Thorvaldsen s Coin Collection

In the Thorvaldsen Museum there are,
together with the artist’'s other private
collections, a considerable number of an-
cient coins. According to the catalogue
published in 1850, Thorvaldsen’s coin
collection contains 3,467 coins, the great-
er part of which, 2,794 items, is made up
of what is generally termed Greek coins,
while the remaining 673 are Roman and
Byzantine.

It is unfortunate that detailed research
into Thorvaldsen’s relationship to ancient
coins is rendered impossible by the ab-
sence of archive material. We have no
preserved bills or diary entries that can
give us an impression of the growth of the
collection. Nor, as far as is known, have
references to or comments on the collec-
tion been found in Thorvaldsen’s corres-
pondence. One basic reason for this is
that, presumably because of his lack of
formal schooling, Thorvaldsen was an ex-
tremely reluctant letterwriter, who put
pen to paper only in cases of dire necessi-
ty. | shall, therefore, in the following be
limited to a very general picture of some
of the people and circumstances that
must, in all probability, have been of
importance for Thorvaldsen’s interest in
this aspect of antiquity.1

It is generally recognized that the per-
son who meant most for the young Thor-
valdsen’s artistic development was the
painter Nicolai Abildgaard, who was a
professor at the Academy. Abildgaard did
the drawings for a series of excellent med-
als and was himself, as a result of his stay
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In Rome, a keen collector of ancient coins.
At his death in 1809 he left behind him a
considerable collection, which was sold by
public auction in 1817.2

The auction catalogue comprises 3,776
coins, of which 523 were Greek. Among
these there is a series of beautiful silver
coins, mainly from Southern Italy and
Sicily. It is not unlikely that the first
ancient coins Thorvaldsen became ac-
quainted with were selected specimens
from Abildgaard s collection.

In March 1797 Thorvaldsen arrived in
Rome, where he was to remain for more
than 40 years. Here he met a new mentor
in the person of the archaeologist and
numismatist Georg Zoega,3 who had been
living in Rome since 1783. For personal
reasons he had decided against returning
to Denmark, where a position as the di-
rector of “The Royal Cabinet of Coins and
Medals” awaited him. Besides the ties of
his marriage to a young Roman girl and
his conversion to Catholicism, he was
bound to the city by the fact that only
here, through his daily intercourse with
the numerous ancient monuments both in
the streets and in the great art collections,
could he achieve that profound under-
standing of ancient art that made him one
of the founders of the science of ar-
chaeology.

Zoega had begun by specializing in
numismatics, and his important work on
Alexandrian coins was published in
1787.4From 1799 until his death in 1809
he was busily engaged in acquiring an-



cient coins, both individual specimens
and entire collections, for the Coin
Cabinet in Copenhagen, where there was
an interest in expanding this paricular
part of the collection, with the publication
of a scientific catalogue in view.0 It can,
therefore, be assumed that Zoega, who in
general acted as the young Thorvaldsen’s
guide in the field of antique art, must
have extended his knowledge of ancient
numismatics. In this as in other areas he
furnished Thorvaldsen with the cultural
education that the latter so sorely lacked.0
However, the young artist’s extremely dif-
ficult financial circumstances during the
first years of his stay in Rome can hardly
have permitted him to collect antiquities
to any significant extent.

At Zoega’s death in 1809 Thorvaldsen
lost his expert guidance, but by this time
his fame as a sculptor was already so
established and his finances so much im-
proved that he could begin as a collector,
an activity which, besides coins, included
paintings, drawings, antiquities and
books. In the year of Zoega’s death Thor-
valdsen made the acquaintance of the
young archaeologist P. O. Brgndsted, who
spent 1809-10 in Rome on his way to
Greece, where his great scholarly journey
extended from 1810 to 1813. Brgndsted
had already begun to collect antiquities
and coins, and his journey through Greece
led to considerable additions in his Greek
series from the districts visited. The warm
and friendly relations between Brgndsted
and Thorvaldsen were further strength-
ened during the former’s stay in Rome
from 1819 to 1823, when he acted as the
Danish Representative at the Holy See.
Their common interest in antiquities and
coins was a meeting ground for these two
rather different personalities, and it is
probable that a considerable portion of

the time that they spent together was
devoted to the presentation and discuss-
ion of newly acquired coins.

