesse et amabilité dans la société.”*®

Less positive was the opinion of Monsignor Giuseppe Garampi, a cleric of understandably
conservative outlook who found Cobenzl’s freethinking worrying and hinted that studies at
‘non-Catholic’ universities might be to blame, whilst also lamenting (tactfully) his
infidelities.** Most bitter of all Cobenzl’s critics, however, was Charles de Lorraine,
always torn between recognition and jealousy of Cobenzl’s talents. He repeatedly railed at
Cobenzl and complained to Maria Theresa of his insubordination.* Were these simply the
complaints of a governor seeking to have Cobenzl recalled in order that he be given a more
complaisant Minister who would reinforce his own perception of his Court as

‘independent’ of Vienna, or were the criticisms, however exaggerated, founded in truth?

Despite the clear propensity for free-thinking that Garampi deplored and Cobenzl’s aim to
limit the many privileges enjoyed in the Austrian Netherlands by the Church (in which he
was a true assistant to Kaunitz and latterly to Joseph 11, but also a man of an age that was
moving against perceived excessive clerical power across Europe)* there is no evidence
that Cobenzl — unlike Kaunitz — was or was seen as being particularly anti-clerical.*’

*2 Carlo Morelli di Schénfeld, Istoria della contea de Gorizia, 4 vols, Gorizia, 1855 (published
posthumously); new edn. Mariano del Friuli, 2003, with a fifth volume of notes and index, 111, pp. 283-84

3 Arneth 1885, p. 74.

* Mgr Garampi, ‘Impressions de voyage’, Revue Bénédictine, V11, 1890, pp. 162—63

** He provided a detailed list of complaints in 1756: AGR, SEG, 2586, f. 38

% ¢.g. Ghislaine De Boom, Les Ministres plenipotentiaires dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens, principalement
Cobenzl, Brussels, 1932, p. 120

*T' A fact noted by Villermont, who devoted a whole chapter to ‘Le comte de Cobenzl et le clergé belge’:
Villermont 1925
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Cobenzl’s intellectual curiosity is undoubted. He gathered information of all kinds:
writings on philosophy, history, economics and law, military gossip about the battles that
raged across Europe throughout most of his career, social tidbits and scandal from various
courts. He established networks to supply him with both informal information (in letters)
and with published works. Based in Western Germany, he had ready access to the
booksellers of Frankfurt. A huge proportion of his correspondence right up to his death
was with booksellers who not only provided books and pamphlets but acted as
intermediaries in gathering political information.

Cobenzl gained a reputation as a friend of men of letters, known to Voltaire and to
Montesquieu. The contents of his personal library are recorded in posthumous inventories
and the catalogue of the sale held in Brussels in June 1771: among the reasons for the
delay in organising the sale were the quantity of banned books that had to be dealt with and
the impossibility of finding someone sufficiently learned to catalogue the books in such a
wide variety of languages.*®

An analysis of the contents of the library makes clear that it was a working library, as
opposed to the polite selection of books that fell into the category of ‘cabinet de
curiosité”.* Yet Cobenzl was by no means an intellectual recluse. As a pragmatic
utilitarian,™ he believed in the practical application of learning, and in the philosophical
eclecticism that was one of the underlying aspects of Enlightenment thinking. As his
support for industry in the Austrian Netherlands was to demonstrate, despite a lack of
manifest interest in the natural sciences in the abstract, he investigated the practical
application of science and new technologies where he saw how they might contribute to
economic development. In his study of intellectual life in Brussels c. 1763 Bruno Bernard
lamented the general stagnation but picked out Cobenzl as one of the very few partisans of
intellectual and scientific progress.>*

“8 Sorgeloos 1984, pp. 115-210

* On the distinction see: Jean Viardot, ‘Naissance de la bibliophilie: les cabinets de livres rares’, in: C.I.
Jolly, ed., Histoire des bibliothéques francais, 1, Les bibliothéques sous I’ Ancien Régime 1530-1789, Paris,
1988, pp. 268-89

%0 He is the perfect embodiment of the Enlightenment as defined by Ernst Cassirer, who felt that ‘the
basic idea underlying all the tendencies of enlightenment was the conviction that human understanding is
capable, by its own power and without recourse to supernatural assistance, of comprehending the system of
the world and that this new way of understanding the world will lead it to a new way of mastering it’. Cited
in Herbert Dieckmann, ‘Themes and Structures of the Enlightenment’, in: Herbert Dieckmann, Harry Levin,
Helmut Motekat, et al, Essays in Comparative Literature, St Louis, 1961, p. 58

*! Bruno Bernard, ‘La vie intellectuelle et scientifique a Bruxelles vers 1763°, Nouvelles Annales Prince
de Ligne, VI, 1991, p. 146
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The picture that arises is of a man of the nobility who, though charming, was more bluff
and shrewd than refined and effete. An intellectual with a love of books and a considerable
library, he supported the Church and State whilst feeling free to read and own works that
were banned by both. A free-thinker, he was nonetheless almost certainly not a Freemason
and in accordance with tradition he placed his younger daughters to be educated in a
convent and sent his younger son to a career in the Church.

Central to Cobenzl’s information gathering — for personal and professional use — was his
extremely vivacious character and taste for socialising. During his years in Lorraine and
central Germany, separated from wife and children, Cobenzl to all intents and purposes
lived the life of a bachelor. In Brussels, not only reunited with his family but housed in
stable accommodation and with a very different style of career, the pattern of his life
inevitably changed, his entertainments became calmer and more domestic.

Before he settled in Brussels, hunting and women are the two interests most openly
reflected in frank exchanges with his successor in Mainz, Baron Pergen.> From the second
half of the 1750s Cobenzl’s interest in hunting waned and he informed Pergen with some
finality on 5 December 1764 that he had given away his dogs, sacked his huntsmen and
hung up his guns.>®* Now, he said, he had a Cabinet of Paintings, a collection of drawings, a
handsome house and garden, he went to the theatre and played cards.>

As for Cobenzl’s women, it must be recalled that whilst Cobenzl flitted between German
courts, his wife sat in Vienna bringing up his children. They did not meet once between
April 1742 and January 1753 and the regular pregnancies that had been a feature of their
earlier life came to an end during this period. The son born after his departure in 1742 died

in 1751, having never met his father.

There is plenty of evidence that Cobenzl’s affairs were extensive One friend wrote to him
facetiously: ‘Je 1’avois mandé a votre épouse baruthine; car, Dieu merci, il faut distinguer
vos femmes par les noms des provinces et des villes’.>> News of his extra-marital affairs

even reached his mother in Vienna® and Garampi was aware that these ‘incidents

*2 AGR, SEG, 1187-1191

¥ AGR, SEG, 1191, f. 280. This is confirmed by the contrast between the fuss made about packing his
arms when he left Mainz (Pergen correspondence, May 1753; AGR, SEG, 1187) and the relatively modest
arms cabinet inventories on his death (Cobenzl Inventory MS 1770).

> Cobenzl to Pergen in Mainz, 19 December 1764; AGR, SEG, 1191, f. 287

% Cited in: Villermont 1925, p. 13, with reference to HHStA, Correspondence of Maria Theresa, vol. 286

*®p, Bernard 1991, pp. 2-3
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regrettables’ had led to much displeasure on the part of Maria Theresa.”’ Pergen found it
hard to keep up with Cobenzl’s reputation in Mainz and the Landgrave felt it necessary to
urge him on to new conquests, hoping that Pergen would eventually rival Cobenzl in
‘bedding the belles of Frankfurt’.”®> When Cobenzl’s nephew Philip passed through Mainz
in September 1760, on his way to Brussels, Pergen reported: ‘c’est un joli enfant, il auroit
eu la santé trop délicate autrefois pour étre dressé par V. Exc., puisqu’il falloit alors

. . . . . 59
combiner le travail avec les veilles, le vin, le jeu et la femme.’

Cobenzl’s freedom was clearly more restricted once his wife joined him in Brussels but her
presence had many advantages. In the staid context of court life, so very different from the
libertine atmosphere of the courts of Germany, a wife of high birth who could act as
hostess was key to his new position as Minister. As a Countess Palffy, whose grandfather
and father were important figures at Court in Vienna, she brought him status and a
common ambition.

As regards her character, the picture remains unclear. Villermont tended to see her as
frivolous,®® a perception certainly supported by the description of her by the Prince de
Ligne, who called her ‘Praline’ (i.e. a hard nut coated in soft sugar):

‘Praline a I’air d’étre la femme de chambre de Proserpine; elle tient aussi un peu de
I’Etrusque, ayant du rouge et du noir dans la physionomie: elle n’en a pas dans son ame,
car elle est bonne: elle ne réve que confiture, gateau de ploud, sucre, prend, rend, créme,
meringue, et biscuit; elle devine tout ce qu’on mange et tout ce qu’on boit, mais comme
elle s’imagine que d’autres ont le méme gott, et comme elle est bonne femme, c’est
pour en donner une partie: elle est sensible, reconnaissante, rit, pleure, se fache sans
savoir pourquoi, croit tout ce qu’on lui dit, et fait tout ce qu’on veut.”™

Something of this is reflected in the diaries of Count Zinzendorf, who stayed in Brussels in
1766 and again in 1769-70 and who mentioned the Countess on numerous occasions.®
Most of Zinzendorf’s comments are either neutral or slightly disparaging in tone; he notes
her bad temper, that one of her eyes is deeper set than the other, at one point even calling

her ‘cette béte de Madame Cobenzl” when she refuses to receive him.®

> Garampi 1890, pp. 162-63
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There is no evidence, however, that the Countess was lacking in intelligence. Indeed, the
analysis of the books kept in her rooms — some 535 titles — at the time of the Count’s death
in 1770, suggests the contrary. Sorgeloos noted that 34% of the titles were novels, mostly
relatively recent, and she apparently had a preference for the gloomy sentimentalism of
Baculard d’Arnaud, but there there were also religious, philosphical and historical works,
among them the writings of Hume and Voltaire and even a translation of Mikhail
Lomonosov’s History of Russia.®*

The Countess’ library also included books for the children. Eleonora (born 1736) and
Theresia (born 1739) had been largely brought up by their mother, whilst Cobenzl was
absent in central Germany, but the Count was much more involved in the education of the
younger children: Louis (born 1753), Charlotte (born 1755) and Frangois (born 1758).
Cobenzl himself was apparently an affectionate father, occupying himself with his
children’s education in some detail, not just that of his sons but that of his daughters.®® The
elder daughters’ letters to him are chatty and filled with warmth, demonstrating
considerable fondness,®® but all of the younger children were sent away for their education.
The boys were sent to school in Paris when they were twelve and seven, in which there
was nothing unusual, but Charlotte was despatched to a convent in Paris at six and was
followed by a younger sister, Josephine, just three years old, who died there four years
later. However prestigious the Paris convent, this was an unusually early age at which to
part with a daughter and there is nothing to suggest that the Countess was demonstratively
affectionate or even particularly bothered with the girls in Brussels, where she seems, by
all accounts, to have been particularly occupied with recognition of her status.

Madame Cobenzl apparently insisted on taking precedence after Charles de Lorraine’s
sister, Anne-Charlotte, and thus above the Duchess of Arenberg — wife of Cobenzl’s
keenest rival — and the Princess de Ligne. This was bound to lead to problems. Angered at
her temerity, the offended aristocrats appealed to Maria Theresa and were initially
supported. Not long after, however, in the absence of Charles de Lorraine, the ladies of the
Court returned to Brussels after an absence and refused to pay the first visit to Madame

Cobenzl or indeed to visit her at all. This was no longer a minor incident and Cobenzl

% Sorgeloos 1984, pp. 174-89

% Cobenzl addressed the educator Madame de Grafigny regarding the education of his eldest girls in
1755; Jeroom Vercruysse, ‘Madame de Grafigny précepteur des enfants Cobenzl. Lettres inédites’, Cahiers
bruxellois, X111, 1968, pp. 73-77. In 1765 he corresponded at length with Lalive de Jully regarding schools
for his two sons; AGR, SEG, 1167.

