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PREFACE





Clement von Metternich held continuous office at the head of Europe’s affairs for a longer period of time than any other statesman in modern history: he became foreign minister of the Austrian Empire in the autumn of 1809 and he did not resign until the spring of 1848. For thirty-three of these thirty-nine years his statecraft and philosophy of government determined the political pattern of the continent. The ‘Age of Metternich’, though often impatiently dismissed by historians as a mere interlude, lasted for twice as long as the ‘Age of Napoleon’ which preceded it and for half as long again as the ‘Age of Bismarck’ which followed it in the closing decades of the century. Moreover Metternich’s actual participation in public events covered an even wider span: in 1790 he performed official duties during the coronation of Leopold II as Holy Roman Emperor of the German Reich; and in 1859 his advice on questions of war and peace was still being sought by Leopold’s great-grandson, Francis Joseph. On his first visit to London, in 1794, he was entertained by the Prince of Wales, the future George IV; and on his penultimate visit to the Rhineland, sixty-three years later, he was able to offer his choicest wines to another Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII. Metternich’s mother had known Maria Theresa at the height of Habsburg splendour: his youngest daughter was to outlast the Habsburg Monarchy itself.


Yet, whether playing a leading part in Europe’s drama or walking-on before its colourful backcloth, the Metternichs rarely won a good notice from the critics. The haughty superiority of father and son was mocked in the French press as early as 1798, and cartoonists half a century later were no kinder to the fallen Chancellor and his third wife as they sped across the continent to exile in England. More, however, was at fault than character. The incredible vanity of the Metternichs might merit an occasional lampoon but not the endless pages of hatred and contempt with which European radicals assailed their name over four decades. Such sustained vituperation was a direct consequence of Clement Metternich’s policy rather than of his failings in personality. As early as 1820 he was regarded as the pillar of an international order which perpetuated autocracy and denied sovereignty to peoples striving for recognition; and for thirty years the so-called ‘Metternich System’ was associated with repression of civil liberty and with negative government. A generation easily thrilled by the collective emotion of Romantic revolt could never look on Metternich’s conservative classicism with sympathy or understanding. He seemed urbanely doctrinaire in a world of stifled enthusiasm, and few people warmed to his philosophy.


Metternich’s unpopularity is hardly surprising. He set himself against the prevailing mood of his age and of the half-century which followed his death. While accepting the existence of territorial States and striving for guarantees of their stability, he could never acknowledge the claims of a Nation. He rejected the idea that community of language, sentiment or race provided a basis for political unity; and he insisted that representative government was a weak and unsatisfactory method of administration which restricted the initiative of those in power while permitting unwarranted authority to a popular demagogue. Though he respected the traditional rights of ancient institutions, such as the British Parliament or the Hungarian Diet, he was convinced that constitutional forms were neither for export nor for emulation. Nationalism and Liberalism remained equally abhorrent doctrines to him, the product of that French Revolution against which he saw himself in conflict throughout his life. In their place he evolved a cumbersome set of political principles, pompously propounded over the years in earnest memoranda heavy with profundity. He offered a threefold creed: a belief in an essential community of interest which bound together the European States; a belief in the need for vigilance against political excess; and a belief in the virtues of a balanced order, both between governments and between classes within society. These ideas were based upon a haphazard search for immutable laws of political behaviour and none of them were in the least original, for they seem to owe something to Voltaire’s ‘Great Republic’ and even more to Aristotle; but they provided Metternich with a code of respectable obscurity in which he might envelop what was basically a day-to-day and hand-to-mouth policy.


Yet Metternich was not primarily a theorist nor even a constructive statesman. Though he prided himself on a logical scientific approach to political problems, his gifts were those of an artist. He practised the skills of diplomacy with greater fluency than any contemporary except Talleyrand, from whom he had learnt many of the refinements of the game. But he possessed the opportunity, denied to Talleyrand, of shaping the very character of statecraft in an era of external peace. Metternich’s achievements are essentially transitory, victories of intrigue rather than of creative conviction, triumphs of expediency more than of principle; but the distinctive features of diplomacy during the Hundred Years Peace were perfected by the Austrian Chancellor and passed into general usage at a time when Europe’s fate was determined by its chancelleries to a greater extent than ever before or since. The assumption that Great Powers together form a European Concert and share a responsibility for the international order; the acceptance of negotiation as a protracted undertaking rather than as a swiftly concluded episode; the primacy of confidential exchanges over public dispute; the persuasiveness hidden behind an elaborate comedy of manners – all these aspects of what Sir Harold Nicolson has called the old diplomacy were formed while Metternich was master of its conventions, and many reflect the qualities of his own personality. To understand the idiom of his Europe, it becomes essential to understand the man.


He puzzled observers in his own age and baffled their immediate successors: how could such a lightweight sit so heavily on the world? Nineteenth-century German historians, academic lenses tinted with patriotic colours, viewed the Rhinelander who had passed into Austrian service with scant sympathy. The great Prussian scholar, Heinrich von Treitschke, writing in the 1880s, virtuously lamented his ‘spiritual narrowness’ and his ‘thorough understanding of all the meanest motives in human nature’ while complaining that his ‘empty mind’ remained unresponsive to ‘the dynamic forces of History’. Treitschke’s prejudices were perpetuated by other historians in his own country and by writers in Britain and the United States, where academic fashion at the end of the century was heavily Germanic in form. Thus a Metternich legend seeped into the general textbooks of two continents, with the Austrian Chancellor appearing as some Mephistophelian compound of trickery and harassment; and even today this distorted picture has not entirely been expunged from their pages. On the other hand, after the First World War, several historical commentators began to laud Metternich’s foresight in checking the growth of nationalist fervour, some even claiming to find among his potpourri of political maxims a conservative philosophy of general validity. He was, it now appeared, an early champion of federalism and a good European, eager to offer a weary continent relief from the threat of war; and it seemed almost as if his shade was looking benevolently down on the green tables of Geneva and Locarno. This impression was at least as convincing as the older one but it was not so popular with English readers, who have long expected continental statesmen to exude a whiff of brimstone rather than an odour of sanctity.


Metternich was by no means indifferent to what future generations would think of him, though he had every confidence in their verdict. ‘My name is linked with so many great events that it will accompany them to posterity’, he declared in a private letter written when his life still had forty years to run; and he added, ‘A century hence, authors will judge me very differently’. There is no doubt he had every intention of assisting them to think rightly about him. He drafted three autobiographical fragments and gave instructions to his son, Richard, that these reminiscences should be published twenty years after his death, together with selections from his archives. The Collected Papers duly appeared in the early 1880s and the documents they included have proved a rich mine of information, even though they were pruned and edited. Unfortunately the autobiographical sections were less successful. They showed traits hardly endearing to his readers: a gift of invention; a tact of omission; and a claim of infallibility. ‘He dazzles himself with his brightness in the mirror which he holds perpetually before his eyes’, wrote Albert Sorel, master-craftsman among the French historians of diplomacy. The Memoirs did not improve Metternich’s reputation as much as he had assumed or his son anticipated.


But the reminiscences, though for the most part limited to his early years, have their value. They confirm a characteristic which his acquaintances had often noted and placed on record: he always regarded the years of Napoleonic upheaval as the prime of his public life; and what followed was for him a protracted epilogue, though it dragged on for a third of a century. Others might assess his policy as custodian of autocracy and high priest of the status quo: he was concerned to show himself as the diplomat who had outwitted Napoleon. In retrospect life became for Metternich a cavalcade of set-pieces through which he moved gracefully in command of every scene. But memory lingered rarely in Vienna: he saw himself time and time again at the Tuileries or St Cloud, sharpening phrases he had almost used, recounting compliments the Emperor failed to offer; or he re-captured in his mind that final meeting at Dresden, when the marriage-broker turned antagonist and Romance sank to reality. There followed a climax at Leipzig (where they made him a Prince), a long journey through the winter snows of France to victory celebrations, and a congress in Austria’s capital city.


All these episodes filled Metternich’s table talk. Anthony Trollope’s mother, visiting the Chancellor in 1836, caught him dwelling on that last encounter with the Emperor of the French; and in his years of exile after 1848 his conversation, which some thought tedious, sparkled when he recalled the First Empire. Countess Lieven, listening to Metternich for the first time in 1818, was delighted by his tales of the fallen Emperor; and we find them still talking of him when they meet thirty years later. It is as if Napoleon, even in death, overshadowed the Chancellor of Europe.


And here is the most curious paradox of Metternich’s career. For, vainest of statesmen though he was, he never sensed such distinction in the epoch to which historians appropriated his name as in the reflected glory of Napoleon’s Empire. The key to this seeming incongruity of character lies in Metternich’s place of birth and the challenge of his early years.
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ROCOCO






A Rhineland family



Until the present century the towns of the middle Rhine and Moselle valleys remained living symbols of a unique society. Outwardly as German as the neatly walled vineyards around them or the rich groined vaulting of their Gothic churches, they retained from a mediaeval past the intensive uncertainties of a frontier region. Compact and tidy, with pepper-pot roofs high and pointed and four or five rows of shutters set close together, their houses thrust upwards like the earliest rural settlements rather than sprawl along the riverbank in the ill-discipline of the modern city. Belfries and Romanesque towers clustered protectively over the lower slopes of the hills; and above them the slitted lanterns of a fortress stood sentinel. At times they seem to have been not so much communities of burghers and traders as extensions of castles and monasteries, bound in by ramparts and gates. They were everywhere concerned with security, disturbingly aware of an indefinite future.


Nor is this surprising. These valleys are the historic crossroads of the West, with the confluence of the Rhine and Moselle equidistant from Versailles and Potsdam, from the Channel coast and the lateral wall of the Alps. Founded originally as camps or posting stations by the Romans, their towns long marked the border between Latin civilization and the barbarian tribes, a division perpetuated through the duchies of the early Middle Ages to the rivalries of the Reformation and never wholly eradicated by later empires. Little worlds of their own, proud of ancient liberties and steeped in local patriotism, Mainz, Coblenz, Trier and Frankfurt gained unity only from the rivers which linked them together, binding them also to the greater cities of Cologne and Strasbourg. Paradoxically they became at the same time bastions of particularism and monuments to a culture which was European in spirit and not specifically the heritage of any one people. It was in the archetype of these small Rhenish towns, Coblenz, that Clement Metternich was born on Wednesday, 15 May 1773. The traditions of the Rhineland, limited in vision but non-national in character, shaped the pattern of his life; perhaps they even dominated it.


His full name, Clement Wenceslas Lothar von Metternich-Winneburg-Beilstein, is in itself a sonorous commentary on his antecedents and their social aspirations.1 He was christened Clement Wenceslas in honour of his spiritual lord and temporal sovereign, the Elector of Trier; and Lothar was added to this discreetly chosen combination to commemorate an ancestor who had himself ruled in Trier on the eve of the Thirty Years War. The Metternich family origins, although fashionably obscured by legendary romance, were impeccably aristocratic, with claims reaching back over eight centuries to the Empire of Henry the Fowler and possibly to the Carolingian nobility. But the Metternich titles reflected an eminence which was narrowly parochial. Beilstein, for example, was a ruined keep dominating the right bank of the Moselle almost halfway between Coblenz and Trier: it had belonged to the Metternichs since Lothar’s day. And Winneburg was an even older castle some ten miles north-west of Beilstein: they had held the place for centuries. They had, moreover, given the family name to a village which sprang up on their original Rhenish lands two-and-a-half miles to the west of Coblenz and on the crest of the first heights met by travellers along the old road to Trier. Their dignities were almost a geographical gazetteer of the lower Moselle valley; and these steeply sloping vineyards and rich orchards were their true heartland.


They were not, however, the sole territorial possessions of the family. Heinrich Metternich, head of a regiment at the Battle of the White Mountain in 1620, had won himself an estate in the wider dominions of the Empire, Königswart in Bohemia, a full three hundred miles east of Coblenz beyond the forests of Thuringia and the Erzegebirge Mountains. Yet although Königswart had been family property for a century and a quarter before Metternich’s birth, it was still looked upon as alien land; and his kinsmen were no more tempted to settle in its wild pine-covered hills than the great landowners of the English ascendancy to live in Ireland. In this attitude there was, perhaps, a lack of foresight. Other aristocratic dynasties – some of them, indeed, Czech rather than German in origin – prospered as territorial magnates in Bohemia appreciably enriching the chronicles and coffers of the Empire. But the distinction that surrounded such names as Kaunitz, Schwarzenberg, and Czernin had as yet eluded the Metternichs. Their existence was graciously acknowledged by the Imperial court in Vienna but they always cut a very small figure beside these proud families from Bohemia and their peers in Hungary. No one east of the Rhineland took the Counts Metternich very seriously, despite the sixteen quarterings on their heraldic arms.


For most of the eighteenth century it had not mattered very much. The Habsburg rulers in Vienna were still titular Holy Roman Emperors, the formally elected masters of all the German lands. But in the Rhineland the Emperor’s suzerainty was solely honorific: he had no power to intervene in the internal affairs of the small states; and he could only induce them to undertake common action in war or diplomacy with the backing of the Imperial Diet, an institution so corrupt and dilatory that it was no more than an archaic curiosity. The princes whose words were law along the middle Rhine were the rulers of Mainz and Trier, both of them high dignitaries in the Catholic hierarchy and among the nine Electors responsible for preserving the empty myth of a common German Reich. The Archiepiscopal Elector of Mainz (who was also Primate of Germany until 1801) ruled an area as large as the English counties of Devon and Dorset; and the Archiepiscopal Elector of Trier – which, significantly, was in those days more often known by its French name, Trèves – was prince of a region almost as large as the English county of Norfolk and including, besides the city of Trier, most of the Moselle valley and Coblenz itself. For many generations the fortunes of the Metternichs had been closely linked to the polity of these ecclesiastical princes, and their patronage had been considerable.


