THE “DANISH CONNECTION”: WOLFGANG HELBIG
AS AGENT FOR CARL JACOBSEN IN COPENHAGEN
by METTE MOLTESEN

Carl Jacobsen was born in 1842 and gave his name to his father’s
brewery — Carlsberg, and When he grew up he founded his own brewery

Ny Carlsberg or New Carlsberg, and used the income from it to buy

works of art, contemporary as well as ancient (ﬁg. 1).
He acquired his ﬁrst piece of ancient sculpture in 1879, au archaic
head of a young man, bought at the auction of the French archaeologist,
Olivier Rayet. This so-called Rayet head, manufactured in Athens about
520 BC, is the star piece of the Glyptotek, but at the time did not appeal
to Jacobsen — his taste was for more naturalistic art (fig. 2).
]acobsen’s main interest was sculpture, and when in 1882 he opened
his collection for the public he named his gallery the Ny Carlsberg
Glyptotek after the Glyptothek in Munich built by King Ludwig of
Bavam'a — “Glyptotek” is a modern construction meaning in Greek a
collection of carved stone, following words like “bibliotek", a library, and
“apothek” a pharmacy.
It was & collection of sculpture from different areas and different
periods: the Rayet head, the so-called Casali sarcophagus, a group of
heads from the Syrian desert town of Palmyra Which he had acquited
through the Danish consul in Beirut, Julius Loytved (ﬁg. 3). On top of

the sarcophagus were three bronze copies of Roman bronzes from

Pompeii, and to the right a plaster cast of the Discobolus. This was the
entire collection of ancient art in 1887 When Jacobsen was introduced to
the German archaeologist resident in Rome, Wolfgang Helbig (1839—
1915). He had offered an Etmscan sarcophagus to the National Museum
in Copenhagen, Which it, however, had to decline for lack of funds,
but Jacobsen accepted the offer and bought the sarcophagus right away
(ﬁg. 4). It is a ﬁne work of the 4‘“ century BC, on the lid of which we
see a winged female demon, Lasa, and on the from a relief depicting the
reception of the deceased in the land of the dead.
From this time on Helbig offered antiquities to Jacobsen and from
1889 he was paid 5000 francs a year to act as ]acohsen’s agent on the
Roman art market and he continued as such for 27 years. Helbig natu-
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Fig, 1. Carl Jacobsen,
founder of the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek (Copenhagen), ca. 1912,

Wolfgang Helbig as Agent for Carl ]acobxen in Copenhagen

Fig. 2. The Rayet Head, ca. 520 BC
(Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotck IN 418).

Fig. 3. Copenhagen. The ﬁrst Glyptotek, ca. 1884,
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Fig. 4, Elruscan sarcophagus, 350—300 BC (Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptnlek HIN 57).
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rally also supplied Works to other museums, but felt himself as the representative of the Glyptotek to such a degree that he demanded a
monopoly on ]acobsen’s transactions in Rome. From May 1887 until
]acobsen’s death in January 1914, Helbig acquired 955 works of ancient
art for the Glyptotek, of Which half belonged to the Etruscan collection.
Helbig and Jacobsen corresponded with each other several times a week
and it was possible to offer an object for sale from Rome and receive
an answer from Copenhagen in a week. This vast correspondence is kept
in the archives of the Glyptotek and through it we can follow, day
by day, the formation of the collection of antiquities and hear learned
comments from the two men on archaeological matters as well as politics
and — in their later years — about the frailty of old age. The background
for this activity Was the building boom Which converted the small papal
city of Rome into a modem capital of the uniﬁed Italy.
Wolfgang Helbig was born ìn Dresden in Saxony in 1839 and studied classical philology and archaeology at Göttingen and later in Bonn
(ﬁg. 5). In 1862 he came to Rome as a student and in 1865 he became

