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 Front of the building – Vernon’s Italian Renaissance 

o Hello and welcome to the Caetani House. Today we will travel the grounds and 

the history behind it that is mostly unknown or forgotten amongst Vernonites. 

History is an amazing thing. It sparks debates, brings enlightenment, and reveals 

mystery. Here on the Caetani grounds we will uncover mystery and inspiration.  

o The reclusive nature of the Caetani House has been well known amongst the 

community. Stories from people reflecting on their childhood recollected that the 

house and the family inside kept their distance from the rest of the city and were 

quite mysterious.  

o The Caetani house is 6000 sq ft and the property is an acre and a half. 

o Front section of the grounds – This installation is a “yarn bomb”.  The artist who 

made this yarn bomb is one of the Caetani residents, Sandra De Vries. On the 

other side of the house is her studio, which we will be able to see later on. 

 

(move onto towards Salon studio window and allow visitor to “peak”) 

o To begin with we shall go through the basic beginnings of the Caetani House. 

o The house was built in 1896 by Samuel Sommerville, a historical monument in 

itself. Picture this: over a hundred years ago this house was carved out of a 

lush forest, isolated from the rest of the main settlement. If you know the 

Vernon area well you would think that downtown wasn’t far from here. But back 

then, even in the early years of the Caetani ownership, there was a forest in 

between the house and civilization.  

o And this is how Leone Caetani liked it. Leone loved nature, loved English 

society, and loved democracy. It’s no wonder he chose to move out here.  

o Born in Italy to a very prestigious family in 1869 whose past was filled with 

religious figures, scholars diplomats, scientists, writers, and, for those who know 

their Catholic history, includes popes Gelasius II and Boniface VIII back in the 

12th and 13th century, respectively.  

o With his long background, Leone didn’t disappoint. He was a devout scholar, 

politically wise, and a proud Italian.  

o Leone’s intellectual passion was with Arabic culture and language, as well as 

Islam. He actually became fluent in eleven languages. His Annals of Islam were 

recognized internationally for their depth and today are still considered as part of 

the foundation of modern Islamic studies. 

o Leone was a radical socialist, working as an opposition member to reform the 

Italian social system and improve the working class rights.  

Leone main reason for immigrating to Canada was because of the rise of 

fascism in Italy under Mussolini in 1922.  

o Leone was in a loveless arranged marriage to a woman from another prestigious 

family. Soon he met Ofelia Fabiani and fell in love. 



 

 

o Ofelia, born 1896 to a wealthy Roman engineer, met Leone around 1916 and 

their daughter, Sveva Ersilia Giovanella Maria Caetani, was born on August 

6, 1917.  

o When Leone, Ofelia, and Sveva moved to Canada, fleeing fascism and social 

disputes, Leone had British Columbia set on his mind. From a previous hunting 

trip in 1891, along with his love of British tradition and democracy, Vernon 

seemed like the perfect place to begin a new life. 

 In garden/gravel courtyard next to the Sveva Studio 

o It’s appropriate to start Sveva’s story in front of the Sveva studio. This studio was 

built for her during the later years of her life by separating a section of the 

veranda. This is where the majority of her life’s work, recapitulation, would be 

made. 

o Sveva’s early life was very full and very enriching. In her early upbringing she 

was educated by many English governesses until she was 16. 

o She, like her father, became a very cultured person even in her early years.  

 

In 1929 the Stock Market Crash led to Leone’s fortune and investments 

disappearing.  

o This was a huge blow to Ofelia, who never attempted to transition to the 

country lifestyle of Vernon from her aristocratic life. With a Parisian wardrobe 

and no one remotely close to her level of upper class citizenry, Ofelia would stay 

mostly at home, resisting to learn English and integrate into the Vernon 

community. Now with no way of returning to Europe, Ofelia started her reclusive 

ways. 

 Move to Rose Garden 

o Leone’s part of our story now comes to a tragic end when in 1934 he was 

diagnosed with throat cancer. He passed away on Christmas day. 

