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Caetani Cultural Centre Tour Script 
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Meet on pathway (just off of parking lot) that leads to the front entrance of the house. 

 

“Hello everyone and welcome to the Caetani Cultural Centre.  My name is [insert name 

here] and I am a [insert job title] at the Caetani Cultural Centre.  Today I will be taking you on a 

tour of the property, which is about an acre and a half in size.  Unfortunately, we will not be able 

to go inside the house, as it is not open to the public at the present time.  The house was divided 

into four, self-contained apartments in the 1960s and all of these suites are currently occupied by 

tenants.  The Caetani Cultural Centre is in the process of reducing the number of private 

residences in the house in order to create a public space on the main floor of the building.   

Before we start our tour, I would like to tell you about the Caetani Cultural Centre.  The 

house standing before you is the former home of a local artist, mentor, and teacher, Sveva 

Caetani.  Sveva passed away in 1994 and left her historic home and garden to the City of Vernon 

with the expressed desire of having it serve as an artist-in-residence facility for both local and 

international artists.   

After her death, the Caetani House was managed by the Vernon Art Gallery.  In 2008, the 

Caetani Cultural Centre, or C3, was established in order to better carry out Sveva’s vision.  The 

C3 artist-in-residence program, AiR for short, provides artists with accommodation, while also 

supplying artists with a creative work environment and opportunities to interact with members of 

the arts community here in the North Okanagan.  At the moment, the centre only has one suite 

reserved for the artist-in-residence program.  The entrance to the suite is located on the south 

side of the house.  Our current artist-in-residence, [insert name here], is from [insert place].  

[Insert name] arrived on [date] and will be staying at the centre until [insert date].  [insert name] 

is a [insert type of artist] and he/she will be holding an exhibition of . . . 

The tour should take about [insert time here].  Please feel free to take pictures and ask 

questions.  If you would now follow me, we can start the tour.” 

 

Move out onto front lawn and stand so that people will be facing the house. 

 

 “The house is believed to have been built in 1895 for Samuel Sommerville, a city clerk, 

assessor, alderman, and singer.  The 6,000-square-foot house is in keeping with the late Victorian 

Vernacular Revival style, which was very popular at the time.  The front entrance of the house 

leads to the Caetani Centre’s office and to a private residence.  The current tenant, Sandra 

deVries created all of these metal sculptures around the front entrance.  She also created this 

“yarn bomb” [point to trees].  Sandra has a studio out in the back.  In 1903, a large wing was 

added to the back of the building.  In 1913, the house was sold to the owner of the Coldstream 

Hotel, a man named Henry G. Muller.  It was then purchased by the Caetani family in 1921.  

 I will now tell you a little about the Caetani family.  The Caetani family is one of the 

oldest noble families in Italy.  The family name can be traced back to 750 BC.  Sveva Caetani’s 

father, Leone Caetani, was both a prince and a duke.  He was born in 1869.  Leone’s father and 



 

 

grandfather were members of the Italian parliament.  Leone’s father was also a renowned 

archaeologist and president of the Italian Geographical Society.  Leone’s mother was an English 

noble woman named Ada Booth Wilbraham.  Leone was raised at the Palazzo Caetani, the 

family’s ancestral home in Rome.  The castle also served as a gathering place for intellectuals 

from around the world.  It is, therefore, not surprising that Leone and his five siblings all 

developed an interest in scholarly pursuits.  Leone became a respected scholar of Islamic history.  

His 19-volume Annals of Islam is still considered to be a foundational text for Islamic studies.  

Leone was also a very accomplished linguist.  He was actually fluent in eleven languages.  

Leone’s siblings also made a name for themselves.  One of his four brothers, Roffredo Caetani, 

studied with the famous Hungarian pianist and composer, Franz Liszt (pronounced:  List).  In 

2014, the Caetani Centre hosted Italian pianist Alessandra Ammara.  She produced a CD of 

piano music all written by Roffredo Caetani and she performed several of his pieces at a concert 

that was held here at the Performing Arts Centre (August 2014). 

 Leone was also an avid traveller.  He travelled extensively in the Middle East and in 

Asia.  In 1891, Leone left for hunting trip in Canada with a member of the Prussian nobility.  

Leone was particularly interested in exploring the southern slopes of the Selkirk mountain range, 

in the Kootenay Lake area of B.C.  This trip had a profound impact on his life and would 

ultimately draw him back to B.C. 

 In 1901, Leone married Vittoria Colonna, a member of a rival noble family.  This 

marriage produced one child, a son, who suffered from mental and physical disabilities.  Their 

marriage was a loveless union.  In 1916, Leone began an affair with Ofelia Fabiani, the daughter 

of a wealthy Italian engineer.  At this point in time, Leone was essentially estranged from his 

wife.  However, due to Italian law, he was unable to file for a divorce.  Ofelia gave birth to a 

daughter named Sveva on August 6, 1917.  The birth was extremely difficult for Ofelia as she 

was a very delicate woman.  