Metternich’s father, Francis George Charles, was sustained by an agreeably comfortable revenue from his estates and greater social ambition than his immediate ancestors. In many ways he was typical of the eighteenth-century aristocracy in a petty state except that he had even less common sense than most of his fellow nobles and much more money to fritter away. His portrait looks too true to be flattering: a well-cared-for face but drink-worn and fattening, with pouched eyes and loosely boorish lips, as heavily German as the Hanoverian Georges. The testimony of contemporaries is no kinder to his reputation: ‘a boring babbler and chronic liar,’ wrote Count Frederick Stadion to the Emperor Joseph II in 1785; and six years later, when he was the Imperial plenipotentiary in Brussels, the Archduchess Marie Christine begged her brother (the Emperor Leopold) not to send letters to her by the official courier since there was no certainty when the Count would get round to opening the despatch boxes from Vienna.2 Others found him arrogant, pedantic, inclined to fuss over petty ceremonial, and obstinate. In retrospect his serene bumbling seems the most endearing trait in his character.


Yet these strictures were passed on the Count in middle age; and as a young man no doubt he showed more attractive qualities, for he was able to make himself known in Vienna and marry a woman of beauty and intellect with ready access to the Empress Maria Theresa. He was born in March 1746 and inherited the family sinecure of Chamberlain to the Elector of Mainz, but he began his career in diplomacy as the representative in Vienna in 1768 of his own prince-bishop, the Elector of Trier (that same Clement Wenceslas after whom he was to name his eldest son). It was an interesting moment in the history of the Habsburg lands. Maria Theresa was forty-eight and in the twenty-ninth year of her reign. Prostrated with grief at the death of her husband in August 1765, she had insisted on sharing formal sovereignty with her son, Joseph II, and withdrew from government. But when Joseph sought to sweep the dead wood out of the Imperial administration, Maria Theresa found the spectacle of a revolution from above a remarkable restorative for melancholia. Tactfully she began to exercise once more that patient political sense which had already marked her out as the wisest of the Habsburgs. When Count Metternich arrived in Vienna he astutely avoided committing himself to either the ‘Empress’ or ‘Emperor’ faction, preferring the group associated with Kaunitz, the elder statesman who managed Austrian foreign policy from 1753 to 1792. It was with the backing of Kaunitz and the support of Maria Theresa that he negotiated a marriage with Maria Beatrice von Kagenegg, a young girl of personality whose sharp wit and impulsiveness had attracted the warm-hearted sympathy of the Empress. The Kagenegg lands were in the Breisgau which, until 1806, was a Habsburg enclave in southwestern Germany and the wedding was celebrated in Freiburg early in January 1771, just four weeks after Beatrice’s fifteenth birthday. Soon afterwards she returned with the Count to Coblenz, for he had been appointed a Councillor of State to the Elector of Trier, with responsibility for foreign affairs.



Childhood in Coblenz (1773–84)


The Metternichs took up residence in the family house in the Münz Platz, a massive barrack built in 1674, its austere walls relieved only by a double line of dormer windows. It was there that their four children were born. The eldest was a girl, baptized Pauline.* Clement followed in May 1773 and a second son, Joseph, eighteen months later. A third son, born in 1777, died in infancy. Most of the childhood of both the surviving boys and Pauline was spent at Coblenz, for in the year of Clement’s birth the Count had carried out his personal diplomatic revolution, entered the Habsburg service and immediately became Minister of the Imperial court to the Elector of Trier, a curious reversal of rôles and one which seems to have owed much to Beatrice’s thrust and ambition. The Count was also accredited to the two other ecclesiastical Electors in the Rhineland, the Archbishops of Cologne and Mainz and in 1777 his responsibilities were extended to all Westphalia. After Maria Theresa’s death in 1780 he continued to hold the post for the first six years of Joseph II’s reign. The duties were not over-taxing, but the prestige was locally considerable.


Metternich himself says little about Coblenz in his Memoirs: there is only a confused picture of badly paved streets, of gimcrack signboards hanging like banners from the shop fronts, and of neatly trimmed shrubs planted in disciplined line before the Elector’s palace.3 Nor do other impressions seem more exciting. That engagingly eccentric traveller, Baron Riesbeck, anatomizing Germany in the early 1780s, found Coblenz ‘a very pretty, though somewhat dead town, which contains about twelve thousand inhabitants’.4 Although Riesbeck’s comments are often startlingly subjective – ‘Cologne is the ugliest town in all Germany,’ he says – his terse dismissal of Metternich’s birthplace is apt enough. The political and social changes of eighteenth-century Germany passed by Coblenz. Nothing of moment happened there between the retreat of a French army in 1688 and the advance of a French army in 1794. In Brandenburg a new city and a parvenu dynasty had emerged to challenge the traditional hegemony of Habsburg Vienna; but the shadow of Prussia did not as yet impinge on the middle Rhine. In Weimar an intellectual awakening, which coincided with Metternich’s early years, proclaimed the spiritual unity of the German people; but Weimar was a hundred and seventy miles from Coblenz and a world away. In Hanover, at Göttingen, a Renaissance re-born brought humanism back to universities inhibited by Lutherans and Jesuits; but there were no academic institutions in Coblenz to be stimulated by Herr Gesner’s neo-classicism. It should not, however, be thought that Coblenz was ignorant of the Renaissance. A new palace beside the Moselle was completed for the Elector in 1784 and its Ionic portico owed something to Raphael while a ‘Last Supper’ in the chapel owed a great deal more to Leonardo. Faithful imitation was a passable substitute for genius, and far safer than originality: it may well have been the first lesson Metternich learnt from his environment.


Fortunately he owed most of his early education to his mother. Still in her twenties, she possessed a quick intellect able to soften the obscurantist overtones of an ecclesiastical principality with a healthy cynicism. The family accepted Christian beliefs without troubling the mind over theological exactitude; they scrupulously observed the punctilio of Catholicism as the bedrock of order. The children received religious instruction from the Abbé Bertrand, a member of the Piarist order, a congregation founded in counter-reformation Rome for the education of the poor and never so intellectually zealous as the Jesuits. There was even a cautiously Voltairian deism about the atmosphere of the Metternich household and the Count himself secretly swore the oaths of Freemasonry in a rare moment of free thought.


French influences were strong. Coblenz was a city within the general orbit of French ideas: for although Strasbourg is nearly two hundred miles farther up the winding Rhine, the river formed so natural a route of communication that the distance seemed far less; and there were parts of French Lorraine which were comparatively accessible along the Moselle valley. Moreover Countess Beatrice was sympathetic to French culture. The marriage of the Dauphin to Maria Theresa’s daughter in the spring of 1770 had made an impression on a precocious girl who was only a few months younger than Marie Antoinette. She prided herself on the elegance of her French literary style and saw to it that Clement could write French prose with grace at an early age. He was, indeed, for many years happier at expressing himself in French than German; and the correspondence between son and mother remained in French for as long as she lived. He assiduously kept abreast of French literature and read the French press and periodicals even in his retirement, and yet he was never able to understand France or respect the French nation. It was not the least of his defects.


Metternich’s father did not take any great interest in his son’s formal education, apart from a few growls at the backwardness of his German and much pompous advice in the general style of Polonius.5 But the Count did expect Clement to accompany him on some official journeys, although never to Vienna. Thus at the age of six he was taken to Strasbourg, where medical research had popularized a preventive safeguard against cowpox which involved taking the disease in a mild form. The boy was subjected to this primitive method of inoculation (as George III of England had been, in London, before him) and suffered no ill effects. Other expeditions were less eventful. To attend a predominantly ecclesiastical gathering in Cologne at the age of seven was no doubt extremely boring; and it is hard to see why a lad of thirteen should have been introduced to the prince-bishoprics of Hildesheim and Paderborn unless to convince him by contrast that his native city was a haven of gaiety and progress. On the other hand, he remembered vividly in later years a visit to Königswart in midsummer, 1786. It was the first time that he had entered the Habsburg lands and the journey was prompted by a decision of his father to pull down the old castle at Königswart and build a residence of dignity; but all this excitement was cut short by news of the death of Frederick the Great of Prussia and the hurried return of the Count to his diplomatic duties.6



Contact with the French Revolution



By then Clement already had a private tutor, or at least one shared with Pauline and Joseph. John Frederick Simon was introduced into the Metternich household by the Countess Beatrice in the autumn of 1784 to supplement – and perhaps even to offset – the teachings of the Abbé Bertrand. Simon’s subsequent career makes his appointment seem, in retrospect, remarkable; for, less than eight years after taking up his duties in Coblenz, he was a fanatical Jacobin in Paris ‘appealing to vulgar passions’, as his one-time pupil wrote later in his Memoirs with bland distaste. But in 1784 Simon had much to commend him, especially to a mother who delighted in sense and good taste and who believed that both virtues sprang more naturally from a French mind than one trained in Germany. Simon, in fact, bridged both cultures. Born in Strasbourg in 1751, he came from an Alsatian middle-class family, Lutheran in origin. For two years he had taught in the famous experimental school at Dessau in Anhalt recently established by the educational theorist Johann Basedow. There he married the niece of Joachim Campe, a scholar whom Countess Beatrice knew and respected. Simon admired Basedow’s principles, his stress on teaching modern languages by a direct method, his cavalier disregard of formal classical studies and, above all, his insistence on a rigorous training of the body as well as the mind. But Basedow had the administrative vagueness of a dedicated crank, and Simon left Dessau to set up a girls’ school at Strasbourg and, when that failed, a tutorial establishment at Neuwied, only eight miles down the Rhine from Coblenz. Ill fortune followed him there, too, for his wife died soon after her return to Germany. It was at this moment that Countess Beatrice invited him to take charge of the education of her three children. There was probably no one in Coblenz better fitted for the task; but the appointment is an interesting commentary on the breadth of her intellectual sympathies, for she knew well enough that Simon was no conventional pedagogue.7


‘The doctrines of this Jacobin … inspired in me a revulsion which age and experience have only increased,’8 wrote Metternich in his fragmentary autobiography in 1844, the rounded sententiousness tripping heavily from the pen. But it was not always so. For five years the three children enjoyed their tutor’s company, for he was a patient teacher, generous in mind. As late as the spring of 1789 Pauline, a dull but earnest girl, was corresponding at length with him over the possibility of rationalizing the early chapters of ‘Genesis’, a task well within the compass of his essentially Voltairian philosophy.9 He was, moreover, sufficiently a disciple of Basedow to insist on physical education; and Clement retained into middle age the slim poise of an athlete’s frame, tall and elegant. He was already a competent horseman and, under Simon’s instruction, he became a powerful swimmer. The indignation with which Metternich saw his tutor turn Jacobin was genuine enough, but it did not run so deeply as the autobiographical record would suggest at first glance. Elsewhere, in a passage written in 1820, Metternich describes Simon as ‘the kindest soul in the world’, one who ‘embraced the universe with his love and philanthropy’; and, at the height of his power in 1829, he was prepared to receive Simon in Vienna, listen to his projects for a new encyclopaedia and find in him a septuagenarian optimist, as much Pangloss as Voltaire.10


In the summer of 1788 there was, however, still no sign of Simon’s pending apostasy, and it seemed good sense to send Clement and Joseph to the university in his home city, Strasbourg. Their names were duly enrolled on the specially exalted register, Matricula Serenissimorum et Illustrissimorum, under the date 12 November 1788.11 They were accompanied by both Simon and the Abbé Bertrand, and accommodated at first in the lavishly Baroque residence of Prince Maximilian of Zweibrücken, a member of the House of Wittelsbach who was at that time commander of the Royal Regiment of Alsace but who became, in 1805, the first King of Bavaria. Even when they moved into less exquisite lodgings Prince Max continued to act as guardian. His wife, a princess of Hesse-Darmstadt, was a friend of the Countess Beatrice and was admired and respected both in France and the German states. Gossip, finding little at fault with the Princess, turned eagerly to her husband and was not disappointed; for Prince Max, at thirty, showed a desire for feminine society which was full-blooded rather than refined. While his prowess in such matters won him admiration from the soldiery, it lessened his virtues as a champion of youthful morals. Clement, however, found him an agreeable patron who ‘fulfilled his charge in a most cordial manner’.12


At the age of fifteen such privileged treatment was not inclined to lessen Clement’s self-conceit nor to endear the Metternich brothers to those fellow students who lacked sixteen quarterings in their social equipage. Simon did all he could for the young man. He induced him, for example, not to wear the short top-knotted wigs (toupets) affected by the nobility: they were, he argued, not merely effeminate but time consuming since they required powdering and pomading. Clement was ‘happy, handsome and lovable’, wrote Simon to Count Metternich a few days before the formal matriculation ceremony. Perhaps so: but there were others who, in later years, maintained that they had found him a refined liar and a braggart. There may well be justice, too, in these recollections for, though Clement had inherited his mother’s brains and good looks, he was also his father’s son.13


