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‘Mon cher Cygne de Padue’
Prussian comital arms awarded to Frederick the Great’s
‘Paduan Swan’ on his ennoblement
1 Heraldic copper engraving of the comital

Algarotti coat-of-arms entitled: Gr[af]von
Algarotti (Count von Algarotti) [Nuremberg
1828]1 Overall size : 85 x 120mm.

First heraldic publication showing the coat-of-arms
granted by Frederick the Great to his friend and
favourite Francesco Algarotti (1712-64) who became
a hereditary Prussian count on 20 December 1740;
Frederick had just become king and Francesco
Algarotti became his cultural advisor.
The arms, designed to precise royal instructions,
incorporate a crowned Prussian eagle with sceptre
and orb, a rocky mount surmounted by a cross,
lowered wings on crossbeam, 2 crowned crests (wing
& horns) and 2 large swans supporting the heraldic
shield symbolizing the king’s ‘dear Paduan Swan’,
the affectionate name given to his charming and
learned friend, whom he had first met a year earlier at
Rheinsberg Castle, Frederick’s residence while crown
prince of Prussia - see entry below. The motto ‘Invidia
major’ translates as ‘great admiration’.

Algarotti, ‘main critic and European art historian in the 18th
century, international celebrity ... (was) Italy’s most
respected man of letters during his life time’ 2. He seduced
the philosophers of the Enlightenment with his wide knowledge and elegant presentation of advanced ideas. Educated
at Rome, Bologna, and Florence, Algarotti went to Paris at
the age of 20. There his urbanity, his personal charm and
versatile intelligence attracted intellectuals. In 1737 he
published his best selling Newtonism for Ladies, a popular
exposition of Newtonian optics which made him internationally famous.
After a visit to Russia in 1739, Lord Baltimore introduced
him to Frederick the Great who invited him to Berlin, where
he became a personal favourite, the most popular member of
the inner royal circle and a count. A failed secret diplomatic
mission to Sardinia as a Prussian spy diminished royal
interest in the favourite who remained as cultural adviser.
Frustrated by the king’s reluctance to grant him steady
employment, Algarotti accepted an invitation by Augustus
III, the rich Elector of Saxony to become his art adviser and
agent in January 1742. The next 7 years were spent at
Dresden which Algarotti called the ‘Paris of Germany’,
where over 100 paintings were acquired through him mostly
from Italy.

Algarotti proposed in a letter dated 28 October 1742, that the
Elector should add a small collection of modern paintings to
the expanding Saxon picture collection.
Augustus proved a willing client and generous patron:
Algarotti acquired for him works by Piazzetta, Pittoni,
Tiepolo, Amigoni and Zuccarelli as well as pictures by Carl
Van Loo and Boucher. However. when Algarotti was not
appointed Superintendant of the Saxon Collections, he was
glad to return to Berlin to accept the position of chamberlain
and a pension from Frederick with whom he kept in touch,
although he had previously considered his old friend too
frivolous for an official post.
After 6 years in Prussia poor health made Algarotti return to
Italy in 1753, where he lived mostly at Bologna; he died in
Pisa, where he was buried with a marble epitaph paid for by
Frederick the Great (see item no 10). Algarotti’s influential
writings include studies on classical themes and essays on
architecture (1753), the opera (1755), and painting (1762).
(from Tyroff, Konrad. Das Wappenbuch der Preussischen
Monarchie, Nuremberg 1828, volume I, plate 16).
2
Marta Maretich, The Merchants of Light, 2015.
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The Prussian crown prince is delighted on
first meeting Algarotti

2 Frederick II of Prussia & Ulrich-Friedrich von

Suhm. Correspondance familière et amicale de Frédéric
Second Roi de Prusse. Avec U.F.de Suhm, conseiller
intime de l’Electeur de Saxe, & son Envoyé extraordinaire
aux courts de Berlin & de Petersbourg. Geneva, Barde,
Manget & Co., 1787. 2 vols in small 8vo. xxiv + 272p;
title leaf + 224p. Typographical ornaments. Contemporary pictorial wrappers stencilled in a blue star
pattern by the Orleans print maker of popular
imagery [Pierre-Fiacre] Per[doux] (fl.1780’s), uncut
and untrimmed, as issued; neatly rebacked.

