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To the memory of Xavier Duquenne (1935–2018)



“Barely is the name of this excellent artist [Dewez], who was undoubtedly one of the leading architects of Europe in the last century, known, we would not say outside Belgium, but in Belgium itself. This fact alone is enough to prove how great our indifference is towards our national glories, or how little faith we have in them unless foreigners take it upon themselves to proclaim them.”

“A peine le nom de cet excellent artiste [Dewez], qui fut incontestablement un des premiers architectes de l’Europe au siècle dernier, est-il connu, nous ne dirons pas hors de la Belgique, mais dans la Belgique même. Ce fait seul suffit pour prouver combien est grande notre indifférence à l’égard de nos gloires nationales, ou combien peu nous y avons foi si l’étranger ne se charge lui-même de les proclamer.”



A.G.B. Schayes, Histoire de l’architecture en Belgique, vol. I, s.d. [c.1850], p. II note (Préface)
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Introduction

From 1759 to 1780 Laurent-Benoît Dewez produced an impressive body of work. Given his key position in the architectural life of the Southern Low Countries – he was court architect, government architect, and, as such, de facto architect of the “Eglise Belgique” (Belgian Church) – his work certainly deserves a synthesis and in-depth analysis. The 900th anniversary of Vlierbeek Abbey is the occasion to celebrate its last architect with an exhibition and the present publication.

The book concentrates on the following key research questions:


	1. In the architecture of the Southern Low Countries, what is the position of the work of Laurent-Benoît Dewez, who received exceptional training, studying architecture in Rome in the 1750s and researching the buildings of Antiquity and Palladio as Robert Adam’s draughtsman? How did he translate his Italian and English training into a personal architectural language, how did he evolve, and how did he position himself in relation to the dominant trend of French classicism? How can his architecture be characterised in relation to national and international classicisms, the so-called “goût à la grecque”, the generation of “Piranesians” (French and other architects trained in Rome in the 1740s and 1750s), the “return to Antiquity” and the “(return to the) grand goût”?


	2. How did he receive commissions? His official position as court architect is often cited, but it was obtained relatively late (in 1767) and directly concerns only a fairly limited number of building sites. How was it possible for a single architect to have built so many ecclesiastical buildings, abbeys, and churches, on this scale and at this level? What role did government and its policies play in his building commissions? Think of the “Belgian Church” policy for ecclesiastical buildings or the Austrian government’s views on prison and vagrancy reform for the Vilvorde Prison. More specifically, what was the role of individual civil servants and government bodies? What was the impact of his appointments by the government, the court, and his family? How did the network of patrons work in practice? How did his career end, and what was the impact of the disappointment of the court and government bodies?


	3. As a court architect, he worked within a well-oiled court administration, with building administrators and official procedures. How did he function as an architect for the Belgian Church or, more generally, for the government or for private individuals? Did he hire a special team of draughtsmen, workers, contractors, etc.? How did he supervise the building sites? Was he involved in drawing up estimates, drawing up specifications, paying workers, and paying for materials (by measuring the work, or the toisé)? Was he at the head of an architectural agency? How and how much was he paid? Did he stick to the budget? Can we talk about trends in the management and technical aspects of site management?


	4. Who were his direct competitors, both locally and nationally? And also, who were his pupils? What role did they play in the architecture of the Southern Low Countries? Was their individual work in line with the general trends of French-based fashionable architecture in the cities or did it deviate from them? How did their careers develop after Dewez stopped working?




To study the lines of research defined above, the researcher has access to a number of valuable sources. First, there are the drawings from the architect’s office, held at the Archives Générales du Royaume (Brussels), in the Fonds Plans Dewez (PD). This collection is supplemented by drawings from other archive collections.

Second, as far as the written documents are concerned, there are collections available relating to the various public and religious commissions. Almost all of these have been exploited by Xavier Duquenne, both in his numerous articles on Dewez’s various works and in his archive deployments, currently held in the Papiers Duquenne, at the Archives de la Ville de Bruxelles, Fonds Duquenne, 3. Dewez. Indeed, Duquenne’s research is of such importance that no researcher can do without it. Each study on Dewez is so closely linked to his work that we would like to dedicate this book to this tireless researcher. Then there are the studies carried out over the last fifty years by other researchers in the context of biographical or monographic studies of various buildings – which provide important elements and approaches for this analysis (composition and décor).

Our interpretation will be based on the reception of Dewez’s work by his contemporaries and on the study of his training through surviving drawings; we will then analyse various aspects of his work: the composition and typology of his plans for abbeys, churches, and pleasure houses. Several aspects were already studied in our PhD and constitute the base of a renewed reading.1 In terms of his architectural language, we will focus on his sources of inspiration – with particular attention to the Italian aspect – and on the development of his personal language. The drawings and the work provide a typological and formal analysis that addresses the questions of architectural language posed above. The written sources, skilfully combined, provide answers to questions relating to architectural commissions, architectural policy, and site management.


[image: Portrait of a richly dressed man with white curly hair.]
1. Miniature portrait of Dewez on a medaillon (Coll. Fam. van de Walle de Ghelcke).

The book comprises six chapters. It begins with the architect’s “fortune critique”; older and more recent historiography will be analysed in detail in a separate, first chapter. The older historiography, dating from about the time of Dewez (Baert, Derival, and de Feller), or just after (Goetghebuer and Schayes), will prove particularly valuable in answering the questions suggested above.

The architect’s Italian training is the subject of the second chapter. Analysis of the surviving series of drawings from this period (PD 1–68 and Collection Family Van de Walle de Ghelcke (VDWDG 1–3)) forms the backbone of this chapter. Simone Ansiaux’s 1952 study of these drawings was thoroughly updated as part of my doctorate on Franco-Belgian relations in the Southern Low Countries 1750–1830 (Van de Vijver 2000a). John Fleming’s identification of Laurent-Benoît Dewez as Robert Adam’s draughtsman in Robert Adam and his Circle (1962); the studies of Robert Adam’s early years and training by A.A. Tait; and the subsequent literature on Clérisseau (McCormick 1990), another artist close to Adam, have brought about a quantum change in our knowledge of the later years of Dewez’s Italian training. The present version takes account of the many studies undertaken since 2000 on the Italian architectural training of the architects in the 1740s and 1750s, as well as the summary study by Janine Barrier (2005).


[image: Portrait of a woman with 18th-century hair, a slight smile, and a detailed gown.]
Fig. 2. Miniature portrait of Marie-Françoise Mertens, wife of Dewez (Coll. Fam. van de Walle de Ghelcke).


The next chapter deals with Dewez’s architectural commissions for the government, the court, and private clients. As a government architect (chapter 3.1), he carried out projects for various levels of power, at national level (Privy Council), regional level (States of Brabant, States of Flanders), or even outside the Austrian Netherlands (Bouillon). Determining precisely when Dewez was proposed as an architect is of vital importance in analysing historical sources. What was the role of which administration, of which key figure (the Governor General, Cobenzl, de Neny)? For the question of religious patrons we explore, in line with contemporary critics such as De Feller and ancient historians such as Schayes, and modern historians such as Jan Roegiers, the hypothesis of their relationship with the policy of the “Eglise Belgique” as developed by de Neny. In the same vein, we might mention his commissions for the University of Louvain, which also began under de Neny’s direction. As court architect (chapter 3.2), from 1767 to 1780, Dewez played a well-defined role in a centuries-old administration. As a private architect (chapter 3.3), attention is focused on the main work on the Château de Seneffe for Depestre, on commissions for the “grand commis d’état”, linked to the central government, and for his own family. The last part within this chapter (3.4) will focus upon the part played by his competitors, local and national, and treats the end of his career.

The next two chapters deal with the organisation of the Dewez agency, from drawing to final payment (chapter 4), and with Dewez’s architectural typology and language, characterised by De Feller as “an antique taste mixed with the modern” (“un goût antique mêlé avec le moderne”) (chapter 5). The first analyses the accounts and written technical documents, while the second reads the projects as they appear in the drawings and completed projects.

