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Tiepolo and the Russian Connection
Gill Crabbe, FNG Research
Following the recent opening of a groundbreaking Tiepolo exhibition at the Sinebrychoff Art
Museum, one of the key contributors, Tiepolo expert Dr Irina Artemieva, Keeper of Venetian
paintings at the State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg, discusses the research and
international collaboration involved in the FNG project

Dr Artemieva, you joined The State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg in 1982 and became
Keeper of 15th to 18th-century Venetian paintings in 1985. How did you become interested
in the works of the Tiepolos?
Works by the Tiepolos make up a very important part of the collection of Venetian art of the
18th century and therefore from the start I set about finding out as much as I could about
them and about the works, with the intention of adding in new information to that gathered
by my predecessors.
You are also the scientific director of The Hermitage-Italy Centre in Venice. What is
the importance of The Hermitage-Italy Centre for your research and for your links to
Italian colleagues?
I was appointed scientific director of The Hermitage-Italy Centre in Venice because over the
course of my work – and it’s nearly 40 years that I have been working at the Hermitage –
I have formed very friendly and fruitful relationships with many of my Italian colleagues. I
know nearly all the key members of staff of the leading museums in Italy and lots of specialists
in specific areas. As for my acquaintance with Tiepolo specialists, my own interest – and the
reason why I have gone more deeply into the study of Tiepolo – has been connected with
the preparation of a major international exhibition and conference that marked the 300th
anniversary of the birth of Giambattista Tiepolo, which took place in Venice back in 1996.
For that conference I prepared a large paper on the history of the ceilings by Tiepolo painted
for St Petersburg.
The art of Tiepolo found its way into important Russian collections already in the
18th century and its popularity continued throughout the 19th century. How do you
explain this and the importance of Tiepolo in Russia?
Giambattista Tiepolo is, of course, one of the leading artists of the 18th century. His art
marks the apotheosis of Venetian painting: the triumph of light and colour, its ability to
convey aspects of reality through even the most imaginary subject. Tiepolo’s imagination
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Giandomenico Tiepolo, The Greeks Sacking
Troy, 1773–75, oil on canvas, 41cm x 55cm
Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff
Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Hannu Aaltonen

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

had no limits and he was able to
master any format, any form, from the
smallest to most grandiose, but it was
in the latter that he most majestically
gave embodiment to his art. Art that
demanded above all great internal
spaces. Interiors of this kind were only to
be found in royal and princely residences
and, of course, to commission a master
of such a level demanded huge financial
resources. So it’s not surprising that
he worked in the area of monumental
painting in Venice both for the old and
the new aristocracy – particularly the
new – creating grandiose cycles and
fresco wall paintings at the Palazzo Labia
in Venice, and at the Villa Cordellina, and
Villa Valmarana in Vicenza, as well as
abroad. There’s a particularly interesting
article in the catalogue accompanying
the Sinebrychoff Art Museum exhibition
devoted to Tiepolo’s links with Swedish
clients and the attempt to invite him to
paint a grand ceiling for the royal palace
in Stockholm, although unfortunately
this commission never took place. For
Russia too the grand style was close
to the heart of the monarchs and
during the reign of Elizabeth, from
1741–62, when there was a huge
amount of palace building, there was
particular interest in the art of Tiepolo. His painting was really best suited to the style and
the architecture of Francesco Bartolomeo Rastrelli (1700–71) and attempts were made to
commission works by Tiepolo for Elizabeth’s new Winter palace. Three ceilings were also
commissioned by the Chancellor of the Russian Empire, Count Mikhail Illarionovich Vorontsov
(1714–67), for his palace on Sadovaya Ulitsa in St Petersburg.
As for later purchases, even in the 18th century, we see that only the richest Russian
aristocrats could afford to adorn their mansions with works by Tiepolo, among them Prince
Nikolai Borisovich Yusupov (1750–1831) and Chancellor Alexandr Andreyevich Bezborodko
(1747–99). At the start of the 19th century a large monumental canvas, The Banquet of
Cleopatra (1747), was acquired for the new imperial residence the Mikhail Castle. We see
thereafter how even in the second half of the 19th century, thanks to the Russian patron
Baron Alexandr Stieglitz (1814–84), half of the monumental cycle created by Tiepolo for the
Ca’ Dolfin was also acquired. Later Russia became the home of one of the best collections of
monumental paintings by Tiepolo. The significance of this collection cannot be exaggerated,
even though not all of the works have survived to the present day.
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Index for the album Catalogo di varie Opere inventate dal celebre Gio. Batta Tiepolo al Servigio
di S.M.C. morto in Madrid li 27 Marzo 1770, e incise in No 25 dallo stesso, e l’altre incise dalli Figli
Giandomenico, e Lorenzo, possedute dal medesimo Giandomenico coll’aggiunta d’altre sue
Opere, 1774, etching, 54.5cm x 41cm
The National Library of Finland, Helsinki
Photo: The National Library of Finland
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Lorenzo Tiepolo, after Giambattista Tiepolo, Triumph of Venus,
Catalogo di varie Opere (…), 1774, etching
The National Library of Finland, Helsinki
Photo: The National Library of Finland

