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Samuel Appleton Brown 
Abbott (1846-1931) is nowa-
days a rather forgotten figure 
but used to be well-known in 
both Boston (Massachusetts) 
and Rome. A lawyer by pro-
fession, as president of its 
board of trustees he success-
fully led the project to build 
the Boston Public Library,     
a landmark of the city. Later 
he was the first director       
of the newly-named Ameri-
can Academy in Rome 
(1897-1903). But in each 
case his term of office ended 
prematurely. 
 

In both roles he depended on a close friend, the architect Charles 
McKim. He had brought in McKim – partner in the practice of 
McKim, Mead and White which later built the American Academy 
in Rome on the Janiculum – as principal architect for the Library. 
The two of them travelled to Europe to identify sources of marble 
and to meet the artists such as John Singer Sargent, Edwin Austin 
Abbey and Puvis de Chavannes whom they had commissioned. The 
Library finally opened to the public in March 1895 with its decora-
tion far from complete. A month later Sargent installed the first of 
his cycle of paintings; but holding a celebratory reception inside the 
Library led to criticism in the local press and, in turn, to the resigna-
tion of Abbott. He has been described as an irascible, domineering 
man who bitterly resented criticism. It seems that, despite all that he 

had done to see this great project completed, he felt unappreciated. 
 

That same year saw the death of his second wife, Abbie Woods, by 
whom he had had four daughters but from whom he had long been 
separated. Having met Maria Dexter, a wealthy American lady living 
in Italy, Abbott now moved to Rome and married her. It was McKim 
who offered him a new role. He had founded in Rome an American 

No. 30 

N  E  W  S  L  E  T  T  E  R 

Spring 2015 FRIENDS FRIENDS 
of the 

Non-Catholic Cemetery in Rome 

School of Architecture which was renting space in the Villa Aurora, 
a survivor of the sale in 1885 of the large Ludovisi estate to property 
developers. McKim was looking for permanent premises for the 
academy. The collapse of speculative building projects and a finan-
cial crisis in Italy had led to a number of properties being potentially 
for sale: Abbott, writing from Rome to McKim in January 1896, 
mentions the Villa Aurora itself but also the Villas Mattei, Albani and 
Sciarra, the Palazzo Orsini (built within the Theatre of Marcellus) 
and even the Palazzo 
Farnese. 
 

In fact, the Academy 
continued to rent at the 
Villa Aurora, with Ab-
bott appointed in 1897 
the first Director under 
its present name. In 
1903, however, he was 
dismissed. Reports had 
reached New York that 
he and his wife were 
enjoying life in the 
Villa Aurora while 
making no effort to 
build up the Academy. 
The couple’s grand 
lifestyle then continued 
after they purchased the 
Villa Lontana, a 17th 
century villa with large 
garden situated on the 

Via Cassia near Ponte Milvio. Previous owners included the sculptor 
Antonio Canova and John Freeborn, the wine-merchant and British 
consul in Rome. It was he who had stored Shelley’s ashes in his 
cellar until their burial in the Cemetery (where he also is buried;  
Zone 1.16.47). 
 

Abbott died at the Villa aged 85. The previous year he had bought 
the plot adjacent to the grave in which lay his wife Mary (d.1923) 
and her aunt (d.1894; Zone 1.8.56-57). Following his own death, the 
double-plot was surmounted by a semi-circular enclosure wall in 

 From Boston to Rome: the two lives of Samuel Abbott 

Boston Public Library courtyard, modelled on  
the Palazzo della Cancelleria, Rome 
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The tomb before and after restoration  

Samuel Abbott  

   continues on page 2 
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travertine, in a style 
unusual for the Ceme-
tery but quite at home 
in Rome of the 1930s.  
 

We have had this dis-
tinctive tomb restored 
thanks to Alessandro 
Dall’Oglio who, from 
his love of the Ceme-
tery, generously offered 
to sponsor the restora-
tion of any tomb chosen 
by the Director. The 
work of conservators 
Gianfranco Malorgio 
and Sara Toscan of 
Laboratorio s.a.s. has 
made the monument le-
gible again as a memo-
rial to Samuel Abbott. 
 

