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Author’s note


In this book Russian names are given in a standard transliteration that reproduces, more or less, Russian pronunciation. The spelling of the name “Gunzburg” differs depending on the country, period and branch of the family, some French descendants having chosen “Gunzbourg”, others “Guentsburg”, “Guenzburg” or “Ginzburg”. The use of the particle “de”, indicating nobility, was adopted following the ennoblement of Joseph Evzel Gunzburg in 1874, but does not exist in Russian. Numerous people bear the same name, but this book concerns exclusively Joseph Evzel de Gunzburg, his ancestors and direct descendants.


The founder of the dynasty of the Barons Gunzburg is designated by the double, redundant forename Joseph Evzel. That is the name he himself gave to the bank created in St Petersburg in 1859 – “I. E. [for Iosif Evzel] Gintsburg” – and its French branch – “J. E. [for Joseph Evzel] Gunzburg”. In this way he emphasised the dual dimension, Hebrew and Yiddish, of his forename. He did not adopt the Russian use of the patronymic which sometimes appears in writings about him: Evzel [or Iosif] Gavrilovich Gintsburg.


The dual dating of some cited documents corresponds to the difference between the Julian (“old style”) calendar used in Russia until 1918 and the Gregorian (“new style”) calendar adopted in most European countries, e.g. 2/14 September 1866. From 1800 to 1900 the difference between them amounted to twelve days.


Some unpublished manuscripts are unpaginated, and references to them therefore do not mention page numbers.





Part I


Dream World: Joseph Evzel in Paris




At our home on Rue de Tilsitt we lived in style. Each of our families had its own horses. The carriages had an elegance that has long since disappeared. There was a Dorsay coupé with eight springs, a four-seater calèche, and Grandfather had a little omnibus in which he took us to the park.


Alexandre de Gunzburg1








1


The Hôtel des Trois-Empereurs


AUTUMN, 1857: AFTER a stay at the Marienbad spa in Bohemia, Joseph Evzel Gunzburg decided to continue his journey on to Paris, resolutely turning his back on his Russian homeland.1 Every move involved a major logistical effort, especially for a large family. As well as his wife Rosa and their five children (two of whom were already married), Joseph travelled with a full entourage, including his business staff and an indispensable domestic retinue: personal assistant, secretaries, tutors, wet-nurses and nannies, coachmen, ladies’ companions, valets and maids, and even a shochet who was responsible for slaughtering animals and ensuring that kashrut2 was duly respected. After a journey lasting several days, the Gunzburg family and entourage moved into the Hôtel des Trois-Empereurs on Rue de Rivoli. This showcase luxury hotel, whose construction had been sought by Napoleon III, boasted rare comforts: lifts, a bus service, bureau de change, and interpreters.3 The Gunzburgs’ arrival aroused a definite curiosity that the French press picked up on, noting that this “most opulent Russian family” was staying in “a succession of suites that form three sides of the little island, with some twenty windows looking out onto Rue Saint-Honoré, the whole facade of Place du Palais Royal, and Rue de Rivoli”. However, it was made clear that the Gunzburgs had “not settled permanently in Paris; they are just trying it out.”4 Obviously well-off, they were well received. Paris during the Second Empire was in fact favourably disposed to rich foreigners, including Jews – anti-Semitism was not widespread, and the initial commentaries on their presence in Paris did not mention that they were Jewish, at least not explicitly. Spending freely, Joseph Evzel was seen as a “nabob”, as the expression went. His occupation, merits, and source of wealth were of little importance: he was one “millionaire” among others in a city where money was abundant.


But money was not everything. Charm counted too. Unable to rely on his wife, the daughter of a postmaster who was poorly educated and spoke mainly in Yiddish, Joseph was fortunate to be accompanied by his daughter-in-law Anna, his son Horace’s wife, whose qualities were universally admired. Anna was only just twenty, but was well educated and spoke excellent French. Her manner was both simple and elegant and won her general approval: Le Monde illustré described her as “a young and lovely person”. As much at ease on the banks of the Seine as in her native Podolia,5 she was her father-in-law’s ideal partner for the family’s integration into Parisian society. Contacts were rapidly made, most of them among the Jewish bourgeoisie to whom the Gunzburgs were introduced by the Heines, a family of bankers (which included the poet Heinrich Heine) who had originally come from Lower Saxony and been resident in France since the beginning of the nineteenth century. Madame Heine, who presided over a glittering salon, was a highly effective intermediary. In short order the Gunzburgs were being invited around the city, and themselves had guests, especially for musical soirées. In May 1858, a few months after they arrived in Paris, they gave their first ball, at very great expense. The evening was successful enough to make it the subject of a gently mocking review by Henri de Pène in Le Figaro:





Two days before Le Figaro disported itself at the Hôtel du Louvre, there was a Thorn ball at the Hôtel des Trois-Empereurs in the apartments of M. and Mme Gunzburg, nabobs from Russia, millionaires thirty, forty, even fifty times over, whom no one knew yesterday, and whom everyone is talking about today.


People have such short memories in our good city that I wager the above expression, “Thorn ball”, requires an explanation.


M. Thorn was an American who was introduced to Parisians in 1840 by his wealth. He wanted the flower of the Faubourg Saint-Germain at his table, and he had it, by dint of magnificence. This mischievous Yankee took great pleasure in subjecting the smartest people, the most famous names and noblest families, to his slightest whim. It was, for example, decreed that no one would be admitted to his apartments after ten p.m. If you arrived at five minutes past ten, whether you were a duchess, a banker or a tenor, the door would be unceremoniously shut in your face.


Viscount de Launay said that if M. Thorn wrote on his invitations that “Guests will be admitted only if wearing nightcaps,” Parisian high society would come running in its nightcaps. M. Gunzburg does not treat us so haughtily. He is related to M. Thorn by his millions, by the splendour of his parties, by the ambition of his hospitality, and by his lack of roots in society, but not by his hospitality itself. His last ball cost 80,000 francs and was almost worth that much.


His guests were no more diverse than they usually are on such occasions, but they were much more brilliant. It was a kind of charity ball. Everyone greeted the patroness, from whom he received a ticket, before going to greet the masters of the household. It was a charity ball from another point of view too. M. and Mme Gunzburg had had the clever idea of presenting their compliments to the Faubourg Saint-Germain and, holding out the golden bough of charity, had sent a thousand francs to this noble lady seeking donations, a thousand écus to another; these ladies, in return, attended the ball with their escorts.


The most assorted names: Mme the Duchess of Riario-Sforza, M. Ricord [physician], Mme Mélanie Waldor [novelist], Mme Labédoyère, Prince Montléar, Albéric Second [playwright], Countess Bathyany, M. Hugues de Cosal, son-in-law of M. d’Audiffret, former man of letters and presumed author of the Mémoires de Lola-Montès, etc. etc.


The Marquise de Boissy who was at home on the same evening ended up at the Gunzburgs’, having brought her guests with her.


A notable advance! No more the eternal second lieutenant in uniform ripping lace gowns with his spurs and pouncing on the trays of food like a wolf: that scourge, that inevitable scourge of the salons that we have noticed recently. He may be invited once, never twice.6


This last jibe aimed at the “second lieutenant in uniform” aroused the ire of a group of officers who had attended the ball in mufti: the unfortunate Henri de Pène received fifty challenges to a duel. At his second encounter de Pène suffered a perforated lung; the affair was widely talked about, which may not have displeased Joseph Evzel, who one senses had a taste for drawing attention to himself. The account of the ball in Le Monde illustré makes it sound like a working-class girl’s dream: “Sixteen reception rooms lit a giorno, profusely bedecked with flowers, sumptuously decorated, two orchestras, two buffets… Around 2 a.m. a magnificent supper was served in two of the salons, whose menu was one of those gastronomic landmarks which remain etched on the gourmet’s memory. They say there were a hundred pheasants served, five hundred bottles of the choicest wines etc etc.” The Hôtel des Trois-Empereurs had been specially redecorated: “Several of the reception rooms had been draped with silk for the party. Elsewhere walls had been demolished and partitions torn down. They say a steward had been handing out money to the poor since the morning!” Last but not least, the thousand guests were welcomed “with tireless grace” by Anna, assisted “by several members of Parisian high society”. Everyone who was anyone in Paris was there: “the Faubourg Saint-Germain and the Chaussée d’Antin – two classes separated, as everyone knows, by more than the Seine – government officials and distinguished foreigners, had hastened to accept invitations sponsored by three or four families, including two ducal households.” With a single jarring note that is not without interest: “It was rumoured that their compatriots held back from accepting M. and Mme Gunzburg’s invitation. We do not know on what evidence this claim and the insinuation it implies are based; but we can clearly state, de visu et auditu, that in the ball’s numerous rooms we came across many important names ending in -ky and in -ov [i.e. Russian family names].”


For anyone familiar with Russian realities, the insinuation was clear: Russian aristocracy was snubbing the Gunzburgs, whom it regarded as Jewish parvenus who had only just emerged from their province... In spite of everything the ball had nevertheless been “a complete success; people talked about it everywhere, and in different ways, for a week before it happened and a week after it was over.”7 Joseph Evzel had the satisfaction of being “the man no one had heard of yesterday and whom everyone is talking about today.” The Gunzburgs had entered the society pages and never left them again.


From 1858, the year of the ball, we have a fine portrait of the “nabob” from Russia, painted by Edouard Dubufe: with a high forehead, soft brown hair, intense bluish-grey eyes, generous lips, and a short, carefully trimmed moustache and beard, Joseph Evzel is a good-looking man who has everything he needs to be at his ease in Paris society. A ring on his right index finger, a handsome pocket watch, and pale leather gloves in his left hand add a dashing impression.8 Was the portrait accurate? Théophile Gautier generally wrote off Dubufe and his society portraits: “If other artists accuse him of flattery and mannerism, his models certainly don’t complain about him; he is fresh, silky, transparent. His brush erases all wrinkles and fatigue: he paints a pretty picture.”9 A later photograph contradicts the famous writer’s words: Joseph Evzel’s imposing presence was real. He had chosen well. “Portrait painting is dominated equally by Edouard Dubufe and Winterhalter, both men of talent,” the critic Etienne-Jean Delécluze wrote at the time, adding: “Edouard Dubufe is in fashion and deserves to be.”10 He had already painted a famous portrait of the Empress Eugénie and he had no lack of imperial commissions. The same year Horace, Joseph Evzel’s son, also sat for Dubufe in his studio at 15 Rue d’Aumale: the commission is confirmed by the artist’s notebooks, even though the painting itself has now disappeared. Well-known Parisians were flocking to the painter’s studio to sit for him, and the Gunzburgs met artists, writers, politicians, financiers and ladies belonging to the monde or even the demi-monde, at Rue d’Aumale.11


Although newspapers tell us the effect the Gunzburgs were having on Parisian society, few sources provide much information about the family’s impressions of the city. The facts speak for themselves: the return to Russia was frequently postponed, until finally the decision was made to settle in Paris. With its social life and its natural splendour enhanced by Baron Haussmann’s projects, with its innumerable industries and workshops, Paris was the economic and cultural leader of a Europe in which industrialisation was in full swing. In the France of the Second Empire, where business fever reigned and where new men found ways of employing themselves usefully, the Gunzburgs were in their element. For his business affairs, Joseph Evzel, accompanied by his son, travelled regularly to Russia and in 1859 founded in St Petersburg the “J. E. Gunzburg Bank”, one of the first private financial institutions in the tsar’s empire. In Paris Joseph Evzel did not confine himself to spending; he observed astutely. Banking was being transformed into the lifeblood of industrial development. The following year the new banker left the Hôtel des Trois-Empereurs and rented part of the Dassier mansion – named after a Genevan banker – at 8 Rue de Presbourg, still called Rue Circulaire, near L’Etoile. No doubt he had it luxuriously remodelled: gossips claimed he had a solid-gold bed in the drawing room.12 Three generations of Gunzburgs lived together in this comfortable residence. Joseph Evzel’s two eldest children, Alexandre and Horace, had two young sons each; the third, Ury, was a young adult, old enough to marry; the two youngest, Mathilde and Salomon, were twelve and eight years old respectively when they arrived in France. Anna, Horace’s wife, kept a mother’s watchful eye on the younger generation, her own children (her youngest had been born in the Hôtel des Trois-Empereurs), her nephews, her younger sister (whom she had brought from Podolia), and her cousins, including Salomon and Mathilde Gunzburg: she was also their sister-in-law, since her husband Horace was their brother. The practice of marrying within their social milieu, as was customary at the time, safeguarded the family’s interests: Anna was the daughter of Elka, Joseph Evzel’s beloved sister, and Horace was thus her first cousin and her father-in-law her uncle.


