
Tiepolos travelling North
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As the Sinebrychoff Art Museum brings together works by the 18th-century Venetian masters 
from across Northern Europe, Gill Crabbe meets Chief Curator Ira Westergård to discuss the 
research findings behind this groundbreaking exhibition  

Any art-historical research 
project that sets out to 
delve into the provenance 
of artworks, carries with 
it some risk. The risk that, 
after committing the 
valuable resources of time, 
professional expertise 
and funding, one might 
draw a blank. Unexpected 
and unwanted surprises, 
such as an unfavourable 
reattribution, misleading 
information, or a tainted 
provenance, are just some 
of the hazards. Add to that 
the pressure of linking 
a research project to an 
international exhibition 
that plans to present the 
research findings, and you 
have quite a task on your 
hands. Top that with the 
unforeseen consequences 

of a global pandemic at the eleventh hour of mounting an exhibition, and one is navigating 
truly unprecedented circumstances. 

Sitting in the office of Dr Ira Westergård, Chief Curator of the Finnish National Gallery’s 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum, two days after the opening of its exhibition ‘Tiepolo – Venice in 
the North’, I am struck by the indefatigable energy – the renowned Finnish sisu – the show’s 
mastermind exudes, as she apologises for the piles of books and papers spread across all 
available surfaces – ‘they are all part of other projects I have had to put on hold and are now 
waiting to be dealt with’. One can see how this dynamism has driven an ambitious project 
that has brought together paintings and works on paper by these Venetian masters, the 
Tiepolos father and son, that found their way north and now reside in the UK, Denmark, 
Sweden, Russia and Finland. Not only that but, perhaps even more importantly, in gathering 
together key players in the international Tiepolo research community to contribute to the 

Giandomenico Tiepolo,  
The Greeks Sacking Troy, 
1773–75, oil on canvas, 
41cm x 55cm
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Sinebrychoff Art Museum
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show’s accompanying catalogue, she has spearheaded a publication that is bound to impact 
the Tiepolo research community for some years to come. ‘This catalogue is as important 
as the exhibition,’ she says, gripping it with both hands, as she holds it up in front of her. 
As the many narratives and their twists and turns unfold during our interview, one begins to 
understand why. 

Indeed the networking activities involved with the international research community 
in this project exceeded Westergård’s aims on several levels. ‘We realised that it was not only 
a research project but an exhibition and we wanted to focus on these northern collections of 
Tiepolo,’ she explains. ‘Early on we contacted Dr Irina Artemieva, Keeper of 15th–18th-century 
Venetian painting at The State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg, and through her links to 
the Italian Tiepolo specialists we were able to invite Professor Giuseppe Pavanello, and also 
the Ca’ Rezzonico Museum Director Alberto Craievich, to collaborate and contribute essays 
for the catalogue. Also in 2016 we were able to bring on board Dr Magnus Olausson, Head of 
Collections at the Nationalmuseum in Stockholm. So we anchored the exhibition project firmly 
to have the Tiepolos from Sweden and Russia – all six from Sweden are here for first time.’ The 
SMK National Gallery of Denmark also agreed loans, as did London’s National Gallery, whose 
two Trojan Horse oil sketches are reunited for the first time with the Sinebrychoff’s third in the 
series The Greeks Sacking Troy (1773–75).

These networking activities also turned up some thrilling new findings. A star of 
the Helsinki show is a painting that has been ‘rediscovered’ by Dr Artemieva. Presented in 
the exhibition in its own niche gallery space, this is the first time that Virgin and Child with 
St John the Baptist (date unknown), from Murom’s History and Art Museum, has been shown 
or published outside of Russia. ‘We did not know at the start of the project that there was 
a Tiepolo in Murom,’ says Westergård. ‘It came up last year, when Dr Artemieva contacted us 
about it. It has not been included in any Tiepolo research publications and in that sense it’s 
a new discovery.’

