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Amedeo Modigliani (1884 - 1920), Italian painter and sculptor. A £17 million painting by the artist is at 

the center of the latest scandal to erupt from the Panama Papers.HULTON ARCHIVE/GETTY 

Leaked documents from the offices of Panamanian law firm Mossack Fonseca, dubbed the Panama 

Papers, have shed light on the ownership of an £17 million Modigliani painting at the center of a court 

battle over its rightful control. 



Philippe Maestracci, the grandson of Jewish art dealer Oscar Stettiner, believes he is the rightful owner 

of Modigliani’s 1918 painting Seated Man With A Cane , which he claims was looted from his 

grandfather’s collection by the Nazis during the Second World War after Stettiner fled Paris in 1939. 
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A company called International Art Center (IAC) acquired the painting in 1996 for £2.2 million, 

reports BBC News . But in 2008, it appeared at auction in Sotheby’s in New York, consigned by the 

Helly Nahmad Gallery, run by the heir of world-renowned art dealer David Nahmad, according to The 

Guardian. 

Maestracci began legal proceedings against the Nahmad gallery in New York to have the painting 

returned, but the gallery contended that it held no ownership of the artwork. It claimed the painting 

was owned by the International Art Center in Panama, therefore the gallery couldn’t be sued in New 

York. 

Documents leaked in the Panama Papers reportedly show the International Art Center is owned by the 

Nahmad family and was set up by David Nahmad’s brother Ezra in 1995. The Guardian reports that 

half of IAC’s shares were transferred to David in 2008, with the other half following in 2014. 

 

Mossack Fonseca, the law firm at the center of the document leak, was enlisted to help prove the 

painting was owned in Panama and therefore halt legal proceedings in the U.S. 

Maestracci’s case was thrown out in New York in November 2015 and he was told it should be brought 

before a Panamanian court. But the case has been refiled with Maestracci arguing the IAC is just a shell 

company through which the Nahmad family is trying to “confuse and conceal their identities.” 

Meanwhile, David Nahmad’s lawyer Richard Golub told BBC News the IAC’s ownership was 

“irrelevant,” adding "the main thing is what are the issues in the case, and can the plaintiff prove 

them?" 

 

 


