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You gave an interview after you be-
came Director in 2008 (see Newslet-
ter 4; also 13). How has the Ceme-
tery changed since then?  
 

In many ways: we have longer       
and fixed opening hours; more visi-
tors, both local and foreign; and bet-
ter garden management which satis-
fies the concession-holders. Our 
online database has simplified access 
to our burial records, to our accounts, 
and to our visitor group bookings. 
And the Friends’ Newsletter has 
improved communication about what 
is going on. 
 

What have you achieved that gives 
you most satisfaction? 
 

Lots of things. I am pleased that 
more people know the Cemetery –– 
to know it is to love it; and that we 
have been able to keep the Cemetery 
financially viable, despite the eco-
nomic climate. 
 

How can you maintain the genius 
loci or spirit of the place? 
 

In our fast-changing, technological 
world, people need to find a peaceful 
place where they can turn off their 
telephones and be alone, or in the 
company of only a few others, so as 
to relax and reflect. One of the things 
that people most appreciate here is 
the informality. Signs are neces-
sary but not too many. Visitors 
are welcome so long as they 
abide by the rules, the usual 
ones of respect and de-
cency in any cemetery - 
no sitting or leaning on 
tombstones, and no 
smoking or inappro-
priate dress, etc. 

2016 

1716 300 years later: An interview with Amanda Thursfield 

Pope Clement XI   

A green oasis of peace: from the pyramid of Caius Cestius to the chapel tower 

 

King James III  
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We have to remember that it is a burial-ground and our main duty is to 
the people buried here and their families and friends. But we like to 
share this beautiful place with others. We have had a sharp increase in 
the number of group tours. We welcome these but all visitor use has an 
impact on the garden through erosion, on facilities such as the toilets, 
and on the peace of the place through loud voices. That is why we ask 
visitors to respect its primary role as a place of memory. 
 

Is there still a demand for burial here? 
 

Yes, very much so – there are about twenty burials per year. We get 
more requests than we can satisfy but they have to meet the pre-
requisites to be buried here and, unfortunately, space is limited. 
 

Have you changed the Cemetery’s sources of income? 
 

The main source of income remains the maintenance fees paid by con-
cession holders. We ask visitors to leave a small donation. Since we 
receive no public funding, even small ones are welcome. This income 
has increased, as has the number of Friends who have helped in many 
ways, especially for the restoration of tombs. 
 

The Visitors’ Centre is staffed by volunteers. How easy is it to find such 
people? 
 

Our volunteers are one of our strongest assets. They are people of all 
ages and nationalities who like to spend a few hours a week helping in 
the Visitors’ Centre, but the best thing they offer, in my opinion, is a 
friendly welcome. For someone who is visiting the grave of a relative or 
friend, or indeed for any visitor, it is important to feel welcome, to see a 
smile. We get alot of positive feedback about our volunteers. 
 

After eight years in the job, are there long-term aims you still want to 
achieve? 
 

There are many! But the main one is that the Cemetery continues to 
balance its books and be self-supporting. 
 

And what do you see as the main obstacles? 
 

The usual things: inadequate funding, high costs and taxes, bureaucracy 
and so on. And climate change is having an effect on the garden. 
 

How have you managed to organise an international exhibition? 
 

The exhibition, curated by Nicholas Stanley-Price, will be the highlight 
of our 300th anniversary year. It’s an ambitious project. Only by having 
a partner in the Goethe House, in Via del Corso, can we put on such an 
event, with international loans of paintings by artists such as Jakob 
Philipp Hackert and Edvard Munch. Even so, fundraising has been quite 
a challenge for these two small organisations. We started planning in 

2013, so it will be a big moment when it opens on September 23. 
 

Other than the exhibition, how else is this important anniversary 
being celebrated? 
 

We have a programme of smaller events which you can find on our 
website under ‘2016 Celebration, Other events’.  
 

Any final remarks to the Friends and to other readers? 
 

I would like to thank you for your financial and moral support over 
the years and urge you to visit the exhibition at the Casa di Goethe. 
Even if you can’t, the catalogue, to be published in three separate 
language editions (German, Italian and English), will be a beautiful 
record of how artists have viewed this unusual corner of Rome 
over the years.  

