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Bow down and 
worship the 

conqueror of art! 
– August Strindberg on Julius Kronberg
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Grand. Monumental. Astonishing. At almost 
11 feet high unframed, this masterpiece 
by Julius Kronberg stands as one of the 
greatest examples of 19th-century academic 

art outside museum walls. Kronberg's dramatic 
portrayal of Cleopatra is a larger-than-life work of art.

The painting is not only remarkable in scale, it is 
also flawlessly executed. Kronberg delivered a tour 
de force through his masterful command of space, 
perspective and meticulous attention to detail. 
Most paintings of this scale have very good detail 
in the foreground and less in the background. This 
masterpiece has extraordinary detail throughout.

This grand work was specially commissioned in 1879 
by Count Fredrik Wachtmeister as a focal point for the 
Swedish Palace, Tistad Castle. The count was both an 
important Swedish diplomat and an artist. He was the 
director of Sweden’s National Art Museum and later 
served as Chairman of the Nobel Foundation. Please 
see the photos of Kronberg's painting in the castle’s 
grand living room on the following pages. 

A triumph of the Academic style, the scene depicts 
Queen Cleopatra in the final moments of her life. 
Evoking Shakespeare's adaptation of these historic 
events, her maid Iras already lies dead on the floor 
while Cleopatra grasps the asp she will hold to her 
breast. The other maid, Charmian, faces away from the 
viewer, her despair palpable in every brushstroke. The 
soaring carved columns, the intricacy of Cleopatra's 
throne and headpiece, the tiger's pelt rug—all 
contribute to the work's incredible precision. Before 
starting on the finished painting, Kronberg produced 
three-dimensional wax studies of the painting's main 
characters, and these studies are now held in Sweden's 
Skansen Museum. The models helped Kronberg ensure 
perfect proportional accuracy in their postures.

The painting was acquired by our gallery in 2018 
directly from the Wachtmeister family, heirs of Tistad 
Castle. It was then sold to a collector who loaned it to 
the Minneapolis Institute of Art for six years, where it 
became a show-stopping attraction. 

Kronberg created very few stand-alone paintings 
during his career, and most can be found in 
Sweden’s museums, including the Hallwyl Museum, 
Nationalmuseum and Gothenburg Art Museum. He 
was more often commissioned for large-scale murals 
and ceiling paintings, including those in Stockholm 
Palace and Stockholm’s Royal Dramatic Theatre. 
In high demand in his day, the vast majority of 
Kronberg’s compositions were privately commissioned 
by wealthy Swedish private clients.

OVERVIEW
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Interior of the Main Salon at Tistad Castle, Sweden
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Count Fredrik Wachtmeister, Tistad Castle, Nyköping

By descent to Count Nils Wachtmeister, Tistad Castle, Nyköping

Thence by descent within the Wachtmeister family

M.S. Rau, New Orleans

Private collection, Minnesota

M.S. Rau, New Orleans
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(illustrated)

Sigurd Müller, Finsk Tidskrift för Vitterhet, Vetenskap, Konst och Politik, vol. XVIII, 1885, p. 76

G. Nordensvan, Och Svenska Konstnärer, Stockholm, 1892, pp. 558-559 (illustrated)

Swedish Life in Town and Country, New York and London, 1904, p. 172

R. Muther, The History of Modern Painting, London, 1907, p. 196

K. Asplund, Julius Kronbergs atelier och efterlämnade arbeten, Stockholm, 1922, p. 15-16

K. Asplund, Julius Kronberg, Liljevalchs catalogue no. 43, Stockholm, 1923, p. 14, no. 84

B. G. Söderberg, Slott och herresäten i Sverige, Södermanland, band II, Malmö, 1968, p. 236 (illustrated)

T. Björk, Julius Kronberg – Måleriets triumfator, Stockholm, 2016, pp. 107-110 (illustrated)
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EXHIBITED

Copenhagen, Nordic Exhibition, 1884

Stockholm, Blanchs konstsalong, Julius Kronberg – Måleriets triumfator (year unknown, source: T. Björk, p. 109)

Stockholm, Liljevalchs konsthall, Julius Kronberg, Memorial Exhibition, 1923, cat. no. 84

Minneapolis Institute of Art, long-term loan (2019–2025)
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G. Nordensvan, Och Svenska Konstnärer, Stockholm, 1892, pp. 558-559 (illustrated)
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Swedish Life in Town and Country, New York and London, 1904, p. 172
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THE HISTORY OF
MODERN PAINTING
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BY RICHARD MUTHER
PROFESSOR OF ART HISTORY

AT THE UNIVERSITY
OF BRESLAU

IN FOUR
VOLUMES

VOLUME
FOUR

REVISED EDITION
CONTINUED BY THE AUTHOR

TO THE END OF THE XIX CENTURY
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LONDON: PUBLISHED BY J. M. DENT & CO.
NEW YORK: E. P. DUTTON & CO. MCMVII

R. Muther, The History of Modern Painting, London, 1907, p. 196

LITERATURE
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196 I in: history of modern painting

HUGO S \I MSON.