Particular care was given to education, religious and secular, for boys as well as for girls. Joseph Evzel was proud of his daughter Mathilde, who was ardently pursuing her studies in her new Parisian environment: in addition to learning French, English and Italian, she continued to improve her Russian and German; she also played the piano.13 She probably also knew the rudiments of Hebrew, since her father’s librarian took the trouble to draw up, for her fifteenth birthday, a charming tribute in verse, Le-Yom Huledet, whose dedication ran “To Mademoiselle Gunzburg on the occasion of her birthday, 5 August 1859, from her very devoted Senior Sachs”. When it was time for her to make her debut in society, a partner was quickly found for her. On 11 March 1862, shortly before her eighteenth birthday, Mathilde Gunzburg was married to Paul Fould. A photograph shows the young fiancée in the crinoline and gathered ribbons typical of the period: slight, smiling, with bright eyes and a short, upturned nose, she is pleasant-looking without being pretty, taking after her mother more than her father. The picture was taken by Adam Salomon, a fashionable artist (only the best for the Gunzburgs). Mathilde, then, was the first of the family to become French, by marriage. But that was not the real point. Joseph Evzel was not seeking a new country for his family. Proud of being Russian, he was concerned to transmit his original culture to his children and grandchildren. On the other hand this marriage furthered the family’s ascent. Five years after they first started living in France, it marked the official entry of the Gunzburgs into the Parisian Jewish haute bourgeoisie, a milieu still in the process of establishing itself, because Paul Fould was the nephew of Napoleon III’s finance minister, Achille Fould.
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Mathilde’s Marriage


FEW DETAILS HAVE come down to us about the feelings and circumstances that furthered Mathilde Gunzburg’s marriage to Paul Fould. “They met, fell in love, and married,” as their eldest daughter summed it up in an account written many years afterwards. “This elite creature, with her fortune and the social position acquired by her family, was truly what is called a great catch. My father was, too.”1 They undeniably represented an excellent match. He was twenty-five years old, she was seventeen. The marriage, quickly and efficiently arranged, was one with which both families could be satisfied. The social and economic importance is clear: Paul belonged to a new milieu, established over two generations, that was an engine in the modernisation of French economic life. The history of the Fould family was emblematic of that of Jews in France and of a new dynamic from which they had benefited since the end of the eighteenth century. For this modest family from Metz, settling in Paris had been the point of departure for an impressive success.2 Under Louis XVI in the mid-eighteenth century, the capital had been opened up to Jews after several centuries of prohibition. Since 1394 a royal edict had closed France to all Jews, an exclusion that was confirmed in 1613; but thanks to territorial annexations, some Jewish groups had nonetheless been tolerated, so that at the end of the ancien régime in 1789, 40,000 Jews were living confined to strictly delimited regions: Lorraine, Alsace, the Bordeaux area and the Comtat Venaissin surrounding Avignon. There were about 3,500 Jews in Metz, confined to a ghetto and burdened with taxes and fees, without a future. In 1787, Berr Léon Fould chose to flee this life of poverty and obtained permission to live in Paris. Shortly afterwards the country’s political evolution considerably improved conditions for Jews: on 27 September 1791, under the newly established constitutional monarchy, civil rights were extended to all Jews living on French territory. Paris became the centre of French Judaism: in 1789 there were 500 Jews in Paris; in 1861 there were 11,164. At the time of Paul’s marriage the Foulds already represented an old, established family in this recent community.


By sheer energy, Berr Léon Fould had developed a banking business. After an initial bankruptcy, he created a new enterprise by associating himself with the Frankfurt banker Oppenheim. At the end of the July Monarchy in 1848, when Louis Philippe abdicated and the Second Republic was established, Fould could be proud of this institution, whose solidity was based on the reliability of its founder and the family’s solidarity. When he died in 1855, the Fould-Oppenheim bank came under the control of the Heine family, who had also come from Frankfurt. The connection between the Foulds and the Gunzburgs was probably favoured by Paul’s elder brother Benoît’s wife, née Oppenheim, who was close to the Heines. Mathilde’s fiancé was a descendant of Berr Léon’s younger brother, Abraham, who had also come to Paris to seek his fortune a few years afterwards, in the first third of the nineteenth century. One of his eight children, Emile (1803–1884), Paul’s father, had opened a notary’s office in 1832: he was thus the first Jew to practise this very regulated profession. The Fould firm soon established itself as one of the most important in Paris, handling not only most of the documents concerning the Fould and Fould-Oppenheim bank, but also most of the business of the capital’s Jewish community.3 Emile Fould had thus built up a large fortune, as shown by his credit balance at the Bank of France: 5.8 million francs in 1852, 8.2 million in 1861, 4 million in 1869.4 Called upon to succeed his father, Paul was a “handsome, intelligent, distinguished young man, an auditor at the Council of State”.5 His younger brother, Alphonse (1850–1913), was no less brilliant: he studied at the Ecole Polytechnique, married Fortunée Léonie Dupont, and, like his father-in-law, embarked upon a career in iron manufacturing at Pompey, in Lorraine. The three daughters of the notary Fould also made advantageous marriages: Juliette was then already married to Eugène Pereire, the son of Isaac, the creator of French railways; Berthe wed Charles Weisweiller, a banker, and Gabrielle wed Henri Raba, the scion of a well-known Bordeaux family.


The Foulds acquired particular fame after the establishment of the Second Empire in 1852 and the accession to power of Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, whose powerful finance minister was Achille Fould, Paul’s uncle. After the coup d’état of 2 December 1852, which completed the transformation of the Republic into the Second Empire, and when the prince-president became Emperor Napoleon III, Achille became even more indispensable: a minister of state and of the emperor’s household, he was the organiser of the new regime. He served as Civil Registrar for the emperor’s marriage with Eugénie de Montijo.6 After an interruption of a few months in 1860–61, he returned to the Tuileries in 1862, again as finance minister, and remained there until his death in 1867. Since his youth, Achille had successfully devoted himself to politics, whereas his elder brother Benoît pursued their father’s work in the sphere of banking. The two brothers rose together: having become a minister, Achille supported the interests of France and those of finance, thus in part those of his friends and family. The famous story of Crédit Mobilier, a financial institution of a new kind that functioned in a somewhat ambiguous way, illustrates this collaboration: Benoît headed the organisation, and the Pereire brothers were his principal partners; ties with the imperial regime were close. The third member of the siblings, Emile, was not forgotten: his notarial firm handled Crédit Mobilier’s documents from its inception in November 1852.7 Achille Fould incarnated the spirit of the Second Empire, a period of great public works, vast financial operations, and stock-market euphoria. An incontestable symbol of success, he was, however, an unpopular figure, detested by many of his contemporaries and by Napoleon III’s immediate entourage. Mathilde nevertheless entered a family on the rise, with a bright future.


The marriage, uniting the two families, marked a twofold ascent, formally sealed before a notary through a contract: the “Marriage contract between Monsieur Paul Fould and Mademoiselle Gunzburg signed before M. Delaporte, notary in Paris, on 9 March 1862” is a model of its kind.8 In his short novel Le Contrat de mariage Balzac describes the calculations and deceptions that were often hidden behind the “happy union” of two young people. In this case, neither of the parties had reason to regret the commitments that had been made. Particular care was given to the form as well as to the content: there was a lot at stake. This contract now constitutes the sole concrete testimony to the efforts, discussions and hopes that accompanied the union of these two families that had previously been foreign to each other.


Bound in luxurious leather decorated with delicate gilding, the contract comprises about twenty pages on which titles and capital letters are illuminated in red and gold. The content is no less impressive: taking up in turn the matrimonial regime, provisions for the dowry, a cooling-off period, and use and reuse of funds, its articles and paragraphs proceed with great technical detail. But then the fiancé was a specialist in this area: for his diploma from the University of Paris’s law school, three years earlier, on 24 March 1859, Paul Fould had defended a thesis entitled De jure dotum, “Du contrat de mariage”. In his introduction to this learned work he pointed out that “The marriage contract is the convention through which two persons who are to be united in marriage settle their relationships and their pecuniary interests. Marriage, on the contrary, is the union of the spouses itself, consecrated in law and determining their respective rights and duties.”9 It was no doubt he who decided the regime that was to regulate his “relationships and pecuniary interests” with his wife-to-be: “The future spouses declare that they have adopted as the basis of the union the dowry regime as it is established by the Napoleonic Code, save for the exceptions resulting from the following articles: all goods, moveable and immoveable, present and future, shall depend on the dowry arrangement [...]. There shall be, between the future spouses, a commonality of acquisitions whose effects will be regulated by articles 1498 and 1499 of the Napoleonic Code.”10 In the dowry settlement, the wife’s goods were transferred to the husband, who managed them. This commonality of acquisitions gave the marriage a “communal” character that reinforced the conjugality of the union. It was generally constituted by “acquisitions made by the spouses together or separately during the marriage and proceeding from both common industry and savings made by each of them from the fruits and earnings of and from their goods.” Thus there existed a common mass of assets that would be managed by the husband. This commonality of acquisitions allowed the wife to benefit from the “profits” made by her husband, to which she contributed often indirectly. Mathilde’s dowry provided major assets that would constitute an essential part of the future household’s financial ease. And when the time came, at her father’s death, she could count on her husband to protect her interests against those of her brothers.


The dowry was the heart of the marriage contract: Joseph Evzel’s provision in his daughter’s favour was commensurate with his reputation as a multimillionaire. He gave her, in anticipation of her future inheritance, “1,110 bonds issued by the [Russian] Imperial Railway Company in the nominal amount of two thousand francs, each producing four and a half per cent interest guaranteed by the Russian government.” At the death of her father, the young woman was thus to receive 2,220,000 francs, or a sum equivalent to 8,080,522 euros.11 The historian Cyril Grange has studied the size of the dowries provided for young women in Parisian high society: consider the case of Louise Le Hon, the illegitimate daughter of the Duke of Morny, who married Prince Poniatowski in 1856 and received a dowry of twelve dresses from the Worth fashion house valued at 1 million francs, plus a mansion on the Champs-Elysées. Twenty years later Rachel Poliakov, the daughter of the Russian railway magnate, brought 1,150,000 francs to her marriage with Georges Saint-Paul.12 Dowries greater than 2 million francs were rare: Mathilde appears to have been one of the best endowed brides of her time. As the dowry consisted of the wife’s share of her father’s legacy, during Joseph Evzel’s lifetime the husband received only the interest on the sum, providing an annual income of 100,000 francs. This income was the basis of the new household’s establishment: it ensured the couple would be able to lead a suitable way of life, in this case a very comfortable one. “By express agreement of the present [signatories], the future spouses may not dispose of the aforesaid bonds during Monsieur Gunzburg père’s lifetime without his consent, and shall have only the right to receive the interest when it falls due. The bonds must remain in the hands of M. Gunzburg who will have the right to dispose of them if he considers it appropriate to do so, on condition that he replace them with other securities, also foreign, providing an equivalent income of a hundred thousand francs per annum. Monsieur Gunzburg shall receive the interest on these bonds or securities when it is due, and will, as he promises, pay or remit them personally to the future spouses if he is in Paris, or, in the event of his absence, by means of a note on his banker in Paris, each quarter starting on the day of the marriage, in their entirety and in advance.”13 This arrangement made it possible to avoid immobilising his capital, a major concern for the banker. The young Fould’s financial position was the subject of a separate clause: “Monsieur and Madame Fould give to the future husband, their son, who accepts as an advance on their future legacies [...] the sum of two hundred thousand francs which they agree and are jointly liable to pay to the future spouses the day before the marriage, the celebration of which shall constitute a full discharge of the donors’ obligation.” To this sum the notarial office was to be added: “M. Fould père agrees to cede to M. Fould his son, the future spouse, who accepts [...] the notarial office and firm in Paris [...]. The price of this office and its accessories, not including the receivables and guarantee, may not exceed 500,000 francs, which will be payable only upon the death of M. Fould père if he should die during his son’s exercise [of the office].”14 What is unusual here is that the bride’s dowry is greater than the groom’s; and so, through the marriage of his only daughter, Joseph Evzel secured his place in the Parisian financial milieu only five years after the Gunzburgs’ departure from Kamenets-Podolsk, the modest city in the then Russian province of Podolia where the young bride had been born. The timing was perfect for him to join this new elite, based on substantial international connections and united by financial and matrimonial interests, which was then consolidating its power and influence.


