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Photo shows the Casino dell’Aurora di Villa Ludovisi Boncompagni, in Rome. A Roman palace hous-
ing the only mural by Caravaggio and at the centre of a messy legal battle between a former
Playboy model and the sons of her late husband, an Italian prince, will go up for auction tomorrow. 

ARoman villa housing the only mural
by Caravaggio and at the centre of a
legal battle between a former

Playboy model and the sons of her late
husband, an Italian prince, will go up for
auction tomorrow. The sprawling property,
valued at 471 million euros (almost $540

million), is a Baroque jewel with gorgeous
gardens and a valuable art collection that
also includes frescoes by Guercino.

Art lovers are demanding the Italian
state step in to buy the spectacular proper-
ty, arguing that artistic treasures should be
protected and available for public viewing.

But the government might not have
enough to cough up for it - the auction is
only open to those who can put up 10 per-
cent of the starting price of 353 million
euros - and rumoured buyers include Bill
Gates and the Sultan of Brunei.

The auction was ordered by a Rome
court following a dispute among the heirs
of Prince Nicolo Ludovisi Boncompagni,
the head of the family who died in 2018.
The dispute is between the prince’s third
and final wife, Rita Jenrette Boncompagni
Ludovisi, a 72-year-old American former
real estate broker and actor who once
posed for Playboy, and the children from
his first marriage.

Auction of the century 
The residence of the noble Ludovisi

Boncompagni family for hundreds of years,
the 2,800-square-metre (30,000 square
feet) Casino dell’Aurora is located in cen-
tral Rome between the Via Veneto and the
Spanish Steps. Its sale is being held
behind closed doors, and has been
dubbed by Italian media as the “auction of
the century” in its breathless reporting on
the legal wrangling around it and who
could buy it.

There are those who believe the cultural
gem should be preserved for the nation.
Almost 35,000 people have called on the
Italian government to exercise “its pre-
emptive right” to buy the building and the
Caravaggio, which alone is valued at 350
million euros, according to a petition on
change.org. “Sign this petition to prevent
another piece of Italy, such a beautiful one,
from being sold off,” it said.

However, the estimated price of the villa
represents a quarter of the annual budget
of the culture ministry. Culture Minister
Dario Franceschini wrote this month to
Prime Minister Mario Draghi and the

finance minister to raise the issue of the
sale, according to reports. Under Italian
law, the government can only exercise its
pre-emptive rights after the sale to a pri-
vate individual, and then within 60 days of
the sale’s competition - and for the same
price.

‘Beautiful, important building’
The oil mural by Caravaggio - real

name Michelangelo Merisi - dates to 1597
and is located on the ceiling in a corridor

on the first floor of the palace. It depicts
Jupiter, Pluto and Neptune with the world
at the centre, marked by signs of the zodi-
ac. “It’s certainly one of his earliest (works)
and is very interesting because the subject
is a mythological subject, and Caravaggio
painted almost only sacred works,” art his-
torian Claudio Strinati told AFP.

The palace was originally an outbuilding
in the grounds of the Villa Ludovisi, of
which nothing remains today. Its name
comes from a Guercino fresco depicting

the goddess Aurora, or Dawn, on her chari-
ot. “It is a very beautiful, very important
building, with some very beautiful paint-
ings,” said Strinati, a former museum cura-
tor in Rome. “It would certainly be a posi-
tive thing if it became public property, it
could become the home of a museum or
particularly important cultural activities.”
The auction is due to start tomorrow at
3:00 pm (1400 GMT) and will last 24
hours. — AFP 

Celine Dion cancels 
N America tour due 
to health troubles

Quebec superstar Celine Dion
announced on Saturday she would
not be able to perform the North

America leg of her “Courage world tour,” cit-
ing persistent health problems. “I was really
hoping that I’d be good to go by now, but I
suppose I just have to be more patient,” the
singer wrote on Twitter. After a pause due to
the pandemic, Dion had been scheduled to
resume her world tour in November 2021
with a slate of performances in Las Vegas.

Those dates were canceled in October
after she began “experiencing severe and
persistent muscle spasms,” she said at the
time on Twitter. The singer had hoped to con-
tinue the tour in March, starting in Denver
and traveling over two months to 15 other
cities across the United States and Canada.
Those dates are now also canceled, due to
“her recovery taking longer than she hoped,”
explained Dion’s management in a press
release accompanying her tweet.

