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Author’s
Note

 


Arising first in certain Italian states
during the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the Renaissance
was a period of astonishing artistic flowering, a novel
secularization of thought and conduct, with a natural affinity for
the Italian past – antiquity. The revival of classical culture
established canons of excellence in literature, philosophy,
politics, painting, sculpture and architecture. But while looking
backwards, the Renaissance also marked the beginning of the modern
age. Renaissance Italy was the embryo of the world of science,
banking and business. Antiquity and modernity were simply its
different faces. Sixteenth-century France was very receptive to the
new ideas wafting across the Alps, but apart from the literature
these did not cross the Channel readily until the early seventeenth
century. There were reasons beyond English insularity. Reformation
England was naturally hostile to the Catholic continent. One need
only mention the war with Spain, French support of Mary Queen of
Scots, and the papal bull excommunicating Queen Elisabeth.

In 1604, however, the Anglo-Spanish war ended
and the son of Mary Queen of Scots sat upon the English throne.
Stuart England was in close touch with the Continent. Under these
changed circumstances, a deferred reception of the Renaissance
occurred in England. The specific manifestations of this
late-blooming Renaissance spirit were recognizable in an Italianate
taste embracing Vitruvian principals of architecture, in the
collecting of classical sculpture and painting of the cinquecento,
in a machiavellianism in diplomacy and politics, in new technology
and banking schemes, in exploitation of the New World, in a
cosmopolitanism expressed in the humanist maxim that “wherever a
learned man fixes his seat, there is home.” Balthazar Gerbier,
multilingual and an internationalist, was a carrier of all these
ideas to England, which would not have been possible, had he not
had the Renaissance Man’s ability to find a patron.

 


PROLOGUE

 


George and Balthazar

 


The two young men were the same age –
twenty-four in 1616 – but there the similarity ended. The one,
standing respectfully with his hat in his hands, was recognizably a
foreigner in his outlandish suit and his heavily accented English.
The other young man lounging elegantly on an enormous four-poster
bedstead was by his nonchalant manner unmistakably a member of the
English upper classes. George Villiers was King James’s new
favourite, and with what that signified in power and prestige,
courtiers and suitors attended his morning levee. When the young
foreigner had his chance to reach the bedside, he introduced
himself as one Balthazar Gerbier. He said he had recently come to
England from Holland, and he humbly offered his services to His
Lordship, the most honourable and estimable Sir George Villiers,
whom he had the privilege of addressing. Surprisingly
self-confident under the unequal circumstances, he launched into a
recital of his skills which he said he had acquired in the French
province of Gascony. “I excel not a little,” he declared, “in
writing, limning, drawing, and in the mathematics, as geometry,
architecture, fortifications, and in the framing of warlike
engines.”1 To strengthen his appeal to Villiers who was King
James’s Master of the Horse, he stressed his horsemanship and
boasted that the gentlemanly art of manege was another of his
accomplishments.

Lodgings at Whitehall Palace went along with
the post of Master of the King’s Horse, and King James had ordered
the royal surveyor, Inigo Jones, to build his new favourite a fine
house of brick and stone overlooking the Privy Gardens. Balthazar
Gerbier’s interview took place in the partially completed house
against the background noise of saws and hammers.

George was in the process of setting up his
household, and Balthazar’s skills made him a promising candidate
for a position, perhaps as a secretary or painter. But first George
put him to a test. He rose from his bed, and casually announcing
that he had left five hundred pounds under the bolster, he
commanded Balthazar to take the money and pay the workmen. Sensing
a trap, the canny Balthazar boldly called for Villiers’ steward and
told him to lock up the money to be delivered when the workmen put
in their accounts.2 George laughed uproariously. Balthazar had
passed the test of his probity and prudence with flying colours.
From that moment the young Dutch immigrant had a patron.

Balthazar Gerbier was willing to wager his
future that George Villiers would be the most powerful man in
England next to the king himself. As the Great Duke of Buckingham,
George would prove him right.

 


 


Chapter 1

 


AN IMMIGRANT PAINTER IN LONDON




His name indicates his Huguenot ancestry and,
in fact, his parents had fled the religious persecutions in France,
settling in Middelburg in Zeeland where Balthazar was born in 1592.
Not by chance did Balthazar’s father, Antoine Gerbier, choose the
Dutch town of Middelburg. Like all refugees and immigrants he
wished to start a new life where he had well-established relatives
to smooth the way. In Middelburg he had a family connection in
Balthazar de Moucheron, one of the most important businessmen in
the United Dutch Provinces.

A half century before Antoine Gerbier arrived
with his family, his grandfather, a Bordeaux wine merchant also
named Antoine, had moved to Middelburg, the centre of the wine
trade in the Netherlands. Drawing on his Bordeaux connections, his
business had thrived and he had later expanded into the cloth
trade. At that time, Middelburg had the cloth staple, which gave it
the exclusive right to import raw English cloth, dye it, and
re-export it to England as finished goods. Prospering as a wine and
cloth merchant, he built an impressive house and advanced the
family’s status by marrying his seventeen-year-old daughter Isabel
to Pierre de Moucheron of the Norman nobility. De Moucheron had
come to Middelburg around the same time as Gerbier and had likewise
prospered in the wine trade. In the Rijkmuseum in Amsterdam there
is a painting of Pierre and Isabel with their eighteen children,
seated around a table laden with fruit and rich dishes while a
daughter plays upon a virginal. It is the picture of Dutch
prosperity. In 1545 Pierre transferred his trading house to
Antwerp, but he himself remained in Middelburg with his large
family, taking over his father-in-law’s business when old Antoine
died. 1

In 1567 Pierre de Moucheron too died and
Balthazar, one of his younger sons, became the head of the family’s
trading house. Although the Netherlands was in open revolt against
its Spanish overlords by this time, Balthazar de Moucheron was
making a fortune. A proto-capitalist, he was a shipowner and a
promoter of joint stock ventures that financed trade routes to
Russia and the East. When Antwerp fell to the Spaniards in 1585, de
Moucheron moved the trading house back to Middelburg. Thus when the
younger Antoine Gerbier arrived with his pregnant wife and several
children, Balthazar de Moucheron was on hand to assist his
co-religionist and relative on his mother’s side. At the
christening of Antoine’s youngest son in the Walloon church in
Middelburg on March 12, 1592, Balthazar de Moucheron stood up as
witness. Naturally, the baby was named after this affluent
relative.

There were no members of the Gerbier family
left in Middelburg when the newcomers arrived. On old Antoine’s
death, his son Lewis had quarrelled with the widow over his
inheritance and had moved to Antwerp where the younger Antoine was
born. At some point, Antoine made his way to France, the homeland
of his grandfather, and there he and his family remained until
driven out by the religious wars.

In Middelburg, Antoine went into the
wholesale cloth business like his grandfather before him. He had
the reputation of a successful, upstanding merchant, and little
Balthazar would have spent his early childhood in a spotlessly
clean, comfortably furnished household presided over by a good wife
and mother such as we see in Dutch genre paintings of the period.
But in 1598 Antoine Gerbier died bankrupt, owing a great deal of
money to his de Moucheron relatives. The fatherless family,
virtually penniless now, broke up, scattering to parts unknown. At
six years of age, a footloose existence was thrust upon Balthazar.
With his mother’s blessing, he was taken in tow by an elder
brother, and the two set out on travels that took them first to
Antwerp, then to Bordeaux, and finally to Gascony in southwest
France.

As time went on Balthazar Gerbier would
conceal his bourgeois beginnings, claiming that he came from French
or Spanish nobility, to suit the occasion. He went so far as to
appropriate the de Moucheron genealogy, asserting that his father
was “a gentleman born with a barony in Normandy.” His mother’s name
was Radegonde Blavet and, as his pretensions grew, he would claim
that she was “daughter in heir to the Lord of Blavet in Picardie.”2
The unvarnished truth is that he came from a family in trade that
had fallen on hard times.

Turbulent Gascony was a rallying point for
adventurous youths of the Protestant faith. Since the 1560s French
Protestants, known as Huguenots, had been in revolt against the
Catholic monarchy. Gascony, the birthplace of the Huguenot leader
Henry of Navarre, was a hotbed of resistance and Balthazar’s elder
brother may well have gone there to join in the Protestant struggle
for religious freedom in France.

The long drawn-out Wars of Religion in
sixteenth-century France were sporadic and regional. Fighting would
die down in one region only to flare up in another. These domestic
wars were carried on without great loss of life until August 24,
1572, when the French king, Charles IX, ordered a slaughter of
Huguenots in Paris that became known as the St.Bartholomew Day
Massacre. The massacre spread across the country, resulting in the
exodus of thousands of Huguenots to Protestant Holland and England.
Nevertheless, the Huguenots' armed revolt continued unabated. To
stop the bloodshed in the war-torn country, Henry of Navarre
converted to Catholicism in 1593 and ascended the French throne as
Henri IV. His promulgation of the Edict of Nantes in 1598 granted
the Huguenots freedom of worship and established Protestantism in
two hundred towns.

Thus when the Gerbier brothers arrived in
Gascony in 1600, the religious wars were over for the time being.
No drums were beating to raise troops nor were any new
fortifications under construction. However, the defences from the
war years still encircled Navarre and the other Gascon cities, and
young Balthazar developed a bent for military engineering. By the
time he left Gascony in 1612, he could boast of expertise in
"Fortifications and in the Framing of Warlike Engines." Of more
practical use from his years in Gascony was acquiring the tools of
the painter’s trade. He learned the art of limning - the making of
miniature portraits on vellum – and drawing in pen and ink on
parchment.

At twenty, Balthazar Gerbier was back in the
land of his birth. For a time he apprenticed at the Haarlem studio
of the master draftsman and engraver, Hendrik Goltzius.3 But he
soon set out to gain a position in the service of Maurice of
Nassau, the Stadtholder or chief of state of the de facto Dutch
republic. Maurice, the triumphant general who had driven the
Spanish out of the northern Netherlands, did not stand on ceremony.
He was known to answer all petitions and “to shake hands with the
meanest Boor of the country,”4 and Gerbier had no difficulty
obtaining an interview. His knowledge of military engineering
proved to be his passport to Maurice’s good graces. Although there
was some satisfaction in knowing that Maurice “thought well” of
him, because of a truce with Spain the Stadtholder had no present
use for his knowledge of fortifications. He did, however, take
Gerbier into his service as a calligrapher.5 Every court had need
of penmen to produce official documents, and good penmanship was
particularly prized by the House of Orange. For the ambitious
Gerbier this was a lowly occupation and he was none too
grateful.

After some months spent embellishing capital
letters, he conceived the idea of making a miniature portrait of
the popular Maurice and presenting it to the States General – the
body of deputies from Zeeland and Holland and the five lesser
provinces of the Dutch Netherlands that met at The Hague. The
little picture was well received for in February 1615 the deputies
voted him an honorarium of a hundred guilders6– not a bad reward
compared with the two hundred guilders that was the going price for
a full-length portrait. But to succeed as a painter in a land of
painters required more than a minor talent. The newly independent
Dutch provinces were swarming with painters, and although the town
burghers and the country boors bought art as an investment, selling
paintings was a highly competitive business. The guild shows
presented an embarrassment of riches, while at the big, jostling
fairs there were as many paintings for sale as cheeses. Restless,
ambitious, and mindful of an astronomer’s prediction at his birth
that he would not tarry in his native land but would find princely
patrons abroad, Gerbier determined to follow his star and resume
his travels.

At The Hague, he had gravitated quite
naturally into the company of the English volunteers who lingered
in Holland after the truce with Spain. As a child in Middelburg, he
had listened to the talk of the English cloth traders who did
business with his father, and later in the Huguenot cities of
France he had become acquainted with many travelling Englishmen. He
had picked up a more than adequate English that allowed him to
converse freely with the people at the English embassy. The
ambassador was Sir Dudley Carleton, an affable diplomat who dealt
in art as a sideline. Carleton not only sent paintings and
tapestries to English patrons; he also sent over Dutch artists. He
would have encouraged Balthazar Gerbier to go to England.

A home visit by the Dutch ambassador to
London, Noel de Caron, provided the opportunity. To travel with an
ambassador guaranteed safe conduct on the way and introductions on
arrival. Gerbier turned to Maurice who recommended his
under-employed servant to de Caron and when the ambassador returned
to England, Gerbier went in his train.7 He hoped that de Caron
would find him sufficient patrons until he could better himself in
his adopted country.

Without means or family, Balthazar Gerbier
stepped foot on English soil in 1616, confident of finding
patronage. His first sight of London was bound to be disappointing.
Instead of the broad, clean streets, paved with brick or stone, and
the well-kept buildings of Amsterdam and The Hague, here were
tenements of timber or wattle with penthouses leaning crazily
against each other across narrow dirt lanes running with effluent.
Picking his way around the drunken bodies lying on the streets, he
could be excused for comparing the English capital unfavourably
with the cities of his native land where beggars were unknown. But
on the broad thoroughfare called Cheapside were the goldsmiths’
houses with elaborately carved gables and mullioned windows, as
fine as the stepped roof buildings that served the Dutch burghers
as warehouses as well as living quarters. Strolling down the
Strand, he passed by the palatial town houses of the nobility that
backed on the River Thames. Towering over the slums and the
mansions were the steeples of fifty-seven churches and the
crumbling square tower of St. Paul’s Cathedral. To the east were
the docks and the Tower of London and to the west, the palace of
Whitehall.

Gerbier's first employment in London called
upon his skills as a calligrapher. A contemporary recorded that his
"first rise of preferment" was as “a common Pen-man, who pensil'd
the Dialogue [Decalogue] in the Dutch Church London."8 (Two wooden
tablets with the Ten Commandments written in gold in a florid
script remained on the altarpiece of the Dutch Church at Austin
Friars until the church's destruction in the Blitz of 1940.) As
that employment shows, he lost no time in introducing himself to
the Dutch immigrant community. Nevertheless, he had not come to
London to swill beer with other newcomers and trade stories of life
in Amsterdam or Leiden. Each day he hurried down to London Bridge
and arranged with one of the watermen to row him to the King's
palace of Whitehall that was open house to visitors and subjects
alike.

King James had come to the English throne in
1603 on the death of the great Queen Elizabeth. Famed as the Virgin
Queen, she had left no children to inherit the throne and her
cousin James, then King James VI of Scotland, was the legitimate
heir. The supreme irony was that James was the son of Mary Queen of
Scots, Elizabeth's mortal enemy whom she had executed. As James I
of England, he and his consort, Anne of Denmark, introduced the new
dynasty of the Stuarts. Although a terrible tragedy had befallen
them in 1613 when their elder son, Prince Henry, died of typhoid at
eighteen, a younger son, Charles, was on hand to secure the
succession.

King James was very different from the
approachable Maurice. Gerbier soon learned that to have an audience
with him was impossible without bribing a favoured courtier to act
as intermediary. At first, he could do no more than observe the
king. What he saw was a middle-aged man of medium height, with
brownish hair streaked with white and a wisp of a beard of the same
pied colours, clothed not unlike a Dutch burgher in a padded suit
with ballooning breeches. In contrast, his courtiers paraded like
peacocks in tight-fitting, richly embroidered doublets and long
hose.

Wandering around the sprawling buildings and
gardens of Whitehall, Gerbier might come upon a rehearsal for a
masque in the Banqueting House or a joust in the tiltyard.
Sometimes the dashing George Villiers, the new royal favourite, was
to be seen in glinting armour charging an opponent with a blunt
lance or riding at the ring. At the palace the courtiers in the
Long Gallery paced slowly in twos or threes in whispered
discussions. It behooved an ambitious newcomer to know which of
these men were in the King’s favour. Seeing Holbein's great mural
of King Henry VIII and his family in the Presence Chamber, Gerbier
like all hopeful young painters would have dreamed of playing
Holbein to James's Henry, but he soon learned that art would not
open the door to this king's patronage. Although a learned man (his
subjects flattered him by calling him the British Solomon), James
was indifferent to the visual arts and frankly antagonistic to
French and Italian fashions. His tastes ran towards rowdy
buffoonery and the outdoor life of the hunt.

While taking in the sights at court, Gerbier
listened to even the most trivial talk of the courtiers. Gossip,
fantastic or factual, fascinated him. He carefully stored the bits
and pieces in his mind against the day they could prove useful.
Security was loose at court. Gerbier heard that diplomats came home
from abroad to find their unanswered despatches stuffing the urinal
in Secretary of State Winwood's chamber. In James's court there was
no shortage of gossip.

As well as resident ambassadors in their
embassies, special ambassadors and foreign legates came and went
continually. The parochialism of Elizabethan England had all but
disappeared. Diplomatic relations were resumed with Spain,
maintained with Venice and Turin, precariously balanced with France
and the new Dutch republic. Foreigners abounded in Jacobean
England. Gerbier had arrived at the propitious moment. This milieu
provided infinite possibilities for a young man acquainted with
foreign lands and with a knowledge of several languages. He talked
to everyone, hoarding what they had to say like gold. Each courier
arriving from distant parts found himself buttonholed by a little
man eager to hear the latest news from Venice, The Hague, Madrid,
Turin, or Paris. Gerbier piled all this on top of his own
experiences in Holland and Huguenot France. He was becoming a mine
of information. In later years he would say that "the many secrets
he had gathered from diverse rare persons made him pleasing to the
Great Ones.”

If gossip was more than a hobby with him,
painting was less than a vocation. Though known around the court as
a painter, in practice he made very few pictures. The British
Museum has a pen and ink drawing on parchment, the size of a
playing card, of Prince Maurice signed by Gerbier and dated 1616,
and another of James’s son-in-law, Frederick V, the Elector
Palatine: both are taken from well known engravings. The miniature
of Prince Maurice shows him astride a prancing unicorn, with an
array of troops massed in the background. Below the cartouche the
versatile Gerbier has composed a poem lauding Prince Maurice’s
military prowess. The Victoria and Albert Museum has a minia ture
on vellum of an unknown young man by Gerbier dated 1616. He soon
discovered that Nicholas Hilliard and the Oliver family enjoyed a
virtual monopoly in his own specialty of miniature portraits.

Since Gerbier could look to no one but the
Dutch ambassador to find him patrons, he haunted Caroone House
across the Thames in South Lambeth. De Caron was an aged and
eccentric bachelor who lived in great style, entertaining the
nobility at his half-timbered mansion. He was an art collector, and
the house boasted "a long and beautiful airy gallery, hung
throughout with precious and fine paintings" - a pleasant place for
Gerbier to cool his heels until the ambassador would see him. No
doubt eager to rid himself of the importunate fellow wished upon
him by Prince Maurice, de Caron discharged his obligation by
presenting him to King James.9

We know that King James posed for the young
painter introduced to him by de Caron because a 1638 catalogue of
the royal collection lists "a picture of King James with a Hat by
Sr. Balthazar Gerbier.”10 The cataloguer was the Dutchman Abraham
Vanderdort; he would have known Gerbier and the attribution must be
accepted. The king’s portrait has been lost but the Victoria and
Albert has two miniatures by Gerbier of the heir to the throne,
Prince Charles. One is a watercolour on vellum, the other a
stippled drawing in pen and ink. The watercolour is signed and
dated "Gerbier fecit 1616" and the drawing is signed "Balthazar
Gerbier.”11 A Latin inscription in the cartouche surrounding the
watercolour portrait identifies the sitter as the Prince of Wales.
This illustrious commission would seem to have come to Gerbier
through the good offices of the Dutch ambassador but another
possibility will shortly be explored.

It was a sixteen-year-old beardless youth who
posed for Gerbier. Charles had just been invested as Prince of
Wales, and he has a bemused expression as if fearful of the future
kingship awaiting him by the death of his elder brother. As Gerbier
portrays him, he is far from handsome, with a high forehead and a
rather large nose. He is clean-shaven, with short hair brushed
behind his ears and sporting a large pearl earring. In the coloured
miniature he wears a small stand-up ruff, but in the pen and ink
monochrome he has the lace-trimmed, falling collar that was
replacing the ruff. Gerbier's miniatures are bust portraits only
but in full-length portraits of this period Charles stands
awkwardly as if he did not know what to do with his teenage arms
and legs. There was in him none of the easy bearing and unconscious
distinction of the English aristocracy so apparent in the elegant
person of George Villiers. Moreover, the Prince suffered from a
speech impediment.

It did not take Gerbier long to realize that
this stammering youth was not to be the second of the princes
promised him by his horoscope. Having sat to Gerbier for his
portrait, Prince Charles had no further use for his services at
that time. Unlike his late brother Prince Henry, Charles showed no
precocious interest in the arts. At this stage his attendants were
the young sportsmen who hunted and hawked with him. Gerbier could
not have foreseen that when Charles became king he would assemble
one of the greatest art collections in history.

 


 


Chapter 2

 


BUCKINGHAM




Gerbier wasted no time on unripe patrons. The
rising man at court was George Villiers, a younger son of an old
titled family in Leicestershire. Like many of the English nobility
and gentry, he had been educated in France, in his case at an
academy in Blois. There he had learned to fence and dance
gracefully, to ride expertly, and to speak a fair French. On his
return to England, he was sent to court by his ambitious mother to
find a rich wife. At this time, a cabal of courtiers headed by the
Archbishop of Canterbury was seeking a good-looking young man to
replace King James’s current favourite, the Earl of Somerset. The
direction of England’s foreign affairs was at stake. Somerset and
his backers, the powerful Howard family, were the leaders of the
pro-Spanish faction at court, and the cabal, which favoured
alliances with the Protestant states, wished to end Somerset’s
influence over the king. Although James had fathered four children
on his Danish wife, Queen Anne, his sexual preference was for men.
The cabal believed that the extraordinarily handsome newcomer from
Leicestershire was just the man to appeal to James and supplant
Somerset. And so he was. Archbishop Abbott’s protege completely
captivated King James. George, a lover of women, obliged his
promoters by making himself available sexually to secure the King’s
affections.

King James knighted Villiers, conferred upon
him the Order of the Garter, and made him his Master of the Horse.
Gerbier applied to the new favourite. In his own words here is his
description of this portentous interview with the future Duke of
Buckingham:

At my very first application to him, when as
the said Duke (happily [perhaps] to try me) had left five hundred
pounds under his Bolster, which he commanded me to take as I waited
on him at his rising, willing me to dispose of the same to the
workmen; but on the contrary, I called for the Duke’s Steward, and
wisht him to lock up the said monies for to bee delivered upon
account.1

Impressed by Gerbier’s prudent refusal to
handle the workmen’s wages, the favourite hired him on the
spot.

It was soon apparent that Gerbier had made no
mistake in choosing a patron. He relates that immediately upon
entering his service, George Villiers became “Baron, Viscount,
Earle, and afterwards created Marquis and Duke of Buckingham.”
Since he was raised to the peerage as Viscount Villiers and Baron
Whaddon on August 27, 1616, Gerbier’s employment would have begun
sometime that summer. One of the Gerbier miniatures identifies
Charles as the Prince of Wales and Charles was invested as Prince
of Wales in November 1616, which raises the possibility that
Gerbier’s miniatures were done after rather than before he entered
Villiers' service, and on his recommendation. This would explain
his problematic statement to Buckingham in 1625: "I swear to God I
never painted before placing myself under your patronage after
leaving the Prince of Orange." 2

On January 5, 1617, the King created his
favourite Earl of Buckingham. Although Gerbier had been hired as a
painter in the young nobleman's household, his tasks were left
undefined. The seventeenth century preceded the age of
specialization. Gerbier was simply one of Buckingham's "creatures"
and his patron's needs determined his function. "My attendance was
pleasing to him," Gerbier would later write, "bijcause of my
severall languages, good hand in writing: skill in sciences, as
Mathematicks, Architecture, drawing, painting, contryving of
scenes, Masques, shows and entertainments for greate Princes,
besides many secrets which I had gathered from divers rare persons,
as likewise for making of Engins us full in warre.”3 Some of these
skills Gerbier acquired on the job, but his beautiful handwriting
and his linguistic versatility were immediately useful to his
patron who entrusted his foreign correspondence to him.

Not long after retaining Gerbier, Buckingham
appointed as his Master of the Horse a young man named Endymion
Porter. The possessor of this poetic name was partly Spanish
through his grandmother, and had spent his youth in Madrid as a
page in the household of the Conde Olivarez whose son was now the
King of Spain's chief minister. Porter made much of his connections
with Spain, intimating to Buckingham that if he had any business
with that country, he was the man to undertake it. Though Gerbier
got along well with Porter he recognized his driving desire for
preferment so similar to his own. To counteract Porter's advantage
in all things Spanish, Gerbier began to dwell upon his French
ancestry, consigning to silence his Dutch birth. Perhaps he was
already claiming ties of blood with titled French families - the
d'Ouvilly of Normandy and the Blavet of Picardy.4

Painting occupied a good part of Gerbier’s
time. Early in 1618 he painted a miniature of his patron. Now in
the Northumberland Collection, Buckingham is astride a prancing
horse, holding a staff of office. The artist has fallen into the
error of shortening the body and legs so that his subject looks
like a handsome dwarf. But the youthful, clean-shaven face, shining
with breeding and beauty, and the scarlet and gold of the horse's
trappings give the little picture a vivacity and dash. Gerbier
would never suffer criticism of this work. “I think that the
portrait is esteemed a very good one – I know in my conscience that
it is exceedingly like,” he defended it against a critic.”5
Nevertheless, to be Buckingham’s painter was little more gratifying
for Gerbier than to be Prince Maurice’s calligrapher. Painters were
regarded as nothing more than artisans in James’s England. Although
scornful of the painter’s craft in his own day, Gerbier brought
with him a keen appreciation of the great art of the past. This is
evident from a poem he composed on the death in 1617 of the
engraver, Hendrick Goltzius. Dedicated to Ambassador de Caron and
written in Dutch, it displays his familiarity not only with the
Netherlandish art scene but also with the Italian Old Masters.

To his disappointment he found an apathy to
art in James's England, no doubt caused by the indifference of the
King and the insularity of the English. There had been the
beginnings of an English Renaissance in the arts under James’s
elder son Prince Henry, but his early death had nipped it in the
bud. A few years later, the Earl of Somerset had made an auspicious
start as a patron of art by commissioning Sir Dudley Carleton to
buy him Venetian paintings, but by the time Gerbier arrived in
England in 1616 Somerset was in the Tower of London for murdering
his secretary, Sir Thomas Overbury. Most discouraging of all was
the low level of art appreciation. The English nobility merely
thought of adding new faces to their ancestral galleries. The Earl
of Salisbury was known as an art collector, but a 1611 inventory of
Hatfield, his country house in Hertfordshire, lists mainly
portraits, and the few religious and mythological pictures were by
Netherlandish rather than Italian artists. Only Thomas Howard, Earl
of Arundel, measured up to continental standards of
connoisseurship.

Arundel House in the Strand was a mecca for
visiting connoisseurs who came to admire the collection of
sculpture and painting without peer or precedent in England. The
collection was housed in a specially constructed two-storey
gallery. The Earl of Arundel had taken Inigo Jones with him on a
tour of Italy, and the architect had opened his eyes to the
beauties of Andrea Palladio's classical buildings. Home in England,
Arundel built these Palladian halls as a suitable gallery for his
collection. In all likelihood, Inigo Jones drew up the plans
because he worked for the Earl before becoming Surveyor of the
King’s Works in 1616. In the painting gallery were many fine
paintings by Hans Holbein, including portraits of Erasmus and Sir
Thomas More, but also by Raphael, Leonardo, and the Venetians. (The
Tintorettos and Bassanos that Sir Dudley Carleton had purchased for
the disgraced favourite, Somerset, were subsequently sold to the
Earl of Arundel.6) Ascending the stairs, the favoured guest entered
the vaulted sculpture gallery where several dozen marble statues of
Ancient Greece and Rome stood along the walls. His lordship’s
painter was Daniel Mytens whom Sir Dudley Carleton had sent over
from The Hague. Perhaps Mytens showed Gerbier the portraits he was
working on of the Earl and his Countess seated in their famed
galleries. On his patron’s behalf, Mytens carried on a regular
correspondence with Sir Dudley Carleton at The Hague. The Earl had
a network of agents spread over the Low Countries, France, Italy,
and Greece. It was their task to search out art treasures for him.
Ambassadors and friends travelling abroad were also given special
commissions.

Arundel House provided Gerbier with the
answer to a worrisome problem. How could he make himself
indispensable to his master? Many people could write letters in
foreign languages (though assuredly not in such a beautiful script)
and many could paint tolerable likenesses, but how many could do
these things and at the same time build up an art collection to
rival that of Arundel House? Like all the new rich, Buckingham
wished to have the outward show of wealth. Subtly his painter
directed this appetite towards art. For every horse Buckingham
bought, Gerbier influenced him to purchase some "rarity.” The
magnificence of Arundel House and its burgeoning collection were
calculated to excite jealous emulation. Here was the perfect model
to inspire the collector's urge in Gerbier's patron.

It had become imperative for Gerbier to
establish himself securely. He had fallen in love and wished to get
married. His intended was the beautiful daughter of a
goldsmith-engraver named William Kipp who had emigrated from
Utrecht around 1590. His daughter Deborah was born in England and
baptised at the Dutch Church in Austin Friars in 1601.7 Despite
Gerbier's pretensions, the Dutch community was in no doubt about
his antecedents, and her father would not have allowed her to marry
this recent immigrant and "common penman" had Gerbier not secured a
place in the household of the King's favourite, now the Marquess of
Buckingham. Balthazar married the lovely Deborah Kipp in 1618, and
the young couple moved in with her parents on Candlewick Street. In
the natural course of events a son was born to them. The new father
did not hesitate in choosing a name. The baby was christened
George. A baby girl followed and Elizabeth Deborah Gerbier was
baptised at St. Dunstan's church in Fleet Street on January 14,
1620.8 The choice of an Anglican church rather than the Dutch
Church at Austin Friars indicates that Gerbier was setting out to
become an English gentleman. However while he remained a household
servant, Endymion Porter had married a niece of Buckingham’s and
had become a part of Buckingham’s entourage, following King James’s
endless progresses from palace to hunting lodge to the great
country houses of the aristocracy. Naturally, Endymion too named
his first son George.

Meanwhile, Gerbier was making progress with
his campaign to turn Buckingham into an art collector. In touch
with the continental art market, he had learned that a Flemish
collector, the Duke of Aerschot, was putting some Veronese
paintings up for sale. Convincing his patron that acquiring these
works would be the start of a collection to rival the Earl of
Arundel’s in July 1619 Gerbier travelled to Hainault in Flanders
and purchased nine canvases by the Venetian master.9

We know that Gerbier took the opportunity of
being in Flanders to pay a visit to the neighbouring Dutch
Provinces because in the Queen of Holland’s collection there is a
very fine miniature in watercolour on vellum of Maurice of Nassau
in golden armour, signed by Gerbier and dated 1619. It shows head
and shoulders only but Gerbier has taken the pose from a
full-length portrait of Maurice in armour by the leading Dutch
artist of the day, Michiel van Miereveldt. Gerbier has not copied
the face; that is drawn from life and is Maurice as he saw him.
Gerbier obviously painted and sold the miniature while in Holland
in 1619 and there it remained until purchased for the Dutch royal
collection in 1902.10

In 1619 James bestowed upon his favourite the
much sought-after post of Lord High Admiral though Buckingham knew
nothing of the sea. Along with honour came its companion - wealth.
Buckingham's doting benefactor showered grants and pensions upon
him and entrusted him with the dispensing of patronage - the most
priceless gift of all.

In May 1620 Buckingham married. His choice
accountably fell on the richest heiress in England, Katherine
Manners, only surviving child of the Earl of Rutland. Buckingham’s
painter would have spent many hours thinking about this turn of
events. What would happen to him if his new mistress did not like
him? As it happened she did not. Right after her wedding she sat to
him for her portrait.11 Aside from her passion for her husband,
Kate Buckingham was too full of common sense (or wanting in
imagination) to be anything but repelled by the hyperbolic turn of
speech of Monsieur Gerbier. Still, she would have hidden her true
feelings because she knew that he was almost indispensable to her
husband - more so than she was herself, she often suspected. It was
not long before poor Kate discovered that her adored husband had
one great fault, that of loving women too much, as she told him
frankly. But adultery accounted only in part for his frequent
absence from the marriage bed.

From the time of his marriage Buckingham was
an exceedingly busy man. By 1620 he was no longer simply the King's
favourite but had become his chief minister, and into this sphere
of state affairs he brought Gerbier. Buckingham realized that his
enterprising Jack-of-all-trades had an even greater potential than
he had guessed. Gerbier's resourcefulness, his savoir faire, and a
cynical attitude beyond his years convinced his employer that he
had the makings of a first-rate secret agent. Gerbier was already
keeping the ciphers and conducting Buckingham's correspondence with
his spies abroad, when (as he tells it) "I was sent by him (with
the King his masters aprobation) in secret messages."12

In October 1620, we find him in Paris on some
unidentified mission.13 But a manuscript autobiography discovered
by the antiquarian Isaac Disraeli in the nineteenth century
describes a highly secret mission that Gerbier was sent on in
1622.

