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Preface – Ligne as Man of Letters

When, in 1807-8, preparing her anthology of the writings of the Prince de Ligne, Letters and Reflections, little could Mme de Staël have foreseen the fame and fortune that would accrue to her work, the most popular published during her lifetime and the most remunerative. Nor did she have to be concerned by such non-literary considerations. She already had a reputation as what we would call “a public intellectual” of European renown; and she was one of the wealthiest women in the West.1 Her selection from the Prince’s multi-volume Mélanges,2 with supplements from other works, was very clever, and Ligne was a devoted collaborator. On occasion, Ligne attempted to favor her efforts on his behalf with the creation of new letters meant to pacify her, should she notice a few unkind personal remarks about her adored father (Jacques Necker, 1732-1804) in material she already had to hand. She, contrary to his expectations, had the good sense and the taste to pass over such flattery without recognition and to concentrate on her “Preface,” in which she stressed the gracefulness of his 18th-century style and the elegance and accuracy of his expression, adding, in a memorable phrase, “He has become a model, and not just an imitator.” The pertinence of her remarks has yet to be equaled.3

The anthology, which appeared in January/February 1809, was met with considerable enthusiasm, inspiring two imitations and even a sixth printing in 1811, not to mention translations into German (two), Russian (two), Italian, and English (two, including one in America). Although there is an edition in two volumes, marked “Londres:/ B. Dulau et Cie./ 1808(-1809),” until more documentary evidence is available, we do not know whether this work takes precedence over “Paris,/…J.J. Paschoud…,/1809.”4

With all the foregoing attention, it is not surprising that Ligne’s excitement knew no bounds as he congratulated his editor, proclaiming in a letter from 1810 “ma chère Baronne [Mme de Staël] m’a fait homme de lettres”5 – an expression that was gaining in popularity among the public of the time. She had effectively raised Ligne (and his work) from “the dust of Dresden,” where volumes of his Mélanges were being printed – and not selling very well. In the time since, more than two hundred anthologies have been published, modeled on this one, both in France and abroad.

To forestall criticism, Mme de Staël had orchestrated a veritable campaign among friends and critics in reviews and newspapers. Her success was far-reaching and greater than even she might have hoped. The publication overshadowed her previous novelistic successes and the high seriousness of her magnum opus on Germany, still to come. The material reward was likewise considerable, enabling Ligne to improve somewhat the parlous state of his personal finances.

The Prince’s approval of the choice of texts would indicate that there were generally but two aspects of his life around which the anthology was organized: his role as a man about town and his aspiration to a military command. The one topic that is passed over, implicitly, is that of Ligne as a writer or, more specifically, a man of letters. (The sole exception to this lack of critical assessment would seem to be Literat und Feldmarschall ).6

About 1740, the number of hommes de lettres (as writers in general were then classified, though women were exluded from this category) had increased. By the time of the French Revolution the original term was inappropriate, and a new one had to be devised. It was gens de lettres, and so it continues to this day (including women), with many under the guise of “critic.”

In one version of the Dictionnaire philosophique, Voltaire had included an article on “gens de lettres” in which he attempted to define the term and to stress its novelty (though not without attacking two of his pet aversions: the Academy and the University) by saying

Today a man of letters often adds to the study of Greek and Latin, that of Italian, Spanish, and, above all, English. It is not necessary for a man of letters to acquire a profound knowledge [of all branches of learning]: omnicompetence is no longer within human reach; but, true men of letters equip themselves so as to move confidently through these difficult terrains, even if they cannot cultivate them all… The men of letters who have rendered the greatest service to the small number of thinking beings scattered across the earth, are isolated scholars, true sages sealed away in their closets, who have neither carried out public disputations in the University, nor said things by halves in the Academy – and they have almost always been persecuted… [Ligne, for flouting some social predjudices, all pertaining either to belief in superstitions, or magic, or fortune telling, or puerile antagonisms – once life-threatening and now contemptible – that served both the state and religion.]… Sometimes we are astounded that what once stupefied us is no longer of the slightest concern.