 After his father’s death, Leone inherited all of his family’s lands.  However, Leone’s 

inheritance was threatened by disgruntled farmers who lay claim to the estates.  Leone also lost a 

significant portion of his family’s estates as a result of some very poor investments.  Devastated 

by the loss of his land and fearful of the fascist politics of post-World-War-1 Italy, Leone 

relinquished his noble titles, uprooted Sveva and Ofelia, and moved his family to Vernon, B.C. 

 Why he chose Vernon in particular is not entirely known, but according to Sveva Caetani, 

her father wanted to escape to someplace where he could raise his family in peace.  The rugged 

landscape of B.C. appealed to his adventurous nature.  Vernon also had strong British-ties, which 

suited Leone perfectly as his mother was an English noblewoman.  The family arrived in Vernon 

in the summer of 1921 and purchased this house.  Sveva was four years old.  If you would now 

follow me, we can move onto our next stop on the tour.” 

 

Walk on the lawn around the forest bed to the playhouse. 

 

“This building here is called the Wendy House, which is the European name for a 

playhouse.  Leone built this for Sveva to play in.  It later served as a potting shed.  By all 

accounts, Sveva’s early childhood was a lonely one.  She was cut off from other children her age 

and educated at home by a series of English governesses.  Sveva was educated in broad range of 

subjects, everything from geography to French, to piano and drawing.  Sveva showed a talent for 

art from a very young age.  While on holiday in Monte Carlo, Sveva took lessons from a well-

known artist, Andre Petroff.  These lessons included painting from nude models and sketching 



 

 

her many pets.  Her father also encouraged her love of reading and ordered books from around 

the world for Sveva to read.  Back home in Vernon, Sveva would accompany Leone on his trips 

to the orchard and woodlot, which he maintained as a hobby.   

The slower pace of life in Vernon suited Leone well; however, Ofelia found her new 

environment to be a very isolating one.  She was unwilling to learn English and, therefore, was 

unable to make friends in the community.  In order to placate Ofelia, the family would regularly 

travel back to Europe to visit family and shop.  Despite her reclusive lifestyle, Ofelia was very 

fashionable and on these shopping trips, she would purchase expensive clothing made by 

designers such as Coco Chanel.  Sveva was not as thrilled by these trips as her mother.  She 

described these shopping excursions as a “crushing bore.” 

When Sveva was twelve, the trips to Europe stopped when the family lost much of its 

fortune in the stock market crash of 1929.  Sveva’s governess was let go and Sveva was sent to 

Crofton House, a boarding school in Vancouver, in September of 1930.  Sveva excelled 

academically at Crofton House, where she was able to interact with children her own age for the 

first time in her life.  She made many friends and spent her weekends going to the opera and to 

the theatre.  After roughly a year and a half at Crofton House, Sveva came down with measles 

and she was sent back home to Vernon to recover.  She never returned to Crofton House.  

In 1934, Leone Caetani was diagnosed with throat cancer.  Leone underwent several 

painful operations at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota.  Unfortunately, these operations 

had little effect.  On Christmas Day 1935, Leone died, leaving both Sveva and Ofelia heart-

broken.  If you will follow me, we can now continue on to the rose garden.”  

 

Walk over to the rose garden. 

 

“The Caetani Centre has [insert number] varieties of roses.  The cedar hedge here was 

planted by Sveva Caetani in the 1970s.  Tragically, Sveva was not able to enjoy these beautiful 

gardens after her father died.   For two years after her father’s death, 18-year-old Sveva was 

imprisoned inside the house by Ofelia.  She was not even allowed to go into the yard.  Ofelia 

controlled Sveva by telling her that she would have a heart attack and die if Sveva ever left her 

side.  Sveva’s days were filled with dusting, cleaning, and arranging the furniture.  Their only 

other companion was Ofelia’s Dutch servant, Miss Jüül.  Eventually, when Sveva was on the 

verge of a mental breakdown, Ofelia let Sveva venture into the yard and accompany Miss Jüül 

on shopping trips into town. 

 When Sveva was not cleaning, her mother allowed her to continue reading.  However,  

Sveva’s passion for writing and art threatened Ofelia as the two hobbies allowed Sveva to escape 

into a world of her own.  Sveva was forced to give up her art for fifteen years in order to keep the 

peace between her mother and herself.  However, Sveva was able to resist her mother in some 

ways.  She kept a secret journal in which she would write down notes and ideas for paintings.  

After years of poor health, during which Sveva was more like her mother’s nurse than daughter, 

Ofelia died on New Year’s Eve, 1960.   