The lively philosophical correspondance of Frederick II, as
crown prince of Prussia (1736-1740) with a close friend, the
Saxon diplomat Ulrich-Friedrich von Suhm (1691-1740),
accredited to the Berlin court from 1720-30. The letters are
here first published after the king’s death in the previous
year. In letter LXXXIV, dated ‘Remusberg’1 26 September
1739, on pp 139-140, Frederick, addressing Suhm as ‘Mon
cher Diaphane’, expresses joy on his recent momentous meeting with Francesco Algarotti accompanied by Lord Baltimore
after their arrival from a trip to St Petersburg:

‘ Nous avons en ici Milord Baltimore & le jeune Algarotti, tous deux des
hommes qui par leur savoir doivent se concilier l’estime & la considération de
tous ceux que les voient. Nous avons beaucoup parlé de Vous, de philosophie,
de sciences, des arts, enfin de tout ce qui doit être compris dans le goût des
honnêtes gens’ (We have Milord Baltimore here, and the young Algarotti, both
of them men who by their accomplishments cannot but conciliate the
esteem and consideration of all who see you [Suhm], of philosophy, of
science, art; in short of all that can be included in the taste of cultivated
people).
Frederick immediately fell for the charming and erudite Venetian intellectual
and was determined to attract him to Berlin as a companion and member of
his inner circle.
Suhm prepared a French translation of Christian Wolff’s German Metaphysics
(1719) for Frederick. He was Saxon ambassador in St Petersburg when he died
in 1740.
An attractive set, uncut and untrimmed in original state, wrappers age-stained
in places.
i.e. ‘Rheinsberg’, Frederick’s residence as a crown prince; he liked to gallicise
German names making it a fashion.

1

Algarotti & Baroque opera: his manuscript copy
of a cantata by his friend Metastasio

3 Algarotti, Francesco (1712-64) & Pietro Metastasio (1698-

1782) La scusa. Cantata. Italian manuscript on paper of
Metastasio’s Cantata transcribed by Algarotti, undated [c1750]
2 pages of text penned in brown ink, recto & verso on 1st part
of a folding leaf (2nd part blank) edges gilt, probably from an
album.
A cantata selected from Metastasio’s opera La Scusa copied in manuscript by his friend and correspondent Francesco Algarotti. No printed
version of the libretto was available until 1780, when it was published
with music by Baldassare Galuppi.
Metastasio, born Pietro Antonio Domenico Trapassi (1689-1782), was one of
the most famous librettists of the period. His libretto La Clemenza di Tito
inspired Mozart to compose an opera of the same name. In 1742, on
arriving in Dresden as artistic adviser, Algarotti was asked by the
Elector Augustus III of Saxony (1696-1763) to stage the opera ‘Didone
abandonata’ with a letter by Metastasio on the occasion of his birthday.
Algarotti was to published his own work on opera in 1755. The word
Cantata with contemporary smudge, otherwise in excellent condition.
cf Brunelli II, 709.