% Eleonora Marquise de Woestine, correspondence, AGR, SEG, 1249, ff. 1-174; Theresia, Baronne de
Bonlez, correspondence; AGR, SEG, 1077, ff. 354-410
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intervened, forcing the Empress to decree that ‘il ne serait méme pas permis a madame la

comtesse de faire la premicre visite a quelque dame que ce soit... 67

Madame Cobenzl won her point, for reasons of protocol, but the situation did not endear
either Count or Countess to the local aristocracy, as Philip Cobenzl recorded:

‘Quelques grands-seigneurs du pays, et nommément les Arenberg, les Ligne, et ceux de
leur société, ne I’affectionnaient pas singuliérement, a cause de quelques disputes de
rang entre Mme de Cobenzl et les princesses du pays, mais rien n’y paraissait, et méme
ceux qui ne I’affectionnaient pas beaucoup pour des motifs d’intérét personel, lui
rendaient toute la justice qui lui était die.” *®

This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 12. Bernard Verschoot (1728/30-83), Portrait of Countess Maria Teresa Cobenzl
Palffy. 1768. © Fondazione Palazzo Coronini Cronberg Onlus, Gorizia

Figure 13. Bernard Verschoot (1728/30-83), Portrait of Anne-Charlotte, Countess Maria
Teresa Cobenzl Palffy. Private collection, Brussels

The Cobenzls’ continued insistence on their status was reflected in a number of portraits in

which their images ran parallel to known images of Charles de Lorraine and his sister

%7 The situation is set out in some detail by several authors, e.g. P. Roger, Ch. de Ch., eds, Mémoires et
souvenirs sur la cour de Bruxelles et sur la société belge, depuis I’époque de Marie-Thérése jusqu’a nos
jours, Brussels, 1856, pp. 77—79; Lucien Perey, Charles de Lorraine et la cour de Bruxelles sous le régne de
Marie-Thérése, Paris, 1903, pp. 252-54; Villermont 1925, pp. 240-41
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Anne-Charlotte, most strikingly seen in a portrait of Anne-Charlotte with her brother as a

bust in a garden, used as the format for a similar portrait of Madame Cobenzl.

Despite the tensions Cobenzl and his wife apparently lived in amity, not only producing
children together but presenting a united front to the world. They entertained in style,
although often separately, the Count receiving in his rooms (or in his garden pavilion) the
Countess in hers (or her own garden pavilion), with guests moving between them over the
course of a day or an evening.®® The Countess would appear to have been a perfect wife for
a man of such high position, blind — or apparently blind — to his peccadilloes whilst

supporting his ambitions, and herself ambitious for her children.”

She surely had much to put up with in terms of his affairs prior to the arrival in Brussels.
Villermont thought that by 1759 these were a thing of the past, and noted that there was
nothing in the Brussels correspondence to contradict the idea of the virtuous husband once
the couple were installed in the same city.”* But we must not ignore the likelihood of
considerable ‘editing’ of that correspondence by his wife and executors. In the last years of
his life he certainly enjoyed a romance of some kind with Marie-Caroline Murray (1741—
1831), a woman of considerable intellectual talents thirty years his junior, who was to be
the first woman to win the prize of the Brussels Academy in 17852 and was known as ‘la
Muse Belgique’.” The relationship with Murray nonetheless remains ambiguous. They
may have enjoyed considerable intellectual compatibility, but he commissioned portraits of
her and made her gifts of diamonds and when papers were found to be missing on
Cobenzl’s death an approach was made to Mademoiselle Murray, in case she might
suggest ideas where they could be found.”

Another woman who figured large in Cobenzl’s Brussels life, a woman with whom he
definitely enjoyed a purely platonic relationship, was Barbe-Louise Stoupy (1706-75),
vicomtesse de Nettine, Austria’s banker in the region.” Her importance as a financial

adviser to Cobenzl cannot be overstated, but the relationship was more than that, it was a
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true friendship that was struck up almost immediately on Cobenzl’s arrival in Brussels in
1753. By the 1760s he had an established routine, in which he not only conducted business
with the widow as required by events, but drank tea regularly with her. Philip Cobenzl
reported: ‘Elle avait gagné au supréme degré I’amiti¢ de mon oncle, qui ne passait pas un
jour sans aller causer une heure avec elle, et allait souper chez elle au moins une fois par
semaine.’’® Cobenzl also helped Mme Nettine marry her daughters well, thanks partly to
the reversal of alliances in 1756 that led the Duke of Choiseul to seek to connect Jean-
Joseph de La Borde, French Court banker, and the house of Nettine. Cobenzl was to play a
key role in tying this Franco-Austrian financial knot.”’

Despite the huge debts that Cobenzl incurred over his life there is no indication that
gaming, that fashionable eighteenth-century vice, was in any way to blame.”® His attitude
to money overall, however, is open to much criticism. There has never been any founded
accusation that he in any way misused government money or misappropriated funds from
elsewhere but if his financial probity within the confines of his official post seems certain,
his private finances were an utter mess. In the absence of a proper salary that would cover
the expenses involved in maintaining his position, his private income was far from
sufficient to cover his costs. He may not have acquired a house in Germany or even in
Brussels, but he expended considerable sums on house contents (not counting his
collections), particularly in the Austrian Netherlands. And to judge by the unpaid bills at
his death in 1770, gewgaws for lady friends also accounted for large sums.

On at least two occasions he got himself into such dire financial straits (not without the aid
of his wife) that Maria Theresa agreed to pay all his bills. In 1764 she agreed to pay all
outstanding debts (217,890 florins) and increase his salary of 42,000 florins by 10,000,
provided ‘qu’il se défait de toutes les inutilités de porcelaine et nippes qui ne conviennent a

579

son état’”” — suggesting that the portly Minister was something of a dandy (supported by

the vast contents of his wardrobe at his death).

Many of the criticisms aimed at Cobenzl by Charles de Lorraine and the Brussels
aristocracy derived from his refusal to act as an inferior. Indeed his position was

ambiguous from the start. The Cobenzls were minor provincial aristocracy and the

’® Arneth 1885, p. 74

77 Jean-Pierre Thomas, F. d’Ormesson, Jean-Joseph de La Borde: banquier de Louis XV, mécéne des
Lumieres, Paris, 2002, chapter 6, ‘L’hymen européen et I’irrésistible ascension’
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Minister himself was a man of considerable practicality whose education at Protestant
Leiden University would have introduced him to a proto-democratic society where
intellectual achievement meant as much as aristocratic origins. He was a supreme example
of the class of Austrian civil servants increasingly promoted by Kaunitz, who saw the need
for professional appointments rather than sinecures if the disastrous finances of the
Austrian Habsburgs were to be recouped. Loyalty to the state, knowledge and its practical
application for functional purposes were valued over courtier-like polish and deference.

Cobenzl’s (vestigial) meritocracy was bound to cause problems at the small and extremely
hierarchical Court in Brussels,®® particularly bearing in mind that the very post he occupied
was fraught with contradictions. Ostensibly Minister to Charles de Lorraine’s Governor,
Cobenzl in fact reported to the government in Vienna. Was he diplomat or civil servant,

politician or de facto ruler?®

He was an aristocrat but by no means a member of the
‘leisured class’. Not only had he to maintain relations with the local aristocracy but he had
to work closely and on a footing of respect with bankers and financiers, professional
politicians and businessmen. Botta Adorno had similarly disliked the ambiguity of both the
social position and the relationship with Charles de Lorraine but coped better with it during

his brief four years in office.®

One universally noted fault was Cobenzl’s weakness for charming adventurers.®
Villermont, after a close study of Cobenzl’s correspondence, despaired: ‘pourvu qu’on efit
de I’esprit et qu’on I’amusat, Cobenzl ne s’arrétait gueres au reste, et il avait, dans son

intimité, des hommes tout a fait indignes de s’y trouver’.®*

Overall, it is clear that many of Charles de Lorraine’s complaints about Cobenzl’s
character had some basis in truth, yet each of his defects should be set against his many
achievements. For Vienna, these were paramount: he revived the local economy and
thereby generated income for Vienna; he managed the relationship with Charles de
Lorraine in such a way as to ensure the primacy of Vienna policy over gubernatorial
preference for populist measures. After yet another conflict with the Governor in 1756,
Kaunitz declared:
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‘Il est laborieux, actif, rempli d’esprit et de connoissances, infatigable... en un mot, le
comte de Cobenzl est, comme Ministre, supérieur a ses prédécesseurs, en tout sens
préférable & ses critiques et certainement plus estimable que ses antagonistes.”®

That opinion apparently remained unchanged until Cobenzl’s death in January 1770,
deeply in debt. The funeral was modest and he was buried in the Verreycken family tomb
in the Church of the Chapelle in Brussels. No memorial or plaque was erected, not even
after his wife died in December 1772 and was interred alongside him.% Despite this
apparently ignominious end, Cobenzl’s greatest monument was the economic revival of the

Austrian Netherlands, to which he had significantly contributed.
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Figure 14. Isaac Jansz. Van Ostade (1621-49), Winter Scene. c. 1648. © The State
Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg

8 Cited in: Moureaux 2004, p. 104
8 Xavier Duquenne, ‘Le tombeau des Verreycken et de Cobenzl & I’église de la Chapelle’, Brusselse
Cahiers Bruxellois (Revue d’histoire urbaine, Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles), XLII, 2010-11, pp. 3942
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Chapter 5. Cobenzl and the Arts Before 1753

Charles Cobenzl only became a dedicated ‘collector’ of paintings and drawings in the early
1760s, but he manifested a knowledge and recognition of the importance of learning and
the arts immediately on his arrival in Brussels in 1753. Two questions therefore arise
regarding the period before the move to the Austrian Netherlands, which gave Cobenzl a
settled home — and thus a location for a collection: what he knew about art (what he was
interested in, what he had seen) and what fine art he actually owned.

In 1753 Cobenzl’s belongings were scattered over several properties: there were items in
his house in Mainz, and those in the Cobenzl household in Vienna, occupied by his wife
and children. These were transferred to Brussels. It seems likely that most of the works of
art were portraits and furniture pictures and the only paintings attributed to Old Masters
were to be found at the Cobenzl family estates, particularly Haasberg and Luegg, which
remained in situ as part of the dynastic entail.

Family Estates

Information about the family collection is limited, complicated by the end of the Cobenzl
line in 1810, by war and the division of Europe in the twentieth century. The few pictures
that survived the destruction of the main family estate, Haasberg, in 1944 were moved to
another former Cobenzl castle, Luegg, and then removed for reasons of conservation.
Nothing is known of their provenance: they might have come from subsequent inhabitants.
The inventory of Haasberg compiled on Cobenzl’s death in 1770 lists 119 paintings.*
These are mostly in groups of works in black or gilded frames, but several portraits are
described, two paintings by Rubens (in black frames), various saints, the Three Kings and
a Susanna, several Blimenstiicke and landscapes. Most have low values, save the Rubens

which, at 100 Reichsgulden for the two, make up by far the greatest part of the total of 123
Reichsgulden 41 pfennigs at which all the paintings were estimated. In addition to these
paintings Haasberg must also have had a notable altarpiece, since when negotiating the
purchase of drawings by Pier Leone Ghezzi in 1763, Cobenzl noted ‘j’ai moi méme a ma

Campagne le Tableau du grand autel de ma Chapelle de ce Peintre.’?

L ARS, SI AS 309, Zapui¢inski inventarji DeZelnega sodis¢a v Ljubljani, fasc. IX, §t. 39. Only the
Haasberg inventory has been seen.