Strasbourg was one of the best universities in Europe in these last years of the old order. It was far more cosmopolitan in composition than Oxford and Cambridge or the German universities. The largest single group came, indeed, from Alsace and Lorraine, almost all of them to study law; but a quarter of the whole body of students came from the other provinces of France and a similar proportion from Germany and the Habsburg lands. There was a score of Russians (mostly aristocrats, but many from simpler homes and supported by generous grants from the Academy of St Petersburg) and some English and Swiss. Metternich certainly made acquaintances among the nobility from most states but it is unlikely that he ever tasted the full blended society which the university could, in theory, offer. The gulf between gentlemen and commonalty was as broad as at Oxford and Cambridge, where the eighteenth-century aristocrats wore golden tassels on their academic caps. At Strasbourg there were opportunities for riding, fencing and dancing, a theatre for which a student took out a subscription (and with good reason, for the talents of the Strasbourg Comédie were far above those of the French provinces), and numerous salons, some intellectually stimulating and others purely convivial.14 Clement Metternich participated fully in this social life, even to the extent of taking lessons in playing the violin, a skill for which he showed aptitude and sensitivity; but he also attended lectures and tutorial sessions so that he appears to have spent more hours in formal study than his English contemporaries. A letter to his father in the week he matriculated outlines a day divided into three sections: a morning at lectures or with his tutors; an hour of science followed by an hour of music in the afternoon, and at four o’clock attendance, with his brother Joseph, at a course of historical lectures. Sundays and Thursdays were left free and so, it would seem, were the evenings. Undergraduates rarely keep the good resolutions of their university honeymoon days and it is likely that Metternich’s zest for learning soon flagged; but there is no doubt that he sat at the feet of the distinguished Professor Koch who lectured on German law, on the virtues of the Peace of Westphalia, and, with coincidental topicality, on the comparative history of revolutions. Koch, a Montesquieu with an Alsatian accent, had evolved his own ponderously tabular method of instruction: it was a style which weighed down Metternich’s written analyses for half a century or more.15


His mother continued to send her favourite child good advice by letter. One Wednesday in the following summer she wrote: ‘In Germany you must admire German music and in France French music; and it is like that with most things’ (enfin il en va de tout ainsi).16 As a primer of dissimulation the precept was sound enough; but it was a little difficult just then for a sixteen-year-old student to know how far tact should stretch approval. For that Wednesday an assembly at Versailles began to speak of a French constitution; on the following Tuesday the Bastille was stormed; and by the next Friday (17 July) King Louis XVI, brother-in-law to the Emperor, had ridden to the Hotel de Ville in Paris and donned the red, white and blue cockade of revolution. Events were rapidly outpacing Professor Koch’s lectures.


At Strasbourg, isolated from the rest of France by the Vosges, the gathering storm had as yet produced no more than a ground swell of discontent. On Saturday, 18 July, the town senate met as usual and discussed a demarcation dispute between rival guilds over shipping on the Rhine. The first rumours of what had happened in the capital reached the city that evening, excitement mounted on Sunday and overspilled on Monday when printed accounts confirmed the news from Paris. That afternoon Arthur Young, English agronomist and itinerant reporter extraordinary, arrived in Strasbourg to find ‘a detachment of horse with their trumpets on one side, a party of infantry with their drums on the other, and a great mob halloing’.17 It was, however, on the whole a cheerful crowd, not so much threatening authority as revelling in revolution. Yet, as Metternich was to find on another occasion, the mood of a mob is fickle. At noon on Tuesday a mass of idle onlookers in the market square, stirred by wild tales of imminent repression, swung unexpectedly into anarchy: armed with crowbars and axes they rushed the town hall (Stadthaus). Fascinated, Arthur Young noted in his journal the minutiae of the riot. Metternich too observed what was happening, but as his flow of reminiscence rarely touched an event in which he did not participate, he says little of this first impression of revolution. ‘Surrounded by a number of dull spectators who called themselves the people, I had been present at the plundering of the Stadthaus in Strasbourg, perpetrated by a drunken mob,’ he wrote many years later.18 Although a more dramatic event than his disdainful prose suggests, it was not in itself an historical turning point, and the day ended in near bathos. For that evening Metternich’s patron and protector, Prince Maximilian, ordered cavalry from the Royal Regiment of Alsace to clear the streets. There was no bloodshed: the crowd dispersed exhausted, amiable and comfortably cheered with pillaged wine. Two days later a young man found with coins stolen from the town hall was publicly hanged. Order was thus seen to be restored; and as the poor wretch came from Mainz, Alsatian patriotism was not affronted.


The news from Strasbourg horrified Countess Beatrice, downstream in Coblenz, where such civic giddy-mindedness was as yet unthinkable. On 28 July she wrote to her son urging him to leave ‘that accursed city of Strasbourg’ and take refuge with her brother at Freiburg, sixty miles away in the Breisgau.19 But her panic was premature. Spasmodic disturbances continued for some time in Strasbourg, like tremors after an earthquake. There was even a minor mutiny among troops of the garrison. Yet there was never any direct threat to the aristocracy; and Metternich was able to complete another year at the university.


By strictly academic standards it cannot have been of much value to him; for there was little formal teaching. His own ex-tutor, Simon, plunged wildly into revolutionary politics, translating the ‘Declaration of the Rights of Man’ into German, assuming the editorship of a patriotic weekly and, by January 1790, dominating the local Jacobin club, ‘the Society of the Friends of the Constitution’. Other university teachers and instructors were swept along in the liberal effervescence, some of them scientists and several of them ecclesiastics. Professor Koch, too staid a lawyer to sympathize with revolutionaries, had nevertheless to leave Strasbourg for Paris early in the New Year so as to defend the traditional liberties of the university against those in the capital who saw social justice only in uniformity. It was all sadly different from those early weeks of lectures and reading and music; and yet, in their way, the fifteen months which followed the sacking of the Stadthaus were the most formative period of Metternich’s education. Revolution became for him the supreme bogey; but it was to be another fifty-eight years before he saw it again as a raw force of disintegration in the streets.



The Coronation of Leopold II (1790)


There followed a contrast so striking as to be hardly less memorable. In September 1790 he left Strasbourg to attend the coronation of Leopold II as Holy Roman Emperor at Frankfurt on 9 October (for Joseph II had died in the previous February). It took place in a blaze of archaic pageantry, so that it was almost as if a fumbling institution, which at heart did not believe in itself, was seeking to exorcize the egalitarian devilry of the French by the ritual and ceremonial of centuries. Count Metternich inevitably held a position of some importance at Frankfurt. He was a representative of the Bohemian aristocracy who was also familiar with the Rhenish ecclesiastical Electorates, and he was determined – or Beatrice was for him – that he would outshine the great magnates flocking in from the distant provinces of the Empire; and he succeeded. Ninety-eight coaches brought the Metternichs to town. ‘His retinue was the most brilliant at the Austrian court’, wrote a French aristocratic observer wistfully. The Count was reported to have spent ten thousand florins (about £1,500) on personal liveries for the ceremony, and even then to have struck a bargain and obtained them second-hand.20


Leopold II was too experienced and intelligent to be impressed by such blatant ostentation: but not so his heir, the Archduke Francis. Having been bullied into inferiority for ten years by his uncle Joseph II, the twenty-two-year-old Archduke was inclined to think highly of any dignitary who treated him with deference. Count Metternich seemed a fine fellow: he presented his eldest son to the Archduke; and Clement thus met for the first time the future sovereign who was to create him Prince and Chancellor.


No one, indeed, at Frankfurt that autumn could have failed to notice the Metternichs. For by now Countess Beatrice was thrusting forward not only her glittering noodle of a husband but Clement, who had been appointed to the high-sounding dignity of Ceremonial Marshal to the Catholic Bench of the College of the Counts of Westphalia. The post was largely honorific but it opened to him all the doors that mattered. He enjoyed the occasion and, failing to sense its basic artificiality, turned it into a minor personal triumph. Moving at ease among the illustrious names of the Empire, he seemed a handsome piece of human Rococo. As yet he had not completed his formal education, but at seventeen he had arrived. Only time would show if there were more to him than a porcelain butterfly.




* There is a minor mystery over the precise date of Pauline’s birth. In the Austrian Biographisches Lexikon it is given as 29 November 1772. This date is accepted by such authorities as Srbik and Corti. But it seems to me biologically improbable that she was born only twenty-four weeks before Clement; and her birthday is more likely to have been 29 November 1771, nearly eleven months after her parents’ marriage. Dr Helmut Mathy gives this date in his Franz Georg von Metternich, p. 29.
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WORLD IN FERMENT






Metternich at Mainz University



Although Clement Metternich had made a felicitous entry on the diplomatic stage at Frankfurt, he was still too young to be a regular performer; and for both father and son the coronation festivities proved ultimately no more than a lively intermezzo. The Count grovelled before his new sovereign and was rewarded with responsibilities for which he was ill suited; for on 30 December 1790 he was appointed Minister Plenipotentiary to the States General of the Austrian Netherlands, and departed for Brussels. Clement, wishing to continue his study of law and diplomacy, had by then already taken up residence at Mainz. The Rhenish city lacked the academic prestige of his former university but the tocsin of revolt was sounding with such menacing urgency in Strasbourg that no aristocrat could serve out an apprenticeship in statecraft there. Mainz, on the other hand, had considerable advantages for Metternich: the Electorate was part of his homeland, a little world in which he cut a fine figure; its university was well equipped for the scientific studies in which he delighted to dabble; and, though there were radical freaks among its lecturers, the sound conservative teachings of Nicholas Vogt were an antidote to dangerously subtle analyses or flights of philosophical fancy. Thus while Count Metternich was seeking in 1791 to play off against each other the rival Belgian patriot factions, Clement Metternich was learning from Professor Vogt the comforting doctrine that good government depends for survival upon a balance between extremes.1 There was, in fact, little to choose between the applied politics of the father and the aphorisms diligently recorded by his son. The concept of a stable equilibrium appealed equally to both Metternichs, for it assumed a condition of repose natural to their temperaments.


Metternich remained at the University of Mainz until the summer of 1792 although he spent the vacations with his father in Brussels learning the technique of administration by working in the Chancery. Life in both Brussels and Mainz was overshadowed by the dramatic events across the French frontier. Even before the storming of the Bastille there had been a determined effort by the Belgians to throw off Habsburg rule, and insurgent unrest forced the Austrian garrisons to withdraw from the larger cities in November 1789 and fall back on the Meuse. Two months later a United States of Belgium was proclaimed in Brussels and it was not until the last weeks of 1790 that the Austrian Army restored order in its Netherland possessions. By the following July, when Count Metternich arrived as the Emperor’s political representative, there was a deceptive calm throughout Hainault and Brabant. For the next two years the Belgian democrats continued to look to Paris for liberation and their pleas did not go unheeded. An abler and less indolent administrator might have rallied the Emperor’s Belgian subjects around the Catholic hierarchy against the godless mob of revolution, but not Count Metternich. After a few months of comprehensive tolerance he seemed to lose interest in his task. Perhaps at heart he had come to accept Austria’s exclusion from the southern Netherlands as inevitable. Perhaps he failed to diagnose the nature of the revolutionary contagion, for both he and the Countess Beatrice listened too readily to the venomous belittling of the Parisian governments by the émigrés (who had begun to settle in Brussels in the first winter of the new order). Whatever the reason, he failed to build up any national front to resist the revolutionary armies, and at the end of 1792 they flooded almost unchecked across the Flanders plain. Later, Clement Metternich was to maintain that during his father’s tenure of office in Brussels he had gained experience of value in his own career; but it was hardly an administration to emulate.2


The impact of the Revolution upon Mainz was different. Johannes von Müller, the Swiss scholar who was both secretary to the Archiepiscopal Elector of Mainz and a historian of distinction, had greeted news of the fate of the Bastille with an enthusiasm similar to that of Wordsworth or Herder: it was for him the happiest event since the fall of the Roman Empire. But during the very period that Metternich was at the university Müller’s views hardened and within three years he was speaking out against ‘the monster tyranny of the French madmen’. Although there were some imperturbably incorrigible Jacobins, of whom the most notorious was George Forster, the University librarian,*  the majority of academics in Mainz followed Müller into disillusionment and revulsion. Nor is this surprising. Like Brussels and Turin, the Rhineland cities had sprung to life as centres of French émigré activity. The most determined counter-revolutionary groups were in Coblenz, but it was in the tiny court of the Elector of Mainz that the first wave of exiles sought to perpetuate the fading enchantments of Versailles and the Trianon. The Elector, himself a natural hedonist despite his ecclesiastical responsibilities, allowed full play to their frivolity. No one at his court accepted as final the passing of the age of privilege and elegance, least of all young Metternich. Its cultured sensualism flattered his affectations.


For, even at Mainz, Metternich’s physical features and personality showed almost all the characteristics of later life. Tall, with blond curly hair, blue eyes and a high forehead, he was readily accepted into society. His manners were exquisite and he possessed a conversational agreeability which brought to gossip the lustre of good talk. As his career progressed he was to acquire a stiff and condescending graciousness of expression and it became all too easy for eyebrows which in youth showed naïve surprise to be raised in cynical disapprobation. Perhaps as a student he enjoyed a sense of fun which was held in restraint in his years of authority, for a tale is told of a night in Brussels when, having dined well, Clement amused himself by hacking off the noses of statues in a trim eighteenth-century park.3 But such gestures of revolt were rare indeed. For the most part he remained an urbane observer of the ancient régime in liquidation, inwardly aware of its isolation and unreality but delighted by its sumptuous idleness. Elsewhere contemporaries were greeting a Romantic dawn: Metternich preferred the soft afterglow of tradition and order.