There was a certain situation in Germany that
Buckingham wished to probe as inconspicuously as possible. It
concerned the King's daughter Elizabeth and her husband the Elector
Palatine, a German princeling known in England as the Palsgrave.
The Palatinate issue was the hub around which English diplomacy
would revolve throughout the reigns of two kings. It all began with
the trouble in Bohemia. Where was this Bohemia which was suddenly
of such importance to the King's daughter and consequently to all
Englishmen? One of the plays at the Globe theatre was supposed to
take place on a seashore in Bohemia. To their surprise,
theatergoers now learned that Bohemia was deep in central
Europe.

Bohemia formed part of the Holy Roman Empire,
that is to say it came under the sway of the Austrian Habsburgs
whose suzerainty spread over the map of Europe like spilled paint.
Nevertheless, the Catholic Habsburgs were being challenged in their
domains by the rise of Protestantism, both Lutheran and Calvinist.
When the King of Bohemia died, the Holy Roman Emperor Mathias
managed to have the Catholic Ferdinand of Styria elected king. The
Bohemian Protestants rebelled. Their leaders threw the imperial
envoys out the window of the palace at Prague (they landed safely
in the moat) and in the name of the Diet, or parliament, offered
the crown to King James’s son-in-law Frederick, the Protestant
Elector Palatine. Although he had his hereditary principality in
Germany, Frederick foolishly accepted the Bohemian crown in spite
of King James’s disapproval, and with his English princess-wife
took up residence in Prague, the Bohemian capital, over the winter
of 1620. Meanwhile, the Holy Roman Emperor (now Ferdinand of
Styria) was getting ready to oust the audacious Frederick as soon
as the snow was off the ground. The plight of the King's daughter
created a furor in England. In an age of symbols she represented
the spirit of Protestantism oppressed by the wrong-headed forces of
Catholicism. To help the Palsgrave and the English princess became
the popular cause: a war chest was started (largest donor, the
Prince of Wales, followed by the the Marquess of Buckingham), a
volunteer brigade was formed, poets wrote rousing marching songs,
and tavern keepers repainted the signs swinging over their doors
with a Palsgrave's Head. A fever gripped the nation. This continued
unabated until in the autumn of 1620, the sad news reached England
that on a hill outside Prague the Palsgrave had been routed
decisively by the imperial forces. Nor could he fly home to the
Palatinate because the King of Spain had stepped in to oblige his
imperial cousin and sent General Ambrogio Spinola to take it away
from him. Derisively called “the Winter King and Queen” at all the
European courts, Elizabeth and Frederick were living in exile in
Holland.

In the circumstances it might have been
supposed that James would rush troops across the Channel and over
to Germany. This is not what happened. James was the great pacifist
of his age and even the loss of his daughter's home could not
instil the martial spirit in him. James’s foreign policy was based
on peace, trade, and a marriage alliance with Spain. Nor did his
chief minister counsel war. Buckingham, a political weathercock,
had swung around from the days of the war chest. He heartily
endorsed James's peace-at-any-price policy and trumped up excuses
not to give military assistance. James promised his daughter that
he would get the Palatinate back for her by diplomacy. He and his
favourite hoped to accomplish this with the help of one man.
Ironically, this man was none other than the Spanish ambassador,
Diego Sarmiento de Acuna, the Conde Gondomar. James leaned on his
judgment with a child-like faith, and in the Long Gallery at
Whitehall Buckingham paced up and down with him in intense
discussion. Gondomar represented the country that had stolen the
Palatinate and made the King's daughter an exile. Why was he still
persona grata with the King and his chief minister? Partly it was
the spell of his personality. His charm and wit were famous. He had
an impudent tongue that did not gag on insulting the King of
England. Gerbier relates an incident that he probably heard from
Buckingham: One day the usually tractable James was railing at
Gondomar over Spinola's capture of the first Palatinate town under
the very eyes of the English ambassador. Gondomar answered that he
wished Spinola had taken the whole Palatinate at once. Before the
speechless James could recover from the shock, the smiling Spaniard
continued, "For then the generosity of my master would be shown in
all its lustre, by restoring it all again to the English Ambassador
who had witnessed the whole operation."14 On this occasion, King
James was not amused, but most of the time Gondomar's bold
paradoxes delighted him.

The Spaniard's main hold over his English
hosts, however, was a seductive plan he had unfolded to them. Why
not revive the long-discussed match between the Prince of Wales and
the King of Spain's youngest sister, with the Palatinate as Spain's
wedding gift to England?15 To James he talked of negotiations,
settlements, and trade concessions, but to Buckingham and an
enthralled Prince Charles, in the course of their promenades in the
Long Gallery, he whispered hints of an escapade that sent the young
men's blood coursing wildly through their veins. When knighthood
was in flower, breathed Gondomar to Charles, did a lover sit back
in the countinghouse with his father, or did he gallop to his
beloved and strum melodies beneath her balcony? He declared that in
Spain it was still done that way. To Buckingham he insinuated that
the person who could bring about such a romantic encounter between
a prince and a princess in this colourless, modern world would be a
hero, one who would live forever in the annals of love.

While scheming with Gondomar to restore his
daughter's home by his son's marriage, James prided himself on
taking other measures as well. A continuous parade of ambassadors
was marched over to the Continent to entreat anyone who had any say
in the matter to be so kind as to restore the Palatinate to the
King's son-in-law. Not only did these English ambassadors go forth
with the full knowledge of Gondomar, some even went at his
suggestion. To Brussels, to Prague, to Heidelberg, to Vienna, flew
Sir Gilbert Chaworth, Sir Richard Weston, Sir Edward Conway,
Viscount Doncaster, and Sir Arthur Chichester, like a flock of
doves. Meanwhile the English people were impatient for action. They
could not understand why it was good kingcraft to conciliate those
who had stolen the Palatinate instead of forcing them at
sword-point to give it back. The Parliament that met in 1621 made
it clear to James that they had no confidence in his methods.

This was the impasse at which matters stood
when Buckingham launched his painter into the murky waters of
secret diplomacy. Germany was a patchwork of principalities, some
Protestant, some Catholic, and he felt it expedient to ascertain
the attitude of the German Union of Protestant Princes on the
Palatinate question. Were they willing to help their brother
princeling in the cause of Protestantism? If they were not prepared
to act as England's allies against the power of Austria and Spain,
that fact could be used to subdue the war party in England. If they
were, it would do no harm to apprise Gondomar of this - it could
only increase Spain's ardour to ally with England. For public
consumption, Sir Albertus Morton was despatched "to force and
persuade the Princes of the Union to defend and recover the
Palatinate."16 Privately Balthazar Gerbier was sent to test the
true intentions of the German princes. No attention was paid to his
going for who would believe that the Lord Marquess's painter was
charged with such an important mission.

Going from one stuffy German court to
another, Gerbier met with a universally cool reception. The German
Protestants were far from united. Lutherans had little sympathy for
the Calvinist Elector Palatine, furthermore their deep conservatism
bound them to their imperial suzerain. The Calvinist princes were
hampered by no such scruples, but they lacked any commitment to
Frederick’s cause and would only fight on consideration of a large
monthly subsidy from the King of England. Gerbier even sounded out
some Catholic princes, but if he hoped to stir up latent animosity
towards their Habsburg overlords he was disappointed. In an
interview with the Elector of Treves, he found that prince-bishop
incensed against the Elector Palatine for disturbing the public
peace by grabbing at the Bohemian crown. He summarily dismissed his
visitor with the statement that "God in these days did not send
prophets more to the Protestants than to others, to fight against
nations, and to second pretences which public incendiaries propose
to princes, to engage them into unnecessary wars with their
neighbours."17 From these talks Buckingham's secret agent concluded
that if King James ventured to fight on his son-in-law's behalf, it
would be "a war of no hopes." Rational and secular, Gerbier was
patently unmoved by the plight of the Palatine family in exile in
Holland or the blow to the Protestant cause.

Gerbier's report could not have failed to
please his masters. The information he put at their disposal, the
unwillingness of the German princes to get involved in the cause of
the self-styled King and Queen of Bohemia, could be a useful weapon
for stifling war cries from the Commons. On the other hand, had the
secret envoy returned with a positive report, it could have been
torn up and none the wiser.

 


 


Chapter 3

 


THE KEEPER OF YORK HOUSE




Few people knew of Gerbier's adventures as a
secret agent. If he left London mysteriously it was assumed he had
slipped away to the Continent to buy pictures because Buckingham
had become an enthusiastic art collector. In 1619 he had formally
put Gerbier in charge of "the keeping of my pictures and other
rarities.”1 This was the realization of Gerbier's dream, inspired
by the Arundel galleries. An unforeseen event had helped Gerbier in
his campaign to turn his patron into a patron of the arts.
Buckingham had acquired York House, one of the great estates that
bordered the Thames between the City of London and the centre of
government at Westminster. Since the sixteenth century it had been
the home of the Lord Keepers of the Privy Seal. The present Lord
Keeper was Sir Francis Bacon, Viscount St. Albans, a brilliant
lawyer who had acted as Buckingham’s mentor and friend in return
for a peerage and high office. The son of a Lord Keeper, he had
been born at York House and had a deep attachment to the place. Sir
Francis lost his house at the same time as he lost his reputation.
In a scandal that rocked the court, it was revealed that he had
accepted bribes while sitting on the bench. Bacon took his
misfortune like a philosopher, but a blow he could not sustain with
philosophic calm was the loss of York House. He put off one
prospective purchaser of the lease (technically this choice piece
of real estate belonged to the See of York) with these words: "For
this you will pardon me. York House is the house where my father
died, and where I first breathed, and there will I yield my last
breath, if it so please God and the King." Surprisingly, the one
man he could not turn aside was his friend Buckingham who brought
pressure to bear until Bacon could hold out no longer. Early in
1622 he sold the remainder of the lease to Buckingham for thirteen
hundred pounds.2

Anticipating that York House would soon fall
into his hands, in 1621 Buckingham sent Gerbier to Italy to buy
art.3 In doing so, he gave Gerbier an assignment that perfectly
suited his talents and inclinations. Italy was to shape him, and
he, in turn, would contribute to the Italianizing process that was
moulding English taste. The collection that he was to amass for
Buckingham was predominantly Italian and the aesthetic doctrine he
propagated all his life was Italianate.

Gerbier set forth that summer carrying
200l. and letters of exchange to be cashed in Venice.3 His
first destination was Rome, the undisputed art centre of the world.
There he went quietly about his business, careful to avoid the eye
of authority for although cooling autumn breezes wafted into the
city from the Alban Hills, Rome could be a hot place for a
Protestant. The Jesuits were on the watch for heresy as keenly as
the Inquisitors of Spain, and to stand one's ground, declaring
oneself English or Dutch, was useless because there was no English
or Dutch embassy for refuge. The only English institution was the
English College of Jesuits, and the Protestant traveller usually
gave a wide berth to that establishment. One group that Gerbier
could have met with with impunity was the Dutch artists who
clustered in lodgings at the foot of the Quirinal. They were
harmless Bohemians, enjoying wine and endlessly analyzing the
chiaroscuro technique of their idol, Caravaggio. An association
with them would not have caused trouble for Gerbier since official
Rome did not know they existed. But if Gerbier, or any other
Protestant in the Rome of 1621, doubted that he was in danger, he
had only to reflect on the fate of John Mole, a tutor who,
accompanying his pupil to Rome in 1609, was arrested by the
Inquisition and twelve years later still languished in a Roman
prison. This chastening example did not stop Gerbier from buying
art for Buckingham and seeing the sights of Rome for himself. Like
tourists of every age, he could not contain his admiration: "The
Capital, the Mount Cavallo and the Vatican, and the Temple (called
Saint Peter) may be put to the miracles of the world." 4 He mused
on Ancient Rome amid "broken marble columns, the Pantheon, some
triumphal arches." He stood entranced by the sight of the "rare
carved statues and pictures" of Renaissance Rome.

Gerbier worked out a special itinerary for
the city that he later recommended to all travellers in a little
guidebook entitled Subsidium Peregrantibus. Since there is no
reason to suppose that he did not follow his own good advice, we
can accompany him on his sight-seeing - provided he does not lose
us with his eccentric spelling of names and places. It was the
pictures that particularly claimed his attention. First, "(to view
them in order) those of Perin del Vago in Castel St. Angelo, then
proceed towards the plain (on which the famous St. Peter's Church
is built) observe there the great Pyramid on the left side of that
plain, and in the Church, the pictures of the Cavalier Balioni,
Pormarancio, Passignani, Del Castello, the Piete (in marble) of
Michel Angelo, the Day of Judgment by the same Angelo painted in
the Pope's Chapel, the altar and sepulchre of St. Cecilia, all of
jaspis and other rare stone; in the Pope's Chambers the matchless
pictures of Raphael d'Urbin, thence make towards A Bel Vidor there
see the Laocoon, the Apollo, Cleopatra, Lautino, and a Marble
called el Torso." Next he advised a visit to St. Peter Montorio to
see the famous Raphael Transfiguration above the altar, now in the
Vatican Museum. Then on to the Capitoline Hill to admire the statue
of "Marcus Aurelius on horseback ... Il Colosso and the triumphal
Arch of Constantin." He did not overlook "the Farnese Palace, in
the gallery (above stairs) the rare painting in white and black of
Hannibal Carasa ... the great Market-place called Navonna ... the
Church called Minerva, and therein the figure of Christ carved by
Michel Angelo."5

Although primarily interested in Italian
painting, Gerbier also paused to admire the masterpieces of Greek
and Roman sculpture. "Concerning Venus, there's not a figure in the
world more genteel and more accomplished than that of Medicis at
Rome, and next to that nothing more manly than the Hercules of
Farnese, nothing more noble than the Apollo, the Meleager, the
Gladiator, and above all the incomparable Laocoon, whereof the
lineaments, the circular strokes, the muscles, the nerves, and the
veins are so well expressed that it seems to be a gathering of
figures petrified, and who in former times must have been of flesh,
as the child at the town house at Sens in France, which a mother
had borne sixteen years, and which was found in her body after
death.”6 Perhaps Gerbier made many drawings of these antique
statues. We know that he copied the Hercules in the Farnese Palace,
and that it was so "excellently drawn with a silver pen upon a
large piece of Table-book leaf" that it was "the admiration of all
the Italians that saw it."7

In his determination to see Buckingham
established in the finest private residence in Europe, Gerbier was
indefatigable in visiting the palaces and villas of Rome - each an
inhabited monument to the glory of a family. Setting the standard
of magnificence for the future Keeper of York House were the
"Palaces of Borghese, Oldebrandini, Guisi ... the Garden of
Pleasure of the Cardinal Borghese, all beset with rare antique
statues and within garnished with many rare pictures."8 The visit
to the richly ornamented, suburban Villa Borghese called for a
comparative study of the rival Villa Ludovisi that another
papal-nephew, the Cardinal Ludovico Ludovisi, was constructing in
his vineyards. Gerbier's love of magnificent building took him
farther afield, to the towns of Frascati and Caprarola where the
Roman aristocrats, the Aldobrandini and the Farnese, had their
summer villas.

One of his favourites was the Palazzo de
Chigi ("Guisi" in Gerbier's peculiar orthography) to which he
returned again and again to study the frescoes by the divine
Raphael. In company with other artists, he spent hours in the
charming entrance hall overlooking the garden, copying the Banquet
of the Gods. Working near Gerbier was a Florentine who explained
that he was making sketches for a copy of monumental proportions.
The finished work was to be in two parts, each nineteen feet long.
Gerbier must have visited this artist's studio to see the work in
progress because he purchased "the two great histories which are in
making" for the sum of 42l, arranging for them to be sent to
London on completion. Well satisfied with this transaction, he
settled down to finish his own copy in coloured chalk. Gerbier’s
copy found an enthusiastic admirer. "The best Crayons that ever I
saw,” Edward Norgate later wrote in Miniatura, “were those made by
Sr Balthazer Gerbier after those so celebrated Histories done by
Raphaell of the banquets of the Gods, to be seen in the Pallazzo de
Gigi."9 Norgate may have been somewhat prejudiced because he was a
close friend of Gerbier’s and connected with him by marriage.

While indulging himself as an artist, Gerbier
was busily searching out pictures. The most popular modern art was
the Bolognese School - the Caracci and the graduates of their
renowned academy at Bologna. One of the greatest exponents of this
school, Guido Reni, was painting in Rome at that time. From "Guido
Boulonese," Gerbier bought “a great peice of the four seasons" for
70l. This was soon encased and on its way to Turin to be
shipped; shortly afterwards, its purchaser departed from Rome too,
en route to Venice.

The worst of the journey was over when
Gerbier left the mountainous roads and descended into Bologna. Here
he stopped long enough to buy a lute for his patron's household
(4l.). At Padua he made a mental note of the arcaded palaces
which he later incorporated into a book on architecture: "the
undermost part of a front left open like palaces in Padua."10 From
Padua to Venice his eye was delighted by "the ravishing Palaces and
Gardens on both sides of the Brenta.”11

An enchanted Gerbier saw the rose and pearl
city of Venice rising from the sea like Venus on her conch shell.
Many fancies and conceits, occasioned by the strangeness of life in
Venice, presented themselves to his imaginative mind. "Venice," he
exclaimed, "is a Metropolitan Ark made of stone."12 Like everyone
else, visitor or citizen, Gerbier gravitated to the Piazza San
Marco. In the vast square, like an enormous auditorium, the
business of a commercial empire was transacted. Some days there
would be a special attraction playing at the Piazza, a pageant or
procession starring the old gold-garbed Doge in the prow-shaped
ducal cap, shuffling along under a golden umbrella. Here Gerbier
met Daniel Nys, an Amsterdam merchant who bought paintings for
Englishmen and accepted the letters of exchange with which they
travelled. Amid turbaned Turks and flapping pigeons and promenading
Venetians, whose everyday clothes were as fantastic as a
masquerade, the two cosmopolitan Dutchmen would stroll deep in
discussion. From Nys, Gerbier learned of the magnificent palaces on
the Grand Canal and inland. He looked forward eagerly to viewing
the architectural beauties and art treasures of the Palazzo
Mochenigo (rented, that season, by the Countess of Arundel), of the
Palazzi Grimani, Contarini, Cornaro, Foscari, and the other
mansions of the Venetian aristocracy.

To open the doors of all these palaces, there
was the English ambassador, Sir Henry Wotton. Wotton could not do
enough for the confidential agent of the Marquess of Buckingham. He
laid the entire resources of his embassy at Gerbier's feet - no
mean gift, for although the militant Protestantism of Wotton and
his master, King James, carried little weight in a Venice
reconciled with Rome, nevertheless Wotton's sophisticated
personality and long-established friendships kept him very much in
demand, if not with the governing Council of Ten, at least socially
with the Venetian senators and their families. Gerbier hardly
recognized the urbane ambassador as the irascible and glowering
Wotton he had known at The Hague in 1615. Instead, here was a human
being in his proper setting: taking the air in his gondola,
haunting the churches to study the pictures or listen to the music,
going masked to festas given by the nobility or fellow diplomats,
studying the details of the public buildings and churches designed
by Sansovino and Palladio for his forthcoming book The Elements of
Architecture, browsing in the book shops, choosing melon seeds and
rose cuttings from the florists' gardens at Chioggia, selecting
goblets of an aerial lightness from the glass factories at Murano.
For a connoisseur of living like Henry Wotton, Venice was a
paradise.13

In 1621 Venice still abounded in the works of
its greatest painters. The masters of the cinquecento were almost
contemporary, most of them dead no more than fifty years. Their
pellucid colours glowed fresh and unretouched on wall and canvas;
their sons and nephews traded on their names and turned out
imitations of their work. Of the second generation the most
successful was Domenicho Tintoretto, son of the famous Jacopo. He
was a favourite with English travellers, who had him paint their
portraits during their stay in Venice.

Gerbier was now able to compare the painters
of Rome and Venice: "The Romans do pass the Venetians and those of
Palma in well drawing, those do apply themselves a long time to the
design, those begin sooner with the colours and therefore excel in
colouring: it is the colouring that contents the sight; it is the
design that satisfieth the judgment, a figure never being the
better for its fair colour if it be not well designed, and in such
a case resembleth to a blush ill-favoured crook-back."14

Zealously he searched out treasures for
Buckingham. A visit to the gloomy grandeur of the Scuola de San
Rocco, where Tintoretto's mysterious lightning illuminated shadowy
figures, sent him scurrying around Venice looking for a painting by
that "bold pencil." Then, a day at the Doges' Palace, spent gazing
up at blue skies and exquisite women in brocades and satin leaning
over pillared balustrades, made Gerbier lose his heart to the
"genteel" Veronese. Paolo Caliari of Verona became a minor deity
for him. Henceforth his favourite expression was,"For the love of
Paulo Veronese!"

He was not fated to bring a Veronese home
with him this time, but he did purchase a fine Tintoretto, The
Woman Taken in Adultery, some Bassanos, by both Jacopo and his son
Franceso, a Manfredi, and, to cap it all, a masterpiece of
Titian's, the Ecco Homo. If the Bassanos came into his hands in the
ordinary manner - Jacopo's Adoration of the Shepherds for
30l., the History of Vulcan by Francesco for 35l., a
Noah's Ark for 15l. - the acquisition of the Titian and the
Tintoretto was not so simple. Gerbier had to employ the services of
a go-between, whom he rewarded with 7l. in the name of his
employer. The Tintoretto was moderately expensive at 50l.,
but the great Titian cost the enormous sum of 275l. In its
purchase Gerbier showed himself daring and entirely sure of his own
judgment. Nor was his self-confidence misplaced. When the Earl of
Arundel saw the Ecco Homo with its historical personages, the Pope,
Charles V, and Pietro Aretino as Pilate, he offered his rival
collector the unheard-of sum of 7000l. "in money or land."15
(Once the pictures were bought, Gerbier attended to the more
mundane details of frames and transportation. He "caused to be made
and carven after the Italian fashion" frames for the Tintoretto and
the huge Titian. These, he had gilded before shipping them to
London. (For Bassano's Adoration of the Shepherds, a "gilded,
ready-made frame" was good enough.) Then special packing cases were
constructed into which the precious pictures were inserted under
his careful supervision. It took sixteen ells of cloth to roll up
the Titian before Gerbier felt assured of its perfect safety.
(Gerbier’s Titian ultimately found permanent security in Vienna’s
Kunsthistorisches Museum.)

At Turin, the Venetian and Roman purchases
were united. The story of the homeward journey is one of freight
charges and custom duties imposed by every city that the little
caravan traversed. Finally, Gerbier and his cases arrived home safe
and sound. It must have been with relief that he paid a final
2l. 10s for the transportation "from Dover to London and for
discharging."

All that remained was for Buckingham to
reimburse Daniel Nys for the extra money his agent had borrowed
above and beyond the letters of exchange. This entailed a further
151l. 10s. to be paid to Nys's London partners, Jan and
Samuel Fortry. All in all, Gerbier had spent 651 pounds, 10
shillings for buying pictures, having them framed, and shipping
them home. By this time, Buckingham had acquired York House and
Gerbier had the satisfaction of hanging his acquisitions on its
historic walls.

The Italian buying trip was just the
beginning. As Keeper of York House, Gerbier chose for his master
"rarities, bookes, medals, marble statues, and Pictures great
store."16 Assisting him in his curatorial tasks was his
father-in-law, William Kipp. Kipp knew how to unroll a canvas and
remount it on a frame, how to bring back yellowed flesh tones by a
judicious exposure to sunlight, and how to hang a picture so as to
please even the finical taste of his son-in-law. When Gerbier was
away he left Kipp in charge. On a buying trip to France in 1624, he
wrote home to Buckingham: "The picture of the Secretary by Titian I
send by the bearer to be delivered at York House to my
father-in-law who will put it on a stretcher for framing."17 There
was a lifelong partnership between Gerbier and Kipp that never
appears to have been disturbed. This in itself speaks well for
Kipp's tact and forebearance because Gerbier quarrelled with almost
everyone he worked with.

Buckingham had not taken up residence at York
House. The old mansion needed extensive renovation, moreover he
planned to build two new wings. In 1622 he bought nearby
Wallingford House for the family’s London home. Gerbier was kept
busy running between York House and Wallingford House. A peremptory
summons from his master would send him hurrying, pen in hand, to
take a letter. As Gerbier did not write English well at this stage,
many an English lord received a letter from Buckingham in French.
Endymion Porter was no longer in Buckingham's service - he had been
seconded by Prince Charles. Gerbier inherited Porter’s honourable
post as Master of the Horse, a position he appears to have held
only temporarily.18 Despite his fine new titles of Keeper of York
House and Master of the Horse, it vexed Gerbier that he was still
known as Buckingham's Painter.

In 1622 he was working on a large oil
painting of his master that he referred to as “the great picture,”
thus distinguishing it from his usual miniature painting. There had
been no trace of this work until 1998 when a portrait of Buckingham
measuring 90.9 x 56.5 inches was sold at auction in London as “a
copy of a painting by Balthazar Gerbier.”19 The copy shows a slim,
bearded young man, in doublet and breeches and holding a baton of
office. It is a fair assumption that the original portrait was “
the great picture” that Gerbier was painting of his master in 1622.
As well, a private collection in England has a remarkably beautiful
bust portrait in oil of Buckingham (23 x 29 in.). Identified as by
Gerbier circa 1619, it is the face and shoulders of the full-length
portrait. Buckingham is in armour crossed by the blue sash of the
Order of the Garter. He has wavy brown hair, a reddish moustache,
and a small pointed beard. Yet it is the soft brown eyes that win
over the viewer. If in fact it is the work of Gerbier, it clearly
reveals his love for his master.20

At the same time as he was working on
Buckingham’s life-size portrait, Gerbier was painting members of
the Buckingham circle. Full-length portraits of Buckingham’s sister
Susan and her husband, the Earl of Denbigh, signed by Gerbier, show
the far from handsome pair decked out in their finery, he in a
gold-embroidered doublet with matching knee pants and riding boots,
she in a red satin skirt with a gold-embroidered white satin bodice
and a lace ruff. He also painted miniatures of Endymion Porter's
attractive but shrewish wife Olive and their baby, George. Endymion
referred to the miniature of his wife as being “at Gerbier’s.” 21
As a perquisite, Buckingham allowed Gerbier and his growing family
the use of a fine residence beside the gatehouse on the
understanding that if York House were to be enlarged on the Strand
side Gerbier would find other accommodation. In the Buckingham book
of accounts for the year 1622 is this item: "Given to Mr. Gerbier's
servants when his Lordship sat there for his picture, viz. to the
two maids 2li, to the two men that pretended to have taken pains
about his picture 5li and 7li."22 For all its brevity, it indicates
the well-staffed style of living in the Gerbier household at this
early date and, perhaps in consequence, the antipathy towards him
of Sir Sackville Crow, Buckingham's treasurer. A vague charge lurks
in the word "pretended." Was Sir Sackville Crow suggesting that a
little illicit profit had been made in the matter of his lordship's
picture? This is the kind of innuendo that dogged Gerbier all his
life. Gerbier attributed the malevolence of his co-workers to
jealousy because Buckingham showed him so much favour. "No sooner
were those marks of trust observed," he declared, "but malicious
ignorant persons made glosses thereon."23

The backbiting that went on between Gerbier
and other retainers at York House is a story in itself. There was
his quarrel with James Palmer who enjoyed a reputation as a
connoisseur. As each picture was hung on the walls of York House,
Palmer would pass judgment upon it, infuriating Gerbier. But
Palmer's cardinal sin was that he did not like Gerbier's portraits
of Buckingham and did not hesitate to say so. "There is no greater
enemy of science than presumption and ignorance," the injured
artist complained to his patron.24 Soon, as Sir James Palmer,
Gerbier's critic would be a principal agent in building up the
royal art collection.

But even Palmer could not spoil Gerbier's
pleasure when some lovely Titian arrived. Like Arundel, Buckingham
now had the most knowing eyes of Europe on the look out for him.
The ambassador, Sir Henry Wotton, acted as his zealous agent in
Venice, forwarding many pictures by land and sea to his "most
honoured lord and Patron." Some were gifts, more often they were
purchases charged to Buckingham's account with the Leghorn
merchants. Wotton coyly referred to his art buying for Buckingham
as "Your Lordship's familiar service in matter of art and delight."
In nearly every dispatch there was something touching upon the
"familiar service." In 1623 he wrote that he was sending a painting
by Titian of "Mary with the baby Jesus playing with a bird."
Wotton's taste was exquisite and Gerbier would have had no quarrel
with the picture's quality or authenticity. Not only pictures but
Venetian glass found their way into York House by the same
agency.25 Buckingham's northern outpost was Sir Dudley Carleton,
the obliging dealer-diplomat at The Hague. Carleton went to any
lengths to procure works of art for him, even sending his wife
through a raging storm at sea to bid on choice items taken off a
prize ship.26 The fine hand of the Keeper of York House manoeuvred
all these dealings. He would plant the idea in Buckingham's mind,
then Buckingham would issue commands.

Gerbier also kept his master informed of any
works worth pillaging from the homes of the English nobility. On
hearing from Gerbier of a fine painting at the Earl of Salisbury's,
Buckingham suavely expropriated it. "The truth is, when I
understood by Gerbier the goodness of the picture," Buckingham
wrote the Earl, "the law of civility made me very scrupulous to
remove it; not that I was unwilling to acknowledge myself beholden
to your Lordship, who has ever given me testimonies of your
affection. Therefore to avoid all censure of that kind I have made
bold to take your noble offer, who are so forward to oblige me in
the way I most affect."27 This epistolary arm-twisting with finesse
(written in French) was undoubtedly composed by Gerbier.

 


 


Chapter 4

 


THE SPANISH ADVENTURE




On March 25, 1623, Gerbier composed a letter
in his best style to his absent master. Buckingham was in Madrid on
that unprecedented mission that had astonished the courts of
Europe. Prince Charles had gone to woo the Spanish Infanta in
person and had taken his best man with him. Word of their secret
journey a month earlier had thrown Whitehall into an uproar. Only
King James was silent and glum. He did not approve of this
anachronistic knight-errantry and feared for the safety of his heir
to the throne. Gerbier's letter was full of the kind of news a
traveller likes to hear from home, namely, that he is
indispensable. ("Even my little George, your slave, night and day
prays for his good Lord Buckingham.") He reported that Madame (as
he called Lady Buckingham) drooped about her housewifery, consoled
only by the large oil painting of her adored husband. She “so
greatly deplores your absence,” he wrote, “that she cannot exist
without having your image and shadow before her eyes.”
Consequently, he had hastened to finish it, and “Madame keeps [it],
as her sweet saint, always within sight of her bed.” Gerbier was
very proud of the “great picture,” boasting to his master that “if
it be not injured by the dust, it will always remain a proof of my
skill.” He also reported that the lonely King had sent over to York
House for the little equestrian miniature. To suit the occasion, he
had redecorated the case with the emblem of a sundial, the hand
pointing steadfastly towards the polestar; the artist explained
that this was to signify that wherever Buckingham might roam his
heart was ever turned towards the King. He had worked feverishly to
complete miniatures of Madame and two-year-old Mary, but
unfortunately he could not finish them in time to catch the ships
leaving Portsmouth for St. Sebastian, so he was sending the old
miniature of Madame, painted at the time of her marriage, and the
unfinished portrait of little Mary - "the hands which crave a
blessing on Your Excellency are merely outlined."1

The letter was in the nature of a
leave-taking. Gerbier was once more on the point of departure for
Italy. While in Italy, he asked his master, should he “make a
pretty piece of the return from Spain with the Infanta.” Probably
inspired by Raphael’s Galatea, he described the allegorical piece
he had in mind:

For instance a triumph by sea representing a
chariot with the Prince and Princess, Neptune driving his
sea-horses, and Your Excellency as Admiral of the Sea in the front
of the chariot, holding in your hands the reins; and to paint
besides, on the margin of the water, the nymphs, which shall
represent England, who shall come in a dance to receive their
Prince, with many angels flying in the air, some carrying the arms
of Spain, and other things appropriate to this union. I think that
this would be very beautiful and tend to immortalize this action of
yours, having brought the Princess by sea, and would be a beautiful
present to be presented on the part of Your Excellency to the
Prince.

The exaltation of the patron is manifest in
this allegorical schema. It can be likened to the effusions of a
Humanist to a Renaissance prince in its extravagant praise, the
foreign-sounding title of “Excellency”, and the classical
allusions. Having an artist in the household was itself a symbol of
prestige; it was therefore Gerbier’s function as “the Duke’s
Painter” to enhance Buckingham’s image. The letter ends in the same
vein : “I feel a thousand regrets at thus setting out without
having seen your face and presence. My sweet and noble Lord, my
hand trembles as a I form this word, adieu, which must conclude
this letter.”