2 Cobenzl to Garampi, 13 August 1763; AGR, SEG, 1131, f. 5. This painting does not feature in the
inventory of paintings in the house, presumably because of its location in the chapel. The Ghezzi drawings
are now in the Hermitage, OR 3190-3710



72

A description of Haasberg by someone who had worked there before the Second World
War mentions a vast library, a statue of Johann Caspar Cobenzl, various Cobenzl portraits,
‘scenes from the Old Testament, i.e. the Judgment of Solomon, Samson, Abraham’s
Sacrifice, and other works by great masters such as Durer, Titian and others. Above, in
front of the balcony room, was a depiction of the Romans’ Entry into Jerusalem. This
painting was more than four metres long. In the balcony hall were family pictures, portraits
of kings [?], princes and a particularly valuable painting by Direr: a daughter breast-

feeding her own father in prison. >3

The most important works at Haasberg in the eighteenth century, however, were the
portraits and other family relics. It was to Haasberg, the storehouse of family treasures, that
particularly prized objects of historical interest were sent. On 16 July 1765, for instance,
Philip Cobenzl informed the Cobenzl agent in Venice that: ‘Par la derniere diligence Mon
Oncle a fait partir d’ici un paquet contenans des vieux portraits qu’il veut faire garder a sa
campagne de Hasberg.”* Years later Charles’ son Louis was to immediately send home a

precious rouble presented to him by Catherine the Great.”

When the family ‘rationalised’ its properties the portraits were retained. In 1739, for
instance, the Palazzo Cobenzl in the town of Gorizia itself was sold to the Codelli family
‘con tutti li suoi mobbili, che entro si ritrovano, eccetta li quadri delli ritratti, che sono
nella sala’.® These paintings were presumably sent to Haasberg. Such paintings thus
remained inseparable from the family estates and apart from rare additions, such as the
family portraits sent from Brussels, this body of works of art must have remained
essentially stable. We must demarcate Cobenzl’s Cabinet and furniture pictures in Brussels

very sharply from the paintings at the family estates.

Mainz and Vienna

A detailed, pedantic exchange of letters with Cobenzl’s successor in Mainz, Baron Pergen,

regarding the despatch of his belongings to Brussels, makes clear Cobenzl’s priorities.”

% Janka Katerna of Kagje, recorded by Albin Kjuder. Typescript. Albin Kjuder, ‘Zgodovinski mozaik
Primorske. S posebnim poudarkom gornjega Krasa’, ‘Nova Gorica-Sezana’, 1971, pp. 462—65; cited in
Barbara Murovec, ‘Slike Francesca Pittonija iz dvorca Haasberg / I dipinti di Francesco Pittoni del Castello
di Haasberg’, Acta historiae artis Slovenica 7, 2002, p. 64. With thanks to Olga Pankina for assistance with
translation from Slovenian.

* CA, Atti e Doc., busta 62

> The rouble and an explanatory letter are in CA, Atti e Doc., busta 258, filza 659

® Copy of the contract in CA, Atti e Doc., busta 702, filza 2083

" AGR, SEG, 1187, 1188
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The packing instructions of 12 May 1755 asked for Cobenzl’s ‘cabinet des armes’ to be
sent on, along with some of the tapestries from his small study, but most of the furniture
was to be sold. He requested that his ‘porcelaine d’Hollande’ and ‘porcelaine des Indes’ be
packed separately before being despatched,® the various mentions of these items

confirming that Cobenzl already owned a significant body of Oriental porcelain.

Everything points to a projection of himself at this point as bibliophile and patron of
philosophers. There can be no doubt, from the number of cases required to hold it, that his
library was already considerable, and from the care he demanded be taken, that it was
among his most important possessions. Two small incidents in 1753 demonstrate the extent
of his reputation as a friend of — even politically subversive — thinkers. In the first, when
Voltaire was placed under house arrest in Frankfurt on the orders of Frederick the Great, he
appealed to Cobenzl in an attempt to gain his freedom.® Since the two men were not
personally acquainted, the approach was made via the Frankfurt bookseller Franz
Varrentrapp.'® Shortly after, in September 1753, Montesquieu wrote to his friend Count
Guasco asking him to give his compliments to Cobenzl and exclaimed prophetically:
‘Quand il y aura des ministres comme lui, on pourra espérer que le goQt des lettres se

ranimera dans les Etats Autrichiens.’?

A portrait of 1748 by Franz Lippoldt (Lippold, c. 1688 — 1768),"? presumably
commissioned by Cobenzl, confirms this projected image. It borrows with minimal
changes the format and iconography of Jacques Aved’s celebrated portrait of 1738 of the
writer Jean-Baptiste Rousseau, of whom Wildenstein observed that ‘pour ses
contemporains, il personnifiait la poésie elle-méme’.** That painting, now lost, was widely
known from engravings by Jean Daullé and by Georg Friedrich Schmidt — the latter in

reverse with regard to Aved’s original but the same way round as the Lippoldt portrait of

® AGR, SEG, 1187, f. 432

% Herman Haupt, Voltaire in Frankfurt 1753, mit Benutzung von ungedruckten Akten und Briefen des
Dichters, Chemnitz—Leipzig, 1909; Gustave Charlier, ‘Voltaire a Francfort, d’aprées des lettres inédites’,
Revue belge de philologie et d’histoire, IV/ 2-3, 1925, pp. 301-16

19 This incident is exaggerated somewnhat by Villermont; Comte Carlos de Villermont, La cour de Vienne
a Bruxelles au XV111° siécle, Le comte de Cobenzl, ministre plénipotentiaire aux Pays-Bas, Lille—Paris—
Bruges, 1925, pp. 18-19. The letters (AGR, SEG, 1239) show that Voltaire’s approach was panic-stricken
and indirect; Cobenzl’s response — to Varrentrapp, not to Voltaire — was amused but distant. The significance
of the incident lies in what it says of the wider awareness of Cobenzl’s personality and interests.

1 Montesquieu in La Bréde, to Comte de Guasco in Verona, 28 September 1753; published in: Charles de
Secondat, baron de Montesquieu, Lettres de Monsieur de Montesquieu a divers amis d’Italie avec des notes
de I’editeur, London, 1767

12 Fondazione Palazzo Coronini Cronberg Onlus, Gorizia, inv. 1540

13 Georges Wildenstein, Le peintre Aved, 2 vols, Paris, 1922, I, pp. 29-44, 11, no. 86
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Cobenzl. Absolutely devoid of any artistic references (attributes of the arts, statues of
Minerva), the image is indisputably that of a man of the world of letters.

This image has
been removed for
copyright reasons
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Figure 15. Franz Lippoldt (c. 1688-1768). Portrait of Count Charles Cobenzl. 1748. The
insignia of the Golden Fleece was added in or shortly after 1759. © Fondazione Palazzo
Coronini Cronberg Onlus, Gorizia

Figure 16. Georg Friedrich Schmidt (1712-75) after Jacques Aved (1702-66), Portrait of
Jean Baptiste Rousseau. 1740. © The Trustees of the British Museum

The Lippoldt portrait was presumably amongst the paintings that were packed up and
despatched to Brussels, most of them, to judge by the Pergen—Cobenzl letters, portraits.
There were sufficient paintings to cause Pergen some concern: he noted that the number of
cases required for them alone was going to cost vast sums of money, but Cobenzl declared
that he could not do without them and that more would be sent on from Vienna.'* In these
letters Cobenzl referred equally — and interchangeably — to both ‘portraits’ and ‘tableaux’,
but the absence of specific references to non-portraits does not necessarily mean that
Cobenzl’s ‘tableaux’ were exclusively portraits. Certainly he owned paintings of other
kinds, although whether they were in Vienna or in Mainz cannot as yet be demonstrated. In

1746, for instance, his brother Guido sent him a small painting said to be by Diirer,® and a

4 AGR, SEG, 1187, f. 509
!5 Guidobaldo Cobenzl to Charles Cobenzl, Laibach, 31 May 1746; AGR, SEG, 1263, f. 83
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copy of Titian’s portrait of Pope Paul II among the works sold to Catherine the Great must
have been in his hands quite by the end of 1750 since he said he had offered it to the late
Prince of Wales, who died in March 1751.1°

This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 17. Copy after Titian, Portrait of Pope Paul Ill. © The State Hermitage Museum, St
Petersburg

Cobenzl had also been actively ordering new works on the eve of his departure from Mainz
and Pergen was entrusted with their conclusion.'” These incomplete commissions make
clear that he was a regular client for portraits, both contemporary and historical. A pastel
portrait (of Cobenzl?) by Johann Christian Fiedler of Darmstadt (1697-1765), was to be
packed up and sent to Count Carlo Firmian. Portraits were still being completed by the
painters Brand and Tischbein, probably Heinrich Carl Brandt (1724-87), who worked for
the Court in Mainz, and Johann Heinrich Tischbein (1722—-89), who worked for the
Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel. Winterstein (probably Johann Baptist, born 1723) was
painting 36 small portraits on copper of the Kings and Queens of England, based on the

images in L’Histoire d’ Angleterre by Paul Rapin de Thoyras, of which Cobenzl had lent

him his own copy.™® Cobenzl’s attitude to those last works was as something of historical,
iconographical interest, within the context of the library, which was where the posthumous

inventory of Cobenzl’s house in Brussels reveals them to have been displayed.

18 Cobenzl to Duval, Brussels, 11 March 1763; AGR, SEG, 1122, f. 116r. Frederick, Prince of Wales, had
been introduced to Cobenzl in 1746; Villermont 1925, p. 12, citing ‘Archives de Vienne, Correspondance de
Marie-Thérése, vol. 271’

" AGR, SEG, 1187, 1188, passim

18 Cobenzl’s 1771 book sale included two editions of the book (lots 2023, 2024).
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The single clear reference to paintings that were not portraits is a bill of June 1753 from
Hauck the painter (perhaps Jacob Hauck, active in Mannheim c. 1740, painter to the
Elector Palatine, or one of his sons) for nineteen views of Mainz.'® At two carolins apiece,
these were probably small decorative furniture pictures.

By far the greater number of paintings referred to in Cobenzl’s posthumous papers from
this early period are thus portraits. There are no references to drawings and the Lippoldt

portrait confirms Cobenzl’s predominantly literary interests.

Cobenzl’s Geography of the Fine Arts

Lack of a ‘collection’ does not indicate lack of interest of course, but establishing the
extent of Cobenzl’s knowledge of art is a matter of inference and assumption. Mapping the
geography of Cobenzl’s experiences prior to 1753 provides little evidence of preparation

for his emergence as a collector.

This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 18. Giovanni Daniele Donat (1744-1830), Portrait of Guidobaldo Cobenzl. 1770s.
© Fondazione Palazzo Coronini Cronberg Onlus, Gorizia

¥ AGR, SEG, 1187, f. 468v
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In Gorizia, on the far border of the Habsburg lands, the first true collections emerged only
in the nineteenth century.”® Venice of course was not far away and the palaces and
churches of the region were filled largely with new works, commissioned rarely from
Venetian artists,”* more frequently from less talented local painters inspired by Venetian
models.?? The first independent Gorizian painter of note, Francesco Caucig, who was to
enjoy a career far beyond his native town, was only born in 1755 and his career unfolded
long after Cobenzl’s death (although Cobenzl’s brother Guido and Guido’s son Philip were

to be Caucig’s most powerful patrons).23

This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 19. Preparatory drawing (?) for frontispiece to J. W. Valvasor, Die Ehre des
Herzogthums Crain, Laibach, 1689. © The State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg

2 Ottocento di frontiera. Gorizia 1780-1850. Arte e cultura, exh. cat., Musei Provinciali, Gorizia, 1995,
p. 160

2! Murovec suggested that Johann Caspar Cobenzl may have commissioned works from Francesco Pittoni
(1654-1724); Murovec 2002, pp. 56-69

22 On Venetian and wider Italian cultural influence see e.g.: Abitare il Settecento, exh. cat., Palazzo
Attems Petzenstein, Gorizia, 2007-8, pp. 138-41, 143-63; Ferdinand Serbelj, La pittura barocca nel
Goriziano, exh. cat., National Museum, Ljubljana, 2002; Ferdinand gerbelj, Barok na GoriSkom / Il barocco
nel Goriziano, Nova Gorica, 2006; Marino de Grassi, ed., Gorizia e il Friuli tra Venezia e Vienna. Libri
illustrati del Settecento, exh. cat., Castello di Gorizia; Mariano del Friuli, 2008. Major architects were also
mainly Venetian, see e.g. Helena Serazin, Arhitekt Giorgio Massari (1687—1766), sakralna arhitektura na
Goriskem, v Furlaniji, Istri in Dalmaciji, Ljubljana 2007.