Voltaire then goes on to refine his ideal and concludes: [Men of letters] get more enjoyment than others from being sociable. But [he warns] a man of letters is not what is called a bel esprit, or “wit”.7

There is also the notion of the man of letters as preoccupied with the idea of belles lettres. The term perfectly suits the Prince de Ligne, with all his intelligence and enthusiasm. Rare are the critics who have sensed these qualities in him and, having found them, expatiate on them. Aside from Antonio Mor,8 notable exceptions are Roland Mortier, Jerome Vercruysse, Manuel Couvreur, Daniel Acke and other members of the “Groupe d’études Lignistes” in Brussels, who bear witness to the appropriateness of “man of letters” applied to the Prince de Ligne. Finally, the term carried with it the idea of a superior intellect to whom the reader could give credence because of the quality of the writer’s thought and expression. Sometimes, a word or phrase or even a brief development as in “To My Readers”,9 is enough to convince the public of Ligne’s talent. But a thoroughgoing stylistic analysis, such as we have become accustomed to expect in the works of other writers has not been realized.

More recently, Professor Rémy Saisselin has claimed10 that, even before Voltaire, the man of letters was gaining in prominence because “literature” in the French-speaking world consisted largely of theater, poetry, and history. Such works were not always recognized as “literature” encapsulated in masterpieces from “the classical moment.” “Modern literature” proved a late arrival. In fact, the classical age was a false concept, since the genres mentioned were not free from moral, sacred, or religious concomitants. Their absence was said to characterize “modernity.” Instead, “humane letters” referred in general to a taste for verse and an acquaintance with writers that would soon become belles lettres or the modern notion of “literature.” Though not an aspiring professional, like many of his contemporaries, Ligne was committed to literature from his earliest years, thanks to one of several tutors, the abbé Etienne de la Porte (1714-64), who introduced him to “the flower of the humanities…which to this day has been the delight of my life.”11 Thus we may follow Professor Saisselin’s explanation, using the tropes of his analysis, since his perspective applies pre-eminently to the Prince de Ligne.

As Professor Saisselin has outlined, there is

Ligne’s enthusiasm for, and preoccupation with the world of the theater, dating from his early publication of the Lettres à Eugénie (Paris,1772/4) on amateur theatricals and continuing to the end of his life;12

his enormous production of topical verse was likewise a lifelong activity, if we but cast a glance at the twenty-two pages of incipit compiled by Professor Vercruysse;13

his tentative engagement with the novel in its various forms, emphasized by Professors Couvreur and Mortier in their magisterial edition of Ligne’s Oeuvres romanesques,14 as well as in different asides from his correspondence;

his numerous biographies of military leaders (not forgetting his celebrated hoax, Mémoires du Prince Eugène de Savoie);15 or his attempts at historical analysis like “Sur la Révolution française” (Mémoires et Mélanges 4);16 or his attempt at cultural anthropology in Mélanges 7, where his expertise fails him and his fantasy prevents him from recognizing that his “boyars” are Muslim and that the yellow of the women’s gowns is a symbol of mourning.17

From Ligne’s viewpoint, texts could, if necessary, allow an overarching appreciation of literature in its several dimensions and demonstrate how completely he had mastered the technical component of the various styles of what were then known simply as “lettres” (not correspondences). In his case, at the root of all these concerns lay his active and stimulating imagination, accompanied by his profound commitment to a life of the mind that far outshines the rhythm of his life. In all, we can easily determine that he knew instinctively how to write, that he daily enjoyed doing so, and that he valued his role as “man of letters.”

Despite all these increments to the portrait of Ligne, we must not forget that he himself had chosen texts for Mme de Staël’s anthology. The re-orientation I am suggesting is a corrective to the work of succeeding compilers throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. But, modern readers demand more than the replication of his life: whatever our attitude, the Prince remains conscious of his importance as a creative writer.18 For even considering his life as a social adventurer or discussing the military tactics of a bygone era, these topics remain essentially an excuse for writing: Ligne is wholly and innately a man of letters. Fancy, or the powers of the imagination, are strongly developed in him. His ideas are straightforward and merit due appreciation from us, with his reputation enhanced. How much more probing is this development when read in context!

The same is also true of his epistolary creations. The local color he invokes is sometimes suspect, since he blithely ignores certain facts about native cultures, unless his professed ignorance was but a ploy to alert the reader to his fantasy.19 Additionally, there are discrete changes that betray considerable reworking by the author.

Further indications of Ligne’s preferences are to be found in specific words or threads underpinning his conception of the literary enterprise. When he makes urgent pleas for help of one sort or another (very necessary to his life as an exile in Vienna from 1794 to the end), he cannot keep himself from punning. There are also his critical assessments in Lettres à M. de La Harpe20 or in the (infrequent) reviews of works by contemporary authors, firmly grounded in common-sense attitudes (sometimes masquerading as humor) that go far to confirm his cautious approach to the contemporary novel in line with the views of, say, Jane Austen, William Beckford, or even Goethe.