Banksia rose on the chapel  
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Kenyon reported that it was Cardinal Gualterio who obtained per-
mission for the burial. After several years as James III’s unofficial 
ambassador at Rome, the cardinal became his chief minister when 
the Stuart court took up residence in the city in 1719. Pope    
Clement XI allocated it the building now known as Palazzo   
Balestra in the Piazza dei Santi Apostoli. 
 

No diplomatic relations 
existed between the Hano-
verian King George in 
London and the papacy. 
But, as Edward Corp 
makes clear in his The 
Stuarts in Italy, 1719-1766 
(2011), the Stuart court’s 
palazzo served as a meet-
ing-place and embassy for 
the British and Irish in 
Rome, whatever their re-
ligion and whatever their 
political tendency. For the 
Grand Tourists it provided 
passports and diplomatic 
protection, and Anglican 
chaplains held regular 
services. It was in this 
atmosphere of tolerance 
that the custom of burying non-Catholics at the Pyramid began, so 
far as we know, in 1716. Many English and Scottish members of 
the Stuart court were Protestant Jacobites; if they died in Rome, 
they were allowed to be buried there, as were young Protestants on 
the Grand Tour. These were the origins of the Cemetery. 

1716 
“…an honest man, and a very faithful subject, Mr Arthur, who after 
escaping a thousand dangers in the King's cause, met his death where 
he came from safety by eating a few figs which threw him into a dysen-
try…. We had permission to bury him by the sepulchre of Cestius, a 
piece of antiquity well known here and within the walls, which is es-
teemed a favour to us sort of people, and was procured by means of 
Cardinal Gualterio.” (Roger Kenyon writing from Rome to the Duke of 
Mar, 17 October 1716) 

 

In 1715 William Arthur (born 
1680) was appointed the King’s 
Botanist in Edinburgh with re-
sponsibility for the Royal Physic 
Garden at Holyrood in that city. 
Arthur had trained as a doctor but 
was not a botanist; he owed his 
appointment by King George I to 
his good family connections. Se-
cretly, however, he favoured the 
cause of the ‘Old Pretender’ to the 
throne, the Catholic James III. 
When, in 1715, a Jacobite plot to 
capture Edinburgh Castle failed, 
Arthur fled the country. The exiled 
court of James III was then at 
Avignon, but Arthur made his 
way to Rome. There, at the age of 

36, the former King’s Botanist died of dysentery after eating figs. On 
his deathbed he entrusted to Roger Kenyon a long account of the Castle 
plot to be forwarded to the Duke of Mar in Scotland. He also declared 
himself a Presbyterian, i.e. not Catholic. The question therefore arose: 
if his body was not to be repatriated, where could he be buried? 

The first recorded burial: William Arthur from Edinburgh 

Cardinal Gualterio  
 Palazzo Balestra  

Burials ‘at the foot of the Pyramid’ 

How many burials were made in the Old Cemetery before it was 
closed in 1822? There are around 60 stone monuments with dates 
earlier than 1823. But far more than 60 people were interred in the 
period 1716-1822. Initially, many were members of the Stuart court 
(see Corp in Newsletter 21). But later burials included well-known 
artists such as the sculptors Christopher Hewetson and John Deare 
(both † 1798), the painters August Kirsch († 1787) and Jonas 
Ǻkerström († 1795), and the German antiquarian Johann Friedrich 

Reiffenstein († 1793). If 
we count all reported 
cases, whether or not 
there is a surviving 
gravestone, the total is 
over 100. 
 

But not all of them were 
buried within the area 
now called the ‘Parte 
Antica’. That area is 
separated from the Pyra-
mid by a retaining-wall 
built in 1930 to replace 
the walled ditch exca-
vated in 1824 (see 1822 
article below). Before 
the ditch existed, some 
burials took place much 
nearer to the Pyramid. 
How do we know this? 
 