Russia is a treasure trove of hidden masterpieces because many of them go undetected 
by researchers since the collections of many regional art museums are difficult to access for 
researchers outside Russia. When Dr Artemieva came across the painting, she contacted 
her Italian colleagues in Venice and was able to confirm the reattribution of the work from 
Giandomenico to his father Giambattista Tiepolo. 

Another treasure unearthed as a result of the project – a unique example of a first-
edition Catalogo from 1774 of the Tiepolo family’s production of etchings, compiled by 
Giandomenico after his father’s death – has come to light closer to home. Strictly speaking the 
album, which consists of 202 prints covering the family’s entire oeuvre, was already known to 
Finnish researchers, as it is now housed at The National Library of Finland’s Special Collection. 
It had been moved to Helsinki for safekeeping by Paul Nicolay in 1916, from his ancestral 
estate, Monrepos Manor in Viipuri (Vyborg). However, when Westergård invited Tiepolo 
experts from Italy to view the Catalogo first hand, they marvelled at the sheer quality of the 
prints – which being a first edition were of the highest standard – as well as the preservation 
of the volume, which is unprecedented. The Catalogo was published between 1774 and 1778 
in four editions with slightly different content, but very few copies still exist.

As groundbreaking as these discoveries are, they do not, however, form the main 
focus of Westergård’s research project for the exhibition. For this her eyes were trained 
on provenance questions specifically relating to the two oil sketches in Sinebrychoff Art 
Museum’s holdings, Giandomenico Tiepolo’s The Greeks Sacking Troy (1773–75) and his 
father Giambattista Tiepolo’s The Rape of the Sabine Women (c. 1718). In an interview for 
FNG Research in 2017 at the start of the project, Westergård explained that such provenance 
research aimed to shed more light on the life of these works after they were created, where 
they travelled, their changing fortunes, who were the collectors, perhaps revealing the 
historical trends in taste. ’We wanted to clarify and confirm the contents of existing archival 
documents, then to look at a wider range of archival material, and in particular to undertake 
provenance research from the inception of the works because in this area some questions still 
remained open,’ she recalls. 

Three years on, Westergård reveals their provenance research has answered some key 
questions, as well as throwing up further areas to investigate. This research centred firstly on 
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works relating to Giandomenico Tiepolo’s Trojan Horse paintings from the 1770s – the two oil 
sketches in London, the third one in Helsinki, and the only known full-scale version, now in the 
Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, in the US. The other focus for provenance 
research was on a work by Giambattista Tiepolo, the Sinebrychoff’s The Rape of the Sabine 
Women, from c. 1718, the full version of which resides in The State Hermitage Museum in 
St Petersburg. 

Starting with the Trojan Horse works, Westergård, together with assistant researcher 
Kersti Tainio, wanted to look into the beginning of the provenance history and gain some 
understanding about who might have commissioned the full-scale versions. They first 
checked out existing archival material, including a key article in the Burlington Magazine in 
2002 by Burton Fredericksen, which published the titles of Tiepolo works sold at auction in 
St Petersburg in 1817 as part of his research into matching titles to works known today. The 
sale was of the estate of the Italian art dealer Niccolò Leonelli. ‘The auction catalogue lists 
these three oil sketches consecutively,’ Westergård explains. Dr Artemieva in her new research 
suggests there may have been a fourth in the series, which she found also listed elsewhere 
in the auction catalogue with the title Laocoon Ordering the Destruction of the Trojan Horse. 
However, no painting matching the description has so far been identified.

Reunited for the first time in 200 years, Giandomenico Tiepolo’s oil sketches from the Trojan Horse 
series: The Building of the Trojan Horse (1773–75) and The Procession of the Trojan Horse (1773–75), 
both on loan from the National Gallery, London, and the Sinebrychoff Art Museum’s The Greeks 
Sacking Troy (1773–75). Installation view of the ‘Tiepolo – Venice in the North’ exhibition at the 
Sinebrychoff Art Museum, Helsinki, 2020
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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But what about the three listed consecutively in the auction catalogue? The London 
National Gallery’s sketch for The Building of the Trojan Horse (1773–75) is the only one to be 
matched by a known full-scale version, now in Hartford in the US. Would it be possible to find 
more about the original commission that might relate to these works as a series?