And so, in the pages that follow, without stressing the third man (of letters) to be found in Ligne’s texts, after the man-about-town and the man-at-arms, I hope that this concern may continue the revival of interest in the works of the Prince, revealing his true genius as the authentic creator of literature I have just sketched above.

***

Mme. de Staël added Ligne’s journalistic interviews with Voltaire and Rousseau to her collection. I have included, at the end of my presentation, two scenes from Ligne’s Fragments (Vercruysse ed.) that are perfect examples of his creativity: A – An encounter at a gala, and the Babel of the Court at Vienna. On a more serious note, there is the text: B – of a letter from about 1790 on the Turks, at a time when they were losing ground in Europe, and their threat seemed less imminent.
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Abbreviations

Ligne

Fragments de l’histoire de ma vie (Leuridant ed.), 2 vols. Paris:1927-8.

Hereafter, read as: Frags. 1 (or 2), (Leuridant ed.), plus page(s).

 

Fragments de l’histoire de ma vie (Vercruysse ed.), 2 vols. Paris, 2001.

Hereafter, read as: Frags. 1 (or 2), (Vercruysse ed.), plus page(s).

 

Mélanges militaires, litteraires et sentimentaires, 34 vols. (Vienna/Dresden: 1795-1811.)

Read hereafter as: Mél. plus vol., (plus date), plus page(s).

This is not to be confused with other works combined with Mélanges (e.g. Mémoires et Mélanges, 5 vols., 1827.)

 

Nouveau Recueil de Lettres, 2 vols. (Weimar, 1812).

Read hereafter as: NRL 1 (or 2), plus page(s).

 

Vercruysse

Bibliographie descriptive des écrits du Prince de Ligne (Paris: Champion, 2008)

Read as Bibliographie descriptive. (Paris: 2008), plus page(s).

 

Voltaire

Correspondance, (Besterman, definitive ed.), 50 vols. (Geneva, 1968-77)

Read hearafter as: Besterman D. letter number

 

There are, additionally, two important reviews:

 

Annales Prince de Ligne, 19 vols., (Brussels: 1920-38.

Read: APL, plus vol. and (date), and page(s).

 

Nouvelles Annales Prince de Ligne, 19 vols. (Brussels/ Namur: publication continues).

Read: NAPL plus vol. and (date) and page(s).




 

 

 

 

Letters

Our sole consolation [after the departure of the Prince de Ligne from Ferney] is being able to read him in his letters. Madame Denis, Voltaire’s Correspondence (BestD.) xxxv, 146.

The Correspondents are numbered as they appear in the following anthology.

 

1. To VOLTAIRE,

a- from Brussels, 30 December, 1763

b- from Brussels, 1777 (includes a note from the Coup-dœil (1786).

 

2. To Jean-Jacues ROUSSEAU, from Paris, 1770.

 

3. To J-J VANDENBROUCKE,

a- from Belœil, 12/13 [June, 1774].

b- from [Versailles?] ii/iii, 1776.

c- from Vienna, 4 [April 1778]

d- from Vienna, 15 April, 1786.

e- from Vienna, 24 August, 1795.

 

4. To Charles-Antoine de LIGNE,

a- from Brezno (Czech Republic), 26 June, 1778.

b- from Versailles, 10 December, 1780.

c- from HQ, Elizavetgorod (Russia), 12 May, 1788

d- from HQ, Kameniets-Podolskiy (Ukraine), 8 June, 1788.

e- from My camp in the deserts of Tartary (Ochakov, Russia), 30 July, 1789.

f- from Vienna, after the attack on Ismaïlia (Romania), [25 November, 1790?]

 

5. To STAISLAS AUGUSTUS, King of Poland, from Kiev, 10 [April, 1787].

 

6. To Louise-Marthe, Marquise de COIGNY[?] from Parthenizza [Crimea], [1787, 1801?].

Includes a note on the letters, plus remarks on the addressee/dedicatee.

 

7. To Louis-Philippe, Count de SÉGUR,

a- from Elizavetgorod (Russia), 1 December, 1787.

b- from Ryabaïa-Movila (Moldova). 1 December, 1788.

c- from Vienna, [undated]

 

8. To Gregory-Alexis, Prince POTEMKIN, from Cetatea Hora [Suceava, Romania], [24 May, 1788].

 

9. To Joseph, Prince PONIATOWSKI, from Semun (Serbia), September/October, 1789.

 

10. To Françoise, PRINCESS DE LIGNE, Copie from Vienna, 3 January 1790.

 

11. To Charles-Alexandre, Marquis de CALONNE, from Belœil, March, 1791.

 

12. To Giacomo CASANOVA [de Seingalt],

a- from Toeplitz, 22 September, 1794.

b- from Vienna, [27 November, 1794?].

c- from Vienna, 17 December, 1794.

d- from Vienna, 20th [January 1797].

e- from Vienna, 21 March, 1798.