% Ksenija Rozman, ‘Count Philipp Cobenzl and his Circle’ and ‘Reisenberg — Cobenzl’, Franc Kav¢ié
Caucig. Paintings for Palais Auersperg in Vienna, exh. cat., National Gallery of Slovenia, Ljubljana, 2007,
pp. 15-20, 21-24
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Laibach in Carniola was similarly provincial. Although further removed from Venice,
Italian influence was strongly felt here,?* yet the region was more Germanic in everything
from its architecture to the predominance of book and print collections. The most notable
collector had been the seventeenth-century scholar Johann von Valvasor.?

Nor was Vienna, where Cobenzl spent short periods in his youth and the early part of his
career, the glittering capital it was to become in the nineteenth century. Nathaniel Wraxall
described the courtiers and officials of Vienna unflatteringly in 1779: ‘I am inclined to
believe, that fewer persons of extensive reading and information are found among them,
proportion observed, than in any of the German Courts ... It is hardly credible how many
books and productions of every species, and in every language, are proscribed...”?® It is
perhaps no surprise that a man of Cobenzl’s intellectual curiosity was happy to be sent far

away from the Court of Vienna.”’

Wraxall also lamented the lack of art on display in Vienna. The paintings amassed by
Eugene of Savoy were sold off in 1741, although his print collection remained in situ.?
The imperial paintings were to be rearranged and put on public display in the Belvedere in
the 1770s, after Cobenzl’s death. Most of the small paintings collections described by
Frimmel would seem to have been formed after 1753.% Certainly those of Cobenzl’s
superior Kaunitz and his colleague Dorn were assembled whilst Cobenzl was in Brussels,
from the late 1750s. In terms of the art market, there were almost no public sales: the few

paintings sales in from Vienna that feature in The Index of Paintings Sold in German-

speaking Countries Before 1800 were held in 1798 and 1799, and most buying seems to

have continued to be done through dealers.*

% Blazenka First, Carlo Maratta in Barok na Slovenskom / Carlo Maratta and the Baroque on Slovenian
Territory, Ljubljana, 2000, with detailed English summary

2 Valvasor’s print collection is now in the Bibliotheca Valvasoriana, Zagreb. Cobenzl owned the first
four volumes of Valvasor’s Ehre des Hertzogthums Crain [The Glory of the Duchy of Carniola],
Nuremberg, 1689 (lot 1651 in the 1771 book sale). His collection also included a drawing related to (for?)
the frontispiece to this edition of the book, OR 4646.

% Sjr Nathaniel William Wraxall, Memoirs of the Courts of Berlin, Dresden, Warsaw, and Vienna..., 2
vols, Dublin, 1799, letter XXI1X, 2 February 1779

%" See: Derek Beales, ‘Christians and “Philosophes™, chapter 3 of Enlightenment and Reform in
Eighteenth-century Europe, London, 2005, pp. 60— 89

%8 Cornelia Diekamp, ‘The Gallery in the Upper Belvedere and Prince Eugene’s Picture Collections in the
Belvedere and the City Palace’, in: Agnes Husslein-Arco, Prince Eugene: General-Philosopher and Art
Lover, Munich, 2010, pp. 126-53; Christian Benedik, ‘Prince Eugene’s Collection of Engravings in the
Albertina’, Ibid., pp. 155-59

% Theodor von Frimmel, Kleine Galeriestudien and Galeriestudien, which appeared in parts between
1891 and 1899.

%0 Thomas Ketelsen, Tilmann von Stockhausen, The Index of Paintings Sold in German-speaking
Countries Before 1800 (Getty Provenance Index), Munich, 2002, 1, esp. pp. 29-30
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As for the great ‘Viennese’ collections of drawings, these were largely made much later, in
the last third of the eighteenth century, and by two men who, wherever their collections
were at the end of their life, collected largely in Brussels: Prince Charles de Ligne and
Albert von Sachsen-Teschen. This author has demonstrated that there must have been
some other drawings collections being formed in Vienna, but again this fell in the second
half of the century, probably only from the 1770s.%

While the Grand Tour is widely recognised as central to the development of ideas — travel
for learning and pleasure was a key element of the Enlightenment and part of the validation
of one’s knowledge of art (eighteenth-century writers on art such as Dezallier d’ Argenville
—although not Richardson — stressed that they had travelled and actually seen works in
situ) — there is no evidence that Cobenzl travelled for anything but official purposes. His
time in Lorraine between 1737 and 1740 was spent negotiating,** his travels amongst the
various German states determined by the dynamics of intrigue and elections. There seem to
have been no pleasure trips — no journeys ‘home’ to Gorizia, whether to his estates or to
visit his brother Guido. We should recall that when Guido arrived in Brussels in 1740 the
brothers had not seen each other for twenty years.

By his status and his role as a representative of Maria Theresa, Cobenzl was largely
assured of access to princely collections, and by his interest in and friendship with scholars
and bibliophiles and his general sociability of access to other collections. Yet there is very
little evidence for any dedicated viewing of works of art. The only detailed exposition of
what art he had seen comes late in his life in his correspondence 176768 with Johann
Joachim Winckelmann.®® Upholding the superiority of Rubens, he mentioned the works he
had seen or was familiar with. Not surprisingly these included those in Munich and
Schleissheim, and those in Disseldorf; he was familiar with the Luxembourg Gallery,
although this was almost certainly via prints, rather than a visit to Paris. Nor had he seen
the works in Santa Maria in Vallicella in Rome mentioned by Winckelmann, and it
becomes evident that Cobenzl had not been to Italy, at least not further than the
borderlands around Gorizia.

31 See: Catherine Phillips, ‘Dmitry Mikhaylovich Golitsyn (1721-1793): An Eighteenth-century Russian
Drawings Collector’, Master Drawings, Winter 2011, 49/4, pp. 533—48. Golitsyn arrived in Vienna in 1762.

%2 We might theorise that Cobenzl met here the Lorraine noblemen Frangois Joseph de Choiseul, duc de
Stainville, or his son Etienne Frangois, marquis de Stainville, later Duc de Choiseul, although this cannot be
proved. Certainly Cobenzl corresponded with the Duc de Choiseul later, in the wake of the Diplomatic
Revolution of 1756, and the two men collaborated on arranging the banking alliance between France and
Austria through the marriages of French bankers and the daughters of the Austrian banker in the Southern
Netherlands, Madame Nettine.

% AGR, SEG, 1248, ff. 235-47; Johann Joachim Winckelmann, Briefe, eds Hans Diepolder, Walter
Rehm, Berlin, 1952-57
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Germany is thus the region where Cobenzl was most likely to have seen art and met
collectors and to have observed artistic policies in action. And in Germany, it was at courts
that art was to be seen. For a German prince, ‘Collectionner était un devoir et signifiait, au
XVIII® siécle, vivre selon son rang’,* and in the 1740s and 1750s Germany had royal and

princely collections but few private collections and no developed art market.®

Cobenzl’s correspondence reveals that he visited courts and towns across the region and
was on excellent terms with people of all ranks. During his university years in Leiden,
Cobenzl had attended the Court of Wiirttzburg, then in its heyday under several
generations of Schonborns, where the celebrated Residenz was in process of construction.
The atmosphere here, where men of learning, artists and musicians were highly valued at
Court, must have presented a striking contrast to Vienna. Between 1743 and 1753 he
resided for periods of six months or more in Mainz (1743; 1746-53), Bonn (1743-46) and
Ratisbonne (1746), and made extended visits to Worms (1748), Mannheim (1748),
Hannover (1750 — for the visit of George I1) and Aschaffenburg (1752).

Dresden, Berlin, Dusseldorf, Cassel, Mannheim and Bonn were the main centres of power
and collecting in the Holy Roman Empire. The first two were, for political reasons,
essentially closed to Cobenzl, and he thus did not have first-hand experience either of the
treasures of Dresden (he told Winckelmann he had not seen the works of Rubens there) or
of the Prussian policies, instituted by Friedrich I, of a pragmatic and mercantilist pursuance
of artistic revival as part of wholesale economic development. He must nonetheless have

been aware of the latter.

In Bonn, of course, the Elector was Clemens August, libertine and renowned collector.
They do not seem to have enjoyed particularly close relations, but from here in 1744
Cobenzl informed Vienna of the establishment of a portrait gallery, probably in the
Summer Apartments at Schloss Clemensruh zu Poppelsdorf, the Baroque palace erected
1715-46.% This should be seen as an expression of Cobenzl’s understanding of the
significance of dynastic portraits as a demonstration of the monarch’s prestige and of
continuity of power rather than of artistic concerns.

% Henning Bock, ‘Collections privées et publiques, les prémices du musée public en Allemagne’, in:
Edouard Pommier, ed., Les musées en Europe 4 la veille de I’ouverture du Louvre, Paris, 1995, pp. 59-78

% Michael North, Material Delight and the Joy of Living: Cultural Consumption in the Age of
Enlightenment in Germany, translated by Pamela Selwyn, Aldershot, 2008. Of the 298 auction sales in
Germany before 1800, only 35 took place before 1760; Ketelsen, von Stockhausen 2002, I, esp. p. 21

% Kurfiirst Clemens August. Landesherr und Mézen des 18. Jahrhunderts, exh. cat., Schloss
Augustusburg zu Brihl, Cologne, 1961, p. 221
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Mainz, the most important ecclesiastical state in the Holy Roman Empire, may have been
‘provincial and bigoted’’ but it was not a total artistic desert. Previous electors included
Lothar Franz von Schonborn, who acquired works at the sale of William III’s paintings in
1713.%® Mainz’s most positive feature for Cobenzl was surely its closeness to the
intellectual hub of Frankfurt, with its concentration of booksellers and its role as a
crossroads for information exchange. Frankfurt was to be, along with Hamburg, the centre
of the vestigial German art market for most of the eighteenth century.*® Cobenzl’s
correspondence with booksellers such as Franz Varrentrapp®® demonstrates that he made
extensive use of the bookbuying opportunities but contains no references to the viewing or
buying of art during his time there.

Nonetheless, Cobenzl’s time in Mainz may have exerted a powerful influence on his later
career. When he arrived in 1743 the region was at its lowest ebb. Two men were
responsible for revitalising the economy and the arts over the next twenty years: the
Elector, Johann Friedrich Count von Ostein, a pious man who founded an art academy in
1747, and the chief minister and de facto ruler, Count Anton Heinrich Friedrich von
Stadion, who concentrated his efforts on trade and industry and the economic mechanisms
required for them to flourish.** VVon Stadion was also — like Cobenzl — a philanderer and a
man of the Enlightenment with considerable admiration for the French philosophes.
Cobenzl established excellent relations with both men, whose policies in Mainz were to be
reflected in his own efforts in reviving the economy of Brussels.