‘Of course there has been speculation about what has happened to the finished 
paintings from the whole series,’ says Westergård. ‘Earlier researchers have taken for granted 
that they just disappeared. But when I saw the painting installed in Hartford I asked myself, 
who would have wanted to commission three works of such huge dimensions? Why is there 
no mention of any other full versions in any archives in the 19th or 20th centuries? Paintings 
of this monumentality don’t usually disappear without leaving any kind of trace.’ 

This questioning of the assumptions made in previous research and a willingness to 
think outside of the box, has led to fresh lines of inquiry. ‘We know the three oil sketches were 
auctioned in 1817 in St Petersburg after the Italian dealer Leonelli’s death and they most likely 
came direct from Venice. But the full version in Hartford of The Building of the Trojan Horse 
would not have been in Tiepolo’s estate when he died in 1804 because the sketches are dated 
to the 1770s and the finished painting would have been dispatched then. So we don’t need to 
speculate more about the provenance of the sketches in order to find who commissioned the 
series, because the sketches and full versions had been separated.’

‘The Hartford painting was first published in a catalogue from 1913 by the Sedelmeyer 
Gallery in Paris with an image and details of its provenance as “Prince Pignatelli, Venice, 
Comtesse de Romrée de Vichenet (née Beauffort), Château Fervoz, Gembloux”. Nothing else. 
No first names given. Subsequent researchers repeated this provenance and took for granted 
that the Pignatelli were a Venetian family.’ A memorandum in the archives in Hartford noted 
a visit from George Knox in the 1980s, who mentioned the work could have been destined 
for Madrid, based on his suggestion that the source for the dome depicted in the city in 
the painting could be from Madrid. Earlier in the 1950s a letter from American art historian 
Lane Faison also asked whether it might be a Spanish commission. Given that Giandomenico 
Tiepolo was producing works for several clients in Spain in the 1770s, Westergård thought it 
worthwhile to pursue this line of inquiry. And it was this thought, a thought that no previous 
researcher had followed up, that has born fruit.

Following some basic genealogical research, Westergård was able to establish the 
whereabouts of both the Pignatelli family and the Romrée de Vichenets. ‘It is not difficult to 
find information about the Spanish branch of the Pignatelli family. Archival sources can be 
searched online (unlike in earlier times) and there is plenty of information on noble families 
in books, as well as in national and regional archives. The Pignatelli were an important family 
in Spain in the 1770s, belonging to the highest echelons of the nobility, owning palaces in 
Madrid and Zaragoza. It is really the kind of family who would have had the interest, the 
means and the palaces to be commissioning this kind of painting from Tiepolo.’

‘I would love to find the definitive proof that this work was located in Spain in the 18th 
century and to find the date of the transfer from Spain to the Château Ferooz in Belgium,’ says 
Westergård. ‘I would also like to find a reference to the fact that the actual painting was there 
in Spain. We know the Pignatellis owned many paintings, including works by Tiepolo, but did 
they own this particular painting? Hopefully, these questions can be answered in the future.’

During the course of her research, Westergård was also able to identify the Comtesse 
de Romrée de Vichenet who had been mentioned in the Sedelmeyer catalogue from 1913. 
She discovered this Belgian family had links through marriage to Spain. In 1803 Count Charles 
de Romrée, who served the Spanish king and defended Zaragoza from French attack in 
1808, married María Antonia Cebrián y Enriquez and settled in Valencia but they also had 
a residence in Madrid. Their son Charles Panteleon was raised back in Flanders and one of 
his country houses was the Château de Ferooz. It was the death of his son Count Henri de 
Romrée de Vichenet, that prompted Henri’s widow Marguerite to sell the painting by Tiepolo 
to Sedelmeyer in 1911. 