In 1823 Brgndsted left Rome. He was
at this time much engaged in ensuring the
publication of his accounts of his Greek
journey. Among the measures he took to
raise money for this purpose one is of
particular interest for us. On May 26th,
1823, immediately before his departure
from Rome, Brendsted borrowed 2,000
“Roman scudi from Thorvaldsen with
his coin collection and a few other effects
as security. In return for this considerable
sum, which corresponded to a reasonable
middle-class income for a couple of years,
Thorvaldsen received 1,756 Greek and
555 Roman coins, the latter comprising 2
gold, 100 silver and 453 bronze coins.
Furthermore, there was an unspecified
number of duplicates of Greek and Ro-
man coins and a number of modern silver
coins. The loan was to be repaid in instal-
ments in the course of "™ about a year”.8

This was not to be. Brgndsted had been
somewhat optimistic in assessing his
chances of repaying the loan. While he
was endeavouring in Paris and London to
get his works published, the coins re-
mained with Thorvaldsen in Rome. In a
letter dated February 5th, 1825 Brgnd-
sted promised an instalment of 1,000
scudi to be paid “next May or at the latest
June”. But in 1827 he had to report that
various difficulties with the English edi-
tion owing to the bankruptcy of his first
publisher were responsible for the fact
that payment had not yet taken placed
He now intended to pay in the near future
and added humorously: “Do take care of
my Greek coins, dear Thorvaldsen, that
they should not be stolen from you.

This was almost prophetic, for in
March 1829 a number of coins disap-
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peared from Thorvaldsen’s apartment in
Rome —and among them some of Brgnd-
sted’s. The theft was, so to speak, cleared
up, but after the “unworthy person” who
was guilty had signed a statement to the
effect that the loss was due to his remiss-
ness and had assumed full financial re-
sponsibility, the case was hushed up. Un-
fortunately Thorvaldsen recovered only a
part of the missing objects. One day a
parcel was thrown through an open win-
dow into his apartment from the street.
An embarrassing circumstance for Thor-
valdsen was that among the missing coins
there were still some of Brgndsted s.10

In 1833 the Danish corvette Galathea
was to take some of Thorvaldsen’s works
back to Denmark. This led to a disagree-
ment between Brgndsted and Thorvald-
sen. Although, after a period of 10 years,
no repayments had been made, the
former wished to have his coins sent to
Copenhagen, where since 1832 his cir-
cumstances had been more settled as a
result of his appointment as the Director
of the Royal Cabinet of Coins and Medals.
Very naturally he wished to be able to use
his collection for scholarly purposes.
Three letters from Bregndsted to Thor-
valdsen on this matter have been pre-
served.ll

Writing from Paris on April 24th, 1833,
Brgndsted mentions more or less en pass-
ant that he would like to have a number
of books and manuscripts as well as his
"beautiful Greek coin collection which
you .. have in your care’ sent to
Copenhagen together with Thorvaldsen’s
works. In a letter from Copenhagen dated
July 6th there is a more detailed dis-
cussion of the practical problems: “... and
with regard to my Greek coin collection
(which 1 shall also have need of here) I
would ask you to ensure that each indi-
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vidual coin is wrapped in thin paper and
the whole collection then rolled up into
packages so that the transport does not
cause friction”. Later in the same letter
Brgndsted promises to settle his account
with Thorvaldsen “partly in December
and partly in June the following year”.

While these letters are friendly in tone,
a somewhat different note is sounded in
the last letter, which is dated August
20th, 1833. Thorvaldsen has refused to
carry out the instructions he has received,
maintaining that they arrived too late.
Brgndsted tells him in so many words that
this is a pretext. He insists on having his
books and manuscripts sent to Copen-
hagen, and of the coins he writes: “...I must
point out that you have completely suffi-
cient security for the two thousand scudi |
owe you in my lovely Greek coin collec-
tion, of which | demand not one single
coin delivered before you, on your return,
have received your money”.