 Plant Garden 

o Now we shall move onto the era of Ofelia, which lead to both the repression and 

inspiration of Sveva’s art.  

o After Leone died, Sveva was left to care for her mother and was confined to the 

house. Sveva needed Ofelia’s permission to wander the grounds, let alone go into 

town.  

o For 25 years Sveva lived like this. She even gave into her mother’s pressure 

and gave up art to focus more attention on Ofelia.  

o On New Year’s Eve 1960 Ofelia’s time had also ended. With her devout 

following of the Catholic Church and of tradition she had her coffin transported 

from St. James Church to the family plot at the Pleasant Valley Cemetery.  

 Brick path to courtyard  

Life after her mother’s death wasn’t easy at all. In Ofelia’s will a large portion 

went to the Catholic Church, leaving Sveva nothing but the house.  

 

With her new found freedom Sveva learned to drive, but her new joy led to quite 

the tally of speeding tickets.  



 

 

o At the age of 43, no inheritance, and no work experience, Sveva’s employment 

options were limited. But with luck and with the help of friends Sveva began 

teaching grade 5 level social studies, French, and art at St. James School.  

o It was with her love of teaching that led to the rekindling of her love of art. In 

1969 Sveva went to UVic to complete her high school education and get her 

BC teacher’s certificate. 

o  Sveva returned to teaching by going to Charles Bloom Secondary in 1972.  

o She would preach to her students: “Life is above all a journey of the soul, and 

that journey is the one that must be pursued at all costs…”. Powerful words 

that reflect her struggle for independence and both physical and artistic freedom.  

o Sveva’s life long governess, Miss Juul died shortly after their return to the 

Okanagan in March 1973. At age 88 she remained by Sveva’s side years after her 

job as her governess had ended, reflecting her devotion as a mentor and a friend to 

Sveva.  

o After Miss Juul’s death Sveva’s art began to take off. Her first exhibition was in 

1974 at the Burnaby Art Gallery titled “Okanagan Energy”.  
o Her biggest project, the one she is most well known for, came to her while 

driving to work one morning in 1975. “Recapitulation” would be based on 

her life’s experiences and feelings, incorporating many pieces to her relations 

with her father. It is also influenced by Dante’s Divine Comedy, which lists life 

moments in various stages. In 1978 Sveva produced a written version of the 

series before starting on her 56-painting project.  

o Though poor health from diabetes, arthritis, and cataracts forced her to retire from 

teaching in 1983, she continued on “Recapitulation”. In 1985 her friend Joan 

Heriot moved in with her, aiding Sveva on her many paintings. Joan has recently 

passed away at the age of 101.Her support is now remembered with the Heriot 

Studio.  

o Finally in 1989 her final “Recapitulation” painting was completed and the 

collection was put up in the Alberta Foundation for the Arts. Other pieces 

remained with the Vernon Public Art Gallery as well as distributed amongst her 

friends as gifts.  

o As mentioned before Sveva’s art reflected her life. From things that inspired her 

to things that held her back, they were all laid out on the canvas for everyone to 

see. Common themes in Sveva’s work included envy and cruelty. 

o Sveva’s story now comes to an end when on the morning of April 28th, 1994 she 

passed away.  

 Courtyard/Parking Lot 

o I now end our time together with a reflection of Sveva’s legacy. Her struggles and 

determination serves as a beacon for aspiring artists in a world where fine art can 

be lost amongst the masses. Sveva’s determination to never give up on her art 

allowed the world to view her works as well as her life, the struggles, and the 

inspiration. The Caetani Centre and its grounds reflects Sveva’s secluded life yet 

her dream to spread art to all who would journey out to find it.  

o We have the Joan Heriot and Juul studios on top, and the Ninfa studios, where 

Sveva’s family would keep the dogs, here on the bottom. Built and renovated 

between 2006 and 2008 these buildings were made to allow for quiet, secluded 



 

 

areas for artists to practice their craft. We also have our Dance Studio beside the 

native garden.  

o  

 