Reading between the lines of his long letter
it is apparent that Gerbier was not setting out with an easy mind.
He obviously felt that his presence was needed at York House and
well he might. Extensive renovations were in progress. In after
years, Gerbier would warn against "building on ground before it be
purchased as Buckingham did at York House," but at the time, with
his characteristic impetuosity, he encouraged his master to fix up
the mansion as a fitting background for the entertainments of a
chief minister. There was "much daubing and breaking through rotten
decayed walls ... all buttresses were thrown down ... ceilings were
supported with iron bolts, balconies were clapt up in the old wall,
daubed over with finished mortar" - all under Gerbier's direction.2
Not only was he in charge of patching up the old building, as
Buckingham’s resident architect he had designed two new wings and
in 1623 the first of these was under construction. It was his
patent uneasiness that dictated the words, "and besides, the sooner
I undertake this voyage, the sooner I shall be enabled to return to
serve Your Excellency. I am persuaded it would be better that I
should take my departure in good time; and that Your Excellency
will not be dissatisfied that I leave the completion of this great
work until my return, which will then be all the better for
it."

As events transpired, Gerbier did not go to
Italy on this occasion nor did he remain at York House to oversee
construction. By the summer he was at his master's side in Spain -
eloquent testimony to his indispensability. This is announced by
Kate Buckingham in a letter dated July 16,1623. Despairing of ever
receiving a lock of her absent husband's hair, the plaintive Kate
changed her request:"I pray you, if you have any idle time, sit to
Gerbere for your picture that I may have it well done in
little."3

By July the Spanish Match was going badly.
The wedding date was still not set. The impatient bridegroom and
the equally impatient Buckingham were learning an object lesson in
Spanish statecraft - procrastination. Surrounded by the English
gallants, who complained of the spicy food, they waited and waited
and when they were tired of waiting they waited some more. If they
tried to expedite matters it was politely explained to them that,
in view of the Prince of Wales's religion, a special dispensation
from the Pope was necessary. (As to this, one of the English
merchants, whose business had been brought to a standstill by the
advent of the Prince, claimed that the paper had long ago arrived
but, Spanish bargaining power increasing a hundredfold with the
Prince in their hands, it had been sent back to Rome "and new
clauses thrust in for their further advantage."4) This, and other
aggravations, had put Buckingham in the foulest mood Gerbier could
remember. It seemed that the Spanish court had not fallen victim to
his charm. It was reported back to England that Buckingham "was
much disrelished by the Court of Spain. His French Garb, the height
of his spirit, and his over-great familiarity with the Prince, were
things opposite to the way, and temper of that grave, sober, and
wary people."5 Certainly his wardrobe was out of place. Gerbier
noted that "the nobles of Madrid wear Black Frieze in winter; plain
taffety in summer."6 To complicate the situation, Buckingham had
entered into two feuds. One was with the Spanish chief minister,
the Conde Olivarez, who in the end flatly refused to treat with the
English favourite, stating that he preferred the resident English
ambassador, the Earl of Bristol. It is not hard to guess that the
second object of Buckingham's dislike was Bristol.

Buckingham was ready to throw over the whole
endeavour and go home, but Charles would not leave. He was in love.
At the fiestas and plays with which the Spanish king entertained
his royal guest, Charles sat for hours gazing at the Infanta, "like
a cat watching a mouse," commented Olivarez. Instead of the
flashing eyes and blue-black hair of the imagined Spanish princess,
she was buxom and blond with the high colour of a Flemish maid. In
fact she was all Habsburg, even to the protruding lower lip. Poor
Charles, protocol (or politics) held him back from the Infanta like
invisible hands. Her brother, the young King Philip IV, was as
strict a duenna as she had ever had. Not for a second were the
supposedly engaged couple left alone. Charles caught glimpses of
her in a coach, taking the air on the Prado, or sitting in state
across a crowded room, but after several months of courtship she
was still no more real to him than the Titian goddesses on the
palace walls. She remained so distant that Buckingham wrote Kate
asking her to send "perspective glasses" that the Prince might see
his fiancee from a distance. In her practical way Kate replied that
this did not augur well for an early wedding.7 Finally, Charles
could not contain his ardour any longer. Taking Endymion Porter
with him as an interpreter, the knight-errant let himself down over
a garden wall and surprised the maiden while she was gathering
early morning dew for her complexion care. By her hysterical
screaming it seemed she would have preferred the legendary dragon
to the prince. Utterly routed, Charles and Endymion retired, not
the way they had come but unromantically by the gate.8 From then on
the Prince limited his entertainments to those provided by his
host. Philip was warmly hospitable in spite of his grave Spanish
manner. There were hunting parties outside the city near the
Escurial palace, and concerts by the admired singer, Donna
Francesca, and, of course, bull fights.

Of all the English party, only the artists
and the dwarf jester were privileged to spend time in the company
of the Infanta. Dwarfs were particularly popular at the court of
Spain and the Infanta and her meninas made a pet of the little
stranger. As a special favour to Lord Buckingham, the Infanta
agreed to pose for his painter.9 At the sittings Gerbier doubtless
found the eighteen-year-old princess as silent as had the suave
Earl of Carlisle who, in a hard-won audience, "with his
compliments, motions and approaches could not draw from her so much
as the least nod, she remaining all the while as immovable as the
image of the Virgin Mary."10 Gerbier's picture was intended for
Kate at home, but when Prince Charles beheld the pretty likeness he
pre-empted it. Kate was more than a little annoyed that she was not
to have the portrait. "Since the Prince keeps that Gerbere has done
of the Infanta, I hope nobody shall have the next he does for me,
for I do much desire to see a good picture of her," she wrote her
husband with just a touch of asperity.11 All the ladies at the
English court were consumed with curiosity about their future
queen. Returning courtiers brought tales of her formality and
forbidding dignity. She would prove quite a contrast to the
accessible Queen Anne, who had danced and sung with her
ladies-in-waiting. Kate never received her picture, but Charles,
having gazed his fill at the one he snatched away from her, sent it
to his father so that James might see what a fine daughter-in-law
his adventurous son was bringing home to him.

In reality it was not to paint pictures that
Buckingham had brought Gerbier to Madrid. The heavy atmosphere of
intrigue and dissimulation called for his special talents. "Though
ostensibly acting only in the character of a painter," Gerbier was
said to be "involved in the treaty of marriage."12 At the very
least, he was Buckingham's confidential agent and secretary.
Buckingham was charting a dangerous course between the Scylla of
Olivarez and the Charybdis of Bristol. Having launched this
venture, he was not going to stand by and see it taken out of his
hands. Much of Gerbier's dealings were with Gondomar. The suspicion
grew in Gerbier's mind that the former ambassador had had little or
no backing from the Spanish Council of State in telling Charles and
Buckingham that the Infanta was theirs if they would but fetch her.
Gerbier found Buckingham very depressed, not only by the lack of
progress at Madrid but also by worrisome reports from England of
cabals forming against him. The favourite feared that his absence
was not making James grow fonder, even though "Daddy" wrote that he
wore the miniature portrait "in a blew ribbon under my wastcoate,
nexte my hairte."13 Of all his sycophants, Buckingham seems to have
derived most comfort from Gerbier and he made him his confidant. He
told him that during a heated argument Olivarez revealed that the
English match had never been seriously considered. Buckingham
confided to Gerbier that by Philip III's will the Infanta was
pledged to the son of the Holy Roman Emperor - "Catholic for
Catholic."14

At one point, Gerbier and his employer caught
a glimmer of Spanish gold. Many years later Gerbier would tell a
story of a discontented Spanish secretary of foreign languages who
revealed to Buckingham "vast Dominions and Treasures" in America;
Gerbier claimed that he himself "penned the said secrets even as
Don Hennin declared them to the said Duke." He heightened the air
of mystery and cloak-and-dagger adventure by claiming that the
Spanish secretary was "poisoned by a black Spaniard for his having
communed with the said Duke thereon."15 For twenty years or more,
Gerbier made no mention of the Spanish secretary and his fatal
revelation, but of a certainty he moved in a Borgia-like atmosphere
in Madrid in 1623.

The Spanish adventure had great consequences
for the York House collection, and consequently for its curator.
Inspired by the dazzling Titians commissioned by Charles V and
Philip II, Buckingham became a collector of the first magnitude.
Moreover, while sojourning in Spain his ducal patent arrived from
England. His position now demanded even greater expenditure. His
purchase of art treasures would henceforth be sensational. The
Prince as well as the Duke had become feverishly excited about art.
Their example was King Philip. Though not much past his twentieth
year, he was known as one of the most discriminating collectors in
Europe, particularly favouring the Flemish painter, Peter Paul
Rubens. Behind the forbidding exterior of pale face, fish eyes, and
soft, clammy hand, Philip’s heart beat warmly for the beauties of
literature, painting, and women. Although Charles had no
conversation with the sister, he had a great deal of pleasant
discourse with the brother. On those occasions, art was the safest
subject. Philip gave Charles Titian’s Portrait of Charles V With
Hound and his Venus del Pardo, as well as a marble statue
appropriated fom the Duke of Lerma called "Cain and Abel."16
Charles turned around and gave the latter to Buckingham, and
Gerbier arranged for transporting "the great stone statue" to
England by sea.17 On his return, the Keeper of York House placed it
in the garden where it suffered from the damp English climate. "It
did not moulder when it stood in the garden of the Duke of Larma
[Lerma] at Vallodolid in Spain," Gerbier remarked regretfully.18
That the "Cain and Abel" is the Samson and the Philistine by
Giambologna in the Victoria and Albert Museum is clear from a
letter of 1624 in which the writer describes "a goodly statue of
stone set up in the garden of York House before the new building,
bigger than life, of a Samson with a Philistine betwixt his legs
knocking his brains out with the jawbone of an ass."19

Daily promenades through the galleries in the
Prado palace simply reinforced Gerbier’s adoration of the
Venetians. The taste that would inform the Buckingham collection
was fixed. It was while the English party was visiting the Escurial
palace that Buckingham saw the Gloria, Titian’s equestrian portrait
of Charles V, and ordered a copy for York House.20 Judging from the
absence of a Velasquez in the Buckingham inventories, it appears
that neither Gerbier nor his master showed interest in the young
artist who had recently come from Seville at the invitation of
Olivarez. Philip had instantly recognized his genius and attached
him to the royal household. When Charles saw the equestrian
portrait of the Spanish king that Velasquez had just completed, he
insisted that the same hand should paint him. As it turned out,
Velasquez merely had time to make a preparatory sketch of the
Prince of Wales.21 Part of the Infanta's dowry was to be paid in
pictures. Titian's Danae, The Rape of Europa, and the pendant
pieces Diana and Acteon and Diana and Callisto were all packed
ready to go with the Infanta.22

At the beginning of September, the English
fleet, under the command of Buckingham's father-in-law, the Earl of
Rutland, was riding at anchor off the coast of Spain, but the
cabins prepared for the Infanta were not to be occupied. In spite
of the fact that Charles (and his father by long distance) had
acceded to every article insisted upon by the Spaniards, he was
returning without his bride. Charles's religion had proved a
serious obstacle and if this were not enough, the antagonism
between the Spanish and English favourites precluded any
accommodation. Still, it was the belief among the courtiers that
the fairy tale would have a happy ending, that the Prince would
eventually marry the princess he had so romantically wooed. It was
known that Charles had signed the marriage oath and that Ambassador
Bristol held his proxy to go through with the marriage ceremony as
soon as a new dispensation arrived from Rome. Indeed, it was as
brothers-in-law that Charles and Philip parted. There were two days
of feasting and hunting at the Escurial before Charles left his
host and continued towards the coast. At Segovia he found a
friendly note waiting for him from the Spanish king, and he replied
in kind. In short, everything appeared as merry as a marriage bell.
But Gerbier, who accompanied the Duke on the homeward journey (as
we know from his first-hand descriptions of the Escurial and the
palace at Segovia)23, was well aware that the affair was at an end.
No sooner had Charles sealed the note at Segovia than he dispatched
one of the Duke's servants to delay Bristol from delivering the
proxy.24

Charles and Buckingham sailed home to
England, leaving the Earl of Bristol a legacy of trouble. The
Palatinate, that eternal subject of diplomacy, was made the
convenient excuse for the rupture. Unless Spain guaranteed its
restitution (an impossibility since the Emperor had just given the
southern part to the Duke of Bavaria), there would no Anglo-Spanish
marriage.

 


 


Chapter 5

 


ART BUYING AND SECRET DIPLOMACY IN
FRANCE




For the first and only time in his career,
Buckingham found himself a public hero on his return from Spain.
The fact that his self-appointed mission had failed was forgotten.
The English people cared only that the Infanta had not come after
all, and that te deums would not be sung in the chapel designed for
her by Inigo Jones. Gerbier dubbed his master "a second Perseus,
for having brought the Prince home again." To celebrate the
occasion, he made a small painting, twenty-one inches high by
seventeen inches wide, of Buckingham astride a splendidly
caparisoned horse. The equestrian portrait was, of course, a far
cry from the allegorical “Triumph” Gerbier had envisaged on the
assumption that the Prince and the Duke would bring the Infanta
back with them. It was also intended to commemorate his patron’s
new dukedom for at the top of the picture he has printed “George
Villiers Duc de Buckingham.”1

Humiliated by their lack of success as lover
and diplomat, Charles and Buckingham now urged King James to
declare war on Spain. They argued that James's policy of
conciliating the Spaniards had failed to recover the Palatinate,
overlooking how much their own rash escapade might have contributed
to its failure. In clamouring for war, the Prince and the Duke were
perfectly in step with the nation. The Englishman's ancestral
hatred of the Spaniard had welled up along with a resurgence of
protective feeling for the English princess, the romantic Queen of
Bohemia, in exile at The Hague with her many babies. Parliament was
in session and in a joint address from both Houses petitioned the
King to break off treating with Spain. The peace-loving James was
being led into war by his Parliament, his heir, and his
favourite.

Buckingham's prestige was at its height when
his ascendancy was suddenly threatened by the Spanish ambassador.
Going secretly to the King, the Marquis de la Iniosa accused
Buckingham of a fantastic plot. He claimed that Buckingham planned
to force James into retirement or abdication and then make Charles
the real ruler. At the same time, Iniosa painted a lurid picture of
Buckingham's licentious behavior in Spain. He charged that his
lechery had not stopped short of an attempt upon the honour of the
Condesa Olivarez. As could be expected, “these secrets were quickly
blown abroad, and brought to the Duke’s ear.”2 Soon all London was
talking about Iniosa's attack on the Duke but no one knew the
truth. Perhaps only the Duke's confidential secretary was in a
position to know but we have no credible contemporary account from
Gerbier.

Thirty years later in an anonymous
anti-royalist tract, Gerbier revealed “the true grounds of the
dispute.” He reproduced a letter supposedly from Buckingham to the
Queen of Bohemia, promising the restoration of her husband’s German
lands as soon as her father was off the throne: “Madame, be
confident that whatsoever hath not been compast [sic] in Moses
time, may be perfected in Joshua’s, although not in the Old Man’s
days.” (Whether Buckingham sent such a letter he surely did not
dictate this as it reads. It is pure “Gerbiana” in a Biblical idiom
to appeal to a Puritan readership.) “By a strange fatality,"
Gerbier continues, the letter was intercepted and fell into the
hands of the Spanish ambassador. By an even stranger fatality,
Buckingham retrieved the letter (by what means Gerbier does not
say) but not before Iniosa had read it. Iniosa went to King James
and "imparted the contents thereof." Although James pretended not
to believe it without the proof of the letter, Gerbier maintained
that the incident "stuck" with him. As for the charge of attempting
to seduce the Condesa, Gerbier dismissed it out of hand. Buckingham
saw her only on matters of state. She was the Infanta's maid of
honour and the sole means of contacting the secluded Spanish
princess. Gerbier acknowledged that Iniosa, with his charges both
true and false, "proved a stumbling block" for Buckingham.3

The favourite faltered but he did not fall.
In the end James managed to convince himself that the Spaniard
lied. Iniosa was ordered home, a diplomat in disgrace, and James
continued his new militant, anti-Spanish policy.4 He was now
virtually committed to war with Spain and the restoration of his
son-in-law by force. Count Mansfeld, a mercenary soldier notorious
for his looting and pillaging, was summoned to England to take
charge of a regiment to be sent to the Palatinate. The war fever
was at such a pitch that when Mansfeld swaggered down the street,
people jostled and shoved each other to get close enough to touch
his sleeve.5

New enemies and a new foreign policy
necessitated new allies. Enemies of the Habsburgs were not
difficult to find in 1624. Since the trouble in Bohemia and Germany
over James's son-in-law, the latent religious and political
conflicts in Europe had flared into a continental war. The Dutch
and the Danes were fighting Spanish and Imperial Habsburgs. In June
England signed an offensive pact with Holland against Spain.
Meanwhile, France was on the point of renewing the national
ambition to replace Spain as the predominant European power.

One night York House received a muffled and
disguised visitor. Gerbier recognized him as an English friar by
the name of Grey, whom he and Buckingham had known in Madrid. When
everyone was certain that Prince Charles would marry the Infanta,
Friar Grey had prophesied that the wedding would never take place.
On several occasions he had accosted Buckingham and put the case
for an Anglo-French match. He claimed to have great personal
influence with the Queen Mother, Marie de Medici, even to the
disposing of her youngest daughter. Gerbier was not completely
surprised when the furtive friar stole into York House. Grey
announced that he came directly from Paris with a secret commission
from Marie de Medici. He was to tell Buckingham that she liked the
idea of her daughter becoming the future queen of England.6

This was just one of the French feelers put
out to Buckingham, and in February 1624, he sent Henry Rich, Baron
Kensington, to Paris to sound out the situation. This engaging
gentleman, always the height of fashion, was a most suitable Cupid.
When he could tear himself away from his Parisian hostess, the
promiscuous Duchesse de Chevreuse with whom he was having an
affair, he waited upon the red-faced, perspiring Marie de Medici
and her tiny, barely adolescent daughter, Henrietta Maria, and by
May he advised London that matters were sufficiently advanced for
official negotiations. Buckingham recalled Sir Edward Herbert of
Cherbury, the ambassador at Paris since 1619, deeming him too
brusque for such a delicate mission, and despatched the smoothest
of English diplomats, the Earl of Carlisle.7 The courtly Carlisle
and Kensington, the ladies' man, were ideal for the happy duty of
proposing marriage to the French princess on behalf of the Prince
of Wales. This time Charles stayed home.

The affair was a repetition of the Spanish
negotiations. Gondomar's old role was played by the suave French
ambassador, the Marquis d'Effiat. Buckingham confided in him
ingenuously, even showing him confidential despatches from the
ambassadors at Paris. In France the new power behind the throne,
Cardinal Richelieu, was employing the tactics of the Spaniard,
Olivarez; every day witnessed an increase in the number of
concessions demanded from England while French commitments
diminished imperceptibly like melting snow. Once again the Pope
served as the excuse. Carlisle and Kensington were told that it was
the papacy that insisted on the repeal of the penal laws for
English Catholics, that it was the papacy that would not allow
Catholic France to go to the defence of James's son-in-law against
the Catholic Habsburgs. Lulled by d'Effiat, Buckingham preferred to
accept the Cardinal's mock protestations of regret than to face
facts. He ordered his ambassadors to concede still further.8 The
English diplomatic courier who shuttled between Paris and London
with the communiques was one Thomas Lorkin. On Monday, the 11th of
October, he reached London as the bells struck three in the
afternoon. He had ridden hard through France all Saturday, taken
ship at Boulogne only to be becalmed, switched over to a fishing
smack, put ashore on the French coast again, galloped to Calais,
hired a shallop light enough to make headway in the slight breeze,
arrived cold and hungry at Dover in the early hours of Monday, then
raced the last stretch of the journey from Dover to London. The
cause of his haste was explained by the despatch he carried. When
Secretary of State Conway read it, he cried, "Before God, I fear
all is spoiled, and that we shall suddenly break upon this
difference." Conway dashed to York House taking Lorkin with him in
his coach. When the despatch was at long last in Buckingham's hand,
he saw at a glance that it was the hour of decision. It was
necessary to break off treaty negotiations or concede completely.
He decided on the latter course.9 Instead of writing a military
alliance and the recovery of the Palatinate into the marriage
contract, Buckingham relied on Richelieu’s meaningless
assurances.

In addition to the unequal terms of the
treaty, King James had to provide a secret codicil to the effect
that the recusancy laws against Catholics would be lifted - this in
the face of James's promise to Parliament on April 23, 1624, that
there would be no immunity for the English Catholics.10 For his
part, King Louis XIII merely gave a verbal promise that he would do
what he could in the cause of Frederick, James's son-in-law.
Fearing that the principled Carlisle might balk at such utter
capitulation, Buckingham felt the need of an absolutely reliable
person on the spot. Accordingly, Balthazar Gerbier was ordered on
another of his dual purpose missions: overtly to purchase art,
secretly to spy.

Gerbier was not an isolated phenomenon in his
day. The courts of Europe were thronged with men who mixed art
dealing and politics in varying degrees. Ambassadors, members of
their suites, gentlemen travellers, ambulatory priests, and paid
retainers with cosmopolitan backgrounds were the types. With Sir
Henry Wotton and Sir Dudley Carleton, diplomacy was primary and
picture buying incidental; with others, such as Balthazar Gerbier,
the reverse was true. Although Gerbier was the most important of
Buckingham's double-duty agents, the Duke had other scouts with
special connections abroad who sent him pictures or intelligence as
they discovered them. Michel Le Blon was of the same ilk as
Gerbier. Of Huguenot descent, he was born in Frankfurt but always
disguised his beginnings with Frenchified manners. He dealt in art
and shady diplomacy; he would later work for the Swedish crown in
both capacities, as Gerbier did for his adopted country. Of a
higher social status were the dilettantes, Tobie Mathew and George
Gage. This pair of Anglo-Catholic exiles wandered around Europe
like the devil's disciples, looking for impressionable young
Englishmen on the grand tour to seduce into apostasy and
homosexuality. Mathew's unfathomable services in Spain were such
that Buckingham had him knighted in 1623. Gerbier knew these people
well. He had the same contempt for them that they had for him, each
considering the others little better than itinerant
gossip-peddlers. This was the fraternity to which Gerbier belonged;
wherever he went he made contact with his brother agents.

The Duke's painter was no stranger to Paris.
He was only too well acquainted with the Paris mud that clung to
the wayfarer's boots like glue. He knew the danger of perambulating
its narrow streets after sundown when robbers and murderers prowled
unchecked by the few gens d'armes. He could find his way without
difficulty around the different quartiers: the Ile de la Cite,
where the heart of Paris beat in the law courts and the great
cathedral of Notre Dame; the Right Bank, with the King's palaces of
the Louvre and the Tuilleries and the hotels of the aristocracy,
some of them dating back centuries; the Left Bank of the faubourg
St. Germain and the Latin Quarter of schools and book-burdened
students; and the little Ile St. Louis, in the process of
converting its pasture land into mansions for the wealthy lawyers
of the parlement. Gerbier would likely have found lodgings in the
faubourg St. Germain. All the English settled there, just as they
clustered around the Spanish Steps in Rome.

During the course of Anglo-French
negotiations of the marriage treaty, Gerbier travelled constantly
between London and Paris. Sometimes he was the bearer of letters
(for which he had been the secretary), but at least half a dozen
times he was sent on special missions to Cardinal Richelieu. The
court of Louis XIII was contemptuous of “Buckingham’s gentleman.”
Gerbier complained that “the Cardinal would only receive letters
from him, treating him more like a courier than a gentleman.”11 In
fact, he was much more than a messenger; he was his master’s
special envoy. Not only did he conduct negotiations, but he also
acted as a check upon the official representatives of the English
crown.

As he anticipated, he found the English
ambassadors relishing Parisian life. He knew Carlisle to be "a
devotee of gallantry, of banquets, ballets, clothes and excessive
fanfare who cost King James immense sums with his formal diplomatic
missions which he procured from time to time, so as not to live a
dry life."12 But Gerbier was aware that coexisting with this love
of pleasure and prestige went considerable intelligence and a high
degree of patriotism. Carlisle's associate was something else
again. For Henry Rich (now created Earl of Holland), Gerbier had
little respect. In his opinion, the new earl was "a person who from
his birth had been fashioned of wax, of silk, and all covered with
beauty-patches, dredged with powders, embalmed with perfumes like
the Concubines of the Kings of Persia." He too cost his monarch a
fortune "with his gallantries and his embassies, allowing himself
to be charmed by women, and governed by fops and pot-boys."13

While keeping an eye on Carlisle and Holland,
Gerbier began making his rounds in search of pictures for York
House. As "a gentleman serving the Duke of Buckingham" he was
welcomed everywhere. The Duke was the man who had made the French
Match (and a match it was owing to his utter capitulation),
therefore he was the most highly rated politician of the moment.
Gerbier was most impressed with the Parisian town houses,
particularly the Hotel de Chevreuse on the Rue St.Thomas-du-Louvre,
next door to the mansion where Madame de Rambouillet presided over
her brilliant salon.14 The Duke was to stay at the Hotel de
Chevreuse when he came over for the royal wedding. Gerbier wrote
his patron what he might expect to find:



 


This M. de Chevreuse and all the people here
are so fine and so gilded and so curious in their homes that Your
Excellency will be much pleased. I beg Your Excellency to see the
apartments of the Bishop of Paris and you will see in what nice
order the pictures are arranged and how rich everything is. Your
Excellency will see here how at the home of the Duke de Chevreuse
the best pictures are over the chimney piece, and will prove what I
always said that one always puts the principal piece there
...15

 


Above all, the houses of the French nobility
proved to be treasure-troves. "I never could have thought that they
had so many rare things in France," exclaimed the Keeper of York
House.16 He made a down payment of twenty crowns on a Danae by
Tintoretto, "a naked figure, the most beautiful, that flint as cold
as ice might fall in love with it." (The Danae and a Titian
portrait were priced at only sixty pounds sterling for the two.) He
also made a down payment of twenty crowns on a Gorgon's Head for
which the price was two hundred crowns. He gathered up in his
covetous arms Titian's portrait of a French ambassador dictating to
his secretary and proudly informed his patron: "The picture of the
Secretary of Titian I send by the bearer, to be delivered at York
House to my father-in-law, who will put it in a frame. It is a
jewel." On his return to London Gerbier apparently felt that
Buckingham did not sufficiently appreciate this masterpiece: "I beg
your Excellency to look at it a little more at your leisure." Inigo
Jones, he told him, "almost went down on his knees for your
Secretary by Titian."17 He called upon the Archbishop of Paris,
Jean-Francois de Gondi. The Gondi were originally a merchant family
of Florence who, along with other Florentines and Lombards, had
come to France to act as bankers. The family had achieved eminence
in both le rouge et le noir and included a marshal of France and
several cardinals in their pedigree. In fact they had held the
bishopric of Paris for so many generations that they regarded Notre
Dame Cathedral as their private chapel. The Archbishop, it seemed,
was not averse to selling a painting or two. This probably did not
come as a surprise to Gerbier because gossip had it that the
Archbishop's "disorderly and scandalous life" had depleted his
fortune.18 In these apartments, filled to superfluity with worldly
luxury, Gerbier found most desirable paintings: "A St. Francis, a
good-sized painting from the hand of the Cavalier Ballion
[Baglione], as good as Michel Angelo Carajoago [Caravaggio]; and
the other a picture of Our Lady by Raphael which is repainted by
some devil whom I trust was hanged, but still it is lovely, and the
drawing is so fine, that it is worth a thousand crowns. There is
another picture of Michel Angelo Bonnarotta, but that should be
seen kneeling, for it is a Crucifixion with the Virgin and St.John,
the most divine thing in the world."19 He became so enthusiastic
about the Michelangelo that he covered it with kisses. Gerbier
lined up other pictures for his patron: a History of Scipio by
Tintoretto at the home of Monsieur de Blainville, a Circumcision by
Francesco Bassano at another noble house, a Giorgione Saint
William, belonging to the keeper of the royal collection, a Titian
Madonna and a Tintoretto Christ at the town house of the Duc de
Montmorency.

Not only the hotels of Paris but the chateaux
of the surrounding countryside were on his visiting list. At
Villeroi, a palatial country house three leagues from Paris, he
purchased a large painting of a Dead Christ with five figures by
Andrea del Sarto. At the Chateau d'Ecouen, belonging to the Duc de
Montmorency, he saw Michelangelo's Two Slaves set in niches on the
facade and for a while was hopeful of obtaining them. Gerbier's
plan involved some political pressure. He suggested that at a hint
from Buckingham, the French ambassador in London, Monsieur
d'Effiat, would use his influence to procure the statues from the
Duc de Montmorency, who is "so liberal he will not refuse."20
Gerbier was wrong in thinking that Montmorency would part with the
sculpture - one of the glories of his House - save on pain of
death. Eight years later, with his head on the block for rebelling
against the growing central authority, he offered the Michelangelo
Slaves to Richelieu. The Cardinal blandly accepted, then ordered
the axe to fall.21

It was at a chateau on the Seine near the
royal palace of St. Germain that Gerbier stumbled upon a cache that
excited all the predatory instincts of the born collector. Here
were "large and rare paintings" and "antique heads in marble and
bronze." Unfortunately, when he approached the owner, Nicholas
Chevalier, who was a president of the chambre des comptes, the body
that oversaw the accounts of royal officials, he was told with a
laugh, "No, no, sir, they are not to be sold at all." Nevertheless,
Gerbier was determined to acquire them. "As they are the ornament
of a handsome house in France, they must be jewels at York House,"
he vowed to his patron.

Not long after this apparent refusal, a
stranger came to see him. Gerbier recalled seeing the man at
Chevalier's house and was not unprepared for what followed. His
visitor began with a short preamble: "Now that the marriage is
concluded, people are only anxious for the arrival of the Duke of
Buckingham whose virtue and popularity, in such an extraordinary
time, cannot fail to give him the power to do someone a good turn."
Then without further ado, he hurried to the point. If the Duke
would use his influence to win a pardon for a certain clerk in the
Finances, who was guilty of a slight peccadillo, he would find
himself the recipient of a magnificent gift: all the pictures
Gerbier had admired at that princely mansion, 50,000 francs worth
of tapestry after Raphael patterns (on the road from Antwerp at
that moment), and "a present of 150,000 francs besides." Gerbier
immediately suspected that such largesse was meant to buy off more
than the fraudulent practices of a humble clerk. His suspicion was
soon confirmed. "His little fault could be the cause of discovering
the infirmity of his master," the visitor admitted. Gerbier was
cynical enough to think that this was probably true of others as
well, including President Chevalier, "for like links of a chain
they hang together," he told Buckingham. Advancing some easy
protestations of his patron's honesty and distaste for anything
contemptible or mercenary, Gerbier left Paris at once to
communicate this windfall to Buckingham in person.

We would never have known the details of this
little affair, which like many of Gerbier's dealings combined art
and politics so neatly, if the sea had been calm when the exhausted
rider arrived at Boulogne. But he found the wind so contrary, the
sea so rough, and his stomach so indisposed that he put pen to
paper, sending the letter over to Buckingham with a traveller who
was a better sailor than he. Many facets of Gerbier's personality
and aspects of his relationship with his employer come to light in
this letter.22 His guiding motive was his passion for art. How he
longed to place those magnificent pictures over the chimney-pieces
at York House and to warm its cold walls with those tapestries,
"rich with gold and silver and silk." But this desire was checked
by his fear of Buckingham's displeasure. What would the Duke think
of him for countenancing such a dubious affair? Thus, in his
letter, he attempted to be noncommittal, pretending to a cool
objectivity. All his powers of persuasion were put in the mouth of
his visitor. He quoted the latter as saying, "an offence and unjust
cause attaches no shame to him who intercedes for a pardon," and as
to the bribe, "a present does not smack of the mercenary, since
even the gods do not refuse to accept offerings." But for all his
rationalizing Gerbier knew that his behavior was exceptionable,
especially since he was supposed to be taking the road for Rome
that very day. At Rome he was to engage in some shadowy diplomatic
business under cover of buying art which almost certainly concerned
the papal dispensation for the French Match. As it happened,
Buckingham received word that the dispensation had been signed
almost at the same time as Gerbier's letter arrived from Boulogne.
There was now no urgency for Gerbier to proceed to Italy and he was
ordered to cross the Channel with the first fair wind.