Postscript: Abbott’s Memling 
 

The recent exhibition held at the Scuderie in Rome on “Memling. 
Flemish renaissance” was deservedly popular. One of the exhibits was 

Hans Memling’s 
Christ blessing (ca. 
1480-85) which had 
been re-discovered 
only two years ago 
and auctioned at 
Sotheby’s New York 
for over $4 million. 
Labels on its reverse 
show that Marshall 
Woods had bought it 
at auction in Paris in 
1859 and then gave it 
as a Christmas present 
to his son-in-law, 
Samuel Abbott, in 
1874. It remained in 
the family until 2013. 
Perhaps its appear-
ance in the exhibition 
was in fact a return to 
Rome for the painting, 
having hung previously at the Villa Lontana? 
 
Nicholas Stanley-Price 

Treatment with biocide  
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Hans Memling, Christ blessing (ca. 1480-85) 
(Los Angeles County Museum of Art)  

continued  from page 1 

 
Following a request from its government, Ireland 
has become the fifteenth member of the Associa-

tion responsible for the Cemetery. We warmly welcome our new member, represented by its Am-
bassador in Rome, H.E. Mr Bobby McDonagh. It was not until 1922 when the Constitution of the 
Irish Free State was approved that Irish citizenship was recognised. Until then its inhabitants were 
British subjects. In the 18th and 19th centuries, there were many burials in our cemetery of Irish Prot-
estants whose citizenship was usually recorded as ‘Great Britain’. 

Ireland joins the Association  
 

 

 

Three early Irish burials 
 

Of the many artists who died in Rome during the 18th C, several were 
Irish. The best-known was the sculptor Christopher Hewetson (1737-
1798), from Thomastown in county Kilkenny. During his 33 years in 
Rome, he was considered the leading portrait sculptor, at least until the 
arrival of Canova in 1781. You can see his work in leading museums in 
Rome and abroad and also in churches (the Pantheon, San Nicola in Car-
cere, and the English College in Via Monserrato). Already turning sixty 

in 1797, he stayed in Rome despite the imminent arrival of Napoleon’s 
troops. His good friend, the collector and dealer Thomas Jenkins, had 
fled back to England as had other artists, and his fellow-sculptor John 
Deare (see Newsletter 17) died a few months before him. Both were bur-
ied in the Old Cemetery but lack stone monuments – perhaps because no 
friends remained in Rome to see to them. 

 

More fortunate, 20 years later, was the Reverend Stephen 
George Ram (1783-1822). He died in March 1822, a few 
months before the Old Cemetery was closed to further burials. 
Ram’s stone ledger is notable for the beautiful floral decoration 
along its sides (the photos and identifications kindly supplied 
by Laura Snook).  
 

As a second son, Ram 
was not in line to inherit 
his father’s large estate 
at Ramsfort north of 
Gorey, a small town in 
County Wexford in 
southern  Ireland. Instead 
he was ordained for the 
church after leaving 
Cambridge University 
and, since 1812, had 
been Rector of Ringmore 
in Devon. Through his 
mother, he was a cousin 
of the Viscount Stopford 
whose young wife,    
Lady Charlotte Albinia 
Stopford (1799-1828), is 
buried in the Zona Vec-
chia (V.13.4) under an imposing stone chest. Her death in 
Rome led to one of the earliest known drawings of the New 
Cemetery. Forty years ago the Irish art historian Michael 
Wynne published a pencil drawing by a little-known artist 
called James Hore, one of four views of Rome dated 1829 that 
belonged to a private collection.  
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The Ram memorial (foreground) 
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C. Hewetson, Tomb of Cardinal Giambattista Rezzonico (d.1783),  
San Nicola in Carcere, Rome 
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The reverse of the drawing entitled “The English burying ground 
Rome” bears the inscription: “The tomb most marked in the drawing is 
that of Ly Charlotte Stopford who died at Rome 29th Febr 1828 – To be 
given to James Earl of Courtown or his son”. (Charlotte’s husband was 
the son and heir of the Earl of Courtown.) The view is a distant one, 
perhaps taken from Monte Testaccio, and the few tombs that are shown 
are too small to identify. As Wynne pointed out, James Hore – who 

was another Stopford cousin – must have been in Rome in 1829 
and made sketches of such familiar sights as St Peter’s and the 
Arch of Constantine. But he also visited the grave of his recently 
deceased cousin Charlotte, and made a drawing to be given to her 
family back in Ireland. 
 