 

13. To Hugh ELLIOT, from Toeplitz, 1799/1800?

 

14. To Charles-François, Marquis de BONNAY, from Toeplitz, 28 June, 1802.

 

15. To Jean, Count de MÜLLER [von Sylvelden],

a- from Toeplitz, 15 July, 1802.

b- from Vienna, mid-October [1803].

c- from Vienna, 13 January, 1805.

d- from Vienna, 24/25 February, 1805.

e- from Toeplitz, 10 September, 1805.

 

16. To Charles-Maurice, Prince de TALLEYRAND,

a- from Vienna, 20 [December],1805

b- from Vienna, 29 December, 1805.

c- from Vienna, 12 December, 1806.

 

17. To Johann-Wilhelm von ARCHENHOLZ, from Toeplitz, 2 Germinal [7 April], 1806.

 

18. To Friederich [von] GENTZ, from Vienna, 4 June, 1806.

 

19. To Auguste, Prince d’ARENBERG, from Toeplitz, 20 July, 1807.

 

20. To Ferdinand PAËR, [no place, no date, but presumably from Toeplitz, 1807].

 

21. To Germaine, Baronness de STAËL-HOLSTEIN,

a- from Vienna, 28 December,1807.

b- from Toeplitz, [23] September, [1808].

c- from Toeplitz, July, 1809 [?].

d- from Vienna, [1809/1810].

e- from Vienna, 24 June, [1810?]

f- from the Kahlenberg [Vienna], 8 July, 18ll.

 

22. To Flore, Princess de LIGNE, his daughter, from Vienna, 26 March, 1808.

 

23. To Clemens, Prince von METTERNICH,

a-from Vienna, [beginning], 1809.

b-from Vienna, [1810]

c- [Oct/Nov], 1814

 

24. To Karl-Augustus, Duke of SACHSEN-WEIMAR,

a-from Vienna, 12 June, 1810.

b- from Baden bei Wien, autumn, 1810.

 

25. To Alexandre, Count de LABORDE, from Vienna/Toeplitz, 1810.

 

26. To Caroline PICHLER, from Vienna, 1 June, 1812.

 

27. To Pauline PANAM, (includes billets), from Vienna, August/November 1814.

 

28. To “My Readers”, from Vienna [1812].

 

Appendices

Two scenes from LIGNE’s Fragments:

a. Encounter at a Gala.

b. Babel of the Court (at Vienna).

 

Letter from Vienna, October, 1790: Who would know the Turks?




 

 

 

 

Illustrations

No. 1a – Cover. Manuscript page of Ligne’s Fragments de l’histoire de ma vie (ed. Leuridant), 2 vols, Paris: Plon, 1927; vol. 1, 196.

 

No. 1b – Cover. Ligne aged about 45 in 1774-5 at the time of Ligne’s Crimean adventure. Engraving by Antoine Cardon (1739-1822), after Charles Leclercq (1753-1821). (Courtesy of Fondation Ligne, Belœil.)

 

No. 2 – Title Page Silhouette of the Prince circa 1780 by François Gonord from the catalog of an exhibition at the Château de Belœil, 1982, Le Prince de Ligne et son temps; no. 7:03.

 

No. 3 – The Ayu Dag (Bear Mountain, 572 m.), about 16 kms to NE of Yalta, and site of Parthenit (Parthenizza to Ligne) – an ancient trading village near the shore, with classical ruins scattered about. Oil painting: View to the Ayu Dag and Parthenit, by A. Litzinov, 1894. (Courtesy of Joyce Borkowski, S. Berwick, ME; photo: Geo. Barker, Portsmouth, N.H.)

 

No. 4 – Ligne reading in bed around 1794. Pen and ink by Sauveur Legros (1754-1834). Ligne’s Turkish servant Osman, standing at foot of the bed, had been made a prisoner at Ochakov (1791). Annales Prince de Ligne, 1934. (Courtesy of Fondation Ligne, Belœil.)