za
vice-director, or Zweite Sekretär, at the Istituto di Corrisponden

archeologica —— later the German Archaeological Institute — then situated on the Capitoline Hill. This gave him the opportunity to follow the
building activities at close quarters and publish many of the ﬁnds in the
monthly reports in the Institute's publications. He held this position until
1887 When he left the Institute in anger and disappointment over the new
and very germanic tendency that had Spread from Bismarck's Prussia. It
was demanded that the adunanze were to be held in German instead of
French or Italian, and it was forbidden for women to participate in the
guided tours through the sights of Rome performed by the secretaries.
Helbig took up residence in the beautiful Villa Lante on the Gianicolo, and used his eminent Skill as an archaeologist as an intermediary
between the Italian art dealers and the foreign museum owners (ﬁg. 6).
Carl Jacobsen had a very high opinion of Helbig: «I am not quite
sure whether you are a learned professor or rather a medieval magician
who merely has to shake the tree to make golden apples fall into his lap »
Jacobsen wrote to Helbig, who replied quite modestly: «When I sometimes succeed in making a bargain the reason is solely a natural talent
I have for seeing whether the people I deal with are in need of money
or not ». Helbig also held Jacobsen in great esteem, and when he heard

»
that he was a brewer, said: «it must be a divine drink you manufacture!

In the summer of 1887 Jacobsen optimistically formulated a plan for
his collection of antiquities:

Fig. 5… Wolfgang Helbig and his wife Nadine, ca. 1865.
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Fig. 6. Marble portrait of Wolfgang Helbig in Roman

]!

garb made by the sculptor Johannes Hoffmann for Carl Jacobsen in 1891
(Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, MIN 1348).
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My plan is the same as my great idolY the old king Ludwig I, had in Munich; to
create a collection of sculpture as beautiful, as rich and as educational as possible.
But as one cannot chose what one wants but only what is available, I intend to
start by buying the best, whether it be a statue or a bust or something else —
the spedality of the Glyptotek shall be to show my compatriots the most beautiful
creations of art.

During this ﬁrst summer of their partnership Helbig had hinted at
a large acquisition, a series of Roman portraits belonging to Helbig‘s
friend the Lithuanian/Polish count Michele Tyszkiewicz (1828-1896),
Who lived in Paris. He suffered from collecting manias, quickly growing
tired of one collection and starting another — at this time he had tired
of Roman portraits and wanted to collect Greek bronzes. Of these portraits Helbig wrote to Jacobsen (ﬁg. 7):
Two yeaxs ago the tomb of the Licinius family Was found near the Porta Salaria on

a building site belonging to the Banca Generale. It consists of three chambers, which
are connected by doors. The building contractors stole most of the contents of the

tomb during the night. Only the altars, which were placed around the tomb and
the sarcophagi, which were found in the third chamber, came into the possession

of the bank. The items which had been taken aside and were for sale were bought
by my friend Michele Tyszkiewicz.

He then enumerated the ﬁfteen portraits and continued: « these busts are
the most beautiful sculptures we have preserved from the Roman
period ». Jacobsen bought them and when they arrived he was thrilled:
« It is touching to see these appan'tions, so serious; they stand as if they
came wandering out of the tomb ».
The most important of the portraits is that of Pompey the Great,
which Helbig himself had identiﬁed and published while it was still in
Paris (ﬁg. 8). The very humane portrait of the great Statesman is probably
a copy of the portrait statue at the foot of Which Julius Caesar was
murdered in 44 BC. The altars from the tomb mention members of the
family Licinius Crassus and it is surmised that the other portraits from
the ﬁrst chamber depict members of this family, who lived and died in

the 1“ century AD — while the three portraits from the second chamber
date to the 2nd century. In other chambers in the tomb were found nine
splendid sarcophagi that came into the possession of the bank. Though
Helbig derisively called them “marble picture books" Jacobsen dearly
wanted to buy them and in fact signed & contract for them, even though
the government laid claim to four of them. In the end, however, Jacob-

sen had to renounce his claim, and later seven of them were sold to
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Fig. 7. Portraits from the so-called Licinian Tomb acquired
by Carl Jacobsen in 1887 (Photo 2003)…

Wolfgang Helbig ax Agent for Carl ]acobxen in Copenhagen

Fig. 8. Pompey the Great, 15‘ century AD
(Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek IN 773).
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Mr. Walters in Baltimore, Where they are now on display in the Walters
Att Museum.