Far from being a private act carried out hastily in the secrecy of a notarial office, the signature of the marriage contract was accompanied by a formal social occasion. The Gunzburgs received the relatives and friends of both families at their home in Rue de Presbourg. The notary began by reading the contract. Its last words, “such are the agreements of the parties in the presence of...”, are followed by the signatures, first of the fiancés, their mothers and fathers, then of the relatives and friends; in addition to those of their respective families, Mathilde and Paul’s contract bears the signatures of 109 people. A decade later, Béatrice de Rothschild and Maurice Ephrussi would collect 500 signatures, but Mathilde and Paul’s contract was still exceptional. It provides above all a very early reflection – we are in 1862 – of what this Jewish haute bourgeoisie was like as it took its first steps. Most of the witnesses to the Fould–Gunzburg marriage left a lasting mark on the history of finance; representatives of almost all the Jewish families were there: Furtado, Oppenheimer, Koenigswarter, Stern, Halphen, Hollander, Weisweiller, Rodrigues Henriquès, Goldsmith, Ellisen, Beer, Sarchi, Pereire. Also of note are the names of Ferdinand de Lesseps; members of the diplomatic corps such as His Excellency Hassan Ali Khan, minister of Persia; M. Nazar Aga, first secretary of the Persian embassy; and M. de Meismes, the Russian vice-consul; Sadi Carnot, then a young student at the Ecole Polytechnique, also signed the contract, as did a handful of senators and other members of the old nobility (Baron Reiset, Viscountess Rancher). The absence of the Rothschilds is easily explained: the Foulds belonged to the imperial circles of Napoleon III, whereas James de Rothschild and his descendants, who had been particularly active during the July Monarchy of Louis Philippe I, still showed their Orléanist sympathies. But the two families eventually became related: one of Paul and Mathilde’s granddaughters married Edouard de Rothschild in 1905. Other notable absentees were the Ephrussi and Camondo families, which is not surprising since neither was in Paris at the time. Arriving from Istanbul, the Camondos settled in France in 1869 and also moved to Rue de Presbourg. The Ephrussis, compatriots of the Gunzburgs who came from Odessa and had founded a bank in Venice, arrived in Paris in 1871.


The Gunzburgs had joined the upper crust of Second Empire society. Although they were not members of the Emperor’s immediate entourage, they were received at the Tuileries.15 Yet history does not record whether uncle Achille Fould honoured the young couple with his presence at their marriage on 9 March 1862. The signature of the contract was followed by a civil marriage on 11 March, at the mairie of the 2nd arrondissement, then by a religious ceremony, no doubt at the Gunzburgs’ home. Paris still did not have a synagogue of sufficient status. The Rue de la Victoire synagogue was inaugurated only in 1874.


Was this perfect match a happy union? Mathilde had done quite well for in-laws: her father-in-law was “an excellent man, simple, liked by everyone, hospitable, easy-going”,16 and her mother-in-law, née Palmyre Oulman, though authoritarian, was an intelligent woman. The future should have smiled on the young couple. But according to Louise, their eldest daughter, Mathilde’s health started to decline with her first pregnancy in 1862, and although she gave birth to two more daughters, she never knew the joys of happy motherhood. “One treatment followed another, and her misfortunes isolated her, keeping her away from the normal society life for which she had been destined. I always saw her weary, lying down, often in bed; we used to go to spas in the south, which was sad for us. My father ended up going out by himself, which left her miserable and lonely, but he liked society, conversation and ladies, who liked him, too! Despite my youthful naivety, I understood how hurt my mother was, and I truly felt for her, even though she was always serene, kind and friendly to everyone. People are not sufficiently aware of the perspicacity of children, who judge by instinct.”17 Mathilde found consolation and support in her pious, kind mother, Rosa, who was always ready to care for her and comfort her with a devotion that characterised her: she was herself very isolated in this Parisian world, most of whose manners she found objectionable. And although Mathilde had left her father’s house, contact with her brothers, her sisters-in-law and her nephews and nieces remained frequent, if not without friction. “All these good people, who were distinguished and blessed with the best feelings of solidarity and mutual devotion, lived on more or less bad terms, and I did not understand the terrible complications that led to their frequent quarrels alternating with lyrical effusions,” Louise Fould recalled.18 Religious holidays and family events were always an occasion to meet, all the more because, having become the owner of a mansion, Joseph Evzel henceforth spent most of his time in France and liked to gather all his close family and friends around him.
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7 Rue de Tilsitt


ON 28 MAY 1867 Joseph Evzel signed a contract for the purchase of two building sites: the larger of the two, 1693.04 square metres, was located between the Arc de Triomphe, Avenue Wagram and Avenue du Prince (now Avenue Mac-Mahon); the second, 831.65 square metres, was across from the first, on the other side of Rue de Tilsitt.1 The public works firm of Lescanne-Perdoux and Co., “acting on behalf of the city of Paris,” sold him both properties for the sum of 366,228 francs and 75 centimes. “Of this price, Monsieur Gunzburg presently paid in cash and gold and silver coin and Bank of France notes, counted and delivered before notaries [...] the sum of 272,227 francs and 75 centimes.” The rest – principal and interest – was to be paid within a period of seven years. A receipt dated 20 May 1876 attests to the payment of the total balance remaining. The purchase contract for these lots counted as a commitment to construct a “mansion on Place de l’Etoile” before 1 May 1868, “construction, roof, and the installation of gates included”. Construction began immediately. To keep an eye on the work, Joseph Evzel had only to walk the short distance from Rue de Presbourg, where he was renting part of the Dassier mansion, to the other side of Place de l’Etoile. The whole quarter was then being renovated. The transformation of Paris was in full swing: 20,000 buildings were to be razed and 43,000 built.2 Dust, rubble composed of old and new building stones, piles of lumber and beams: the city was living to the rhythm of construction companies, most of them from the Creuse in the heart of France, which completed one project after another with exceptional skill. By building a house on Rue de Tilsitt, the Gunzburgs had acquired one of the most prominent addresses in the capital.


The Champs-Elysées had been the object of much speculation since Fanny Le Hon, the Duke of Morny’s mistress, had had a luxurious mansion built at number 13. From this vantage point she kept an interested eye on the intersection of roads known as L’Etoile. As soon as she discovered that the Emperor was signing contracts to install a gas supply in that area, she purchased there, with Morny, immense tracts of land that she quickly resold to the city of Paris. L’Etoile, which at that time seemed too far from the city centre ever to be divided into plots, became an attractive neighbourhood. The law of 26 June and the decree of 13 August 1854 provided for the complete redevelopment of Place de l’Etoile and the area around it. The goal was to give the Arc de Triomphe, which was surrounded by tumbledown buildings from another age, a more suitable environment. The specifications were strict: the plans called for the construction of prestigious private town houses, and nothing else. Paris was beginning its elegant conquest of the west side of the city: the Bois de Boulogne, reorganised and enlarged, partly on the model of Hyde Park, was to become a Mecca for high society; the new neighbourhoods were intended for wealthy residents. Seconded by the prefect of the Seine, Baron Haussmann, and encouraged by Achille Fould, Napoleon III wanted to make Paris the capital of the civilised world, in accordance with the new canons of comfort, hygiene, air and light. The streets were designed for the passage of vehicles, and pavements were to be wide enough for crinolines. In the space of a few years Parisians found themselves living in a new city, described by Théophile Gautier: “Sometimes, looking at these broad streets, these great boulevards, these vast squares, these endless rows of monumental homes, these splendid quarters that have replaced the fields of market gardens, we wonder whether this is really the city where we spent our childhood.”3


The Gunzburgs were making a leap into modernity: what a contrast with the little towns of southern Russia, where there were no pavements, and snow, mud and waste water made everything filthy! All around L’Etoile the great urban project was astonishing: “pavements, stone-laying, roads surfaced with asphalt, […] construction of sewers under the new streets along with galleries necessary to locate and connect new sewers to those that may exist under neighbouring streets, and water conduits in the galleries”, a water system, gas lighting, the planting of trees and shrubs with “protective fences”, and “public urinals of a type to be chosen by the administration”. Only the “costs of pavements and asphalting” were to be borne by the property owners, “these pavements to be made with granite paving stones or asphalt with granite borders”. For the mansions surrounding the Arc de Triomphe the design was drawn up in advance by the architect Jacques Ignace Hithorff: facades “of dressed stone with pilasters, balusters, projecting mouldings, cornices and other ornaments of the same kind” and “gable roofs made of zinc, connected by a cast-iron gallery, and with mansards projecting from the lower part of the roof […] The grounds between the fences and the buildings shall be cultivated in ornamental beds and may not under any pretext become places for public gatherings.” The Gunzburg mansion still exists: it is a modern urban palace, impressive in its dimensions. Joseph Evzel hired the architect Charles Rohaut de Fleury as the project supervisor; the sculptor Frédéric-Louis-Désiré Bogino created the external decoration and the painters Charles Chaplin, Alexandre Deruelle and Alexis-Joseph Mazerolle were in charge of the ceilings and the wood panelling. Mazerolle was a prominent artist accustomed to painting large mural compositions: his Amour and Psyche adorning the ceiling of the main reception room on the piano nobile can still be seen today, an impassive witness to a past time.4 Nymphs, putti, garlands of flowers and blue skies decorated the walls.


In 1869 the Gunzburg mansion was finally ready to receive this family that was “as numerous as it was opulent”.5 According to Sasha, Horace’s fifth child, who was celebrating his sixth birthday when they were moving in, everyone had their own floor:




It was the biggest house on Place de l’Etoile between Avenue de Wagram and Avenue Mac-Mahon. A double staircase provided access to the three floors. On the ground floor on the left was Uncle Salomon’s apartment, in the centre was the billiard room and the smoking room, both in the Arabic style; on the right was the library, where Senior Sachs, the famous connoisseur of Hebrew and Arab poetry, worked. On the first floor were my grandfather’s rooms and all the reception rooms, including the domovaya kontora (business office) and another smoking room right at the end of the corridor. The dining room was unusual in that it was decorated with modern tapestries from the Braquenié company representing Renaissance hunting scenes in which members of the family were portrayed as the main hunters. The second and third [floors] were divided in the middle; on the left was Grandmother’s apartment and above it lived Aunt Rosalie, Uncle Alexander’s wife; around 1875 she left the house to take up residence on Avenue Foch (then Avenue de l’Impératrice), and Uncle Ury occupied her apartment, to which a few rooms on the second floor were added. We occupied the second [and third] floor on the right, on the second floor were our parents [Horace and Anna] and the reception room, and on the third floor all the children.6





The amenities were sufficiently exceptional to warrant mention: running water on all floors and even hot water in the kitchen and the pantry; a bathroom for each apartment, “but it was the famous water-carriers, all from Savoie, who brought on command their copper bathtubs and hot water contained in barrels of the same metal”;7 and one toilet per bedroom. Joseph Evzel spent a fortune on the whole house: more than two million francs. At least that was the value the fortunate owner set on his property when he drew up his French will a few years later, and he imagined leaving Mathilde the town house to replace the famous bonds he had promised as part of her dowry.