It is not known what happened to
Brgndsted s manuscripts, but the books
and the coins remained with Thorvaldsen
in Rome until he definitively returned to
Denmark in 1838. One of the reasons for
Thorvaldsen’s stance in this affair, be-
sides purely financial considerations, may
have been that Brgndsted’s collection was
not entirely complete after the above-
mentioned burglary in 1829.

In 1840 Thorvaldsen transferred his
still unpaid claim on Brgndsted to the
“Committee for the Establishment of the
Museum for my Collections” and re-
quested the committee to recover the sum
for the benefit of the future museum.12
This had not, however, happened by
Brgndsted’s death in 1842. His coins re-
mained together with Thorvaldsen’s col-
lection, but in a separate chest, so that the
two collections were not mixed.



After Thorvaldsen s death and the in-
auguration of his museum in 1848 re-
sponsibility for the collections was hand-
ed over to Carl Ludvig Muller.13 Muller
had met Thorvaldsen in Rome while on a
study tour in the 1830s, and his brother,
the historical painter Adam Muller, who
had died at an early age, had been closely
connected with Thorvaldsen, who bought
one of his last paintings for his private
collection. In 1841 Carl Ludvig Muller
had obtained an unsalaried post with the
Coin Cabinet, and in 1847 he received a
permanent post and worked there until
his death in 1891. It is natural that with
this background Muller had a particular
interest in Thorvaldsen’s coin collection,
and in 1850 his Danish catalogue of the
coins appeared, to be supplemented the
following year with a French edition for
an international readership.14

Muller began by including P. O. Brgnd-
sted’s coins in Thorvaldsen’s collection,
but designated them in the catalogue with
a B, so that their provenance is still clear.
It should, however, be mentioned that a
fair number of coins from both collections
that were considered to be duplicates
were taken out and sold.X In his grouping
of the Greek coins Muller exhibited great
originality. Instead of slavishly following
the accepted geographical system formu-
lated at the conclusion of the 18th century
by the well-known numismatist Joseph
Eckhel in Vienna, Muller preferred his
own more historically oriented classifica-
tion. According to their origins and in-
scriptions the ancient, non-Roman coins
were placed in three classes: Greek Peo-
ples, Foreign Peoples, Roman Colonies.
The criterion for this classification was
the language —Greek, various non-Greek
languages and Latin. This classification,
in particular the separation of the second

group “Foreign Peoples”, must have been
natural for a scholar like Muller, who had
a markedly philological background with
a special interest in Semitic languages.

The coins from the Greek peoples are in
an overwhelming majority. The approxi-
mately 2,400 coins in this section are
divided into three chronological sub-sec-
tions designated: “A. Before the middle of
the 5th century B. C.”, iB. From the mid-
dle of the 5th century B. C. to the Roman
Empire and “C. The Roman Empire”.
These were the accepted divisions in the
classical archaeology of the time and are,
for example, to be found in Christian
Jilrgensen Thomsen’s classification of the
ancient vases in the newly established
Cabinet of Antiquities.16 Thomsen’s sys-
tem, which he developed in 1852, oper-
ates with the same triple division, though
he gives no dates. However, a comparison
with Muller’'s stylistic considerations
leaves us in no doubt that they are both
following the same chronology.

Thomsen’s expressive definition of his
system runs as follows:

1. the archaistic, that which is it-
self the old or is worked in its
taste and style,

2. art and the ancient period in its
splendour and beauty,

3. the deterioration and the
marked decline of art.

A serious lack in Muller’s catalogue was
the very limited number of illustrations.
Four plates contain, in all, drawings of 38
coins, which is of course quite inadequate.
On the other hand Muller s verbal de-
scriptions of the coins are on the whole of
very high quality. His text is clear and
precise, and all details are described with
the greatest care. But for modern studies
even the best descriptions cannot replace
illustrations, and the registration of the
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Roman and Byzantine coins is very
summary.