Unforrunately the excavations of this tomb, as well as most of the
other ﬁnds from the building activities in those years, were not supervised
by an archaeologist. No plans or sections were made and no accurate
descriptions, so we shall never know exactly where the portraits were

found and what their connections were with the altars Which are now in
the Museo delle Terme.
For Carl Jacobsen the acquisition of these portraits became the

starting point for one of the ﬁnest collections of Roman portraits in the
world. Roman portraits were bought to Supplement the Licinians, chro—
nologically both earljer and later portraits. The collection now numbers

nearly 400 portraits, most of them acquired from Rome.
I have mentioned Michele Tyszkiewicz — “il conte polacco" — Who
was a friend of Helbig’s and an ardent Collector. He had his house near
the Spanish Steps, where the Hotel Hassler is now. On Sundays the
collectors and antiquaries would meet in his house and show each other
the ﬁnds of the week and discuss them. Helhig regarded Tyszkiewicz
as a great connoisseur of ancient sculpture and asked him to evaluate
the Borghese collection in 1889. Just opposite lived the Russian count,
Gregorio Stroganoff, Who was also a collector and whose Russian and

Byzantine art came to the Hermitage after his death. Another noble
collector in Rome was the baron Giovanni Barracco (1829-1914), & sena-

tor of the realm from southem Italy, who With the help of Helbig created
a ﬁne collection of ancient sculpture which he donated to the city of
Rome in 1902 and Which can still be seen in the small palazzo in corso
Vittorio Emanuele. Barracco had the same taste in sculpture as Jacobsen
and often went for the same pieces, so Helbig had to mediate among
them so that they did not bid up each other in price. The handsome
catalogue to the collection was written by Helbig and published by
Bruckmann in Munich in 1893.
A key person in the Roman art world Was Francesco Martinetti
(1833—1895), a close friend and collaborator of Helbig and quite a character. Martinetti, called Sor Checco by the locals, was a real antiquaria

Who bought and sold antiquities. Hewas a specialist in Cleaning and
restoring bronzes. It seems that he sometimes restored them by decorating them in ancient style; this was the case with some cistae, or bronze
boxes from Palestrina, which are genuinely ancient but have been given
a new incised decoration. He made daily visits to the piazza Montanara
Where dairy products and manpower from the Roman campagna were

Walfgang Helbig ax Agent for Carl ]acobxen in Copenhagen
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sold. He bought from the peasants whatever they had found in the
ground for next to nothing and sold them in his little shop in via Bonella
in the area later demolished for the via dei Fori Imperiali. He had a
ﬂourishing business employing stone-cutters, restorers, goldsmiths and
bronze workers. His closest associate Was Helbig, who had the scientiﬁc
expertise to recognize the importance of a work of art, and the connections to ﬁnd the collector Who would most appreciate it.
This was the environment in which Helbig navigated and bought
sculptures for Carl Jacobsen. Some works of art he acquired from build»
ing sites and several from the other main source of ancient sculpture, the
noble families of Rome. A few examples follow.

The ﬁne Statue of Athena of the Hope—Famese type, a Roman copy
of a work by Phidias or his school from ca. 420 BC, Which was acquired
in 1904, is a typical case (ﬁg. 9). The Statue was found in 1899 in an
excavation in the via S. Giovanni DecoHato, near the Tiber on grounds

belonging to the Opera Pia. The ﬁnd was reported in the proper manner
to the Director of Antiquities and as the government did not Wish to buy
the Statue it was pronounced saleable. Jacobsen saw the statue in Rome
and agreed to pay 6000 francs for it — a very high price — upon arrival
ìn Copenhagen. The government, however, changed its mind and confiscated the Statue, whereupon the Opera Pia sued the Italian state for
illegal conﬁscation, and won the case in 1900. But it took more than four

years before the Statue could be exported, parﬂy because Helbig was in
a bitter dispute with the Director of Antiquities, Felice Barnabei, that
eventually cost the latter his job. During this conﬂict which led to a
govemmental commission, Helbig felt so threatened that he did not leave
his house without carrying a revolver!
Several other ﬁnds reached the Glyptotek from building sites, especially from the new Quartiere Ludovisi, e.g., the two statues of Niobids
acquired from the German bookseller L. Spithoever, who had a villa
on top of the Sallustian Gardens that was being exploited for housing
(ﬁg. 10). One is a young man expirìng wounded by an arrow in his back,
the other a ﬂee'mg young woman Which at the time was thought to represent a wind goddess. The wounded Niobid in the Palazzo Massimo
was found nearby a couple of years later. All three must have decorated
the pediment of & Greek temple of the 5'h century BC before some Roman
general brought them to Rome and placed them in the Imperial gardens.
Two female torsos acquired in 1888 came from the same gardens.
Years later the German archaeologist Franz Studniczka saw them in the
Glyptotek and realized that they had originally belonged to a group com-
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Fig. 10. A runn'ìg and '1 (] ring Niob'd from Greek temple pediment, <.
(Copenha
, Ny Carlsberg Lyl totek lN 520. 472!.