Sheba to King Solomon" he worked up into
a gorgeous I piece in the style <>!

Meininger. A journey to Egypt brought the
beautiful serpenl Cleopatra to his mind, and
prompted him to paint his picture "The
Death of Cleopatra," which, in its half
romantic, half classical conception, might be
the work of Kochegrosse. In the house which
Kroiibcrg built for himself splendour of colour,
pleasure, and sportive exuberance were every-
where predominant. Like Makart, he has
summoned the world of Loves and Bacchantes
into life once more ; nor are they pale and
Mindless, but fresh, robust, and clothed in
brilliant colours and the sumptuous beauty
of youth. As in the Viennese master, the
historical subject is merely an excuse for
encompassing a great pictorial whole. And,
like Makart, he has done his best in decor-

ative pictures. His large ceiling-pieces in the Castle of Stockholm—an Aurora
and a Svea amid the allegorical figures of Agriculture, Industry, and Art—
are blithe and festal decorations, only distinguishable from those of Makart
tinHugh Kronberg's gradual transition, in accordance with the tendency of
the time, from the brown tone of his Munich period to brighter notes of
colour.

Carl Gustav Hellquist, who was somewhat younger than the foregoing
painters, belongs altogether to German art ; he received his training in Munich,
and he lies buried by the Isar. His melancholy fate excites compassion :
he died mad just as he was beginning to be famous. His works, which are
partly representations from the history of Sweden and the Reformation,
partly genre pictures with monks like those of Grutzner, and peasants like
those of Dcfregger, are not such as have interest, thoroughly able as they are.
After being in the beginning affected by Rosen, Piloty, and Munkacsy,
Pradilla's " Surrender of Granada" caused him in 1883 to abandon brown
bituminous painting in favour of a "modern" grey painting, which did
more justice to the illumination of objects in open air. He likewise got the
better of histrionic gesticulation. He represents events without any designof outward brilliancy and with the greatest possible fidelity to nature, —
represents them honestly and straightforwardly, and avoids all straining
after effect. Bronzed and weather-beaten figures have supplanted the fair
regulation heads of Piloty, truth of sentiment and expression have taken
the place of the traditional histrionic exaggeration. All his works result from
an inflexible conscientiousness. But from an artistic standpoint this praise
is equivalent to calling a man an honest fellow.

LITERATURE

R. Muther, The History of Modern Painting, London, 1907, p. 196
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Julius Kronberg | Oil study for Cleopatra
1882

Medium: Oil on canvas
Dimensions: 227/8 x 14 inches | 58 x 35.5 cm

Nordiska Museet 
Stockholm, Sweden

MUSEUM COMPARABLES
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Julius Kronberg | Wax study for Cleopatra
1879

Medium: Wax on wooden base
Dimensions: 51/2 x 3 inches | 14 x 8 cm

Nordiska Museet 
Stockholm, Sweden
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Julius Kronberg | Wax study for Cleopatra
1879

Medium: Wax on wooden base
Dimensions: 5 x 21/2 inches | 12.5 x 6.5 cm

Nordiska Museet 
Stockholm, Sweden
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Julius Kronberg | David and Saul
1885

Medium: Oil on canvas
Dimensions: 1173/8 x 865/8 inches | 298 x 220 cm

Nationalmuseum Stockholm 
Stockholm, Sweden

MUSEUM COMPARABLES
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Julius Kronberg | Hunting Nymph and Fauns
1875

Medium: Oil on canvas
Dimensions: 106 x 51 inches | 269 x 130 cm

MUSEUM COMPARABLES

Nationalmuseum Stockholm 
Stockholm, Sweden
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Julius Kronberg | Charles XII
1893

Medium: Oil on canvas
Dimensions: 111 x 633/4 inches | 282 x 162 cm

The Royal Armory Museum
Stockholm, Sweden

MUSEUM COMPARABLES
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Julius Kronberg | King's Staircase Ceiling
1890-94

Medium: Painted ceiling

The Royal Palace of Stockholm 
Stockholm, Sweden

MUSEUM COMPARABLES
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