The strongest evidence is the discovery during excavations in 
1929 of three skeletons, one of them identified as George Langton 
who died in 1738 (see Newsletter 21). They were found right up 
against the large travertine blocks of the Pyramid’s foundations. 
Their discovery was fortuitous. Previous projects to clear accumu-

1738  

Attilio Zuccagni-Orlandini, Sepolchro di Caio Cestio, 1845 (detail) 

Site of the former staircase  

 Artists and the Cemetery: some new discoveries Artists and the Cemetery: some new discoveries Artists and the Cemetery: some new discoveries    
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lated soil from the Pyramid’s base had evidently stopped before reaching 
that level. Piranesi’s etchings, starting in 1745 and widely copied by 
others, show a deep, wide trench in front of the Pyramid entrance. Sev-
enty years later, when the Old Cemetery was finally enclosed (see 1822 
article below), a staircase was built to allow visitors to descend to the 
pyramid entrance, a difference in level of 4m. (see the Zuccagni illustra-
tion). But the Prussian legate, Barthold Niebuhr, had initially objected 
that constructing the staircase would destroy some of the existing monu-
ments. Presumably he was referring to Protestant tombstones. 
 

Two pictures in our exhibition are also suggestive: a drawing of 1816 

shows two gravediggers at work near the Pyramid and, a little 
earlier, Victor-Jean Nicolle depicted built tombs and other grave-
stones in its vicinity. 
 
In an attempt last year to locate earlier burials, Dr Pier Matteo 
Barone subjected the Old Cemetery to a Ground-Penetrating Ra-
dar (GPR) survey. GPR, unlike excavation, is a non-destructive 
technique that is used in archaeology and in forensic work for 
detecting graves. See his preliminary report at  
http://www.cemeteryrome.it/history/reading.html. 

The monument to the young Englishman, William Sidney Bowles († 
1806), has always struck visitors as out of scale. Its design – a truncated 
pyramid carrying a tall, re-used Roman column to a total height of 6m. – 
seems almost to be challenging its massive neighbour, the tomb of Caius 
Cestius. Archival sources in Rome disclose that his widow had permis-
sion to erect a ‘small monument’ to his memory; and that a wall had to 
be temporarily dismantled to enable the granite column to be dragged to 
the spot. When Cardinal Consalvi objected later that Protestant monu-
ments were spoiling the view of the Pyramid (see next article), surely the 
Bowles column was one of them? 
 

Mauro Sebastianelli, a conservator working in Sicily, recently contacted 
us about his collection of historic images of the Cemetery. One print in 
particular seemed to be of exceptional importance. 
 

On the right stands a horse-drawn carriage with a seated coachman and a 
groom. Pall-bearers carry a coffin towards an open grave in front of the 
Pyramid. Men accompanying the coffin or standing near the grave hold 
flaming torches which create a cloud of thick, billowing smoke. In the 
foreground are a number of bystanders including women and a child; 
others stand on a low mound, probably the earth due to be replaced once 
the coffin has been lowered. A crescent-moon appears (top left) in the 
night-sky. At the bottom left, the artist has inserted a statue of a female 
figure seated on a plinth. 
 

Apparently an 18th-century print, it has an intriguing caption: The fu-
neral of a Protestant Gentn at Rome near C. Cestius Sepulcher: a spot 
judiciously assign’d by that political Genius Benedict 13th.  Edward 
Corp has commented that few people would have called Pope Benedict 
XIII a ‘political Genius’ during his reign as Pope (1724-1730). Further-
more, it was not he who ‘judiciously assign’d the spot’ in front of the 
Pyramid for Protestants to be buried; that had already happened before 

his election to the Papacy. So was the ‘political Genius’ 
label sarcastic or was it well-meant but composed by 
someone later who thought the Protestants owed their 
burial-ground to Benedict XIII? 
 

This seems the likelier explanation now that the source of 
the print has been identified. It was published in 1767 in a 
volume entitled Racolta Di Alcune Delle Piu Belle Vedute 
D'Italia Strappazzata: 150 Views of Italy Etch'd by Vari-
ous Artists Chiefly Designed on the Spot. A copy of this 
rare volume is in the British Museum, its spine bearing the 
words 'P Stephens Views of Italy' and containing 156 
plates (including this one). Kim Sloan at the Museum has 
suggested that the monogram at the bottom right corner of 
our print might be ‘PSR’, i.e. the first and last letter of 
Stephens’s forename, Peter, surrounding the ‘S’ of his 
surname. His monogram appears on many of the plates in 
the volume; but this plate – based on stylistic similarities – 
was probably one of those etched by a certain James        
Roberts, based on an original drawing by Stephens. 