430 BC
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position that represented the goddess Artemis tearing Iphigenia away
from the altar on which her father, Agamemnon, is about to sacriﬁce her,

replacing her with a deer (ﬁg. 11). In 1900 Carl Jacobsen paid him to
make a small excavation on the ﬁnd spot and here he uncovered the
tile-base for the statue group and many small fragments belonging to
the group. With this material he could reconstruct a fascinating group
composition in plaster. The ﬁnd-spot was under the house on piazza
Sallustio no. 1 and the statue group would have decorated a Hadrianic
nymphaeum facing the palace in the Hotti Sallustianì.
Another acquisition from a Roman building site is the large head
of a goddess found when constructing the new railway station at Trastevere (ﬁg. 12). The head is colossal in size and was meant for insertion
into a body made in wood and probably covered in bronze foil, a
so-called acrolith. The right marble foot of the Statue was also found.
This statue must have been the cult statue of Dea Roma placed in a
temple on the outskirts of Rome in the 2“d century AD, perhaps in the
area which Was considered to have been the gardens of Caesar that he
had bequeathed to the Roman people.
The building boom in Rome lasted until 1887 when & crisis set ìn
when the foreign investors wanted their money back and discovered that
the funds were not covered. This made the building societies go bankrupt
and take several of the large banks with them. Some of the old aristocratic families were discredited and even the royal family was involved.
Helbig knew the nobility well. Through his marriage With the Rus—
sian princess Nadine Sachovskaja he came into contact with the highest
societies in Europe. In their home, ﬁrst on the Capitoline Hill, and later

on the Gianicolo they gathered royalty and mobility from several Euro»
pean countries and the elite in art and music.

In the 18905 the Roman princely families were struck by bankruptcy, one after the other, and their only possibility of saving their
palaces was by selling works of art from their collections. Wolfgang
Helbig knew these collections by heart and made it his business to be
on good terms With the butlers who would always know how their
masters’ ﬁnancial situation Was. In 1891 he wrote to Jacobsen:
Let me make a catalogue of the ancient sèulpture in the private collections which
in all probability will come up for sale during the next nine years and which I ﬁnd

suitable for the Glyptotek. Then we can discuss the single items. As long as the bank
crisis here lasts there is no hope of new ﬁnds, we are therefore obliged to buy from
the existing collections in the coming years. We Will always be four weeks in advance
of the other museums because the Glyptotek’s agent [meaning himselﬂ is the only

“%]/gang Helbig nx Agent for Car! ]ambe in Copenhagen

Fig. 11. Artemis and Iphigenia, 2nd century AD
(Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek IN 481-823).
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Fig. 12. Dea Roma. 2“& century AD
(Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek IN 568).
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person who is in direct contact With the museum owners ìn Rome and who has a
wide-reaching authority While other museums have to use middIe—men and are ham—
pered by bureaucracy. I do not fear competition from the European museums but
from the Americans who do not care whether the works of art are emailed or not.

But I am reassured that they do not show much striking power.