The Gunzburgs’ Parisian kingdom came to fascinate their contemporaries. “Marvellous works of art decorate this magnificent residence. There is in particular one of the finest collections of Meissen porcelain in existence, and pieces of malachite of extraordinary value. Beyond the ballroom comes a loggia ornamented with superb Gobelin tapestries.”8 Anna was the true mistress of the house: the home was imbued with her charm and taste. Her portrait by Edouard Dubufe hung on the wall alongside those of her father-in-law and husband. It shows an elegant young woman, with a faintly exotic style: brunette, and with a pale complexion, she wears a long black lace veil attached to her hair and partly covering her generous breasts. Her respect for the Jewish custom of hiding her hair gives her an almost Spanish air, in tune with the fashion since Napoleon III’s marriage to Eugénie de Montijo. Three strings of pearls, a lovely bracelet with medallions, and the sparkle of an earring reveal her femininity without making her coquettish. The painter has particularly emphasised her bluish-green eyes, full of good will and intelligence. Surrounded by craftsmen and painters, Anna devoted herself with enthusiasm to the decoration of the interior of the house on Rue de Tilsitt. Her husband’s bedroom and smoking room were in the Renaissance style, an eclectic mixture of Gothic, Henry II and Louis XIII. “The smoking room, a tiny version of the great hall in the Palace of Fontainebleau, was in ebony and the ceiling consisted of oak beams against a blue background. The walls were covered with Cordovan leather silvered and then dyed blue.”9 Coming across a shipment of Cordovan leather, Anna had used it as the basis for her design of the room. While the craftsmen struggled to find the corresponding colour for the ceiling, the painter Gustave Ricard “advised her to scrape a corner of the Cordovan leather to see on what colour the blue had been painted, and to proceed in this way to obtain the colour for the ceiling. It turned out that the leather was covered with a layer of silver under the arabesques.”10 Mauve fabrics woven in Lyons completed the ensemble. For her bedroom, en suite toilet room and boudoir, Anna chose a Louis XVI decor described by her son: “The ceiling of the toilet room had been commissioned from [Voillemot] and represented angels. He was a very fashionable painter during the Second Empire. For the boudoir, Maman had found chairs that came from the Trianon and bore on their undersides, burned on with a hot iron, the three fleurs-de-lys of the House of France.”11 For the small dining room, Anna chose a Pompeian style, having craftsmen make a chandelier based on old models and seeing to every last detail: “The crockery and linens all had a Greek decoration.”12


Although each couple lived separately in their apartment, Joseph Evzel insisted on everyone being present for the Sabbath dinner on Friday evening. “The table was set for at least twenty-five persons. A family dinner is always considered a boring duty, and each family hurried to return to its apartment. But as children we enjoyed ourselves immensely. The low end of the table was our territory. Once Marc [Horace’s third child] was sitting between Lisa Merpert (later Schwarz) and Monsieur Bonbernard, Ury’s [...] Swiss teacher. Marc was flirting with Lisa, and, since he was greedy, he had set aside on his plate the truffles from his portion of poularde aux truffes. Bonbernard, taking advantage of Marc’s concentration on Lisa, stole the truffles from his plate.”13


Across Rue de Tilsitt from the town house a building held the stables and the coachmen’s lodgings; with a “Dorsay coupé with eight springs” and “a small omnibus”, the Gunzburgs were amply equipped. A ride through the Bois de Boulogne was a special moment Joseph Evzel shared with his grandchildren. “Grandfather took a carriage ride every day and one of the grandchildren regularly accompanied him. I recall that he reproached me for not improving fast enough in Russian,” Sasha wrote. “Once the horse took fright and the carriage jumped onto the pavement. The shock caused our cousin Jacques to fall from the seat, where he had been sitting next to the coachman, and he broke his front teeth.”14 Like a proper patriarch, Joseph Evzel watched over the family’s cohesion. He was all the more concerned about the younger generation because some of his sons did not always take their responsibilities seriously. Out of the four boys he had with Rosa, only Horace (1832–1909) completely fulfilled his hopes: reliable and hard-working, he was his father’s true collaborator. Alexandre (1831–1878) and Ury (1840–1914) were rakes and gamblers who led their young brother Salomon (1848–1905) to join in their excesses. In reality, Joseph Evzel was no less inclined towards amusements, but he knew the price to be paid. “Grandfather liked to gamble, but his son Alexandre surpassed him by far and was recognised as one of the biggest gamblers in Petersburg. One evening, in a reception room, some ladies were teasing Grandfather, saying to him: ‘How is it that you gamble so modestly, whereas your son Alexandre takes such great risks?’ ‘It’s very simple,’ he replied. ‘Unlike him, I don’t have a father wealthy enough to pay my debts.’”15


From the balcony of the town house, the children observed the events of Paris and learned the Marseillaise: “It was from up there that we saw passing by, shortly before the [Franco-Prussian] war [of 1870–71], the funeral procession of Victor Noir [the very young editor-in-chief of the Pilori, who had been killed by Pierre Bonaparte, the son of Lucien and thus a relative of Emperor Napoleon III, as a result of a duel connected with a quarrel between Pierre Bonaparte and the journalist Henri Rochefort, for whom Victor Noir was one of the seconds]. The street was covered with people, the crowd leaving the Champs-Elysées and plunging into Avenue de la Grande Armée, the hearse very simple, a single carriage, Rochefort’s they said. He was currently waging war on the Empire in his pamphlet La Lanterne. Everyone was singing the Marseillaise, which was prohibited at that time, and from our third-storey perch we bellowed out these revolutionary strains.”16 The wind was changing: the government, increasingly unpopular, was overwhelmed by opposition. War with Germany was to complete Napoleon III’s fall. When the conflict broke out on 19 July 1870, it caught the Gunzburgs by surprise on holiday in Normandy. “When war was declared, we were in Veules, a very small place on the cliff near St-Valéry-en-Caux. Mama had rented the little villas belonging to Madame Bornibus, whose name you still see on the signs of their mustard factory,” Sasha recalled. No one could imagine that France would be defeated. “Very soon after the beginning of the hostilities, the mayor of St-Valéry arrived in an open carriage, waving in his hand a dispatch announcing a great victory, and in the evening lamps were lit and there were fireworks at our place. It was the Battle of Forbach, if I remember correctly, and the next day we learned that the battle had turned into a terrible defeat.”17 French patriotism was such that Anna, worried about her young sister Théophile, who was married to Siegmund Warburg in Hamburg, even telegraphed her to tell her to join them. When the Emperor was taken prisoner at Sedan, there was widespread panic. Anna and her children took refuge in Switzerland. As a foreigner, Joseph Evzel’s movements were not restricted, so he was able to evacuate his Fould granddaughters from Boulogne to Menton, passing through Germany!18 The rest of the family settled at Ouchy in Switzerland. At the Beau Rivage Hotel they met Adolphe Thiers, to become the first president of the Third Republic in 1871, who was going to meet with European sovereigns to urge them to act as intermediaries between the belligerents. “That was where we saw him, accompanied by his wife and Mme Dosne. They greatly admired Berza’s nurse, or perhaps just her Russian clothing.”19 Anna had just given birth to her eighth child, Dimitri, nicknamed Berza. The Gunzburg children showed their patriotism: “We were deeply francophile in the family, and after the armistice, when our train was blocked at Augsburg by German troops returning from the front, we sang the Marseillaise. The German officers did not draw their sabres, but they shook their fingers at us, not without smiling. Mama promptly put an end to this demonstration.”20


Joseph Evzel was not immune to the ordeal France was suffering: he transformed the house on Rue de Tilsitt into a military hospital and made his son-in-law Paul its director. With the Russian Embassy’s agreement he flew the Russian flag (at that time yellow, white and black) alongside the French tricolour.21 The project inspired enthusiastic praise:




[This] magnificent hospital [is] comprised of thirty beds. It is no longer mere comfort, but princely luxury. The meals are provided by a restaurateur, and M. Gunzburg treats his wounded men like great lords. The surgeons are named Hénocoque and Monot, and the physician Barthez. One day the director of the hospital, though a Jew, desired to attend, without being seen, the prayer service that was held every morning and evening. He listened and fell into profound meditation. When the nurses came to re-join the director after the last sign of the cross was made, they found him with his eyes full of tears. He told them, “This prayer, said with such simplicity and sincere piety by these brave soldiers, moved me more than I can say.” All expenses are paid by M. Gunzburg, who has each wounded or sick man given a certain sum of money when he leaves the hospital after he has been cured.22





When the Germans entered Paris, a Prussian general moved into the house with his staff. “He did not steal the clocks and left his visiting card when he left,” Sasha remembered.23 When peace returned in 1871, the Gunzburgs came back to Paris, now the capital of a republican France. The man who was called “the richest of the Russian bankers” was at the head of a flourishing enterprise to which his son Horace dedicated himself unsparingly. In particular, Horace had made close ties with members of the House of Hesse, who were customers of the J. E. Gunzburg Bank. In recognition of services rendered, Horace was named Hesse’s consul-general in St Petersburg and became the first Jew to be honoured with such an office in the tsars’ capital. In 1870 the Prince of Hesse granted him the title of baron, which he accepted only on condition that the title also be given to his father, and thus by heredity to his brothers. Four years later, that was what happened: on 2 August 1874, Ludwig III, Grand Duke of Hesse and the Rhine, created Joseph, a merchant of the Russian Empire, Baron Gunzburg, “Freiherr von Günzburg”. The document of ennoblement was illuminated and bound in elegant red leather.24 In 1879, Emperor Alexander II authorised the Gunzburgs to use the title of baron in Russia, though without incorporating them into the Russian nobility.25 The Gunzburgs thus entered the restricted circle of ennobled Jewish families and added a nobiliary particle to their name. The baronial crown decorated their carriages, silverware, stationery, crockery and linen in Rue de Tilsitt. A coat of arms was adopted: quartered in argent and gules, it is ornamented with an arm in armour and a beehive surmounted by three bees; a stag and a lion serve as supports. As a motto the Gunzburgs chose Laboremus (“Let us work!”), a reference to the last word of Septimius Severus, an emperor devoted to his task.
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The J. E. Gunzburg Bank


THE PAGES HAVE not yellowed, and the inscription is very readable: J. E. Gunzburg (or Günzburg, depending on the case), 1 Rue Saint-Georges. Letterhead, paying-in and withdrawal slips, receipt books, all the usual stationery testifying to the bank’s activity.1 These few relics come from files relating to the records consulted: since we do not have the archives of the Gunzburg bank itself, we have to look for references to it in the Fould-Heine papers preserved in the National Archives of the World of Work in Roubaix or in the Rothschild Archives, which are in Roubaix as well, and also in London, in the imposing New Court building.2 Discretion being a constitutive element of the practice of banking, it is not surprising that we have only scattered sources. The Gunzburgs’ twofold Franco-Russian ties might also have muddied the water and might explain certain silences in the historical record: Nicolas Stoskopf’s comprehensive work on Parisian bankers and financiers under the Second Empire does not mention the Gunzburgs.3 Knowledge of nineteenth-century banking is generally patchy. The period was prosperous, however, especially for banks in Paris, which orchestrated not only France’s economic and financial development but also that of much of Europe.