Mainz was of course the perfect location for maintaining contacts with many German
rulers. Cobenzl enjoyed a continuing association with Ludwig V111, Landgrave of Hesse-
Darmstadt.*> He was on very good terms with Landgrave Joseph of Hesse-Darmstadt,
Prince-Bishop of Augsburg, an ardent patron of music who also established porcelain
manufactories and commissioned works of art in Rococo style. Cobenzl may have met him

37 paul P. Bernard, From the Enlightenment to the Police State: the Public Life of Johann Anton Pergen,
Urbana—Chicago, 1991, pp. 4-5

% Koenraad Jonckheere, ‘Lothar Franz von Schoenborn’, The Auction of King William’s Paintings. 1713,
Amsterdam, 2008, pp. 160-69

% Thomas Ketelsen, ‘Art Auctions in Germany During the Eighteenth Century’, in: Michael North, David
Ormrod, eds, Art Markets in Europe, 1400-1800, Aldershot, 1998, pp. 143-52; Ketelsen, von Stockhausen
2002, |, pp. 11-40; Michael North, ‘Auctions and the Emergence of an Art Market in Eighteenth-century
Germany’, in: Neil de Marchi, Hans J. Van Miegroet, eds, Mapping Markets for Paintings in Europe, 1450—
1750, Turnhout, 2006, pp. 285-302

“ AGR, SEG, 1239

*L T, C. W. Blanning, Reform and Revolution in Mainz 1743-1803, Cambridge, 1974, pp. 97-101

“ AGR, SEG, 1111-1114
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in Augsburg, but Joseph travelled extensively, taking various cures in Mannheim, Munich

and Stuttgart, from where he wrote many strikingly informal letters.*®

As late as 1767 Cobenzl’s departure was still much lamented by that great patron of the
arts and sciences Charles Theodore, Prince-Elector and Count Palatine (later Duke of
Bavaria).* It was only after Cobenzl’s departure from the region, however, that Charles
Theodore was to embark on what was to become a magnificent collection of drawings.*

Even in the 1760s and 1770s Charles Theodore was one of very few people in Germany
who were deliberately and consistently acquiring drawings. Drawings were still largely
circulating among artists and being put to practical use in studios in south-eastern Germany
and Switzerland, and were only just beginning to emerge from workshops to be made
available for sale.*® On 10 April 1773, for instance, Georg Melchior Kraus reported from
Frankfurt to Johann Georg Wille that drawings were only just becoming the object of
collectors’ interest: ‘Leider sind unsere hiesigen Liebhaber, aus Mangel an Kenntniss, noch
keine Freunde von Zeichnungen... gewesen; nun aber fangen diese doch auch an, davon zu

samlen’.*’

From Switzerland Johann Friedrich Reiffenstein reported to Karoline Luise of Baden in
1761 that there were drawings available but very few amateurs to collect them.*® Johann
Caspar Fussli, although an artist himself, seems to have seen drawings as objects rather
than working material (they appear frequently in his trompe 1’oeil paintings) and this,
together with the way he arranged and mounted his drawings, suggests that he should be
seen as a collector.* That makes him one of the first — and for a long time extremely rare —

“ AGR, SEG, 1064

* Johann Daniel Schépflin, Wissenschaftliche und diplomatische Korrespondenz, ed. Jiirgen Voss,
Stuttgart, 2002, p. 519

**'\VVon Mantegna bis Watteau. Zeichnungen aus der Sammlung des Kurfiirsten Carl Theodor, exh. cat.,
Kunstmuseum, Dusseldorf, 1988 (exh. cat., Neue Pinakothek, Munich, 1983-84, reissued with additional
essays). It was from the early 1760s that Charles Theodore made significant purchases of drawings. De Goé
to Cobenzl, February—March 1763; AGR, SEG, 1132, ff. 186, 189

*® There were of course a few high-profile exceptions, such as the Uffenbach collection. This appeared at
sale in 1771, although most of the drawings had already been given to Gottingen University. On Uffenbach
see: Zeichnungen von Meisterhand: die Sammlung Uffenbach aus der Kunstsammlungen der Universitat
Géttingen, exh. cat., Mittelrhein-Museum, Koblenz, etc, 2000-1; Géttingen, 2000

*" Cited in Heinrich-Thomas Schulze Altcappenberg, “Le Voltaire de I’ Art” — Johann Georg Wille (1705—
1808) und seine Schule in Paris, Miinster, 1988, p. 38

* Karl Obser, ‘Schweizerische Kunstsammlungen um 1760. Nach Berichten von J. F. Reiffenstein’, in:
Halvdan Koht, ed., Festschrift fir Hans Nabholz, Zurich, 1934, p. 248

* Yvonne Boerlin-Brodbeck, ‘Johann Caspar Fiissli und sein Briefwechsel mit Jean-Georges Wille.
Marginalien zu Kunstliteratur und Kunstpolitik in der zweiten Hélfte des 18. Jahrhunderts’, Jahrbuch des
Schweizerischen Instituts fiir Kunstwissenschaft, Zirich, 1974-77, 1978, pp. 77-178, esp. pp. 162-71
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Swiss collectors of drawings from the late 1740s.*° Some of his drawings were to reach

Cobenzl in the 1760s, when the Minister started collecting in Brussels.>

Long after Cobenzl had left central Germany and settled in Brussels his numerous German
correspondents, princely or otherwise, continued to write copious letters to him, lamenting
his departure, recalling times past and exchanging political news and gossip. Almost none
of them, however, mention art.

An Interest in Art but no Collection

At least part of the reason for a lack of information about CobenzlI’s artistic interests prior
to his time in Brussels is the predominance of post-1752 correspondence in the archives.
But there are indications of an ongoing interest in art that makes Cobenzl’s immediate
engagement in the art world on his arrival in Brussels less surprising than it might

otherwise seem.

When Guido sent Charles the small work ‘by Diirer’ in 1746, his accompanying letter
implied that Cobenzl at least had pretensions to a certain amount of knowledge: ‘Le petit
image que vous recevrez avec celle ci, m’ayant ete beaucoup loué des connoisseurs, et les
memes m’ayant dit ou fais croir qu’il etoit d’Albert Diir j’ai voulu la garder et vous le

. . . . .52
presenter. Vous vous y connoissiez assez pour s¢avoir si on m’a dit vrai.’

The following year Cobenzl acquired the Dictionnaire abregé de peinture et d’architecture

of Francois Marie de Marsy (1746).% This might be brushed aside as merely the
bibliophile’s acquisition of a new publication rather than a sign of a deliberate and active
interest in the arts, if it were not that the body of letters that start in 1753 reveal activities
commissioning or considering works of art that imply some knowledge.

Two sets of correspondence in particular, both of which started before Cobenzl left Mainz,
contain some of the very few mentions of works of fine art — apart from furniture pictures
and portraits — before Cobenzl started collecting himself from about 1761.

%0 On drawings in Switzerland in the eighteenth century see: Yvonne Boerlin-Brodbeck, Zeichnungen des
18. Jahrhunderts aus dem Basler Kupferstichkabinett, exh. cat., Kunstmuseum, Basle, 1978. On Swiss
collecting more generally: Benno Schubiger, ed., Collections et pratiques de la collection en Suisse au XVI11°
siecle (Travaux sur la Suisse des Lumiéres, X), Geneva, 2007

*! Catherine Phillips, ‘Rodolphe Valltravers (1723—18157?), Swiss Gentleman, and the Promotion of
Useful Knowledge’, Bek IIpocsemenust / L’ Age des Lumiéres, I11, Moscow, 2011, pp. 96-121

>2 Guidobaldo Cobenzl to Charles CobenzI, Laibach, 31 May 1746; AGR, SEG, 1263, f. 83

>3 Varrentrapp correspondence; AGR, SEG, 1239, ff. 27-31
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The first is with the important Frankfurt collector Baron Heinrich Jacob von Haeckel, to
whom Cobenzl was later to refer as ‘feu mon ami’.>* The surviving correspondence with
Haeckel starts in January 1753 but the two men must have been on very good terms during
the previous period. The letters relate almost exclusively to the offer of paintings to the
Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel, Wilhelm VIII, who became increasingly devoted to his
collecting from c. 1748. In January 1753 Cobenzl wrote to Haeckel to offer several
paintings; artists mentioned include Pellegrino and Beccafumi.> A year later, by this time
in Brussels, Cobenzl informed Haeckel of the availability of two vast works by Rubens.>®

This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 20. Workshop of Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), Diana Departing for the Hunt.
After 1630. © Museumslandschaft Hessen Kassel, Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister

Cobenzl had success as an intermediary for Wilhelm only in 1756, when he acquired a
work from the estate of Maximilien-Joseph de Lalaing, Viscount Oudenarde, Count

5 Cobenzl to Franz Varrentrapp, 4 August 1764; AGR, SEG, 1239, f. 83. CobenzI refers openly to very
few people as a friend and we should probably interpret this as an indication that he was indeed on very good
terms with Haeckel. On Haeckel see North 2006, pp. 292-94

> AGR, SEG, 1143, ff. 114-20. The correspondence is extremely difficult to read and has only been
skimmed.

% AEG, SEG, 1143, f. 128. To judge from the descriptions, these were full-size copies of Rubens’
decorations for the Pompa Introitus of Ferdinand, The Voyage of the Prince from Barcelona to Genoa and
The Meeting of the Two Ferdinands at Nérdlingen. They were probably the works that later hung in the
Brussels house of the Prince de Salm, see J. F. M. Michel, Histoire de la vie de P. P. Rubens, Chevalier, &
Seigneur de Steen, Brussels, 1771, pp. 356-57
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Lalaing, who had occupied a number of high posts in the administration of the Austrian
Netherlands. This was Diana and her Nymphs Departing for the Hunt, then given to

Rubens.>” The business side of the acquisition was conducted through Haeckel, with
Wilhelm writing to confirm his gratitude.*®

If the association with Haeckel represented Cobenzl’s official interest in art, Sserving as an

intermediary for princes, that with the Marquis de Cavalcabo reflects a private concern.

‘Georges Joseph André, Marquis de Cavalcabd’, turned up in various parts of Europe
during the third quarter of the eighteenth century, seeking patronage and remunerative
employment with monarchs and aristocrats, and generally not quite succeeding. Boswell
described him as ‘very knowing and extremely clever’*® but he seems to have been
unreliable. Although Cobenzl had written letters of recommendation for the Marquis in
1752, his letters are increasingly cautious.?® Cavalcabo sent him several paintings but
Cobenzl returned them and a similar attempt in 1755 also fell flat. Despite Cobenzl’s
coldness, the significance of this exchange nonetheless remains: just as Cobenzl saw acting
as intermediary for Wilhelm of Hesse-Kassel as a method of gaining and retaining the
good opinion of a man with an interest in art, Cavalcabo also thought that the way to

Cobenzl’s good opinion might lie through the provision of art.

There were a few other — similarly unsuccessful — offers of paintings, but whether
Cobenzl!’s refusal of works was due to their quality, a disinclination to become involved
with an apparently hapless adventurer (Cavalcabo), or his own unsettled lifestyle and
relative lack of interest in a collection in the first half of the 1750s, we cannot know. Of
one thing we can be sure: the statistics of Cobenzl’s Cabinet as sold to Catherine the Great

in 1768 are unambiguous.

Of the drawings, almost all can be accounted for amongst the purchases that began in
August 1761. Of the 46 paintings, just one — the copy of Titian’s portrait of Pope Paul IIT —
can be demonstrated to have been in his possession before 1753, although it seems likely
that the German works (all portraits) — by Balthasar Denner, a copy after Cranach and a

pair by Bartholomeus Bruyn — were acquired during his stay in Mainz. The acquisition of

*" Gemaldegalerie Alte Meister, Inv. GK 93, now workshop of Rubens

% AGR, SEG, 1142, ff. 200-94; 1143, ff. 132-46

> Marlies K. Danziger, ed., James Boswell: the Journal of his German and Swiss Travels, 1764, London—
New Haven, 2008, pp. 73-74

80 Cavalcabo correspondence; AGR, SEG, 1081, ff. 312-91
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over half the works — nearly all the paintings of highest quality — can be more or less firmly
dated to after mid-1762. Even the sculptures clearly relate to Cobenzl’s time in Brussels.

Figure 21. Copy after Lucas Cranach (1472-1553), Portrait of Johann Friedrich
(Frederick the Wise), Elector of Saxony, in Later Life. Removed from the Hermitage in
1929 and sold (Lepke, Berlin-Potsdam, 4-5 June 1929, lot 97); location unknown.

Cobenzl may have had a knowledge of and gentlemanly interest in art prior to his
departure for Brussels in 1753 but there is no evidence that he collected works of art
purposefully. Most of the named works he owned in 1753 — excluding paintings at the
family estates — were portraits, perceived within the tradition of demonstrating power
through connections (whether simply in themselves or as objects that could be presented or
exchanged) rather than within the realms of the fine arts. The contemporary works he was

commissioning were also largely portraits.