The final chapter (6) explores Dewez’s legacy through the work of his pupils, in particular their work “à la Dewez” and their renewed neo-Palladianism. Using Goetghebuer and Immerzeel’s list of Dewez’s pupils as a starting point, the pupils’ architectural work, in particular the designs they drew, is subjected to the question: does it conform to the French trends present in the Austrian Netherlands, or can it be linked to Dewez’s specific style? This chapter is based on the mentioned PhD, but is supplemented by new examples drawn from the works of Dumortier, Maljean, and Montoyer, as well as the case of the Château de Laeken. After a general conclusion, we turn to the appendix-chapters.

The first appendix provides an overview of Dewez’s architectural work and is structured according to the nature of his commissions: religious, public, and private. The second annex contains primary documents, such as the transcription of his tombstone, a historical biographical note, examples of architectural estimates and accounts, and expert writings.





1 Historiography

In the writings of the period 1760–1830, Dewez’s architectural activity did not go unnoticed. Both during his lifetime (accounts of his travels and descriptions of the Southern Low Countries) and after his death (architectural historiography), his work attracted the attention of several authors. Despite the relatively small number of these publications, they offer valuable insights and also bear witness to the evolution of his “fortune critique” within the period under study.

For the Austrian period, we have (critical) descriptions of some of his work in the travel accounts of De Feller and Derival, as well as biographical notes on the artist by Antoine and Baert. The French period has left us an obituary (1812). Finally, during the Dutch period, his work acquired a definitive place in the historiography of architecture in the Southern Low Countries, particularly thanks to its publication in Goetghebuer’s Choix des monumens (1817–1828); we should also mention the biographical note by Schayes, published three years after Belgium’s independence (1833). Monographic research by local historians based on archival sources has added to our knowledge of specific buildings in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Several researchers with genealogical links to Dewez are focusing on his biography and work. In the early 1960s, De Dijn devoted his art history thesis on Dewez to the Premonstratensians. A few years later, Xavier Duquenne began his lifelong study of the architect and his fight to save his works such as Seneffe. He has published numerous definitive monographs of works.


1.1. Architectural criticism of Dewez during his lifetime

In Itinéraire, ou voyages de Mr. l’abbé Defeller en diverses parties de l’Europe: en Hongrie, en Transylvanie, en Esclavonie, en Bohême, en Pologne, en Italie, en Suisse, en Allemagne, en France, en Hollande, aux Pays-Bas, au Pays de Liege etc., published after the author’s death in Paris and Liège in 1820, the former Luxembourg Jesuit (then a member of the secular clergy) François-Xavier De Feller (1735–1802)1 repeatedly criticised the abbeys built by Dewez, which he had visited during his travels in the Southern Low Countries. From 1770 to 1790 he visited the abbeys of Saint-Rémi in Rochefort (July 1771), of Orval (September 1775 and 31 August 1779), of Saint-Martin in Tournai (15 May 1777), of Floreffe (15 May 1778), of Bonne-Espérance (15 May 1779), of Gembloux (11 June 1780), and finally, of Dilighem and Afflighem (May 1790).2

In the chapters devoted to the Austrian Netherlands, De Feller – who very rarely mentions the names of the artists – almost systematically mentions Dewez’s work in the abbeys and devotes a critical note to them. De Feller mentions Dewez’s name in the case of the abbeys of, for example, Saint-Rémi at Rochefort, Orval, Floreffe, Bonne-Espérance, and Gembloux; he does not mention it, however, for the abbeys of Saint-Martin de Tournai, Dilighem, and Afflighem. His assessment of “Dewez’s architecture”3 fluctuates between two extremes, from the most favourable – “the most beautiful abbey in the world”4 (Orval) – to the most negative, with a superlative: “since the beginning of the world, no architect has devised a more absurd plan”5 (Gembloux). However, his clear preference for negative judgements in general must be acknowledged. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that he considers the “façon de Dewez”,6 “the genius” or “[his] taste in architecture”7 as original and innovative, even if he did not approve of the path followed by the artist. Let us begin our overview of his criticisms of the four abbeys with the only resolutely positive one: that of Orval Abbey:


The old building resembles a city, and the new one a royal residence: although it is not finished, it is easy to see that it will be the most beautiful abbey in the world; the architecture is noble and simple. […] Finally, the three conditions that the institute of our late Society [of Jesus] required in the construction of houses are excellently fulfilled here: sint sana, fortia, commoda. Elegance is added to these three qualities. Sculpture, painting, marble, mouldings and above all admirable ironwork, which is particularly evident in the trelliswork of the grand staircase, are used with as much richness as taste.8



Such praise is the exception rather than the rule in De Feller’s writings, as can be seen from the following remark, taken from the same notice:


Some ideas that are a little singular and exotic are due to the genius of Mr. D***, to whom I hasten to do justice by correcting an excessively disadvantageous idea that two altars of his design, which I had seen at the abbey of S. Remi, had given me of his talents. However, I found all his follies at Bonne-Espérance and Floreffe, as we shall see later.9



The terms “singular” and “exotic”, used in relation to Dewez’s architecture, remain in brackets in the description of this abbey, but the adjectives “absurd” and “bizarre” used for the other buildings are more disparaging. Here is what he calls “exotic” in his description of the Abbey of Bonne-Espérance:


The church, the work of Dewez, bears the imprint of the exotic genius of this architect: bizarre and out-of-place ornaments, cinerary vases and other symbols typical of paganism, an antique taste ridiculously mixed with the modern, little daylight, especially at the ends of the crossing, which could be used as cellars; painful efforts to destroy any appearance of a vault; parquet floors worthy of a child’s imagination, etc. […]10



The church at Gembloux Abbey, “in the style of Dewez” (“qui est de façon de Dewez”), is considered “a masterpiece of extravagance. […] In the church itself, one asks where it is: it is a group of trinkets, without purpose or order.”11 With regard to the church of Rochefort Abbey, we read: “The small altars, designed by the architect of the Court of Brussels, Mr. Dewez, are an assembly of all the Gothic monstrosities.”12 The church at Floreffe Abbey is described as follows:


[…] repaired and reformed a few years ago in the style of Dewez’s architecture, is not lacking in bizarre ornaments copied a little too literally from Roman monuments. Urns and pyramids are plentiful: the high altar is nothing more than a peristyle in the shape of a small temple. You can also see the mixture of orders and the aversion to daylight that characterise the buildings constructed by this architect.13



Reading these quotations highlights the significance of the adjectives “exotic”, “bizarre”, and “absurd”, which, for De Feller, seem to be closely linked to Dewez’s “antique taste”:14 “Greek and Roman architecture, which is considered to be the non plus outre, and which serves as the basis for the operations of these innovators.”15 According to De Feller, the use of these “pagan” elements and models in the construction of churches not only provokes a conflict between the ancient and the modern – “the ancient taste ridiculously mixed with the modern […] this is what distinguishes this church [of the Abbey of Bonne-Espérance] which holds something of the ancient temples of Juno and Bacchus, something of the modern opera halls, and which as a whole resembles nothing”16 – but also leads him to his fundamental position: Can we “draw the abode of the true God on that of the monstrous ghosts of polytheism”?17 De Feller’s answer is obviously negative:


A simpler reflection than all that is that the decadence of taste must naturally be felt in architecture, as in the other sciences. On the pretext of imitating the ancients, we are making trinkets that are neither ancient nor modern, that have something of all genres, belong to none, and will serve as monuments to our follies. After devastating History, Poetry, Eloquence etc., destructive philosophy will leave its murderous imprint on the very walls and stones: Mors etiam saxis marmoribusque venit.18