Algarotti celebrated in a medallion
at the height of his fame
as ‘literary superstar’
4 Algarotti, Francesco (1712-1764) poet, travelling scientist,

refined art collector and dealer - Schmidt, Georg Friedrich
(1712-75), Royal Prussian engraver, trained in Paris 1736-46,
pastel painter & draughtsman. Aquatint portrait
(273 x 170mm) in the manner of a Roman Imperial profile
portrait against a medallion-shaped ground [drawn from life
at Berlin in 1752]. Below the image, in another plate, a long
Latin inscription describing the portrait.
The subject is seen in profile to the left, as in a classical bas-relief or
in a cameo; curled hair frames the face, he has very large eyes and an
aquiline nose. Through chiaroscuro, the face stands out from the dark
background. The author has placed the portrait outside on an ancient
crumbling ivy-covered wall; beneath the portrait an ancient bas-relief
serves as a support, showing Apollo with his lyre surrounded by the
Nine Muses - ‘Haec Algarotti effigies, quo Cive superbit Regina, Adriacis quae dominatur aquis ...’
Excellent impression in fresh condition; neat tear in top blank margin

7

Schmidt began his studies in Berlin, completing them in
Paris. On the recommendation of his court painter, Antoine
Pesne, Frederick appointed Schmidt as court engraver in
1742. His fame reached St. Petersburg and the Empress
Elizabeth asked him to engrave her portrait and organize an
engraving school. Today there are about 200 plates engraved
by him depicting sumptuous portraits of nobles, artists and
religious subjects of translation.

Schmidt is also remembered for engravings in the style of
Rembrandt from which he took the intense chiaroscuro and
inventiveness of the compositions as a model. His works
were ranked among the best in Germany in the 18th century.
The Royal Society in London has an example of this print
without the plate with text, but with a short text engraved in
the lower margin showing that Schmidt executed the
portrait in Berlin live, in 1752.

Literary correspondence between Anne-Marie du Boccage
and Francesco Algarotti
5 Fiquet du Boccage, Anne-Marie Le Page (1710-

1802) poet. Autograph letter to Francesco Algarotti
(1712-64) poet, art critic, connaisseur of arts &
sciences, dated Rome, 24 August 1757. 3 pages in
small 4to. Last page with 5 line entry in a gothic
German hand confirming contents of letter, dated
Venice 1844 (otherwise blank). Folding marks.
Flattering autograph letter in a beautiful, legible hand by
Madame du Boccage, writing from Rome, acknowledging her
delight on receiving Algarotti’s letter from Florence, mentioning her triumphant reception by the Institut de Bologne; ‘I am
sending you what you asked me’ she is on her way to Naples
hoping to pass through Bologna (Algarotti’s residence) by the
end of October; she promises to write more positively on her
return from Naples, where she is intending to go the following month, wishing that Algarotti were present at all her travels : ‘I assure you that your presence would make me forget
that you belong to the king of Prussia’ (alluding to Algarotti’s
close friendship with Frederick the Great); she mentions her
reception at the Academie des Arcades, hoping to that Maupertius 1 will come to Rome (‘you will see that Maupertius is
not afraid of coming to Rome ... i would have been pleased
to make his acquaintance here, where one can see eachother
more easily than in Paris ‘). Her letter ends saying it needs no
signature as Algarotti will recognise her handwriting (‘Adieu,
je me flatte que vous me reconnoitrez sans que je signe’).

Madame du Boccage first met Algarotti at her Paris salon in 1749
and cultivated him in order to gain Frederick the Great’s attention and favour; she thought that her association with Algarotti
and his support would increase her readership and advance her
literary career. In her letters to Algarotti she flatteringly referred
to the king, as an admirable man of letters and a great statesman.
The published Boccage letters owe their reputation as a ‘literary
correspondence’ entirely to these exchanges with Algarotti.2
In excellent condition; folding marks.

1

Maupertius, Pierre Louis-Moreau de (1689-1759), mathematician & physicist, famous for his expedition to Lapland to measure the length of a degree
along the meridian confirming Newton’s theory that the earth is flattened at
the poles; he was invited by Frederick the Great to become president of the
Berlin Academy of Sciences in 1741 and became a firm friend of Algarotti.
2
‘Avec Francesco Algarotti, la correspondance devient, par sa régularité et son
ampleur, une véritable « correspondance littéraire » : elle assure pour son
correspondant une revue des nouveautés accompagnée de commentaires
critiques et lui sert d’« agent littéraire » à Paris.’ (Francois Bessire, lettres de
Mme Du Boccage (1745-96); For this letter see: Algarotti : Opere, vol. XVI, pp
422-424.