Our conclusion must be that for all his concern for his ‘tableaux’ during the move to the
Austrian Netherlands, Cobenzl had no Cabinet, no collection. His transformation into a
collector was to be the result of his new life and circumstances in Brussels.



This image has been removed for copyright reasons

Figure 22. Bartholomaus Bruyn I (fl. 1520-60), Pair of Portraits of a Couple and their
Children. © The State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg

87
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Chapter 6. Cobenzl in the Austrian Netherlands 1753—70: The Public Figure — Arts

for Regeneration

6.1 Education, Cultural Institutions and the Artistic Industries

‘Je vous addresse ci-joint par la poste un petit dessein qui exprime mes
sentiments d’apreés vos bienfaits et votre amour pour notre art. Sous la
forme de Minerve vous distribué trois couronnes aux génies de la Peinture,
de la Sculpture et de I’architecture. Les armes de |’empereur sur la toile
derriere Eux marque qu’ils s ‘occupent a célebrer les événements glorieux
de son régne. Vous étes appuié avec votre bouclier sur les lettres de
noblesse que vous obtenez pour ceux qui méritent par leurs talents cette
marque de distinction. c’est ainsi que Colbert manifesta au loin des graces;
il attira et fixa pres de lui le génie et le goQt par des bienfaits qui ne coltent
rien au prince, mais qui éléevent |’ame et qui encouragent [’émulation qui a
besoin quelquefois des plus gandes secousses.’

Jean-Baptiste Descamps to Cobenzl, 11 April 1765

Descamps’ drawing has not been found.* Certainly it was not among the drawings of
Cobenzl’s Cabinet as sold to Catherine the Great. But even allowing for the usual
hyperbole, Descamps’ letter is notable in that he gives Cobenzl full credit for practical
support for the arts, not so much through individual patronage but in seeing them as a
means of commemorating the achievements of the nation, in understanding that they
‘elevate the soul’ and ‘encourage emulation’. The comparison with Colbert was to be taken

up in admiring nineteenth-century national biographies of Cobenzl.

Although it is Charles de Lorraine’s name and face that appear in numerous dedications

and frontispieces — the introduction to the first volume of Descamps’ Vie des peintres

flamands in 1753, the frontispiece of Mensaert’s Le peintre amateur et curieux of 1763, the

unpaginated preface to Michel’s Histoire de la vie de P. P. Rubens of 1771 — Galand

rightly concluded that: ‘Il semble toutefois qu’il ne s’est pas dégagé de véritable politique
en matiere artistique avant 1’arrivée de Cobenzl... Grand amateur d’art, il [Cobenzl] a
donné I’impulsion aux mesures concretes du mécénat officiel.”® CobenzI can be shown to

be the ideologist of the policies instituted in Charles de Lorraine’s name.

! The letter is at AGR, SEG, 1116, f. 84
) 2 Michele Galand, Charles de Lorraine, gouverneur-général des Pays-Bas autrichiens (1744-1780)
(Etudes sur le XVI11° siécle, XX), Brussels, 1993, p. 28
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Figure 23. Frontispiece and title page from: Guillaume Pierre Mensaert, Le peintre
amateur et curieux..., Brussels, 1763

Bruno Bernard compared Charles de Lorraine, with the ‘naiveté d’autodidacte’ and a love
of science and instruments, and Cobenzl, an educated man who had all the qualities of a
truly enlightened statesman, and saw the roots of progress in their uneasy collaboration.’
As with most of his initiatives, the Minister needed the Governor’s support, but while
matters were far from clear with regard to many of Cobenzl’s industrial and social projects
—where he frequently found himself writing to Vienna to get pressure exerted from there —
in the arts the two men more often worked as one. Initiatives demonstrably came from
Cobenzl, but Charles de Lorraine was not slow to support them, willingly giving his name,
if not financial resources, and joining Cobenzl in lobbying the central administration. The
relationship of the two men on this front should be compared to the well-founded and
established view of the roles of Kaunitz and Maria Theresa with regard to the arts, in
which the monarch is credited officially with numerous achievements without a denial of

Kaunitz’s responsibility for developing policies and initiatives.

Prior to the arrival of Cobenzl Charles de Lorraine demonstrated no awareness of the idea
of the role to be played by the arts in prosperity and development, a role that Cobenz| had
seen in action during his time in Germany and the theory of which he presumably read in

% Bruno Bernard, ‘La vie intellectuelle et scientifique a Bruxelles vers 1763”, Nouvelles Annales Prince
de Ligne, VI, 1991, pp. 143-69, esp. pp. 145-47
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the second volume of the 1728 edition of Richardson’s Traité de la peinture, a copy of

which was in his library.* In the ‘Discours sur la Sience [sic] d’un Connoisseur’,
Richardson Senior asserted that ‘Le mérite de la sience, dont je fais 1’¢loge, paroitra encore
davantage, quand on considérera que, si les gens de qualité étoient amateurs, &
connoisseurs de la peinture, le public en tireroit de 1’utilité: 1. par raport a la réformation
des moeurs, 2. par raport a I’avancement du peuple, 3. par raport a 1’acroissement de nos
richesses, de notre honneur & de nos forces.”® Over fifteen pages he proclaimed the utility
of the arts: ‘Peinture... est également agréable & utile: elle plait a la Vue; & en méme tems
elle instruit I’Esprit: elle excite nos Passions, & elle nous enseigne a les gouverner. On fait
ordinairement de la diférence [sic] entre les choses qui servent d’Ornement, & celles qui
sont utiles; mais il est certain que les choses qui sont agréables ont aussi leur utilité.’
Instead of importing art, the nation should create its own and export it. Not only should
nobles and gentlemen become connoisseurs in order to prompt emulation, but they should
establish academies to train new artists. Their activities should be pursued ‘pour I’Honneur

& pour I’Intérét de leur Patrie’.®

Richardson’s text is the most direct and concise contemporary exposition of an understand-
ing of the wider benefit of the arts and the obligation of the connoisseur to promote them
that became increasingly influential over the course of the eighteenth century. But it was
rooted in the proto-democratic mercantilist atmosphere of Britain, where the stimulus for
the foundation of schools and organisations that would teach and promote the arts, bringing
benefit to the nation as a whole, was driven from below (the foundation of the Royal
Academy in 1768 was but the result of half a century of activity by artists and connois-
seurs, preceded by several key private academies, and by the appearance of the Society for
the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce in 1754"). In other, more auto-
cratic societies, the move to promote the arts and commerce was started at the top, at
Court. In Germany and in Russia, for instance, key artistic industries were established and
controlled by the state (such as the Meissen Porcelain Manufactory, established by the
Elector of Saxony in 1709, and the Imperial Porcelain Manufactory in St Petersburg, estab-
lished by decree of Empress Elizabeth in 1754), and rulers were not passive promoters of
initiatives from below but were often (with the help of well-chosen advisers) the authors of

* Traité de la peinture, par Mr. Richardson, le Pére, 2 vols, plus a third volume, Description de divers
fameus tableaux, desseins, statues, bustes, bas-reliefs, &c., qui se trouvent en Italie; avec des remargues par
Mrs. Richardson, pére & fils, Amsterdam, 1728 (lot 627 in the 1771 book sale)

> Ibid., 11, p. 145

® Ibid., I, pp. 146, 151-52, 156-57, 158

" See e.g. Sidney C. Hutchison, The History of the Royal Academy 1768-1968, New York, 1968; Charles
Saumarez Smith, The Company of Artists: The Origins of the Royal Academy of Arts in London, London,
2012
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those initiatives. The rapid growth in royal/state museums and galleries in the eighteenth
century (not necessarily public museums, but royal private collections open to the select
public, and notably to the artists of the land, who were encouraged to study and copy the
works on display) reflected the widespread acceptance of such ideas at the highest level.®
The idea that the connoisseur / ruler / state had a duty to promote the artistic industries and
that justification was to be found in the benefits, both social and economic, such policies
would bring, was repeated and developed in numerous contexts over the next century.’

From the very start Cobenzl worked untiringly — as initiator, supporter or administrator —
on numerous projects to harness the power of the arts and learning. We should understand
‘the arts and learning’ in the widest sense of the word, covering education of all kinds,
from technological improvements affecting agriculture or clock-making to the study of the
region’s history, the preservation, even restoration, of the arts of the past and the attempt to
revive some of the region’s intellectual and artistic glory. Within his first month in
Brussels he started to include the arts in a programme for overall regeneration, looking at
ways of revitalising education (including artistic education), and industry (including the
artistic industries). He actively promoted local artists and local producers of items such as
porcelain and tapestry and he arrived at a recognition of the importance of establishing
scholarly and practical institutions that would promote art and learning, including an
academy in Rome where artists could be sent to study. Most notably, Cobenz| tried to
create some of the institutions that underpin any long-lasting reform and progress in the
arts and learning.

His various initiatives cannot be totally separated, since they were all inextricably linked —
often the same individual was responsible for sourcing works of art and economic treatises
and political information — and all had a single purpose, to revive the economy of the

Austrian Netherlands, to make the lands prosperous and stable, and ultimately to make the

region a source of revenue for the monarchy in Vienna. Although some separate aspects of

8 See e.g. Edouard Pommier, ed., Les musées en Europe a la veille de I’ouverture du Louvre, Paris, 1995;
Oliver Impey, Arthur MacGregor, The Origins of Museums: the Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth- and
Seventeenth-century Europe, Looe, 2001; Arthur MacGregor, Curiosity and Enlightenment: Collectors and
Collections from the Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Century, New Haven, 2007

% From the many possible sources available, one might chose the words of Christian Ludwig Hagedorn,
who wrote to the General Director of the Academy in Dresden on 24 December 1763 that, through the arts
‘... nicht nur unmittelbar ein wesentlicher Vortheil verschafft, mehr Geld zur Circulation gebracht, Fremde
herbeigezogen und das Ansehen eines Staats vermehret, sondern auch ferner die Producte derer inlandischer
Fabriken und Manufacturen durch Verbesserung des Geschmacks angenehmer gemacht und ein grésserer
Debit Dererselben zu Wege gebracht werde’. Cited in: Moriz Wiessner, Die Akademie der bildenden Kiinste
zu Dresden von ihrer Griindung 1764 bis zum Tode v. Hagedorns 1780, Dresden, 1864, p. 28
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these activities have received attention, a more detailed study of the interconnection of
these different initiatives remains to be carried out.

Brussels and the Austrian Netherlands in 1753

The administrative centre of the Austrian Netherlands, an assembly of disparate duchies
and principalities of different status, Brussels was a Court city. A succession of governors,
continuing the tradition established by Albert and Isabella, maintained the hierarchies and
ceremonial of a full-blown Court. The increasing independence from Vienna asserted by
Charles VI’s sister, Maria Elisabeth, Governor 1724-41, who treated the Austrian
Netherlands like her own personal fiefdom, led Maria Theresa to reassert control over the

1.10

territory on her aunt’s death in 1741.~ Charles de Lorraine, appointed Governor in 1744,

only fully took up the post in 1749, being joined by his sister, Anne-Charlotte, in 1754,

Charles de Lorraine’s Court, described by the Prince de Ligne as ‘une jolie cour gaie, stre,
agréable, polissonne, buvante, déjeunante et chassante’,** circulated between the Palace of
Orange-Nassau, the hunting lodge of Tervueren and the palace of Mariemont. According to
a 1751 description of the Austrian Netherlands, Brussels had some 500 households which
were not economically active — which in the eighteenth century meant that they were

aristocrats or other wealthy individuals — compared to some 40 or 50 in Antwerp.*?