This last quotation clearly classifies De Feller as a reactionary, and proposes a reading of Dewez’s work as “Enlightenment architecture”. It is also interesting to note that the categories (the bizarre, the ridiculous, the extravagant) used by De Feller to express his contempt for the ornaments used by Dewez are identical to those used by the French authors, in their condemnation, among other things, of Gothic “ornaments”,19 and above all in their rejection of the “rococo”,20 that “modern Gothic which is far more ridiculous than the old” in the words of Saint-Yves.21

Another account of a journey undertaken from 1782 to 1784, Voyageur dans les Pays-Bas autrichiens ou lettres sur l’état actuel de ces pays, printed under the pseudonym Derival and identified by some authors as the Frenchman Augustin-Pierre-Damien de Gomicourt (1723–?),22 also deals with Dewez’s constructions. It is without doubt the most complete and valuable travel account of the Austrian Netherlands.23

Derival applauded the canopy room of the Hôtel d’Orange, the palace of Charles de Lorraine in Brussels, because “it is good in its mass & in its details”;24 but he severely criticised the Vilvorde Prison.25 In his sixth volume, Derival comments on the churches of the abbeys of Afflighem and Saint-Martin de Tournai. In his eyes, the abbey church of Afflighem was “of Greek architecture”.26 However, he scorned the details, or rather the decoration, of these churches: “The capitals and ornaments are in poor taste and of mediocre execution”27 (the church of Afflighem Abbey); “the altar in the choir is of a petty decoration. True beauty has been neglected in favour of flashiness; richness and marble have been used without taste”28 (the church of the abbey of Saint-Martin de Tournai).

Writing in the 1780s, Derival describes Dewez’s reputation at that time, as well as his fate:


[…] an architect named Dewez: this architect worked a lot; several churches of abbeys which are very important to them, were built on his drawings: such are those of the Abbey of Orval, of Gembloux, of Bonne-Espérance, of Helissem, of Vlierbeek, near Louvain; he also gave the drawings of the claustral buildings of the Abbeys of Affligem & of Saint-Martin de Tournai. It is also a pleasure to see the castles of Seneffe and Brugelette, which he helped to build. He is without doubt the best architect in the Netherlands. Envy and jealousy alone will not agree. Dewez has mastered his art and enforces its rules, which is precisely what cannot please those who want to enslave them to their imagination and their false taste. Dewez is no longer working, much to the regret of lovers of architecture, who have watched with sorrow as he withdrew and ceased to practise his art.29



In the criticism of the Vilvorde Prison, in the fourth volume, he repeats: “[…] D’huet [Dewez] who, as I believe I have already told you, must be considered the best Architect the Austrian Netherlands has.”30

The mention of Dewez in the entry on Etienne Fayn in the dictionary at the end of Jean Antoine’s Traité d’Architecture (Treves, 1768) emphasises the “antique” aspect of the master’s architecture: Fayn intervened “by correcting the too old [read ‘antique’] taste of Sr Dewez”31 at Orval Abbey in about 1763.

The number and intensity of the criticisms of Dewez’s architecture during his lifetime highlight the importance of his work and its innovative aspects. Remarkably unanimous, these critics complained in particular about ornamentation that was “too old-fashioned” (“d’un goût trop ancien”), “antique”, or “Greek” (“grecs”). Dewez’s borrowings from contemporary Roman architecture (architectural orders, pediments, vases, obelisks, garlands, lion’s heads, etc.), Antiquity, and classicism (Renaissance, mannerism) are clearly perceived as “antique”. Derival had the Abbey Church of Affligem lifted out of “Greek architecture”.32 The remodelling of the interior of the church of Afflighem Abbey was indicated as being in the “Roman taste” in 1762 by the abbot Begaus.33 The intervention of Etienne Fayn at Orval Abbey in about 1763 was considered “correcting the too ancient (read ‘antique’) taste of sr. Dewez”. Only De Feller overcomes the criticism of the decoration in certain passages and makes more general observations. For example, he notes the typological transformation of the abbey-city into an abbey-palace (Orval) and shows a certain sensitivity to the tension between antique elements and their use in buildings of modern typology, characteristic of the new architecture.



1.2. Printed and handwritten biographical notes, obituaries, and epigraphs until 1812

The provost of Afflighem, Beda Regaus (1718–1808), also left a few sentences about Dewez in the manuscript Hafflighemum illustratum, detailing his formative years before his years in Brussels:


“[…] for which the architect Laur. Benedict De Wez was assumed, born in the Ardennes, who from a tender age was devoted to this art, had lived for many years in Rome, and then having been protected in Denmark, and having come to Vienna again, had returned to London, England, and had also frequented Paris, and finally chose to live in Brussels for barely forty years […]”34



The dictionary of ancient and modern architects at the end of Jean Antoine’s Traité d’architecture (1768) contains an entry on Dewez. The author refers to his “Roman taste, but too old” at Orval. Antoine, architect and surveyor general of Metz, had heard of Dewez probably at Orval, as he was working there himself. Antoine also mentions the architect’s exceptional training trips.


Dewez, an architect born in Rechain in Flanders: he travelled extensively in Rome, Greece, Egypt, Turkey, Hungary, Germany, Portugal, Spain and England; from where he was drawn to the Orval Abbey, where he drew up a General Plan in 1760 for this house in Roman style, but too old; this is why it is not followed in all its parts. He surveyed the ruins of the ancient and modern buildings with their profiles in all the areas and drew them after nature.35



This entry on Dewez appeared in German translation in the Allgemeines Kuenstlerlexikon […] (Zurich, Drell, 1779) by Johann Caspar Füssli (1706–1782).

Philippe Baert, librarian to the Marquis of Chasteleer and secretary of the Brussels Academy, sent questionnaires to religious patrons (abbots)36 to gather data for his Mémoires sur les sculpteurs et architectes des Pays-Bas (c.1778), which remained unpublished until their publication by Baron de Reiffenberg in 1848– 1849.37 He was familiar with Antoine’s entrance38 and had consulted the architect himself.39 Baert dwells again on his training – with a different list of places visited: “De Wez travelled to Greece, where he devoted himself particularly to the study of ancient monuments. He then went to Naples, Lisbon, Paris, London, Stockholm and Copenhagen, to examine and study the finest examples of modern architecture”40 – mentions his master Luigi Vanvitelli, his place in the country’s architecture – “M. de Wez has made an invaluable effort to banish bad taste and revive the great manner of the ancients”41 – his “end”, and adds a list of works (document 1.3, p. 152).

At the occasion of Dewez’s death, the Brussels journal L’Oracle (4 November 1812) published an obituary based upon Baert (document 1.4, p. 154).


Death has just taken from us an architect distinguished by his merit and his profound knowledge of his art. Mr Laurent-Benoît Dewez, born in Rechain, Limbourg, ended his career on the 1st of this month at Grand-Bigard, near this town. He had been architect to the late Prince of Lorraine, Governor-General of the Netherlands. Mr Dewez was taught by famous men such as Marchiani, architect to Benedict XIV, and Vitelly, architect to the King of Naples: it was by working under them that he succeeded in perfecting his taste. After spending a long time at the academy in Rome and drawing up plans of the most beautiful ancient monuments in that city and its surroundings, he successively visited Greece, Syria, the ruins of Palmyra, Sweden, Denmark, England and Germany, in order to acquire new knowledge: twenty years of his life were devoted to these journeys. Soon the King of Portugal appointed him his architect, but when the monks of Orval, near Luxembourg, called upon him to draw up the general plan for their abbey, he left the foreign country to settle in his homeland.



On 12 November 1812, the same obituary was published in another newspaper, the Journal politique du département de l’Ourthe, but slightly abridged, that is without any mention of his Italian masters.