In Second Empire Paris, the opening of a bank was not an exceptional event. In financing his radical programme for the urban transformation of Paris, Baron Haussmann clashed with traditional financiers, in particular with the great Orléanist bank run by the Rothschilds, and thus favoured the appearance of new banks such as Crédit Mobilier, established by the Pereire brothers, and Crédit Foncier, which was created by merging several mortgage banks. A whole banking system came into being. Conditions meant that setting up a new business could not have been simpler: all that was needed was an office, some seed money and a licence. The circulation of money and stock-market speculation were encouraged: “Between 1851 and 1870, fiduciary issue is said to have tripled. The Paris stock market underwent a rapid expansion, establishing itself as the main market for large government loans. In 1851 it listed 118 securities worth 11 billion francs. By 1869, 307 securities were listed, totalling 35 billion francs. Louis-Napoleon was convinced that money should no longer be seen as shameful but rather as a tool for economic development.”4


An astute observer of economic activity in Paris, Joseph Evzel wagered that an equivalent phenomenon would occur in Russia: hadn’t the architecture of the stock market building in St Petersburg, at the tip of Vasilyevsky Island, been inspired by that of the Paris stock market? A market for securities trading was just emerging in the tsars’ capital, and the Gunzburgs were counting on playing an essential role in it.


In the Annuaire-Almanach du commerce et de l’industrie, the “Gunzburg (J. E.)” firm is listed with the annotation “Banking operations, chiefly with Russia”.5 It is not ranked among the prestigious group of the Rothschild brothers’ “Great Bank” (Haute Banque), Fould-Oppenheim, Hottinguer & Co. and other firms with old, established reputations. The J. E. Gunzburg Bank was founded in St Petersburg on 15 November 1859, and boosted by the addition of a French branch eight years later, in October 1867.6 By means of a document signed before a notary, Horace was recognised as a partner on 2/14 September 1866:7 he was put in charge of daily operations in Russia, while his father supervised from afar, having chosen to remain in France most of the year. The Paris office, which was more modest, was entrusted to Salomon, who was then about twenty years old. After a few years, the two firms merged and Joseph Evzel handed over his shares and the management to his sons, in proportion to their respective merits: he gave 60 per cent to Horace, 30 per cent to Salomon, and reserved 10 per cent for himself. Dated 13 September 1875, a “partnership agreement” was clearly spelt out: “For the proper conduct of business” each partner would contribute a proportional part to the capital of 2 million roubles: Horace 1,200,000, Salomon 600,000 and their father 200,000.8 According to the exchange rate between franc and rouble in the 1870s (1 rouble equalling 2.70 francs), the bank’s capital thus amounted to 5,400,000 francs.9 Preserved in a descendant’s archive, this agreement offers an interesting explanation of how the institution functioned:




Business is conducted paternally by duly organised offices. The general management of each house is in the hands of the resident for everything that enters into the nature of the banking business, with immediate communication to the partners. Nota bene: the authorised agents of the respective firms correspond from St Petersburg with Baron Horace de Gunzburg, those in Paris with Baron Salomon de Gunzburg. [...] On 31 December each year, an inventory taxing each account is drawn up. Securities are accepted at the price of the last quotation of the year. After the deduction of interest on the working capital at the rate of 5 per cent per annum, after the deduction of losses, after setting aside the exchange value of doubtful assets, the yearly profit is calculated, and after deducting the percentages for the managers and others, the balance is shared among: Baron Joseph de Gunzburg 10 per cent, Baron Horace de Gunzburg 60 per cent, Baron Salomon de Gunzburg 30 per cent. As dividend, each of these can withdraw from his share in the business: Baron Horace de Gunzburg 100,000 roubles, Baron Salomon de Gunzburg 50,000 roubles. And the costs of representation in St Petersburg will be allocated from the 10 per cent share of the net profits [owed to Joseph Evzel de Gunzburg]. [...] By my own free will, I, Baron Joseph de Gunzburg, hand over the management of business to my two sons Horace and Salomon de Gunzburg on the basis of the present accord, assuming that they are still in agreement. In the event of litigation, after having listened to both sides, my vote, added to one of the others, will be decisive.10





Joseph Evzel definitively excluded from the banking business his two other sons, Alexandre and Ury, as a punishment for their dissolute behaviour: Laboremus, the family motto, reveals the patriarch’s state of mind. Agents represented the Gunzburgs: in Paris, Adolphe Grube established himself as an efficient collaborator and ended up as a partner in the St Petersburg bank. According to one anecdote, during the war of 1870, “manager Grube was evacuated in Michel Ephrussi’s four-in-hand carriage, along with the lady friend of the latter, who was a great horse lover. This created a sensation in the German outposts!”11 In St Petersburg, Hermann Bertheson, Clément Podmenner and F. Höhne also provided valuable help.


Although the economic climate was favourable for banking, the international situation seems not, at first glance, to have been propitious for the establishment of a Russian firm in France: Joseph Evzel arrived in Paris when the cannons of the Crimean War were still smoking. From 1853 to 1856, three years of fierce battles had been fought between the French (and their allies, the Ottomans, British and Piedmontese) and the Russians. The whole European diplomatic apparatus set up by Napoleon III was based on hostility to the tsars’ empire, Austria and Prussia announcing an “armed” neutrality. Nonetheless, the atmosphere in which the Treaty of Paris was signed in 1856 was not overtly hostile to Russia. Alexander II’s accession to the throne in 1855 had made it possible not only to bring the conflict to an end but to initiate a rapprochement between the two enemies. Behind the scenes, and meticulously briefed, the Duke of Morny had been entrusted with an unofficial mission of seduction.12 In late 1855, he made secret contact with Prince Gorchakov, who was the tsar’s ambassador to Austria and soon to be his foreign minister. He was aided in his transactions by Baron Sina, a Viennese banker competing with the Rothschilds who had close ties with the Pereire brothers’ Crédit Mobilier. On 13 February 1856, Morny arranged to meet the tsar’s envoys, Count Orlov and Baron Brunnow, in Paris, at the home of Madame de Lieven. Orlov was soon to become Alexander II’s ambassador to France, and his path often crossed that of the Gunzburgs. The peace negotiations in which all the belligerents participated took place from 25 February to 30 March. During that time, Paris saw nothing but balls and receptions; the treaty saved the sultan’s tottering throne but did not include any clause that was humiliating to the tsar. Subsequently appointed ambassador to Russia, Morny renewed his attempts to bring about a rapprochement, and he launched business partnerships, paying little heed to the ethics of his office. He put the Pereire brothers in contact with a group of Moscow bankers to develop the embryonic Russian railway system. He arranged for French experts to go to the tsars’ old capital, and a draft treaty provided for the construction of several networks with shares underwritten by French and Russian capital. The famous Grande Société des chemins de fer russes thus came into being: on the French side, it was established through collaboration between the Pereires and the Hottinguers, with an enormous capitalisation of 300 million francs.13 As we know, Joseph Evzel Gunzburg was able to purchase 1,110 bonds (which formed Mathilde’s dowry a few years later). When he returned to France in the summer of 1857, Morny brought with him a young wife, Princess Sofya Trubetskaya (who was said to be an illegitimate daughter of the late tsar, Nicholas I). In Paris, the Princess, who was used to the Russian court, found the entourage of the French imperial couple prostoy: “vulgar”. We have no way of knowing whether the Gunzburgs’ social life crossed with that of the beautiful exile. It is likely, however, that business brought Joseph Evzel into contact with Morny, who sat on the Imperial Council with Achille Fould.


Through the bank, the Gunzburgs were now associated with the great European Jewish families: the Warburgs in Hamburg, the Mendelssohns and Bleichröders in Berlin, the Hoskiers, Camondos and Ephrussis in Paris, the Habers and Hirsches in Frankfurt-am-Main, and the Rothschilds in London. Unlike Joseph Evzel, most of these families belonged to banking dynasties that had been active for several decades. When in 1869 Abraham (1829–1889) and Nissim (1830–1889) Camondo arrived in Paris, they were following a pattern of familial dispersion driven by economics. The Isaac Camondo Bank had been founded in Constantinople in 1802 by their great-uncle Isaac. The move to Paris was spurred by the conviction that it was now easier to negotiate loans contracted by the Ottoman Empire from a great European capital. But Paris’s charm was not solely economic, as is attested by a letter from Nissim to his brother: “Since I do not detest Paris, or the life that is led there, certainly I shall settle there as well, though from time to time I shall spend the summer on the Bosphorus.”14 Residing at 6 and 7 Rue de Presbourg, the Camondos were Joseph Evzel’s neighbours until the town house on Rue de Tilsitt was ready. Among the banks active in Paris, the Hoskier (formerly Dutfoy) and Ephrussi firms, which were older than the Gunzburg bank, also specialised in the Russian market. A Frenchman, Armand Dutfoy (1814–1885) had lived for a few years in Moscow, where his father manufactured artists’ canvases. Married to a Russian, in 1840 he founded a trading house in Paris “to engage in banking business, acting as an intermediary for all sorts of merchandise and for commissions”. One year later, he entered into partnership with William Kinen (1819–1882), a Frankfurt banker who was originally from Moscow. In June 1861, the bank of A. Dutfoy, Kinen & Co. served as intermediary for an exchange of precious metals valued at 31 million francs between the Bank of France and the Russian State Bank, which wanted to mint silver coins. Separating from Kinen in 1863, Dutfoy became a partner of Henri Lefèvre before becoming once again, in December 1865, the sole head of A. Dutfoy & Co., which had a capitalisation of 3 million francs, including 1.8 million contributed by four shareholders – significantly less than the 5,400,000 franc capital of the J. E. Gunzburg Bank, held in the Gunzburgs’ own right. Dutfoy then began working with his nephew by marriage, Emile Hoskier, to whom he passed on his bank.15 Grain merchants and bankers from Odessa, the Ephrussis divided their time between Austria and France.16 Whereas the elder brother, Ignace, had settled in Vienna in 1856, his brother Léon took charge of the Paris firm in 1871, helped by his son Jules. Their cousins Michel and Maurice also ran a bank in Paris. Business ties and friendship soon drew the Ephrussis and Gunzburgs together. The Gunzburgs also had ties to four European banking firms, because all the sisters of Horace’s wife Anna, eldest of seven children including five daughters, had married bankers: Théophile had married Siegmund Warburg of Hamburg, Rosa had married Joseph von Hirsch Gereuth of Würzburg, Rosalie had married Siegmund Herzfelder of Budapest, and Louise had married Eugène Ashkenasy of Odessa. In 1873, at the time of the crash of the Vienna stock market, the Gunzburgs were induced by Anna to come to the aid of the Herzfelder firm. “[The Herzfelder Bank] applied to our firm for help, but we found that it was, as it were, impossible,” Sasha reported. “Then Mama declared that she would sell her jewels if her brother-in-law was driven into bankruptcy. Your grandfather [Horace] had to give way, and the liquidation proceeded in a suitable way.”17


Everything depends on a banker’s reputation: the value of his signature and the degree to which he can be trusted to respect his commitments are paramount. In St Petersburg, the Gunzburg firm had informally taken over the Stieglitz bank; the customers and partners it inherited from this renowned financial institution included the Rothschild bank.18 Between 1860 and 1869, regular exchanges of promissory notes, coupons and drafts between the Rothschild bank and the Gunzburg bank give us an overview of activity at the time: in October 1861 the Gunzburg bank supplied various clients, including members of the Gunzburg family, with 200,000 francs’ worth of capital drawn on the Rothschild bank;19 in December of the same year it supplied 100,000 francs to their “friend” Benedikt Goldschmidt [the banker], which Joseph Evzel asked him to “kindly receive”.20 As well as Goldschmidt, who was often involved, the operations mention the bankers Robert Warschauer of Berlin and L. Behrens and son; in December 1862 Joseph Evzel took advantage of his role as intermediary in a transaction between the Royal Bank of Würtemberg and the Rothschild bank to obtain, to his benefit, a contribution of 20,000 pounds sterling to a Russian loan of 1862. Designated by the Russian government to issue its bonds, the Rothschild bank controlled the sale of the securities. Joseph Evzel wrote:




I have the pleasure of sending you the present message regarding a transaction I have made with the Royal Bank of Würtemberg in Stuttgart […].