Yet despite his discreetly elaborate behaviour he was sufficiently a product of his day to thrive on the storm and stress of emotional attachment. He had met a goddess briefly in Brussels in the previous year: now she was in Mainz. ‘I made the acquaintance at this time,’ he wrote a quarter of a century later, ‘of a young woman of my age, a delightful creature full of charm, good sense and wit. She belonged to one of the distinguished families of France. I loved her as only a young man could and she loved me with all the simplicity of her heart.’ Her name was Marie-Constance de Caumont la Force and she was the nineteen-year-old daughter of the Comte de Lamoignon, former Keeper of the Seals at Louis XVI’s court. She was also, inconveniently perhaps, the wife of a French aristocrat a few months her senior. Her portrait shows a tall and full-bosomed girl with gently sloping shoulders, an oval face with eyes set far apart, a broad forehead and delicately seductive lips. She possessed an ethereal beauty that warmed Mainz with admiration, as others besides Metternich have testified. The fact that for four years she had been not unhappily married and that, despite Metternich’s avowals of her natural innocence, she manifestly enjoyed flirtations with the cavaliers around her made Marie-Constance unobtainably desirable. Clement and his friend, the future Marquis de Bouillé, would frequently walk beside her house above the Rhine assuring each other with almost terrifying intensity that their hearts were over-flowing with love for Madame de Caumont. It was a situation worthy of at least an operatic aria, more fittingly a duet. Clement himself clearly regarded the attachment as the first of his grands amours. On his admission it continued for three years – that is, until his own marriage – and he tried unsuccessfully to pick up the threads of the romance as soon as he arrived in Paris as ambassador in 1806; but Marie-Constance chose to remain with her husband and children on the family estate in Normandy (where she died in 1823). They continued to exchange warm-hearted letters for more than thirty years. Yet, for all Metternich’s persistence, the affair may have been no more than an adolescent infatuation. ‘When we were with each other,’ he later explained, ‘we gave such assurances of our love that, as the future stretched so far before our eyes, we postponed the sequel to so much passion until a more convenient moment.’ Marie-Constance was an intelligent girl; and she had enjoyed herself at Mainz.4



A second coronation; a military expedition; and a mission to London (1792–4)


Metternich’s days of study and festivity in Mainz were interrupted at the beginning of March 1792 by the sudden death of the Emperor Leopold and the accession of his twenty-four-year-old son, Francis. It was a bad moment for a change of sovereigns, for the Girondist Government in Paris had, throughout the winter, been pressing for a crusading war to liberate the peoples of Europe and there were hotheads in Vienna and among the émigrés in the Rhineland who were eager for the opportunity to accept the Girondist challenge. Leopold’s counsel might still have kept the peace – he had clamped down on the émigrés in Coblenz shortly before he died – but the inexperienced Francis carried little weight and, within seven weeks of his accession, the French had declared war on Austria.5 It was to be more than twenty-three years before genuine peace returned to Europe.


Neither Austria nor her Prussian ally was mobilized or prepared for war. Fortunately it did not seem to matter: the two French columns which crossed the frontier of the Austrian Netherlands and advanced on Tournai and Mons disintegrated at the first signs of battle. The German states had no intention of beginning a campaign so early in the summer. They would wait until the harvest was gathered in. By then the French people might have risen against their incompetent government. Meanwhile there was certainly time to crown the new Emperor at Frankfurt. He was the fifty-fourth Emperor since Charlemagne and the twentieth Habsburg to be thus honoured.


It was only twenty-one months since the last coronation: the stage properties were at hand; and the actors knew their rôles.6 Once again the electors, princes and magnates descended on the Imperial city, golden coaches brightly burnished in the midsummer sun. Once again fastidious outsiders, jealous of Frankfurt’s traditions, complained of the overcrowded inns, of the unimaginative food, of the endless commotion in the cobbled streets. Once again Metternich, a veteran at the age of twenty, was Marshal to the Catholic Bench of the College of the Counts of Westphalia. And once again the ceremony was followed by a banquet and a ball, formally opened on this occasion by Clement Metternich, in pale green satin and a lace cravat, partnered by Princess Louise of Mecklenburg (who was to marry into the Hohenzollern family in the following year and become the best-loved, and most mourned, Queen of Prussia). Small wonder that to Metternich the ‘pageant and ceremonies’ seemed ‘of a more imposing character’ than in 1790; and they were followed by protracted celebrations in Mainz, where the Elector was eager to show the young Emperor the splendours of his court. But, even more than at the previous coronation, men were conscious of the revolutionary shadows in the West, seeing them not so much a menace, as an affront to the divinity of monarchy. It was, perhaps, an accident that the climax of the festivities was reached on 14 July, the third anniversary of the fall of the Bastille. The coincidental timing, if such it was, produced strange contrasts. In Frankfurt the Emperor Francis, robed in the traditional dalmatic, received the insignia which had been in Habsburg hands for half a millennium. In Paris, almost at the same hour, his aunt watched with tearful alarm as her royal husband moved through a throng of hostile citizens to an improvised altar in the Champ de la Fédération. For on the very day that the Emperor Francis made his first appearance as a crowned sovereign, King Louis XVI made his last. Within ten weeks France was to be a republic; and, though this seemed far less likely, within a decade and a half the Holy Roman Empire itself would be a thing of the past.


With the coming of the war Metternich’s days of formal study were ended. From Mainz he travelled back to Coblenz where the Duke of Brunswick had set up his headquarters for the invasion of France.7 The Prussians were encamped in the village of Metternich itself and there were, in all, some seventy-two thousand Allied troops in the immediate vicinity of Coblenz, confident that they would cut through the French Army like a butter-knife and reach Paris before the leaves of autumn fell. They left Coblenz on 30 July but moved so slowly that it was not until 19 August that they crossed the frontier. The weather then broke and in place of the cloudless sun of the Frankfurt festivities there was an endless downpour of rain which bogged down Brunswick’s army as it moved into the Argonne. Yet it had its victories: Longwy fell on 23 August and Verdun on 2 September. Metternich, like everyone else, eagerly awaited news of the final breakthrough to Paris. He was by then in Brussels, conscious that the destruction of French resistance by Brunswick’s men would relieve his father of his greatest concern, a campaign to liberate Belgium. But the reports that reached Brussels from the Argonne were unbelievably bad. Brunswick’s advance ended in the cannon fire of Valmy on 20 September. The Prussians were said to be conducting secret negotiations with Dumouriez, the French commander, and another enemy force under Custine had begun to press forward from Alsace on Speyer and Worms. It was small comfort to know that reinforcements were moving slowly across the Empire from the Austrian lands and Hungary.


Worse was to come. By the middle of October Brunswick’s troops were back across the frontier and Custine advancing almost unimpeded up the Rhine valley. On 21 October he occupied Mainz and a few days later Frankfurt, the coronation city, fell to the army of the new Republic. Only Coblenz, which was ringed by fortified hills, continued to defy the invaders and even there the Metternich estates were ravaged by the contending armies. Meanwhile Dumouriez was poised for the anticipated invasion of Belgium. On 6 November he defeated the Austrians at Jemappes, a small town on one of the few hills near Mons. There were no more natural barriers before Brussels. Hurriedly the Austrian administration evacuated the city, the Metternichs fleeing north-eastwards to Roermond on the Meuse and eventually reaching the comparative safety of Coblenz. It had been a humiliating experience; and it is interesting that when Metternich came to write his Memoirs he chose to ignore these weeks entirely in the narrative of his early life.


There followed, not the disaster which Count Metternich by now anticipated, but a period of intrigue and tragi-comedy. The French over-reached themselves, speedily alienating the population of both Belgium and the Rhineland by a policy of annexation and exploitation while risking a protracted struggle by declaring war on Holland and Britain. At the same time a new Austrian army, under Coburg, concentrated west of the Meuse and in March 1793 began a counter-offensive. Dumouriez was defeated at Neerwinden, east of Louvain, and by the early spring the Metternichs were back in Brussels seeking once more to reconcile the Belgians to Austrian rule. By now, to Clement Metternich’s satisfaction, the French republican government was openly split into hostile factions. With confusion at home there was a lively prospect of treason at the front. On 2 April the French Minister of War and three commissioners from the Convention arrived at Tournai to arrest Dumouriez. But even this operation was bungled. They were themselves arrested by Dumouriez, handed over to the Austrians and interrogated by Clement Metternich, who had been sent by his father on a special mission to the Austrian commander.8 Three days later Dumouriez too came over to the Austrians. He seemed a worthwhile prize, for he was not only the victor of Valmy and Jemappes, but the man who had been Foreign Minister when war was declared on Austria. With evident elation young Metternich saw him set out under escort from Brussels down the long road which was to take him to Regensburg and Vienna and ultimately, after nineteen years of exile in England, to a grave beside the Thames at Henley. For Metternich his defection confirmed the worthlessness of republican rule and its transient hold on the loyalties of men of good breeding. Already the former Marquis de Lafayette had deserted to the Prussians (and was, for his pains, languishing in Spandau jail) and, at the very moment of Dumouriez’s flight, Citoyen Talleyrand was on his way across the Atlantic having decided that the banks of the Delaware offered more peace than the Seine and less commitment to a cause than the Rhine or the Scheldt. But as yet Talleyrand was of small importance compared to Lafayette and Dumouriez; and it is probable that Clement Metternich had not even heard of him.


But the war continued, despite Dumouriez’s treason. So far Metternich had not seen any military action. He was to have his opportunity in the following month. Coburg’s army, more than half of it Austrian, moved sedately forward through Flanders and at last reached the barrier fortress of Valenciennes, on the French frontier. Established practice dictated that such citadels should be besieged: Coburg always obeyed the precepts of the textbooks; and for two months Valenciennes was entrenched, undersapped and blockaded. When it fell, on 28 July, military punctilio was duly observed and regimental bands played ceremonially as swords were handed over and flags honoured. The siege was a classical example of an old-style military exercise, as formal as a minuet and as decorous as a parade. Among the observers of these operations was Clement Metternich, who was able to dine elegantly at the headquarters of one or other of the Allied staffs and live in reasonable comfort. Years later he wrote, ‘I … therefore had the chance to observe war closely … In the course of my lengthy public career, I have often had cause to congratulate myself on the experience I thus gained.’9 The fact that, in that long life, there was never again a military enterprise so antiquated as Coburg’s cumbersome campaign seems to have escaped his attention. Within a few months Carnot had begun the revolution in warfare which Bonaparte completed and Clausewitz analysed. Metternich’s amateur dabbling in siege operations was worthless; and yet he continued to believe that, in those two months of a glorious summer, he had received a practical education in the science of arms. A boundless capacity for self-delusion lay high among his attributes.


Yet Coburg’s army was an inter-Allied force, and it is probable that the connections Metternich made in the British camp at this time were of more value to him than the perfunctory knowledge he acquired of warfare. The joint British-Hessian-Hanoverian expeditionary force was commanded by Frederick, Duke of York, the second son of King George III; and it may well have been through his patronage that when, in the early spring of 1794, Metternich was despatched to London on a special mission he was received at court and admitted to society with a generous hospitality rarely shown towards a young diplomat of little standing. Officially he had been sent across the Channel by his father to assist Count Desandrouin, the Treasurer-General of the Austrian Netherlands, to negotiate a British loan; but he had never before visited a capital city and his private contacts were of more significance than the occasional moments he spent in public business.10 He met Pitt and Burke, dined with Fox and Grey and Sheridan (although he appears not to have enjoyed their company), listened to debates in the Lords and the Commons, and sat for some hours in Westminster Hall as the trial of Warren Hastings dragged interminably into its sixth year of melodramatic abuse. He was flattered by the thirty-one-year-old Prince of Wales (whom he describes, a little unexpectedly, as ‘one of the most handsome men I ever saw’) and treated with kindness by the King.11


Since his life was spent mainly in the Rhineland and Central Europe it is hardly surprising that the most lasting impressions he retained of England were of her unique character as a naval power. Early in May 1794 he watched, from a hill above Cowes, as the Channel Fleet formed up to escort a convoy of merchantmen to the East Indies and another convoy to the West Indies. ‘I consider this the most beautiful sight I have ever seen’ he wrote forty years later, adding for good measure, ‘the most beautiful that human eyes have ever beheld.’12 He also subsequently claimed to have been with Admiral Howe in his flagship on 30 May when news came that the French Fleet was at sea and to have begged Howe to allow him to stay aboard for the naval battle which all felt to be at hand, a request Howe allegedly refused. But unfortunately this tale of how he narrowly missed ‘the glorious First of June’ off Ushant bears all the stamp of a raconteur’s licence; for on 30 May Howe was not in Portsmouth but fogbound down-Channel some three hundred miles to the west, having been patrolling the Biscay sea-lanes for all the last fortnight in May. It is, of course, possible that Metternich asked to be allowed to observe a naval action at a meeting with Howe two weeks, rather than two days, before the battle; but it is equally possible that the incident took place only in his retrospective imagination. His wish to see a naval bombardment was fulfilled a few weeks later when the vessel on which he was a passenger from Harwich to the Netherlands was blown off course and caught in crossfire between the forts of Dunkirk and a British flotilla, commanded by a Captain Sidney Smith, whom he was to meet many years later at the Congress of Vienna. It was not the type of action for which he had hoped.13



Flight to Austria; and marriage to Eleonore von Kaunitz (1795)


He left Harwich in September 1794 as the Emperor’s Minister Plenipotentiary to the United Netherlands at the Hague. News of this appointment reached him while he was in London and may, indeed, explain why he had received such courteous attention. It was an impressive designation for a young man of twenty-one but he arrived in Holland only a few days before the vanguard of French invaders and was forced to spend an undignified month pursuing the government to which he was accredited from one Dutch city to another until he eventually found it, an exiled and powerless rump, on the Lower Rhine.14 For during his sojourn in England the military balance was drastically changed on the continent. Coburg’s defensive position in Flanders was swept aside by the inspired revolutionary armies of Carnot, and when Coburg broke off the battle of Fleurus on 26 June 1794 he handed the Low Countries to France for twenty years. Nine days later there was a desperate conference between Coburg and the Duke of York outside a village called Waterloo, where the Duke believed there was a ridge on which Brussels could be defended. But Coburg would have none of it. Brussels was abandoned once more and Count Metternich fled to Dusseldorf, where on 19 July his Emperor coldly told him that he had dissolved the administration of the Austrian Netherlands. The British fell back through Ostend, Neuport and Antwerp to stand at last along the dreary banks of the Waal while the Austrians trailed away to the east, amid bitter recriminations from an ally who felt betrayed. It was, indeed, a sorry passage of arms, reflecting little credit on the enterprise of the military commanders or their willingness to wage a protracted campaign.