The preparatory documents for the epitaph of Laurent-Benoît Dewez installed against the south wall of the Sint-Aegidius Church in Grand-Bigard appear to be based on the obituary published in L’Oracle. They document the exclusion of Carlo Marchionni and therefore the omission of his Roman master from the epitaph dated 1812. The epitaph was first published in the periodical Messager des sciences et des arts (1834).42



1.3. Dewez’s architecture in the published history of the period: Goetghebuer and Schayes

In the Choix des monumens, édifices et maisons les plus remarquables du royaume des Pays-Bas (1817–1828)43 by Pierre-Jacques Goetghebuer (1788–1866),44 published in twenty instalments of six plates with text, Dewez’s architecture is illustrated by two buildings: the Château de Seneffe and the abbey church of Bonne-Espérance. More specifically, plates 38 and 39 show the plan and section of the church of the abbey of Bonne-Espérance; the plan and two-page view of the Château de Seneffe, near Nivelles, are shown on plates 40 and 41–42 (Fig. 3). The seventh issue45 (of a total of twenty) is therefore largely devoted to Dewez’s architecture.46 These plates were engraved by Goetghebuer,47 and the drawing and engraving of the scenes depicted on the section are by Eugène–Joseph Verboeckhoven (1798–1881).48 The engraving of these plates dates from 1820,49 as confirmed by the reviews of issues seven and eight in the 1821 press.50 Although the number of Dewez’s works in Goetghebuer’s publication remains rather modest, the presentation of the whole in one instalment, and above all the use of a double plate, enhances the whole in a rather unique way. In fact, only the “pleasure house of Soesdyk near Amersfort”,51 the residence of the Princes of Orange, receives similar attention. Dewez’s buildings also occupy an important place in Goetghebuer’s picture of the history of architecture in the Netherlands – we will confine ourselves to that of the Southern Low Countries. Chronologically, the Château de Seneffe (erroneously dated 1760 by Goetghebuer) and the Church of Bonne-Espérance (dated c.1764–1774) are preceded by the Namur Cathedral (1750) and followed by the Church of Saint-Jacques at the Place Royale in Brussels (1776–1785).52 Dewez’s architecture was thus judged to be the best representative, or, in Goetghebuer’s language, the “most remarkable monuments, buildings and houses”, of the period 1760 to 1775. According to this author, it ushered in a glorious period in the architecture of the Southern Low Countries, culminating in the construction of the great public buildings of the reign of William I.


[image: A grand estate with a central building, flanked by colonnaded wings, domed pavilions, and surrounding trees.]
3. Aquatint with view on the Château de Seneffe, published by Goetghebuer (BUG).

At the very beginning of the text attached to the plates devoted to Seneffe Castle, Dewez is clearly presented as the great architect of his time:


The architect Dewez, after studying in Italy, visiting Greece and the most remarkable places in Europe, returned to his homeland to be showered with honours and overloaded with works; he could not have made a better start to showcase his talents than by building this château […]53



The entry on “Dewez, Laurent-Benoit” in the Table des artistes et auteurs mentionnés dans le Choix des monumens…54 completes the information on Dewez with an impressive list of his works, illustrated in the corpus only by one example of civil architecture and another of religious architecture. As we have seen, to compile this list, Goetghebuer undertook his own research.

The content of Goetghebuer’s texts differs greatly from those of De Feller. Here, it is more a question of a descriptive text, combined with a positive approach to buildings – remember that these are buildings chosen by the author himself to present the architecture of his country – than a critical (especially negative) approach to the buildings visited during a trip. The descriptive tone is sometimes mixed with praise: the church of Bonne-Espérance is “one of the most beautiful [buildings] in the kingdom”55 and “rich without profusion”;56 about the château de Seneffe, he adds that it is “one of the most beautiful châteaux in the kingdom”57 and remarks that “the plan combines grandeur with magnificence”.58 The author also observed Roman elements in the church of Bonne-Espérance: “two altars of precious marble are placed at the back of the side sections, which end as in the Temple of Peace in Rome”59 or again, “the high altar in the Roman style rises up a few steps”.60 Note that Goetghebuer’s message implies a deliberately italophile political reading that plays down the role of French architecture in the new United Kingdom of the Netherlands.

Goetghebuer’s sensitivity to the conservation and preservation of heritage, “of the most remarkable buildings in the kingdom”, is very present in his commentary. His remarks always come at the end of the description of the buildings, as a sort of message to the reader, but above all to the government. Goetghebuer concludes his text on the church of Bonne-Espérance as follows: “It is to be desired that this magnificent temple be returned to the exercise of religious worship.”61 In the case of the Château de Seneffe, his message is even addressed directly to the royal family – it should be remembered that the book is dedicated to William I – and suggests a solution for the preservation of this castle: “It is hoped that this truly royal dwelling will be chosen by a Prince who, through his own means, will preserve for posterity one of the most beautiful castles in the Kingdom.”62 This appeal to Prince Frederick is further confirmed, as Xavier Duquenne has observed, by the other subject represented on a double plate: the castle of Soestdijk, the residence of the Prince of Orange.63

The place given to Dewez in Goetghebuer’s Choix des monumens… is all the more important in that it was widely distributed, reprinted and extensively commented upon. The press reports on the publication of the seventh and eighth issues of Choix des monumens…64 mention Dewez’s two works only very briefly – if at all: it is mainly the boards of the new Brussels theatre (based on Damesme’s plans) that attract criticism. However, the authors did not criticise Goetghebuer’s “choice”, quite the contrary. The review of the Annales belgiques des sciences, arts et littérature literally declares that these instalments “are second to none in terms of the choice of subjects, the correctness of the drawings and the perfect execution of the engravings”65 and is convinced that “the complete collection […] will give an accurate idea of the rich and beautiful monuments that Belgium possesses, unknown not only to foreigners, but also to most of its inhabitants”.66 The author of this report then briefly mentions the church of Bonne-Espérance, “remarkable for its beautiful layout and rich interior”,67 and the castle of Seneffe, “one of the largest and most sumptuous in the kingdom […]: this castle, neglected for several years, is in danger of ruin; it would be desirable to find ways of preserving it”.68 Another review, written by Rioust69 for Le Journal de Bruxelles,70 does not mention Dewez’s works. A year later, in 1822, in the same newspaper, Rioust nevertheless mentions Dewez and Goetghebuer in a review of the publication Notice descriptive et historique des principaux châteaux, grottes et mausolées de la Belgique et des batailles qui y ont eu lieu, by M. Charlé de Tyberchamps:71 “Why, did the author [Charlé of Tyberchamps] forget to describe the rich abbey of Bonne-Espérance and the church, the plan of which Mr Goetghebuer has given us with such truth?”72 Goetghebuer’s “choice” already seems authoritative. The text by Tyberchamps (1820 and following years) on the Château de Seneffe is commented on only ironically: “Nothing is more pleasant than to see Mr Charlé walking around and making others walk around like cats, on the roofs of the Château de Seneffe.”73

The fortune of the text and plates devoted by Goetghebuer to the buildings of Dewez in particular was already considerable during the Dutch period, and the plates and texts were copied and reproduced in national and foreign publications. The aforementioned work by Tyberchamps reproduces Goetghebuer’s perspective view of the Château de Seneffe and places it opposite its title page (1824). The famous double engraving of the view of Seneffe Castle by Goetghebuer and its text are also reproduced, as is plate eighty-nine of the publication Châteaux et Monuments des Pays-Bas by Jean-J. De Cloet (?–1855).74 It seems odd that there is no mention of the original author of the plates; however, there is a letter in which Jean-Baptiste Jobard (1792–1861), director of the lithographie royale de Jobard frères in Brussels, asks Goetghebuer for permission to reproduce this view of Seneffe. In this letter, he reassures Goetghebuer as follows:


Sir and friend, I take the liberty of asking your permission to insert in my castles that of Seneffe, which you know has been done for so long, and of which I am sending you a 1st proof which is too pale but the others will become stronger. As your affair is at an end, I think that this can do it no harm, any more than the King’s palace in The Hague, which I also deposited in a press movement: I will try to find the opportunity to show you my gratitude for this kind of concession.75