 

Peter Stephens, an amateur artist, was in Florence and Rome in 
c.1753–63. In those years very few Protestant burials at the Pyramid 
are recorded. One of them was a friend of Stephens, the artist Jona-
than Skelton, who died on 19 September 1759. But in his drawing’s 
caption, Stephens refers to an anonymous “Protestant gentleman”, 
perhaps alluding discreetly to a Jacobite member of the Stuart court. 
If so, the occasion may have been the burial of the exiled king’s 
long-serving secretary, James Edgar, who died in October 1762. 
 

Whether the deceased was Skelton, Edgar or someone else, this is 
the earliest visual record of a burial at the Pyramid – before the first 
stone monument (to Georg Werpup) was raised in 1765 and before 
Jakob Philipp Hackert in 1777 made a drawing of two stone monu-
ments on the same spot. An important discovery for the Cemetery’s 
300th anniversary. 
 

I am indebted to Kim Sloan, Edward Corp, Patricia Andrew and Iain 
Gordon Brown for information and helpful advice about this print; 
and to Mauro Sebastianelli for allowing us to reproduce it here. 

1767  A newly discovered illustration of an early burial at the Pyramid 

1808 An unknown design by Bertel Thorvaldsen for the Bowles tomb 

So it is all the more surprising to learn who designed this memo-
rial. In his invaluable list (published in 1927) of Germans who 
spent time in the city, Friedrich Noack included an architect named 
Karl Müller from Breslau who was in Rome in 1806-1808. He 
noted that he had erected the Bowles monument to the designs of 
Thorvaldsen and Rauch, evidently referring to the Danish sculptor 
Bertel Thorvaldsen and Christian Daniel Rauch, one of his stu-
dents. Noack’s sources were issues in 1808 of the locally published 
Diario Ordinario di Roma and the Allgemeine Zeitung of Augsburg 
and Munich. An enquiry to the Thorvaldsen Museum in Copenha-
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gen, with its vast archive 
about the sculptor, failed to 
find any mention of the 
Bowles memorial, other 
than a brief reference, 
similar to the others, in the 
Danish newspaper Dagen 
of 31 May 1808 (my 
thanks to Jonas Bencard at 
the Museum for his help). 
 

Thorvaldsen’s two portrait-
medallions on tombs in the 
Cemetery are well known 
(see Newsletter 32). But 
his role in designing the 
Bowles memorial has been 
overlooked until now. At 
that period Thorvaldsen’s 

career in Rome was prospering: he had many commissions from Den-
mark to complete and it was in that year (1808) that he had the great 
honour of election to the Accademia di San Luca, true recognition of 
his standing as an artist. Bowles’s widow had therefore spared little 
expense in commissioning such a conspicuous memorial to her young 
husband, one that still impresses visitors today. 
 

With the end of the Napole-
onic wars, the foreign diplo-
mats in Rome made a con-
certed effort to have the Prot-
estant burial-ground enclosed. 
It was not in dispute that a 
cemetery ought to be walled; 
the objections derived from 
its location. It was on com-
mon land, the ‘Meadows of 
the Roman People’, that was 
open pasturage for sheep and 
goats. Even without building 
a wall, the Protestants, it was 
charged, had diminished the 
visual impact of the Pyramid 
by erecting stone monuments 
and planting trees. 
 

The principal negotiators were 
Cardinal Consalvi, Secretary of State to Pope Pius VII, and Barthold 
Niebuhr, the Prussian legate in Rome. Consalvi finally resolved the 
issue in 1822 by offering, at government expense, to build a new 
cemetery nearby, enclosing it with a high wall. The existing one 
would cease to be used but would be surrounded by a ditch (or 
‘sunken fence’, as Niebuhr called it) to keep out unwanted animals 
and people. 
 

In spring 1824 work started on building a walled ditch. By then, there 
had been several departures: Pope Pius VII had died in August 1823, 
and Cardinal Consalvi five months later. The Prussian legate was now 
C.C.J.Bunsen, previously secretary to Niebuhr who had resigned his 
post to return to Germany. Knowing that his former chief would be 
pleased at the news, Bunsen wrote to Niebuhr on May 12, 1824: “By 
an unexpected turn of circumstances, the wall of the old burial-place 
of Protestants (that is, a widened and walled sunk fence) will be actu-
ally accomplished, under Leo XII, and is already begun!” When com-
pleted later that year, the “widened and walled sunken fence” (see the 

Zuccagni illustration under 1738, above) was so substantial that 
sections of it survived until the 1950s. 
 