That autumn the French advanced in the Rhineland. Cologne and Bonn fell swiftly to the revolutionary army and on 23 October the tricolour flag was hoisted over Coblenz. ‘All intelligent Frenchmen know that Coblenz is really in France,’ Robespierre had declared shortly before the war began;15 and, though he was no longer alive to direct policy, it seemed in those early months of military administration that Coblenz might indeed be incorporated in the Republic. Every one of the Metternich estates was confiscated, seventy-five square miles of land from which the Count had drawn an income of over £25,000 a year. The family fortune and its political influence had fallen rapidly to a low ebb, for the Emperor Francis had himself been in Belgium that spring and was so unimpressed by the Count’s method of government that he did not hesitate to blame him for the maladministration which underlay the military reversals. The Count received scant sympathy when he arrived in Vienna that October.


The Emperor was particularly incensed at two aspects of the Count’s policy: his leniency towards the political demands of the people of Brabant; and his attempt to arm the peasantry against the invader, a measure which the Habsburg government maintained had played straight into the hands of the revolutionaries. The Count had no political allies at court: foreign affairs were controlled by Baron Thugut as ‘Minister of State for the Chancellery’ (Haus-Hof-und Staatskanzlei); while the Emperor’s own opinions were still carefully implanted by his former tutor, Count Colloredo; and neither had any liking for such a palpably ambitious family as the Metternichs, father, mother and son. For Clement, too, was eclipsed by the shadows falling on his father.16  He had supported the Count’s activities in the Austrian Netherlands with laudably filial respect and had published a pamphlet, with ill-disguised anonymity, defending his father’s policy and maintaining that the only way to fight a revolution was to raise a people’s army pledged to defend their homes against anarchy and plunder.17 It was a fine piece of writing but ill-timed; and it could, perhaps, be argued by his enemies that had Clement not dallied so long in London his services as envoy at the Hague might have achieved greater cohesion among the Allies. Although his later assertion to an American visitor that he had contemplated emigrating to the United States need not be taken seriously, his career certainly appeared to have ended before it had begun. In the middle of November 1794 he joined his parents in Vienna; it was not the happiest of introductions to his sovereign’s capital city.


He spent the rest of the winter with his attention divided between the delights of Viennese society (where he was treated with considerable reserve) and management of the one remaining family estate, Königswart in Bohemia, 160 miles north-west of Vienna. Neither of the Metternichs was employed in the Emperor’s service for more than two years after the flight from the Netherlands, but by the beginning of 1795 Francis had sufficiently relented to authorize payment of a pension to the Count as compensation for his lost properties in the Rhineland. It was, however, the Countess Beatrice who thrust the family back up the social ladder, even enabling it to reach a higher level of acceptance than at Frankfurt and Mainz. For this remarkable woman had by no means lost the intelligence and forcefulness with which, in her youth, she had won her way into the court of Maria Theresa. She retained one connection of inestimable value, her friendship with the Kaunitz family. The old Chancellor, who had been her patron a quarter of a century ago, had died early in 1794 but his son had married a companion of her childhood, Princess von Oettingen-Spielburg, to whom a daughter had been born in October 1775. At nineteen Eleonore von Kaunitz, granddaughter of Austria’s greatest statesman of the century, was a highly eligible bride for any suitor. There was talk of a marriage alliance with the Palffys or with the Colloredos, then at the peak of social influence. But within six weeks of reaching Vienna, Beatrice set about negotiating the union of Eleonore and Clement with all the single-mindedness which Eleonore’s grandfather had shown when he achieved the ‘Diplomatic Revolution’ of 1756–7; and Count Metternich and his son dutifully followed Beatrice’s lead.18


It must be admitted she soon had a firm ally in Eleonore herself. Still a romantic at heart, she was flattered by Metternich’s good looks, poise and – if the testimony of her aunt may be believed – by the fact that he was alternately ‘modest and enterprising’. Clement had no illusions about the marriage. Eleonore was small and plain, with so few features on her face that she presented an insoluble problem to the portrait painters; for try though they did to depict her as a wistful doe, she invariably appears on canvas as a frightened mouse. But as Metternich’s own inclinations were always towards a lioness or an eagle, it made little difference. He respected Eleonore, and his letters both before and after the wedding show that he felt genuine affection for her; but there is little doubt that the greatest attraction was her dowry and that her only fascination for him was membership of the Kaunitz family.


Her father viewed Countess Beatrice’s intrigues with distaste and Eleonore’s infatuation with gloomy resignation. He regarded Metternich as a shallow creature who was far too polished in his manner towards women, languidly flippant and careless hearted. His daughter insisted that he was an earnest scholar with sound religious principles; her world was as yet a small one. Even before her father gave his consent to the betrothal, she was carrying cuttings of Clement’s hair in a locket round her neck. Metternich spent most of July 1795 on the Kaunitz estate in Moravia and when in August he moved on to Prague and Königswart she was delighted by the letters which reached her day after day. But her father’s hostility was not lessened by closer acquaintance with the family; and Count Metternich’s assertion that his son was as much a prodigy as the younger Pitt somehow failed to impress him. Eventually Prince Kaunitz imposed two conditions: Eleonore should continue to reside with her family as he considered she was too young to set up a separate establishment; and his future son-in-law was not to serve as a diplomat so long as he was alive. It is significant that although both of these stipulations cut across Beatrice’s plans for her son, Metternich was prepared to accept them rather than lose the opportunity of converting himself from a dispossessed Rhinelander to an Austrian aristocrat of the highest standing.


They were married on 27 September 1795, a fortnight before Eleonore’s twentieth birthday, on the country estate which Chancellor Kaunitz had created at Austerlitz on the central Moravian plateau, fourteen miles east of Brno.19 Ten years later its name resounded across Europe as the sabres of the Grand Army scattered Russians and Austrians on the heights west of the village, but in 1795 it remained isolated and barely known among its orchards and vineyards, the mock Renaissance chateau hidden by an avenue of chestnuts stretching for a mile towards the hills. On that Sunday the whole countryside around Austerlitz was in festive mood for, with that curious patriarchal egalitarianism of the central European nobility, six peasant couples had been invited to share the nuptial blessing bestowed on Eleonore and Clement. In the evening there were gifts for the villagers, wild dancing to gipsy violins, and new wine to be tasted; and on the next day the Metternichs joined Prince Kaunitz in a pheasant shoot. It was a splendid triumph for Countess Beatrice, and there is no reason to suppose that Eleonore was unhappy.



The Metternichs in Viennese Society and at the Congress of Rastatt (1798–9)


The couple wintered in the Kaunitz town residence in Vienna, some ninety miles from Austerlitz. Although Thugut still treated the Metternichs with inhospitable frigidity, they were elsewhere well received and Clement was once again able to delight the salons with his elegance, courtesy and good taste. In later years he maintained that he used these early months in Vienna to continue his studies, oblivious of the Revolution ravaging the continent: ‘I diligently attended lectures on Geology, Chemistry and Physics’, he wrote. ‘Then, too, as afterwards, I followed with attention the progress of medical science’.20 He certainly amused himself with science much as another great statesman, Lord Salisbury, was to do at the end of the century. But this self-portrait of a young aristocrat happily fiddling with test-tubes while Europe burns is not entirely convincing. There is no doubt that at times the family chafed at its exclusion from political affairs and it is probable that Clement was trying, cautiously, to build up a faction in the salons of the capital, although ‘interests’ and ‘connections’ in the Habsburg autocracy were both more exclusive and more amorphous than in the eighteenth-century parliaments of Britain.


Before the end of the year the Metternichs suffered a social misfortune. One of Clement’s earliest patrons was the Princess Liechtenstein (who had known his mother since childhood and who was an aunt of Eleonore). The Liechtensteins were among the greatest feudal magnates of the Empire and indeed of Europe. Their estates in Bohemia and Moravia covered nearly five hundred square miles and they had, as well, other lands in Silesia and Lower Austria; and the backing of this princely dynasty, together with the Kaunitz connection, could carry Metternich to the pinnacle of influence if the Emperor determined to dispense with Thugut and his policy. On 8 December Eleonore and Clement held their first grand reception and ceremonial dinner. As the illustrious names of Habsburg society echoed through the antechamber so bad news travelled with them. That morning the young Prince Karl of Liechtenstein, Eleonore’s cousin and Clement’s boon companion on the eve of their wedding, had been gravely wounded in a duel with a man of little account fought over a woman of no reputation. On Christmas Eve he died. Illogically the superstitious minds of Vienna held the tragedy to be a sinister omen for the Metternichs; and, although Princess Liechtenstein survived for another sixteen years, she was too broken in spirit to advance the cause of the young couple whose entry into society was so associated with her son’s folly and death.21


Eleonore had, of course, other connections of social value. The Kaunitz family were close friends of the Prince de Ligne, who had once exchanged intellectual pleasantries with Voltaire and Rousseau and ‘enlightened’ the great despots of Berlin and St Petersburg. Although in his sixties, he still strove – not without success – to preserve his reputation as the finest conversationalist of his age and Clement was welcome in such company as a ready listener, astute enough to feed a wearying wit with apt responses. There were, too, the Kinsky and Clary dynasties, who had intermarried with the Kaunitz family (and with almost everybody else who mattered as well); and the Metternichs were received by the Schwarzenbergs and the Lobkowitzs and the Esterhazys. It was gratifying to sparkle in such brilliance, and their marriage was a happy one. In the middle of January a daughter was born to them and named Marie, and Clement remained for many months a proud and jubilant father.


Yet his public career had still not advanced since the disastrous autumn of 1794: it was closed to him by the veto of his father-in-law and the stubborn hostility of Thugut. But in September 1797 one obstacle at least was removed; for Prince Kaunitz suddenly fell ill and died. The other barrier, too, seemed by now less inflexible. The character of the war against France had changed dramatically with the victories of General Bonaparte in the plains of Lombardy. After a year of independent command the twenty-seven-year-old Corsican had carried his army into Carinthia in the spring of 1797 and the Austrians concluded an armistice when his troops were only a hundred miles from Vienna itself.22 Six months later this provisional armistice of Leoben was succeeded by the formal Treaty of Campo Formio. Its terms were hard, for they were dictated by Bonaparte himself. The Austrians were forced to recognize the annexation of Belgium to the Republic, the transformation of northern Italy into a French dependency, and the extension of France’s eastern frontier to the Rhine.


There was indignation in Vienna against a Foreign Minister who accepted such conditions. Thugut was shaken, but he did not fall for he was a man of courage and determination. He made it clear to Emperor Francis that for him Campo-Formio was no more than a sealed truce and that he intended to open negotiations for a new coalition to resume the war against France; but he was forced to make gestures to his domestic enemies. At Campo-Formio it had been agreed that there would be a congress to determine compensation for the German princes dispossessed of the left bank of the Rhine. It was to Austria’s interest for the Congress to be prolonged until Thugut reached agreement with Britain and Russia. Who better qualified to safeguard the Emperor’s interests at such a gathering than that master of circumvention and delay, Count Francis George Metternich? He accepted the post of Imperial Plenipotentiary to the Congress and insisted on taking his eldest son to Rastatt as secretary.23 When, after six weeks of preliminary exchanges, the formal Congress opened on 19 January 1798, Clement Metternich was duly appointed a representative for the Westphalian Counts. The Habsburg delegation was completed by Count Ludwig von Lehrbach, as spokesman for the Austrian lands, and Count Ludwig Cobenzl, plenipotentiary for the Kingdoms of Hungary and Bohemia: both Lehrbach and Cobenzl seem to have regarded the Metternichs with almost as much suspicion as they did the delegates of the French Republic.