As for the collection itself, its main
focus is quite clearly on the Greek coin
series from the first two periods. Here
there is a marked difference between the
series from the western and the eastern
Mediterranean. While practically all the
coins from southern Italy and Sicily stem
from Thorvaldsen s own collection (which
Is natural since the biggest market for
these coins was to be found in Rome),
approximately half the coins from the
eastern Mediterranean come from Bregnd-
sted’s collection. A few of these were pub-
lished by Bregndsted in his two-volume
work Voyages et Recherches dans la Gre-
ce,17 and certain others were included in
Mionnet’s great opusl18 with express desig-
nation of their origin from “Cabinet de
M. Brondsted . The latter, then, used his
collection very much as an object of scien-
tific study, and its composition testifies
very clearly to this intended function.
Bronze coins are in a considerable major-
ity, and, among these, small coins pre-
dominate. Brgndsted was evidently more
interested in the significance of the indi-
vidual coin as a historical document than
In its purely aesthetic value.

As a coin collector Thorvaldsen was
fairly catholic in his taste. His contacts
with Abildgaard, Zoega and Brgndsted
had developed his sense for ancient coins
in general. Among his Greek coins from
southern Italy and Sicily there are, how-
ever, a number of the finest examples of
Greek coinage, selected with the great
artist’s empathy with the world of Greek
form and a sense, unusual at that time,
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for the archaic art and the severe style.
Particularly noteworthy is a group of five
silver tetradrachms from the Sicilian
towns of Syracuse, Leontini, Katane and
Naxos. These coins are usually dated to c.
479 B. C. (Syracuse-Leontini) and c. 461
B. C. (Katane and Naxos). Recently, how-
ever, a new chronology has been sug-
gested, placing all these coins within the
short period of 465-460 B.C.19 If this
dating holds, it is possible that all five
coins originate from the same find. What-
ever the outcome, all five coins are so well
preserved that each of them must be con-
sidered as being among the very best of its
kind. More strongly than all the other
coins in the collection this marvellous
little group, which was regarded by Muller
and his contemporaries as belonging to
the period before the supreme flowering
of Greek art, testifies to an uncompromis-
ing sense of quality in Thorvaldsen.

The Coin Collection in the Thorvaldsen
Museum is, thus, a worthy monument to
the endeavours of both P. O. Bregndsted
and Thorvaldsen as coin collectors. It
contains an intrinsically interesting
numismatic material, which should be
made accessible to international scholar-
ship. 150 years have now passed since
Thorvaldsen presented his collections, in-
cluding the ancient coins, to his native
city. Muller’s catalogue from 1850 is an
admirable work, but the time has un-
doubtedly come for the publication of a
new, thoroughly illustrated catalogue that
can revive and extend our knowledge of
Thorvaldsen’s collection.

Translated by John Kendal



Fig. 1. Tobias Sergei: N.A. Abildgaard (1743-1809).
Portrait medaillon. Plaster of Paris. Diam.: 51 cm.
The Thorvaldsen Museum.

Fig. 2. Coins from Nicolai Abildgaard s collection ac-
quired for the Royal Collection of Coins and
Medals.

a. Silver stater from Syracuse, c. 300 B.C. Abild-
gaard’s auction catalogue no. 135 = Sylloge Num-
morum Graecorum Copenhagen part 5, no. 780.

b. Gold stater, Alexander the Great 336-323 B.C.
Abildgaard s auction catalogue no. 198 = Sylloge
part 9, no. 624.

c. Silver tetradrachm from Smyrna, 1st cent. B.C.
Abildgaard’s auction catalogue no. 251 = Sylloge
part 24, no. 1119.

All the coins are represented in life-size.

Fig. 3. Bertel Thorvaldsen: Georg Zoega. 1755-1809).
Black chalk. Detail. Height: 22.6 cm. The Thor-
valdsen Museum.

Fig. 4. Coins from P. O. Brgndsted’s collection, now in
the Thorvaldsen Museum, compared with the corre-
sponding representations in Brgndsted’s Voyages et
recherches dans la Grece I-11, 1826-1830. 1:1.

a. Bronze coin from Delphi, 2nd cent. A. D. Muller B
328 = Voyages I, p. XX, fig. Il.

b. Silver drachm, Athens, 6th cent. B.C. Muller A
32 = Voyages I, p. 118, note 14.

c. Silver stater, unknown place of origin (Thera?),
6th cent. B.C. Muller A 15 = Voyages I, p. 84, fig.
XXVIII.

d. Silver didrachm, Miletus, 4th cent. B. C. Muller B
1453 = Voyages Il, p. 266, fig. LVI.