On the second of December Gerbier was on his
way back to Paris, but not with a free hand in the matter of the
President Chevalier's art collection. Though far from shocked (we
wonder why Gerbier thought he would be), the Duke told him that
only if he could find a safe and discreet means of obtaining the
treasures should he proceed, otherwise they would not come to grace
the increasingly splendid York House. At Gravesend Gerbier
encountered the French ambassador. Hoping that d’Effiat would be of
help, he gave him a heavily censored version of the business.
D'Effiat was not satisfied with a mystery story and tried to
wheedle the name of the man involved."Tell me, and we will see that
you get what you want," he promised, adding "doubtless it is some
financier." Gerbier replied that he did not know the name - all he
knew was that the Duke had taken the bribe in bad part. Reporting
on his meeting with d'Effiat, Gerbier declared, "I would prefer
that they did to me what the Spanish devils did to my father rather
than be the cause of bringing affliction to anyone."23 Despite
these fine sentiments, a few months later Gerbier was still
plotting, with his master's full knowledge, to obtain the
treasures, and at the same time the English ambassador at Paris
received a commission from Buckingham to "quicken the presentation
of the pictures."24

The real reason for Gerbier's quick return to
Paris was, in his own words, "to expostulate with Cardinal
Richelieu about the large promises France had made to assist Count
Mansfeld."25 The French had promised solemnly (but unfortunately
verbally) to add money and men to Mansfeld's forces. On the day
that King Louis affixed his signature to the marriage treaty,
Richelieu had assured Carlisle and Holland that "they had not so
much linked together two persons as two crowns, and that the
interest of the Palatinate was as dear to [the French] as to the
English."26 Now it appeared that Mansfeld was not even to be
allowed to land his troops at Calais and march through a tiny
corner of French soil. Buckingham was driven to complain. However,
the complaint had to be presented by a person like Gerbier, for if
the ambassadors formally presented a grievance it might be the
undoing of the match. Thus an unimposing and unofficial envoy was
sent to expostulate with the most ruthless and powerful politician
of the day. Gerbier won no concessions but neither was he fooled by
the Cardinal. He saw clearly that French assistance to Mansfeld had
been "but bare Cabinet discourse ... no real engagement of that
King nor Ministers." Bringing his disappointing report, Gerbier
again crossed the Channel. At Dover he gave the bad news to
Mansfeld waiting there with his raggle-taggle pressed troops. The
mercenary general was understandably vexed by what he heard. He
boasted to Gerbier that he had "courage to make his own passage
through France if the King [James] would give him leave."27 His
listener was not impressed with this bravado. When Mansfeld's army
finally left Dover they found the French ports closed against them
as Gerbier had warned. It was to Flushing in Holland that they had
to bend their sails. There the troops wasted away from disease and
malnutrition, and another English attempt on behalf of the
Palatinate faded into failure.28

Was Gerbier's more personal, more ardent
desire gratified in France? As well as the Titian "Secretary", now
identified as the double portrait of Georges d'Armagnac, Bishop of
Rodez, with Guillaume Philandrier in the Northumberland Collection
29, Gerbier acquired Tintoretto's Danae, Baglione's Saint Francis,
Francesco Bassano’s Circumcision of Jesus, a Pieta by Andrea del
Sarto, and a Raphael Madonna. But it would appear that the
Michelangelo Crucifixion eluded his grasp. Of the coveted Chevalier
paintings, Jacopo Palma's Henry III Leaving Venice and two
Bassanos, Duc de Bourbon Storming Rome and Hercules Spinning among
the Women came to enrich the York House collection.30

France had indeed yielded a rich harvest for
Gerbier. "We have got the pearls of Italian art," he exulted to his
patron in February 1625. "Sometimes when I am contemplating the
treasure of rarities which your Excellency has amassed in so short
a time, I cannot but feel astonished in the midst of my joy. For
out of all the amateurs and princes and kings, there is not one who
has collected in forty years as many pictures as your Excellency
has collected in five.” He speculated that a hundred years after
their deaths, the paintings would be worth three times what they
cost."I wish I could only live a century," he told Buckingham, "to
be able to laugh at these facetious folk, who say it is money cast
away for baubles and shadows." Gerbier had hopes of building up a
second collection at New Hall, Buckingham's country estate in
Essex. "If your Excellency will only give me time to mine quietly,
I will fill New Hall with paintings so that foreigners will come
there in procession." He expected other treasures when the Duke
went to Paris for the royal wedding. He himself was to leave a
fortnight earlier to prepare future donors for his arrival. "I
shall play my part well; but we must proceed softly and always keep
hold of one end of the chain to draw still more souls out of
Purgatory."31

He was working night and day to finish up at
York House before leaving. "I protest I could not sleep quietly in
France," he told his master,"for thinking of my house." The second
wing was now completed. In June 1624 a visitor to London wrote a
friend that "York House goes on passing fast another corner,
symmetrical now appearing, answerable to that other raised before
you went hence.”32 Another witness recorded that after an absence
from court Buckingham went to York House “where he takes great
delight in his building.”33 Gerbier confirms that Buckingham had
plans to build a new façade of Portland stone fronting on the
Strand. King James had given Buckingham two thousand tons of
Portland stone, but this was never carried out.34 A
seventeenth-century sketch of York House gives us an idea of what
the mansion looked like on the river side after Gerbier’s changes:
a long central façade joined to two projecting pedimented wings.
For comparison, there is an older drawing of York House as a single
block.


Though the new building had doubled the size
of York House, it had not given the architect much scope to
introduce his ideas on architecture. Gerbier strongly preferred
Italian to French architecture. Familiarity with the finest houses
in France had not changed his mind. “I shall always prefer the
ancient magnificency to that of all other nations,” he would write
in 1648, “for the buildings of Italy are pleasing from the plinth
of the rustic until the rail that finisheth the front, on the top
whereof are not seen the great garrets which the French affect so
much, and who are but receptacles for wind.” Nevertheless,
Gerbier’s pride in the new wings knew no bounds. When Inigo Jones
visited York House after the additions were built, Gerbier imagined
that the King’s Surveyor was envious of his skill. "He was like a
person confused and ashamed," Gerbier exulted. Triumphantly (and
suggestively) he told his patron, "All it would take to give him an
attack of the gravel is for me to get the reversion to his place,
for he is very jealous of it."35

Inigo Jones had been appointed Surveyor of
the King’s Works after travelling extensively in Italy where he had
steeped himself in the villas of Palladio and the writings of
Vitruvius. In 1619, when the wooden Banquetting House at Whitehall
burned down, he replaced it with a flat-roofed rectangular building
in the Palladian style that stood out dramatically among the
gabled, brick and timber houses of the palace compound. (Although
Gerbier never missed an opportunity to criticize Jones’s
Banquetting House, the building exemplifies the architecture he
commended in 1648.) Jones’s neo-classical Banquetting House and the
Queen’s House at Greenwich Palace were a radical departure from the
prodigy houses built by the nobility to entertain Queen Elizabeth
on her progresses through the countryside. In fact, James’s nobles
were still building huge, bay-windowed, turreted piles like those
erected during the Elizabethan building craze. It is not surprising
that Jones’s contemporaries labelled his classical style “modern.”
Not only was Jones the great innovator, but he was almost alone in
James’s reign in propagating neo-classical Italian architecture.
The only other was Balthazar Gerbier who attempted to turn a
mediaeval building into an Italianate palazzo.

From painting Gerbier redirected his talents
into architecture with perfect confidence. Certainly he had the
necessary technical skills for he had acquired mathematics and
fortifications as a youth in Gascony, most likely at an academy.
“Now as for my skill in Arts and Sciences, and particularly in
Architecture,” he later wrote, “those I employed in the contriving
of some of the Duke of Buckinghams Houses, and in the adorning of
them.” Gerbier exhibited the pretensions of a gentleman architect.
He explicitly dissociated himself from the crafts and gave it out
as cause for wonder that “a person of eminent quality [himself]
whose language is polished” should have at his command “the
workmanlike terms” of the building trades.36 At times Buckingham
employed both Jones and Gerbier on the same project. Both worked at
New Hall in Essex, which Buckingham purchased in 1622 from the Earl
of Sussex for 22,000l. Built by Henry VIII, it required
major modernization. In 1623, a letter-writer explicitly states
that “New Hall is now altering and translating according to the
modern fashion, by the direction of Inigo Jones the king’s
surveyor.” Yet in 1624, we find Gerbier writing Buckingham that he
had “given orders to make the model for New Hall and the carpenter
will show it to you as soon as it is done.”37 This doubtless refers
to the Renaissance practice of making a small model in wood or
pasteboard for the patron to see the architect’s design. Gerbier’s
extreme jealousy of the royal surveyor may have had its root in
this ill-defined joint effort at New Hall.

Once the exterior work at York House was
finished, Gerbier began beautifying the interior. The old wood
flooring of the grand saloon was replaced by a stone pavement. The
cabinet containing the cream of the art collection was paved with
marble. "It will be the grandest thing in the kingdom," he promised
his patron. All the ceilings were whitewashed. "We have got
scaffolds everywhere," he cried in momentary distraction. He was
scouring London to find enough velvet for twelve sumpters. Gerbier
himself made the model for these magnificent trappings for the
Duke's horses which, in the custom of the time, were to be on
display in "the sumpter room." Fabulous materials for carpets and
upholstery arrived from Holland, woven after patterns designed by
Gerbier. More practical considerations claimed his attention as
well, such as the ever-present problem of plumbing: "I wish your
Excellency would decide about the water at York House for it is
time; you must resolve to expend 400l. and to do the whole
with leaden pipes, not earthen ones, which are not so safe."38 We
do not have far to seek for the inventor of this indoor plumbing.
Cornelius Drebbel, a Dutch proto-scientist who was attempting to
interest King James in a scheme to supply London with water, was
“contriving water works” at New Hall in these years; in
Buckingham’s accounts there are several items of 20l. each to “Mr.
Cornelius for his pains about the waterworks.”

Gerbier had the feeling that the Duchess was
trying to curb his lavish plans. The Duke was made the recipient of
his complaints. In November 1624 he implored his patron:
“Monseigneur, beg of Madame that she will be pleased to furnish
York House ... to dress the walls of the gallery; poor blank walls
they will die of cold this winter." (Gerbier likely wished to hang
the paintings on top of tapestry, as we see them in Abraham Bosse’s
engravings of Louis XIII rooms. Perhaps the suit of tapestry from
the infant royal works at Mortlake, for which Buckingham’s
treasurer paid 20l. in August 1626, represents Gerbier’s triumph
over the lady of the house.) In February 1625 he was complaining
that "Madame has not given orders for the upholstery material of
Persian cloth of gold, nor to mat the other bedrooms; that should
be done soon for new mats have an ill smell for a month or two."39
But in spite of the Duchess's passive resistance, the
beautification of the venerable mansion continued.

That there was now a male heir to the dukedom
strengthened Gerbier's case and tempted Buckingham to greater
extravagance. Playing skillfully on the dynastic theme, Gerbier
extolled the virtues of one of the expensively decorated saloons.
"Someday it will be the setting for the wedding of a young
Charles." The establishment began to revolve around the infant. "We
have heard here that Madame will not come until after Christmas and
that the little seigneur will stay at Borle [Burley-on-the-Hill]
until Spring, which is a good time to change food. I saw to it that
the apartments were prepared, hoping that the little seigneur would
have made his appearance," Gerbier wrote his employer.40 The
reference to the baby's regimen provides a hint of the great
knowledge of child care Gerbier had acquired by this time with a
houseful of children of his own. Everyone at York House had great
hopes for Baby Charles Villiers, though it might be more exact to
say of the Keeper of York House that he had great hopes from him.
"I hope to be in your first born son's good graces too," he said to
Buckingham more in truth than jest. Everyone's hopes for this child
were to be disappointed for Buckingham's first-born son did not
live beyond infancy.

The royal wedding was to take place on the
first of May 1625. The versatile Gerbier was designing some of the
costly wardrobe Buckingham would take with him. In February we find
him complaining that the material for "the pearl-embroidered suit
with breeches" had not been woven to his fancy. The pattern of
roses and lilies (symbolizing the union of England and France) was
too large. Nevertheless, the mistake would be corrected, he assured
his master. A list of Buckingham’s “wedding Garments” describes
this suit as “purple satin embroidered all over with rich orient
pearls, the cloak made after the Spanish fashion the value whereof
will be twenty thousand pounds.”

We can imagine that Gerbier would have been
having daily fittings with his own tailor so that he could make a
stylish, if appropriately modest, appearance at the wedding
himself.

Then on March 27, 1625, King James died.
Though Buckingham’s power had rested on the old King’s favour,
Gerbier had no fears for his patron’s future. He had observed with
tremendous satisfaction the brotherly closeness between Buckingham
and Prince Charles that grew out of the Spanish adventure. Indeed,
when the Duchess of Buckingham had lamented her husband’s absence
in Spain, Gerbier had told her she should rejoice rather than weep
because, in accompanying the Prince, his lordship would acquire
Charles’s eternal affection. And so it had proved. However, King
James’s death changed Buckingham’s plans. Neither he nor the
bridegroom would attend the marriage ceremony, now to be by proxy.
Buckingham put away his elaborate wardrobe and dismissed his large
retinue. In France, the Earl of Carlisle expressed the Duke’s
regrets with his usual politesse. Gerbier was still to go as
planned. Around the end of April it was spoken of in London that
“the Duke’s servants are gone towards France with fifty geldings
and nags and twelve coach horses.” Gerbier was in charge of this
cavalcade - a present from Buckingham to the French court.

 


 


Chapter 6

 


ENTER RUBENS




When the English ambassadors saw Gerbier
arrive in Paris shortly after the royal wedding, they surmised that
he was carrying Buckingham's private correspondence. They
questioned him closely. Did he have letters for the royal ladies?
Did he know in what terms Buckingham addressed the new Queen of
England and the French Queen Mother, Marie de Medici? Gerbier
replied that his master "had acquainted him with the tenor of the
compliments." Both Carlisle and Holland displayed anxiety as to how
the letter to the new queen was subscribed. Was it signed "obedient
servant" or "very humble servant"? Knowing full well that
Buckingham had dictated "subject," Gerbier replied that he thought
it was "servant." "Are you certain?" insisted Carlisle. At this
Gerbier demanded to know the reason for their curiosity. "Is there
a great difference in these things?" "It is very important," stated
Carlisle, expressing the hope that Buckingham had not used the word
"subject." It appeared that the kings of England were unwilling to
share their subjects with their queens. Carlisle told Gerbier of
some ill-advised person who had signed himself "subject" in writing
to Queen Anne and how King James had almost hanged him for it. "For
God’s sake Gerbier, if you are not sure about that, burn the letter
rather than deliver it," he urged, "for I should prefer to lose an
arm." Gerbier maintained that the word used was "servant," not
wanting even the Duke's good friends to know the truth. As he
reported the incident to his master: "I then hastened to my room
and broke the seal of the letter, trembling all the time and with a
pen erased 'subject'.”1 If he thought that the punctilious Carlisle
was splitting hairs, he was to change his mind a few months later
when he saw the consequences of improper forms of address.

Delighting in pomp and ceremony, Gerbier was
greatly disappointed not to have arrived in Paris in time for the
marriage ceremony on May the first. In missing the ceremony he also
missed the collapse of the English section of the temporary
grandstand which tumbled about thirty cavaliers to the ground.2
Luckily nobody was seriously hurt and this misadventure scarcely
disturbed the glorious pageant unfolding on the porch of Notre Dame
cathedral in the spring sunshine. This was not the marriage of a
prince but of a king. The Duc de Chevreuse, in black velvet
decorated with diamond roses, was standing proxy for His Britannic
Majesty, King Charles the First. The tiny bride, robed in
diamond-embroidered cloth of gold and silver, in a matter of
minutes became the Queen of England. Gerbier elicited all the
details of the occasion and recorded them in his memoirs as if he
had been an eye witness. He tells us that Louis XIII was overheard
to say "thanks be to God, hereby the Knot of Love between the two
Crowns is more firmly knitted than ever it was, in despite of our
enemies."3 Gerbier also recorded how ironic this turned out to
be.

Among the many strangers in Paris was the
famous Flemish painter, Peter Paul Rubens. Rubens had arrived in
January from Antwerp with twenty-one large canvases for the Queen
Mother's new Luxembourg Palace. Four years earlier, when Marie de
Medici had chosen Rubens above all the artists of her native Italy,
it had been virtual recognition that he was the world's greatest
living painter. All the visitors to the royal wedding went to
admire the Rubens gallery. Perhaps Gerbier's first sight of the
floridly handsome Rubens in Paris was against the backdrop of his
flamboyant wine-red and royal blue paintings. No doubt Gerbier
reminded him that they had met years before in Holland at the
Goltzius studio in Haarlem. In 1612, some Flemish painters,
including Rubens and Peter Breughel the Younger, had taken
advantage of the truce between the Northern and Southern
Netherlands to visit the famous Dutch master draftsman. Goltzius's
apprentices and the young Flamands had enjoyed a riotous evening in
a local tavern. Gerbier recalled that Rubens had held himself aloof
from the drunken revelry that ended with arrests of the others for
disturbing the peace.4

On renewing acquaintance, Gerbier and Rubens
became close friends. There was a basic congeniality of interest
and background. As well as their dominating love of art, both were
cynical men of the world, well travelled, politically informed, and
keenly interested in the classics and antiquity. Gerbier was drawn
into Rubens's orbit of skull-capped humanists and bibliophiles -
men like the antiquarian Valavez and the royal librarian, Pierre
Dupuy. Many a pleasant evening passed in discussion of medals,
cameos, books on the new science, and other erudite topics.
Gerbier's facile mind and broad, if shallow, knowledge earned him
the respect of these intellectuals - at least on first
acquaintance.

The friendship progressed apace. One day
Rubens broached a scheme to his new companion. He confided that he,
like his listener, was concerned with more than the world of art:
he was the confidential agent of the Infanta Isabella, governess of
the Spanish Netherlands. He assured Gerbier that the Infanta wanted
peace for her provinces above all else. The war between Spain and
England filled her with dread. Rubens described the economic
distress of his beloved Flanders resulting from the long years of
war with the Dutch States. The twelve-year truce had provided a
respite, but now they were plunged back into the senseless
struggle. He spoke sadly of the failure of his secret peace mission
to The Hague in 1622; he bitterly criticized the indifference of
Spain, safe on her Iberian Peninsula, to the plight of the Spanish
Netherlands surrounded by enemies. Now that England had joined with
Holland and France, the ring of iron was full circle around his
country. On the other hand, he intimated that France was a most
untrustworthy ally for England. All the world knew that the terms
of the marriage treaty were highly unfavourable to England. It was
obvious that Richelieu would not assist in the recovery of the
Palatinate. Rubens claimed that if England would reconcile herself
to Spain, the Infanta would urge her nephew, the King of Spain, and
her cousin, the Holy Roman Emperor, to cede the Palatinate as the
price of peace. He suggested to Gerbier that he use his influence
with the Duke of Buckingham towards that end. If they two, the
Infanta's painter and the Duke's painter, could be the architects
of an Anglo-Spanish entente, they would emerge as diplomats of the
highest order. He prophesied that, at the very least, they would be
appointed reciprocal ambassadors, the one to England, the other to
the Spanish Netherlands.5 Rubens had not misjudged his man.
Gerbier's restless and scheming brain, ever on the alert for
opportunity, saw in this proposition the chance of a lifetime. He
gave it his wholehearted approval.

Two weeks after the wedding ceremony, the
Duke of Buckingham arrived in Paris. He had come after all to
escort Queen Henrietta Maria to her new home in England. He was to
remain at the Hotel de Chevreuse about a week while the bride's
trousseau was packed and last-minute preparations made for her
departure. It is at this time that Rubens undertook a commission to
paint a large equestrian portrait of Buckingham for the unheard-of
sum of 500l. It was at this time also that Buckingham began
negotiations to buy Rubens's art collection.6 There can be little
doubt that Gerbier was the linchpin for both transactions.
Buckingham's nine days in Paris was something the Parisians would
never forget. They marvelled at him. He was "so well built, so
handsome; he had great soul; he was magnificient, generous, and the
favourite of a great King. he had all the King's treasure to spend
and all the Crown Jewels of England to adorn himself with."7
Society entertained him royally, from the blue-stocking Madame de
Rambouillet, who provided a song recital for him, to Cardinal
Richelieu, who tendered a sumptuous banquet in his honour.

To Gerbier's dismay, he was not permitted to
remain in Paris throughout his master's visit. He was being
chastised for some ill-advised remark that had reached Buckingham's
ears. Gerbier insisted that "it was simply a word that escaped me
in jest" but to no avail. He was ordered out of Paris. Gerbier knew
who had tattled to Buckingham. "All this bitterness would not have
developed," he wrote Buckingham, "if incendiaries had not
contributed to it, whom I shall not hesitate to name ... Gabriel
March and his like, bursting with jealousy at seeing that your
Excellency trusted me both with your money and jewels, said in a
thundering voice,'we must have him down; he was but a painter the
other day’.” Gerbier claimed that March and his clique were envious
because he had a hired horse and carriage.“God knows,” he wrote his
master, “how much I have suffered from my leg, which has not
allowed me to stand save when constrained by the desire to enjoy
your happy presence.”8 This is just one more incident in Gerbier's
on-going conflict with the other retainers.

In truth, Gerbier was more jealous of March
than March was of him. Gerbier's antagonist was growing rich as
Buckingham's henchman in his corrupt administration of the navy.
Buckingham had appointed March a marshal in the naval establishment
and during the war with Spain March would board Spanish ships taken
as prizes and remove the most valuable parts of the cargo for
Buckingham's personal use, skimming off his own commission. In
September 1625 a richly laden French ship, the St. Peter, was taken
at sea by some English vessels on orders of the Lord High Admiral,
on the pretext that it was owned by Spanish merchants. Brought into
Plymouth as a prize, it was reported in the House of Commons that
"sixteen barrels of cochineal, eight bags of gold, three and twenty
bags of silver, two boxes of pearls and emeralds, a chain of gold,
jewels, monies, and commodities, to the value of twenty thousand
pounds or thereabouts ... were delivered into the private custody
of one Gabriel March, servant to the said Duke."9 This evidence of
Buckingham's corruption was made good use of by Parliament in its
attempt to impeach him in 1626.

Buckingham's displeasure with Gerbier at the
time of the royal wedding would soon blow over, but Gerbier
suffered torments of insecurity when he was out of favour with "him
whom I adore most in the world with the purest of my poor
intentions." He knew, he told Buckingham, "that this very paper
blushes at my servile language … losing you for a master, I will
never belong to another."10

Although Buckingham made a great splash on
his visit to France, he did not gain the help he sought for the war
with Spain. And this was not to be wondered at, for he had chosen
the most extravagant means of antagonising his royal host. At the
sight of Anne of Austria, the beautiful young woman caught in an
unhappy marriage with the unmanly Louis XIII, Buckingham was
infatuated and set out to seduce her. Anne of Austria's timorous
personality was the best guardian of her honour and the honour of
France. The bad influence of her friend, the Duchesse de Chevreuse,
had not yet penetrated the Queen’s reserve, and she repulsed
Buckingham when he jumped the bounds of propriety. His wooing, like
that of his friend Charles Stuart with the lady's sister, came to
grief in a pleasant garden with a woman's frightened, outraged
screams.11 Did Anne of Austria one day regret her stern attitude?
Years later, Gerbier produced a copy of a letter, purportedly from
the French Queen to Buckingham, asking him to include in his flag
the emblem of her garter and rose.12 The authenticity of this
compromising letter is questionable; in republican England at
mid-century, Gerbier was a most unreliable witness on royalty at
home or abroad. Without doubt Buckingham’s scandalous pursuit of
the French queen had much to do with the failure of his mission to
cement the alliance with France. To the ally he had not yet
secured, he proposed a joint attack by land and sea on the Spanish
Netherlands. But Richelieu preferred to hire others to do his
fighting, and Buckingham's talk of a union "to abate the Spanish
monarchy" fell on deaf ears. His poorly conducted diplomacy
obtained nothing but a wife for King Charles.

Another disappointed suitor left Paris soon
after the Duke of Buckingham. Peter Paul Rubens, shaking his head
over "the caprices and arrogance" of the Duke, bid au revoir by
letter to his friend, Balthazar Gerbier.13 They agreed to
correspond and to await a more propitious hour for their
scheme.

Gerbier, now back in Buckingham's good
graces, was being employed on secret missions. Forced to it by
Parliament, in August 1625 Buckingham repudiated the codicil to the
marriage contract by which the anti-Catholic penal laws would not
be enforced. Queen Henrietta Maria's chaplain, the fanatical Pere
Berulle, founder of the Oratorians, hastened back to France with
grave tales of harsh treatment of English Catholics. Buckingham
sent his “little man” to Paris to defend him against the priest’s
accusations. In this hostile atmosphere Gerbier made his appearance
at the Louvre. He was brought into the presence of King Louis and
the tall, sepulchral-pale Cardinal Richelieu. Pere Berulle was also
in the room. The terrifying Cardinal catechized Gerbier
mercilessly, and expected him to refute the arguments of the almost
equally terrifying Pere Berulle. How did the victim of this
inquisition conduct himself? Possibly with courage, certainly
without success. As Rubens put it in a letter to the antiquarian
Valavez, Gerbier was hardly "of the stature to win the case against
Pere Berulle."14

This was not the last of Gerbier's meetings
with the all-powerful Cardinal Richelieu. Twice more that autumn he
was to undergo the ordeal. The first of these interviews was a
stormy session. He was sent to the Louvre palace bearing a letter
from the Duke that was no less than a calculated insult to the
Cardinal. As such, it was in retaliation for a similar insult from
the Cardinal. Some time before, Richelieu had written a slighting
letter to Buckingham in which the word "Monsieur" was level with
the first line, thereby leaving no space for titles of honour and
other marks of respect. Buckingham now returned the lack of
compliment in the same fashion. As Gerbier described the interview,
the Cardinal uttered his "resents" violently, accompanying them
with "uncivil glosses who gave ground to some licentious
discourses" - no doubt on the subject of the Duke's amorous pursuit
of the Queen of France. Gerbier claimed that he stood his ground,
making it "apparent to the haughty spiritt of the Cardinall that
threats were too weake to drive me from my byas." The following
day, the Cardinal sent for Gerbier. This time he was all suavity
and civility. "I know," Gerbier quotes him as saying, "the power
and greatness of a High Admiral of England; the cannons of his
great ships make way, and prescribe law more forcibly than the
canons of the church of which I am a member. I acknowledge the
power of the favourites of great kings, and I am content to be a
minister of state, and the Duke's humble servant." Gerbier soon
discovered that his words were “butt flowers of Rethorike that
covered serpents, for he caused men to follow me to the port of
Bollogne, where the soldiers were apointed to ceasse on all my
papers, butt he was disapointed, for I gott safe into
England"15

As Gerbier recounted the incident later to
Buckingham, he and his servants were apprehended at Boulogne by a
dozen soldiers and informed that their arrest was on the order of
the governor. Next thing he knew, he and his company were standing
trial before the governor who appeared to have no clear idea what
their crime was but who obviously had every intention of holding
them. The uncertainty dragged on for days during which Gerbier
claimed he was “ill-used”; then, without a word of explanation, he
and his servants were released.16

While this was happening to Gerbier,
Buckingham was in Holland. He had gone over to pawn some of the
Crown jewels in an attempt to raise money for the Spanish war. His
plan was to go on to France, and with this in mind he was having
some diamond rings made up for gifts. Apparently, this became known
at the French court and Gerbier was told in confidence that the
courtiers had all resolved to refuse the rings. Not wishing his
master to be humiliated, he passed on what he had heard to
Buckingham in Holland, and strongly advised him not to offer the
rings because nobody would accept them. According to his informant,
the Duc de Chevreuse was behind this ungraciousness, simply because
he did not want to be outshone by the English duke in liberality.
"I realize now," Gerbier wrote, "that it was not without cause that
the secretary of the Duc de Chevreuse at Paris bothered me to have
a list of what was given to the household servants as well as other
presents." He concluded with the stock excuse of the bearer of bad
news: "I thought it necessary to tell you this business." 17 He had
given Buckingham the right advice for the wrong reason. While it
was true that Buckingham's generosity would meet with rebuff, the
real reason for this genteel form of ostracism was that the English
duke had made himself persona non grata with King Louis XIII for
attempting to make a cuckold of him.

Gerbier's warning to Buckingham of the poor
reception awaiting him in France was soon followed by an official
refusal to allow the Duke to set foot in the country. An infuriated
Buckingham returned to England directly from Holland. Gerbier
wasted no time in informing his master of the attack at Boulogne,
and he appealed to him to avenge it. Knowing full well that this
assault on his servant was an insult meant for him, Buckingham
ordered Secretary of State, Sir John Coke, to obtain redress.18
Still, the incident was allowed to be forgotten because of
Gerbier’s indeterminate status. Unaccredited agents enjoyed none of
the security of diplomatic immunity. Buckingham made a habit of
employing little men for foreign negotiations. They could so easily
be repudiated. As the Duke’s painter Gerbier travelled unnoticed.
In 1624 his status became more regularized. He was assigned to
“publicke imployment abroad” and henceforth his correspondence is
to be found among the State Papers.19 As Buckingham’s secret envoy
he conducted sub rosa negotiations with the great statesmen of the
day including, as we have seen, Cardinal Richelieu. On his missions
he was rational, opportunistic and secular-minded. He revelled in
intrigue. And he had entrée everywhere as the favourite’s
favourite.

 


 


Chapter 7

 


THE NEW REIGN




The first years of the new reign were hectic
for Gerbier in his double role as the Duke’s confidential agent and
Keeper of York House. His master's management of state affairs had
become conspicuously unsuccessful. In his capacity as Lord High
Admiral, Buckingham was desperately seeking to assemble a seaworthy
fleet to wage the war with Spain. This called for large subsidies
that were not forthcoming from a parliament with a grievance. The
grievance was Buckingham and Charles's perceived leniency towards
Roman Catholics in England. Meanwhile, Louis XIII and Cardinal
Richelieu protested vehemently when Charles sent Henrietta Maria's
priests and attendants home. The Anglo-French alliance was
deteriorating rapidly.

Shortly after Buckingham returned from
Holland, an effort was made from the

French side to preserve the entente. Going
behind King Louis's back, Richelieu and the Queen Mother dispatched
a confidential agent named Bautru to invite Buckingham to come to
France. As it happened, when Bautru arrived in London Buckingham
was lying ill at Burley-on-the-Hill, his country estate in
Rutlandshire, and it was Gerbier who met with him. The meeting took
place secretly at Bautru's lodgings in the Italian ordinary where
the Frenchman conveyed the invitation to the Duke. Possibly still
smarting from the attack at Boulogne, Gerbier composed a subtly
inflammatory report for his master: "He told me that they say
secretly at the French court that King Louis was anxious to divert
you from your resolution to go to France, and that your friends
there were greatly afraid, not wanting you to come where you would
not be received according to your merits. I said that if your good
friends had known your resolution they need not have worried
because I believe it was the last thing that you were thinking of,
and even if King Charles wanted to send you, you would have the
power to persuade him to send somebody else."1 Having predetermined
Buckingham's response with his negative report, Gerbier added:
"Your wise foresight will find the true mark they are aiming at and
will know how to turn it to your advantage." Buckingham was highly
offended by Bautru’s overture as Gerbier presented it. Much as he
desired to go to France, he was too proud to slip in by a side
door. The Great Duke of Buckingham must be received with due
honours by the King of France as the official representative of the
King of England. Thus put off by Gerbier’s report, he lay in his
sick bed and nursed his grievance. Bautru's peace overture in a
London tavern came to nothing.

A few months later an incident occurred that
further worsened Anglo-French relations. The French ambassador
extraordinary, Monsieur de Blainville, was causing Charles and
Buckingham great embarrassment by encouraging English Catholics to
attend mass at his residence, Durham House. And this at a time when
they were trying to elicit a subsidy from a violently anti-Catholic
House of Commons. They decided to put a stop to this evasion of the
recusancy laws for the time being, and one Sunday some constables
were waiting for the worshippers when they came out of the French
ambassador’s chapel. A fight ensued between the English law
officers and the ambassadorial household. Several of the French
were injured. Blainville was outraged and threatened that “the King
my master will require reason for that has been done against the
law of nations.”2 Durham House was near York House, and Gerbier
hurried out to see what the fracas was about. He reported to his
master that Blainville told the excited onlookers that he held open
mass with the permission of the King and the Duke. This far from
peaceful sabbath led to Gerbier's next assignment. He was sent to
France to complain to King Louis and his mother of Blainville's
conduct.

The event raises the issue of
extraterritoriality, the theory by which an ambassador need answer
only to his home government and had immunity to the laws and
customs of the host country. The doctrine had just been fully
enunciated with the publication of Hugo Grotius’s De Jure Belli et
Pacis in Paris in 1625. The popular indignation over the Durham
House incident indicates the lack of acceptance of the new thinking
in England. On the other hand, the English ambassador in Paris was
allowed to admit all who cared to attend his Protestant services.
Thus Blainville was outraged at the behaviour of the English
constabulary. In invoking international law, Blainville was
manifesting French acceptance of the doctrine of
extraterritoriality. Such a climate of opinion did not augur well
for Gerbier’s success when he went, armed with a blueprint of
Durham House, “to remonstrate to the French King and to the then
Queene Mother the mistakes of the French Ambassador Monsieur de
Blinville, when his men used violence on the Kings Officers,
Constables and others that did theire duty, to hinder the
scandalous resort of English Papists att Durham House.”3 In any
event King Charles, having appeased popular sentiment, conciliated
Blainville by arresting the constables who had participated in the
arrests.

The year 1626 was a very bad year for
Gerbier’s master. He and Charles had drifted into war with Spain
without their French ally. The Commons was fast losing confidence
in the young king and his chief minister, and the withdrawal of
parliamentary support ruined all chances of a strong war effort.
The royal prerogative might make wars but Parliament had to be
induced to pay for them.