For the exhibition catalogue accompanying the Sinebrychoff
Art Museum show you have written a key article on Tiepolo
and Russia, based on your extensive research. What were the
key results and are you still surprised to find out new things
about Tiepolo?
During the course of my work for the exhibition I found myself
paying particular attention to the Venetian picture dealer
Niccolò Leonelli, who proved to be a far more significant
figure in the Russian art market at the turn of the 18th and
19th centuries than had previously been thought. As a result
it became possible to considerably expand and to clarify the
information we have about works by Tiepolo that were sold
at the posthumous auction of works belonging to Leonelli, in
1817, even though there had already been an article on this
subject in the Burlington Magazine by Burton Fredericksen.
Amongst these works was a series of four paintings by
Giandomenico Tiepolo on the subject of the taking of Troy.
The whole process of research is very fascinating and always
full of surprises.
What were the surprises for you when you read the essays by
other Tiepolo experts in the catalogue?

Giandomenico Tiepolo, from the series Raccolta di teste
(Series of Heads), Catalogo di varie Opere (…), 1774,
etching
The National Library of Finland, Helsinki
Photo: The National Library of Finland

The production of innovative research for the exhibition
was one of the aims of the project and I think that has been
achieved. I would particularly like to pick out the extremely
interesting articles by my Swedish and Finnish colleagues. Above
all there is the research by Ira Westergård about the provenance
and the history of Giandomenico’s cycle devoted to the taking of
Troy. The results of her study are absolutely new and fresh and
I think it will be a surprise for all specialists who study the work
of Tiepolo. I would also particularly mention the article by Kersti
Tainio touching on the study of the origin of an oil sketch for the
large version of The Rape of the Sabine Women. The painting
itself is in the Hermitage and the oil sketch is in the Sinebrychoff
Art Museum. As for the story about how the sketch arrived in
the museum, it has been discussed over many years, including
in my own article on The Rape of the Sabine Women. Now Kersti
has been able to throw more light on to the story, and this is
a very interesting tale of the Bobrinsky family and the history
of the acquisition of the picture. I think her hypothesis that
the painting was acquired in Stockholm by the brother of Olga
Bobrinskaya is very convincing and so now we can be reasonably
certain as to where the sketch came from, and that it also has a
Russian history.
As for the article by the art and cultural historian Rainer
Knapas, I think this also will be a major surprise for those
studying the work of Tiepolo. It is about an absolutely unique
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Giambattista Tiepolo, Study of a Female Head (recto) and Study of a Male Head (verso),
c. 1730–31, white and black chalk on paper, 28.5cm x 21cm
Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff Art Museum
Photo: Finnish National Gallery / Jenni Nurminen