Fig. 5. P.-J. David d'Angers: P. O.Brgndsted (1780-

1842). Portrait medaillon. Bronze. Diam.: 14.5 cm.
The Royal Collection of Coins and Medals.

Fig. 6. Selected Sicilian coins from Thorvaldsen’s col-

lection. 1:1.

a. Syracuse, tetradrachm from the “Demarateion”
series. Muller A 194,

b. Leontini, tetradrachm. Muller A 185.

c. Leontini, tetradrachm. Muller A 184.

d. Katane, tetradrachm, Muller A 181.

e. Naxos, tetradrachm. Muller A 180.

Fig. 7. Carl Ludvig Muller (1809-1891). The first

curator of the Thorvaldsen Museum. 1868.
10.6x6.7 cm. The Royal Collection of Coins and
Medals.

Notes

1. The information in the following has mainly been
taken from Just Mathias Thiele, Thorvaldsens
Biographi I-1V (Copenhagen 1851-1856). Cited
below as Thiele.

2. Catalogus numorum veterum Graecorum et Roma-
norum quos ohm possidebat Nicolaus Abildgaard

. die XXVII octobris A. MDCCCXVII sub hasta
vendendos (Haumae). In a letter from 1776 A-
bildgaard’s collection of antique coins is mention-
ed. See Victor Hermansen, Fra Kunstkammer til
Antik-Kabinet, Antik-Cabinettet 1851 (Copen-
hagen 1951), p. 44.

3. On Georg Zoega as a numismatist, see Otto Mark-
holm, The Danish Contribution to the Study of

Ancient Numismatics 1770-1880, Den kongelige
Mgnt- og Medaillesamling 1781-1981 (Copen-
hagen 1981), p. 123 ff.

4. Numi Aegy'ptii imperatorii prostantes in Museo

Borgiano Velitris adiectis praeterea quotquot reli-
gua huius classis numismata ex variis museis
atque libris colligere obtigit (Rome 1787).

5. Christian Ramus, Catalogus numorum veterum

Graecorum et Latinorum Musei Regis Daniae (Co-
penhagen 1816).

6. Cf. Zoega's well-known statement in a letter to

Miinter of October 4th. 1797. Thiele Il, pp. 16-17.

7. On P.O.Brgndsted as a numismatist, see Mark-

holm, op.cit. (note 3). p. 138 ff.
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10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

. Letters

. Copy of the agreement between Thorvaldsen and

P. O. Brgndsted. The original is to be found among
the papers concerning the establishment of the
Thorvaldsen Museum (serial no. 173a).

in the Thorvaldsen Museum archives
1825/14 and 1827/101.

See Thiele Il, p.365f.

The letters are registered in the Thorvaldsen Mu-
seum archives as nos. 1833/43, 1833/71 and
1833/92. The affair is mentioned in rather vague
terms in Thiele I, p. 491 f.

See the papers concerning the establishment of the
Thorvaldsen Museum (serial nos. 172-3), dated
September 5th, 1840.

On Carl Ludvig Muller, see Mgrkholm, op.cit.
(note 3), p. 148ff.

Fortegnelse over de antike Mynter i Thorvaldsens
Museum (Copenhagen 1850); Description des

15.

16.

17.
18.

19.

monnaies antiques au Musée Thorvaldsen (Co-
penhagen 1851).

Antike Mynter tilhgrende Thorvaldsens Museum
som vil blive bortsolgte ved Auction ... i Slutningen
af Marts 1866. The catalogue contains 337 lots
with a total of more than 1,000 coins, almost all of
which are described as being in apoor or bad state
of conservation.

See Victor Hermansen, Fra Kunstkammer til An-
tik-Cabinet, Antik-Cabinettet 1851, (Copenhagen
1951), p. 51 f.

Published in 1826 and 1830 in Paris.

Th. E. Mionnet, Description de médailles antiques,
grecques et romaines I-VI, Supplement I-1X (Paris
1806-1837).

See C.M. Kraay, Archaic and Classical Greek
Coins (London 1976), pp. 211-212.