‘If the painting, as seems likely, came from Spain to Belgium – we still don’t know 
exactly when this happened. It is possible that a closer examination of the painting in 
Hartford could reveal some new evidence,’ she continues. Westergård’s new lines of inquiry 
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have nevertheless presented some facts pointing to the Hartford painting as being a Spanish 
commission and passing into Belgium via a marital link. 

So where does this leave the theories about the Trojan Horse oil sketches being for 
a series of monumental works? Does Hartford’s The Building of the Trojan Horse seem more 
likely to be a stand-alone grand masterpiece? Here, being able to view the three sketches 
in the Helsinki exhibition, reunited for the first time since being sold at auction in 1817 in 
St Petersburg, prompts several trains of thought for Westergård. ‘Our sketch of The Greeks 
Sacking Troy has slightly different dimensions and may have been cut down on one side. The 
two London works really form a pair, and it would explain why the two stayed together when 
they came into the possession of George Dawe, a British portraitist working in St Petersburg 
who died in 1829, and the Sacking remained in Russia. The London sketches are daylight 
compositions and the Sacking is a nightscape. Then again, they do form a series in terms of 
their composition – the figure of the horse and the way the horse turns one way, then the 
other, and then back again – and in terms of the number of figures in the pictures and the 
sense of drama they all convey, they do form a coherent series.  I am curious to see if other 
Tiepolo researchers have comments on my theories.’ 

***
The research into the provenance of the Sinebrychoff’s oil sketch for The Rape of the Sabine 
Women is another tale of re-examining existing archive material, correcting misleading 
information, and undertaking meticulous searches. The Rape of the Sabine Women came to 
Finland at the end of the 19th century from a Swedish collection, but when and how did the 
painting come to Sweden? 

Much research had already been published in relation to the full-scale work, which has 
resided in The State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg since 1911. Two articles by different 

Giambattista Tiepolo, The Rape of the Sabine Women, c. 1718, oil on canvas, 43.5cm x 74cm
Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen
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Tiepolo scholars – one by Dr Artemieva and a later one by Italian art historian Eleonora 
Lanza – had thrown up conflicting versions of the provenance of the oil sketch in Helsinki, 
and Westergård and Tainio first wanted to find out which story was correct. ‘In provenance 
research you need the earliest firm evidence in order to go back further,’ Westergård 
points out.

When Dr Artemieva published her article in 1996 on the Hermitage’s finished 
painting, she referenced the attribution of the Helsinki modello from a 1911 edition of the 
Russian magazine Straye gody (Days of Yore), which had noted the oil sketch was sold to the 
Finnish Art Society in 1891 by the Finnish architect Jac. Ahrenberg. He had received it from 
his wife Widolfa’s Swedish relatives, the von Engeström family, as a wedding present. In 
2012, Eleonora Lanza published an article on the oil sketch in Helsinki, pointing out that Dr 
Artemieva’s reference contradicts evidence in the archives of the Finnish Art Society, namely 
a letter written in 1891 from Ahrenberg stating that the Swedish Count Lars Edmund von 
Engeström had bought the sketch at auction in Bukowskis in Stockholm 30 years earlier, and 
then gave it to Ahrenberg. If that was true, then it could not have come directly from Venice. 

Westergård and Tainio first sought to find out who was the source of the information 
in the 1911 article in Starye gody. Tainio found in the Finnish Art Society minutes for 1911 a 
note about an inquiry from the Hermitage about the modello. ‘From there she tracked down 
the relevant letter from the Finnish Art Society Chairman Reinhold Felix von Willebrand, who 
it turns out had re-interviewed Ahrenberg in 1911. The conclusion was that both conflicting 
versions came from Ahrenberg,’ says Westergård. 