Algarotti asked to send flowers from Italy for
Princess Wilhelmina of Prussia

6 Intimate autograph letter in a neat hand in French

written to Algarotti in Italy by a close lady friend from
the adhoc Prussian Court at the most critical moment of
the Seven Years’ War, dated: Magdeburg, 17 February
1762. 2 pages.
The correspondent knows Algarotti intimately from his time in Berlin as
Frederick the Great’s cultural adviser, agent and chamberlain (until 1753); she
mentions an unsuccessful attempt on the king’s life by an officer imprisoned
at Breslau, the death of the Empress Elizabeth of Russia ‘exactly at the time
when our enemies believed that they only had to strike the last blow in order
to annihilate us (known as the ‘Miracle of the House of Brandenburg’), refers
to impending peace negotiations - ‘political news I can send you is that the
truce is assured, between the Russians and us, the prisoners released without
exchange on either side’, the first fruit of this good fortune will be our return to
Berlin, perhaps Austria will consent to an honourable peace, otherwise we shall
wage war on more equal terms and finally Frederick the Great will not lose a
sou from his magazine. To my joy, it is possible that the English, far from abandoning us, will make greater efforts, inspite of the war with Spain;’ the writer
asks Algarotti to send some flowers from Italy for the little Princess Wilhelmina
of Prussia (1751-1820 - later Princess of Orange-Nassau), ‘to the value of 3 gold
ducats’ which she will arrange to be paid from Augsburg .
Algarotti was highly regarded by Frederick the Great for his encyclopaedic
knowledge, and for his cultural suggestions including the recommendation of
Italian plants, fruits and other delicacies which were regularly imported for the
king.

Algarotti chided as a manipulative art dealer
and possessive collector
7 Autograph letter in French written to Algarotti by a close lady friend from

the Prussian Court at the height of the Seven Years’ War, dated: Berlin,
2 December [1762]. 4 pages in ink in a neat, legible hand surrounded by
a pretty blue stencilled ornamental border.

Charming confidential and intimate letter from Berlin by the same lady who here berates
Algarotti sharply for pandering to princes to maintain their favour : ‘You are very careful to
give important presents to Princes, I think there is nothing so low and so ridiculous’; she also
refers to his fragile health : ‘ I am annoyed that the bad weather has obliged you to leave the
country, I imagine this is beneficial to your health.’ She refers to mutual art dealings, telling
Algarotti that she is displeased with him for contacting someone in Potsdam :’ I don’t know
what he is about, but I am annoyed that you have sent him word that you have authorized
me to make prices for the pictures. he will pester me for reductions and I don’t like giving
largesse with my friends ‘properties’ (referring to his pictures); it is some time ago that you
promised me some of your works, but you are not too much troubled about keeping you
word to me’. (Algarotti was art adviser to both Augustus the Strong of Saxony and Frederick
the Great of Prussia). The letter ends on a personal note : ‘Our carnival will begin quite late
this year. My nonsense amuses you. I am very much annoyed that I cannot offer you some
today.’ She encourages her correspondant to get married: ‘believe me you would do well to
marry, in a few years from now you will be very happy to have a companion at home, for one
cannot always be working; you will tell me perhaps that you are free to take a mistress home
with you. but I am rather suspicious about the feeling of all your paid mistresses. moreover
this is just my advice to you, but remember I have given you some that was very good.’

7 Autograph letter

Cardinal de Bernis, correspondant
of Algarotti
8 Bernis, François-Joachim de Pierre, Comte de,

Abbé (1715-94). French statesman & Cardinal.
Engraved portrait by L[uigi] Rados (1773-1840)
after a drawing by G[iovanni] B[attista] Bosio.
c1810. Plate impression: 218 x 154mm; overall
size: 28.7 x 200mm. The French diplomat is shown
seated at a desk in the habit of a Cardinal.