 

No. 5 – Portrait engraved after H. Jagemann (1780-1820) by C-A. Schwerdgeburth (1785-1878). Ligne as “homme de lettres.” (Courtesy Hans Wahl, Anton Kippenberg: Goethe und seine Welt, Insel-Verlag, Leipzig 1932, 177)




 

 

 

 

Biographical Outline

Nota Bene. Dates in this biographical outline are to be read as follows: day in Arabic; month in small Roman; year in Arabic.

 

23. v. 1735

Baptism in Brussels of Charles-Joseph, 7th Prince de Ligne and the Holy Roman Empire, Grandee of Spain, Lord of Fagnolles and other fiefs. Son of Prince Claude-Lamoral II and Elizabeth, Princess de Salm, he belongs to one of the most ancient families of Hainaut in the Austrian Netherlands (modern Belgium). His father and uncle before him were Field Marshals of the Holy Roman Empire, as would be Charles-Joseph himself.

 

1737-1751

Educated by tutors at Belœil, the family seat, not far from Mons. Writes Discours sur la profession des armes (pub. 1796).

 

1751

Travels via Strasbourg and Ulm to Vienna, where he is presented to the Empress Maria-Theresa and named Chamberlain to the Emperor Francis I Stephen.

 

1752

Ensign in the regiment of Ligne-Infanterie, commanded by his father.

 

vi. 1755

Start of Seven Years’ War in America; baptism of fire at Kolin (1757), where he is promoted to Captain; sees action mainly in Bohemia and Silesia; promoted to Lieutenant-Colonel after Hochkirch (1758).

 

6. viii. 1755

Marries Françoise, Princess de Liechtenstein (1739-1821), honeymoon at her parents’ castle in Moravia.

 

26. v. 1757

Birth of daughter, Princess Christine (died 1830).

 

23. ix. 1759

Birth of favorite son, Prince Charles-Antoine (died 1792).

 

xi. 1759

Sent to Paris and Versailles to announce the Austrian victory at Maxen; returns to the war at Berlin and Torgau (both 1759) and Adelsbach (1762).

 

1763

Following the Peace of Hubertusberg, pays first yearly visit to France (until 1787) with Count d’Artois. Develops Amabile, conte (pub. 1996).

 

3. iv. 1764

Attends coronation of Joseph II at Frankfurt.

 

vi. 1764

Promoted to Major-General and visits Venice; returning to Brussels, stays with Voltaire at Ferney for a week. Writes Mes Conversations avec M. de Voltaire (Mél. x (1796), 257-68).

 

3. xi. 1764

Birth of Prince François-Léopold (died 1771).

 

7. v. 1766

Birth of Prince Louis (died 1813).

 

7. vi. 1766

On death of Prince Claude-Lamoral, becomes head of the family and inherits titles and fortune of the Lignes.

 

20. vii. 1767

Following birth of Prince Adalbert-Xavier (died 1771), visits England.

 

1769

In Brussels, helps to found the Société Littéraire (precursor of the modern Académie Royale) and befriends Eugénie (1746-1806) and Angélique (1749-1822) d’Hannetaire.

 

1770

Joins Freemasons at Mons (Lodge of True and Perfect Harmony); visits Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Paris, and in September attends meeting of Frederick II and Joseph II at Neustadt (Moravia). Writes Mes Conversations avec Jean-Jacques (Mél. x (1796), 268-77).

 

31. v. 1771

Promoted to Lieutenant General and named Colonel-Propriétaire of his father’s regiment.

 

1772

Awarded the Golden Fleece; visits Amsterdam.

 

Summer 1773

Visits Spa with the Duc d’Orléans (future Philippe-Egalité of France). Publishes Mémoires sur ... le comte de Bussy-Rabutin. Mél. v (1795), xvi-159.

 

18.vii 1773

Birth of daughter Princess Euphémie (died 1834).

 

1773-1776

Sponsors literary gatherings at his secondary residence of Baudour near Mons.

 

1774

Returns to Spa, Paris, and Vienna; publishes Lettres à Eugénie (Eulalie) (Mél. xi (1796), ii-129.) on amateur theatricals.

 

iv. 1775

Begins work on the “English” garden at Belœil; fraternizes with Count d’Artois (future Charles X of France), often returning to Versailles to frequent the society of Marie-Antoinette.

 

18. xi. 1775

Birth of daughter, Princess Flore (died 1849).

 

1778

Conceives of the Temple d’Amour at Trianon for Marie-Antoinette; participates in the War of the Bavarian Succession at Boesigberg, Bohemia (September).

 

29. vii. 1779

Marriage of his son Prince Charles to the Polish heiress Hélène Massalska (1763-1815), followed by eight days’ celebration at Belœil; for the occasion composes Colette et Lucas, comédie.