The use of Goetghebuer’s plates and texts by Chevalier Carl Friedrich von Wiebeking (1762–1842) for his chapter on the history of Belgian architecture in his Analyse descriptive historique et raisonnée…76 seems more significant. The author follows and repeats Goetghebuer’s opinion in his compilation of the history of European architecture, to which he adds the plan of Seneffe Castle based on Goetghebuer’s plate.77 From that time onwards, Goetghebuer was the reference on Belgian neoclassical architecture, both nationally, as for Auguste Schoy, and internationally, as for Paul Klopfer.78

The fortunes of Goetghebuer’s biographical note on Dewez79 occupy a special place. This note, like all the others, forms the core of the respective notes by J. Immerzeel in his Levens en werken der Hollandsche en Vlaamsche kunstschilders, beeldhouwers, engravers en bouwmeesters van het begin der vijftiende eeuw tot heden (1842–1843).80 Immerzeel’s two sons thanked Goetghebuer in the Voorbericht: “whose corrections and invaluable contributions, as selflessly as generously given, have contributed not little to enriching the content and avoiding inaccuracies”.81

The biographical note published in 1833 by Antoine-Guillaume-Bernard Schayes (1808–1859)82 also seems unimaginable without Goetghebuer’s biography. It is extremely clear on Dewez’s acknowledged position in the history of Belgian architecture: “We will make a short note of one of these artists who was undoubtedly the greatest and most remarkable in Belgium during the last century.”83

To this “reputation as the greatest Belgian architect of the 18th century”84 is added “the glory of regenerator of this art in Belgium, a glory that posterity will always confirm”.85 This role of “regenerator”, which takes on its full meaning in relation to the “rococo” period, and consequently that of promoter of the classical revival, is developed in an entire paragraph:


Architecture, like painting and sculpture, had by this time fallen to a degree of barbarism and decadence worthy of the most barbarous centuries. Everywhere, heavy scrolls, rocaille, shells and other tasteless ornaments had replaced the simple and severe beauty of the art of Vitruvius and Palladio. This mannered and corrupt style of architecture is known today as the rococo style, a low-key but characteristic expression. It was not in such a school that an architect could be trained, and Dewez’s merit is all the greater in that, like Soufflot, he was able to free himself from such vicious rules and raise the art of architecture in Belgium to a point that it had not yet reached.86



Like Goetghebuer, Schayes talks at length about the importance of his training:


[Dewez] successively visited Italy and most of the other countries of Europe to consult, not the living masters, nor modern art then equally corrupt everywhere, but the monumens of Antiquity or those erected by the genius of the Bramante, the Serlio, the Palladio, the Sant[s]ovino, the Scamozzi, the Vignola and other great masters of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.87



He speaks also of the importance of his patrons: the Governor General Charles de Lorraine, “who appointed him his first architect”88 and the plenipotentiary minister Cobenzl, since “thanks to his recommendation and that of the famous and learned count of Neny, our artist was employed by most of the rich abbeys of Belgium”.89 Like Goetghebuer, Schayes gives a list of his works and places particular emphasis on three buildings: the abbey of Orval, which was destroyed at the time – about which he quotes the only positive judgement of De Feller90 – the church of the abbey of Vlierbeek – “I do not know why M.r Goetghebuer did not give the plan of this magnificent monument”91 – and in Goetghebuer’s footsteps, he clearly mentions the Château de Seneffe, “the most beautiful in the whole of Belgium”,92 in which he observes the Italian influence of its formation: “It is entirely executed in the style of the ancient Roman villae and of some built by Palladio.”93

As we have just seen, Dewez’s architecture did not go unnoticed by his contemporaries or by architectural historians, not only because of the number and nature of the buildings (abbeys, castles of important people) he designed, but probably above all because of his architectural taste. Despite criticism, sometimes harsh, from his contemporaries for his use of ornamentation deemed “too old” (“trop ancien”), “antique” or “Greek” (“grecque”), Dewez acquired the status of “regenerator of the architecture of the Netherlands” (“régénérateur de l’architecture des Pays-Bas”) among historiographers, comparable to that of Soufflot in French architecture (Schayes), linked to and explained by his Italian training.



1.4. Biographic notes, local monograph articles, and syntheses 1850–1965

In his Histoire de l’architecture en Belgique, Schayes confirms Dewez’s position in eighteenth-century Belgian architecture, focusing in particular on the Château de Seneffe and the Abbey Church of Bonne-Espérance (both published by Goetghebuer), as well as the Abbeys of Orval and Vlierbeek.94 In the manuscript Notes sur les sculpteurs et architectes des Pays-Bas, Goetghebuer copied the notes by Baert and Schayes as well as the epitaph.95 He then goes on to discuss the architect’s end of career (p. 32) and Derival’s criticism of the Vilvorde Prison (pp. 32–33), and lists his works (documents 1.6 and 1.7, pp. 155–158). To do this, he did some research of his own, as he explains: “Mr Baert was far from making known all the works built by Dewez and his deplorable end, which we have gathered from his family and his archives.”96 He also lamented the fact that he had not found the bust of Dewez made by A.J. Anrion, and that he had therefore not been able to admire “le trait de notre Palladio” in our Royal Museum.97 He also copied the descriptions of Orval and Vlierbeek abbeys from Schayes’ Histoire de l’architecture en Belgique.98

While Dewez remains an entry in biographical dictionaries,99 he appeared also in the national architectural exhibition of the Belgian Société Centrale d’Architecture de Belgique (SCAB – Central Architecture Society of Belgium) in 1883 with a biographical note by architect and architectural historian Auguste Schoy (1838–1885). A set of forty-three remarkable drawings of views of Roman and French antique architectural fragments were exhibited and identified as from Dewez’s architectural training (for an evaluation of these drawings, see chapter 2).100 The collection belonged to Schoy, old collection of J.F. Audoor, “greffier en chef de la Cour supérieur de justice de Bruxelles” now in the City Archives of Brussels.101 Schoy’s interest in “un des précurseurs de la seconde renaissance (improprement appelée style Louis XVI)” is completely in line with his interest in this period.102 He published a monumental album of plates Epoque Louis XVI (1868), and stresses – with a Belgian nationalistic intent – the Belgian origins of this fashion in his note on the successful engraver of architectural prints of Liège origin: Jacques-François Deneufforge (1717–1791).103

The drawings of Dewez’s work, which Baert suggested to have engraved and that Goetghebuer must have seen, appeared in public at about the same time (1880s) when van Overbeke sold/accessioned them to the kingdom’s General Archives (now the Dewez Plans collection); architect Paul Saintenoy (1862–1952) catalogued the drawings (1889). Other individual drawings were obtained by the Royal Library from Fernand De Nobele (Brussels) in 1926.

The following decades can be described as “Dewez on Dewez”, with writers/researchers descending from the eighteenth-century architect. Léon Dewez took an interest in Dewez and his goldsmith brother.104 Simone Ansiaux, author of an interesting article on the Roman drawings in the Plans Dewez collection (PD 1–68),105 was also related to Dewez. She was in fact a scholarly researcher, who concentrated on articles on Faulte (the official court architect before Dewez),106 on Guymard,107 and on the court of Charles de Lorraine, and defended a doctorate on Belgian neoclassical architecture entitled Essai sur l’architecture néoclassique en Belgique (ULB, c.1933).