The Rastatt Congress was a futile exercise in diplomacy, and perhaps it was always meant to be. To the French the small Imperial city between the Rhine and the Black Forest should, by rights, have been the cemetery in which the Holy Roman Empire would be interred after dissection. But as the proceedings at Rastatt dragged on through the spring and summer of 1798 into a second winter, it became clear that there was no one in Paris who could take responsibility for signing the Empire’s death certificate. It had been assumed when the delegates travelled to Rastatt that this task would be undertaken by General Bonaparte: he had made a brief visit to the city before the Congress officially opened but he left on the very day the Metternichs arrived, without meeting them. Clement’s letters to his wife show the extent to which everything at the Congress seemed to depend on Napoleon’s movements. On Sunday, 17 December, he was expected ‘next Tuesday’; and when Tuesday passed with no Bonaparte, Clement wrote: ‘We expect him tomorrow’. There followed three letters in the next fortnight announcing the imminence of his arrival. By 6 January there is an assurance that ‘our affairs will move more swiftly when Bonaparte has arrived’, and a week later a firm statement, ‘There is no doubt that he will return’. By 27 March he was writing, ‘the non-arrival of Bonaparte is now certain’: by 8 May, ‘the return of Bonaparte is certain’; and by 15 May, ‘Bonaparte has left Paris for Toulon although a courier has been sent’ telling him the Austrians ‘await him at Rastatt’.24 He never came. By the end of July he was in Cairo; but the Congress still looked for an authoritative lead from the French. It finally dispersed in March 1799; by then, Bonaparte was outside Acre.


Metternich found Rastatt a bore. At first it had seemed an intriguing observation post from which to scrutinize and assess the strange phenomenon across the Rhine in France. He disliked and despised most of what he saw: the formal dress of the French delegates, so vulgar that a gentleman ‘would hesitate to wear it in the early morning’; the liberty of thought which forced Alsatian peasants to cross the Rhine to find churches where they might keep the solemnities of Holy Week; the pyramid of almond-cakes decorated with tricolour flags which ‘quite took away the appetite’ when he dined with the principal French representative; the revolutionary cockades which the Comédie Française fastened to the costumes of Molière’s characters so as to identify them with the new order. ‘Good God!’, he wrote to Eleonore a week after his arrival, ‘how changed is this nation. Neatness and elegance beyond compare has given way to the deepest slovenliness and in place of perfect amiability there is now sinister truculence.’25


The conversation of the French was at times obsessive. ‘All they dream of in France … is an invasion of England,’ he complained to Eleonore. One man proposed ‘going over in a balloon’; another ‘pretended to have invented a type of boat which would pass unseen beneath the waters’; and yet another, ‘the most fanatical of all, would have guns manufactured which would have a range of fifty miles and destroy England from batteries in France.’26 He was sure, he said, that Eleonore would dismiss these ideas ‘as the plans of madmen’, but no doubt their recounting would amuse the salons of Vienna. Clearly the scientist in Metternich was not impressed.


It was interesting to see Frankfurt and Strasbourg once more but he was soon complaining that at Rastatt ‘all days are alike’. ‘There is nothing so wearisome under the dome of heaven as a ball at Rastatt,’ he wrote early in 1798. He described to Eleonore how he was visiting the theatre, playing ‘games of chance’ in the evening, and – in a rare note of enthusiasm – how he had conducted an orchestra at a subscription concert and played in a quartet ‘with a talented young violinist and two amateurs’. French lampoons suggested that Metternich’s pursuits were rather less innocent; and there was a persistent tale – which improved in the telling – that one evening father and son encountered each other in the same private room of a notoriously open house. On 25 September 1798, a scurrilous French newspaper, Le Publiciste, gave him the doubtful honour of a pen-portrait: ‘Some day’, it declared, no doubt with esoteric humour, ‘he may well follow in his father’s footsteps … He should not however mistake haughtiness for dignity, and since he himself consorts with low company he should refrain from treating certain better men disdainfully.’27 The ponderous rebuke may have been deserved; but the happiness with which he went on leave to his family in Vienna and later welcomed Eleonore’s decision to take up residence in Rastatt rings too genuinely through his letters to be feigned. And yet one wonders why she chose to leave the delights of Viennese society for the unending dreariness of a congress that refused to come to the boil.


By the spring of 1799 Austria was again at war with France and they were back in Vienna. His family was growing. A son, Francis, was born in February 1798 and his wife was expecting their third child. It was born in June and baptized Clement; but within a few days he died, and in the following November Francis, too, contracted a lung infection from which he never recovered. During these months of tragedy Metternich remained a private citizen, disinclined after the frustrations of Rastatt to continue in the diplomatic service. Once more he drifted through the salons, resumed his scientific studies, and consoled himself with music. Occasionally he carried out court functions for Emperor Francis, who chided him for his apparent indolence and urged him to hold himself in readiness for further orders. But the old century slipped away with no word from the Imperial palace. Thugut was still in charge of foreign affairs although, as the Second Coalition fell from triumph to disaster, he earned himself an unpopular reputation as a warmonger.


In June 1800 Bonaparte, now First Consul of the Republic, defeated the Austrians at Marengo; and in the first week of December General Moreau snatched victory from the Archduke John at Hohenlinden. By the middle of the month the French had reached the great Benedictine abbey of Melk, high above the Danube and only fifty-five miles due west of the capital. For a second time Emperor Francis sought peace from the French, and an armistice was concluded at Steyr on Christmas Day. This time there was no saving Thugut. ‘All sections of the people are unanimously of the opinion that Your Excellency is holding up the conclusions of peace, and will always hold it up,’ wrote the Emperor in a note of dismissal to Thugut on the first day of 1801.28 His responsibilities for foreign affairs were handed over to Ludwig Cobenzl, although both Colloredo and Francis himself took an active part in the formulation of policy for the next five years. Peace was concluded at Lunéville, early in February 1801: the Treaty confirmed the territorial losses of Campo-Formio, adding to them a further weakening of Habsburg influence in Italy. The Empire was exhausted and in desperate need of peaceful convalescence.


Clement Metternich did not think highly of the Colloredo-Cobenzl partnership. It was fashionable to deride Colloredo as an unimaginative and foppish courtier and, although his relations with Cobenzl had become more friendly during their dreary sojourn in Rastatt, there remained a certain cold reserve. Cobenzl’s father had, however, once been a supporter of Count Metternich; his wife had been, since childhood, a friend of Eleonore; and Metternich’s own inclination was at this time rather more towards Cobenzl’s policy of appeasement than an endless conflict with France. Both men believed, at heart, that eventually Consul Bonaparte would tame the aggressive instincts of ‘the barbarians’ west of the Rhine. It was likely that Metternich would have returned to diplomatic service soon after Cobenzl’s appointment; but he was indirectly approached by the Emperor even before Cobenzl had returned from St Petersburg, where he was serving as Austrian ambassador. The Emperor offered him the choice of three posts: he might go as Minister to the Imperial Diet at Regensburg; or to the Danish Kingdom of Copenhagen; or the Saxon Kingdom in Dresden.29  Metternich maintains, not altogether convincingly, that he was reluctant to give up his private life for affairs of state and that he was induced to consider the offer only after a personal appeal by the Emperor to his sense of duty. But, whatever the precise circumstances of the offer, he chose wisely. At Regensburg he would have had to sit by the disintegrating corpse of the Holy Roman Empire, and life would have become a perpetual Rastatt. Had he travelled to Copenhagen, he would have been on the outer fringe of affairs; but Dresden’s central position had for many decades given the city greater importance than the strength of the Saxon Kingdom warranted. He accepted the Dresden post at the end of January 1801; his appointment was confirmed on 5 February, three days after the conclusion of the Peace of Lunéville. There was no sense of urgency. He stayed for part of the summer in Vienna, moved to Königswart in the autumn and, once he was certain that all was well with the family estate, he journeyed to Dresden, which was less distant from Königswart than was Vienna. He arrived there at last on 4 November.30




* George Forster (1754–92) was a distinguished naturalist, who had sailed around the world with Captain Cook. Another of the so-called Jacobins in Mainz was a Professor Mathais Metternich (1758–1825), who edited a news-sheet, Der Bürgerfreund. He was presumably a distant relative of the future Austrian Chancellor. On Mainz in 1792–93, see Agatha Ramm, Germany 1789–1919 (pp. 28–31).
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DRESDEN AND BERLIN






At the Court of Saxony (1801–3)


The acceptance of the Dresden appointment was a significant turning point in Metternich’s career. At the age of twenty-seven, he was beginning almost half a century of service to ‘Austria’, a concept which, although not achieving Imperial dignity until 1804, was already tacitly recognized as the only effective means by which the Habsburg realm might contribute to the European state system in the post-revolutionary era. Outwardly, of course, the Dresden post made no difference to Metternich’s personal loyalties; he remained the servant of the ruler in Vienna. Henceforth, however, he saw the problems of the continent less as a dispossessed Rhinelander and far more as a Central European. Although at times mourning sentimentally the passing of a familiar order, he tended to leave the fate of the former ecclesiastical principalities in the west to others. As he wrote later, he had no wish ‘to witness the obsequies of the noble German Empire’; and remembrance of things past is certainly no way of advancement.


Before setting out for Dresden, Metternich spent several weeks in Vienna and there received what nowadays would be regarded as an extensive briefing on the German problem. From Count Ferdinand Trauttmansdorff, the head of the diplomatic service, he received the general advice to regard every Prussian initiative with suspicion and hostility while urging respect for the deliberations of the Imperial Diet at Regensburg; and he also offered the helpful suggestion, tendered with the cynicism of a veteran bureaucrat, that he should send frequent despatches whose worth would be assessed by their length rather than by any succinct analysis. His principal instructor in these matters was, however, Baron Karl Daiser von Sylbach, a State Counsellor who at the age of forty-six had an experience of German affairs going back to the days of Kaunitz. It is difficult to estimate the extent of Daiser’s influence on Metternich; but it is probable that a memorandum which Metternich prepared shortly before his departure for Saxony was as much a pupil’s tribute to an able tutor as a work of original thought and composition.1


This document was written in the form of ‘Instructions’ and Metternich evidently hoped that he would be authorized to use its proposals as a basis for his conduct and policy in Dresden. In this he was to be disappointed for its recommendations showed greater independence and authority than could be tolerated in a fledgling envoy to a comparatively minor court. It remains, nevertheless, an interesting historical curiosity, not least because in later years Metternich was to use so many of its ideas as a framework for his principles of action.


The ‘Instructions’ are primarily an analysis of political events from 1790 to 1801. There is, in this document, far less condemnation of the Revolution as a source of disintegration than in Metternich’s earlier writings and a more statesmanlike appraisal of the rivalries between the Great Powers, notably Prussia and Russia. France had attained primacy on the continent not only through her military victories but because of the failure of the other nations to maintain a proper balance in Europe. Greed for Polish lands had distracted the Russians and Prussians: the partition of Poland, which was ‘contrary to all principles of sound policy’, was evidence of a ‘blind desire for aggrandizement’ in both St Petersburg and Berlin. Britain, too, though hostile to French ambitions, had neglected Europe for the sake of maritime conquests. The coalition of 1798 had left the Austrians to face the French and they had, in consequence, suffered more from the re-shaping of the map of Europe than any other power. But Metternich was by no means pessimistic over the situation in 1801. He argued that the loss of the Austrian Netherlands was an indirect advantage to the dynasty, for they had been an expensive luxury, so remote as to be scarcely defensible. Similarly although the changes in Italy robbed the Habsburgs of a traditional sphere of influence, they created new opportunities on the Adriatic where the Austrians had become heirs to the commercial oligarchs of Venice. But he insisted that Austria’s central position on the continent made it essential for her to think, not so much of territorial compensation, as of ‘laying the foundations of a European political system’. Saxony and the other German states ought therefore to look for leadership to Vienna rather than to Paris, Berlin or St Petersburg; for only Vienna could establish the equilibrium which Europe needed for her convalescence.


It was not long before Metternich realized that these fine sentiments were wasted on the Court of Saxony. Frederick Augustus III, Elector of Saxony since 1763, was a naïvely honest dilettante in his early fifties, much addicted to the cultivation of ornamental gardens and the memory of Camillo Marcolini, the beloved favourite of his youth.2 As yet the French Revolution had made little impact upon his politics and even less on his way of life. ‘To judge from this court alone,’ Metternich wrote, ‘one might have believed the world was standing still.’3 Etiquette, costume, manners and customs were fifty years out of date: the whole atmosphere of Dresden was too formalized and leisurely even for Metternich. He had believed that his post would serve as a sounding-board for the intrigues of the Russians and Prussians but the trivia of court ceremonial effectively muffled any vibrations from St Petersburg or Berlin. For months nothing happened and there was little enough to include in those lengthy despatches which Trauttmansdorff had pressed him to send. His British colleague, Sir Hugh Elliott, informed Metternich that he personally had a simple solution: if his government asked for news, he invented it and subsequently sent another courier with a further despatch denying its authenticity. There was a considerable air of make-believe about this tiny baroque court: it was so full of charm that there was no room for serious politics and every suggestion from Metternich for closer links with Austria was received with blandly conciliatory indifference. Frederick-Augustus had no wish to offend the French or the Russians or the Prussians or anybody else for that matter; there was still so much work to be done in the rose-gardens.