The Royal Bank having informed me that it has given you all the details of this transaction, I am taking the liberty of asking you if you might wish to sell me, on the same terms, 20,000 pounds sterling of the Loan, on which I would pay you the exchange value between now and 1/13 July at the latest, while reserving the right to liquidate the matter before that date.21





The Gunzburg firm sometimes provided opportunities for the Rothschild bank’s customers to participate in Russian transactions. On 23 July 1870, “at the request and on behalf of M. Henry Schilling of Moscow”, Joseph Evzel sent “herein enclosed, by rail, a packet containing: 300 Nicholas [Russian Railway] bonds [and] 1,867 May 1870 entitlement warrants”.22


For large financial enterprises the French branch was particularly useful. Two examples may be given: on 3 March 1870 Joseph Evzel was one of the forty-one subscribers to the capital of 25 million francs raised by Raphaël Bischoffsheim to found the Franco-Egyptian Bank in agreement with the Turkish viceroy in Cairo, initially with the goal of renegotiating Egypt’s debt, but also of placing the Ottoman loans;23 and in the spring of 1877, Joseph Evzel was involved in the very lucrative business of a new Russian loan. Whether they were traded openly on the stock market or behind the scenes (for unofficial listings), state loans drew on foreign capital raised very discreetly for a group of initiates. The extant part of the correspondence provides a good illustration of how these bank contributions functioned. To meet the colossal cost of the new war against Turkey, Emperor Alexander II launched an “external loan at 5 per cent” of 374 million francs. On 26 May/7 June 1877, 750,000 bonds of 500 francs each were issued by imperial ukase.24 Everything had already been arranged in advance: Reutern, the finance minister, had signed an agreement with the Mendelssohn Bank of Berlin, which undertook to advance the money to the Russian government until the banking consortium could raise the funds on the financial market.25 To collect this sum, the German bank worked with Dutch and French bankers: MM. Lippman, Rosenthal & Co. in Amsterdam and the Comptoir d’Escompte in Paris (CEP). The latter, a rival of the Rothschilds, took advantage of the tensions between Russia and Britain to dislodge the famous Anglo-French firm, which was accustomed to place Russian loans in Paris and London. In turn, the Comptoir d’Escompte put together a “bankers’ syndicate” in Paris. For an advance of 75 million German marks, the commission was set at 0.5 per cent per annum – it was to be 1 per cent higher than the rate of advances on securities agreed by the Bank of Prussia. The syndicate consisted of Armand and Michel Heine (who had taken over Fould & Co.), Henri Bamberger (Bank of Paris and the Netherlands), A. Dutfoy & Co. (for Crédit Lyonnais) and Vernes & Co. Each of the participants was entrusted with a subscription of 6 million francs: to belong to the syndicate, one had to be well informed and well respected, and belong to the group of usual partners. On Thursday 3 May, Joseph Evzel declared himself a candidate at the Heine bank:




Dear Sir,


Baron Haber has just now told us that you are so kind as to wish us to participate in the new Russian deal. We agree, with many thanks, to make a contribution of one million francs.


Please inform me if I should visit you tomorrow morning, and be assured of our discretion.


Best regards,


J. Gunzburg26





The son of the banker to the court of the Grand Duchy of Baden, Samuel de Haber was a friend of Joseph Evzel’s.27 Like the Gunzburgs, the Habers maintained business relationships with the grand dukes of Hesse: Maurice, Samuel’s brother, was the co-founder of the Darmstadt Bank of Commerce. At first, Heine was not sure he could invest Joseph Evzel’s million francs: “Baron Haber must have told you that it is not we who are handling the Russian deal; that we were asked to participate on the condition that we make a decision today before 4 p.m. I am therefore very sorry that the Baron has not seen you and that we did not know your wishes earlier, since I may no longer give anything, but I will see tomorrow morning if there is still some way to involve you, delighted as I would be, this time as always, to be able to oblige you.”28 The following day, Joseph Evzel wrote again: “Many thanks for the content of your letter of yesterday evening, please do not forget us this morning. Thank you in advance for what you are able to do for us.”29 The matter was satisfactorily resolved on 5 May: the Heines obtained an additional 1,200,000 francs worth of securities to be placed, which the Comptoir d’Escompte de Paris ceded back to them,30 and Joseph Evzel was one of the nine partners chosen by the Heines. The latter subscribed for 2,050,000 francs, Haber and Gunzburg for 1 million each, and then Maurice Ephrussi and José Luis de Abaroa for 500,000, Cahen d’Anvers for 250,000, Beer and Salz for 200,000, A. Lapia for 200,000, Huilier for 150,000, and Eugène Denfert-Rochereau for 150,000. The assistant manager of the Comptoir d’Escompte de Paris, the latter preferred to act on a personal basis, dealing with a firm other than his own. On 1 June, Joseph Evzel made an initial payment of 400,000 francs by means of a bank draft on the Bank of France, followed by a second payment of 600,000 francs on 5 July. When the profits were distributed by the bankers’ syndicate, the Heines received 8 per cent of the sums invested on 21 January 1878, 3 per cent on 8 February, and 2.98 per cent on 26 February, or “838,000 francs as profit on the first six million”. Their advance – 3 million – was reimbursed between 26/27 November and 17 December 1877, giving them a profit of exactly 1,061,686.20 francs from tying up their capital for five months. Thus this brief period alone must have generated a profit of 13.98 per cent and an annual return, for 1877, of the order of 33 per cent. Such a profitable investment is not an everyday occurrence. On 28 November Joseph Evzel began to receive interest on the loan made to the Russian state. The final payment of 26 February 1878 must have found the Gunzburg house in mourning, because Joseph Evzel had died in January. In total, he received 1,313,861.70 francs, a profit of 313,861.70 francs. With its day-to-day transactions and one-off investments, the St Petersburg bank of J. E. Gunzburg, with its branch in Paris, was thus well integrated into European financial operations: in one generation, the Gunzburgs had become bankers, a family tradition that was to be perpetuated.
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High Society and the Demi-Monde


ONCE THE SHOCK of the defeat by Prussia and the French government’s brutal crushing of the Paris Commune in 1871 had passed, Paris more or less recovered its spirits and the Gunzburgs moved back into their home in Rue de Tilsitt. The Tuileries palace had been burned, and Napoleon III’s court was no more, but social life resumed: “Last night there was a splendid party at the home of the richest of the Russian bankers, that of M. Gunzburg,” Le Gaulois reported in its 24 January 1875 issue, under the heading “Echoes of Paris”. Managed by the eccentric Arthur Meyer, this newspaper carried an eagerly read society column: “[Emile] Waldteufel conducted an orchestra of thirty musicians, joined by twenty singers. A Rabelaisian supper with all the first fruits of spring in winter. Dazzling gowns, diamond necklaces, flowers, oceans of jewels, nothing was lacking in this party’s splendour. The dances, which began at 10 p.m., were still going on at dawn, which comes late at this time of year.”1 At the head of his musicians, Waldteufel directed mazurkas, polkas and waltzes (including the famous Amour et printemps). Among the guests were the financiers of Jewish origin who constituted the inner circle: among others, “Baron Reinach, M. and Mme Bamberger, Baron Max Koenigswarter, M. and Mme Louis Koenigswarter, Baron Camondo, M. and Mme Ephrussi, J. Stern, Raphaël Bischoffsheim, Armand and Michel Heine”. Prominent Russians passing through Paris, such as General Count Muravyov, the famous conqueror of the Far East, are mentioned;2 the aristocracy were not forgotten: for example, Count and Countess Lagrange, Count and Countess La Rochefoucauld, Montgomery, Count and Countess Louvancourt, Marquis Saint-Georges and Count Langsdorf, the new president MacMahon’s aide-de-camp; and lastly, the gauge of a highly successful party, a few famous names from politics, the arts and journalism: Symphorien Boittelle, the former prefect of the Paris police and the former head of Napoleon III’s national police, the painter Henri Thomas de Barbarin, the jeweller Bapst, and the music critic Marie Escudier.


Seen by the Gunzburg children, these balls at the town house on Rue de Tilsitt were things of wonder: “[It] was fashionable to illuminate the house when one gave an evening party, and our house had a garland of gas lights on the roof for that purpose. Once or twice, choirs from the conservatory were hired to accompany the dances. I remember how when we were children we got up early on the day after the balls to see the last couples leave and we ran into the reception rooms to pick up the debris from the cotillion, which sometimes included bows, swords and shields, all made of cardboard.”3 In their refinement, such parties were not common, as is stressed a posteriori by Gustave Schlumberger in an assessment in which anti-Semitism breaks through: “This Jewish society before the Dreyfus affair without doubt outshone anything I had seen in terms of luxury and splendour. Except for a few of my very wealthy women friends, who lived in a world that was ultimately very shut-off, I saw nothing that came close to it. The Faubourg Saint-Germain, even the non-Jewish financiers, seemed poor in comparison. It was what might be called ‘the period of plovers’ eggs’. At the time, that was the most expensive dish. No great Jewish lady would have considered giving a dinner without offering her guests plovers’ eggs.”4


The tone was set by the aristocracy, whose customs were adopted by the new elite: in the Gunzburgs’ home, though Rosa officially received on Saturdays, in reality it was her daughter-in-law Anna who received guests.5 Joseph Evzel relied on Anna to make the family known in Paris society. The role of mistress of the house was not to be taken lightly: with her lady’s companion, Anna drew up the guest lists, prepared the invitations and handled the logistics.6 The Gunzburgs also invited guests for morning visits, to amuse the younger children: “Fashionable performers sang and declaimed on a stage. Berthelier, who made a name for himself at the Palais Royal, sang for us. Samary, who was still a student at the Conservatory, and was later famous at the Théâtre Français for his laugh, declaimed. Mischievous little boys, we noticed right from the start that his costume, which was very modest, had split under the arm. Charton (was that his name?), the magician dressed as a chef, opened an immense pastry from which he produced gifts for everyone. Once there were tableaux vivants, in which the children of the house took part. The final scene, in Russian costumes, was a great success.”7 The Gunzburg house was famous for the variety and splendour of its receptions. Its owners now belonged to “high society”, which was defined not only by its financial power but also by the adoption of a certain number of codes.


Subscribing to the Opéra was obligatory for members of Paris’s high society. In the building the architect Charles Garnier had just finished, the masquerade ball given on Shrove Tuesday, 9 February 1875, aroused the crowd’s curiosity: “To the usual Sunday attendance was added the extraordinary attendance of idle onlookers. At 11 a.m., people wearing black masks and clothes of all kinds emerged from the famed restaurants along the boulevard. From all the streets between the Faubourg Montmartre and La Madeleine emerged carriages that passed and repassed one another as best they could. At the intersection with the Chaussée d’Antin, the traffic became almost impossible. Only when one reached the corner of Place de l’Opéra could one breathe again.”8 The Opéra had been transformed: a temporary wooden floor covered the orchestra to provide a space for dancing; the foyer had become an enchanted garden with banks of flowers and greenery; on the buffets, iced fizzy drinks and champagne were served. “The boxes were full, crowded with people.” The Gunzburgs were not only among the eight thousand dancers present but were also counted among the celebrities: “It was a real Opéra event; all the subscribers were there, and we will not name them all,” recorded Le Gaulois. “We spotted the Count of Paris, whose box was adjacent to that of Viscount d’Harcourt; then M. Agùado, MM. Schickler, De Clercq and Prince Sagan, who must have been happy to see his plan succeed with such good fortune and energy, the Rothschild family, the principal private secretaries of several ministers, etc. On the other side of the room, on the second floor, Count Laferrière, MM. Binder and Chennevières, whose boxes are next to one another, and M. Dreyfus; Doctor Mand, in whose box we believe we saw Théo, blond Théo, and some journalists, whom the doctor always welcomes; next to Doctor Mand’s box, the box of the Cercle des Champs-Elysées, that of M. Gunzburg, Duke Fitz-James, M. H. Delamarre, the Sporting Club, the Cercle de la Rue Royale, the Russian embassy, M. André, M. de Bastard, Count Saint-Sauveur, Princess Trubetskaya, M. Garnier and his family.”9 Armed with his orchestra director’s baton, Strauss “made the temporary floor tremble”10, for a memorable evening, to the beat of his famous waltz.