‘... [Bernis recognised] that art could be an effective
agent of personal and public relations. As minister of
foreign affairs, he needed to project an image of
cultivation and knowledge, while also signaling the
affluence and power his royal office conferred’.1
See, Ilchman, Michie, Dickerson III & Bell, Casanova,
The Seduction of Europe, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
2017, p26. ‘The Art of Display’, ch 1, elaborates on
Bernis’ art collections and poses.
1

The Cardinal of Pleasure entertains the Venetians
9 Bernis, François-Joachim de Pierre, Comte de,

Abbé. Autograph letter in ink, signed L Abbé Comte
de Bernis, dated: Fiesso, 26 June 1754. 2 pages, recto
& verso, 8vo.

Signed letter written to Algarotti after his return to Venice in
1753 for health reasons, while Bernis was the entertaining and
pleasure-seeking French ambassador in Venice (1752 - 1755)
acting as mediator between the Republic and Pope Benedict
XIV. Algarotti had enjoyed this lavish hospitality.
‘Your village, Sir, is very near to mine. Could we not without wounding
either politics or prudence see each other once or twice this summer, if
you have no objection? I shall find the means; I shall gladly surprise you
... and bring back to my hamlet ideas and graces unknown to it. My
master [the Pope] is a very good negotiator. I think that the republic
could not do better either for its glory or for its interest than to refer to
him. I have had no merit in this affair except that of having pointed out to
[?] Madame the confidence of this government…’ 18 letters of the BernisAlgarotti correspondance in 1755 were published.

On his return to France in 1755 Bernis was made a papal
councillor of state, and in 1756 he was created cardinal by
Pope Clement XIII. Bernis was French foreign minister
during the first phase of the Seven Years War, as a protégé of
Madame de Pompadour (1757-58); he spent his final years as
chargé d affaires to the Vatican (1774-94).

Frederick the Great’s last honour to his old friend
and dinner companion Algarotti

10 [Volpato, Giovanni (1735-1803)], engraver.

Aquatint after a design by the painter Mauro Tesi
(1730-66) for the mausoleum of Francesco Algarotti
(d.1764) in the Campo Santo at Pisa. Mounted on
contemporary paper, marked in ink with multiple
line borders; plate impression: 306 x176mm; overall
size: 350 x 220mm. Tailend blank margin with nearcontemporary manuscript entry in ink : ‘Studi, nel
monumento del. co. Algarotti a Pisa 1768 Mauro
Tesi, bolognese inv.’

Aquatint of the model for Algarotti’s tomb created by
the Bolognese architectural painter Mauro Antonio
Tesi and and completed after his early death in 1766
by the sculptor and art collector Carlo Bianconi (17321802).

Algarotti, their former patron, had already rejected the Baroque and the three
friends became early proponents of the neo-classical style which inspired this
mausoleum; Algarotti had affectionately nicknamed his friend Tesi ‘Il Maurino’
by which he became generally known. The engraver and antique dealer,
Volpato, ironically earned his first major professional commission and career to
a plaque he contributed to this very mausoleum which had caught the attention
of the Duke of Parma.
The mausoleum was commissioned by Algarotti’s friend, admirer and one time
employer, Frederick the Great, king of Prussia, who devised the following motto
placed on the tomb :
‘Hic iacet Ovidii aemulus et Neutoni discipulus’ (here lies the rival of Ovid and
the pupil of Newton’ to which the Algarotti family added :’Fredericus Magnus’
(Frederick the Great).
Numbers and notes in the outer margin edges suggest the aquatint was part of
a collection formed of images on tomb designs. In very good condition.
Cf. Thieme-Becker (Bianconi), vol. III, p 592.
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