Nicholas Stanley-Price 

continued  from page 2 

Umbrella pine and laurel  
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Cypress and opium poppy 

The monument to Charlotte Stopford      
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Mirdza Kalnins Capanna, Latvian ballerina 
 

In one of his reviews for  
the Térszili Katicza ballet, 
Sándor Veress wrote: 
“Rarely have we seen...a 
ballerina of such refined 
artistry who gives so much 
joy to the audience as 
Kalnins whose only mistake 
is to live at a time when the 
graceful art of the ballet is 
out of tune with the fashion 
for heavy shoes and a domi-
nant roughness. If Miss 
Mirdza Kalnins were danc-
ing in 1849, as we saw her 
in this Hungarian tale, on 
the esteemed stages of La 
Scala in Milan or the Ducale 
in Parma or the grand   
Carignano in Turin, the 
romantics of that time 
would probably have waited 

for her outside the theatre, as they used to then, to accompany her back in 
triumph to her hotel.” 
 

He was referring to the Latvian dancer, Mirdza Kalnins Capanna. Born in 
Riga on 11 August 1912, she started while very young to dance, studying 
classic dance in the private schools of Riga. One of her first teachers was 
the Italian Marietta Balbo, formerly first ballerina of the Riga Opera.  
 

In 1929 she was admitted as ballerina at that Opera and stayed there 
until 1933. The quality of her performances, her graceful body and beau-
tiful looks, aroused great admiration in her public. She performed     
Coppelia, Raymonda, The sleeping beauty, Jota aragonese, The Fire-
bird, Sheherazade, Il papavero rosso, Pulcinella and others. 
 

In December 1933 the scandal that ensued after she dared appear on the 
stage of the Alhambra, a cabaret, led her to leave Latvia for Italy. There 

she was taken on by the Theatre of the Opera of Rome where 
she performed in ballets such as Stravinsky’s Petrushka, 
Respighi’s The Birds, Delibes’ Coppelia, La Boutique Fan-
tasque of      Rossini-Respighi, Hungarian rhapsody with music 
by Liszt and many others. She appeared in opera - Prince Igor, 
Carmen and Fedora. Among her partners were the celebrated 
dancers Elio Foggiolti and Filippo Morucci. Resisting the at-
tractions of a career as a film star, Mirdza never abandoned the 
stage, though she did appear in Vittorio De Sica’s film Finisce 
sempre così and a number of others. In 1936 she married 
Lorenzo Capanna and had a son. 
 

In 1940 Mirdza became director of the course in Classic Dance 
course at the Centro Sperimentale del Canto e di Danza. From 
1959-1961 she was assistant choreographer to Aurelio Miloss   
at the Theatre of the Opera in Rome (he also is buried in the 
Cemetery). 
 

One of her pupils, Viviana Palucci, wrote: “Mirdza was my first 
dance teacher at Grosseto when I was between nine and thir-
teen. I think I learned from her the theatricality that one ex-
presses in dance. I have fond memories of her, of how she 
pushed me always to use my memory, learning all the roles, 
including the masculine ones!”. Marinella Santini, her favourite 
pupil, said: “If I passed my exams, if I do what I do, the first 
person I owe it to is Mirdza, my first teacher. To her I owe my 
love of dance, the sensibility and so many other things I can’t 
express in words…”. 
 

Mirdza was known for her generosity. When she left Riga and 
the Opera, she gave 200 pairs of shoes to the ballerinas. She 
loved to entertain, and many recall the dinners, the chats, the 
restaurants and the drinks till late into the night. She confronted 
almost everything unconsciously, positively, with certainty and 
vivacity. She was greatly loved not only on the stage but also in 
her private life. She died in Rome on 24 November 1974 after a 
long illness and was buried next to her mother (Zone 2.16.19). 
 

Contributed by Astra Šmite, National Library of Latvia 

Mirdza (right) with the Latvian dancer Vija Vētra 
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OPENING HOURS 
 

  Monday to Saturday 9:00am - 5:00pm 
(last entrance 4.30pm) 
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(last entrance 12.30pm)  

 

Tel  06.5741900,  Fax 06.5741320 
mail@cemeteryrome.it 

 
 

HOW TO BECOME A FRIENDHOW TO BECOME A FRIEND  
 

This Newsletter is made possible by the      
contributions of the Friends of the Cemetery.  
 
The Friends also help fund the care of the trees 
in the cemetery and the restoration of tombs. 
Please can you help us by becoming a Friend? 
You can find a membership form at:  
 
 

www.cemeteryrome.it 

The painter Sally von Kügelgen (1860-1928) 
 

The German Balt painter 
Sally von Kügelgen was not 
the first member of that 
family to head for Rome. 
Her grandfather Karl and 
his better known twin 
brother Gerhard von Kügel-
gen (1772-1820), author of 
a famous portrait of Goethe, 
had stayed for some time in 
the city in the 1790s, as also 
had her father, the land-
scape painter Konstantin 
von Kügelgen (1810-1880).  
 

