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Part 1: When is a Titian a repe-Titian? 
 
The greatest Venetian painter, Tiziano Vecellio (c1487-1576) is one of the most revered names in art 
history. His works were much sought after in his own day notably by the Holy Roman Emperor 
Charles V and his son Philip II. His reputation has continued unabated, perhaps more so than any 
other artist except Michelangelo. In the 17th century Charles I of England fell in love with his work. 
When the British went on their Grand Tours in the 18th and early 19th centuries his works were 
much desired perhaps more so than any other artist. In the 20th century Andrew Mellon, a dedicated 
collector who founded and gave his collection to the National Gallery of Art in Washington, acquired 
the finest Titians that the market of his day could provide. 
 
The picture in the Courtauld collection shows a Venetian beauty dressed in a loose fitting robe, 
exposing her right breast, and she gazes at herself in a mirror, which is held by Cupid. On a quick 
glance it is readily pigeon-hole-able as a Titian. The subject and style are his - but is it actually by his 
hand? The Courtauld scholars are cautious. The picture is catalogued as "Toilet of Venus (after 
Tiziano Vecellio) late 16th century. Formerly attributed to Veronese, Paolo. After Italian School late 
16th century (Venice)". 
 
Part 2: Attributions 
 
Before examining the reasons for their caution let us turn to one other matter, and the stage play. 
The attribution of works of art, especially Old Masters, has become a modern industry. Scholarly 
reputations rise and fall on the back of it, as do market prices. Provide proof that a formerly 
neglected work is by a famous Old Master, and scholar’s reputation and the market price will soar. It 
happened very recently when Nicholas Penny, a curator at the National Gallery in London, attributed 
a formerly overlooked painting in the collection of the Duke of Northumberland, the Madonna of the 
Pinks to Raphael. His reputation was much enhanced and the picture was acquired by the Nation for 
many millions of pounds. 
 



In the 18th and 19th century, collectors were much more relaxed about attributions. They were 
often content to have in their collections a work in the style of one of the great names without 
worrying unduly whether the Master himself had painted every brush stroke. A studio version could 
be just as good for them, as it often was for collectors in the Master’s lifetime. At the end of the 19th 
century, the supply of great masterpieces lessened and market prices rose, so that collectors became 
more cautious. A famous Punch cartoon of the late 19th century illustrates the point with wry 
amusement. It shows a London saleroom with an auctioneer in the background surrounded by well 
to do collectors in frock coats and top hats. One of them closely examines a canvas, clearly intending 
to bid upon it. His friend stands at his shoulder and remarks "Well old man, I only hope it is a Titian 
and not a repetition!" 
 
Part 3: Joe Duveen and Bernard Berenson 
 
The play currently showing in London is called Old Masters, written by Simon Gray and produced by 
Harold Pinter. In two neatly crafted acts it examines the personalities and relationship between 
Joseph Duveen - the world’s greatest ever art dealer - and Bernard Berenson - the world’s greatest 
expert on Italian art. The play focuses on a supposed meeting between them at Berenson’s Villa I 
Tatti outside Florence in 1937. Joe Duveen was an Englishman, from a modest background, who, 
from the 1890s onwards, became the accepted go between for the British aristocrats who wished to 
sell their family treasures and the new American millionaires who wished to acquire them. Duveen 
was a brilliant showman who knew how to play up to the snobberies and desires of each side and in 
the process he became extremely rich. Bernard Berenson’s family were penniless Lithuanian refugees 
who settled in Boston. He was endowed with great charm, ability and a brilliant eye for a picture, and 
from the 1890s onwards he was the world’s accepted expert on Italian art. His word on who had 
painted what, was gospel. Duveen loved pictures but was not an expert. Berenson was not an 
instinctive businessman, but he had a taste for an expensive lifestyle and needed a great deal of 
money. It was inevitable, therefore, that the two men should get together and form a partnership. 
Berenson found and authenticated pictures for Duveen. Duveen paid him a share of his firm’s profits. 
The partnership, although guessed at, was never made public. It also needs to be remembered that 
these decades were a golden era for dealers. There was a plentiful supply of Old Masters and the 
international market in them belonged to the dealers not the auction houses. Most transactions 
were carried out without the glare of today’s publicity and the prices paid were often not disclosed. 
 