Some years later Jacobsen was indeed to feel an American striking power

that overtook much of the European market.
The ﬁrst Roman nobleman to ask Helbig for help Was prince Maffeo
Barberini Colonna di Sciarra, one of 22 parliamentary deputies who lost
all their money When the Banca di Roma crashed — he left his palazzo
on the via del Coxso for France and left business to his mother — a
frightening old hag. Her butler sold Helbig a beautiful head Of the Capitohne Amazon — he claimed that it was given to him by the princess
because he had not received his salary for years (ﬁg. 13).
After long and strenuous negotiations Helbig also acquired three
wonderful baroque portraits from the Sciarra collection for Jacobsen, of
Which especially G.L. Bemini's portrait of Camilla Barbadori, the mother
of pope Urban VIH Barberini, is a masterpiece.
In 1891-1892 it became possible to acquire the most important of
Sciarra’s ancient works of art, the wounded Amazon in marble, and a

bronze statue of a young man. Both statues were entailed, but Jacobsen
agreed to pay 75.000 francs for both, if Sciarra could get the export
permit. Instead in 1892 Sciarra’s secretary brought the bronze Statue

illegally to Fan's in a Suitcase, and before Jacobsen could stop it, “Emil”
— the code name for the bronze Statue — reached Copenhagen. Jacobsen found the hronze very ugly and primitive and tried to sell it to the
museum in Berlin but didn’t succeed. The bronze boy Which originally
stood in the Palazzo Barberini with candles inside used for illumination
has now been cleaned of its restorations and appears as a very ﬁne and
rare work of South Italian workmanship from ca. 470 BC (ﬁg. 14).
When in 1897 the entailment on the Sciarra property was lifted
Emìl’s sister “Anne" — the code name for the amazon — began her
journey to Denmark (ﬁg. 15).
The largest group of sculptures from a private collection came from
the Borghese family, one of the greatest landowners in Central Italy,
who owned the Palazzo Borghese in the centre of Rome and the Villa
Borghese on the outskitts. Helbig knew both the Borghese brothers very
well and when the family came into ﬁnancial difﬁculties they turned to
him for help.
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Fig. 13… Head of an Amazon, 2"d century AD

(Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek IN 545).

Wolfgang Helbig ax Agent for Carl ]acobscn in Copenhagen

Fig. 14. The “Sciarra Bronze", ca. 470 BC
(Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek IN 2235).
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(Copenhagen, Ny Car lsberg Glyptotek IN 1568).
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On June 10Eh 1889 Helbig wrote to Jacobsen:
Last night I dined at the Villa Borghese, after dinner Don Paolo took me aside and
told me that he was thinking of selling some of his sculptures which had been moved
ﬁom the villa to his private apartments in the city palace to keep them from the
public eye. He cannot say anything deﬁnite before his lawyer has ascenained which

items are entailed and which are not.

The statues in question were not entailed as they had been found
after the entaﬂment of the collection in 1834. Most of them had been
found in the excavations of & Roman villa at Monte Calvo in the Monte
Sabini. In 1890 the statues had been split as heirlooms between eight
brothexs and sisters, which complicated the negotiations very much. Two
choice pieces were the poet statues: the standing statue of the Greek
lyrical poet Anakreon, regarded as a Roman copy of an original by
Phidias -— code name “Armstrong" — and the seated poet, the identity
of which is not certain — code name “Dupont” (ﬁg. 16). It took seven
years before they could be united in Copenhagen.
The famous Hera Borghese had been kept in a cellar in the palace,
Where Helbig discovered her and bought her cheaply for Jacobsen who
since his youth had dreamt of acquiring the famous statue. She has now
been cleaned of her plaster restorations and appears rejuvenated, probably a representation of Aphrodite rather than of Hera (ﬁg. 17).
Looking back a hundred years at the founders of our museum we
see how much was dependent on coincidence. Rome in the 18805 and
90s was full of wonderful antiquities for sale, Helbig was the ingenious
archaeologist who knew how to ﬁnd them, and way up north sat the
brewer Carl Jacobsen With an eager eye for quality and a large amount
of money at his disposition. He had the great fortune of being able to
act on the spur of the moment — and pay straight away.
In the previous centuries art-collectors and museum builders had
been royalty like King Ludwig in Bavaria or aristocrats like the English
country house owners and the Roman pn'nces. Jacobsen was the ﬁrst of
the “princes of ﬁnance” to build & collection of ancient art followed
closely by Edward Perry Warren in Boston Who took over his role as the
chief buyer in Rome. Later many other American Collectors followed.
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Fig. 16. Statue of the poet Anakreon, 2"d century AD
(Copenhagen, Ny Carlsberg Glyptotck IN 409).
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Fig. 17. Statue of Aphrodite, so called “Hera Borghese“. 2'“ century AD
(Copenhagen. Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek [N 473).
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