 

vi. 1780

Undertakes lengthy trip to Saint-Petersburg to regularize the terms of Hélène Massalska-Ligne’s dowry.

 

17. viii. 1780

Presented to Catherine II at Tsarskoye Sélo; leaves on 5 October, in his pocket a brevet of Colonel in the Russian army and title to lands in the Crimea, near Yalta. Publishes Préjugés/Fantaisies militaires (in Mél. i and ii, 1795).

 

ii. 1781

Passing through Warsaw, is created a Polish noble and is elected to the Diet.

 

26. vi. 1781

Receives Joseph II at Brussels.

 

6. viii. 1781

Attends entry of the Emperor into Luxemburg and publishes first version of the Coup-d’Œil sur Belœil.

 

1783

Revisits Spa with Count d’Artois. Publishes Mélanges de littérature in two volumes.

 

5. i. 1784

Attends flight of lighter-than-air balloon by Pilâtre de Rozier at Lyons.

 

x. 1784

Guards the frontier with Holland in the “Seven Days’ War” against the Dutch.

 

1786

Publishes second version of the Coup-d’Œil.

 

End 1786

Returns to Saint Petersburg, arriving home in January 1787.

 

4. iv. 1787

Publishes Mémoires sur les campagnes de Louis de Bade. (Mél. iii-iv (1795): iii-215, iv-218.) Joins Catherine II at Kiev for famous descent of the Dniepr in a waterborne caravan to the Crimea.

 

1787-1789

Participates in Catherine’s Second Turkish War in Moldavia and before Ochakov; then, on the Austrian side at Belgrade, where he is named Grand Master of the Artillery and awarded the rank of Commander in the Order of Maria-Theresa (October 1789).

 

1788

Publishes L’Amant ridicule, proverbe.

 

24. x. 1789

Uprising in Brussels to which his name is (wrongly) attached, entailing temporary exile to Belgrade.

 

3. i. 1790

Lettre à la Princesse son épouse on the Belgian revolt published without his knowledge.

 

v. 1790

Allowed to regain Vienna, arranges residence (“Little Belœil”) on the Kahlenberg.

 

30. ix. 1790

Attends coronation of Leopold II in Frankfurt, returning to Brussels.

 

20. v. 1791

Named Grand Bailiff and Captain-General of Hainaut province (Belgium).

 

14. ix. 1792

Death of son, Prince Charles, fighting against the French Revolution in the Argonne.

 

Beg. 1793

Presides over Estates of Hainaut in Mons and welcomes French refugees from the Revolution almost daily at Belœil.

 

26. vi. 1794

Forced into exile in Vienna by defeat of Austrian coalition at Fleurus; French occupation of Austrian Netherlands sequesters Belœil and his revenues.

 

1794-1814

Acquires a small house on the Moelkerbastei in Vienna (“the Parrot’s Perch”) and notoriety as a man-about-town.

 

Summer 1794

Commences almost yearly visits to Princess Christine and her family at Toeplitz (Bohemia); meets Casanova at nearby Dux.

 

1795

Publishes volumes 8-9 (final version of the Coup-d’Œil sur Belœil) of his Mélanges at Dresden and sells Crimean properties to Count Valerian Zubov for income.

 

1797-1814

Fragments de l’histoire de ma vie (his immortal memoirs; complete publication, in 2 vols., 2000-2001).

 

1800

Inspects his regiment at Lemberg (Ukraine).

 

1802

Publishes Mémoire sur le comte de Bonneval.

 

27. iv. 1803

Marriage of Prince Louis to Countess Louise van der Noot de Duras (1785-1863).

 

12. v. 1803

Declared a mediatized Prince by Napoleon, receives as compensation the abbey of Edelstetten in Swabia (Bavaria).

 

29. x. 1803

Sequestration of Belœil rescinded.

 

28. i. 1804

Birth of Prince Eugene (died 1880), son of Prince Louis and continuator of “the Line.”

 

19. vi. 1804

Sells Edelstetten to Prince Niklaus Esterhazy for income and cedes Belœil and other fiefs to his son, Prince Louis.

 

1804-1814

Compiles Ma Napoléonide (partially published 1921); new edition by J. Vercruysse. Napoléon, France – Autriche. Paris: Champion, 2013.

 

iv.-x. 1805

Flees to Pressburg (Bratislava), then returns to Vienna occupied by Napoleon.

 

vii. 1806

Inspects his regiment at Lemberg (Ukraine).