Bunsen refers to the walled ditch as “widened” because it replaced 
an earlier, shallower one. Richard Rothe, who had arrived earlier 
that year as chaplain to the Prussian legation, reported that a previ-
ous ditch had largely filled up as its sides fell in. Pope Leo had then 
authorised a larger, deeper ditch with walls rising above ground-
level. Visitors to the cemetery had seen this earlier ditch: William 
Webb saw it on February 26, 1823, commenting that it was suffi-
cient to keep out trespassers and to avoid damage to the monu-
ments. Theodore Dwight visited the cemetery two years earlier, by 
chance three days before the burial of John Keats. He wrote of 
“passing the low, briery hedge which surrounds [the Protestant 
burial-ground]”. This hedge suggests already an attempt to exclude 
animals, at least, while awaiting Cardinal Consalvi’s permission to 
create a more substantial barrier. 
 

The first enclosure of the Old Cemetery 1822 

The two cemeteries, from the Aurelian wall (Studium Urbis, Rome) Cardinal Consalvi 

Bertel Thorvaldsen in the robes of the Accademia di San Luca 
(C.W.Eckersberg, 1814) 
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1830 Dating the cypress trees beside Goethe’s tomb 

Rudolf Müller, The tomb of Julius August Walther von Goethe,  
Klassik Stiftung Weimar, Museen  

One of the works in our exhibition is a beautiful painting by the 
Swiss artist Rudolph Müller (1802-1885) who himself was buried 
here (Zone 2.6.32). On the right, in dappled sunlight, stands the 
gravestone of August von Goethe, flanked by two young cypress 
trees. In the background Müller painted several cypresses of the type 
often associated with cemeteries, the tall, slim Cupressus semper-
virens var. pyramidalis or fastigiata with branches parallel to its 
trunk. The ones flanking Goethe’s stone are C. sempervirens var. 
horizontalis which has spreading branches and which forms a crown. 
 

In the Cemetery we have many examples of both types, some        
of them quite old trees. For example, the cypresses in front of   
Shelley’s grave may be among those planted by Edward Trelawny 
in 1823. Are they really as old as that? Last year we had a chance 
to check when one of the cypress trees flanking Goethe’s grave had 
to be felled (see Newsletter 32). The exposed stump provided a 
clean section through the tree’s growth-rings. Stefano Raiano, 
whose firm Alberando had had the difficult task of removing the 
dead tree, worked with a colleague to produce the chronogram 
shown here. The cypress was around 200 years old when it died. 

The grave of Percy Bysshe Shelley lies within a niche formed by 
the base of a ruined tower of the Aurelian wall. Of the many pil-
grims to his grave in the second half of the 19th century, very few 
wrote of the imposing monument that shares that niche. Visitors 
were probably too overcome with emotion at viewing the Roman-
tic poet’s simple slab to note its much larger neighbour, the monu-
ment to a wealthy young Englishman, Bertie Bertie-Mathew (1811
-1844). Domenico Rotella (see Newsletter 9) has written about 
who he was and how he died; but there is more to be said about 
how he was commemorated. 
 

Bertie was already a popular, if eccentric, figure in Roman society 
when he went out for a day’s hunting in the campagna on 19th 
November 1844. The day’s sport was over and the huntsmen were 
making their way back to the city. His horse failed to clear a fence 
that Bertie had boasted he could jump. It fell heavily, causing its 
rider to break his neck and to die instantly. The English sport of 
hunting was still a novelty but Prince Livio Odescalchi and other 
wealthy Romans had taken it up keenly. Bertie’s death led the 
Governor, under pressure from the Pope, to issue a ban on hunt-
ing. But the Roman nobility strongly opposed it and the sport 
continued to flourish, though not without further accidents. 

1844 

2015 2005 1995 1985 1975 1965 1955 1945 1935 1925 1915 1905 1895 1885 1875 1865 1855 1845 1835 1825 1815 1805 

Massimo d’Azeglio, The fall of Bertie Mathew, esq. English, Master Prince 
Odescalchi, outside Porta Salaria on 19 November 1844, 
oil on canvas, Rome, Pinacoteca del Circolo della Caccia. 