Although Buckingham was experiencing the
worst troubles of his career, he was still the chief minister and
the most powerful subject in England. Charles had dedicated himself
to protecting his friend; neither a failed naval attack on Cadiz in
the war with Spain nor the growing troubles with France could
dislodge Buckingham from his position as favourite. When Parliament
started proceedings to impeach the man it called "the instrument of
disaster," Charles dissolved it. Buckingham, like the rest of the
English people in 1626, believed that with the king's support
nothing could harm him; and so he had the audacity to place the
Earl of Arundel under house arrest and to imprison his arch-enemy,
the Earl of Bristol, in the Tower. Ambitious to build a dynasty, he
betrothed his little daughter to the scion of the noble and wealthy
Herbert family - part of the dowry was to give the boy's father the
plum appointment of Lord Chamberlain.

To Gerbier’s intense relief, Buckingham
continued to beautify his official residence beyond all measure,
bedecking the state rooms with huge mirrors and art masterpieces.
“All the machinations of his enemies have never been able to turn
the Duke from his old penchant for painting and the other arts,"
Gerbier wrote Rubens triumphantly.4 By this stage Gerbier felt he
had risen above the low status of painter and was striving to be
taken for a gentleman. A beautifully penned letter to Buckingham,
undated but certainly written after his dukedom for Gerbier refers
to his patron as “Your Grace,” reveals the image he wished to
project. He portrays his family as Huguenot aristocrats forced to
flee France as penniless refugees, "so abased that with heads bent
we did not dare show our origin, considering that some people
reckon it ignoble to maintain oneself by the labour of one's
hands." He owed his redemption to Buckingham. Under the Duke’s
"noble and worthy Banner" he had found protection from the jealous
throng. Only with this safeguard could he be freed from "the
hideous monster of common ignorance." He "consecrated all that his
hand and zealous spirit possess to his unique and incomparable
Saint George."5 Gerbier always expressed his allegiance to his
patron in idolatrous terms.

Buckingham was not completely taken in by
Gerbier's portrayal of himself as the innocent victim of malice.
There is more than a hint that the Duke regarded his confidential
agent as something of a knave. Indeed, on more than one occasion he
accused Gerbier of acting maliciously towards himself - we have
heard Gerbier's abject apologies for some insolent behaviour in
Paris after the royal wedding. Nevertheless, Buckingham found
Gerbier's malice extremely useful to employ against his enemies. At
this very time, the Duke unleashed Gerbier against a foul libeller.
Among the doctors attendant upon King James in his dying hours was
a Scot named Eglisham. In 1626 this Dr. Eglisham published a
pamphlet at Frankfurt in which he accused the Duke of Buckingham of
having poisoned King James. The fact of the matter was that
Buckingham and his mother had administered a white powder to James
as a last chance to save his life. James was past saving and the
powder was a harmless nostrum (Buckingham had taken it himself on
the prescription of a country doctor in Essex), however the English
people were only too ready to believe Eglisham's libel. Buckingham
was enormously hurt by the rumours. After printing his libel,
Eglisham had fled into Flanders. Buckingham despatched Gerbier to
offer him money to print a recantation, sending him on his way with
instructions to "join malice and knavery together, and spit their
venom till they split, and he would pay for printing that also."6
Safe from Buckingham on the Continent, Eglisham did not recant.

The times were flattering Gerbier. As
Buckingham's confidant, people sought his help from all sides.
English ambassadors abroad solicited his aid; foreign ambassadors
called on him to smooth the way with the omnipotent duke. A letter
from Ambassador Wake at Venice in 1626 is full of expressions of
esteem for Gerbier and uneasiness that the writer has not heard
from him: "Write me, for the love of God, a little word to give me
advice of your health, and how I stand in the good graces of the
Duke."7 Wake goes on to say that he and Daniel Nys speak of Gerbier
often, and hope to see him in Venice in the spring to look at a
collection of some beautiful pieces Nys has assembled for
Buckingham's cabinet. As Wake knew, Gerbier was the arbiter of all
the acquisitions that poured into York House.

Countless people bought for Buckingham. We
come upon Michel Le Blon selecting a Holbein at Basle, Endymion
Porter arranging for a Van Dyck, Nicholas Laniere purchasing
marbles for the Duke in Venice. Then there were the gifts of the
suitors. In 1624 Sir Henry Wotton gave Buckingham "many curious
pieces, whereby it is thought he aims at the Provostship of Eton."8
This was indeed the way to Buckingham's heart: Wotton became
provost that year.

Around 1625 both Buckingham and Charles began
collecting sculpture, in competition with Arundel. The English
ambassador at Constantinople, Sir Thomas Roe, was instructed to
send the finest marbles in Greece and Asia Minor to York House.
Having a similar commission from Arundel, Sir Thomas was torn
between his “two so great and powerful patrons.” He suggested that
the antiquities he obtained be “putt into one stocke, and divided
by some eaven course when they come to England,” but the rivals
chose to “go singly.”9 Roe was not noticeably successful on
Buckingham’s behalf. “Neither am I so fond of antiquity,” he warned
Roe, “as to court it in a deformed or misshapen stone.” To Roe’s
chagrin many pieces arrived at Constantinople in a mutilated
condition. One female figure had lost “a hand, a nose, a lip; and
is so deformed, that shee makes mee remember a hospital,” Roe
wrote.10

Once the Duke's new interest was known,
sycophants began giving statuary as well as paintings. In January
1625, Sir Dudley Carleton, hoping for a good home posting, offered
some marble sculptures through the agency of his nephew. His nephew
reported that Buckingham “sent one Gerbier, his Architecte, to see
the pieces, who made a true report of the worth and beautie of
them.”11 On Gerbier’s recommendation, Buckingham graciously
accepted the marbles, and shortly afterwards they were bobbing
around in lighters at York House Stairs, waiting to be
unloaded.12

Meanwhile the beautification of York House
continued. In 1626, a vaulted ceiling was constructed in the
principal saloon. It is uncertain whether it was the work of the
resident architect or of the royal architect, Inigo Jones. The best
reason for assigning it to Jones is that Gerbier never claimed it
in his writings on architecture, although he did recommend that
“first storeys ought to be vaulted than boarded.” Similarly,
whether Gerbier or Jones designed the handsome, if mouldering,
watergate at York Stairs is a matter of contention. In any case, it
was under construction at this time by the aptly named master
mason, Nicholas Stone.13 Gerbier leaves no doubt as to the
authorship of a casino or small banqueting house that was built in
1628 on the York House estate. His pride in this building was so
great that he actually compared this thirty-five feet square room,
nothing more than a garden pavilion, with Inigo Jones’s
epoch-making Palladian Banquetting House at Whitehall – to the
latter’s disadvantage! Not content with a modest success, Gerbier
claimed that King Charles considered the little pavilion as
satisfactory for the staging of masques as Inigo Jones's
Banquetting House. Gerbier never missed an opportunity to contest
the fame of the Banqueting House. He charged that voices echoed,
that there was no conveyance for smoke, and that its extreme height
dwarfed the king and his retinue. This was not all malice; the
smoke and echo problems became so acute that King Charles ceased to
hold performances in the Banquetting House. Gerbier claimed to have
taken the pattern for his pavilion from “a good one at Florence, in
Italy, with conveyances for smoke, and capacities for echoes.”
14

Buckingham and Gerbier were about to receive
assurance that they had succeeded in making York House one of the
most magnificent private palaces in Europe. On October 7, 1626
there arrived in England a man so admired at the French court that
his name had become a byword for savoir faire. The Marechal de
Bassompierre had been sent as his country's last best hope of
convincing King Charles and the Duke to allow Henrietta Maria's
priests and attendants to return to England. Richelieu knew that if
Bassompierre could not accomplish this mission, nothing short of
war would do it. The day after his arrival, Bassompierre went to
pay his respects to "monsieur le duc." He who had visited all the
palaces and castles of the known world was very impressed with York
House. "It is extremely fine," he wrote in his diary, "and the most
richly fitted up than any other I saw."15 It can be imagined to
what lengths the suave diplomat went in praising the charms of York
House to its owner. After listening to him, Buckingham and the
Keeper of York House felt they had truly achieved their goal.

In honour of Bassompierre, who delivered the
complaints of his king in such a bassompierresque manner,
Buckingham decided to stage his most grandiose entertainment yet at
York House. Ben Jonson, Inigo Jones, and Balthazar Gerbier were
commissioned to compose a masque for the occasion. The masque was a
form of theatre that evolved at the Italian courts in the sixteenth
century. At first no more than short interludes of dancing between
the acts of a play or the courses of a banquet, it became a
full-scale theatrical production combining music, dancing, and
acting, with spectacular mechanical effects. The Italian masque was
another innovation brought to Stuart England by Inigo Jones.
Forerunners were the dazzling entertainments to which Queen
Elizabeth’s courtiers treated her, but those remained essentially
medieval pageantry. What Jones imported from the Continent was
something new in stagecraft, a type of theatre where the set
designer was the key figure. “Painting and carpentry are the soul
of Masque,” his unhappy collaborator Ben Jonson (who wrote the
speaking and singing part) acknowledged unwillingly. Unlike the
theatre in the round where Shakespeare’s plays were performed,
Jones’s masque introduced the proscenium stage. But it was the
moveable sets that were his most startling innovation. From his
travels in Italy he had learned to construct scene-shifting frames,
cloud machines, and contrivances to simulate moving water. The
munificence of royal or ducal patronage was necessary to nourish
such a costly, ephemeral art; contemporaries associated it with
“magnanimous princes and noble lords.”

Among Gerbier's many talents put to good use
in Buckingham's service, was, in his own words, "the contryving of
scenes, Masques, shows and entertainments.”16 Thus he confidently
collaborated with the famous team of Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones.
There were other hard-working collaborators at York House. The
master cook, the yeoman of the buttery, the yeoman of the pantry,
the pastryman, the brewer, the baker, and their helpers, were all
busily preparing for the great banquet.

On Sunday, November 15, 1626, the King and
Queen, accompanied by the Marechal de Bassompierre, arrived in the
royal barge. Charles was not much altered physically from the boy
Gerbier had pictured, though now his hair was long and he wore a
moustache and a short, pointed beard. Nor did his high-crowned hat,
rich velvet cloak and doublet disguise his awkward stance and
ambling gait. But he had acquired a gravitas, an impressive dignity
in stark contrast to his father’s lack of the same. The level gaze
that studiously avoided the girl by his side contributed to his
aura of majesty. As all the court knew, the King and Queen were
suffering from a particularly acute case of early marriage
quarrelling. The dainty sixteen year-old tripping lightly up York
House Stairs was no more than a spoilt child. She would have
profited more from several years with a strict governess than from
the adulation she received as Queen of England. She had a scowl
that could empty a roomful of people and a fiery temper ready to
blaze at the first sign of opposition. Charles had just lately sent
over a formal complaint about her behaviour to his mother-in-law
and brother-in-law.17

On this November Sunday, however, Henrietta
Maria was on her best behavior. Her olive complexion glowing with
youth, her sparkling dark eyes and curly brown hair made her the
model of a beautiful young queen. Her vivacious personality set the
tone for the festivities. The banquet was a triumph. Bassompierre,
the connoisseur of good living, wrote in his diary that "it was the
most superb entertainment I have ever seen in my life." As was the
custom, there were a number of small tables; the King and Queen
with Bassompierre made up the party at one. The Duke waited upon
the King, the Earl of Carlisle served the Queen, and the Earl of
Holland attended the honoured guest. Between each course a ballet
was performed "with sundry representations, changes of scenery,
table and music." After the feast the guests repaired to the
vaulted saloon where the masque devised by Jonson, Jones, and
Gerbier was performed. All the richness of dress and furnishings,
the flickering lights of myriad candles, were reflected in the
Venetian mirrors. The Duke, who prided himself on being the best
dancer in England, took part in the masque. Bassompierre was
thrilled by Buckingham's performance, for he loved dancing though
he did not dance well himself. As an illustration both of his love
of dancing and his instinctive sense of the role of the complete
courtier, the following story was told of him in France: One
evening at the Louvre a ballet was in progress, and, as he was
preparing to make his entrance, some ill-advised person came and
told him that his mother was dead. (She had been an excellent
mother and he, a devoted son.) "You are wrong," Bassompierre
replied, "she will only be dead when the ballet is ended."18

The York House masque was a miracle of
invention "where all things came down in clouds." Moreover, it had
a message that was specially addressed to the French ambassador. It
represented Marie de Medici enthroned at Neptune's court upon the
sea dividing England and France. With her were her three daughters
and their husbands - the kings of England and Spain and the Duke of
Savoy. The actors were so well made up and were so like those they
portrayed that Henrietta Maria recognized each one with a cry of
delight. Graciously and lyrically the Queen Mother was welcoming
the self-styled King and Queen of Bohemia. If not subtle, it was at
least a vivid way of urging France to join in the Palatinate
cause.19 When the masque was finished and the enthusiastic applause
subsided, the orchestra struck up a merry tune. The company rose to
their feet and danced country dances vigorously till four in the
morning. Still it was not the end. The guests were shown into
apartments where five different collations were spread before
them.20 Throughout the festivities Balthazar Gerbier performed the
role of master of ceremonies to perfection. The York House banquet
was the social event of the year. It was rumoured to have cost five
to six thousand pounds - and this at a time when Charles and
Buckingham, for lack of funds, could scarcely wage the war with
Spain on land or sea.

 


 


Chapter 8

 


THE RUBENS-GERBIER NEGOTIATIONS




A month after the great banquet, Gerbier was
undergoing a rough Channel crossing in company with a seasick
Bassompierre. Buckingham had sent his trusted agent to ensure that
the French ambassador kept a promise he had made across more than
one festive table. Worn down by hospitality, Bassompierre had
pledged himself to urge Richelieu and King Louis to accept
Buckingham as England's ambassador at Paris. Considering that
Charles and Buckingham had proved adamantly opposed to allowing
Henrietta Maria's French suite to return to England, Bassompierre
held out little hope. But if King Louis was determined to keep him
out of France, Buckingham was equally determined to get in. All
that Bassompierre could do was to persuade him to delay his journey
until he heard from Gerbier. As soon as Bassompierre had any news
he was to give it to Gerbier who would relay it to his master with
all possible speed. Whereas Buckingham was in the greatest hurry
for the answer, Bassompierre was clearly in no rush. He never
overlooked the amenities or discarded the comforts of life. On
landing at Calais, it was necessary to recover his stomach, which
happily returned to working order in time for dinner. The next day
he took the short post to Montreuil. The day after that found him
at Amiens enjoying a magnificent reception given in his honour by
the governor, complete with cannon salute. It was with difficulty
that Gerbier was able to draw him on to Paris. At last the jovial
socialite made his appearance at the Louvre. But after his royal
audience he informed Gerbier with a thousand expressions of regret
that "the advent of the Duke of Buckingham was not agreeable" to
the French court.1 In fact, Bassompierre’s negotiations were
repudiated by his government. As Gerbier conveyed this message in
cipher to York House, there was no doubt in his mind that it would
mean war with France. That England was fighting Spain would be a
small matter to a furious Buckingham. In Gerbier's own
grandiloquent prose, "having broken humour with more than a Mars,
he would still fall on a Hercules at the same time."2

Gerbier returned to London with the bad news
on January 15, 1627. Two weeks later he was again bound for France.
No longer operating in the shadows of sub rosa negotiations, his
comings and goings were followed with great interest in the
embassies. The Venetian ambassador in London signalled the Doge
that “the Duke’s Gentleman, Gerbier, has gone to France bearing the
decisions of this government.”3 Gerbier had anticipated his
master's reaction to the French rebuff perfectly. Buckingham now
sought a good reason for a break with France and found one in the
shipping controversy that had been simmering for some time. The
French had taken over the Spanish carrying trade during the
Anglo-Spanish war. This frustrated Charles and Buckingham's
intention of bringing Spain to its knees by cutting off its sea
route to the Spanish Netherlands. Buckingham decided to bring this
issue to the boil. Gerbier tells us: “I was imploied into France to
remonstrate the greate inconveniencies of the Spanish trade, for
that theire shipping did transporte all the Spanish Marchandise."4
Gerbier's reception this time was quite different from the past.
The Venetian ambassador in Paris reported that "the Duke's
gentleman, Gerbier," was "courteously detained" by the Cardinal for
discussions at the Louvre. The explanation circulating in the
embassies was that he was staying over to attend a ball of
Bassompierre's. At the end of February 1627, the Venetian
ambassador in London wrote home that they were expecting Gerbier,
who would bring “the pith of the negotiations.” In his next
dispatch, he added that Gerbier would not carry papers but would
“relate orally” because he was suspicious of “some arrest on the
way.” (His detention at Boulogne the year before had obviously made
him wary.) From Paris the Doge was notified that Anglo-French
negotiations were broken off completely and that Gerbier had
departed.5 This would have been received as bad news because Venice
was allied with France and Holland in opposing Spanish interests.
Buckingham's little man had not been able to preserve the entente,
nor was he expected to. The Florentine agent, Salvetti, saw below
the surface. "It is true," he wrote in a February despatch, "that
the Duke of Buckingham has sent an Agent to Paris, a Frenchman of
the name of Gerbier who is a dependent of his, to keep up the
appearance of friendliness, but he is of too ordinary a station,
and of too little authority to hold out any hope of success."6

Buckingham possessed more political reason
than contemporaries gave him credit for. An anti-Spanish,
warmongering policy has been attributed to him up to the end, but
that is not so. When the rupture with France was inevitable, he
bent all his efforts to extricating England from the Spanish war.
The logic of trade was irresistibly drawing England and Spain
together. Countless English merchants were being ruined:
manufacturers of the cheap “new draperies” were cut off from the
lucrative Spanish market. The interruption of the Spanish trade had
deprived the East India Company of the silver necessary to buy
oriental goods; ship builders suffered from reprisals and the
depredations of the Dunkirk “pirates.” Not only did the war upset
trade with Spain and Flanders, the boarding of Hanseatic vessels in
search of Spanish contraband was alienating good customers for
English woollens. The perspicacious Florentine agent reported that
“the strongest motive on the part of England is to restore their
profitable trade with Spain and with this object they would make
peace if a mediator can be found.”7

It was at this juncture that Peter Paul
Rubens made another overture to Gerbier. Rubens had convoyed
statues and pictures destined for York House to Calais and, on
hearing that Gerbier was at Paris, he went on to the French
capital. The Flemish painter had not given up hope of achieving
peace for his country and honour for himself. Many a letter had
Rubens written to Gerbier "deploring the present state of affairs,
wishing to revive the Golden Age, and conjuring Gerbier to make the
Duke of Buckingham understand the Infanta's great regret that
affairs were in their present state."8 The two friends renewed
their acquaintance with mutual pleasure. When Rubens again broached
his peace proposals, he was delighted at Gerbier's eager response.
The latter intimated that the Duke might have had a change of heart
about Spain. At any rate he volunteered to write and find out.
Knowing how Buckingham had reacted to Bassompierre's bad news, he
suspected that at last the propitious moment had arrived for their
plan. For the next three weeks the colourful pair were a familiar
sight around Paris, talking animatedly in Flemish, reconstructing
old hopes, and making future plans. At the end of that time the
reply came. Gerbier was to proceed to Flanders with Rubens where he
was to negotiate with the Infanta Isabella - under cover of buying
pictures.

Buoyantly, they made the eight and a half day
journey from Paris over the bad winter roads. Since it was
necessary to maintain Gerbier's pose as an art buyer, they went
first to Antwerp. Gerbier knew a fine residence when he saw one and
he was duly impressed with Rubens’s house - two houses really
joined together by a triumphal arch leading into a formal garden.
Like Gerbier, Rubens’s years in Italy had formed his taste in
architecture. To serve as a sculpture gallery, he had built a small
replica of the Roman pantheon where plaster casts now replaced the
marbles sold to Buckingham. In nearly every room were paintings of
a dark lady with a heart-shaped face, sometimes in rich
contemporary costume, sometimes a madonna in a religious scene.
This was Isabella Brant, the painter's wife who had died the year
before. In part Gerbier's buying trip was genuine. He was to
complete Buckingham's purchase of Rubens's collection. Michel Le
Blon, who had negotiated the 100,000 florin transaction for the
Duke, had already chosen the Old Master paintings. Gerbier was to
select the works by Rubens himself. (Out of the purchase price
Gerbier and Le Blon would each receive a commission of 10,000
florins.9) The large studio was crowded with apprentices and
assistants working on the master's designs. This painting factory
produced countless "Rubens" paintings; wily collectors insisted
that Rubens certify a canvas as by his hand only before they
purchased. For a connoisseur like Gerbier, there was little danger
of having studio work passed off on him. Thirteen pictures were
agreed upon, some finished, others to be made to order. They
covered a wide variety of subjects, among them a portrait of Marie
de Medici, a Wild Boar Hunt , The Three Graces, a landscape with
figures, horses, and carts, and the lushly sensual Cimon and
Iphigenia.10

Having justified Gerbier's presence in
Flanders, the two men made the short journey to Brussels. The court
of the Infanta Isabella was devoid of Englishmen. Due to the war
with Spain, in 1625 the English agent William Trumbull (always so
helpful to English travellers on their way to drink the waters at
Spa) had been recalled. Gerbier did not receive a warm welcome from
the haughty Spanish grandees or the taciturn Flemish aristocrats,
partly because of his status as an emissary of the English king,
but even more for his Dutch birth. The Southern Netherlands lived
in fear of the military prowess of the Dutch. Although Gerbier's
first patron, Prince Maurice, had been dead for two years, the new
Prince of Orange, Frederick Henry, was a soldier too and his forces
made continual incursions into Flanders and Brabant. In vain might
Gerbier insist on Flemish and Spanish ancestors. It was the Spanish
Netherlands' precarious situation that made the Infanta so anxious
for peace with England. She worried constantly that English ships
would invade her coast. In the event, how much could she rely on
Spain? Sitting in her palace, a gray-haired woman dressed in black,
eternally mourning her dead consort, she trusted no one but her
general, the Marquis Spinola, and Rubens, her painter-diplomat.
Gerbier felt at once the "torpor and placidity" of the court that
had so often dampened Rubens's spirits. It was a true reflection of
the state of the Spanish Netherlands. Since the decline of their
commerce they had suffered from a wasting disease. The Flemish kept
up appearances, carefully preserving the beauty and cleanliness of
their buildings, ramparts and monuments, but there were no pressing
crowds or busy markets, most ominous of all no hordes of noisy
children. Instead, the grass grew in the streets. Perhaps the
Infanta was right in thinking that a thrust from the sea would be
fatal.

On their arrival at Brussels Gerbier handed
Rubens a short note authenticating his position and stating
Buckingham's proposal. If the Infanta could get permission from the
King of Spain to treat for a suspension of arms between the Spanish
and Flemish forces on the one hand and England and her Dutch and
Danish allies on the other, Buckingham would "do his utmost" to get
his side to agree to a truce. The note astutely included a phrase
about "the restoring of commerce." The Infanta and Spinola decided
that this plan was too utopian for success. It would be difficult
enough for Spain and England to settle their differences,
complicated as they were by the Gordian knot of the Palatinate, but
to add the conditions and provisos of England's allies doomed the
whole negotiation to failure. Gerbier recognized that it was not
ill will on their part. The inherent problem was the title of the
Dutch: Spain was far from ready to recognize the independent status
of her former rebellious subjects. When the Infanta remarked that
she would "be very pleased to be rid of envy and the labours of war
and end her days in peace and tranquillity," Gerbier believed her;
nor did he doubt Spinola's sincerity when he stated that he
"desired nothing so much as to conclude his battles with his past
victories."11 In the Genoese-born Spinola Gerbier recognized the
type of Spanish patriot he had known in Gondomar. Both believed in
Anglo-Spanish amity. They even looked alike with their sharp,
pointed faces and short, stocky bodies. Unfortunately, Spinola
could no longer be seconded at Madrid by Gondomar, for the former
ambassador had died the previous year while travelling,
symbolically, between Spain and England. Rubens was ordered by his
masters to point out to Gerbier the danger of "embroiling the
principal business with other undertakings." Instead, he was to
propose a more plausible plan - a peace between Spain and England
alone. Everything else would then follow in good time. Anticipating
English acceptance, the Infanta wrote off to Spain immediately,
asking for permission to treat. Bearing this dubious gift, Gerbier
returned to London.

Buckingham was not fooled. He recognized that
England was being asked to desert her allies. Nevertheless he
desperately needed peace with Spain. His animosity towards Louis
XIII and Cardinal Richelieu was about to take concrete shape. For
reasons of national unity, Richelieu was striving to break the
power of the Huguenots and in consequence the Protestant stronghold
of La Rochelle was in revolt. Buckingham was outfitting a fleet to
take to its defence. Although it was generally believed that
Buckingham’s motive was to ingratiate himself with the
Puritan-dominated Commons so that its members would not try again
to impeach him, in part, personal motives dictated political
action. Tantalized as he was by visions of the sweet, pink face of
the French Queen, love was drawing Buckingham across the Channel.
As Gerbier expressed it in his best allegorical manner: "The poets'
Cupid was the boatswain of his ship."12 Gerbier was wont to compare
his master to Henry IV of France, who set out to conquer the
Spanish Netherlands because they harboured the object of his
desire, the Princesse de Conde. There were, of course, reasons of
state for the looming conflict. As well as interference with each
other’s religious minorities there were continual incidents at sea.
However if Louis XIII had welcomed Buckingham into France the
conflict might have been avoided. To prosecute the war with France,
Buckingham needed an end to the Spanish war. Besides, the memory of
the slights he had received at Madrid had faded; he could not think
of a good private reason for continuing to fight the Spaniards.

King Charles was hunting at Newmarket.
Buckingham did not disturb him immediately, consulting first with
Lord Baltimore who had voted against war with Spain when it was
broached in 1624. Baltimore's opinion would add ballast to
Buckingham's decision. Taking Baltimore with him, Buckingham
journeyed to Newmarket to report to the King. Charles reacted
coldly to Buckingham's plan for a unilateral peace agreement,
staunchly declaring that he would not abandon the Palsgrave and his
own sister or, for that matter, his Dutch and Danish allies. For a
few days there was much hearty talk and blunt English spoken about
duty and honour, but in the end Charles’s unyielding support of his
“dear brother and sister” dwindled to nothing. The Palatinate issue
was put aside with pious hopes for the future assistance of the
King of Spain. As for the Dutch, to whom England was bound by the
treaty of 1625, Charles agreed that negotiations were to proceed
without them. The reliable Sir Dudley Carleton was sent back to The
Hague upon some trumped-up special mission that would place him
conveniently at hand to talk the Dutch into accepting whatever
terms might emerge from the Rubens-Gerbier conclaves.13 Writing to
Rubens about Carleton's journey and its purpose, Gerbier remarked
that his own return would be delayed "because people begin to look
suspiciously at me, and sundry reports have already been spread
respecting my last voyage."14 From this letter on, the
Rubens-Gerbier correspondence employed ciphers. Their business had
become top secret. Surprisingly, by May nothing had happened. It
was certainly not England's fault. Nor could an accusing finger be
pointed at Rubens and his masters. Spain was the bottleneck. The
Spanish court did not answer the Infanta Isabella's increasingly
insistent requests for permission to negotiate with England.
Instead her nephew King Philip scolded her for employing a painter
as a diplomat. "But THEY are using a painter," she countered.15

Both painters by now were disgruntled.
Gerbier in London had lapsed into sulks. "Your silence astonishes
me," Rubens wrote. Sitting in Antwerp, Rubens had become very
nervous. He learned from the Abbe de Scaglia - a diplomat from
Savoy who had just entered the scene as a secondary character -
that Gerbier would soon be travelling to The Hague with Carleton.
Was he to be left out, Rubens wondered? Were others to negotiate
for the Spanish interests? Desperately, he begged Gerbier: Make
Buckingham ask for me. Make him ask my masters to send me to
Holland to meet you. As a postscript to this cri du coeur Rubens
wrote, "Burn this letter ... for it might ruin me with my masters,
although it contains no harm it would, at least, destroy my credit
with them, and render me useless for the future."16 Gerbier put his
complete trust in Rubens. He did what he was bid. By the middle of
June he and Carleton were at The Hague awaiting Rubens for whom
Gerbier had secured a passport.

The stage was set but where were the players?
On June 29, 1627, Sir Dudley Carleton wrote home to England: "Here
we are expecting the coming of Rubens, Monsieur de la Scaglia, and
Gerbier.”17 Scaglia and Gerbier returned soon enough from private
business in neighbouring towns, but it became apparent that the
advent of Rubens was far from a settled matter. Having inveigled
Gerbier over to Holland with desperate pleas to meet him there,
Rubens was now encamped at the Swan Inn at Breda in Flanders and
refused to go any farther than a neutral spot nine miles away.
Gerbier was troubled and angry. He had his orders from the Duke to
meet Rubens in Holland; nor could he get new ones for Buckingham
was at sea on his way to La Rochelle. Furthermore, Gerbier
suspected that Rubens's reluctance was a manoeuvre to make the
world think that England was running after Spain instead of the
other way about. After discussing the problem with Sir Dudley
Carleton, Gerbier wrote a strong letter to Rubens to the following
effect: I have sent you a passport at your request. You can come to
Holland without any difficulty. If The Hague does not suit you, I
will meet you at Delft, Rotterdam, Amsterdam or Utrecht. I cannot
get new instructions from my master; you will have to get some from
yours. To soften the rebuke, he also sent Rubens a private letter,
nonetheless firm, but written in terms of what he called their
"ancient friendship." 18 What could Rubens do but return to
Brussels and get permission to keep his rendezvous with Gerbier in
Holland? They met in Delft.

Gerbier had won the battle but it was to
prove a hollow victory. Rubens was powerless to act until a certain
Don Diego Messias arrived from Spain with instructions for the
Infanta. Unfortunately this distinguished envoy was said to be ill
at Paris. Until he was well enough to travel they would all have to
wait. "If you have nothing in black and white," demanded Gerbier,
"why did you trouble to come?" "Because the Infanta was afraid that
England would take umbrage at the delay," was the shamefaced
reply.19

As if the futility of the meeting were not
enough, the two agents had to make believable the fiction that they
were mere travellers interested only in art. From town to town they
wandered, visiting artists’ studios. At Utrecht they found a
thriving school of artists. Like their visitors, these Utrecht
artists had made the pilgrimage to Rome. There was nothing
provincial about their work. They had adopted the popular style of
Caravaggio, specializing in dramatically illuminated night scenes.
The best of them, Gerard Honthorst, was called, in fact, "the
Caravaggio of the North." Gerbier was much impressed by this artist
and sounded him out to see if he would come to England. Honthorst,
who was doing very well financially with his twenty-eight paying
pupils, was not at all sure. He had little inclination to cross the
Channel and his wife was so afraid of sailing on the Haarlemmer Sea
that the journey was out of the question for her. But Gerbier was a
persuasive talker. Before he left Utrecht he had demolished
Honthorst's resistance with enticing pictures of purse-fattening
patronage.20

Wearily, the two men travelled from Rotterdam
to Delft to Amsterdam and back to Utrecht. Rubens claimed he could
not go to The Hague (sheer pretence in Gerbier's opinion) and so to
inform Sir Dudley Carleton of all Rubens had said (or rather had
not said) Gerbier left him for a time and hurried to report. At
another time their little company was joined by the Abbe de
Scaglia. But this wanderjahr could not go on forever. Sir Dudley
sent word that Rubens was in danger of being taken for a spy if he
lingered too long or in any way raised the suspicions of the
Hollanders. Besides, what could be accomplished by prolonging the
meeting? Gerbier urged Rubens to go in search of the tardy Messias
or at least to return to Brussels where he would be close to the
scene of events. Rubens agreed, exacting a promise in return that
Gerbier would wait a month longer in Holland. On this note they
parted.21

The month of inaction was a trial for
Gerbier. Patience was one of the many virtues he did not possess.
He was consumed with aggravation that while his master was fighting
Louis XIII’s troops on the Isle of Rhe near La Rochelle, he had to
sit at The Hague waiting endlessly for word from Rubens. He longed
to demonstrate to Buckingham all the wonderful knowledge of
military engineering that he had acquired in Gascony. He remembered
with some bitterness that he had never had a chance to use it in
the service of Prince Maurice either. His impatience was apparent
to everyone. The meddling man from Savoy, the Abbe de Scaglia,
wrote a fawning letter to the Duke of Buckingham wherein he
remarked that "the miserable Gerbier has become a madman at being
so long away from you, and at not being with you at the Descent in
the Isles when you made it known to all the world that you could
take the part of Mars as well as Neptune."22 Judging from his style
of writing, he and Gerbier spoke the same language.

Meanwhile Gerbier was doing some special
intelligence work for Carleton. Dutch shipwrights were known to be
building a trio of ships for the French navy that doubtless would
be used against the English. Carleton had been ordered to keep an
eye on their progress and from time to time over the summer he
despatched Gerbier to Amsterdam. By mid-September Gerbier's spying
enabled him to report to Secretary of State Conway that "the French
ships would sail with the first wind."23 (A suggestion from Gerbier
to blow up the ships in the harbour was vetoed by King Charles as
"not consonant with the law of nations."24) On the strength of
Gerbier's intelligence, the redoubtable English navy went into
action. Under the command of Sir Sackville Trevor, English ships
sailed into the Texel and captured the newly built Saint-Esprit in
the face of opposition from officials of the Dutch East India
Company.25 Gerbier has written an account of this swashbuckling
exploit and his part in it: "I went ... into Tessel and assisted
Sr. Sackville Trevers to gett cleer from the Eastindian Company
theire dessigne which was to stay him with the shipp called the St.
Esprit, where with he made afterwards for England."26 The eight
hundred ton ship was well worth the capture. Armed with forty-eight
guns, it carried a cargo of two thousand pieces of armour and two
hundred barrels of gunpowder. Its appearance in the Thames caused
great rejoicing.