Despite the wealth of the aristocracy and the tourists and valetudinarians enjoying the
pleasures of Spa, by the late 1740s the economy of the Austrian Netherlands was in ruins.
Endless wars, the huge payments due under the Barrier Treaty, ineffectual government and
lack of investment, the rights of mortmain and the concentration of untaxed lands and
property in the control of the religious houses, the non-compatibility of ecclesiastical
boundaries and political jurisdiction and the privileges of the Etats which meant that taxes
could not be imposed without the permission of their representatives, had brought the
Austrian Netherlands to a parlous state. No ruling monarch had visited the area since Philip
I1 in 1559 and the lands were viewed rather as a cash cow which, when it ceased to be

productive, ceased to be of any interest. Kaunitz came to be convinced that the region was

19 Galand 1993, chapter II, ‘La nomination de Charles de Lorraine au poste de gouverneur général des
Pays-Bas autrichiens’

! Prince Charles-Joseph de Ligne, Fragments de I'Histoire de ma Vie; cited in: Jeroom Vercruysse, ‘Le
prince de Ligne et ses patries. Thémes et variations sur les “affinités électives™, Nouvelles Annales Prince de
Ligne, XVII, 2007, p. 74

12 Benoit-Marie Dupuy, ‘Description de I’économie des Pays-Bas autrichiens’, MS, Biblioteca
Ambrosiana, Milan, Z.271.sup, published in part in: Philippe Moureaux, La statistique industrielle dans les
Pays-Bas autrichiens a I'époque de Marie-Thérése: documents et cartes, Brussels, 1974



http://catalogue.ulrls.lon.ac.uk/search~S10?/amoureaux%2C+p/amoureaux+p/1%2C1%2C2%2CB/frameset&FF=amoureaux+philippe&2%2C%2C2/indexsort=-
http://catalogue.ulrls.lon.ac.uk/search~S10?/amoureaux%2C+p/amoureaux+p/1%2C1%2C2%2CB/frameset&FF=amoureaux+philippe&2%2C%2C2/indexsort=-
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more of a burden than a benefit to the Austrian monarchy.13 Maria Theresa, however,

refused to cede or exchange any land and so it was necessary to take the region in hand.
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Figure 24. Jean-Charles Frangois (1717-69), Portrait of Charles de Lorraine. 1753

With this in mind, Charles de Lorraine’s return to take control of the Austrian Netherlands
in 1749 was carefully prepared in Vienna. The groundwork was laid for a system by which
the independence of the Court in Brussels could be limited, with a Plenipotentiary Minister
primed to work not for the Governor, but for Vienna, ensuring that the Governor’s policies
were always in line with Vienna’s aims of centralisation and raising maximum revenue for

the monarchy.**

The first of the plenipotentiary ministers appointed as ‘minder’ to Charles de Lorraine was

Count Antoniotto Botta Adorno (1688-1774), who manifested considerable intelligence

13 William J. McGill, ‘The Roots of Policy: Kaunitz in Italy and the Netherlands, 1742-1746’, Central
European History, 1/2, June 1968, pp. 131-49

%' On these detailed plans see Ghislaine De Boom, Les Ministres plenipotentiaires dans les Pays-Bas
autrichiens, principalement Cobenzl, Brussels, 1932, and Galand 1993, chapter II, ‘La nomination de Charles
de Lorraine au poste de gouverneur général des Pays-Bas autrichiens’, the latter with a full and detailed
discussion of the complexities of the arrangements.
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and understanding of the many nuances of the job, maintaining an excellent relationship
with Charles de Lorraine throughout his four years in the job (1749-53).%

The same cannot be said of his successor, Count Charles Cobenzl. Despite his subordinate
position as Minister attached to the Governor, he was at times to receive instructions from
Vienna directly ordering him to ‘rein in’ his superior. His directness frequently led him
often into open conflict with the Prince. Instructed to introduce centralising reforms, he
was often opposed by the Governor, who thus gained immense personal popularity at the
expense of Vienna. The conflicts with Charles de Lorraine, the ambiguity of his position at
Court and among the local aristocracy, and the ill will generated locally by his role as the
long arm of Vienna, restricting local privileges, were to make him unpopular despite the
huge benefits his policies were to bring.

The Economy and the Arts: The parlous state of all aspects of life in the Austrian

Netherlands — economic, administrative, intellectual and artistic — in the middle of the
eighteenth century were expressed in Botta Adorno’s exclamation to Cobenzl soon after
his arrival in May 1749: ‘Ce seroit une chose criante que de laisser cette province-la dans
le triste état ou elle se trouve par la ruine entiere du commerce, malgré sa situation, ses
ports, canaux, autres commodités et le génie des habitants.’*® The Austrian Netherlands
were sunk in a ‘torpeur intellectuelle regrettable’.” Few new books were published, and
the Court city, Brussels, had no public library and just one stable newspaper.*®
Ecclesiastical censors were forced to cede superiority to royal censors only in 1761. Not
that the royal censors were particularly liberal: the Austrian Court was noted across Europe
for its sweeping restrictions. The sole university, at Louvain, was widely admitted to be
largely sunk in stagnation.

The art of the Southern Netherlands in the eighteenth-century is usually seen as parochial
and the emphasis has been on the last quarter of the century, when Neoclassicism began to
gain a firm foothold.* Certainly during the first half of the century the art schools, which

15 Joseph Laenen, Le Ministere de Botta-Adorno dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens pendant le régne de
Marie-Thérese 1749-1753, Antwerp, 1901; De Boom 1932

' AGR, 1257, 1. 18

17 Jacques Marx, ‘L’ Activité scientifique de I’Académie Impériale et Royale des Sciences et Belles-lettres
de Bruxelles. 1772—1794°, Etudes sur le XVI111° siécle, 1V, Brussels, 1977, p. 50

18 pol Pierre Gossiaux, Les Lumiéres dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens et la principauté de Liége, Brussels,
1983, No. 44; Jeroom Vercruysse, ‘Journalistes et Journaux’, Etudes sur le XVI111° siécle, 1V, Brussels, 1977,
pp. 117-27

9 e.g. Denis Coekelberghs, Pierre Loze, eds, Autour du néo-classicisme en Belgique: 17701830, exh.
cat., Musée d’Ixelles, Brussels, 1985; Christophe Loir, L’émergence des beaux-arts en Belgique: institutions,
artistes, public et patrimoine (1773-1835), Brussels, 2004
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enjoyed no official support, made little headway. Perpetual references were made to the
‘décadence’ of the arts, to decline in the wake of the glorious seventeenth century.20 With
the Governor lodged in a rented palace and lack of stability in the region (plus the French
occupation of 1746-49), there were few state building works or official commissions from
Court.

Small art schools existed in a number of the major towns, but enjoyed little support from
central government before the 1750s, and until 1773 artists were much restricted by their
artisan status and the limitations imposed in terms of access to and practice of their
profession by the corps de metiers or corporations.?* Many went to train — and where
possible made their careers — in other countries. Moreover, many felt an allegiance not to
the Austrian Netherlands but to their native town or region, to Bruges, Antwerp, Ghent or
Liege. Painting styles in each area were markedly different. Both demand and taste were
often provincial, with modestly-priced portraits in great demand.

It was a vicious circle: with few art schools and a preference for works of the past century
the limited market for contemporary artists led to a drain of those with greatest skill or
greatest ambition. Such disunity was not resolved by those over-arching official
institutions of sociability and exchange that could be so successful as drivers of intellectual
progress, such as an Academy of Sciences or a national Academy of the Arts. Brussels,
administrative centre of the many different elements which made up the Austrian
Netherlands, lacked any institutions of this type, a lack that was to be recognised by
Cobenzl, who was to attempt to resolve it.

The Rise of the Austrian Netherlands

Brussels’ emergence as an increasingly prosperous modern city of Enlightenment values in
the 1770s was the result of the policies introduced over the previous thirty years.
Specifically, it was the result of the efforts of Botta Adorno and Charles Cobenzl.??

2 Christophe Loir, ‘Le discours sur la décadence artistique dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens durant la second
moitié du XVII1® siécle’, in: Valérie André, Bruno Bernard, eds, Le XVI11°, un siécle de décadence? (Etudes
sur le XV111° siécle, XVIII), Brussels, 2006, pp. 143-50

2! For a good overview with bibliography see ‘L’artiste libéralisé’ in: Loir 2004, pp. 42-52

%2 Henne and Wauters cited the arrival of Cobenzl in the city as one of just five main events worthy of
notice in the eighteenth century: Alexandre Henne, Alphonse Wauters, Histoire de la ville de Bruxelles,
Brussels, 1845, 11, p. 277. But Laenen rightly noted that it was the start made by Botta Adorno which allowed
Cobenzl to have such a rapid effect from 1753; Laenen 1901, p. 10. Detailed analysis of the economic
achievements of the two men and the similarities (and differences) in their approach is found in De Boom
1932; Galand 1993.
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Vienna, much affected by the huge outlay of the War of the Austrian Succession, needed
money, and that money had to come from its territories. Botta Adorno’s attitude was that
the money needed to come through building prosperity, rather than squeezing money out of
an already impoverished people. He wrote urgently to Vienna in March 1753, stressing
‘combien il importe au bien public et a celui de la ville, de soutenir le mieux possible les
manufactures naissantes et d’encourager par la d’autres’,% a cry taken up by Cobenzl. Both
men, however, were hampered by the government in Vienna, where centralisation was
interpreted at times narrowly, with Kaunitz suspicious of anything that smacked of local
loyalties rather than loyalties to the Crown. In economic terms, this meant that Kaunitz
wanted immediate results, i.e. large sums of money transferred to central government, even
if this had damaging effects in the region, whereas Botta Adorno and Cobenzl attempted to
plan for the long term.?* Despite his loyalty to Kaunitz, Cobenzl was never shy of arguing
his point and he strongly urged investment in the local economy, i.e. leaving some of the
monies raised in the region there, but to little avail.*®

Botta Adorno looked to improve industries that would decrease the need for imports and
those where Brussels had greatest potential for export, such as the production of tapestries,
and to facilitate all kinds of trade and industry through, for instance, improvement of the
transport systems. His policies, continued, developed and considerably augmented by
Cobenzl, enjoyed remarkable success.

Building on the groundwork laid by his predecessor, through reform, some investment, the
imposition of heavy tariffs on imports, and of course the lottery,?® Cobenzl managed to
make considerable contributions to the budget in Vienna. His measures were often
unpopular — and therefore opposed by Charles de Lorraine, whose ambition for the love of
the people was surely greater than his ambition to be an effective governor — but they
brought results. His considerable economic success was recognised not only by his

superiors but by foreign powers.?’

% AGR, SEG, 1038, f. 280

24 Philippe Moureaux, Les préoccupations statistiques du gouvernement des Pays-Bas autrichiens et le
dénombrement des industries dressé en 1764, Brussels, 1971, pp. 63 ff.

% Philippe Moureaux, ‘Charles de Cobenzl, homme d’état moderne’, Etudes sur le XVI11° siécle, I,
Brussels, 1974, pp. 17677

2% One of the greatest sources of income in the short-term was the lottery established by Cobenzl. On the
lottery see: H. Houtman-De Smedt, ‘Loterijen in de Zuidelijke Nederlanden tijdens de 18de eeuw’, in:
Geschiedenis van de loterijen in de Zuidelijke Nederlanden (15e eeuw — 1934) / Histoire des loteries dans les
Pays-Bas méridionaux (XV*® siécle — 1934), Brussels, 1994, pp. 61-68

%" e.g. reports from various British representatives to London. James Porter to the Earl of Sandwich,
1763-65; NA, SP 77/102. William Gordon to the Duke of Grafton, 14 January 1766; NA, SP 77/103
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Galand concluded that not only were Botta Adorno and Cobenzl the real leaders in
economic reform, with which Charles de Lorraine was associated almost solely by virtue
of his post as Governor, but that it was difficult even to see the latter’s influence there.? In
1765 Cobenzl wrote somewhat smugly to Kaunitz: ‘S’il est infiment consolant pour moi de
voir prospérer les affaires de mon département, je ne puis, comme citoyen et fidéle sujet de
Sa Majesté, qu’étre affligé d’entendre que dans le centre de la monarchie cela ne va pas de

o T . 29
méme. Je donne toute mon application a préparer une réserve.’