Meanwhile, in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth, as indicated by the presence of notes from the Eduard Van Even’s Louvain monumental in Goetghebuer’s manuscript on Belgian sculptors and architects, local historians provided new material based on primary observations and the exploitation of primary sources in local and central archives. Alexandre Henne’s and Adolphe Wauters’s notes for Brussels belong to this category, as do Mattieu’s study of the town hall at Binche (1896);108 Dardenne’s study of the collegiate church at Andenne (1901); Houssiau’s study of the bell tower at Halle (1924);109 and Ferrant’s study of the collegiate church at Harelbeke (1909).110

With the reappraisal of medieval Gothic and Romanesque heritage paralleling the Gothic Revival, the role of Dewez’s interventions in medieval architecture was called into question. The interior remodelling of Romanesque abbey churches as classicist temples, as well as the demolition work necessary for the construction of eighteenth-century abbeys, provoked negative reactions. In the Brussels edition of Pugin’s Les vrais principes de l’architecture ogivale ou chrétienne (1850), a contrast is drawn between the entrance to the Granvelle palace, the seat of the public administration in Dewez’s time and later the headquarters of the Université Libre de Bruxelles, and the entrance to a true Christian university palace in the Gothic style (Fig. 4).111


[image: Side-by-side illustrations of two university portals: one Gothic with ornate details and arches, the other neoclassical with a simpler facade.]
4. Contrast between the entrance of the Université Libre de Bruxelles (at the former eighteenth-century administrative complex at Palais Granvelle) and a Gothic university entrance. Published by King (1850 Pl. “Portails d’université mis en contraste”).



[image: A man in a suit stands beside a large stone sculpture resembling a decorative artichoke, on a raised platform with trees in the background.]
5. Duquenne at the Château de Seneffe, 1977 (Photo E. De Theux) (Documentation Château de Seneffe).




1.5. Duquenne

The leading figure in Dewez research in the late twentieth century and early twenty-first is Xavier Duquenne (1935–2018) (Fig. 5).112 The activism concerning the conservation of eighteenth-century heritage was an integral and main pillar of his work. It started with the Hôtel Van de Werve de Schilde in Antwerp (1965) and with the plea for the Château de Seneffe (1969). From a scientific point of view, throughout his life he pursued meticulous and precise archival research into the work of Laurent-Benoît Dewez, based on the list of works by Goetghebuer, but also exploring all the architect’s possible ‘other’ works for the same clients. For example, he studied all the churches belonging to the abbeys for which Dewez had worked, because they could have called on the architect for other work – which, however, was only rarely the case.

While his masterpiece remains Le Château de Seneffe (1978), which includes a brief biographical chapter on Dewez (pp. 101–114),113 he has published a systematic series of monographic articles on buildings by Dewez, such as on the priory of Herlaimont (1973), the abbey of Orval (1975a), the castle (1979d) and the church of Sainte-Cathérine in Bonlez (1984), the hôtel d’Ursel in Brussels (1995),114 the abbey church of Floreffe (1996a, 2004g),115 the abbey of Dilighem (2000a); the frontispiece of the house of the Dukes of Brabant on the Grande Place in Brussels (2001c, 2006), the so-called Hôtel Dewez in Brussels (2002b, 2009a, 2009b), the castle of Hamsur-Heure (2003), the Abbey of Gembloux (2004), the Abbey of Saint-Hubert (2004b), the Hospital of Bouillon (2004c), the Abbey Church of Bonne-Espérance (2004e), the Château Charles at Tervueren (2008d), the Palais de Charles de Lorraine in Brussels (2014b),116 the administrative offices of the government in Brussels (2012c), the Salle du Concert Noble in Brussels (2013e), the castle of Wasseiges (2015c), and three minor eighteenth-century hotels in Brussels (2018c). At the same time, he also published the entry on Dewez for the Saur’s Allgemeines Künstlerlexikon (2000b).

An article by him would include all available primary sources, including deeds to the property, biographical and genealogical data on the patron and a description of the work, key related drawings and interesting iconography, including historical photographic material. This focus on primary material means that the authors who first published the archival sources are mentioned; secondary authors who did not actually contribute to the positive date are systematically omitted. His meticulous control of the illustration and source material mentioned made him prefer to publish in private edition, and gave preference to a select number of publications, which granted him this autonomy, as La Maison d’Hier et d’Aujourd’hui/De Woonstede door de Eeuwen heen and Cahiers bruxellois.

He was critical of authors who published summaries (Van Ackere for Vokaer, Van de Vijver for Lannoo) or who brought Dewez to the attention of the general public (De Braekeleer), because they provided information that was not necessarily new. Later, he was more lenient towards our historiography on the architect (De Feller) and the detailed analysis of his trip to Italy in our unpublished doctorate.117

In later articles, Duquenne developed a standardised interpretation of Dewez’s style as follows: “He was the promoter, in the country, of the European return to Roman Antiquity, which he practised in moderation, while drawing inspiration from the high Italian tradition of the Renaissance.”118

Duquenne’s position in the field made him a dominant factor in writings on Dewez at that time. Duquenne’s papers confirm that, even when he is not mentioned or thanked, he is often present on the background (often offering information) of many publications on the subject. This was the case for important studies on Dewez, such as Bernard Jeunejean’s master’s thesis on Gembloux Abbey (UCL);119 Thomas Coomans’ study on the façade of the Villers abbey church;120 or the master’s thesis on marble floors in Dewez’s abbeys and churches by Hélène Van den Wildenberg (ULg, 1994). Guido (Clemens) De Dijn was probably, more independent to Duquenne: he wrote a master’s thesis (KUL) on the Premonstratensian churches,121 wrote about Dewez in the study on the Belgian Benedictines,122 and wrote an entry in Jane Turner’s Dictionary of Art.123 His article in Dutch on the relationship between Vanvitelli and Dewez,124 following the inscription on Dewez’s tombstone, and from which he concluded that there was no tangible evidence of a relationship with Vanvitelli, although one cannot exclude an influence of Vanvitelli’s publication Dichiarazione dei disegni del Reale palazzo di Caserta (Naples, 1756),125 seems to have had the opposite effect, since recently Dewez has been included among Vanvitelli’s pupils in Italian historiography.126

Following in the footsteps of Simone Ansiaux – it could be said that Duquenne continued Ansiaux’s work since her papers (files and photographs) are scattered (according to content) in the AVB’s Duquenne Collection – Duquenne took an interest in Belgian neoclassical architecture more widely than Dewez. He was interested in major iconic buildings such as the Palais de Laeken,127 the Château du Belvédère, the Palais de la Nation, the Quartier Royal128 and the contribution of Guymard,129 the work of eighteenth-century architects such as Montoyer, Nivoy,130 and Fisco,131 as well as the phenomenon of the introduction of the English landscape garden in the Southern Low Countries with the Wespelaer garden and the architect Henry132 as a key figure – as well as nineteenth- and twentieth-century gardens and landscape in general.133 The Fond Duquenne permits to define his engaged field of investigation to the whole of eighteenth-century Belgium: as architecture touches the nobility, commerce, painting, sculpture, goldsmiths and silversmiths – note the attention paid to the brother of the architect: Michel Dewez134 and so on.

By concentrating on eighteenth-century Belgian architecture, Duquenne became the privileged Belgian intermediary for foreign architectural historians in this field. He maintained contacts with Michel Gallet, Monique Mosser, and Daniel Rabreau – publishing his research on De Wailly in Belgium as early as 1979 in the Bulletin Monumental135 in response to the De Wailly exhibition and catalogue of the same year.136 A year later, he published on eighteenth-century Belgian architecture, and more generally in the Italian study of the neo-Palladians in Palladio e la sua eredita (Duquenne 1980b) – while Daniel Rabreau and Monique Mosser covered France. His papers mention contacts with Germain Bazin, author of Les palais de la foi (Paläste des Glaubens) (1981), which contains a chapter devoted to Dewez. He was also in contact with the German researcher H.C. Dittscheid, who published on De Wailly’s project for Kassel,137 and Duquenne wrote a long synthesis on De Wailly in Belgium for the Flemish VIOE-study on the Notelaar pavilion (Duquenne 2010b)138 – which he intended to publish separately (and in French). He also corresponded with Janine Barrier about French “piranesiens”.

His in-depth knowledge of the Brussels archives, and especially of Cobenzl139 and Charles de Lorraine,140 made him the intermediary for Catherine Philips in her research on the art collection of Cobenzl at the Hermitage,141 as well as for Reinier Baarsen of the Rijksmuseum on the furniture and interiors of Charles de Lorraine;142 and for Georg Gärms on Jadot.As a researcher, he also contributed to Gehelen in Brussel/Ensembles à Bruxelles with studies on the neoclassical ensembles of the Parc Royal, the Place des Martyrs and the Marché aux Grains (Duquenne 1997); and to Christophe Loir’s study Bruxelles néoclassique (Duquenne 2013).