 

v. 1807

Travels to Karlsbad (Bohemia) where he meets Goethe, continuing into Poland where he is reconciled with Hélène Massalska-Ligne.

 

18. vi. 1807

Named Captain of the Palace Guard (Trabanorum seu Satrapum Turma).

 

17. vii. 1807

On a visit to Dresden sees Napoleon, but refuses to be presented.

 

xii. 1807-v. 1808

Frequents Mme de Staël in Vienna.

 

27. ix. 1808

Attends coronation of Francis II (Francis I) as Emperor of Austria, at Pressburg (Bratislava).

 

7. x. 1808

Named Field-Marshal.

 

1809

Publishes at Weimar the very successful hoax, Mémoires du Prince Eugène de Savoie.

 

14. iv. 1809-30.

i. 1810

“Annus horribilis.” Flees with the Court before Napoleon to Pesth (Hungary).

 

20. iv. 1809

Accused of treachery because of published correspondence with General-Count de Grünne, is consigned to house arrest for one day.

 

24. x. 1809

Publication of Lettres et pensées, an anthology of his work by Mme de Staël, makes him famous overnight.

 

1810-1812

Sees Goethe at Toeplitz and visits Weimar, Dresden and Prague.

 

1812

Publishes at Weimar Nouveau Recueil de Lettres (“critical” ed., 1928).

 

ix. 1814-iv. 1815

Congress of Vienna where he is lionized.

 

13. xii. 1814

After catching cold at a late-night assignation, dies in bed at his house on the Moelkerbastei, his funeral attended by three monarchs and an enormous throng, followed by interment on the Kahlenberg.




 

 

 

 

Introduction

The following selection from the letters of the Prince de Ligne (1735-1814) comprises a few, translated by other hands.1 All – both old and new – have been carefully vetted and, it is hoped, made consistent with current usage in every case so as to provide the interested reader with the means of forming an independent idea of the author. Most of the letters presented here are relatively brief (some are no more than notes); the longest is Ligne’s most famous: a meditation from the Crimea (no. 6). Addressed to the Marquise de Coigny (and first published in Ligne’s Mélanges for 1801);2 she was not properly a correspondent, rather, an acquaintance who had known Ligne at Versailles in the 1770’s. My choice of letters, personally examined by me, is faithful to the originals; others, discovered by Ph. Mansel, are included in his magisterial and, I like to think, definitive biography, Prince of Europe.3

So far, Ligne’s letters have not been the object of a complete, scholarly edition, any more than recent revelations about the existence of other letters from Ligne in, for example, the family archives at Belœil, the archives of the University Library at Ghent, Belgium (Van den Broucke collection), or at the castle of Antoing, Belgium (“Les Livres rouges”), or in the state archives, Dečin, Czech Republic. Additionally there are individual letters scattered far and wide, reflecting Ligne’s background in the Frenchified circles of European court society before the French Revolution.4 Their number will surely increase as more and more are published; it has already reached some 2,000.

Wherever possible, I have tried to identify the place of origin, as well as the date. If there are uncertainties about either, I have included the information available in brackets, followed by a question mark; rarely, the question mark alone. I have not regularized salutations at the beginning or at the end of each letter, indicating, if possible, signatures like “le Prince de Ligne”, or “Ligne”, or, simply, a straight line, thus “_____”.

I have normalized (but not necessarily modernized) all proper names following the original, but this has proved to be particularly challenging where localities in SE Europe are concerned – not to mention Ligne’s own orthographic fancies.5

The examples of Ligne’s letters are arranged in groups corresponding in general to the developments in his life and thought, though all the letters in any one group are not necessarily in chronological order.

The notes are as brief as possible to be consistent with clarity. Some go far afield, as “Jane Austen” or “Goethe” (no. 24), on writing novels to direct the interested reader to their possible expansion into comparative topics that reflect Ligne’s (perhaps) unconscious awareness of contemporary preoccupations.