Other than on his tomb, Bertie’s death was commemorated in a painting. 
Massimo d’Azeglio is best known as a statesman and novelist but paint-

 
Bertie Bertie-Mathew’s death while hunting in the campagna 
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Our tercentenary exhibition features two 
paintings from Denmark, both of them 
still owned by descendants of men who 
died in Rome. In 1846 the painter Chris-
tian Holm succumbed to the ‘Roman 
fever’, leaving a pregnant wife, three 
small children and very little money. 
Much later, in 1870, his fellow-Dane 
Carl Lorange made a painting of his 
grave (Zone 1.7.12).  
 

Over the years Holm’s descendants in 
Denmark have regularly visited his 
grave. Before the area/row/plot system 
of numbering was introduced, it was 
hard to find specific graves. So it is fas-
cinating to find, on the reverse of Lo-
range’s painting, a hand-drawn map 
showing the location of Holm’s. His grave today is adjacent to 
Hendrik Anderson’s outsize family tomb of 1917 (no. 41 on today’s 
map) which covers several plots at a diagonal to the row alignment. 

ing had been his first 
love as a young man. 
One of his works with 
an equestrian theme, 
studied by Laura   
Guidobaldi, is his pic-
ture of Bertie’s fatal 
fall that now hangs      
in the Circolo della 
Caccia (the Hunting 
Club) in Rome. D'Aze-
glio has shown the 
dramatic moment of 
this young man’s death 
in the bleak campagna 
landscape. 
 

Even less well known 
than d’Azeglio’s paint-
ing is a drawing by 
Domenico Amici of 
Bertie’s tomb, made 
only two years after his 
death. Two ladies 
dressed in black stand 
at the side of a monu-
ment whose size ap-
pears exaggerated. 
One reads from a book 
that she holds. In low-
relief on the monu-
ment, an angel leans 
with his right arm on a 
broken column while 

with the left hand he holds an extinguished torch (on torches, see News-
letter 29, 7). The plaque below it gives Bertie’s names and dates; the 
epitaph on the side describes him as the last surviving son of his parents, 
who met his death “by a fall from his horse while hunting in the cam-
pagna near Porta Salara [sic]". The artist has carefully copied the two 
inscriptions without making them legible. Two mature cypress trees flank 
the monument and an iron enclosure in front of it is bedded with plants. 
At bottom left can be seen a corner of Shelley’s grave-slab. 
 

Domenico Amici, born in 1808 and still active in 1871, is best known 

for the views of Rome that 
he drew from life and then 
engraved (e.g. in his 
Vedute dei contorni di 
Roma, Rome 1847). The 
pyramid of Caius Cestius 
was among his subjects. 
His drawing of a monu-
ment to a young foreigner 
is unusual and may per-
haps have been a commis-
sion from the deceased’s 
family. On Bertie’s death 
the considerable wealth 
that he had inherited 
passed to three of his four 
sisters, his parents already 
having died. The sisters 
settled in Rome where 
visitors such as the poet 
Robert Browning and the painter Edward Lear mention meeting 
them in the years 1858-60.  
 

But how did they manage to have him buried next to Shelley? In 
1823 Edward Trelawny had purchased the plot within the niche for 
Shelley’s grave and, in due course, for his own. The space to the 
right of the poet’s grave he offered to Mary Shelley who had ex-
pressed her wish eventually to be buried in Rome. It was therefore, 
in a sense, ‘reserved’. Not until 1843 did Mary Shelley return to the 
city where her husband and their little boy William were buried. 
Her biographers assume that she visited the two graves, although 
there is no proof of this. In any event, within a year of her visit, the 
plot set aside for her had been used for the burial of Bertie Bertie-
Mathew. We can speculate that during this visit she let it be known 
that, long resident in England, she did not foresee being buried in 
Rome. The plot, no longer ‘reserved’, was then acquired, following 
Bertie’s unexpected death, by his sisters who spared no expense in 
commissioning a monument to him. The privileged location of his 
grave, d’Azeglio’s painting and Amici’s drawing together should 
ensure that the memory of this popular but foolhardy young man is 
not forgotten. 
 

With thanks to the Circolo della Caccia and the Pierpont Morgan 
library for permissions. 

 

Domenico Amici (born 1808), Two visitors to the 
tomb of “Bertie Bertie Mathew”, 1846, pen and 

brown ink, brown wash, over graphite,  
33.8 x 22.9 cm., signed, dated and inscribed lower 
right “Domenico Amici fece dal vero Roma 1846”,  
The Pierpont Morgan Library, New York, 1992.5.  