2 Architectural Training1

The epitaph of Laurent-Benoît Dewez, dating from 1812, attributes to the architect, who dominated most of the major building sites in the Austrian Netherlands for two decades from 1760 to 1780, an impressive international education: it lists journeys to Rome, Naples, Greece, Syria, Egypt, Sweden, Denmark, and England, as well as the title of architect to the King of Portugal.2 The provost of Affligem Abbey, where the architect was present from 1762, mentions trips to Rome, Denmark, Vienna, London, and Paris.3 The biographic entry published in 1768, in Jean Antoine’s Traité d’architecture, mentions Rome, Greece, Egypt, Turkey, Hungary, Germany, Portugal, Spain, and England.4 In the course of this last entry, the scholar Philippe Baert5 notes in about 1778: Rome, Naples, Greece, Lisbon, Paris, London, Stockholm, and Copenhagen.6 Recent biographers of Dewez, such as Xavier Duquenne7 and C. Guido De Dijn,8 while emphasising the hagiographic nature of these early biographies, have been able to put the scale of these journeys into perspective, and have concentrated on the verifiable elements.

Based on the documents discovered and published by Duquenne, the bibliography (including the most recent) on Robert Adam, and the study we have undertaken of Dewez’s Italian drawings, kept at the State Archives in Brussels,9 we offer here a new summary of Dewez’s international training.




2.1. Liège to Rome

Born in 1731 in Rechain, between Herve and Verviers, in the Principality of Liège, to a prominent family and a father, Antoine (1696–1779), who was a customs officer,10 Dewez probably received his initial training in the city of Liège.11 A loan of one hundred pistols granted by Nicolas Spirlet (Fig. 6),12 abbot of Saint-Hubert, to Dewez in 1749 may have been intended to finance his architectural studies.13 Goetghebuer mentions that he first trained in Vienna, like several of his brothers,14 although this is difficult to reconcile with the fact that he obtained a grant from the Darchis Foundation.

Laurent-Benoît Dewez was the eighth child in a family of thirteen children, several of whom went on to higher education and interesting positions. Antoine Joseph (1729–1793) became a doctor of medicine in Vienna; François-Olivier (1735–1814) followed the same path, becoming a member of the Faculty of Medicine in Vienna and publishing various works as a court physician; and Joseph (1740–1806) was a court architect and a member of the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna.15




[image: A man in formal attire with a medal on his chest holds a small book, gazing forward, in a dark, detailed portrait setting.]

6. Renard (de Dinant?), Portrait of dom Nicolas Spirlet, abbot of Saint-Hubert (Musée Piconrue, Bastogne).







[image: Top: A detailed architectural drawing showing a neoclassical building with columns, a central doorway, and a trapped dome; Bottom: a floor plan of the same building.]

7. Copy of the project of a garden pavillion at Porto d’Anzio by Carlo Marchionni (PD 67).







[image: A grayscale illustration of an ornate neoclassical building with detailed statues, columns, and a central entrance, set against a dramatic sky.]

8. (Workshop of) Carlo Marcchionni, project of a garden pavilion at Porto d’Anzio (Martin von Wagner Museum der Universität Würzburg, 7697).


From 1754 to 1757, Laurent-Benoît Dewez worked in Rome as a scholarship holder for the Darchis Foundation,16 and was entered in the registers of the parish of San Lorenzo in Lucina.17 In Rome, he “learned his art”18 from the architects Antoine Deriset (1685–1768),19 a teacher of geometry and perspective, and Carlo Marchionni (1702–1786).20 The phrase “learned his art” is not clear: did he attend the Accademia di San Luca, where Deriset taught, as Duquenne has suggested?21 – the archives of the Accademia di San Luca give no information about Dewez –, or did he work in the workshops of the teachers mentioned? Among Dewez’s “drawings from Italy” in the collection of the Kingdom’s General Archives in Brussels is an unfinished design by Marchionni for the pavilion (tempietto) used as an orangery at Porto d’Anzio, an early project intended for Cardinal Alessandro Albani (1692–1779) (PD 67) (Fig. 7).22 The Brussels drawing is identical in composition and architectural detail to Marchionni’s drawing (Fig. 8), but omits the sculpted decoration of the statues and bas-reliefs. (This inability of Dewez to draw human figures also appears in the other Roman drawings.) As the shape of the shadows corresponds perfectly to those in Marchionni’s drawing, we deduce that this is a copy or a preparatory study. Since Marchionni’s biographers generally place this project some ten years before Dewez’s stay in Rome,23 our drawing, assuming it really is by Dewez, is a copy; if not, it is a preparatory study for Marchionni’s drawing, which can be dated to the 1750s.

The biographical tradition, based on Baert’s notice (1778) and above all on Dewez’s epitaph (1812),24 also holds that Dewez’s main teacher in Italy was Luigi Vanvitelli (1700–1773), particularly in Naples and Rome. Guido De Dijn, who studied this thesis, rightly rejects it due to the absolute lack of evidence.25 He does not, however, rule out the influence of Vanvitelli’s publication Dichiarazione dei disegni del Reale palazzo di Caserta (Naples, 1756) (Fig. 9) on Dewez’s built work, in particular on the abbeys, nor the influence of Vanvitelli’s taste on the choice of modern buildings drawn by Dewez in Italy.26 Among the modern buildings are a survey of the church of Santa Maria in Campitelli by Carlo Rainaldi (PD 37–40) (Figs 13–16), the Collegio de Propaganda Fide (PD 35–36 and 49-50; VDWDG 3) by Francesco Borromini (Figs 10–12), the church of San Carlo al Corso by Onorio Longhi (PD 29–30 and 62a), an unfinished drawing of Bernini’s Palazzo Chigi-Odescalchi, refurbished by Luigi Vanvitelli and Nicola Salvi (PD 31), the church of S. Maria Scala Coeli alle Tre Fontane by Vignola and Giacomo della Porta (PD 21), the Villa del Pignetto Sacchetti by Pietro Berettini da Cortona (PD 33), and the Casino of Pius IV built by Pirro Ligorio (PD 34).






[image: A detailed engraving of a grand palace with expansive gardens, symmetrical pathways, and mountains in the distance, viewed from above.]

9. The castle of Caserta by Luigi Vanvitelli, Dichiarazione dei disegni del reale palazzo di Caserta …, Naples, nella Regia Stamperia, 1756.