Like the nobles who divided their time between Paris and their original estates, the new financial elite needed a country house to uphold their rank: Simon de Haber bought the Château de Courance; Louis Cahen d’Anvers bought Champs-sur-Marne; Moïse de Camondo bought the Château d’Aumont; the Rothschilds were at Ferrières; Joseph Evzel thought about acquiring the Château de Maisons, Mansart’s masterpiece, but in the end chose a more modern residence: the former officers’ mess of the Imperial Guard in Saint-Germain-en-Laye. In the shadow of the Château de Saint-Germain, the house at 1 Rue Lemierre had been bought new by Napoleon III’s guard in 1857. Joseph Evzel became its owner shortly after the war of 1870.11 On the ground floor were the dining, reading and games rooms, while the mess’s former smoking rooms were easily converted for the family’s use. A service area in the basement was fully equipped with ovens, laundry and washtub.12 An enormous cast-iron cooker, today covered with dust, remains as mute witness to tremendous feasts. On the first floor were apartments and bedrooms for family members, and on the second floor the servants’ rooms. The garden was not large, but the surroundings were rural: at the end of the street, the gates of the chateau opened on to the royal park. Outings on horseback or in carriages made it possible to enjoy this superb countryside on the banks of the Seine. The young went riding, an elegant, virile sport, at their own risk, as Sasha reports: “I remember how in Saint-Germain we took my elder brothers home after the horses had run away and thrown them. Mama didn’t turn a hair.”13


Among the factors of social integration, hunting occupied a prominent place. In the Gunzburg family Ury and Salomon were crack shots. Salomon rented, with Michel Ephrussi, the emperor’s former hunting grounds at Fontainebleau: both of them were described as “elite hunters” in the columns of Le Gaulois. On foot or on horseback, hunting put the new elite in contact with crowned heads, even if they had been deposed: Salomon was seen at the home of Monsieur and Madame Fabry, at the Château de Fromont, “in the company of LL. AA. [Leurs Altesses, Their Highnesses] Prince and Princess Joachim Murat, Prince and Princess Louis Murat.”14 Ury bided his time, organising a splendid hunt in honour of Grand Duke Nicholas Nikolayevich, Tsar Alexander II’s brother, at his Château de Chambaudoin, at Erceville near Orléans, in the autumn of 1879.15 In this elegant residence recently purchased from the Marquis of Saint-Mars, the second son of Joseph Evzel lived nobly, combining French taste and Russian extravagance. A spectacular picture by Dmitriev-Orenburgsky, a renowned painter, immortalised the event:16 pheasants, woodcock and other birds lie on the ground, while the hunters converse, gathered in a circle, holding their broken guns over their arms. They are fine looking, wearing tweeds, bowler hats and impeccable gaiters. One can almost hear the yapping of the dogs and the calls of the old huntsmen and young beaters. The centre of the scene is dominated by the imposing figure of the grand duke, a genuine colossus who impressed viewers at the Paris Salon of 1880 as much as his Cossacks, of whom he was a much-liked leader. On the right, Ury, with his long beard à la Tolstoy and his bulging belly, is a jovial host. In contrast, slimmer and more unassuming, Salomon looks very much the Parisian dandy. On the left, recognisable by his handsome squarish face and his white beard, is the writer Ivan Turgenev, a friend of the Gunzburgs. For the grand duke, hunting at Ury’s home became a habit. Another regular guest, the painter Bogolyubov, sent Horace his memory of a similar day:




I returned only yesterday from Chambaudoin, where your charming brother Ury Osipovich17 marvellously received and served the grand duke Nicholas and his entourage – two aides-de-camp, Vonlyarovsky and Evreinov, and his physician, Shershevsky, as well as Dmitriev [the painter]. On your brother’s side, the guests included Salomon Osipovich (but he was not well and did not come), myself and Popov, whom his Majesty calls “the governor”. This is how it went: Friday morning at 8 a.m. we went to Chambaudoin by train, in a special coach fitted out with a lounge, arriving at 11 a.m. for a luncheon at noon. The weather was grey but nonetheless pleasant and in fact favourable, because there was a great deal of game that we flushed out, and the grand duke bagged fourteen roe deer. We got to the house at dusk, rested a bit and then had a superb meal and played billiards. At 10.30 p.m. we went to bed. We resumed the hunt at 10.30 a.m. It was a beautiful, perfect spring day.18





With 184 kills shown in the picture (hares, foxes and roe deer), the hunt was a success. Ury was a peerless host: “The grand duke was clearly satisfied and thanked your brother very warmly. The whole organisation was royal, as was the food and the excellent wines. There was an enormous number of attentive servants. Ury Osipovich acted as though he had nothing to do with it, and that was the most agreeable part of all. Ury had also set up a stable of trotters at Chambaudoin – at great expense, moreover, as with everything he did.”19 The management was entrusted to Mikhail Popov (who was present at the hunt), a former horse breeder from Russia who had left his fortune there, just as Ury was to leave his in his sumptuous amusements. “The pearl of this stable was a certain trotter, ‘Polkanchik’, which had won great prizes in Moscow” and performed brilliantly at the races at Vincennes.20


Another aristocratic tradition adopted by the Gunzburgs was the family portrait. In Paris or in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, representations of family members adorned the mantels. Commissioned from fashionable artists, some of these works have now disappeared, but others have been preserved by descendants or in museums.21 Edouard Dubufe’s portraits of Josef Evzel, Horace (missing) and Anna have already been mentioned; that of Salomon, which may also be by Dubufe, was stolen by the Nazis and has never been found. Portrait painter Léon Bonnat’s relationship with the Gunzburgs began in 1874, as revealed in a letter dated 10 September sent to Anna:




Madame,


I have just received the letter you did me the honour of sending to me. I hasten to reply. I have not forgotten the promise I made you and I am very grateful to you for having been so kind as to remind me of it. Unfortunately, I still have not finished the work that I undertook for the Palais de Justice, and will not be able to put myself at your disposal before the beginning of the winter. Would that time be disagreeable for you?


As for the price of the three portraits, it would be twenty-five thousand francs, the dimensions being for me a matter of complete indifference.


I assure you, Madame, that I regret that I am not able to put my time at your disposal sooner, and beg you to accept my deepest respects.


L. Bonnat22





Of the three portraits mentioned by the painter, only two have been listed: those of Anna and Henriette de Gunzburg, Salomon’s young wife. Painted in 1882, the latter portrait has disappeared, but there is an engraved reproduction of it in the family archives. The correspondence between Bonnat and the Gunzburgs testifies to their cordial relationship, even if the letters often remain factual in character: a visit to the studio (“I shall be at home tomorrow and the day after tomorrow in the afternoon, between three and six o’clock, and I should be very happy to have the honour of your visit”23), news about the work in progress (“However, though I have written little to you, I have not forgotten you, and I have worked on the portrait as much as I have been able”24), regret at not seeing one another (“I found here, in Paris, the letter from Monsieur Marc [the son of Horace and Anna, who wanted to be a painter]. I also learned that the missive had been sent to St-Jean-de-Luz. During that time I was at the home of Madame de Montalivet. I regret that I was not in my country while you were there.”25 And when Anna died prematurely, Bonnat was deeply moved. He agreed to paint a posthumous portrait of her, which he completed in 1878, very successfully: in a traditional Russian costume of green silk (matching the colour of her eyes), richly embroidered with gold and fur, Anna looks entirely the distinguished aristocrat, to the extent, in fact, that the picture was mistakenly identified as being that of Countess Potocka and is now in the collections of the Counts Potocki in the castle of Łanńcut.26 With her hair dressed in a severe chignon partly covered by a black satin veil, she wears only one jewel, a beautiful golden pendant with an original motif: the beehive from the Gunzburgs’ coat of arms. Bonnat also expressed friendly compassion at the time of Joseph Evzel’s death in January 1878: “I share, dear Monsieur Horâce [sic], in all the sorrows that torment you. But it is said that to be truly a man, one has to have undergone them all.”27


A friend of Bonnat’s, Auguste Ricard had become close to the Gunzburgs. He painted a charming portrait of Anna. Inspired by the old masters whose manner he tried to replicate, Ricard devoted many hours to this work, but the result was deemed so disappointing that the Gunzburgs asked that the picture be destroyed: fortunately, the painter did not comply. On his death, the painting was bought by Bonnat, who exhibited it for a long time in his studio in Rue de Bassano, in memory of his twofold attachment to Ricard and to Anna de Gunzburg, and later bequeathed it, along with the rest of his collections, to the Bayonne museum.28 In 1870 Ricard also depicted Rosa, Joseph Evzel’s wife, making ribbons: this work has unfortunately been lost;29 his portrait of Horace, which was considered a failure, no longer exists either. Other fashionable painters worked for the family: Alexandre Cabanel painted a good portrait of Ida, Ury’s wife, a stubborn woman-child with a milky complexion, in a deep red Empire gown, against a background of Chinese motifs; Ury had himself painted by Ernest Meissonier, a sought-after artist who was particularly expensive (the work cost 15,000 francs30): this lost portrait was also among the spoliations of the Second World War.31 And lastly, the famous sculptor Adam Salomon made a bust of Joseph Evzel that ornamented, before the Bolshevik revolution, the sacristy of the St Petersburg synagogue; it was later lost, probably in the storerooms of the Museum of the History of Religion and of Atheism created during the Soviet period.


Horace and Anna’s numerous children often posed. Auguste Ricard’s portraits of Babita at the age of three (“in a white dress, teasing a Scotch terrier with a bit of pastry, like the Strozzi child in Titian’s picture”32) and Sasha at the age of six have disappeared. To keep the children quiet, the painter gave them eclairs. Mihály Zichy’s portrait of Vladimir, recently put on public sale, shows a three-year-old tot with long blond curls wearing a satin suit, full breeches, lacy collars and precious slippers with pompons.33 The atmosphere in the house on Rue de Tilsitt is discernible: the child has just picked up a doll and thrown his top on a Savonnerie carpet; in the shadows the gilded brilliance of a Louis XV armchair glows discreetly. The whole emphasises the refinement of the Gunzburg children’s clothing: Anna “was always very elegant for her children, and we were very amused in the house when Louise or Babita told us that some ladies they knew, meeting them while they were on a walk, had lifted up their skirts to examine their undergarments.”34 There is another, less evocative portrait by the same painter, showing Louise at the age of fourteen. Hungarian in origin, Zichy was considered one of the Russian court’s official painters: he had begun by illustrating the palace menus before keeping albums of the tsar’s travels and hunts. He lived by turns in Vienna, Paris and St Petersburg. His bubbling wit made him an entertaining guest.35 The Gunzburgs had commissioned him to create a series of illustrations for Faust and owned a few of his erotic sketches, a genre that had made his reputation.