The Duveen/Berenson relationship was never an easy one. The smouldering resentments and 
antagonisms between them finally came to a head in 1937 over a picture called the Allendale 
Adoration. It is this final breakdown that is the theme of the play. Duveen had acquired an early 
Venetian picture showing the Adoration of the Shepherds in a landscape, from Lord Allendale, and he 
wished to sell it to his best and richest client of the moment, Andrew Mellon. To do so, and to obtain 
the price that he wished, he needed an attribution to Giorgione, the young Venetian genius who died 
in 1510 at the age of 34. In the play, Duveen arrives at the Villa I Tatti with the picture to obtain 
Berenson’s blessing on this attribution. (It is, incidentally, a true story in all its essentials). However, 
Berenson believed it was an early Titian and would not be moved by Duveen’s cajolings, threats, 
seductive pleadings, or offers of yet more lucrative deals. The problem for Duveen was that Mellon 



had many Titians and did not want another one. He wanted the rarest of the rare, namely a 
Giorgione. Mellon therefore did not buy the picture, although the story has a twist in its tail. 
Berenson later changed his mind and decided that it was by Giorgione, and Duveen sold it to Samuel 
Kress, the department store magnate who in due course gave it to the National Gallery in 
Washington that had been founded by Andrew Mellon.    
 
Part 4: The Courtauld "Titian" 
 
Lord Lee of Fareham (1868-1947) who gave his pictures to the Courtauld Collection was a dedicated 
collector of Old Master pictures, although not in the same league as Andrew Mellon. However, it 
seems that he too wished to have a "Titian" and on the 20 July 1923 he purchased from a dealer in 
London, called Nico Jungman, the Toilet of Venus for £300. The handwritten receipt which still exists 
in the Courtauld archives says simply "Received from Lord Lee of Fareham "three hundred pounds" 
£300 - for The Venus at Toilet by the Venetian painter "Titian" with thanks". Jungman claimed that 
the picture came from the Orleans Collection, one of the great French ancien regime Collections that 
was sold after the French Revolution in London in 1798, that it had been in the collection of the Earl 
of Darnley, and had then been owned by Alfred de Rothschild who gave it to the Earl of Caernavon. 
 
Two things need to be pointed out. In the 1920s authenticated works by Titian sold for between 
£2,500 and in exceptional circumstances in excess of £100,000. Lord Lee would have been aware of 
this and so must have been conscious that £300 was unlikely to purchase a work by the Master 
himself. Second, the claim that the picture came from the Orleans Collection and from the Earl of 
Darnley has been shown to be untrue, although perhaps Jungman was not aware of that. It seems 
that the picture was originally in the Gonzaga Collection in Italy and was bought by the Duke of 
Portland in the early 18th century. In 1722 it was purchased for £101 by Paul Methuen of Corsham 
Court in Wiltshire (the house still has a magnificent Old Master collection). The Second Baron 
Methuen sold it in 1875 to Alfred de Rothschild and the cunning Baron Methuen annotated his 
catalogue as follows "sold by Second Lord Methuen to Sir A Rothschild three thousand five hundred, 
worth £500". In another copy of his catalogue he wrote "sold to A Rothschild 1875 £3,500!!!" Alfred 
de Rothschild gave the picture to the Countess of Caernavon (she was his illegitimate daughter) and 
she sold the picture on the 31 May 1918 at Christie’s where it was catalogued as "Veronese". 
 
Berenson did not think that Lord Lee’s picture was by Titian. It was too insignificant for Duveen to 
bother with, but this did not stop the picture becoming the subject of its own little history reflecting 
the ethical questions and dilemmas explored in Simon Gray’s play. Lord Lee received a letter dated 
March 4 1928 from a Viennese Old Master "expert" called Doctor Stephan-Poglayen-Neuwall: "My 
Lord, I could come to London in order to form a judgement on your picture. If it turns out to be 
merely a work of Titian’s Studio, all you will have to pay me only will be my travelling expenses, 
including my stay in London. If on the other hand, I should be able to establish the authorship of 
Titian himself, in which case, I would publish it in a first class Scientific Periodical, I should require 
payment of an adequate fee for my testimonial and publication." 
 