While familiar letters do not often seem to treat but one subject only, their primary concern, at least for Ligne, may generally be news about his family or friends old – like King Stanislas, Bonnay, or Calonne – and new – like Casanova, Elliot, or the Duke of Saxe-Weimar – they may include his activities, or his wartime experiences (compare the rather humdrum reflections for Ségur on the Empress Catherine’s Second Turkish War (1787-92) with the more visceral reactions of Ligne as an observer of Austria’s defeat at the hands of Napoleon in 1805-9). (no. 15) Like many another ci-devant [former aristocrat] after the French Revolution, but refusing to acknowledge Napoleon (as in his letter to Auguste d’Arenberg) (no. 19), Ligne’s letters to Gentz and Müller reveal all the frustrations of a teen-ager when, resorting to pseudonyms and writing in invisible ink, he assumes that “le monstre” Napoleon, could be undone by the likes of himself and his cohorts utilizing such methods. This attitude was reinforced (in 1790) with the circulation of a letter to his wife the Princess de Ligne (1739-1821) (no. 10), written at the time of the revolt of the Austrian Low Countries, 1787-89, and carefully shifting the terms of his (non) involvement. Politically, he had shown himself to be more astute when in 1786 he had posited that the future of Europe could be assured by a union of Protestant Princes under the aegis of Prussia – not Catholic Austria (not included in this collection) but such insidious ideas, going contrary to his liege of the time, are what soured his relations with the House of Habsburg for years to come. A well-known gadfly, he was caught in a treasonable correspondence (not included in this collection) in 1809 that excited all Europe and resulted in Ligne being confined to house arrest for one day.6

It is curious how detached are the few letters to his “most cherished son,” Charles –Antoine (1756-92), where he speaks in a reserved or distant voice (no. 4). His true warmth and concern are more in evidence in his correspondence with Prince Joseph Poniatowski (1762-1813) (no. 9). And although Ligne’s “love letters” easily number one thousand or more, they do not possess the intimacy nor the urgency of Voltaire’s to Madame Denis as revealed by Th. Besterman in his edition.7 The only samples of Ligne’s “passion” included here are notes to Madame Panam (his last heart-throb with quasi-comic overtones) assembled by Professor Roland Mortier in an article from 2002 of the Nouvelles Annales Prince de Ligne (no. 27).8

Then there is also the exotica, characterized by his letter to Ségur about life in Moldavia (no. 7), to which was added (as an afterthought?) his quite stirring picture of the Turkish military at a time of decadence and which goes beyond European mythologies regarding “le Turc barbare et cruel,” not to mention other minorities from Eastern Europe.9

Raised in the military to be a leader in wartime, Ligne was frustrated, after the Seven Years’ War ended in an unsatisfactory peace at not receiving any commands – not even later against Napoleon, where he might have risen to greatness, as was called to his attention with publication of Archenholz’s Geschichte des Siebenjährigen Krieges (no. 17).

It is interesting to see how, intellectually, he becomes more engaged with literature, especially as he took more and more to his pen.10 Thus, the last letter in my selection, addressed to his readership in 1812, broaches several concerns about the profession of letters merely adumbrated in previous correspondence (no. 28). There he had formed his attitude as an astute critic (see no. 26 to Caroline Pichler) and would seem to confirm this re-ordering of his priorities, particularly in regard to publication of his Mélanges by friends Alexandre de Laborde, Paër, and Auguste d’Arenberg who were called upon to conspire with him for his charities (nos. 19, 20 and 25).

Scattered among these varia are frequent appeals to the likes of Potemkin, Talleyrand, and Metternich (nos 8, 16 and 23) that combine heartfelt pleading and punning – a typical combination. In the end, the letters I have chosen confirm the Prince’s idea of self – that of a high-born individual, sure of his status in society, but unable to come to grips with his changed circumstances in post-Revolutionary Europe. Nonetheless, he was able to see (or to sense) clearly the all-too human motivation in History. Much of the early collection at Ghent (no. 3) concerns his finances, especially as an aristocrat, still very much in the public eye. These letters show him in his most “anti-financier” and spendthrift moments. He did indeed lose a great part of his fortune both before and during the French Revolution and its aftermath, thanks to his fecklessness. Yet, even after 1794, though reduced in fortune, he was never so poor as he pretended. All this changed for the better when, in 1804, his son, Prince Louis, (1766-1813) took charge. And even more so, when in 1809, despite many vagaries, the anthology of his writings by Mme de Staël (no. 21) brought him much favorable attention from the public.

****

Ligne’s first letter to be published by him was to Jean-Jacques Rousseau in 1770 (no. 2). Although the intent was kindly and well-meant, the authorial stance was so arch and supercilious (some would say “arrogant”) that the public reaction overall was negative.11 Characterized by Grimm in the Correspondence littéraire (13 July, 1770), as the work of a foreigner trying to outdo the French in wit and style -- and Grimm himself, a German of bourgeois origins? -- it was generally felt to have failed miserably. There then followed considerable curiosity, not to say recrimination, as to how this letter had come into Grimm’s hands. Who was responsible: Ligne, or Rousseau himself? The question remains open.
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