 In her will, Ofelia left her meager fortune to Miss Jüül and her properties in Rome to the 

Roman Catholic Church.  At the age of forty-three and after twenty-five years of imprisonment, 

Sveva was forced to find work in order to support herself and Miss Jüül.  She taught school for a 

few years at St. James Elementary School here in Vernon before eventually moving to Victoria 

to earn a teaching certificate from the University of Victoria.  Despite living a very secluded life 

for forty-three years, Sveva was very successfully integrated into the community.  She joined 



 

 

various clubs, such as the Canadian Women’s Club and the Naturalist Club, and made life-long 

friends.  Sveva also learned to drive and her love of speed earned her a large number of speeding 

tickets.   

 Sveva returned to Vernon in 1972 and began teaching at Charles Bloom Secondary 

School in Lumby.  Although Sveva never had children of her own, she did develop close bonds 

with some of her students and many of them continued to visit her and keep in touch after 

graduation.  In 1978, Sveva began work on a project that would demand much of her attention 

for the next fourteen years.  She wanted to create an autobiographical series of watercolour 

paintings, which she titled Recapitulation.  In 1983, Sveva was forced to retire from her teaching 

job due to problems with diabetes and arthritis.  For the next seven years, Sveva worked at 

producing the fifty-six paintings for Recapitulation.  This work was only stopped when she was 

nearly blind in both eyes due to cataracts.  Luckily, Sveva was able to undergo a successful 

cataract surgery, which restored her sight and allowed her to continue painting.  In 1989, Sveva 

completed the final painting in the series.  Recapitulation is currently housed by the Alberta 

Foundation for the Arts in Edmonton.  

Sveva’s artwork was shown in many exhibitions and her fame grew to the point where 

she was receiving numerous requests for interviews, including a request from Vicki Gabereau of 

the CBC in 1991.  On April 28, 1994, Sveva passed away peacefully in her sleep.  If you would 

follow me, I can tell you about the other buildings on the property.”   

 

Walk over to Dance Studio. 

 

 “This building is called the Dance Studio because, in later years, Sveva and her friends 

used to practice ballroom dancing in it, despite its small size.  Before that, the Dance Studio 

housed a Japanese gardener who was employed by the Caetanis.  The Dance Studio is currently 

rented by music teacher Devon Muhlert.  If we continue up this path, you can see a tulip tree on 

your left.  Tulip trees get their name from their large blossoms, which resemble tulips.  There are 

two species of tulip trees.  This tree here is native to eastern North America and it has yellow, 

tulip-like flowers.  This path carries on to the courtyard and water feature.” 

 

Walk into courtyard. 

 

 “The courtyard was built in 2005.  This area here used to contain a dog run for the large 

Pyrenees dogs owned by the Caetanis.  This building here is the Ninfa studio.  It was opened in 

2008 and it is currently used by participants in the artist-in-residence programs.  The Ninfa 

studio stands on the spot where the Caetanis once kept their dogs’ shed.  This building used to be 

a carport [point to Sandra’s studio].  This area is being used by one of the residents, Sandra 

deVries.  She uses this space as a metalwork studio.  The building at the back here has two 

studios and a washroom.  The studio on the left is being used by [insert info].  The studio on the 

right is being used by [insert info].  The building over there, which is partially obscured by trees, 

is called the straw bale shed.  This toolshed is made out of actual straw bales.  The bales were 

laid on top of the foundation and then adobe, which is a mixture of sand, clay, and water, was 

applied over top of the straw.  The shed has a wooden roof frame.  Turf has been laid over top of 

the wooden frame to create a green roof.  Straw bales are sustainable and eco-friendly building 

materials as they take less energy to make and to transport than traditional materials. 



 

 

 We have come to the end of our tour.  One of the key resources that was used for this tour 

is a book called Caetani di Sermoneta:  An Italian Family in Vernon, 1921-1994, which was 

edited by Catherine Harding and which contains essays by Karen Avery, Melissa Larkin, Sarah 

Milligan, and Carla Yarish.  The Vernon Museum and Archives was also a great help, as they 

provided access to digitized versions of the Vernon News.  Some of the information in this tour 

was taken directly from Sveva Caetani’s 1991 interview with Vicki Gabereau on the CBC. 

 If anyone would like to use a washroom, there is one here and another one located across 

the courtyard.  There is also a table set up with some information about our upcoming events and 

a membership form.  Our members contribute to the Caetani Cultural Centre’s initiative for 

building opportunities for artists in the North Okanagan.  By becoming a member, you help to 

support public programming, educational opportunities, artist residencies, and the preservation of 

this designated heritage facility.  I would like to also draw your attention to the donation jar.  The 

Caetani Centre is a registered non-profit and we rely heavily on donations in order to operate.  

Anything that you are able to contribute is greatly appreciated.  Thank you all for coming and I 

hope to see you again.”  

 
 