‘In the end Ahrenberg was wrong on both counts. He told one thing when he wanted to 
sell the sketch to the Finnish Art Society and years later, when he was asked, he remembered 
it differently and that was the account that was published in the Russian magazine,’ she 
explains. ‘But Ahrenberg’s recollections about the provenance are altogether rather vague, so 
he didn’t make life easy for later researchers.’ 

Ahrenberg may have been an unreliable source, but the more interesting question for 
Westergård and Tainio was to find out exactly how the painting entered the von Engeström 
family. ‘We ordered the papers on the estate of Lars Edmund von Engeström from the Swedish 
National Archives in Stockholm and it included a very detailed inventory of everything 
he owned but there was no sign of The Rape of the Sabine Women. This is the man who 
Ahrenberg claimed had given it to him. But he actually died before Ahrenberg and Widolfa 
married, so of course the sketch, if he owned it, would have been listed in his 1871 estate.’

If Lars Edmund von Engeström was not the owner, then this implied the sketch had 
belonged to his wife Olga, whose maiden name Bobrinskaya placed her within an immensely 
wealthy Russian family that circulated at the highest levels of society in St Petersburg. Turning 
their attention towards Olga and the Bobrinsky family, Tainio scoured the 19th-century 
Swedish newspapers online and came across a reference in a newspaper to an exhibition in 
Sweden in the mid-19th century that included a Tiepolo. She applied for funding to carry out 
research in the Stockholm archives. ‘We drew up a list specifically to look for information 
on Olga and the Bobrinsky name and Tiepolo and The Rape of Sabine Women. Then we had 
one of those wonderful moments. Kersti came across a reference in a newspaper about an 
auction of an extensive art collection in 1860, which, in turn, led her to the auction catalogue 
in Stockholm City Archive, and in that she found listed the sketch for The Rape of the Sabine 
Women. And whose works were up for sale? It was Albrecht Wallis, a Swedish industrialist.’

This thrilling new discovery led to further research into the Wallis family to find out 
what kind of a collector he was, but since the catalogue noted that Albrecht’s art collection 
was acquired mostly during his travels across Europe in 1848–49, this is where Westergård 
has for the time being stopped this line of her searches. However, another equally exciting 
discovery made during Tainio’s time in the Stockholm archives came from an article in the 
Swedish newspaper Aftonbladet, which noted that Count Aleksei Pavlovich Bosbrinsky, Olga 
von Engeström’s brother, had attended the Wallis auction, making him a potential buyer. Thus 
Westergård and Tainio have come tantalisingly close to establishing the link between Sweden 
and Russia in the provenance of the Sinebrychoff’s sketch for The Rape of the Sabine Women. 

‘It would be a dream come true if I were able to find firm evidence confirming that 
Aleksei Bobrinsky had purchased the painting,’ says Westergård. ‘And that again would involve 
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tracking the relevant Bobrinsky material in the Russian archives. I do very much hope that the 
good relations with our Russian colleagues in the field that have been established through this 
exhibition might pave the way to some collaboration on further provenance research in the 
Russian archives.’

‘A lot of meticulous research is being carried out in Russia into their collections but 
not so much is published in English,’ she continues. ‘So with this Tiepolo project we have 
been able to offer Dr Artemieva the chance to publish in English her outstanding research on 
Tiepolo, which is also so valuable for the Tiepolo research community beyond Russia.’

In bringing together the international research community of Tiepolo scholars to create 
both a groundbreaking exhibition in the Sinebrychoff Art Museum and an equally trailblazing 
catalogue is an outstanding achievement for the Finnish National Gallery, and Dr Westergård’s 
vision, diligence and spirit of inquiry will surely benefit Tiepolo research and understanding for 
years to come.

‘Tiepolo – Venice in the North’, Sinebrychoff Art Museum / Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki,  
17 September 2020 – 10 January 2021

Hanna-Leena Paloposki (ed.), Tiepolo – Venice in the North. Skira editore and Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art 
Museum: Milan, 2020
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