There were other pastimes as well as
espionage. Gerbier sent long despatches to influential courtiers in
London. In one interminable letter to the Earl of Holland he
recapitulated the entire Rubens negotiations up to date, as well as
providing a precis of the despatches from everywhere that littered
Carleton's desk.27 It is likely too that he spent many afternoons
visiting the Queen of Bohemia for everyone at The Hague went there.
"The Queen of Hearts," as this charming woman was affectionately
known, managed to rise above her troubles and create an atmosphere
of warmth and fun and children's laughter that made her household
the most pleasant in that staid city.

Thus the time dragged on. After some weeks
and still no Messias, Gerbier's suspicions deepened concerning the
nature of that gentleman's illness. He suspected that it was
diplomatic rather than physical; to find out, he despatched a man
to Paris. By September he was totally unnerved. To prepare King
Charles for the failure of his mission, he advised him that
information from Paris indicated that Messia's illness was perhaps
feigned.28 The Venetian and Florentine ambassadors, at first
visibly worried by his presence at The Hague, were now openly
sneering at him. He began to realize what failure would mean to his
budding diplomatic career. This whole scheme had been painfully
built up by Rubens and himself. For his part, he had created his
own mission. If it failed he would be discredited in England. On
September 6 he sent a despondent letter to Rubens, asking for some
proof in writing of the good intentions of the Infanta and Spinola:
"I beg you, do not let me be rendered incapable in future of ever
being employed in this manner for lack of a piece of paper."29
Beneath the pathos of this appeal Rubens would have recognized a
veiled threat. It was his own pleading letter of May 9 echoing back
at him. Obviously his letter had not been burned. Around the same
time as Rubens received this somewhat menacing communication, the
long-awaited Don Diego Messias finally appeared. Bad news is
supposed to travel quickly, but in this case it had journeyed to
Brussels at a leisurely pace with a long halt at Paris. The news
that he brought completely dashed the hopes of Rubens and Gerbier.
He informed the Infanta that Spain had made a military alliance
with France. Messias's real destination had been Paris all along.
Indeed, at the very time that Rubens was waiting for the green
light to continue the truce negotiations with Gerbier, Olivarez had
signed a secret treaty with Richelieu for a joint attack on
England. In Paris and Madrid plans were afoot to capture English
trading vessels and burn English fleets in their own harbours.30
The Anglo-Spanish negotations were at an end as early as April
1627, but no one had bothered to inform Gerbier and Rubens. It is
doubtful that Buckingham knew about the secret treaty between his
enemies when he set out for La Rochelle.

Rubens wrote Gerbier three letters on the
subject of this disaster. It was as if he could not sufficiently
expiate his sense of guilt towards his unfortunate correspondent.
The first was a formal notification of the Spanish-French pact. The
second presented a fuller explanation. The third (in the Flemish
they reserved for their personal correspondence) was a furious
condemnation of Olivarez and Spanish policy, with some wistful
hopes for the distant future. Along with the personal letter he
sent the "piece of paper" Gerbier had requested. Addressed to the
Duke of Buckingham, it was an affidavit confirming that Rubens had
treated with Gerbier in good faith, acting only on the expressed
orders of the Infanta and Spinola: "I send you the enclosed to my
lord the Duke for your discharge and mine; I know nothing further
that I can do therein."31

"The game is at an end," Gerbier reported to
England; then with a flash of sardonic humour he added that Messias
had come, but it was a "Messiah turned Apostate."32 In a few weeks
he received a letter from Secretary of State Conway complimenting
him on his "diligence, zeal, and care in his service which His
Majesty approves and takes well."33 It was his recall. He was
ordered to return to London as soon as possible. Charles was well
aware of events in Holland. During Buckingham's absence on the Isle
of Rhe, Gerbier had corresponded directly with the King. On October
13 Charles wrote Buckingham that "Gerbier's treaty is at an end,
wherein he has showed both his honesty and sufficiency, but
mightily abused by the King of Spain's minister."34

 


 


Chapter 9




DEATH OF BUCKINGHAM




If there could be anything worse than the
failure of his late mission it was that it should succeed without
him. Not many months after his far from glorious return from
Holland, Gerbier heard from Rubens that the Marquis Spinola had
left for Spain where he planned to use his considerable influence
to press for peace. While Gerbier professed joy at the news, he
could not help a bitter accusation from creeping into his letter to
Peter Paul: "You allowed me to return without answer, leaving me
excuses that the agreement between the two kings [of France and
Spain] would not allow of other things at present; and now you say
that on the return of the Marquis, this agreement is of no
consideration."1

The next thing Gerbier knew, a strange
creature who advertised himself as the resident of the King of
Denmark at The Hague appeared in London. The visitor claimed to be
authorized by Denmark and Holland to treat for peace with Spain;
moreover he said that his peace mission was endorsed by Rubens. As
proof of the latter claim he was travelling in company with John
Brant, Rubens's brother-in-law. This Josias Vosberghen (for such
was his name) explained that his purpose in coming to England was
to add that country to his list of sponsors. At first Gerbier did
not take Vosberghen seriously. "He is a strange microcosm, more of
the air than the earth," he wrote Carleton at The Hague. But he
soon had to admit that the visitor was decidedly down-to-earth when
it came to advancing himself. He observed that Vosberghen
"introduced himself in high circles with the greatest facility in
the world ... that there was no difficulty which he could not
surmount." One fine morning he arrived at York House in great
excitement ("post haest, haest for the King's service," sneered
Gerbier), demanding to see the Duke. Told that the Duke was busy,
he scribbled a note saying that he must see the King and the Duke
privately, that it was a matter of the preservation of the kings of
Denmark and Great Britain. At this the Duke, thinking perhaps enemy
legions were already on the English coast, dropped what he was
doing and received Vosberghen at once. And all he wanted, Gerbier
told Carleton, was to show a letter from Rubens which he had
carried around in his pocket for ten days. "I had received a packet
of the same tenor from Rubens myself," Gerbier remarked in
disgust.2 No doubt after this ridiculous interview Buckingham began
to share Gerbier's opinion of Vosberghen, but King Charles was
inordinately impressed with the fantastic creature and his tales of
astounding triumphs in secret diplomacy. To Gerbier's intense
aggravation, in April of 1628 the King appointed Vosberghen his
agent "to treat with the King of Spain, or his ministers, for a
truce or peace, as a neutral person."3 But this was not the rival
who was to deprive Gerbier of all his hopes. In spite of such an
auspicious commission, Vosberghen, like the aerial being of
Gerbier's description, disappeared into thin air, only to emerge
again when the fancy seized him to hoodwink another impressionable
prince. What actually came to pass that spring was that the Earl of
Carlisle - a far worthier representative of the English crown - was
despatched with great fanfare to the Continent to discuss the
possibility of peace with England's friends and enemies.

Gerbier indulged in a mood of self-pity. Not
only was diplomatic preferment passing him by, but here in London
he was undergoing a severe trial. His patron had become
frighteningly unpopular after his disastrous failure at La
Rochelle, and all his dependents were affected by it. His people
were not safe on the streets. One day a harmless eccentric, a
dabbler in astrology whom Buckingham had taken under his wing, was
set upon and cruelly beaten to death.4 Gerbier also suffered from
the bad temper of the times. He had chosen this hour to take out
naturalization papers. When his bill of application came up in the
House of Commons there was such an uproar that it was in danger of
being thrown out without a reading.5 Nor do we read of its
successful passage among the Acts of Parliament for 1628, although
the man who would one day become Gerbier's secretary, Sidney Bere,
managed to become naturalized with other members of his family
during that stormy session.6 As for Gerbier, that House would
rather have deported the Duke's creature than naturalized him.
Gerbier took to carrying a pistol with him. He claimed to be in
fear of his life. He would not venture out alone but always kept
his loyal servant, John Rous, by his side. His temper was short and
uncertain and one day he almost killed a man. The near fatal
encounter took place on Tower Hill, a suitably lugubrious spot.
Recent events - the mob violence on the unfortunate astrologer, the
fiasco in parliament over his naturalization, his disappointing
diplomatic career, and (as we shall see) a feud with an Italian
artist - had made him lose all control, so that when an enemy
accosted him and started to taunt him, although it was in a
privileged place where weapons were prohibited, he whipped out his
pistol and would have used it had others not intervened. Perhaps he
really was the desperate character that many alleged him to be at
this trying period of his life.7

By summer, while Carlisle was making a
dignified progress across Europe, plans were afoot for a faster,
more direct approach to peace. Someone must go to Spain for a
preliminary peace talk, but who should it be? At first it looked as
if Gerbier would be the man. In fact, a safe-conduct in his name
was requested and received from Spain. But then "a blear-eyed Irish
Priest" (to quote Gerbier) went to the Duke, at Endymion Porter's
instigation, and convinced him that the Conde Olivarez wanted to
deal with Porter, his old acquaintance and former page. In this way
Porter managed to snatch the assignment from under Gerbier's nose.
Yet while Buckingham may have been convinced that Porter was the
correct choice, he nonetheless insisted that Gerbier accompany him.
It is significant that he gave the credentials for the mission to
Gerbier rather than to Porter.8

In the manuscript autobiography discovered by
the nineteenth-century antiquarian, Isaac Disraeli, Gerbier affords
us a few glimpses of his close relationship with his beloved patron
on the eve of what was to be their final parting: “The Duke, a
little before his departure from York-House, being alone with me in
his garden, and giving me his last commands for my journey towards
Italy and Spain…” And again: “He had before told me the same in his
closet, after he had signed certain dispatches of my letters of
credence to the Dukes of Lorraine and Savoy.”9

Included in the travelling party was the
Savoyard diplomat, Abbe de Scaglia. He followed the scent of the
Anglo-Spanish negotiations like a blood hound. Wherever the scent
was strongest, there Scaglia was to be found. It was announced for
public consumption that Porter was going to buy pictures. This did
not deceive the more astute political observers around Whitehall.
The Florentine envoy reported the impending journey to his
government, giving the ostensible reason but adding that he
believed its real purpose to be of a more political nature. The
departure was delayed when a rumour circulated that an Irish
Dominican friar (the same who had pushed Gerbier into the
background) would travel with Porter to Spain. A firm denial was
issued. Porter's destination was said to be Italy, and it was given
out that he was going there to wind up the business of the Duke of
Mantua's collection, which King Charles had just purchased for a
large undivulged sum. (Another instance of the convenient
combination of diplomacy and art.) The semi-official explanation
seemed to satisfy the Florentine envoy who wrote his superiors on
July 29th that "Mr. Endymion Porter will go next week to Flanders
on his way to Italy, and will accompany the Ambassador of Savoy as
far as Brussels." But the Venetian ambassador was not taken in. He
reported that the object of the journey was to make terms with the
Spaniard "for which the Savoyard Ambassador is going to Brussels,
accompanied by Porter, who is destined for Spain, Gerbier, who
negotiated with Rubens, and an Irish Dominican."10

The Venetian diplomat was misinformed about
the Irish priest, but towards the end of August the other three set
out. At forty Endymion Porter had acquired the bluff, hearty look
of an English squire, as he appears in his portraits by Van Dyck
and Dobson. This was the result of a conscious effort on his part
to disguise his Spanish blood and upbringing, his art dealing, and
his commissioned influence peddling. Unlike Gerbier he had made a
fortune from Buckingham's and Charles's patronage. The sense of
security gained from lucrative monopolies, royal grants of land,
and sinecures, was helping Porter to create his favourite role. The
Abbe de Scaglia had his pose as well. He tried to appear a man of
God, but in Van Dyck's portrait his face has all the craftiness of
an old doge. Scaglia was so determined to profit by the Spanish
treaty that no effort was too great for him to make. He was a
familiar sight inside coaches, on shipboard, or bent over the neck
of a galloping horse. While he managed to fool many people, such as
the far from astute Secretary of State, Sir Edward Conway, who
wrote to Venice that "the Abbe de Scaglia mediates a peace with
good judgment and discretion," others were not impressed, witness
the seasoned diplomats, Sir Isaac Wake and Sir Dudley Carleton.
Said Wake: "Notwithstanding the good opinion that some in our Court
have of his honesty and dexterity, I doubt that in the end he will
not fully answer expectations." Replied Carleton laconically:
'Touching the Abbe de Scaglia ... you and I meet in opinion."11 Was
Gerbier out of his depth with these experienced rogues? He did not
think so. A few years later, describing Scaglia to King Charles as
“full of craft, jealousy and ambition,” he boasted that he had
“trapped” the guileful abbe.12 In his conceit Gerbier believed
himself a match for any man. His travelling companions would have
agreed. They knew him as shrewdly intelligent, with a
lightning-quick brain and a chameleon-like facility for adapting to
circumstances. They were quite aware that he knew everybody who was
anybody. Above all, he was the confidant of England's most powerful
subject. Although he had missed his big chance in Holland the
previous year (through no fault of his own as Scaglia well knew),
Gerbier was still an important player to be reckoned with in their
kind of business. It could be said with truth that the three men
making the crossing from Dover to Dunkirk were evenly matched.

When they reached Brussels Endymion Porter
hastened to wait upon the Infanta. He told her that he, not
Carlisle, was the real envoy from England, that Carlisle was simply
a red herring to distract the attention of Europe while he himself
sped on to Madrid to conclude peace. This would have been news to
Gerbier had he been awake to hear it, but Porter delivered the
message late at night while Gerbier slept.13 Gerbier was under the
impression that he and Porter together were to consult with the
Dukes of Lorraine, Savoy, and Venice, and then take ship for Spain.
His suspicions might have been aroused when the Infanta lent her
secretary to Porter.14 That seemed an unnecessary addition to their
party. They did not see Peter Paul Rubens at Brussels - the affable
painter had gone to Spain to explain "the full views of the Infanta
and her Council" about the need for peace with their neighbours.
Gerbier anticipated a reunion in Spain and a renewal of their
reciprocal offices, although he was schooling himself to accept a
subordinate role to Porter's. Two days later, in company with
Porter and Scaglia, he said goodbye to the gloomy Infanta. En route
to Namur Gerbier learned why the Infanta's secretary had come
along. Porter informed him that they had come to the parting of the
ways, that he was authorized to go to Spain alone.15 Off he went in
disguise, escorted by the now indispensable secretary. Doubtless
Scaglia was able to explain to the astonished Gerbier the reason
for this high-handed treatment. Evidently nobody in England, not
even the King, had dared to tell Buckingham that because Gerbier
was so closely identified with him he would be persona non grata
with Olivarez. He had been permitted to start out for Spain with
Porter but, as Charles knew and as the Infanta knew, it was
impossible for him to arrive there. Quickly Gerbier came to a
decision. He had all the credentials on him, so why not continue on
to Lorraine?

As Gerbier made his way south with Scaglia,
the Duke of Buckingham was taking a fateful journey to Portsmouth.
His expedition to relieve the Protestants of La Rochelle had failed
miserably the year before. Under-provisioned troops had been
butchered by the French army and Buckingham had returned to
England, a failure as a general. Notwithstanding the strong dyke
which Richelieu had constructed across the harbour of La Rochelle
to keep out the English fleet, Buckingham was again about to
attempt the relief of the Rochellese Huguenots. Indeed, at the
Duke's command, before leaving London at the beginning of August
Gerbier had "contrived some Mines, Massoned up in Ships” which
“might blowe upp the Dike that stopt the passage to the Towne of
Rochell.”16 As well, Gerbier relates in the manuscript discovered
by Isaac Disraeli that the Duke had dictated a letter to be sent to
the Rochellese: "The last advice I gave them from him contained
these words, 'Hold out but three weeks, and God willing I will be
with you either to overcome or to die there.' The bearer of this
received from my hands a hundred Jacobuses to carry it with speed
and safety." But Buckingham was not to sail to France. In
Portsmouth, he was stabbed to death by a disgruntled officer who
had served in the last campaign. Gerbier had crossed the Alps into
Switzerland before the terrible news caught up with him.

Gerbier was devastated by this unforeseen
calamity. Buckingham had been his protector, his bulwark in a
hostile world. In his own words, the Duke was his “shield against
adversity.” Alone in a dreary Swiss inn, he wondered what would
happen to him now.

The loss of his patron left him literally as
well as figuratively stranded. Should he go on or should he turn
back? Common sense told him there was no use continuing on "a dead
man's credentials." He decided to find the Earl of Carlisle. Since
he had lost his protector he would need all the powerful friends he
could muster. Leaving Scaglia at Turin closeted with the Duke of
Savoy, Gerbier continued southwards. He located the courtier at
Venice and lost no time in explaining the real circumstances of
Porter's mission. Carlisle saw.immediately how he had been duped.
With his customary courtly manners, he thanked his informer
profusely for bringing it to his attention. He let loose upon
Gerbier "a legion of compliments which he had always in store," but
nothing more.17 No offers of assistance; no promises to help him
find preferment. Nothing. Gerbier started back for England. By
November the more fortunate Scaglia had joined Endymion Porter in
Spain.18

Gerbier found London the same as he had left
it. He must have experienced a moment's surprise that the old
Gothic church of St. Paul's was still standing, that the lions
still roared in the Tower of London, and that the Thames watermen
brawled and cursed with their customary gusto, as if the great Duke
of Buckingham had not departed from the earth. For Balthazar
Gerbier, the Duke’s death was a personal tragedy. For twelve years
he had served Buckingham; his life had revolved around that
glorious person. There is every reason to believe that he shed
bitter tears over his bereavement as well as his unemployment.

There have been many accounts of the Duke of
Buckingham, but no one was in a better position to draw him from
the life than his painter. Here he is as Gerbier recalled him in
1653:

 


He was the most perfect figure of a man
amongst all the English nation, the most affable, courteous, and
liberal, the most noble and gallant, very dexterous at exercises,
with a mind that was generally capable of all noble actions:
Connoisseur of all sciences, and the Maecenas of art. The dark side
of the picture was the ease with which he allowed himself to be
deceived by givers of bad advice; moreover he was extremely
amorous, a passion which procured him great enemies within and
without the realm because he respected no one. Finally this
Favourite (gallant as he was) was so unlucky as to have been, along
with others, a cause of the great sense of outrage, miscontents,
and misunderstanding of the people, as much within as without the
realm of Great Britain.19

 


For the rest of his life Gerbier regarded the
period when he served the Duke as the halcyon days. Ever after he
referred to it as "the sweet master's time," and when he sat to Van
Dyck in 1631 he had the artist show him with a paper in his hand
inscribed with the words, "Vivat memoria Buckinga: mii."20 But
during the autumn of 1628 Gerbier could afford no time for
unavailing grief. He had to find bread to put in the mouths of his
large family, as he was wont to say.

As soon as he had kissed his wife and admired
the latest addition to the nursery, he called upon the Duchess of
Buckingham. He expected Madame to retain his services in some
important capacity, and she was certainly very civil, "promising
that she would fulfill in his case all that the late Duke had
intended." But under the mask of her polite words Gerbier sensed
hostility. She had always hidden her aversion to him in deference
to her husband's partiality; now it was no longer necessary. It was
not from her that he learned the details of his legacy: possession
for thirty-one years of the house he and his family lived in at the
east side of the gatehouse on the Strand at a rent of “one pair of
gloves” to be paid on the birthday of Buckingham’s son George, who
was born on January 30, 1628, a modest annuity, and the keepership
of York House.21 (The collection remained almost intact; the
widowed duchess sold only a few paintings to the Earl of
Northumberland and exchanged some of the more lascivious works for
religious subjects from the King’s collection.22) The beneficiary
was far from grateful, even disgruntled. Was this all "the
recompense and livelihood" he got for twelve years service? Only
Balthazar Gerbier knew what that service had been. No man was ever
better served than the Duke of Buckingham by his painter. Painter!
He had been confidential secretary, art advisor, majordomo, spy,
diplomat - anything his master had willed. But compared with
Buckingham's other favourites, what did he have to show for it? Was
he rich like Endymion Porter? Or a high government official like
Edward Conway? As for the keepership of York House, that was
"servitude without profit," but he would never relinguish it
because it was public testimony of the late Duke's good opinion of
him. While Gerbier considered himself underpaid, the Duchess of
Buckingham hated to see him get even that much. She seized on the
pretext that he was not a naturalized citizen and insisted that he
could not receive the bequests. In desperation Gerbier appealed to
an intimate friend of King Charles who presented his case to the
King. Charles agreed that Gerbier was a victim of gross injustice
and promptly put a stop to it. By special letters patent he
naturalized Gerbier and declared him eligible to receive his
legacy.23 He went further. He took Gerbier into his service, giving
him a place in the Royal Works (principally to purchase paintings
for the royal collection) and, as well, assigning him to assist the
Master of Ceremonies.24

As assistant to Sir John Finet, His Majesty's
Master of Ceremonies, Gerbier had to look after certain state
visitors. He no sooner bid adieu to a French marquis than another
important visitor was given into his charge. It was none other than
Peter Paul Rubens who arrived, laden with honours from the court of
Spain, as King Philip’s special envoy and the Infanta Isabella’s
unofficial ambassador. In 1625 Rubens had prophesied that he and
Gerbier would one day achieve high diplomatic rank. Half of his
prophecy had come true. Despite the long-drawn-out negotiations
between Rubens and Gerbier, despite the meddling attempts at
mediation by the Abbe de Scaglia, despite Spinola's journey to
Madrid expressly to inform King Philip and Olivarez of the Spanish
Netherlands' need for peace, despite Carlisle's sonorous
proclamations in every court in Europe of the peace-loving nature
of His Britannic Majesty, in the end it was Buckingham who
accomplished the peace treaty. He did this simply by dying.
Olivarez had so loathed him that while the Duke held power in
England peace was an impossibility. Rubens had not come to England
to sign the peace treaty. His assignment was to prepare the ground
for it. In the complex of arrangements the most important part was
to synchronize the exchange of ambassadors. Sir Francis Cottington,
newly appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer, was to go to Madrid
while a Spanish grandee named Don Carlos de Coloma was to come to
London. It was an extremely delicate situation. With the eyes of
the civilized world upon them, neither Spain nor England wished to
appear more eager than the other to end the war. They were more
afraid of appearing an aggressor in peace than they had been in
war. It was as if both sides were waiting for some supramundane
orchestra to start up before they would release their puppet
dancers, Coloma and Cottington, to minuet in perfect time across
the ballroom of Europe. Rubens could be said to be the maestro. On
June 5, 1629, it was reported to Spain by one of that country’s
spies that “upon Tuesday in our Whitsun week Rubens the Painter
came to London and was lodged at his familiar friend’s house called
Jarbier, a man well known among you.”26

Gerbier’s first duty was to take Rubens to
Greenwich Palace to present his credentials to King Charles. To
honour his friend, Gerbier requisitioned one of the royal barges
for the journey by water. This well-meant gesture got him in
trouble with Sir John Finet. The punctilious Master of Ceremonies
scolded him for breaching protocol, saying that Rubens was “only an
envoy, though entitling himself secretary of state to the Council
of Flanders” and could not be ferried around in a royal barge.25
Gerbier was left fuming.

Peter Paul and his brother-in-law Henry Brant
(not John who had accompanied Vosbergen) stayed with Monsieur and
Madame Gerbier from their arrival in May 1629 to their departure in
March 1630. During his mission, Rubens was sent for repeatedly by
the King; the chief minister, Lord Treasurer Weston, entertained
him at dinner; and all the Carlisles and Hollands around Whitehall
fell over themselves to oblige him. The charming painter-diplomat
was the most sought-after person in London. All these important
people were in and out of Gerbier's house. They talked to Rubens
with great deference while ignoring the host as if he were "of no
account." Gerbier's feelings were outraged. In a long letter of
grievance to Cottington in Spain, he said “I will take the liberty
to tell you freely … that I have great occasion to complain …that
Gerbier is no longer employed. That as he had the honour to begin
this business, he ought not to have been thus left to serve the
Signor Jeronimo, that is to say to be innkeeper to Rubens.”27 That
was what he had become - from Rubens's equal he had been demoted to
his innkeeper. The bitter injustice of it sickened him. He who had
started the whole negotiation for the Spanish Treaty was trusted no
farther than to serve the wine to Rubens's visitors. Rubens himself
drank no strong spirits. Gerbier, however, bore Rubens no ill will.
Any resentment he had nurtured towards the great painter during
their sometimes frustrating negotiations had disappeared. Living
under the same roof with him for many months had proved to Gerbier
the sterling worth of the man. All the attention he was receiving
at the English court, following his personal triumph at Madrid, had
not turned his head. He alone remembered Gerbier, treating him with
the respect owed a valued confrere. After his audiences with the
King and his conferences with the nobility, he would sit with
Gerbier by the hour describing everything that had passed and
asking advice on all matters pertaining to the court and the
courtiers.

Peter Paul endeared himself to Madame Gerbier
and the children as well. His engaging personality, sense of
humour, and even temper made him the most delightful of house
guests. He had undertaken a portrait of his hostess with three of
the children at her knee. Deborah's serene and bountiful beauty
shines forth in the portrait now in the National Gallery of Art in
Washington. For the occasional sitting she held baby Charles on her
lap for he too was to be included in the finished portrait. The
baby had the distinction of having King Charles for his
godfather.28

Rubens also did a drawing in red and black
chalk of Deborah Gerbier alone that hangs in the Hermitage Museum
in St. Petersburg.29 Dated 1629, the sitter is erroneously
identified as Gerbier’s daughter – at that time, the eldest,
Elizabeth, was only nine years old. Drawn in profile, the subject
is the same tranquil beauty that we see in the family portrait but
there Deborah is a mother figure. In the drawing, she is a
beautiful, desirable woman, the love of Gerbier’s life. More than
he deserved, his contemporaries might say.

While scoring his greatest success as a
diplomat, Rubens was gathering new laurels as an artist. Charles
commissioned him to decorate Inigo Jones's Banqueting House with an
allegorical ceiling mural depicting his father, King James,
ascending to heaven. In accordance with his usual practice, Rubens
made sketches for the approval of his patron: as was his practice
the canvases would be painted later in his studio at Antwerp. The
busy painter-diplomat was also working on a large painting
portraying the theme of “Peace and War” as a gift for King Charles.
This picture, now in the National Gallery in London, is a glorious
tableau overflowing with the painter's love of life - rosy flesh,
golden tresses, ripe fruit, and dew-sprinkled flowers, are depicted
in extravagant array. As a compliment to his friend Balthazar and
his wife, Rubens used the three elder children, posed almost
exactly as they appear in the family portrait, in this
masterpiece.30

With his uncanny ability to ferret out news,
Gerbier knew even before the painter himself that King Charles
planned to confer a knighthood upon Rubens. He wrote this piece of
gossip to Cottington, who had taken up his ambassadorial duties in
Madrid. The next day the King called him in and, coming to the
point at once, inquired how he knew Rubens was to be knighted. He
told him in confidence that it was quite true, but he wondered how
Gerbier had found out. Gerbier's already "offended spirit" was
outraged. This was conclusive proof that his letters to Spain were
opened. Such distrust wounded him to the heart. He was in no doubt
who distrusted him. It was the all-powerful Lord Treasurer
Weston.31 As much as he tried to ingratiate himself with
Buckingham's successor, he never could overcome Weston's antipathy
to him.

At this very time Gerbier was serving as
Weston's artistic adviser for his new country estate at Roehampton
near London. Gerbier chose paintings for the chapel and stone urns
for the garden; most importantly, he arranged for an equestrian
statue of King Charles that was to stand in the formal garden he
was designing for Roehampton. (Today, Londoners hurrying to and
from work pass this statue at Charing Cross.) The commission was
given and paid for by the Earl of Arundel. As the new chief
minister, Weston was receiving the bribes that had formerly gone to
the Duke of Buckingham. Bedridden with a fever, Gerbier directed
the entire project from his sick bed in his father-in-law’s house
at Bethnal Green. Just before Christmas 1629 he sent a model of the
statue to Weston, flattering him by saying that he “thought [it]
would be the best because it is his Lordship’s own invention.”
Next, he despatched the sculptor, Hubert Le Sueur, to Roehampton
“to reconnoitre the spot where Carolus Magnus should be set up.”
When Weston was ready to proceed, Gerbier (“from my Hospital at
Bidnall Green”) drew up a draft agreement. The statue was to be
larger than life by one foot, the sculptor was to use only the best
yellow and red copper, and he was “to take the advice of his Maj.
Ridders of greate Horsses, as well as fer the Shaep of the Horsse
and action as for the graesfull shaepe and action of his Maj.
figure one the same.”32 The price was fixed at 600l. Le Sueur was
to complete it in eighteen months. Gerbier took great pains with
the statue, but there is no indication that Weston appreciated his
efforts. "Carolus Magnus," as Gerbier called it, is the famous
bronze statue that today stands at Charing Cross.

Gerbier’s correspondence with Weston also
supplies details about the garden he was designing for the Lord
Treasurer. It was to be laid out so as to provide a vista from the
grand saloon of four short and four long parterres of low clipped
box designed in a formal pattern, with the equestrian statue placed
where it would “appear to great advantage … not being surrounded by
too many trees.” The formal garden, of course, had to have the
ubiquitous stoneware vases, and we find Gerbier reporting that he
had “been with the maker of the vases for flowers. If not taken,
they will be sent to Moor Park.” He listed the number of vases he
wanted and their prices: thirty at five shillings each “like those
which the Queen has at Saint James” and four for the corners at ten
shillings each. With its enfilade of parterres, its urns, and the
equestrian statue, Gerbier’s garden design for Roehampton was a
thoroughly Italianate creation.

By February 1630 Rubens's visit was drawing
to an end. Gerbier hated to see him go. He expressed the wish that
Olivarez had authorized Rubens to stay in London as joint
ambassador with Don Carlos de Coloma in the peace treaty
negotiations. Before Rubens’s departure, the two friends acted in
concert once more. On March 5 they called upon the new Dutch
ambassador, Sir Albert Joachimi. This was a completely unauthorized
visit and Rubens, seconded by Gerbier, had simply gone to urge
suspension of arms between the Dutch and the Spanish in the
Netherlands. Peace with the Dutch was always Rubens’s prime
objective. His hope was that the Anglo-Spanish peace would pave the
way. The talk with Ambassador Joachimi, however, was not a meeting
of minds. The Dutch diplomat was left with the bad impression that
England had abandoned his country and that Rubens was now advising
the Dutch to save themselves through a quick peace with Spain.
Implacably, he told Rubens that there was only one way to bring
“quiet and rest after long war to all the seventeen provinces” and
that was “by chasing the Spaniards from thence”: in short by
continuing the Dutch war of independence. It was a highly
displeased Joachimi who waited upon King Charles and Secretary of
State Dorchester to ask if England had, as Rubens alleged,
initiated the unilateral peace with Spain.33

Joachimi might have taken heart from the turn
of events. Cottington reported from Spain that King Philip IV would
not commit himself on the Palatinate and informed Charles that if
he insisted on restitution, he might as well recall him.
Nevertheless, Charles continued with the treaty, accepting Philip’s
promise that after the signing he would restore Spain’s portion of
the lands and would intervene with his Habsburg cousins for
eventual total restituion. Charles had crossed the Rubicon. He must
have known that what he did not now secure for his sister he would
never get. The poor woman in her exile at The Hague remained
unconsoled by fraternal assurances.

Sir Peter Paul Rubens, as he could now call
himself, received a final mark of favour from the English king.
Charles bought a diamond ring and diamond hatband from Gerbier for
500l. and these he presented to his departing guest. As well as
receiving prompt payment for the jewelry, "Balthazar Gerbier, Esq.,
His Majesty's Servant," was also reimbursed for his hospitality to
Rubens and Henry Brant without delay.34 This was rare behavior for
Charles, who never paid anybody until it was impossible to do
otherwise. Apparently everyone, with the exception of Weston, had a
somewhat guilty conscience where Gerbier was concerned. After all,
it was he who had "commenced this business" of the peace treaty
with Spain.