Hence the Parisian elite’s social codes were soon absorbed. Membership of high society also involved mastering good manners, and for young people that meant lessons in music, dance and drawing. It was an opportunity for the family to be in regular contact with interesting artists. Hugues Merle and Victor Chavet were responsible for painting, Camille Saint-Saëns and Jules Massenet for music. Massenet had been recommended by Madame Emile Oulman, Paul Fould’s aunt and a great friend of Anna’s. Sasha writes:




At that time, Jules Massenet was beginning his career, giving piano lessons for twenty francs, and he took Marc, Louise and me (aged eleven) on as pupils. I can no longer say whether Mama also worked with him, but she probably did, because she played the piano and was always trying to improve herself in every way. For example, during this period she took part in the drawing lessons we had at home. [...] He [Massenet] was not content just to give his lesson; he tried also to make us understand the technique and meaning of the music. Our notebooks were full of emphases, exclamation points and marginal annotations [...]. Massenet gave us a course on the history of music. This took place in the evening with him seated at the piano, telling us the story and playing characteristic excerpts from the compositions he was analysing.36





Although he was very young, Massenet was very clever, which came through in his teaching. “One example among many: he analysed Verdi’s Aïda, and when he came to the famous march played on the stage with a fanfare sounded by trumpets at least a metre long, he played it solemnly. All at once, a flurry of false notes – that, he said with a straight face, was the procession turning on the stage, which was always too small, so that the musicians never succeeded in keeping their trumpets pointed in the desired direction.”37 Like Zichy and other teachers, Massenet gladly took part in family dinners: he was so funny that he provoked irrepressible fits of laughter. Sasha remembered that “one evening at dinner, when he had made everyone burst out laughing, our valet Adrien, who was serving dessert, could not control himself, and, setting the fruit bowl on the table, cried: ‘Ah, what a joker!’”38


Dancing was taught by Mademoiselle Michelet: she lived in an annexe and gave lessons to Louise, Anna and Horace’s eldest daughter, her cousins and all their friends, “that is, to all the Jewish bankers’ families in Paris”.39 Among the girls, one dancer in particular attracted everyone’s attention: Henriette Goldschmidt, a girl of fifteen who was as beautiful as she was rich. The boys watched for her arrival, hoping she would look at them. Her portrait by Auguste Ricard is a faithful one: wearing a red ribbon in her clouds of hair, with her gracious neck and deep eyes, she is simply ravishing. The dancing lessons prepared young women for their debut in society, which was soon followed by marriage: Henriette quickly became the fiancée of Salomon, the youngest of Joseph Evzel’s children and the last to leave the nest.


Men had their own social lives in which pleasure and business were astutely combined. They met in restaurants and cafés; the nineteenth century had fashioned a growing “masculinisation” of work and spaces that replaced the mixed court society of the ancien régime.40 Thus they were led to frequent the “demi-monde”, a neologism coined by Alexandre Dumas to designate this social group that was defined by the presence of courtesans and that also brought together financiers, artists and men of letters, great names and politicians. Paris was the capital of those famous “sophisticated parties” that literature faithfully described. From Dumas’s La Dame aux camélias to Zola’s Nana, by way of Maupassant’s Boule de suif or La Maison Tellier, the courtesans or “great horizontals” were the queens of a society oriented towards pleasure.41 They held salons, like one of the most famous, the Marquise of Païva, who received Paris’s literary and social elite at her town house on the Champs-Elysées (the present-day Travellers Club). A Jew of Polish origin who had settled in Moscow, born Thérèse Lachman, she had no doubt met the Gunzburgs before she was suspected of engaging in espionage and forced into exile in 1877. Around the courtesans there formed, against a background of socialising, a network of interests and influences: a society of pleasure-seekers that included Duke Charles de Morny as well as Prince Trubetskoy and the bankers Charles Lafitte and Raphaël Bischoffsheim. Gilded youth and respectable elderly men thus frequented these women of easy virtue, not without attracting publicity. The financial milieu was particularly well represented: it is said that Berr Léon Fould was the inspiration for Balzac’s Baron de Nucingen and that Raphaël Bischoffsheim was the inspiration for Zola’s Steiner. While Zola the moraliser saw in the frequenting of loose women nothing but licentiousness and hypocrisy, there were clear professional benefits too. Courtesans and gambling, but also cafés, restaurants that opened late into the night, and clubs were a part of financiers’ daily life.42 The lifestyle offered to a mistress was a display of wealth intended to prove a man’s credit and financial capabilities. The gifts were intended to be seen, and, better yet, be mentioned in the press. At a time when the Paris stock market functioned with a limited network of brokers, businessmen and bankers, “personal success was considered the best guarantee of their business acumen and the health of their investments.”43


The Gunzburgs were no exception: both father and son appeared in the files of the vice squad, which recorded events in the demi-monde with a particularly well-developed taste for detail. At the age of eighteen, Salomon “committed such follies for Mlle Gervais [an actress at the Bouffes-Parisiens] that his father sent him off to Russia.”44 Joseph Evzel was aware of the danger: a few years earlier, Gustave Fould, the son of the minister, very infatuated with Mademoiselle Valérie of the Théâtre-Français, had fled to England before marrying her. But Salomon was able to reassure his father: on his return from Russia, the latter “gave him an annuity of fifty thousand francs a year. After making the acquaintance of Pépita Sanchez, he sought out his father and told him that, wanting to remain a respectable man, he could not make such a sum stretch to meet his needs, given that he had a mistress whom he adored, and to whom he wanted to give everything she might desire. His father was pleased by his frankness and doubled his annuity. This liaison lasted until the end of the Commune.”45 The message was clear: Salomon did not want to dip “dishonestly” into the bank’s reserves, of which he was a signatory, to maintain Pépita. A courtesan whose fame had faded, she was a Spanish beauty “about 36 years old”. The police kept track of her lovers, among whom were Henri Meilhac, Offenbach’s famous librettist, Admiral Bouët-Willaumez, the explorer of the Senegal River, and the banker Ernest Fould, the minister’s second son. But “for the past year, she had been kept by the youngest of the Gunzburgs’ sons, a stockbroker, with whom she lives as if they were husband and wife.” Salomon was a generous lover: he set his mistress up in “a magnificent eight-room apartment on Boulevard Haussmann” that “included an antechamber, kitchen, two reception rooms, a dining room, four bedrooms, and toilets for a rent of 7,500 francs”; she had five servants and had at her disposal five horses and two or three carriages”; in the summer, he lived with her in Chatou, in “a chalet costing around eight thousand francs. They gave dinners for thirty, and among the guests, who stayed several days, Caroline Assé, who lived in Rue d’Albe, was specially mentioned.” The whole affair smacked of La Traviata, when the courtesan decided to live in the country with her true love. But unlike in Verdi’s opera, household expenses were paid by Salomon. He showed his attachment in truly extraordinary gifts: “Recently, the young man had a magnificent horse sent from St Petersburg, a very valuable animal that he also gave to his mistress.”46


Women who belonged to the demi-monde led roller-coaster lives: one minute clandestine prostitutes, the next high-flying courtesans. Before meeting Salomon, Pépita Sanchez had “for many years [...] been unhappy, and lived in a furnished apartment in Chaussée d’Antin”. After opulence, poverty often returned: Blanche d’Antigny, the model for Nana, died destitute at the age of thirty-four. A police record recounts her burial in Père-Lachaise on 29 June 1874, and notes the presence of a Gunzburg: “Blanche [...] died yesterday evening from typhoid fever. She was buried the next day, and in her funeral procession were noted Laure Eymann, Berthe Legrand, Lucie Lévy, Louise Manvoye, Alice Régnault, Marguerite de Bosredon, Hortense Schneider, Lucie Verneuil, Pauline Nozières and Barté de Vaudeville. We also saw MM. Dolfus, stockbroker, Guntzbourg [sic], Alequier [sic], banker, the son of the Count of Cambridge [perhaps George FitzGeorge], and the actors Train and Dupuis.”47 It is difficult to say which Gunzburg came to honour the memory of the deceased actress: like his brothers Ury and Alexandre, who were notorious rakes, and like their father Joseph Evzel, Salomon frequented the demi-monde. In 1873, Joseph Evzel set up a young woman named Aria at 6 Rue du Bel-Respiro, currently Rue Arsène-Houssaye, not far from the Champs-Elysées: “It is said that she was raised with the aid of Monsieur Guntzbourg Sr, who subsequently sent her to boarding school where she acquired a certain education. Today Monsieur Guntzbourg is supposed to have made her his mistress, to the great dismay of his children. He keeps her in a very luxurious style, and not long ago he is said to have given her horses and carriages.”48 As for Alexandre, he was the lover of Sylvia Asportas, whom he had met at Pépita’s apartment. According to the police reports, Sylvia was “a very pretty girl” who possessed “a great deal of wit” (the record notes), “aged 28, born of Spanish parents, but in France. For a time she performed at the Palais-Royal.”49 The informer added that Alexandre, who was married, lived separately from his wife (who resided, of course, in the house on Rue de Tilsitt). But Sylvia proved to be an unfaithful courtesan, and Alexandre a jealous lover:




After living for several months with Mr de Ligondès, who kept her in luxury, Sylvia took up with Mr Gunsbourg [sic], who didn’t let her lack for anything. He gave her enormous sums, rented her a carriage by the month, with which she went to the Bois in the most eccentric and gaudiest get-ups, and gave her address to the gentlemen who asked her for it and received them at her home during the absence of her lover. She frequented procurers and made assignations there. Finally Mr Gunsbourg, her lover, who was very jealous, demanded that she give him a second key to her apartment. She flatly refused; from that resulted a quarrel between them, and Mr Gunsbourg, learning that he had been deceived, ceased all relations with Sylvia. Before long she fell into poverty, her interior decorator had taken over her rent, her creditors descended en masse and seized everything she had, right down to her clothes and precious jewels.





For his part, in 1875 Ury was frequenting Stella Galineti, “a tall, beautiful blonde woman who had just arrived in Paris”; she was King Victor-Emmanuel II’s former mistress...50


Although courtesans promoted, in their way, the family’s integration into professional circles, marriages ensured the consolidation of the social network: thus for foreigners a twofold integration through women took place. Salomon’s marriage was dictated by this high-society logic: the contract for his marriage to Henriette Goldschmidt was signed on 6 August 1877. She was the daughter of Benedict Hayum Goldschmidt and niece of Raphaël Bischoffsheim, both of whom were associated with the bank of Bischoffsheim, Goldschmidt & Co.51 Like Mathilde and Paul Fould, they married in accord with the dowry system, with acquisitions as common property. To the marriage Salomon brought as his own property “furniture, clothing, linens, fabrics, jewels, horses, carriages and other objects for his personal use, the whole being worth 150,000 francs”,52 as well as a “sum of five hundred thousand roubles, nominal value, which he possesses in cash and as the value of his share capital and working capital in companies in Paris and in St Petersburg owned by him, his father and M. Horace Gunzburg for the purpose of banking and financial business.” Since “the current exchange rate for the rouble is declared to be 2 francs seventy centimes,” his personal contribution thus amounted to 1,350,000 francs. In addition, his parents granted him a dowry of 1 million francs. In all, Salomon could thus count on 2,350,000 francs, or a sum almost identical to that granted his sister Mathilde fifteen years earlier. Henriette’s contribution was smaller: “dresses, linens, fabrics, jewels, laces and other objects [...] worth 70,000 francs” and a “dowry of 400,000 francs” to be paid on her wedding day. In accordance with the custom, the contract was read and signed by friends and witnesses who had come to the Goldschmidts’ home on Rue de Milan to celebrate the new union: we find the signatures of the Foulds, the Sterns, the Bischoffsheims, the Beers, the Hirsches, the Cahen d’Anvers, the Pereires, the Kanns and the Montefiores. We must note the presence of almost all the Ephrussis (Michel, Ignace, Charles), who were great friends of Salomon’s, as well as that of Prince Orlov, the Russian ambassador, and the faithful Mathias Mapu, Joseph Evzel’s secretary. The religious ceremony took place in the new synagogue on Rue de la Victoire.

OEBPS/images/f000i-01.png
== Froniers, 1873
——— Frontier of the German

Confederation o 1866
Eastern limit of the area

where the Russan Empire
allowed Jews o live, 1835

2
UNTDED
KJINGD-OM

@Moscow

ALGERIA
]

§02030N

Ondrss ercmys s histoyonmapacom





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
&

\ B
THE GUNZBURGS

A Family Biography
&

Lorraine de Meaux





OEBPS/images/pub.png
M

HALBAN
TONDON





