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The name of General Luigi Palma di Cesnola (1832 –1904), soldier, diplomat, and 
amateur archaeologist extraordinaire, conjures up images of a life of charm, luxury, 
and prestige, but do you know the colorful story that hides behind this name?
Gen. Cesnola played a key role in the collections of at least three great museums, 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Stanford University Museum of Art, and the 
Archaeological Museum of the American University of Beirut.
In 1868, Cesnola was looking for an American institution to support with a few 
pieces of his huge collection. He decided to donate 135 objects to the newly 
founded Syrian Protestant College that later became the American University 
of Beirut. The Cesnola Collection showcase that you see at the entrance of the 
museum consists of 64 objects from Cyprus covering the Bronze Age (inv. # 948), 
the Iron Age (inv. #977), and the Hellenistic (inv. # 832) and Roman periods  
(inv. # 964). For example, the Syrian bottle (inv. # 689) is proof that Cyprus was 
already exchanging pottery in the Bronze Age.
General Cesnola sold the vast majority of his collection to New York’s Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in 1876, and from there Leland Stanford Sr. purchased 6,000 
objects in 1884 as a foundation for the museum at the university he founded 
in California, meaning the three great insitutions all boast shares of the same 
nucleus collection.
But who was Cesnola? How did he collect all these treasures in a relatively short 
period of time? And how did they end up at some of the world’s great museums?
Cesnola arrived in Larnaca, Cyprus on Christmas Day 1865 as the American Consul 
after a distinguished record serving in the Union Army in the American civil war.
It was not long before he discovered his interest in archaeology and followed  his 
passion. According to the former director of antiquities of Cyprus, Vassos Karageorghis,
“if one judges Cesnola and his methods by modern procedures, one must condemn 
him, but it should not be forgotten that in his day the main goal of archaeological 
activity was merely the discovery of works of art.”
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Although Cesnola did not have formal 
education as a historian to document or 
publish his discoveries, he was able to 
collaborate with international scholars to 
classify all his findings.
At that time, the businessman and pioneer 
in the field of archaeology Heinrich 
Schliemann was making outstanding 
discoveries at Troy and Mycenae and the 
scientific reports that he published clearly 
made Cesnola jealous. “When I publish my 
latest discoveries, they will throw forever into 
shade those of Schliemann”  he admitted. 
In 1875, Cesnola claimed to have 
discovered tombs with vaults containing 
silver and gold jewelry at Curium. This 
treasure allowed Cesnola to negotiate an 
inflated price for his collection when sold 
to the Metropolitan Museum. But the lie 
was ultimately exposed and Cesnola’s 
reputation was badly damaged. He had 
in fact invented the whole story of Curium 
excavations and it is probable that the tombs 
had never even existed. He had actually 
bought the precious items from laborers at 
archaeological digs and at local bazaars.

Cesnola was definitely not a man of science, and he was known for 
putting different elements together to make a complete statue, even if 
the parts came from different archaeological periods. Beauty was his 
main concern and he was not alone in that view, which was shared by 
many collectors of his time. 
The final destination of the Cesnola Collection was for a long time 
uncertain. In 1870, negotiations were held first with Napoleon III of 
France, who wished to acquire the entire collection for the Musée du 
Louvre in Paris, then with Russian officials for their possible transfer to 
the State Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg.  
But soon afterward, Cesnola shipped the collection to London, where 
its exhibition aroused considerable public interest. It was at this point 
that the newly founded Metropolitan Museum of Art intervened and 
acquired the bulk of the collection for New York. 
The purchase was funded by public subscription with several leading 
business tycoons making substantial contributions. 
Cesnola accompanied his collection back to New York and devoted 
himself to supervising the work on its installation and publication. 
In 1877, he accepted a place on the Museum’s board of trustees and 
served as its first director from 1879 until his death in 1904.Even 
after the sale to Leland Stanford, the sheer size of the Met’s Cesnola 
Collection of Cypriot objects continued to cause problems and the 
museum sold large parts of the collection at auction, without keeping 
any record of who had bought what. 
Nevertheless, at least we know that items found their way to Stanford 
University Museum (now the Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual 
Arts), the Semitic Museum of Harvard University (renamed in 2020 
as the Museum of the Ancient Near East), the Pitt Rivers Museum in 
Oxford, and the Archaeological Museum of the American University of 
Beirut, as well as many private collections. 
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