Gift of Charles Ryskamp in memory of  
Mrs. Alan Valentine. Photo: The Pierpont Morgan 

Library, New York.   

The Bertie-Mathew tomb 

How to find the grave of Christian Holm [1870] 

 

This would have been an obvious landmark for finding Holm’s grave 
but the old sketch does not show it; so it may pre-date 1917. Whatever 
its date, the map reveals the family’s attachment to their ancestor’s 
grave, and has become an integral part of the work of art. 
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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 

All previous Newsletters and an Index of contents are at www.cemeteryrome.it/press/newsletter.html 

Kurt Hielscher was a German photographer who travelled around Italy 
in the 1920s, taking over 4000 photos with his Zeiss Ikon/Ica camera. 
In 1925 he published 110 of his photos of Rome, reproduced in high-
quality photogravure technique, in a volume that has become a collec-
tor’s item. Two plates were of the Old Cemetery, one a ‘classic view’ 
of tombs before the Pyramid and the other, shown here, a study of the 
magnificent trees in the Old and New cemeteries. 
 

Under the trees stand several tombs visible today: the distinctive urn-
topped one on the right is to Mary Garden (1816-1834). Between the 
tombs and the high wall behind you can see, in low, continuous pro-
file, the remains of the fossa (see the 1822 article above) that sur-
rounded the burial-ground. On the left stands the autopsy room, a 
building now renovated thanks to John and Mary McGuigan as the 
‘Garden Room’ and used for exhibitions, meetings and talks to visit-
ing groups (see Newsletter 26). 
 

The addition of the autopsy room in 1884 may have been due to a new 
law that required every cemetery to have one. How long it was used is 

uncertain: on a visit 
twenty years later, Mary 
King Waddington was 
shown “a room opening 
into the old cemetery 
(where Keats is buried) 
which looked more like a 
lumber room than any-
thing else”. This suggests 
that it was rarely, if ever, 
in use by then. One who 
did probably use it was 
the Swede Axel Munthe. 
During his years practis-
ing as a doctor in Rome, 
from 1889 to 1901, he 
made a reputation for 

himself assisting those near to death. In his unreliable but very read-
able bestseller, The Road to San Michele, he tells a story about a 
rather dubious embalming operation that he conducted at night in the 
Cemetery.  
 

Hielscher’s visit in the early 1920s came shortly before a significant 
milestone in the Cemetery’s history: the unification of the Old and 
New cemeteries which, until then, had been separated by a strip of 
public land allowing access to the Pyramid (see the photo in the 
1822 article above). Once the Cemetery was conceded the use of this 
strip, it could make a direct connection between the two burial-
grounds. But it took years to achieve. The first proposal was to de-
molish the dividing-wall. Finally, in the late 1920s, two breaches 
were made in it, one high up near the Aurelian wall and the other 
lower down, at the point where most visitors enter the Old Cemetery 
today. Hielscher’s photo shows no breaches in the wall. So it has a 
historic interest as well as evoking the atmosphere of an oasis of 
greenery, dense with massive pines and elegant cypresses. 

1925  Kurt Hielscher’s photo of the ‘Garden Room’ 

Kurt Hielscher, Protestant cemetery 

The director of the Cemetery from 1916 to 1963, Marcello Piermattei, often took photos 
of tombs to send to relatives of the deceased, many of whom lived abroad and could not 
easily visit Rome. His photo here is very unusual for showing a burial in progress. 
 

Frederik Mollinger (1864-1928), a retired insurance broker from Arnhem in the Nether-
lands, died of a heart attack while staying at the Hotel Hassler (Zone 3.2.3.17). To the 
left stand the mourners while on the right four pall-bearers and a cemetery employee are 
in attendance. Hiring four ‘bearers in black uniform’ was one of the services (costing 60 
lire in 1928) available at funerals. Their old-fashioned dress of berets and breeches with 
gaiters survived until at least the 1950s.  
 

Piermattei sent to Mollinger’s widow not only photos but also a film of the funeral that 
day. Few of his photos, and none of his films, survive in our archives. Perhaps some are 
pasted into family albums in other countries?  
 

Texts and contemporary photos by Nicholas Stanley-Price, editor 

1928     The uniformed pall-bearers 

 