"It must taken into consideration that the picture now looked upon as "School of Paolo Veronese" 
(which would, as a result of my publication, rise in value from a few hundred pounds to about 
£15,000 to £20,000) is now discredited by the brand of "Studio" painting. Another circumstance is, I 
think, to the advisability of a publication of your picture: a replica of it has come lately into 
possession of some of Viennese art dealers and has been testified to as a "Titian" by an Italian expert. 
In case I come to the conclusion that your picture was the original and advocated it as such, I should 
have to oppose this testimonial which is apt to prove damaging to your picture. Believe me, My Lord, 
very obediently yours......". 
 
Part 5: "I ranked with fortune tellers and astrologers... and deliberate charlatans." 
 
Lord Lee replied as follows on March 9th 1928: "I am in receipt of your letter of March 4th 
concerning your kind offer to come over to London to inspect my picture of "Venus at her Toilet", but 
I think you must have misunderstood the purpose and spirit of my previous correspondence with 
you. I am of course always interested, from an artistic and historical point of view, in any picture in 
my collection, and always pleased to offer appointments to any critics or students who may wish to 
visit it or to study any of the paintings or other works of art which I possess. Attributions, however, 
are so largely a matter of opinion, and there is much truth in the Latin saying "Tot homines, tot 
sententiae" that I have never asked, and should never be willing to ask, anyone to give me an opinion 
or Certificate as a professional matter. I may add that the question of the possible market value of 
the picture in my collection, whether it be "a few hundred pounds or fifteen to twenty thousand 
pounds," does not interest me in the slightest degree as my pictures are not for sale and have for me 
a value which has no relation to money". Two more letters followed: a rather whinging response 
from the "expert", who claimed he had been misunderstood because his letter had been translated 
from German into English by a stranger. Lord Lee then terminated the correspondence by telling the 
Viennese expert that he could not inspect the picture as he did not want it published. 
 
As this little story shows, there were at the time many minor and pseudo Berensons around, all of 
them trying to find clients and fees. Later in life, when the relationship with Duveen was long over, 
Berenson began to write notes for an autobiography which he never, in fact, completed. He wrote: "I 
ranked with fortune tellers and astrologers...... and deliberate charlatans. At first I was supposed to 
have invented a trick by which one could infallibly tell the authorship of an Italian picture.... Finally it 
degenerated into a widespread belief that if only I could be approached in the right way I could order 
this or that American millionaire to pay thousands and hundreds of thousands of pounds for any 
daub that I was bribed by the seller to attribute to a great master..... I took a wrong turning when I 
swerved from more purely intellectual pursuits to one like the archaeological study of art, gaining 
thereby a troublesome reputation as an expert.. The spiritual loss was great and in consequence I 
have never regarded myself as other than a failure..." In other words he sought, I think, at least in 
retrospect, and not without a large helping of special pleading, to ally himself with the rather pure 
and detached philosophy that Lord Lee expressed so succinctly in his letter of March 9th 1928. 
 
The Duveen/Berenson relationship was not unique. It was very much the character of the art market 
of the day. One of Berenson’s lasting achievements was to establish a framework of disciplined 



scholarship that would allow reliable and justifiable authentications to be made, and although it is 
fashionable today to decry his achievements and scorn him for his relationship with Duveen, it seems 
to me that his attributions hold up remarkably well (he was not of course right 100% of the time), 
and that by the ethical standards that prevailed in his day he was not out of line in his dealings with 
Duveen. Both of them did, and will, attract so much attention, simply because they were such 
dominant personalities, and so flamboyant and colourful in their own individual ways. 
 
Part 6: Old Masters in limbo 
 
Today, Lord Lee’s picture floats in a sort of limbo land. Permanently in the Courtauld Collection, it 
hangs rather neglected and unloved among so many greater Masterpieces with firm attributions. It is 
occasionally mused over by yet another scholar who inconclusively, and without much passion, 
wonders who might have painted it. It is a pity. It is a pleasing picture which in less exalted company 
might shine. Like so many minor pictures that have become incarcerated in public collections, never 
to be deaccessioned, one suspects that it had a more fruitful existence, and gave greater pleasure 
and stimulus to many more people, when it was owned privately and from time to time passed from 
one owner to another through the intermediary hands of an auctioneer or dealer. 
 
I suspect that such would have been the view of Joe Duveen and Bernard Berenson. If you care to 
witness such views, their arguments about authentication in a convincingly dramatic presentation, 
and see these "old masters" come alive with remarkable authenticity, then I strongly recommend a 
visit to Simon Gray’s Old Masters at the Criterion Theatre 
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