 


 


Chapter 10

 


THE FEUD WITH THE GENTILESCHI




A feud is the most debilitating of social
relationships. Unlike a duel it is never over and done with, but
involves constant preparedness both for offensive and defensive
action. During the difficult years when he was negotiating with
Rubens, Gerbier's strength was sapped by a feud with a family of
artists named Gentileschi. To examine the Gerbier-Gentileschi feud
from the beginning is to understand the inevitability of the
quarrel. Orazio, the father, was an elderly Italian painter of
international reputation. He and his three grown sons had come to
London from Paris in 1626 at the invitation of King Charles.1 From
the time he was crowned, Charles had begun a determined search for
a court painter - a search which would end only when Van Dyck
settled in London in 1632. His first protege was Daniel Mytens.
Even as Prince of Wales, Charles had insisted on a pension for
Mytens and one of his first acts as monarch was to increase the
amount.2 But Mytens's competent royal portraits did not satisfy
him. The Dutch artist depicted Charles as Gerbier described him,
with a narrow forehead, a large nose, and an awkward stance. In the
hope of refining Mytens's style (or beclouding his clear eye),
Charles despatched him to the Continent for a period of study.3 But
Charles had another idea in mind. What he really wanted was to lure
an Italian painter to his court, for Italian art still basked in
the radiance of Titian and Tintoretto. He had made several
unsuccessful attempts in this direction when he heard of Orazio
Gentileschi, at that moment working in France for Marie de Medici.
All the courtiers returning from Paris after the royal wedding
praised this artist who painted in the fashionable Caravaggesque
manner of strongly contrasted light and shadow. Gerbier was likely
among those who sang his praises because when the Duke of
Buckingham went to fetch Queen Henrietta Maria he looked up the
artist and purchased two of his paintings.4 On seeing these
interesting "night pieces," Charles asked Buckingham to entice the
artist to London. When Gentileschi arrived in 1626 Charles and
Buckingham were thrilled to have captured a genuine Italian
painter. They rolled out the red carpet for him. Gentileschi was
paid 500l. as compensation for leaving Paris, allotted an annuity
of 100l. and given a beautiful house which London craftsmen were
ordered to furnish sumptuously.5 The old man was taken up by the
court circle. His name appears more than once at the festivities
during Bassompierre's mission to England.6

Unfortunately, his first commissions were at
York House. An Italian painter fed on past successes and swollen
with conceit, under the same roof as a jealous, Frenchified curator
was an infallible recipe for trouble. Between the nerve-wracking
meetings with Rubens in 1627, Gerbier had resumed his duties as
Keeper of York House, thus as Gentileschi painted the “Nine Muses"
on ceiling panels for the grand saloon, he and Gerbier were in
daily contact. Trouble really began when Gentileschi refused to
second Gerbier's judgment on works of art. "The first distaste
between Mr. Gerbier and myself was that I would not accord with him
in the maintaining and approving the goodness of such statues and
pictures as he would have me," Gentileschi later explained. It is
possible that the newly arrived pieces from the Rubens collection
were included in his condemnation. At any rate, Gerbier panicked
and attempted to bribe his loquacious critic, only to be rejected
scornfully. From the new acquisitions Gentileschi's debunking
spread to the pictures already hanging on the walls of York House.
Gerbier had to stand by while the wizened little Italian criticized
fortissimo the exquisite things he had so lovingly assembled.
Without a qualm Gentileschi announced that the pictures were "not
of that merit and value as he [Gerbier] hath reported."7 The only
pictures he could not find fault with were the Magdalene and the
Holy Family painted by his own hand. Although Gerbier had been able
to dismiss the criticism of James Palmer as "the presumption and
ignorance" of a dilettante, the opinion of the famous Italian
artist was not so easily discredited. The worst of it was that the
maligned curator could not properly defend himself. He had to
control his anger, not daring to affront Gentileschi in his
master's house. Not only was one of Gentileschi's husky sons
employed at York House, but fate had chosen this inauspicious
moment to create trouble between Gerbier and his patron.

Owing to an unfortunate coincidence
Buckingham believed that Gerbier had helped Lady Purbeck, the
Duke's adulterous sister-in-law, escape from the officers he had
sent to arrest her. It so happened that while the lady was under
duress at a house in the Strand, Gerbier was next door at the
Italian ordinary sitting down to a Shrove Tuesday dinner of
pancakes with the Abbe de Scaglia, the Savoyard ambassador. Their
dinner was a disturbed one. First, there was a constant hubbub of
curiosity-seekers passing through the inn to scale the garden wall
for a glimpse of the notorious lady. Next, some of the Abbe's own
men burst in upon him in carnival costume, roistering in "a wanton
Shrift-Tuesday looseness." Finding their master unable to
appreciate the fun because of his annoyance at the undesirable
citizenry trooping by his table, one of the merrymakers was sober
enough to suggest a way to clear the inn of such rabble. Why not
dress the ambassador's little page in women's garments and put him
into a coach, at the same time setting up the hue and cry that Lady
Purbeck was making an escape? All the Peeping Toms would then rush
out of the inn and chase after the coach until it and they were out
of sight. This would leave the Abbe and his guest free to enjoy
their pre-Lenten meal. The idea was immediately acted upon, and for
a few minutes the Strand looked like a mad Mardi Gras revel, with
masqueraders dancing and gesticulating and a mob of people rushing
down the street. The coach was soon overtaken and everyone saw that
"Lady Purbeck" was only a lad in a woman's dress. But during the
excitement the real Lady Purbeck managed to escape from under the
nose of the police sergeants. Buckingham had looked forward with
grim pleasure to seeing his sister-in-law paraded through London in
the shameful white sheet of the adulteress. He was furious that she
had eluded him and he turned on Gerbier and Scaglia vindictively,
accusing them of acting as her accomplices. An almost hysterical
Gerbier begged his patron to believe that he "had no correspondence
at all with the Lady Purbeck, nor had seen her since the days that
she lived in amity with the Duke and all the family of the
Villiers." Scaglia maintained, with all the abbatial dignity he
could summon, that they had certainly not had "any premeditated
design with her, nor to contribute to her escape." At last they
were able to convince the Duke of their innocence, but their
disgrace seems to have endured at least the forty days of Lent for
the reconciliation was in the form of a feast at Gerbier's home.
Buckingham forgave in the magnanimous manner of a king's favourite.
He bestowed supreme honour on Gerbier and Gerbier's house by
bringing the King and Queen two days later "to accept like
entertainment because the manner thereof was pleasing."8 The court
sat up and took notice of this great (and expensive) honour
bestowed upon the Duke's painter. "It could not stand him in less
than a thousand pounds," one newsletter reported.9

With the misunderstanding cleared away,
Gerbier decided to do some more entertaining. One day he greeted
Gentileschi most affably and with apparent good will invited him to
supper at his home. If the artist was surprised at this volte-face
he nonetheless accepted the offer of free hospitality. The
invitation was a trap. At the table, presumably in the presence of
Madame Gerbier, the host began to berate his guest, accusing him of
ruining his reputation and threatening to drive him out of England
if he did not stop his calumny. The excitable Gerbier began to
swear and curse. Summoning what little remained of his contempt and
dignity, Gentileschi fled to his own house.10 No doubt happier than
he had been in weeks, the revenged (if far from gracious) host
relaxed in the bosom of his startled family. He was not worried
about Gentileschi's tale-bearing. He planned to deny everything.
Now that his credit with his master was repaired he had no
fears.

Gerbier's next move was to stir up the Dutch
art colony in London against Gentileschi. He warned them that the
Italian and his sons were stealing their commissions. (The
versatile internationalist had become one hundred per cent Dutch
for the moment.) The Dutchmen "combined together" to try to force
the Gentileschi family out of the country. An interesting sidelight
is that in that same year of 1627 the guild of English artists, the
Painters and Stainers Company, was trying to oust all foreign
competitors.11 The preeminence of Gentileschi made him the chief
offender. Prominently mentioned in the Company's petition was
Daniel Mytens, back from Flanders. Also listed were Geldorp,
Belcamp, Vroom, Steenwyck, De Neve, and Vanderdort. From this
document we learn the names of the Dutch artists working in London
at the time. Owing to the ill offices of Gerbier and his cohorts,
Gentileschi began to find his credit impaired with the tradesmen.
His enemies had circulated the rumour that the Gentileschi family
would not pay their bills.12 Now the poulterer would not sell him
chickens, the wine merchant would not supply him with Chianti, and
the cabinet maker would not deliver his furniture without ready
money. As it happened, in the little matter of prompt settlement of
accounts Gentileschi could not oblige. He had discovered that
although the King and the Duke of Buckingham were fast to promise,
they were slow to pay. When Endymion Porter heard of his plight he
hurried over to offer his help - at his usual rate of commission.
While Gentileschi had haughtily "refused to condescend unto or
accept the benefits" proferred by Gerbier, he was quick to promise
Porter a fat bribe if he could get his money for him. Porter
accordingly solicited on his behalf, and succeeded in drawing forth
from the Privy Purse L1,500 of which he kept L200 for himself.
Porter's kindness did not stop there. He got the Duke to pay up
L500 of what he owed Gentileschi.13 Finding Porter's rates too
steep, however, Gentileschi conducted his next assault on his
patron's money himself. Just before the expedition to the Isle of
Rhe, the Duke confided to Gerbier that Gentileschi had "squized" a
further L400 out of his "purs."14

Was this galling confidence the immediate
cause of the next incident? One Sunday morning while Londoners were
on their way to church, Orazio's son Francesco was stopped on the
street and served with a warrant for his arrest. He was charged
with owing money to one John Rous. It was no coincidence that John
Rous was Balthazar Gerbier's servant. It is to be imagined what an
emotional quartet the Gentileschi now became. On behalf of his son,
Orazio vehemently denied the charge, maintaining that it was a plot
to disgrace his name. Meanwhile, the unperturbed complainant went
ahead with his law suit. When Rous was asked how he, a poor
servant, could enjoy the luxury of litigation, he replied
mysteriously that "he had a friend who would pay the expenses up to
100l."15 Suddenly the law suit was dropped. The likeliest
explanation is that Rous's "friend" had been called to Holland to
meet with Rubens, and when Gerbier returned from that frustrating
experience Francesco and his brother Guilio were in Italy buying
pictures for the King. It was on his travels with Rubens around
Holland in 1627 that Gerbier discovered Gerard Honthorst and urged
him to come to England. No doubt he recognized in him a strong
challenger for Gentileschi's English popularity. Writing to Sir
Dudley Carleton at The Hague from London on April 5, 1628, Gerbier
was insistent: "I trust you will not forget to bring over M.
Honthorst for the Duke offers to give him joint employment with his
Majesty.”16

As we have seen, Gerbier was in Venice right
after the death of the Duke in August 1628. Taking coffee with
Daniel Nys in the Piazza San Marco, he would naturally have wanted
to hear the details of the fabulous art transaction which Nys and
Nicholas Lanier were in the process of completing. They were the
agents responsible for the greatest coup in the international art
market - the purchase of the Duke of Mantua's cabinet for the King
of England. But Gerbier also made enquiries about a little matter
that especially interested him. How had Francesco and Guilio
Gentileschi behaved themselves in Italy? What he heard delighted
him; it was a story of petty peculation and misappropriation of
funds. On his return to England Gerbier lost no time in passing on
this information. To strengthen his case he involved Nicholas
Lanier, then in London. Lanier seemed quite prepared to state that
the Gentileschi brothers had got hold of 500l. from English agents
abroad for their own use during their Italian buying trip. Until
Gerbier stirred up this mud the brothers were saying that they had
economically undertaken their assignment for 80l.17

The private feud was henceforth to be a
public battle. Gentileschi replied to the charges against his sons
in a formal memorandum addressed to Lord Dorchester, the new
Secretary of State. As partisan as he was, Orazio was forced to
admit that the sum of money his sons had spent on themselves in
Italy was not so low as they claimed but somewhere in the
neighbourhood of 150l.18 He too invoked Nicholas Lanier, averring
that his sons would be only too happy to clear up the whole matter
in front of that gentleman. What was Nicholas Lanier's stand in
this affair? Privately he complained to Gerbier not only of Guilio
and Francesco's pilfering of royal funds but of their rude and
downright wicked conduct towards him. Yet to Lord Dorchester he
must have told a different story for the brothers were apparently
vindicated. In his testimony Nicholas Lanier was possibly
influenced by the fact that he was the lover of Artemesia
Gentileschi, the artist-sister of the defendants, who lived a
glamourous and sinful life in Italy.19 While Gerbier was
bedevilling Francesco and Guilio, it is not surprising that brother
Marco, the heavy-handed fellow in the service of the widowed
Duchess of Buckingham, should be tormenting him. Gerbier was
terrified of him. He got the faithful John Rous to arrest the
bully, charging that his master stood in fear of his life. Soon
after this, the litigious Rous arranged to get a writ served on the
other two brothers. On the instance of some sound advice from "a
friend," Guilio and Francesco "forthwith repaired to the Crown
Office and there voluntarily bound themselves" to the King. Gerbier
was too furious to be stopped by this manoeuvre of hiding behind
the royal skirts. On New Year's Day he again attempted to arrest
Francesco for debt, this time stepping out from behind John Rous
and acting in his own name. He made arrangements with the
constabulary to have Francesco “clapped into prison.” However, as
the outraged father told the story, “the said officers by the
earnest persuasion of a gentleman, late servant of my Lord Duke's,
carried him to a house and took bail." All through the
Gerbier-Gentileschi quarrel the subtle influence of the Duchess of
Buckingham can be seen working against Gerbier. Such a bitter
quarrel was bound to break into violence. A few weeks after the
second abortive arrest of Francesco, Guilio was strolling down the
Strand when he encountered Gerbier in the company of the
inseparable John Rous. An argument ensued and the hot-blooded
Italian hit Gerbier over the head with his sheathed sword. The blow
was hard enough to crack the scabbard so that when Rous attempted
to wrest the sword from Guilio he cut his hand badly. Gerbier and
Rous cried murder. At the sight of the gathering crowd, Guilio
dropped his sword and fled. The battered victims were helped into a
shop by the mob, which probably enjoyed it all as a nice change
from bear baiting. But there was another treat in store for the
onlookers. Into the shop strode Marco Gentileschi. By chance (or so
he later testified) he was on his way home from “the Town” when,
attracted by the excitement, he went into the shop to investigate.
Like a gored bull Gerbier fell upon him. With fists flying the
antagonists set to. Gerbier, the popular hero of the moment,
abetted by the cheering crowd, wrested the sword from Marco who
promptly fled.20

After such a disturbance of the peace Gerbier
had little difficulty in securing the arrest of Guilio and Marco.
This left him free to concentrate upon their father. Earlier, he
had given Dorchester a spiteful document entitled "The Sommes of
Monnys Gentilesco Hath Recaeved."21 Listing each item and its cost
in business-like fashion, he accused Orazio Gentileschi of being an
extortionist of the first degree. As an example, he claimed that
the Magdalene for which Buckingham had paid 300l. was "in regarde
of rare peeces of Titian and better Masters than he, may be worth
50l." Now Gerbier began repeating his accusations more insistently.
Dorchester, from his long acquaintance with the tenacious Gerbier
(for Secretary of State Dorchester was the former Sir Dudley
Carleton), knowing that he would never let the matter drop,
commanded Gentileschi "on the part of His Majesty to give an
account of what was presented to you by the Duke of Buckingham of
glorious memory." In a "Memorial" seething with thinly-disguised
fury, Gentileschi did as he was commanded. Between the lines the
old man was saying that in all his travels and appointments to the
crowned heads of Europe he had never been so grossly insulted,
"very different to when I was called by the Republic of Genoa, by
the Grand Duke of Tuscany, by his Highness of Savoy, and lastly by
the Queen Mother of France."22

And so it went, charge and countercharge with
no clear victory for either side. Charles continued to employ both
Gentileschi and Gerbier, commissioning the one to paint the
ceilings of the Queen's House at Greenwich23 and the other to buy
works of art for the royal galleries. In 1629 and 1630 a number of
contracts for pictures and statues that passed through the
hard-pressed Exchequer bore the name of Balthazar Gerbier as agent
for the King.24 We can assume that the bad feeling between the two
men continued. Buckingham had intended that “the great upper room”
that Gentileschi used as his studio should be allotted to Gerbier
when the Italian artist departed from the York House estate.25
However, Gentileschi stayed on. He was still there several years
after Gerbier left England - a thorn in the side of the Duchess,
who asked Secretary Dorchester to oust him in order that she
herself might have the use of the premises.26

As for the initial cause of the feud -
Gentileschi's calling into question Gerbier's connoisseurship -
Rubens could be said to have settled the matter. While in England
in 1629, he wrote a friend in Flanders that he had "never seen such
a quantity of pictures by great masters as in the palace of the
King of England and in the gallery of the late Duke of
Buckingham."27 We can imagine with what pride the Keeper of York
House piloted his friend through room after room filled with
magnificent paintings, sculpture, gems and medals.28 Entering the
Great Hall, hung with the copy of Titian's Gloria made in Spain in
1623 and Van Dyck's The Continence of Scipio, Rubens was greeted by
the classical statues he had sold to Buckingham. Then strolling
through the palace, he came across thirty-two of his own paintings
- his equestrian portrait of the Duke enjoying pride of place in
the Great Chamber. Lest this be thought the reason for his high
praise of the collection, it should be noted that York House
contained over a hundred paintings by the Venetian masters
including twenty-two Titians, twenty-one Bassanos, father and son,
seventeen Tintorettos, sixteen Veroneses, two Correggios and one
Giorgione. The Florentine master, Andrea del Sarto, was represented
by eleven paintings. Of the greatest of the Old Masters, there were
two Leonardos (and a little copy of "Labella Jucunda"), two
Raphaels, and one Michelangelo. Of modern Italians, Domenicho Fetti
led the field with sixteen canvases. The work of this artist
displays all the influences that Gerbier loved best - Venetian
painting, Rubens, and Caravaggism. Although there were only a few
paintings by Caravaggio himself (and these may have been copies),
his influence was to be seen throughout the galleries, with
canvases by Baglione, Manfredi, Honthorst, and Gentileschi. A
surprising note is an early version of El Greco's Christ Driving
the Traders from the Temple - seventeenth-century collectors as a
rule overlooked this artist. Indeed, the picture was kept in an
upper room and was unattributed in Buckingham's day. There were
Dutch and German works as well, portraits by Antonis Mor and
Pourbus the Younger, and contemporary Dutch artists, particularly
those working in England in the 1620s. Not surprisingly, the
northern artists selected were mainly those who, like Rubens,
painted in an Italianate style. Many of the paintings had been
purchased by Gerbier himself or on his orders; certainly not one of
the three hundred and thirty pictures had been hung on the walls of
York House without his approval. Buckingham gave him free rein.
Constant travel to Paris, Madrid, and Italy educated his artistic
sensibilities so that he became one of the outstanding connoisseurs
of his time. The famous York House collection, until sadly
dispersed during the Civil Wars, was a tribute to Buckingham’s
munificence and Gerbier’s taste.

 


 


Chapter 11

 


DIPLOMAT




After four parliaments had attacked his
prerogative, King Charles was determined never to call another one.
As wars could not be fought without Parliament’s support, in 1629 a
truce was reached with France and in November 1630 the Treaty of
Madrid ended the war with Spain. This in no way altered the war
that was raging on the Continent. In the Netherlands the Dutch were
on the offensive against the Spanish provinces, town after town
falling to their besieging army. Germany continued to be the
battleground in the fight between the Catholic Emperor and the
Protestant princes. The Protestants had just acquired a champion in
the Swedish warrior-king, Gustavus Adolphus who, strange to say,
was financed by subsidies from Richelieu. The league between France
and Spain had dissolved and with it any plans for a united attack
on England. As Gerbier and Rubens had predicted, the Catholic
powers were like fire and water - their national ambitions doomed
any alliance. With Catholic France now on the Protestant side, the
so-called religious war was openly a power struggle between rival
dynasties. But in the midst of a war-torn Europe, England and Spain
at least were at peace and resumed diplomatic relations. This
development gave Gerbier the opportunity he had longed for all his
life - to become a diplomat.

On an April day in 1631, King Charles, at his
palace of Woodstock, affixed his private seal to a warrant
authorizing “Balthazar Gerbier, Esq. to be our Agent with the
Archduchess of Austria.”1 While not allowing him ambassadorial
rank, this nevertheless made Gerbier the diplomatic representative
of the King of England in Flanders. The second part of Rubens's
prophecy had come true. After all his disappointments and slights
this preferment dazzled Gerbier. Whom did he have to thank for it?
There can be no doubt that his patron was the King himself.
Dorchester made this clear to Gerbier: "You are a minister of his
own choice."2 Charles had loved Buckingham and some of that
fondness remained for Buckingham's devoted servant. But it was more
than that. It was recognition that Gerbier had “commenced this
business” of the peace treaty with Spain. In fact, Charles
indicated to Gerbier that this relatively minor appointment was
simply a trial and a training, and that he intended higher
employment for him.3 And if Lord Treasurer Weston, with his cold
personality, could never stomach Gerbier, Don Carlos de Coloma, the
departing Spanish ambassador extraordinary, had spoken up for him
when Charles inquired how the Infanta would like a Hollander to
reside in her court.4 That Coloma endorsed his appointment is proof
that at this time Gerbier was considered a member of the dominant
Spanish faction at court. This is confirmed by the Venetian
ambassador who calls him “a servant of the late Duke of Buckingham
and a man dependent on Spanish sympathies.” It is hard to imagine
that Charles would have sent a Dutchman into the Spanish
Netherlands otherwise.

It goes without saying that Gerbier was not
slow in pressing his advantage. As he was later to admit, "Unmodest
ambition urged me to wish for this employment."5 The new diplomat
was to be allowed the customary forty shillings a day to maintain
his legation, plus "further sums of money for all extraordinary
charges." Gratifying too was the wording of the instructions, dated
June 7, 1631, framed by the King for his "trusty servant Balthazar
Gerbier, Esq." Reading them, Gerbier felt compensated for the
neglect of the last few years. Complimentary phrases leapt to his
eyes: "to send a person of sufficiency to remain at Brussels
...special choice of you to serve in that place for the good
opinion we have of your ability and faithfulness to discharge the
same."6 His instructions got down to particulars. English foreign
policy was still aimed at the restitution of the Palatinate to the
King's brother-in-law. The peace treaty with Spain had made no
provision for this, so Charles now sought other ways and means. He
passed up his best chance when he did not join arms with Gustavus
Adolphus who was sweeping through Germany defeating the imperial
forces, but Charles, like his father before him, preferred to trust
to diplomacy and despatched Sir Robert Anstruther to Vienna to
negotiate a treaty with the Emperor for the return of the
Palatinate. Emperor Ferdinand did not take either Charles or his
ambassador very seriously, however Charles was much in earnest. He
instructed his newly appointed representative at Brussels to do his
utmost to persuade the Infanta to promote the treaty at Vienna with
her Habsburg relatives.

But there was much more to Gerbier's mission.
He was cautioned to be wary, and while "maintaining our amity" with
the Infanta he was "to discover and penetrate any practices that
may be handled to the damage of us or to our state." More
specifically, he was ordered to protect English merchants against
the raids of Dunkirk privateers. During the war with Spain the
Flemish “Dunkirkers” had wreaked havoc on English shipping and it
was likely they would prefer to ignore the fact that the war was
over. Moreover, Gerbier was to extend this protection to Dutch
merchants as a show of England's desire to preserve her "neutrality
and friendship with the United Provinces." Gerbier's sudden glory
did not blind him to the practical difficulties of his assignment.
We find him addressing detailed questions to Secretary of State
Dorchester even before he set foot on Flemish soil: Would the
merchants who suffer from the Dunkirkers make their complaints to
him? If, as a result of the treaty, a commission concerned with
settling trade disputes were set up, would he be one of the
commissioners? Would he be kept informed of the negotiations of Sir
Robert Anstruther and Mr Rusdorf in Vienna? He could do a better
job with the Infanta if he were, he assured Dorchester.7

Gerbier spent some of his last hours in
England making formal calls. One was to the Venetian ambassador
whom he had known at The Hague in 1627. The Venetian was not
impressed with the newly appointed diplomat. "A certain Gerbier has
been despatched these last days, who is going as the King's agent
to Brussels," he reported to the Doge. "He came two days ago to
take leave of me. He is a person of slight consequence. He was a
great servant of the Duke of Buckingham and a painter by his
original profession."8

Before leaving, he performed a charitable act
which casts a new light on his character. In the archives of the
Dutch Church at Austin Friars is a petition dated 1646 from "a
distressed maid" named Ann Collingworth. It appears that fifteen
years earlier she had been "deprived of both her eyes by the
unhappy act of one Ogle Blackbird with a fowling piece [for bird
shooting]." Blackbird was Gerbier's nephew, and to compensate the
poor blind girl, Gerbier endowed her with L160 to be invested by
his father-in-law, William Kipp, for a return of 20 shillings a
month for her maintenance. Unfortunately, the gist of her petition
to the church elders was that Kipp had not paid her anything for a
year, "so that she is likely to perish for want thereof." Whatever
Kipp's circumstances in 1646 (England was in turmoil from the
disastrous civil war), Gerbier's generosity in 1631 speaks well for
him.9

We need no documentation to tell us how busy
Madame Gerbier was preparing for the move. The fact that there were
nine children in the family, all under eleven years of age, speaks
for itself. Always the uncomplaining helpmate, she no doubt did her
part with efficiency and good temper.

The transportation of His Majesty's Agent for
Flanders was assigned to Captain John Pennington, an old sea dog
who had served under Sir Walter Raleigh and the unseaworthy Lord
High Admiral Buckingham. Pennington was to deposit Gerbier at
Dunkirk and return with the King of Spain's agent, Signor
Necolalde. On May 27, 28 and June 3, Pennington reported that he
was awaiting Mr. Gerbier. Then an order arrived from the Lords of
the Admiralty advising him to be "ready with the Bonaventure in the
Downs by the 7th inst." On June 8 Pennington reported that he was
in the Downs but no Mr. Gerbier. Finally on June 16 he was able to
inform the Admiralty that "Gerbier came to Dover last night but
desires not to come aboard till the wind be fair, in respect of his
wife and many children." Also travelling with Gerbier was his
secretary, Sidney Bere, a protege of Lord Dorchester's. It must
have been with relief that the old sailor discharged his duty, for
to be in company with the travelling Gerbiers can only have been
hectic. Mission accomplished, he made his report to the Lords of
the Admiralty: "The 17th received M. Gerbier and his family aboard.
The 18th put them ashore at the fort, two miles on this side of
Dunkirk, it being flat, calm and tide of ebb, so that [I] could not
get up that night."10

The Gerbiers went first to Antwerp, where
they stopped a day or so to allow the paterfamilias to salute Don
Carlos de Coloma. The Spanish diplomat was now playing the soldier,
and with an army of 18,000 foot and 4,000 horse was camped in the
environs of Antwerp. He presented Gerbier to the Marquis de Santa
Croce, generalissimo of the Spanish forces in the Netherlands. When
Coloma heard that Gerbier carried no letter of compliment for the
Marquis from the King of England, he advised him not to present
those he brought with him until a letter arrived for Santa Croce.
It was quite obvious to Gerbier that Santa Croce was a very
important personage "to whom all these Messieurs carry great
respect because he commands them absolutely.11 If Gerbier noticed
that he was getting a cool reception from the Spanish grandees he
kept it to himself, but according to an English observer, "Mr.
Gerbier is not well trusted by the Spanish who slight him much."12
However there was one warm welcome waiting for him in Antwerp. He
found his old friend Peter Paul Rubens with a new child-bride, a
buxom Flemish beauty quite the opposite type to the pale,
mature-looking first wife Gerbier remembered from her many
portraits. Rubens was still the confidant and favourite of the
Infanta Isabella. In fact, he was on the point of leaving for a
meeting with the Marquis d'Aytona, Spinola's successor, a man even
more powerful than the Marquis de Santa Croce. It was generally
believed that Rubens was to be sent to the army headquarters of the
Prince of Orange to negotiate a truce. Gerbier reported home that
he would "use my best diligence to find out what their resolutions
are." It is not hard to guess that Gerbier intended to make his
"ancient friendship" with Rubens the cornerstone of his diplomatic
career in Flanders. Arrived at Brussels, the English party found
court life very quiet for, as Sidney Bere wrote to Dorchester,
"everybody is at the front." Nevertheless, the Infanta was still in
her tomb-quiet palace and Gerbier had a formal audience with her.
The kind woman told him she was glad of his appointment “because he
had worked towards the peace which was so dear to her heart."13

Then before Gerbier could settle into his new
post, a bolt from the blue descended upon Brussels in the person of
the Queen Mother of France. Marie de Medici had joined battle with
Richelieu and lost. After "the Day of Dupes," when she had been
completely discredited with her son King Louis XIII, she had fled
the country. In his despatch of July 11/21, Gerbier reported with
great excitement that she had come to Flanders. As the historian
S.R. Gardiner says, "Gerbier was carried off his balance by the
enthusiasm of the place." The court circle in Brussels went wild.
The courtiers, without even a masque or play to lighten their days
in the bleak palace atmosphere, were enchanted with this real life
drama enacted before their eyes. In spite of her coarse red face,
Marie de Medici was a romantic figure. To Gerbier she took on the
guise of a princess in distress, and when she condescended to tell
him about "la Romance de Sa Sortie" he was completely won over.
Displaying an uncharacteristic lack of political sagacity, he
proceeded to espouse her cause as if it were indistinguishable from
that of the King of England. Without hesitation he sent a man into
France on the Queen Mother's behalf. He believed everything she
told him, even that Cardinal Richelieu had made improper advances
to her daughter-in-law, Anne of Austria, and on being rejected had
tried to poison her. This was the kind of court gossip that Gerbier
relished and he passed it all on to King Charles. He told, not
asked, his master to join the other sons-in-law (the King of Spain
and the Duke of Savoy) in imploring Louis XIII to hear what his
mother had to say in her own defence. He went so far as to remind
Charles to write a few words to his mother-in-law.14

On receipt of Gerbier's packet, Dorchester
forwarded it to Weston. This boded ill for Gerbier, for Weston
hated the whole clique surrounding Marie de Medici and her younger
son Gaston d'Orleans, and felt his interests linked with those of
his French counterpart, Cardinal Richelieu.15 The Lord Treasurer
was certain to find Gerbier in the role of Marie de Medici's
champion even more distasteful than before. King Charles too had
his own strong feelings on the subject. He did not need Weston to
advise him not to take his mother-in-law into his realm and
ultimately into his house. He and Queen Henrietta Maria had
achieved a very happy marriage after a poor beginning; he had no
wish to introduce any complications, foreign or domestic. Charles
was resolved to keep his mother-in-law out of England. Consequently
a stern reprimand was administered to His Majesty's Agent in
Brussels for his "over-hastie diligence" in visiting the Queen
Mother without orders. "I must plainly tell you," Dorchester
scolded, "and by His Majesty's express order, that in some things
that passed betwixt you and the Queen Mother you went too far
particularly in the point of sending an extraordinary Ambassador
into France upon her occasions, which how important soever they are
(and greater they can not well be than those you advertise) yet are
you not to anticipate His Majesty's deliberations and negotiations
upon such affairs by yielding a consent; so far is it from being
permitted you to make proposals or ... inducements for such
overtures as your own letters to His Majesty imply you have done,
accounting it (as it seems) an acceptable service."16 Then
Secretary of State Dorchester introduced a piece of advice that
Gerbier would pay lip service to throughout his diplomatic career:
"For public ministers chiefly resident, howsoever they have eyes to
observe and ears to hear yet have they neither legs to remove nor
lungs to move without order specially in things which draws, as
this doth, engagement on their masters." The letter includes
another bit of fatherly advice: "You played too freely with your
pen upon the Cardinal de Richelieu. Remember these despatches pass
through many hands." Happily the letter ended on a note of
forgiveness. "This you must take rather as a direction than a
correction from His Majesty who calling to mind you are a minister
of his own choice doth graciously pass over this error in one who
is new in affairs but withal commands you more caution and
circumspection hereafter. And now to salve all as well as may be,
His Majesty herewith sends you a letter to the Queen Mother.” A
thoroughly chastened Gerbier replied that knowing his faults he
could correct himself.

He could have saved his apologies, for the
truth was that he had been saddled with one of the most thankless
jobs of anyone in Charles's foreign service. He had to reside in
the same city as Marie de Medici and her emigre court while
repulsing her at every turn, whether she sought aid or asylum from
her daughter's husband. The most he was permitted to do was to
offer "expressions" not "demonstrations" of filial affection.
Perhaps as an added admonishment to the impulsive Gerbier, the King
sent Sir William Balfour to bring his compliments to his
mother-in-law. But Dorchester, who was often very kind to Gerbier
notwithstanding the searing letter he had lately written at the
direction of the King and Weston, softened this blow to Gerbier's
prestige by letting him know "(whereby to free you from all
jealousy) that howsoever Sir Will Balfore hath credential letters
as well to the Infanta as to the Queen Mother he hath no more in
charge than to pass compliments with them both."17

Despite the trouble over Marie de Medici,
England's representative at Brussels was still delighted with his
new appointment. By September the Gerbier family had moved to New
Street. They were now, according to Gerbier's secretary Sidney
Bere, "very finely accommodated having changed our old house for
that where Mr. Trumbull lived which is altogether altered and
fitted to our purpose."18 William Trumbull had been the English
agent at Brussels until the outbreak of the Anglo-Spanish war in
1625. Some letters circa 1614 in the Downshire MSS. indicate that
his house was impressive enough even for the grandiose ideas of its
new occupant.