Such was the improvement of the economy that in 1781, 222 years after the last visit by a
ruling monarch, Joseph Il visited the Austrian Netherlands, an indication that this farflung
territory was at last being seen as part of the Austrian lands.

Reform of the Intellectual Context

In all areas, economic and intellectual, Cobenzl realised the need both for small, individual
initiatives and for government support. Moreover, he recognised that official structures
were the prerequisites for sociability and the exchange of ideas, that they could provide
both a legal framework and a form of quality control. His intellectual influence was widely
felt and although his attempts to reform the University of Louvain were largely frustrated,
three national institutions trace their origins back to him — the Bibliotheque Royale, the
Commission Royale d’histoire de Belgique and the Académie Royale des sciences, des
lettres et des beaux-arts de Belgique. Cobenzl’s support for over-arching institutions may
have been part of the wider spirit in Europe, but in the Austrian Netherlands, such an
approach was radical. His activities justified Montesquieu’s declaration in 1753 that
‘Quand il y aura des ministres comme lui, on pourra espérer que le gott des lettres se

ranimera dans les Etats Autrichiens’.*°

The strict Court of Vienna imposed some of the harshest censorship in Europe, although it
was somewhat more relaxed in the Austrian Netherlands. There was much resistance from

the Brussels administration and from Cobenzl in particular, but also from the free-thinking

%8 Galand 1993, p. 90

2 HHStA, Belgien Berichte, No. 105, 5 February 1765; cited in de Boom 1932, p. 183

%0 Montesquieu in La Bréde, to Comte de Guasco in Verona, 28 September 1753; published in: Charles de
Secondat, baron de Montesquieu, Lettres de Monsieur de Montesquieu a divers amis d’Italie avec des notes
de I’editeur, London, 1767
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Kaunitz, to extending Viennese censorship to the region. It has been suggested that Maria
Theresa herself was not unsympathetic to this resistance.

One of the great obstacles to the spread of Enlightenment ideals in the Austrian
Netherlands was the region’s sole university, at Louvain, a strict Catholic institution with a
glorious past that had fallen behind the times. Botta Adorno introduced a new post,
professor of jurisprudence, in 1753, and in 1755 with the support of Charles de Lorraine a
chair of experimental physics and natural history was established, but opportunities for the
Minister to get involved were limited.*? Nonetheless, in 1754 Patrice-Francois de Neny
(later head of the Privy Council) was appointed Commissaire Royal for the University.
Despite disagreements, Cobenzl and Neny shared a desire to revive intellectual debate in
the Austrian Netherlands and together they sought to reform the University.

As in so many other areas, Vienna refused to support their reform proposals, citing the war
as justification. Perhaps in the backwardness of the University Kaunitz — usually so ardent
in his support for learning and the spread of Enlightenment ideas — saw a positive aspect,
for the lack of suitably educated individuals in the Austrian Netherlands qualified for posts
in the administration provided justification for the imposition of German-speaking

Austrian officials and thus contributed to the Theresian policy of centralisation.*®

Cobenzl enjoyed varying levels of success in his promotion of new institutions. Two of
them, the Royal Library and the society which was soon transformed into the Academy,
functioned during his lifetime. The third, the Royal Historical Commission, appeared sixty
years after his death but sees its origins in the spirit of public support for research and

publication engendered by Cobenzl’s policies.

Cobenzl!’s role in creating the Bibliothéque Royale was more or less straightforward. In
1754, horrified that the Royal Library, including the celebrated Burgundian Library of
Charles the Bold, was mouldering, largely inaccessible, in the cellars of the ruined chapel
of the Coudenberg Palace, he took the initiative and had the whole transferred to the

31 André Puttemans, La censure dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens, Brussels, 1935, pp. 58-63

%2 Mailly saw CobenzI as one of the prime instigators of reform at Louvain. Edouard Mailly, Histoire de
I’ Academie Imperiale et Royale des Sciences et Belles-Lettres de Bruxelles, 2 vols (XXXIV, XXXV),
Brussels, 1883, I, pp. 1-35

%% Bruno Bernard directly blames Kaunitz and Maria-Theresa for lack of progress in education and the
sciences: Bernard B. 1991, pp. 161-62
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‘Palais Isabelle’ (the Maison des Arbalétriers on rue Isabelle),® informing Vienna of his
actions only after the fact.*> He appointed a librarian, Canon Pierre Wouters, and
personally set about establishing the principles which determined the library’s continued
existence, such as legal deposit. Wouters was entrusted with conserving the books in the
library and acquiring new books at auction both in the Austrian Netherlands and in

Frankfurt.®® It was hard for Vienna to object to the preservation of royal property.

Although foreign policy was not part of the Minister’s remit, Cobenzl agitated hard for the
repatriation of manuscripts removed by the French during their occupation in 1747, and
this was a condition included in a supplement to the 1748 Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle
concluded on 16 May 1769.%" Like other initiatives, the project came to realisation only
after Cobenzl’s death, in July 1770. The library, still housed on rue Isabelle, opened to the
public on 6 October 1772.

Unlike the Royal Library, the Société littéraire (Académie Royale des sciences, des lettres
et des beaux-arts de Belgique) was created from nothing but a recognition of the need for
an ‘umbrella’ organisation that would promote letters.*® Cobenzl manifested his interest as
early as 1758, writing to Count Mercy-Argenteau, Austrian ambassador in Turin, enquiring
about the rules of the Academy there and its organisation.® But he was not alone in seeing
the need for an institution: in 1762 Neny noted that despite the abundance of theologians,
lawyers and learned physicians in the Austrian Netherlands, ‘il nous manque des

littérateurs, parce qu’il n’y a aucune sorte d’établissement pour ceux-ci’.*

It seems surprising at first that Cobenzl opposed the establishment of a small Academy for
eloguence and letters in Louvain put forward in 1765 by Abbot Nelis in an attempt to
counterbalance the superficial philosophy being taught at the University,** but his intention

3 On Cobenzl’s key role in the salvation of the Library see: La Librairie des ducs de Bourgogne.
Manuscrits conserveés a la Bibliothéque Royale de Belgique, 111, Turnhout, 2006, particularly Lieve
Watteeuw, ‘Six siccles de préservation et conservation’, pp. 19-35

% Cobenzl to Koch, 11 January 1755; AGR, SEG, 1162, ff. 31-33. Cobenzl to Sylva Tarouca, February
1755; AGR, SEG, 1261, ff. 3034

% Wouters correspondence; AGR, SEG, 1249. Report from Wouters to Cobenzl, covering the restoration
and binding of 4,000 volumes between 15 September 1761 and 19 September 1765; AGR, Conseil des
Finances, 2574

%7 a Librairie des ducs de Bourgogne 20086, 111, p. 27

% The best description of the build up to foundation of the Académie is that of Mailly 1883, I, pp. 1-35

% AGR, SEG, 1176, f. 187. See: L’Academie Imperiale et Royal des sciences et belles-lettres de
Bruxelles. 1772-1794. Sa fondation. Ses traveaux, exh. cat., Bibliotheque Royale de Belgique, Brussels,
1973, cat. 4

017 Feb 1762, AGR, SEG, 1180, f. 164

* Mailly 1883, 1, p. 6
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was to found a central institution which would unite the intellectual forces of the Austrian

Netherlands, overcoming the barriers between the constituent regions.

In 1767 Cobenzl invited his old acquaintance Johann Daniel Schopflin — founder of the
Academy Palatine in Mannheim in 1763 — to draw up his thoughts on ways to stimulate the
intellectual life of the region.*” Reports were sent to Kaunitz, who presented the project in
October 1768 to Maria Theresa for approval.** Schopflin had proposed the foundation of
an academy but Neny and Kaunitz supported a more modest start, with a private society.**
It was this line which was originally adopted, and the first meeting, held in May 1769, was
of'a ‘Société littéraire’, which was intended to eventually encompass not just literature but
the natural sciences and national history.*> With Cobenzl’s death in January 1770,
however, the society lost its driving force. The new Minister, Count Starhemberg, argued
successfully that the only way to revitalise it and make it fulfil the purpose for which it was

1.%6 Maria

created was to refound it as the academy first proposed by Schopflin and Cobenz
Theresa therefore decreed the foundation of the Académie impériale et Royale des

Sciences et des Belles-Lettres, its patent issued on 16 December 1772.

Cobenzl’s role in the founding of the Commission Royale d’histoire de Belgique, which
dates back only to 1834, is less tangible but no less important. It is found in his series of at
times uncoordinated attempts to gather and publish documents relating to the history of the
Southern Netherlands. No survey of his different initiatives has been undertaken but even a
preliminary assessment of the evidence in official documents and private correspondence
makes it clear that they are too numerous to list here.

Not only did Cobenzl instruct Wouters to acquire material relating to the history of the

region both for the Royal Library and for his own collection of books,*’ but in late 1758 it

*2 Schépflin’s ‘Réflexions sur le rétablissement des bonnes études dans les Pays-Bas’ was published in:
Annuaire de I’académie Royale des sciences et belles-lettres de Bruxelles, 1V, Brussels, 1838, p. 169. A copy
of Schopflin’s original text is in AGR, SEG, 2134.

*8 ‘Rapport du Prince de Kaunitz a Marie-Thérése, sur I’érection d’une société des sciences et des belles-
lettres a Bruxelles’, in: Ibid., pp. 15177

* CobenzI attached a note to this effect from comte de Neny of 14 June 1768 to his own letter to Kaunitz
of 16 June. Kaunitz responded 29 June stressing the need to economise, thus supporting the idea of a private
society. AGR, SEG, 2134

> |'Académie Royale de Belgique depuis sa fondation (1772—1922), Brussels, 1922, pp. 11-13

% Charles de Lorraine, report to Maria Theresa, 17 April 1772, on the need for and proposed nature of the
reform. AGR, Chancellerie des Pays-Bas, 664, ff. 96-112

* See e.g. AGR, SEG, 2641, ff. 310-23. By the end of Cobenzl’s life books on the Southern Netherlands
made up 17 % of all his books on history, 169 titles out of 990 (with another 111 on the Dutch Netherlands;
there were 131 on the Holy Roman Empire). See: Claude Sorgeloos, ‘La bibliothéque du comte Charles de
Cobenzl, ministre plénipotentiaire dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens, et celle de son épouse la comtesse Marie-
Thérése de Palffy’, Le livre et I’estampe, XXX/119-20, 1984, pp. 115-210
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was proposed that documents relating to the history and current state of the Southern

Netherlands be compiled as a sort of training manual for the future Joseph 11.%®

In 1760 Cobenzl’s idea to publish ‘un recueil de quelques manuscrits concernant 1’histoire
de Belgique’ at last gained government support.“® Circulars were sent out to abbeys and
priories, colleges and cathedrals, instructing them to look out works in their possession,*
and Cobenzl himself made numerous specific enquiries about documents. Like the Royal
Library, the project was identified with Cobenzl personally and it was he whom individuals
informed of manuscripts in libraries or available for sale. Cobenzl became not just a
coordinator but a central ‘information point’, the lynchpin in a series of studies of the
history of the Southern Netherlands, sharing the material he received with others engaged
on research. For L. J. J. Vander Vynckt, for instance, he provided references and
summaries of existing works and permitted access to available resources, and Vander
Vynckt’s research on the governors and ministers of the Southern Netherlands covering the
period from 1470 to 1765 was presented to Cobenzl, in manuscript form, in 1765.* This
may have been in part a way of assuring that the pro-Habsburg aspect of the history was
presented, but it also demonstrated his burning interest in the circulation of information.

Cobenzl did not restrict his search for material to the Austrian Netherlands. In 1765 he
entrusted the Paris négociant Rigot with making acquisitions at the sale of the Jesuit library
there.> Dealing simultaneously with the progress of mirrors being made for Cobenzl’s
house, the engraving of his portrait, and various book sales at which Cobenz| hoped to
a