Metternich unquestionably enjoyed the light-hearted frivolity of Dresden. The city had long delighted in its reputation for amorous escapades and he was soon able to provide the gossips with the scandal that titillated their lives. Katharina Bagration was the eighteen-year-old wife of one of Russia’s most distinguished and popular generals, temporarily out of favour at St Petersburg. Before her marriage in 1800 she had been the Countess Skavoronski and was of Latvian origin. Her features were pale, their alabaster quality emphasized by her dark hair; she was small in figure and her face had the angelic sweetness of a porcelain nymph from neighbouring Meissen. She became Metternich’s mistress soon after his arrival at Dresden and, in the late summer of 1802, she gave birth to a daughter who was baptized Clementine and acknowledged as Metternich’s child even by his wife, Eleonore.* 4 Nor was Katharina his only liaison in Dresden. It was there that he met Wilhelmine, daughter of the last Duke of Courland, and at that time married to the émigré Prince de Rohan Guemenee who was serving with the Austrian Army. When Metternich first knew Wilhelmine she was only twenty but her exotic temperament had already made her notorious, ‘a volcano belching forth ice’ wrote the Countess of Boigne, who had no reason to love her.5 As the Duchess of Sagan she was to pursue Metternich, and many other public figures, for almost four decades, at times tantalizingly elusive and occasionally driving her admirers into hostility by a mocking arrogance. She was a far more predatory animal than Katharina Bagration, although less ravishing and – at least in the later years – less outrageous. Metternich was infatuated with both these women at Dresden and, it would appear, with others; but he continued to show a sincere affection towards Eleonore. Society was puzzled by the abundance of his attachments and by the sensible charity of his wife. When, in January 1803, Eleonore gave birth to their fourth child, Victor, there were some who maintained that she had found consolation with a lover and that Metternich was not the boy’s father; but there seems no ground for the calumny. Dresden was permissively free in its love-making although inclined, from time to time, to castigate itself with waves of censorious prurience.


It would, however, be a mistake to assume that Metternich spent all his leisure hours in Dresden – and there were many of them – in amatory dallying. In July 1802 he made the acquaintance of that implacable foe of Napoleon, Friedrich Gentz, a man who for thirty years was to serve him as confidant, mentor and critic.6 Gentz had been born into a middle-class family in Prussian Silesia in 1764. He had studied philosophy under Kant at Königsberg and at the age of thirty won renown in Berlin as the author of good polemical journalism denouncing the French Revolution. He became a Prussian civil servant but continued to write extensively, especially in the Historisches Journal which he founded in 1799. His analyses were so good that they were even circulated in translation in London, where they attracted the attention of Pitt. It seemed as if Gentz would become the supreme political commentator of his age. He became, instead, the most bribed official in Europe; for Gentz had a weakness for gambling, good food and actresses, and was in these early years nearly always in debt. When Metternich met him for the first time he was about to transfer service from Prussia to Austria although it was known that, until Pitt’s fall in February 1801, he had existed on generous subsidies from London. No one trusted him but everyone sought to tap his knowledge and benefit from his political acumen. His character was full of contradictions: a vain flatterer whose writings sparkle with astringent criticism; a grasping spendthrift who would fritter away his takings on the favourite of the moment; a lonely sensualist whose intellectual ruthlessness was countered by sentimentality over flowers and children. His friendship with Metternich, although developing more slowly than he chose to admit, was of major significance for Europe; for it was the pragmatism of his mind that translated Metternich’s nebulous concept of European order into political terms. Without Gentz, Metternich would have made scarcely more impact on Europe than his ridiculous father. The £150 sterling which he lent Gentz in Dresden at their second meeting was, in time, repaid with ample interest.


Metternich established other contacts of importance at Dresden, though none were to have such momentous consequences as his meeting with Gentz. He renewed acquaintance with the Marquis de Moustier, whom he had known at Strasbourg and who was now one of Talleyrand’s most trusted envoys. He met, for the first time, Count Karl Nesselrode, a young Baltic German who was already high in the esteem of Tsar Alexander I and who became the Tsar’s personal agent in Paris and, in due course, his Foreign Minister. And despite his efforts to frustrate French policy he became friends with Count Alexandre de la Rochefoucauld who, as a member of one of the noblest French families, had been sent by Napoleon to flatter and cajole the etiquette-ridden Frederick Augustus into collaboration. This was a task which de la Rochefoucauld found extremely tedious. Lacking Eliott’s irresponsible inventiveness, he was forced to fill his despatches to Paris with meteorological observations; and his chief delight seems to have been a sparring match with Metternich over precedence in matters of protocol, a contest almost invariably won by the French. But Metternich’s elegance and personal charm always made him acceptable to his professional enemies and he had too many cultural tastes in common with de la Rochefoucauld to allow policy to dictate private conduct.7


Within a few months of his arrival in Dresden, Metternich had realized that he was becalmed in an agreeable backwater. This was not entirely a consequence of the military weakness of Saxony or of its ruler’s indecision. Metternich’s term of residence in Dresden coincided with a period of relative tranquillity. The continent was in an almost Hobbesian condition of neither war nor peace. The Russians and the French had signed a convention providing for co-operation in settling Europe’s affairs early in October 1801, and at the same time the negotiations began between Britain and France which led in March 1802 to the conclusion of the Treaty of Amiens. A fourteen-month truce settled on Europe; and momentarily there seemed hope of a genuine peace.


If, however, the generals were inactive in 1802, the diplomats were not.8 The new order in Germany, vaguely foreshadowed in the treaties of Campo-Formio and Lunéville, had still to be worked out in detail. Throughout the year an Imperial deputation chosen by the Diet at Regensburg thrashed out the shape of the new Germany, reporting their deliberations to both French and Russian mediators. By the end of February 1803 they had completed their work, and Austria was shocked and humiliated by an Imperial Recess (Reichsdeputationshauptschluss) which destroyed the municipal and ecclesiastical structure of the old Germany without offering Austria anything by way of compensation (except a minor adjustment of frontiers in the South Tyrol). Nothing brought home more clearly the reality of the defeats of 1797 and 1800 than the character of the Recess. Bavaria, Württemberg, Baden and Prussia all received territory at the expense of the old petty principalities and Imperial cities in order to offset the aggrandizement of France on the left bank of the Rhine. The form of the Electoral College was changed and the composition of the Imperial Diet. In both institutions Protestants were at last in a majority and if ever a new Emperor were elected it seemed improbable that he would be a Habsburg or, indeed, a Catholic. Metternich was instructed to emphasize to Frederick Augustus that Saxony was the only one of the old electoral states which had received no territorial adjustment and that, in consequence, it was essential for Saxony and Austria to work together as revisionist members of the Diet. But Frederick Augustus, although as usual agreeing with Metternich, preferred to appease Prussia and France.


The Imperial Recess had two indirect consequences for Metternich. His father, deprived for all time of his lands on the Rhine, was awarded a new estate at Ochsenhausen, near Ulm, with the rank of Prince and a seat in the Imperial Diet. And the need to improve the diplomatic representation of Austria at St Petersburg led to a major re-shuffling of posts in which Clement Metternich was assigned the important embassy at Berlin. There were mild protests from those who had little sympathy for the family in Vienna. Colloredo defended the appointment in a confidential note to Thugut: ‘Count Metternich is young but by no means maladroit. We shall see how he shapes up to Berlin. In Dresden they are well pleased with him, though not so much with Madame.’9 It was a patronizing and unchivalrous end-of-term report, but Colloredo rarely extended generosity outside the narrow ranks of the feudal aristocracy and, as a clericalist of limited understanding, he had no liking for the Kaunitz connection.


Metternich was informed of his appointment to Berlin early in February 1803 and, indeed, had a meeting that month with Count Philip Stadion, whom he was replacing at the Prussian court. But once again there seemed no urgency in Metternich’s professional itinerary.10  Stadion duly went to St Petersburg while Berlin was left in the care of a chargé d’affaires. Metternich stayed on in Dresden until the end of May, spent some of the summer with his father at Ochsenhausen and the remainder in Vienna, returned to Dresden in the early autumn and only crossed into Prussia in the fourth week of November 1803. It is hardly surprising that Gentz, travelling from Vienna to London and back in his efforts to stir up resistance to the French, complained in his diary that his new and generous friend showed ‘a marked inclination for indolence’.11 These were months of portent for all Germany. The Anglo-French conflict was renewed on 16 May and Bonaparte poured troops into Hanover. The French speedily exhausted its resources but continued to hold it thereafter as a territorial bait whose offer of cession might tempt the Prussians into co-operation and alliance. There was certainly a need for Austria to be represented by a spokesman of authority in Berlin; but it must be admitted that, for the moment, he could tender nothing more substantial than fair words and ponderous advice. Austria counted for little under the amiable and ineffective partnership of Colloredo and Cobenzl.



Wooing Prussia (1803–5)


Life in Berlin was duller for Metternich than in Dresden. He had, of course, known Queen Louise ever since her childhood in Mecklenburg and, although it was more than eleven years since he had partnered her to open the Coronation Ball at Frankfurt, he was gratified ‘by the sweetness and tenderness’ of her manner towards him.12 Yet though ‘received as an old friend’ by the King and Queen, he noted that in Berlin the diplomats were generally kept ‘at the greatest possible distance’ from the court; Frederick William shared none of Frederick Augustus’s liking for protracted formal entertainment. There were compensations: the stormy presence of Wilhelmine of Sagan in the Courland Palace along Unter den Linden; the good talk of Madame de Staël’s salon; private concerts – and less laudable recreations – under the patronage of Prince Louis Ferdinand; and the attraction of Princess Ekaterina Dolgoruki, for Metternich had a weakness for Russian ladies with soulful countenances. But for much of the time he had to concentrate on encouraging the ‘war party’ (Hardenberg, Stein, Scharnhorst, Louis Ferdinand, and perhaps Queen Louise herself) and countering the efforts of the appeasers, Haugwitz and Lombard, who for the moment held the confidence of the King. His task was complicated by the fact that his objectives were not entirely those of Cobenzl: for, while Metternich sought to create a military alliance of Prussia, Austria and Russia, Cobenzl wished merely for a stable and neutralized Germany, inclined towards Austria and Russia rather than towards the French but still basically a guarantee of peace rather than of another war.


Yet the pace of events was set by neither Cobenzl nor Metternich, and certainly not by Haugwitz or Hardenberg. Every decision of importance was taken in Paris, and although once more Metternich was on friendly terms with his French colleague (Count Antoine Laforest), their conversational exchanges had little influence on Talleyrand. Early in 1804 monarchist sentiment was shocked by the abduction from Baden by French troops of the Due d’Enghien and his subsequent execution; and in May 1804 the principle of legitimacy received a further blow when Consul Bonaparte was proclaimed Emperor of the French. Metternich in Berlin and Gentz in Vienna protested vigorously at Bonaparte’s elevation and urged Cobenzl and Colloredo to withhold recognition of his new title.13 But Cobenzl, wisely, chose to use recognition as a bargaining counter with Paris: he sought at first to gain Napoleon’s consent to the conversion of the old elected German Empire into a hereditary state under the Habsburgs; and when this proposal was rejected, he substituted for it the proclamation of a specifically Austrian Empire comprising the Habsburg lands as defined in the Pragmatic Sanction of 1713. Emperor Francis assumed his new title in August 1804 (although he remained nominally Holy Roman Emperor of the old Germany until August 1806). For the moment, however, the Imperial status thus given to the traditional Archduchy of Austria was no more than an empty consolation prize. It was the French who had won the honours.


De la Rochefoucauld, now ambassador in Vienna, had sought to mollify Cobenzl by informing him that Napoleon’s establishment of a French Empire would be ‘the death blow to the Revolutionary Hydra’.14  To Gentz, on the other hand, the subsequent coronation in the presence of the Pope saw ‘the Revolution legitimized and even sanctified’;15 and Metternich, too, had no illusions. An empire was an amorphous institution without clearly defined territorial limits; with Holland, Italy and Switzerland already French satrapies, it seemed only a matter of time before the new Napoleonic eagles would cross the Rhine and establish a puppet administration to succeed the impromptu settlement made by the Imperial Recess. To Metternich the threat to the traditional European order of states was as great as in the days of the Jacobins.


His view, unpopular in Vienna, was shared by the Tsar of Russia.16  Alexander had been subjected to a series of minor affronts by Napoleon despite the amicable understanding embodied in the Convention of 1801. The Tsar instructed his elderly ambassador, Maximilian Alopaeus, to collaborate as closely as possible with Metternich and he also sent personal envoys to Berlin in the hope of putting some spirit into the weak-kneed Prussian King. Metternich was kept informed of Russian policy, partly by Stadion (the Austrian ambassador in St Petersburg) and partly by Alexander’s own couriers. There was a ridiculous incident when Metternich, knowing that an important letter from the Tsar to the King of Prussia was enclosed in a despatch for Alopaeus, arranged to visit the ambassador at an unusually late hour so as to be present when the despatch was opened. Not a sign of the letter was there to see. Convinced that his information was correct but unable to pass it on to Alopaeus, Metternich insisted that the ambassador should search for an enclosure and it was eventually found caught up in the folds of his dressing-gown. To add to the irony of the situation, the Tsar had changed his mind after sending the letter and its contents were therefore no longer of any value. It is hardly surprising that Alopaeus seems to have regarded Metternich with some suspicion.17 Neither of them had any success in winning over Frederick William, nor did the Tsar’s personal emissary, General Wintzingerode.