According to the statement, Dion had
performed 52 shows as part of her
Courage World Tour before the beginning
of the pandemic, and she still plans to per-
form the European leg beginning May 25 in
Birmingham, England. “I’ll be so glad to get
back to full health, as well as all of us get-
ting past this pandemic,” said the star,
thanking her fans for their support. “I feel
your love and support and it means the
world to me.”— AFP 

Pioneering Italian fashion designer
Nino Cerruti, who introduced “casual
chic” into men’s fashion and in his

heyday dressed Hollywood stars, has died
at the age of 91. He died at the Vercelli
hospital in the northwest region of
Piedmont, where he had been admitted for
a hip operation, the Italian daily Corriere
della Sera reported on its website. “A giant

among Italian entrepreneurs has left us,”
said Gilberto Pichetto, deputy minister for
economic development.

Cerruti, who created the first decon-
structed jacket in the 1970s, was one of
the leading figures in men’s ready-to-wear
fashion in the 20th century, with a look that
was at once stylish and relaxed. “I want
men more free in their elegance, more ele-
gant in their freedom,” he once said. Tall
and slim, Cerruti always insisted on being
the first to try on his creations, many of
which he kept stored away at the woollen
mill his grandfather founded in the northern
town of Biella in 1881. “I have always
dressed the same person-myself,” he once
said.

‘Italy’s chicest man’ 
Born in 1930 in Biella, Cerruti dreamt of

becoming a journalist. But after his father
died when he was 20, he was forced to
give up his philosophy studies to take over
the family textile factory. In the 1960s, he
met Giorgio Armani and hired him as a cre-
ator of men’s fashion. The duo made a
profound mark on the world of fashion,
before Armani branched out with his own
fashion house in 1975. On Saturday, Carlo
Capasa, head of the National Chamber of
Italian Fashion, mourned the passing of
“Italy’s chicest man”. He called the design-
er, often seen at his fashion shows in his

signature yellow jumper, “a great innovator,
a visionary creative and a forerunner of
many realities today” in fashion.

“He leaves behind a great legacy: the
courage to invest and believe in youth. He

was the one who believed in a very young
Giorgio Armani.” Armani himself told
Corriere della Sera of his great sadness at
the news. “Nino had a piercing gaze, a true
curiousity, a capacity to dare,” he said.
Cerruti opened his first shop in Paris in
1967, launching his luxury brand on the
path to global fame. “Clothes only exist
from the moment someone puts them on. I
would like these clothes to continue to live,
to soak up life,” he said.

‘Philosopher of clothing’
As French students rose up in revolt in

May 1968, he revolutionized fashion by
asking male and female models to walk
down the catwalk in the same clothes.
“Trousers have given women freedom,” he
said. He created his first line of women’s
clothing in the 1970s, a branch of the busi-
ness that two decades later would account
for a fifth of its revenue. He then moved
into perfumes, watches, shoes and jewelry.
The man nicknamed the “philosopher of
clothing” dressed American actors Richard
Gere and Robert Redford as well as
French star Jean-Paul Belmondo.

He also made cameo appearances in
Hollywood films “Cannes Man” (1996) and
“Holy Man” (1998). In the 1990s, his fash-
ion house was asked to be the official
designer of the Ferrari Formula 1 team.
Struggling to keep up with the highly com-
petitive world of luxury fashion as an inde-
pendent business, he sold his label
“Cerruti 1881” to Italian investors in 2001. It
was then taken over by a US investment
fund, and then by the Chinese group
Trinity. After the sale, he returned to the
family home in Biella.— AFP 

Italian fashion designer Nino Cerruti

In this file photo, Italian fashion designer Nino
Cerruti rides his bike on the Promenade des
Anglais in Nice on March 09, 1985. 

— AFP photos

A general view of the Casino dell’Aurora di Villa
Ludovisi Boncompagni, in Rome. 

A general view of the Casino dell’Aurora di Villa
Ludovisi Boncompagni, in Rome. 

Photo shows the entrance of the Casino dell’Aurora di Villa
Ludovisi Boncompagni, in Rome. — AFP photos