2.2. Adam’s draughtsman: Rome to London

On the other hand, we know for certain that in Rome Dewez became the draughtsman for the Scottish architect Robert Adam (1728–1792).27 Adam arrived in Rome in February 1755 with Charles-Louis Clérisseau (1721– 1820),28 whom he had met in Florence and then employed as a guide during his Grand Tour to teach him architectural drawing. Clérisseau introduced him to the Roman architectural scene; for example, they met Piranesi29 and visited the Villa Albani. Adam and Clérisseau planned an ambitious revision of Antoine Desgodetz’s Les Edifices antiques de Rome (1682). We do not know exactly when Adam employed Dewez as a draughtsman; this may have been as early as March 1755, because during his trip to Naples in April of that year he was already employing draughtsmen.30 In March 1756, at a time when Adam was recruiting a good number of draughtsmen – “the students of the best Italian architects want to leave their masters to study at my house”,31 wrote Robert Adam on 23 March 1756 – Dewez was in any case part of the team. After “training” with Clérisseau, they were employed to carry out surveys in several successive places, Adam having determined that there would not be “one good thing either in or near Rome that won’t be included in my collection, either by way of plan or perspective view of geometrical elevation, according as the subject is interesting”.32 In April, for example, the draughtsmen worked at Tivoli, where Adam and Clérisseau came one morning “to view Hadrian’s Villa, make drawings and inspect some people I have working there, as I am making an exact plan of it”.33 Although Dewez, Agostino Brunias, and two other draughtsmen worked for several months on Desgodetz’s revision, the plan seemed too ambitious and was abandoned in September 1756.34 (Among Dewez’s drawings we find four sheets traced after Desgodetz’s plates, representing architectural details of the Temple of Peace (PD 5 and 6, respectively after Desgodetz, p. 107 and 109) (Fig. 17), the Arch of Contantinus in Rome (PD 7 and 8 after Desgodetz p. 233, 239 and 245) (Fig. 18), and the Arch of Septimius Severus (PD 8 after Desgodetz pp. 198–199 and 207)). Later, they concentrated more on the Hadrian`s Villa and the baths of Diocletian and Caracalla.35 The drawings of the baths were completed before they left Rome in April 1757.36 Dewez’s Italian notebook contains plans of the Baths of Diocletian (PD 54), the Hadrian`s Villa, a section of the Biblioteca (PD 30a), the Maritime Theatre (PD 52) (Fig. 19), the Accademia (PD 53), the Palazzo Imperiale (PD 55), the Padiglione di Tempe, the Triclinio imperiale, and the Ospitali (PD 58), and, finally, the Caserma dei Vigili (PD 59). In addition to his work as a draughtsman, Dewez also taught Adam architectural composition: this is at least the opinion of A.A. Tait in a 1996 catalogue of the exhibition of Adam’s drawings at the Sir John Soane’s Museum.37 For this hypothesis, he apparently bases himself (he does not indicate any other sources) on the study of drawings, sometimes attributed by him to Dewez. For example, the devastation caused by the earthquake in Lisbon in December 1755 made Adam dream of the post of royal architect for the reconstruction of the city of Lisbon;38 two designs for this “new” city are in the Soane’s Museum in London, one of which Tait attributes to Dewez (Fig. 20).39 Two of the draughtsmen agreed to return with Adam to London to work in the new architectural firm he founded: Laurent-Benoît Dewez and Agostino Brunias40 – “there are not two such people in England and none such in Italy where […] there were none at all […] These two Clérisseau and I have actually bred and to have allowed them to fall into other people’s hands would have been your own ruin and destruction. I really would not have the courage to settle in London without them – that is saying much.”41 It should be noted that Adam never referred to Dewez by name in his correspondence: he called him “my Liégeois”; this identification was made by John Fleming (1962).42 On the subject of Dewez, Adam writes: “I have a young lad from Liège that is become my great draughtsman, is active, exact, expeditious and attentive. This lad I intend to bring to England and make him overseer of the firelines or line-drawers. […] They speak nothing but French and Italian so have no chance of being soon debauched by evil communication, which is no small advantage”;43 he describes Dewez also as a “plan man and line drawer, of an active, undaunted and bustling spirit but hitherto much attached, honest and laborious”.44






[image: Top: A precise architectural engraving of an ornate interior wall with arches, columns, large doorways, and a niche housing a statue; Bottom: a floor plan of the same building.]

10. Interior elevation of the church of the Collegio de Propaganda Fide (1646–1705) by Francesco Borromini, Rome, Piazza di Spagna and via di Propaganda Fide, published in Domenico de Rossi, Giovanni Giacomo de Rossi, Studio d’architettura civile di Roma, Rome, 1711, pl. 10.





[image: A line drawing of an interior wall design featuring arches, columns, and rectangular panels, with detailed cornices and moldings.]

11. Copy of the interior elevation of the church of the Collegio de Propaganda Fide (1646–1705) by Francesco Borromini, Rome, Piazza di Spagna et via di Propaganda Fide (PD 36).





[image: A faint architectural floor plan sketch of an elongated, symmetrical building with curved and angular sections, drawn on aged paper.]

12. Copy of the plan of the church of the Collegio de Propaganda Fide (1646–1705) de Francesco Borromini, Rome, Piazza di Spagna et via di Propaganda Fide (Coll. Fam. van de Walle de Ghelcke 3).







[image: A detailed architectural drawing of a Baroque-style church facade featuring columns, arched windows, a central entrance, and a dome with a cross on top.]

13. Santa Maria in Campitelli (1663–1667) by Carlo Rainaldi, Elevation (PD 38).







[image: An intricate floor plan of a Baroque church, showing a cruciform layout with central domed spaces, side chapels, and symmetrical designs.]

14. Santa Maria in Campitelli (1663–1667) by Carlo Rainaldi, Plan (PD 37).





[image: A detailed architectural section of a Baroque church interior, featuring an ornate organ, arched details, and columns, with decorative elements throughout.]

15. Santa Maria in Campitelli (1663–1667) by Carlo Rainaldi, Section and altar (PD 39).





[image: A cross-sectional architectural drawing of a Baroque church, showing a large dome, vaulted ceilings, columns, and intricate interior details.]

16. Santa Maria in Campitelli (1663–1667) by Carlo Rainaldi, Section (PD 40).







[image: A detailed architectural illustration displaying decorative elements, including column capitals, cornices, hexagonal patterns, and floral motifs, labeled for the Temple of Peace in Rome.]

17. Print “Du Temple de la Paix à Rome”, published in Antoine Desgodetz’s Les édifices antiques de Rome (Paris, 1682), p. 109 and copied by Dewez (PD 6).





[image: An elevation drawing of the Arch of Constantine in Rome, showing detailed reliefs, statues, columns, and labeled measurements.]

18. Print “Elévation du costé de l’arc de Constantin, à Rome”, published in Antoine Desgodetz’s Les édifices antiques de Rome (Paris, 1682), p. 233 and copied by Dewez (PD 7).


At the beginning of May 1757, Adam left Rome, taking the drawings and the core of his “Roman agency” with him: Clérisseau, his valet Donald, and his two draughtsmen Dewez and Brunias.45 Passing through Florence, Bologna, and Padua, they arrived in Venice in September, from where they set off for Spalato (Split) to visit and survey the imperial palace.46 For five weeks, the four of them worked on the survey and views of the Spalato palace,47 which corresponded to the Ruins of the Palace of the Emperor Diocletian at Spalatro in Dalmatia […], published in London in 1764 (Fig. 21). Lack of time and money influenced Adam’s decision to choose Spalato: trips to Greece, Egypt, or even Holy Land were still too ambitious dreams.48 Back in Venice, they probably visited Vicenza and Verona49 before leaving Italy for good, travelling via Augsburg50 to Amsterdam; in November, Dewez visited his family in Liège, to join Brunias and Adam later in Amsterdam.51 In London, Adam established his office in Lower Grosvenor Street.52 Some of Dewez’s drawings still bear witness to his activity in Adam’s London office:53 some remain unidentified, such as the compositions of “neo-Palladian” villas (PD 65) and a plan of an “English feet” castle (PD 64), while others are directly linked to Robert Adam’s works of 1758. In April 1758, Adam and Dewez visited Whitton Park, the country house of the Duke of Argyll.54 The Dewez Plans contains drawing of this visit entitled Chimney piece all of Statuary Marble in the Dining Room at Whitton [Wilton] and dated April 1758 (PD 64b) (Fig. 22).55 Adam also let Brunias work on a large view of Invararay in oil colours.56 In the Dewez collection we then find three drawings (as yet unidentified) in preparation for the project for Thistleworth House, a country house belonging to General Humphrey Bland: one drawing relates to the proposed orangery (greenhouse) (PD 18v) and two others concern a door (PD 51) and a fireplace (PD 66), linked to the interior refurbishment of the salon in 1758–1759.






[image: A floor plan showing a circular structure connected to a smaller rectangular annex, with interior divisions and a symmetrical layout.]

19. Survey of Hadrian’s Villa, Maritime theatre (PD 52).


In December 1758, Dewez left Adam’s agency, which Adam complained about in a letter to his brother dated 11 December:
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