Meanwhile negotiations were continuing in London and St Petersburg for a Third Coalition and by the autumn of 1804 even Cobenzl and Colloredo had seen the need for a new alliance to curb French ambitions.18 In November, Stadion in St Petersburg was accordingly authorized to conclude a secret military convention with the Russians, the main terms of which provided that, should there be another war with France, Austria would put 235,000 men into the field and the Russians would send an expeditionary force of 115,000 men to support them. It is clear that neither the Russians nor the Austrians had much faith in Metternich’s ability to propel Frederick William on to the side of the angels; for the agreement also stipulated that Russia would intervene against Prussia should Frederick William ally with Napoleon and strike southwards towards Vienna. The Austrian authorities still lacked confidence in their army and showed a marked reluctance to commit themselves to military conversations with the Russians, each side believing that the other had deserted it in 1799. This irresolution in Vienna delayed the effective completion of the Coalition and it was not until the second week of August (1805) that Austria formally adhered to the alliance concluded between the Russians and British four months earlier. But thereafter events moved swiftly. In an effort to penetrate the Black Forest region before Napoleon was ready, the Austrians struck first and marched into Bavaria at the beginning of September. It was not until 25 September that Napoleon and the main French forces crossed the Rhine and by then General Mack’s Austrian army was well-established along the Danube from Regensburg to Ulm. Were Prussia to be induced at once to join the Coalition, a formidable threat would develop to Napoleon’s left flank. The key to victory lay in Berlin, if only Metternich could insert it in the lock.


He had, however, a virtually impossible task; the key did not fit.19  There was nothing that Prussia believed she could gain from an Austrian alliance to equal Napoleon’s tempting offer to cede Hanover. Haugwitz, as Metternich had written a year before, was ‘totally devoted to the interests of France’ and not even ‘open to bribes any longer, for the French have seen to it that no one else can possibly overbid them.’ Assurances given by Hardenberg in one conversation were contradicted by Haugwitz in the next. Exasperated, the Tsar threatened to send Russian troops into Prussian Poland and cajole Frederick William into partnership. The manoeuvre might well have had the opposite effect had not Napoleon, seeking to envelop Mack’s army in Bavaria, sent a French force across Prussian territory at Ansbach. Infuriated by this cavalier disregard for his neutrality, Frederick William momentarily veered towards the policy urged on him by Hardenberg and Metternich, and invited Tsar Alexander to Berlin for personal consultation.


The Tsar arrived at Potsdam on 25 October and met Metternich for the first time four days later in Berlin.20 The two men were, in time, to establish a close political relationship which survived until Alexander’s death in 1825, and Metternich wrote an acute character sketch of the Tsar in his Memoirs. But in 1805 neither left sufficient impression on the other for any interesting record to be made of the encounter. Both were so conscious of the military emergency beyond Prussia’s frontiers that they had no wish to fritter the hours in social pleasantry. It was fast becoming too late to intervene effectively in Bavaria. On 20 October General Mack, hopelessly outflanked by Murat and Soult, had surrendered to Napoleon at Ulm with twenty-seven thousand men; and while the Tsar and Metternich were negotiating in Berlin, the Russian commander Kutuzov was conducting a masterly but deep withdrawal from the River Inn in the Tyrol, to Krems on the Danube fifty miles west of Vienna. Yet on 3 November the Prussians at last reached an understanding with the Russians and Austrians: Frederick William undertook to propose a general peace settlement to France and, if Napoleon was not prepared to accept the Allied terms, to enter the war beside Russia and Austria. Provided that Prussia brought an army of 180,000 men into the field by 15 December, the Tsar pledged himself to seek the eventual cession by George III of Hanover to Prussia. Perhaps sensing the unreality of these engagements, Metternich put forward a supplementary article to the treaty by which the Prussians would have agreed to enter the war within forty-eight hours of any Austrian defeat which might jeopardize the safety of Vienna. But this pessimistic proposal was far too much for Haugwitz or for his royal master; and when, on 5 November, the Tsar left Potsdam for Kutuzov’s headquarters (which were by then at Olmütz, in Moravia) he had to remain content with a mere treaty of armed mediation. It fell short of his expectations and, as Metternich feared, of Austria’s needs.


There followed six weeks of disaster for Metternich and the policy he represented. The news which reached him in Berlin was far worse than he had anticipated. Only five days after the Tsar’s departure, Cobenzl wrote to warn him that the fall of Vienna was imminent and it was small consolation to learn in the same letter that he had been awarded the Grand-Cross of St Stephen for his efforts in Berlin.21 Murat’s cavalry were at the gates of Vienna on 14 November and the French had occupied the city and its surrounding hills by the morning of 16 November. Although Frederick William of Prussia continued to feel himself bound by the Potsdam Treaty, Haugwitz had no intention of permitting his sovereign to ally himself with a corpse. It was not until the end of November that Haugwitz sought out Napoleon with the Prussian proposal for mediation. By then Napoleon himself was in Brno and insisted on Haugwitz proceeding to Vienna where Talleyrand had come to await, in Francis’s own capital, the Austrian plea for peace. Haugwitz, too, was prepared to wait; and as soon as the news reached him of the French victory at Austerlitz, he negotiated with Talleyrand a treaty at Schönbrunn by which the Prussians ceded Ansbach and Neuchâtel to France in return for the cherished prize of Hanover. Haugwitz put his signature to the Treaty of Schönbrunn on 15 December, the very day by which, according to the Potsdam Treaty, the Prussians should have been at war.22 The whole episode reflected little credit on Prussia; and it was a dismal beginning to the partnership of Metternich and the Tsar.


But, by 15 December, all Austro-Russian collaboration had also come to an end. It had virtually finished in the early afternoon of 2 December when Tsar Alexander rode wretchedly eastwards from Austerlitz, the tears coursing his cheeks as the snow began to fall over the plateau where he had insisted on giving battle. The following night Napoleon slept in Metternich’s own room ‘in M. de Kaunitz’s handsome château’ (as he wrote to his brother, Joseph).23 Earlier that day he had received Prince Johann Liechtenstein, who had known the place in happier times but who now sought to arrange a meeting between Napoleon and Emperor Francis as a first step towards peace. Alexander and Kutuzov retreated into Russian territory, for the Tsar still had two armies which he had not committed to the campaign. But Austria was once more defeated, and this time Francis had to accept far harsher terms than at Campo-Formio or Lunéville. On 26 December a peace treaty was signed at Pressburg (Bratislava) by which the Austrians lost the Tyrol and Vorarlberg to Bavaria, such small dependencies as had survived in western Germany to Württemberg and Baden, and all their territories in Venetia, Istria and Dalmatia to Napoleon’s puppet kingdom of Italy. The Austrians, in addition, had to pay a considerable war indemnity and recognize the elevation of Napoleon’s south German allies (Bavaria, Baden and Württemberg) to the status of kingdoms. The only consolation for Austria was a rectification of the Bavarian frontier which allowed her to acquire Salzburg and Berchtesgaden.24



To St Petersburg or to Paris?



‘I have aged thirty years’, wrote Metternich to Gentz early in the New Year. ‘The world is lost, Europe is burning out, and only from its ashes will a new order of existence arise.’25 He found political life in Berlin intolerable after the ‘perfidy’ of Haugwitz and the humiliations of Austerlitz. For a few weeks, however, he seems to have clung to his old policy, as though too shell-shocked to accept a change. In a memorandum he drew up in January 1806 he was still pressing the need for a coalition of Austria, Prussia, Russia and Saxony, although it is true that he was now thinking apparently of a defensive Eastern bloc rather than any fundamentally offensive alliance.26 He had hopes that Frederick William might refuse to ratify Haugwitz’s Treaty of Schönbrunn and that the other Russian armies might redeem Alexander’s disastrous failure in Moravia, but in those early months of 1806 there seemed little will to resist French demands anywhere in central Europe. The silence of acquiescence prevailed in Berlin, as it had two years before in Dresden.


Yet Metternich’s personal standing in Vienna had been enhanced rather than diminished by the dismal anticlimax of the Third Coalition. For, in this crisis, the Emperor Francis determined to assert his own authority.27 The scapegoats were Colloredo and Cobenzl rather than the diplomats who had sought to give vitality to the policy they pursued. Colloredo was dismissed five days before Austerlitz and Cobenzl’s resignation was accepted on the day the Peace of Pressburg was concluded. The only person to whom Francis was prepared to listen was his brother, the Archduke Charles, who had fought with distinction in 1796 and 1799 and who, as commander of the southern army in the recent campaign, had at least avoided defeat and briefly come near to a victory. For three years the Archduke had urged the Emperor to give younger men posts of responsibility and free Austria from the creaking governmental machine set up by Colloredo; and now Francis not only made the Archduke generalissimo but fetched back Philip Stadion from St Petersburg to become, at forty-three, Austria’s youngest Foreign Minister since Kaunitz. This appointment was doubly interesting for Metternich: he had worked closely with Stadion for the past three years; and his promotion was a victory for the ‘non-Austrians’, for Stadion’s estates were in Swabia and he was the first specifically Germanic Count to be given responsibility for Austria’s diplomatic affairs. His advancement improved the prospects for the career of that other ‘foreigner’, Clement Metternich.


He had not long to wait. In the third week of February he was informed that he was to succeed Stadion as ambassador in St Petersburg; and on 2 April he set off from Berlin by way of Dresden to Vienna for consultations. He found the prospect of serving in the Russian capital attractive, not least because the Tsar had lavished flattery on him when they had met in the previous October.28 The appointment was welcomed in Russia: ‘He has everything to ensure success’, wrote the Vienna correspondent of a highly select St Petersburg newspaper.29 There were, of course, some Russian aristocrats who wished for more details: the elder Nesselrode, for example, wrote to his son for information about the Metternichs and Charles Nesselrode, who had met them both in Dresden and in Berlin, willingly gave his father a candid pen-portrait, ‘Metternich’, he wrote on 25 April from the Hague, 




is certainly not lacking in wit. Indeed he has more of that quality than three-quarters of Their Excellencies in Vienna. When he wishes he is agreeable enough, good-looking, almost always in love; but he often appears a little absent-minded, a trait as dangerous in diplomacy as in romance. His wife is tiny, charming enough but not witty or endearing in any way. In general she has a very insipid nature, which has led to extra-conjugal associations, her husband finding compensation for himself from the illustrious Princess Dolgoruki.30





Society in St Petersburg must have awaited the coming of the Metternichs with lively apprehension.


It was, however, to be disappointed, for he never went to Russia. After Pressburg it was clearly essential to have a man of ability at the Austrian embassy in Paris. Stadion originally wished to send Philip Cobenzl, elder brother of the fallen Foreign Minister and himself a former ambassador to France. But Talleyrand indicated that Napoleon had no wish to see him once again in Paris. On 26 March Napoleon himself sent a note to Talleyrand ‘to find out if there is not a Kaunitz to be sent here’.31 Almost certainly Napoleon meant, not literally a member of the Kaunitz family, but someone who – like Kaunitz sixty years earlier – would use the Paris embassy as a pedestal from which he might step up to the Austrian Foreign Ministry, a Francophile in experience and conviction. But curious confusion followed Napoleon’s suggestion. On 28 March the Austrian chargé d’affaires, Engelbert von Floret, reported a conversation with Talleyrand in which the French Foreign Minister had suggested a Prince Liechtenstein, a Prince Schwarzenberg, or ‘a Kaunitz’.32 Puzzled, Floret asked if he meant by that suggestion Prince Aloys von Kaunitz, the grandson of the great statesman, who had served as Austrian Minister in Naples. ‘Yes’, replied Talleyrand, ‘he is a young man, a great name’. The suggestion caused some dismay in Vienna for Aloys von Kaunitz lacked the experience to hold such a key post. Napoleon himself would almost certainly have preferred Prince Johann Liechtenstein, but Stadion and his colleagues had convinced themselves that he wanted someone ‘from the House of Kaunitz’, and inevitably they turned to the brother-in-law of Prince Aloys, Clement Metternich, who was adept at trading on his wife’s family name. His claims were supported in Paris both by de la Rochefoucauld and by Laforest (who, in January, had written to Talleyrand from Berlin and commented, a little dryly, on the goodwill Metternich had shown him since Pressburg). Exchanges between Paris and Vienna continued for more than two months before it was finally settled in the last week of June that Metternich would, indeed, go to Paris, although his appointment was officially dated 18 May.33


‘This change in my destination, when I learned it, fell upon me like a thunderbolt’, he wrote many years later in his Memoirs, and added, ‘I resigned the position at St Petersburg with reluctance’.34 Even at the time there were some who felt that they should commiserate with Metternich for his misfortune in being sent to such a blood-stained city rather than to St Petersburg. ‘A soul so pure and elevated as yours ought never to find itself in contact with the source of so much crime and horror,’ wrote Gentz, in his most nauseating style, that autumn.35 But Metternich was elated by his appointment. His vanity was almost bursting all restraint: his services as ambassador had been sought by the Tsar of All the Russias and by the new Charlemagne, and he had nobly refused the friend in St Petersburg in order to tame the beast in Paris. ‘I have completely outstripped all contemporaries among my colleagues,’ he wrote to his wife on 28 June.36 His letters to Eleonore ring with the vigour of earlier days, when she was at Austerlitz and he wooed her from Prague and Königswart. She is told almost all of the negotiations: how cross Bonaparte was at the delay in confirmation; how complimentary de la Rochefoucauld had been; how friendly everyone was in Vienna; and how he would receive ninety thousand guilders a year for so long as he was ambassador.37 On one point only was Clement silent: he did not inform the old Chancellor’s grand-daughter that the name Napoleon mentioned was not Metternich, but Kaunitz. Perhaps he did not know it.




* Clementine Bagration was brought up as an Austrian by the Metternichs and accommodated, with a nurse, at Baden, near Vienna. She married an Austrian General, Count Otto Blome, in 1828 but died in childbirth a year later. She is the only known illegitimate offspring of Metternich.
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