Like Wotton and Carleton before him, Gerbier
soon learned that to be remembered at home was the greatest problem
of those abroad. Letters and despatches were not enough; each
diplomat in foreign parts had to have his own representative in
London to solicit for him at court, usually a relative or close
friend. Without such an advocate his salary went unpaid and
preferment passed him by. His Majesty's Agent at Brussels chose
Edward Norgate to act for him. Norgate was a dependent of the Earl
of Arundel and travelled a great deal buying pictures for the
Arundel galleries as Gerbier had done for York House. Like Gerbier
he was a miniature painter. His specialty was the illumination of
official documents - in 1633 he would be appointed Windsor Herald.
He and Gerbier were probably connected by marriage for Gerbier
referred to him as Brother Norgate, and the Spaniards at Brussels
identified him as a relative of Gerbier's. Norgate made it his
business to appear periodically before the Lord Treasurer to
respectfully request the payment of Brother Gerbier's salary which,
like that of all the King's diplomats, was always in arrears.

Gerbier also tried a more direct approach. He
had got hold of a very attractive painting and, with the
traditional gift-giving season coming, he thought he saw the ideal
way to make use of it. He added a postscript to his despatch of
December 6/16, 1631, to the Lord Treasurer: “Believing that some
rarity would be acceptable to your Excellency, to present either to
the King or the Queen as a New Year's gift, I have purchased a very
beautiful Virgin and St. Catherine by the hand of Van Dyck, which I
send your Excellency by the bearer. It is, I believe, one of the
best pictures Van Dyck has executed, and I think will afford
pleasure to the King. I entreat your Excellency will be pleased to
accept it from your very humble servant, etc.”19 Then Gerbier
settled down to enjoy an old-fashioned Yuletide in lavish manner
for, as he said, he "must live in a style suitable to the service
of a great King to show the Catholics in Flanders that the
Protestants worship God in respectful manner." 20 A victim of the
York House tradition, he was obviously rationalizing his love of
luxury. In February he received a letter from England from a
protege of his, a French sculptor named Isaac Besniers whom he had
put in the way of some commissions from Weston. Besniers showed his
gratitude by transmitting the following intelligence to Gerbier: “I
likewise inform you that Mr. Geldorp and Mr. Van Dyck write to each
other everything that passes ... so much so that I know that Van
Dyck has written to Geldorp of your having sent a picture to the
Lord Treasurer, which was sent as an original, though a copy; also
that Geldorp has caused the same letter to be shown to the
Treasurer.”21 This George Geldorp was a painter of sorts who had
come to England from Antwerp around 1626. He made more money by
"entertaining ladies and gentlemen with wines and hams and orther
curious establishments and carrying on their intrigues" than he did
by his painting. On receipt of this warning, Gerbier wrote to
Weston in alarm: “The little present that I sent to your Excellency
I bought and paid for as an original, and as such it is
acknowledged by all the painters: the Signor Rubens, who is at the
head of the profession in this country, knows it to be by the hand
of Van Dyck, and moreover, the said Van Dyck, having an intention
of going into England, thanked me personally for having sent this
same picture.”22 He went further, documenting his case with an
affidavit from the dealer who had sold him the painting. It is
probable that Weston remained dubious of its authenticity for once
an artist disowns a picture, all the proofs positive to the
contrary are not likely to be convincing.

Was Gerbier trying to pass off a fake? We
must conclude that he was unless we can discover some evidence that
Van Dyck wished to do him harm. Gerbier's correspondence reveals a
possible motive. "All this misunderstanding emanates from the
malice of Van Dyck," he told Weston, and presently it appears that
Van Dyck had what he must have regarded as good and sufficient
reason to be angry with Gerbier. It concerned the artist's intended
journey to England. Van Dyck had always followed in Rubens's
footsteps. After leaving the master's studio he made the same
pilgrimage to Italy, fell under the same artistic influences,
attached himself in the same manner to several Italian courts, and
by 1628 was back in Antwerp painting Rubenesque altarpieces and
fashionable portraits. Now, encouraged by Rubens's stories of his
success in London, Van Dyck hoped to reap the benefits the older
man had not stopped to garner. It cannot have been a coincidence
that it was at this time that Van Dyck drew Gerbier’s portrait for
his series of etchings of eminent persons.23 The sittings afforded
the perfect opportunity for Van Dyck to broach the subject of
revisiting England where he had spent a short time as a young
artist in 1621. If Gerbier would arrange for the Infanta and the
Queen Mother to send him to England with their portraits as
presents for the King and royal family, it would serve as his
introduction to the English court. Gerbier was only too happy to
oblige since it so happened that he was under orders from King
Charles to steer Van Dyck to England. However, with characteristic
deviousness, Charles insisted that Gerbier conceal this from Van
Dyck; perhaps he was thinking of the troubles he had had with
Orazio Gentileschi because of lavish promises and inducements made
beforehand. All would have been well if it had not been for "that
babbler Geldorp." Geldorp tattled to Van Dyck that King Charles
personally desired his presence in England and that Gerbier was
hiding it from him. The haughty painter was furious. Gerbier's
secretiveness had placed him in the uncomfortable position of
humbly soliciting Charles's patronage instead of graciously
accepting it. Van Dyck's anger at this revelation took the form of
sulks. He was not sure he would go to England after all, he
informed the unfortunate Gerbier who had just been acting on orders
- the kind of orders Charles habitually gave his agents to
hamstring them. Gerbier took the blame on his own shoulders. “I did
not have to render an account to anyone, nor do I intend to," he
wrote the King to illustrate his unquestioning loyalty.24 But if
Van Dyck wanted to retaliate he could not have found a better way
than by denying the authenticity of the gift picture. It was
incidents like this that made Gerbier remark to Norgate, "In my
letany I could say, of Painters deliver mee!"25 As a purveyor of
art he was a longtime sufferer from the artistic temperament. Such
a small embroilment was hardly sufficient to change the course of
Van Dyck's destiny. After much mutual aggravation, the
misunderstanding was smoothed over and Van Dyck set out for
England. By April first he was installed with his servants in
Norgate's London home.26

Perhaps Gerbier was beginning to suspect that
his years in Brussels would be marked by contention. As 1632
progressed, Marie de Medici and her circle unleashed a spate of
malicious rumours about him. Their flood of malice grew to such
proportions that by the end of June Gerbier felt called upon to
answer for his bad name in his official despatch. He blamed it on
being too diligent in the King's service which certain people did
not like. He said the Queen Mother was his enemy because he
endeavoured to keep her out of England.27 Charles had cast him in
the role of villain; he was bound to be hissed.

 


 


Chapter 12

 


CONSPIRACY WITH THE FLEMISH NOBLES




Just when Gerbier was beginning to wilt in
this atmosphere of growing expenses, unpaid salary, and malicious
slander, an enterprise presented itself bearing all the hall marks
he appreciated: it was daring, subtle, above all it was highly
secret. At the end of June 1632, in the dead of night, he was
visited by a masked man who intimated that he had some secrets to
disclose. Afterwards, Gerbier told King Charles that he had "judged
him to be a man of worth because of his strong arguments and
prudent language." The mysterious stranger said he had come on
behalf of a group of Flemish nobles from the leading princely and
ducal houses. These men had reached the conclusion that the
Spaniards had to be turned out of Flanders. Spain could no longer
protect their country and the presence of the Spaniards was a
continual provocation to the Dutch. The Prince of Orange was
overrunning Flanders - at that very moment Maestricht was under
siege and in daily danger of succumbing. The man assured Gerbier
that not only the nobles but a large segment of the population
wanted to free the Southern Netherlands from Spanish dominination;
Gerbier, recalling the vandalism committed upon the King of Spain's
portrait under cover of darkness and the cries of "Long live the
Prince of Orange" which rang out of nowhere to plague the Spanish
officers, could only agree. But, emphasized his visitor, if the
Flemish nobles were going to revolt against their Spanish
overlords, they would need a protector. The French king was
offering to aid the revolution, but the nobles he represented
preferred an alliance with England. Could they count on England for
help, the English Agent to the Spanish Netherlands was asked. At
first Gerbier replied that he "was not there to breed factions."
However a born intriguer, he was immediately aware of the
possibilities. To become the protector of an independent Belgian
state would bring commercial and political advantages to England;
not to do so meant handing over these advantages to France and
Holland. After a further secret meeting at his house with the
spokesman for the Flemish nobles, he decided to inform his royal
employer of their tempting offer. On July 10, 1632, he sent an
express to England "advertising His Majesty that the Flemish nobles
had resolved to throw off Spain.”1

A few weeks later Rubens was in Brussels. He
had come from Antwerp to see the Infanta. He was still her
favourite diplomat, as much in her confidence as ever. After a
private audience, he called on Gerbier and what he had to tell
chilled the latter to the marrow. It appeared that someone had
shown his July 10 dispatch to the Spanish ambassador in London,
Signor Necolalde. Needless to say, the latter had informed the
Infanta immediately. Rubens was able to provide a modicum of
comfort for his friend. Necolalde's report had been vague,
unsubstantiated. "On my soul," Rubens assured Gerbier, "it marked
not your name on which you may rest assured."2 Reporting this leak
of secret information to King Charles, Gerbier lamented “God
forgive the givers of information from England for thereby the
secret suffers violence.”3 Gerbier felt certain that the treachery
was the work of Sir Francis Cottington, the Chancellor of the
Exchequer. Cottington was a leading member of the Spanish party at
court. These English ministers and courtiers were more than
pro-Spanish - they were actually in the pay of Spain. Gerbier
always accused Cottington of being a Spanish pensioner, and Rubens
once assured Olivarez that Cottington's good faith could not have
been greater if he had been a Spanish councillor.4 Lord Treasurer
Weston was another who took Spanish bribes, and so did Francis
Windebank who, in 1632, replaced the deceased Lord Dorchester as
joint Secretary of State. As a minor instance of the English
courtiers’ readiness to accept Spanish favours, on one occasion
Necolalde conveyed Windebank's desire for a Flemish tapestry to the
Spanish Council of State. King Philip directed the Infanta Isabella
to send him a tapestry and, for good measure, to send one to Lord
Weston.5

With King Charles's long-awaited answer
Gerbier had to put aside any doubts he might have felt.
Treaty-making at Vienna with the Emperor was taking an
unconscionably long time and for the moment Charles was
disenchanted with all Habsburgs. In fact he was so disgusted that
he had just recalled Anstruther from Vienna. He therefore grasped
at the opportunity to bring the Spanish Netherlands within his
sphere of influence. He did so in perfect awareness of the
implications. Toward the end of August Gerbier received a
confidential letter from his royal master, written in his own
hand:

 


Since I am in friendship with the King of
Spain, it is against both honour and conscience to give him just
cause of a quarrel against me, I being not first provoked by him,
and a juster he cannot have than the debauching of his subjects
from their allegiance. But since I see a likelihood - almost a
necessity - that his Flanders subjects must fall into some other
king's or state's protection, and that I am offered, without the
least intimation of mine, to have a share therein, the second
consideration is that it were a great imprudence in me to let slip
this occasion whereby I may both advantage myself and hinder the
overflowing greatness of my neighbours, so that my resolution must
depend upon the agreement of these two considerations.6

 


Charles added that he was trusting only
Secretary Coke with the secret. The pro-Spanish Windebank was to be
kept in the dark. In short, Gerbier was authorized to treat with
the Flemish nobles in secrecy. Accordingly, he met with the
rebellious nobles and showed them Charles’s commission offering
assistance.7 Meanwhile Maestricht had fallen to the Dutch. Flanders
craved peace desperately. Under pressure of the growing emergency,
the Infanta had summoned the dormant States General and the
representatives of the Flemish people demanded that truce
negotiations begin at once. The Infanta would have liked to employ
Rubens, but the deputies insisted on conducting the negotiations
themselves. They were not opting for independence from Spain; they
simply wanted Flanders to run its own affairs. Once convinced that
they intended to remain Spanish subjects, the Infanta yielded to
their demands. A delegation of the leading deputies was sent to The
Hague to discuss a truce.

A truce was the last thing that Gerbier and
his master wanted. In that event, the Flemish nobles would have no
further use for England's protection nor, in fact, any immediate
reason to break away from Spain. Charles and his agent at Brussels
decided to sabotage the conference at The Hague. A coded despatch
from Gerbier to the King, dated January 19/29, 1633, implicates
them both: "From the first minute that I recognized the interest
which Your Majesty could have in this affair and that Your Majesty
was of the same sentiments, I have worked and continued as my duty
obliged me." He advised his sovereign to "foment" a delay in the
truce, recommending the indirect approach. It was useless to speak
"with an open heart" to the Dutch "as these States are jealous of
their independence, any direct persuasion to continue the war would
make them stubborn and would make them lean more towards peace."8
The King would be better advised to use his influence to make the
Flemish deputies hold firm on each article of the peace treaty - a
treaty without compromises would never be signed. Gerbier's advice
came late in the day. As early as October 22, 1632, Charles had
instructed William Boswell, his resident at The Hague, to undermine
any understanding between the Northern and Southern Netherlands.
Boswell was to press the Dutch to include restitution of the
Palatinate in the negotiations.9 The Palatinate issue was
guaranteed to block any peace treaty.

Gerbier even managed to get to The Hague
himself for a short time to see that "nothing will be done in the
truce without Your Majesty's knowledge." He had obtained a passport
through the good offices of Abbe de Scaglia, whom he had tricked
into believing that he favoured the truce.

At the same time as Gerbier was revelling in
his sub rosa diplomacy with the King, Secretary Coke was far from
satisfied with his conduct of more mundane affairs. Gerbier was
reminded that one of the main reasons for his residency at Brussels
was to plead the cause of English merchants suffering from the
raids of the piratical Dunkirkers. For instance, Gerbier was
instructed to lodge a complaint with the admiralty court at Dunkirk
over the seizure of an English ship bound for Hamburg with a cargo
of lead. He was not noticeably successful in this or in other
consular matters. The letters from Coke bristled with criticism:
"Though little fruit hath yet been reaped of the former complaints
made by you to the Archduchess for wrong done to His Majesty's
subjects by the Dunkirkers at sea, yet I am required by His Majesty
... to send you more particulars which you are in like manner to
represent to the Archduchess in his name."10 On his side of the
Channel, Gerbier had his own complaints against those at home. He
was extremely pressed by his creditors. Living in a style "suitable
to the service of a great King" was ruining him. By the winter of
1633 he was in debt to the amount of L1,500 pounds sterling. When
he submitted a voucher for extraordinary expenses of L75, Coke had
refused to sign it until it was itemized. Gerbier may have been
indulging in a little padding of his expense account because he was
unable to break it down. Never at a loss for words, he explained
that the money had gone for spies to watch the Queen Mother and to
send him news from the embattled frontier cities. How could these
matters be included in a public account? To strengthen his point he
regaled the busy Secretary of State with an anecdote from the
memoirs of the fifteenth-century diplomat Philippe de Commines.
More and more often now his personal need for money was creeping
into his official weekly despatches, written each Saturday and sent
to Ghent by express to meet the London ordinary.

It must be said that Gerbier resorted to
flattery of the grossest sort to soften up Secretary Coke: "Your
letters are like the eagle that lifts up little worms towards the
sun. Just so do they attempt to render perfect (as much as it is
possible) His Majesty's creatures, guiding them along the traces of
their duty, reinforcing the wings of their spirit ...etc."11

Brussels, London, Paris, and Madrid were all
concentrating their attention on news of the truce that issued from
The Hague. In March 1633 the truce looked promising; by April it
looked uncertain if not impossible. It was clear that the Flemish
deputies had no real power to negotiate and that only Spain could
speak for the Spanish Netherlands. When the Flemish deputies
returned without a truce, it signalled to Gerbier that the moment
for action had arrived. He informed King Charles that the
rebellious nobles would likely declare Flanders’ independence. He
reported that the rebels were asking France, Holland, and England
to supply 6000 soldiers each. The Prince of Orange had already
offered his support. Nevertheless, the Flemish nobles feared that
the Hollanders’ talk of assisting them to rebel against Spain was
just to gain time to take Flanders by conquest. In this secret
despatch, Gerbier asked his royal master what he should do if the
French and Dutch combined to contribute to the revolution: “What
promises should I make unto these states before it is too late?”12
Receiving no definite answer, on April 22 he requested permission
from Secretary Coke to return to England for ten days on personal
business. He admitted that the personal business was "but a pretext
that both here and there it may be thought the subject of my
journey." His request was granted.

On May 6, 1633, Gerbier met with King
Charles. It was a rendezvous between conspirators rather than a
royal audience. The voluble diplomatist reviewed the situation in
Flanders for the King's better understanding. He pointed out
Spain's weakness in the Netherlands, the fear of the Catholic
provinces that they would be overrun by the Protestant states,
their hopes for peace which they sent with their deputies to The
Hague, and the widespread incentive to revolt now that those hopes
were disappointed. Like a pedantic schoolmaster he epitomized his
lecture: "Conquest, revolution, or truce" were the possibilities.
"The revolution," Gerbier declared, "is the least evil of the three
for as much as concerneth His Majesty's interests." Still, granted
that the King was willing to aid the revolution, it was far from
certain that he would be given the opportunity. Richelieu was also
striving to fill the vacuum left in Flanders by the declining power
of Spain. In spite of the overtures made to England, a large
faction of the Flemish nobles looked to France "for comfort."
Gerbier elaborated on his efforts: "I have laboured to make a party
for His Majesty to balance the French, to make the Catholic States
aware of His Majesty's powers and good will. But they want to know
in secret by what possible means they can be assisted, and if His
Majesty will be disposed to the said assistance at the instant the
necessity should require it."13 Now was the time, when the truce
talks had almost certainly failed, for "offers and demonstrations
of the likelihood of assistance." Otherwise, he warned, the Flemish
nobles would assuredly turn to France.

Competition increased Charles's ardour.
Gerbier was authorized to inform his Flemish friends that "the King
of England was as willing as able" to afford them future
protection. Although on the eve of a progress to Scotland, Charles
promised to prepare explicit instructions before he left. Then, on
the point of dismissing Gerbier, he suddenly inquired the name of
the person who represented the Flemish nobles. Gerbier was
horrified. He was sworn to secrecy. What would happen to him if he
broke his word? In his fright he reminded the King that someone had
shown his despatch of July 10, 1632, to the Spanish ambassador.
Charles tried to calm his fears by giving him a signed and sealed
promise to respect his confidence. Gerbier managed to escape from
the audience with his secret intact, but for the next ten days he
was subjected to a relentless persecution by the Lord Treasurer.
Slowly but surely Weston, now the Earl of Portland, forced him to
divulge the name of the Flemish go-between. There are indications
that financial pressure was applied to Gerbier's slender moral
frame. Finally, on May 17 Gerbier addressed a letter to the King,
obviously written in anguish:

 


Sire, I am sending you this letter because
the Grand Treasurer has made me understand that it is my duty to
tell Your Majesty the name of the person who has seen me in secret
on the part of the Catholic States and by whom I have been in
continual knowledge of their plans and inclinations. I hope that
breaking my oath will not seem a crime to God since I believe that
my service to Your Majesty comes first. The enclosed billet has the
name which all the powers of the world could not have torn from my
breast if I did not believe that God and the King wished it. Permit
me to beg you, Sire, from the depths of my soul that Your Majesty
will remember his promise that I hold signed with his hand and
sealed with his seal that he will guard the secret; otherwise I
will be exposed to the danger of losing my life and honour for
having confided their secret. I believe also that Your Majesty will
admit that, after all, it is not important to know the names of
those who trust in Your Majesty provided that on the point of
necessity they appear.14

 


On May 13 Charles had left for Scotland and
Coke has endorsed this letter with the words “the King is at York.”
In his absence, Charles had appointed Sir Francis Cottington, the
Chancellor of the Exchequer, to receive and sign all mail.15 Thus
the letter was in the hands of Cottington, whom Gerbier described
with bitterness as "passionate for the Spanish Party." It is surely
no coincidence that, by the end of May, the Spanish ambassador,
Signor Necolalde, was making formal complaints against Gerbier. He
wanted him removed from Brussels, and was pressing for an exchange
of posts between him and William Boswell at The Hague.16

On June 4, in the dead of night, Gerbier and
his secretary, Sidney Bere, boarded Captain Carteret's ship at
Dover. Captain Carteret was exceedingly courteous to Mr. Gerbier as
he had received a letter from Captain Pennington asking him to be
so. The letter also requested him not to tell anyone that he was
transporting these gentlemen to Calais.17 Indeed, there was good
reason for secrecy. Gerbier carried with him a commission from King
Charles to promise no less than armed intervention in the Spanish
Netherlands:

 


Albeit you are to do nothing in His Majesty's
name to withdraw the subjects of the King of Spain from their
natural obedience, nor to violate the treaties betwixt the two
crowns; yet in case their King shall give them so little defence
that they be forced either to fall into the subjection of their
neighbours or, for support of their religion, lives and liberties
to declare themselves free States; in that case, if they desire His
Majesty's assistance and protection you may assure them in his name
that upon such declaration to him by a public minister having power
to give fit conditions for safe landing, quarter and retreat, he
will presently send them sufficient forces for their defence, and
will protect them in their government, liberties, and religion, and
be a means not only to maintain their trade against all men, none
excepted, but much increase it.18

 


On his return to Brussels Gerbier was
disappointed at the reaction of the Flemish nobles. Instead of
gratefully accepting the King of England's offer they expressed
doubt and indecision. In his dispatch of July the first, Gerbier
admitted that his confederates were still uncertain of their
course. They were beginning to wonder if they might not be trading
in one master for another. Gerbier spelled out their fears in coded
messages to the King and Portland: What assurance had these States
that if the King of England moved in troops to protect them against
Holland, he might not use his troops to set himself up as Count of
Flanders? Always ready with the apt historical illustration,
Gerbier reported that he had "answered in general terms that these
people should not have more cause to doubt of the King's royal
disposition for their preservation than the said provinces had of
Queen Elizabeth in their greatest time of trouble when they were
wholly divided." Still this was a question which he could not seem
to answer to their satisfaction. What would His Majesty "in his
great wisdom" advise?19 In addition, Gerbier reported strong
competition from Richelieu's spies who had 300,000 crowns of bribes
to distribute. It looked as if his plot with the Flemish nobles
would sicken and die.

Gerbier had other worries. He had learned
from Rubens of Necolalde’s attempt to have him re-posted. His good
friend commiserated with him over "the brutal proceedings of Sr
Nicolaldy" and promised that the next time he came to Brussels he
would take the Infanta's "pulse" to see how she was reacting to
"the calumnies laid on you."20 Moreover, since January Gerbier had
not received a penny from the Exchequer. The money for his journey
to England had come out of his own pocket. Norgate solicited for
him regularly, both with the Lord Treasurer and the Chancellor of
the Exchequer, but the best he could do was to transmit Portland's
promise of early payment. In vain did Gerbier remind Portland of
promises made in May, promises sealed with "that old Roman
contract, your hand." Gerbier tried everything to ingratiate
himself with the Lord Treasurer, even to transcribing a cure for
kidney stones that plagued Portland. His wooing took all forms: "I
have written to Norgate to show Your Lordship a design of a
perfuming vessel." But these subtle approaches succeeded no better
than the direct ones. In October he wrote Portland: "I beseech Your
Lordship to grant an order to Mr. Norgate for money on my
entertainment for I have spent all I can."21 Further evidence of
Gerbier's hard-pressed state can be seen in the fact that he
stooped to take bribes from English merchants. There was in
Flanders a Scot named Hugh Ross who for years had been acting as a
solicitor for private English claims with the admiralty at Dunkirk.
Jailed on a charge of bribing several influential people on behalf
of his claimants, Ross admitted his guilt and named the English
Agent at Brussels as the recipient of fifty pounds.22

His need for money made Gerbier turn to his
old adversary Richelieu. He offered to serve as intermediary
between the Cardinal and the Flemish nobles. Richelieu had his own
agents and he scorned Gerbier's proposal.23 Had his clandestine
offer been accepted, it would have put him in a direct conflict of
interest with his obligations to King Charles. France was England's
rival in winning over the Flemish rebels. In all his dispatches to
Charles, Gerbier stressed that should the Southern Netherlands fall
under the sway of the French, it would be prejudicial to England as
it would make France "too potent a neighbour." Gerbier's abortive
proposal to Richelieu foreshadows his betrayal of King Charles.

By the summer of 1633 it was clear to Gerbier
that his fostering of rebellion within the Spanish Netherlands had
come to nothing. He might have drawn consolation from the knowledge
that he had simply been following Charles's instructions. Instead,
he showed how shallow his loyalty was to his adopted country.
Unlike Charles's other unpaid diplomats, he resorted to treason.
Furious with Portland, fearful at having divulged the name of the
Flemish go-between, racked by money worries, he resolved to sell
the secret of the English conspiracy with the Flemish nobles to the
Infanta. Towards the end of July 1633, he went to her and hinted
that for sufficient recompense he was ready to unveil "some matters
of an extreme importance relative to the affairs of England,
France, and Holland, as well as the negotiations of the truce."24
To deal with him the Infanta appointed none other than the Abbe de
Scaglia. For some time that dubious professional mediator had been
living in Antwerp where he attempted to make himself useful to the
Spanish in the Netherlands. On the Infanta’s orders, Scaglia sent a
report to Olivarez on his initial discussions with Gerbier.
According to Scaglia, Gerbier’s decision to sell information to the
Spaniards predated his journey into England:

 


For some months, Gerbier, who resides at
Brussels for the King of England, has declared that he was in a
position to render a signal service to the King [of Spain] by
making important revelations. Since his return from England, he has
advanced farther. He has declared that, if one wished to assure him
a sufficient recompense, he would tell many things, and would work
towards a settlement of affairs with Holland, in particular the
truce. Gerbier is discontent with the welcome given him by the Lord
Treasurer and wants to make his fortune no matter how.25

 


Scaglia asked Olivarez to send a man he could
trust from Madrid to be present at the “confidences of the English
Resident” since the latter refused to commit anything to paper. The
messenger could then return to Madrid and make his verbatim report
without arousing suspicions. Scaglia proposed someone for this
mission. He ended his report with Gerbier’s price which was 20,000
ecus.

Meanwhile Gerbier had devised a brilliant
scheme for deceiving his masters in England. Knowing full well that
Scaglia’s report was on its way to Madrid, he alerted King Charles
and Portland that the storm was breaking. First, in his despatch of
August 5, he mentioned a courier sent to Spain. "The Catholic
States are afraid it may concern them," he wrote. A week later he
sent a letter that for brazen hypocrisy has seldom been matched. It
is definite, he reported in code, that the courier carried advice
to the Spanish king that "these Catholic States have conferred with
ministers of foreign princes whereat the said Catholic States are
not a little moved, suspecting that some false brothers have
discovered many passages which being revealed may cause great
troubles among them."26

In September the Infanta received a letter
from her nephew, King Philip IV of Spain, ordering her to pay
Gerbier only for services rendered, "the least possible and in
proportion to the merit of the services obtained." The letter
referred to the Abbe de Scaglia as a man too anxious to "jouer le
personnage."27 The packet from Spain contained a letter for Scaglia
as well. His suggestion that a man be sent from Madrid was turned
down, furthermore he was informed that the interviews with Gerbier
were to be adjourned. In the face of such indifference, Gerbier
became desperate. Once more he went to the Infanta but this time he
offered to confess everything "about the conspiracy and other
things." Specifically, she informed King Philip, “it has to do with
certain transactions which took place in secret with Richelieu,
Charles I, and the Prince of Orange.” Gerbier insinuated that a
secret treaty had been concluded between the Flemish nobles and
these foreign leaders. The Infanta could not ignore this threat to
her government, nor could she wait for word from Spain. She had to
know the terms of the secret treaty. Since the informer refused to
talk before he received his money, she did not hesitate to draw
20,000 ecus from the funds of the Exchequer. In excusing her action
to the King of Spain, she said she had "judged there to be less
danger in making the army wait for its necessaries than in risking
the security of His Majesty's States by delay."28

To cover up this new stage of developments
Gerbier despatched more verbal camouflage to England:

 


My correspondent hath told me that Don Juan
de Bonavides (as I wrote in my last gone for Spain) for certain
carrieth most part of these Catholic States' secret negotiations
with their neighbours, none excepted, which hath stricken many of
them with terror. The party who should have discovered the said
mystery (as my correspondent saith) unknown. If these ministers be
so informed, and should make any public expression of it for as
much as may concern the overtures which were made to me of the said
States' designs, I shall attend the storm with that face as becomes
a public minister who hath ears to hear but not tongue to answer
for an extraordinary case until his sovereign bids him.29

 


Lord Dorchester would have been pleased that
Gerbier had memorized the stern lesson he had read him in his first
months in Brussels, but the Secretary of State had passed away the
previous year. Besides, if Gerbier had assimilated the proper
noncommittal attitude of the diplomat, he had sacrificed the
indispensable quality of a good public servant like the late Sir
Dudley Carleton - unquestioning loyalty to his sovereign. In
betraying Charles, Gerbier committed the unforgivable sin for a
diplomat.

One November night Gerbier made his
disclosures in the presence of a Spanish official and a Capuchin
friar. He put nothing on paper and permitted no transcript, fearing
reprisals from the Flemish conspirators he named, but undoubtedly
he revealed everything about the conspiracy with the Flemish
nobles. He was rewarded with 20,000 ecus in gold coin, which the
friar and another from his cloister carried to his house. After
committing Gerbier’s statement to memory, the friar set out for
Madrid. On December 27, 1633, he repeated Gerbier’s revelations
verbatim to the Spanish Council of State.30 Although Scaglia
claimed that the Infanta felt the money had been well spent, King
Philip was less satisfied. He wrote Scaglia that his “friend”
should provide more precise information about the authors of the
plot and their accomplices. The conspiracy was not news to him. He
had “received information from different sources. The King of
England had some time ago informed the Spanish resident, Juan de
Necolalde.”31

Philip IV’s offhand comment would have
astounded Gerbier. Certain that it was Cottington who had shown
Necolalde his despatch of July 10, 1632, announcing the revolt of
the Flemish nobles, Gerbier had complained bitterly to Charles
about the leak of secret information from someone at court.
Unbeknownst to him, the culprit was Charles himself. Indeed, it was
not out of character for this devious monarch to casually hand
Gerbier’s highly confidential despatch to the Spanish ambassador to
peruse. Charles has been portrayed as an innocent victim of his
treacherous agent, one historian going so far as to say that the
king should not have dirtied “the royal robe” by allowing it to
brush against “the soiled rags of this vile hack of low political
intrigues,” but the incontrovertible evidence from the Spanish King
implicates him personally in the betrayal of the Flemish nobles. Of
course Charles would not have disclosed his own subsequent part in
conspiring with the rebels. Gerbier was probably right, however,
that Cottington and the Spanish party reported all they knew about
the conspiracy to the Spanish diplomats. Certainly, Cottington had
the opportunity to see Gerbier's letter to King Charles, giving the
name of the go-between.

Still, none of this absolves Gerbier. It was
he who supplied the Infanta and King Philip with proof of the
English conspiracy with the rebellious nobles, and it was he alone
who named the latter and was therefore responsible for their
disgrace or death. Although he should have known that by revealing
the conspiracy he would expose his own role, he suffered great
anguish when it became public. The instrument of his disgrace was a
Flemish nobleman, the Duke of Aerschot. Foremost of the Belgian
aristocrats, Aerschot was an arrogant snob who had once undertaken
to teach Rubens how to speak to a person of his rank.32 Around the
time that Gerbier was negotiating his price with Scaglia, Aerschot
set out for Spain to bring the prestige of his position to bear on
the Spanish court in the interest of a peace settlement with the
Dutch. His arrival was heralded by a letter from the Infanta to her
royal nephew:

 


It is important to caress and oblige the
Duke, as much for the credit he enjoys in these provinces as to
induce him by your attentions to remain as long as possible in
Spain, without giving the impression that you wish to detain him;
besides, if he is implicated in the conspiracy and the other things
that Gerbier offers to declare, it would be better if he was away
from here and in a safe place like the court of Your Majesty.33

 


A few days later the Infanta died. The timing
of her death was symbolic. For more than thirty years she had been
the devoted and tireless governess of the Spanish Netherlands,
keeping them in obedience to the King of Spain. Only after she had
exposed the plot which could have undone her life’s work did she
close her eyes. In the meantime, the Duke of Aerschot had arrived
at Madrid. Although Father Philip's recital surely implicated him
in the plot of the Flemish nobles, he was treated like an honoured
guest at the Spanish court. The Spaniards were playing their
favourite game of cat and mouse. However, there is evidence that
all the “caressing and obliging” did not blind Aerschot to the fact
that he was under restraint. In January 1634 he wrote home
confidentially to his friends asking them to press for his
return.34 Finally, in April, King Philip summoned Aerschot to an
audience and, stern now, demanded the names of the Flemish
conspirators and the details of their intrigues. Aerschot
maintained that he knew nothing beyond public gossip, that he
himself never frequented the houses of the disaffected nobles nor
visited the foreign diplomat suspected of taking part in the
conspiracy. Philip was not satisfied and Aerschot was taken
prisoner. In prison he remembered more. He suddenly recalled that
he had been approached by the Prince of Epinoy, the Prince of
Barbancon, and the Duke of Bournonville to quit the court. It came
back to him that “the English Secretary had one day pointed out the
necessity of turning to France, England, and the United Provinces
to extricate the Low Countries from the critical position in which
they found themselves.”35 Here was confirmation of Gerbier’s story.
A deposition of Aershot's evidence was taken and sent to
Flanders.
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