set of prints made after works by Tiepolo and his sons that is now in the National Library of
Finland. They come from the Monrepos estate in Vyborg. The uniqueness of this album is
that it is one of the most rare examples of the first publication of Tiepolo’s prints. It would be
wonderful if, as a result of this exhibition, it were to be published in facsimile.
Can you tell us about the process of ‘discovering’ the Murom Museum’s painting, which
is a highlight of the Helsinki show?
Regarding the Virgin and Child with John the Baptist from the collection of Murom’s
History and Art Museum, there was no surprise at all for Russian scholars because many
of my colleagues knew about the existence of this work and in its time it was the subject
of publications but it seemed to me particularly interesting to show it in the Sinebrychoff
exhibition because it had never been published outside of Russia and foreign scholars were
virtually unaware of it. I also wanted to finally establish the attribution of this work [to
Giambattista instead of Giandomenico Tiepolo] because it seems to me that up until now, it
has not been fully appreciated. And I think this exhibition and the comparison of this painting
with other original works by Giambattista Tiepolo will convince everyone fully that we are
dealing here with a genuine work by Giambattista Tiepolo previously unknown in the West.
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How much time and resources do the curators of the collections at The State Hermitage
Museum have for research? Or is the focus on planning and curating exhibitions? What kind
of collections research are you encouraged to do?
I have always been particularly interested in the history of collecting in Russia and the history of
the paintings in the Hermitage and quite naturally this gives rise to questions about the attribution
of individual paintings, their previous history before they came to the Hermitage. As for how
much time a curator at the Hermitage can devote to research, that depends partly on the curator
themselves. The museum gives curators a special research and library day each week during which
the curator is able to visit libraries and archives or work from home on their research.
When the Finnish National Gallery started this Tiepolo project they were especially keen to
focus on provenance research. How important is provenance research within the Russian
research community?
This theme is superbly illustrated in the article by Ira Westergård in the exhibition catalogue.
In recent decades international museums have been devoting much time to researching
the provenance of works, and Russian museums are no exception. In many ways this is the
result of pressures from the art market, which is where works can appear, such as previously
unknown masterpieces by Leonardo, Titian and Raphael and other great masters. If the history
of the museum paintings is documented, then it becomes impossible to doubt the originality
of the works in the museum collection. At the moment provenance is one of the most relevant
and researched areas for curators working in museums.
International collaboration among academics and museum curators is usually connected
to exhibition projects and forthcoming exhibitions. How do you see the future in terms of
developing collaboration when it comes to research?
Everything is possible now for international collaboration, for example there is an extensive
system of international grants. For instance, The Hermitage-Italy Centre gives grants to
researchers from any country if the subject of their research coincides with the interests of
our centre. A joint project, not necessarily an exhibition, can be the reason for collaborative
research on say the study of a particular collection or an individual, such as Baron Ludwig
Heinrich Nikolay. Here I would like to come back to his Monrepos library, which is now in
Helsinki, and the first publication of the album of prints by Tiepolo. It would be a wonderful
subject for a scholarly project that would bring together Finnish and Italian specialists to
prepare a joint facsimile publication with commentaries.
How do you think the Hermitage and the Finnish National Gallery can develop further their
collaboration in future? Have you any ideas or wishes related to that possibility?
Of course the Hermitage and the FNG could collaborate even more closely in the future if they
wish. Perhaps we could talk not about exhibition projects but scholarly seminars and research
to help us understand our academic interests better and this could become the basis for
future projects. We could have them in turn, for instance in Helsinki and then in our centre at
the Hermitage Vyborg.
Which Venetian painter do you think might be a suitable subject for future collaboration
with Finnish museum curators?
I think it could be Jacopo Bassano because in Finland there is superb work by Bassano and
I think our experience of organising the exhibition of Tiepolo has shown how you can develop
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a wonderfully interesting exhibition even about a single work. Of course, if you bring in the
involvement of leading international museums, and for instance here I am speaking now as a
curator at the Hermitage, we have excellent works by Bassano and we could provide superb
works by both Jacopo and his sons. Of course that would also lead on to the fact that we
should also continue to collaborate with Italy.
The Helsinki exhibition includes a significant tranche of drawings by the Tiepolos from The
State Hermitage Museum, as well as the Sinebrychoff Art Museum’s recent acquisition of a
double-sided drawing by Giambattista Tiepolo. The Hermitage’s drawings demonstrate the
extraordinary versatility of graphic techniques both father and son mastered. Where would
you place this Finnish acquisition in relation to the Hermitage’s drawings?
Any detail that illustrates the process of work by a great master on a monumental work of
art is in itself valuable. And of course it’s even more precious when the finished work has not
survived to the present day. Many monumental works by Tiepolo perished during the First and
Second World Wars, for instance the frescos in the Palazzo Canossa in Verona, in the Palazzo
Archinto in Milan, and those in Oranienbaum, in St Petersburg, such as the ceiling painting
Mars Resting (1759–60). The drawing by Tiepolo recently acquired by the Sinebrychoff Art
Museum is one of those precious records. It relates to the early 1730s and to works on the
frescos in the Palazzo Archinto. In the Hermitage Collection there are no such drawings by
Tiepolo in black chalk on white paper.
What do you think has been achieved in bringing together the Tiepolos’ works from across
Europe for this show?
The very subject of the exhibition is already new and offers a fresh approach to the study
of the Tiepolos and I think the result will be that it will give rise to justified interest among
specialists and will be very surprising to many of them. There is nothing superfluous in this
exhibition. Everything in it forms part of a logical and deliberate tale of the love for and the
collecting of works by members of the Tiepolo family in Northern Europe.
What further research questions does this show prompt, for you and for the international
research community?
Research can never be finished entirely. Any exhibition or catalogue is merely another
milestone, a step on the path as we go on to open new horizons. I think my Finnish colleagues
may continue research into the history of commissions around the series on the taking of Troy.
As for me, my dream is to find traces of the ceilings that Tiepolo created for palaces in Russia.
The interview with Dr Artemieva was conducted by email, with grateful thanks for English translation to Catherine Phillips,
Vladimir Levinson-Lessing Professor of the History of Collecting, European University at St Petersburg

‘Tiepolo – Venice in the North’, Sinebrychoff Art Museum / Finnish National Gallery, Helsinki, until 10 January 2021
Hanna-Leena Paloposki (ed.), Tiepolo – Venice in the North. Milan: Skira editore and Finnish National Gallery / Sinebrychoff
Art Museum, 2020