His daughter was born as 
Sara Bertha Fanny of his 
third wife,  Antonie Sophie 
Juliane, Baronessa Maydell 
of noble stock, on 19 Febru-

ary 1860 at Dorpat (now Tartu in Estonia). Her artistic talent was 
soon spotted and encouraged by her now aging father. She took 
lessons from Julie Hagen, the first Estonian painter to have an aca-
demic training, and later in St Petersburg from the Russian painter 
Ivan Kramskoj, an artist considered non-conventional. In 1880, now 
in her 20s, she managed to be accepted at that city’s Academy (as 
an exception, given that it was closed to women until World War I), 
where she dedicated herself to nude studies, almost all the models 
being male. This arrangement may have owed something to the 
contacts of her half-brother Paul von Kügelgen (1843-1904) who 
was the editor of the St. Petersburger Zeitung. 
 

She soon became known for her refined drawing of various kinds, 
notable for their proportions and use of light, and she was awarded 
two silver medals. She left the Academy in 1885 and painted 
above all history paintings and portraits. Among them were an oil 
painting of her father, by now dead, based on photographs and 
sketches, and a self-portrait now known only from a photo. There 
followed a large commission for frescos in the Lutheran church of 
St Charles in Reval (now Tallinn), considered today to be her 
most important work. 
 

In 1890 she moved to Rome which remained her adoptive home till 
her death.  She returned to Estonia sporadically in the summers and 
there too she continued her work as a portrait painter. Her painting 
of Isabella Freifrau von Ungern-Sternberg, a famous graphologist 

and ancestor of the first 
German ambassador to 
independent Estonia, 
Henning von Wisting-
hausen (in 1991-1995), 
is preserved today in 
the embassy in Tallinn. 
On his retirement the 
ambassador donated 
the painting of his 
great-grandmother to 
the German Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs so 
that it could hang in 
the house where she 
had been born in 1846. 
 

In Rome Sally painted 
portraits on commis-
sion for Baltic nota-
bles, but she also fa-
voured religious and 
mythical subjects. Her 
last studio was in the Villa Strohl-Fern, a retreat for a wide variety of 
artists, that had been bought in 1879 by the Alsatian gentleman Alfred 
Wilhelm Strohl (1847-1927) (who is also buried in the Cemetery at 
Zona 1.13.17). 
 

She never married. In the book that a distant cousin Leo von Kügelgen 
dedicated in 1924 to Gerhard von Kügelgen and “the other seven art-
ists in the family”, we read: “the small, gentle hermit, of high-pitched 
but low voice, still receives her friends in her studio in the Villa Strohl 
Fern, located in front of the Porta del Popolo at Rome like a Cinder-
ella’s castle in the big city.” 
 

After Strohl died and left the Villa to the French government, Sally 
moved to Via Alessandro Farnese 18 (now the Casa Valdese), which 
was then a religious old people’s home run by the Germanic Deacon-
esses of Kaiserwerth. She died of old age on 16 October 1928. Her 
tomb in the Cemetery no longer exists, the remains having been trans-
ferred in 1995 to Ossuary 2. 
 

Some forty works – drawings and paintings – are preserved in the 
Estonia Art Museum, others are in private collections, many are 
probably dispersed. Nevertheless Sally von Kügelgen has never re-
ceived the attention she perhaps deserves, as one of the most signifi-
cant Estonian artists of her time. 
 

Contributed by Dorothee Hock (Casa di Goethe, Roma) 

Sally von Kügelgen, self-portrait 

Sally von Kügelgen,  
Portrait of Isabella Freifrau von Ungern-Sternberg  

(German Embassy, Tallinn) 

At their Assembly in November last year, the ambassadors elected H.E. Mr Mike Rann, 
Ambassador of Australia to Italy, as President for 2015. Mr Rann brings to his role 

experience of serving on the board of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission (whose cemetery in Rome is just across the 
street from us). He has already shown great interest in the Cemetery and we look forward to working with him and his staff. 

New President elected 

New index to Friends’ Newsletter 1-30 

Can’t find an article that you were sure was published in the Newsletter? On our website there is now an index to the con-
tents of the first 30 issues. You can search for a person or topic mentioned in a Newsletter; or you can browse through a list 
of contents, arranged chronologically by year and issue. Just go to: http://www.cemeteryrome.it/press/newsletter.html 


