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Anya Sharma had learned, over her eight years at Pembridge & Hollis, that Tuesdays were when the truly significant pieces made their entrance. Mondays were for administrative chaos—couriers with misdirected shipments, insurance adjusters with clipboards, junior associates still bleary from the weekend. Wednesdays through Fridays belonged to the viewing rooms, when clients swept through in their Loro Piana cashmere and made pronouncements about brushwork they'd never studied. But Tuesdays were sacred. Tuesdays were when the conservation team could work in relative silence, when senior specialists could give an object their full, undivided attention.

The wooden crate sat on the examination table in Conservation Room Three, which wasn't really a room so much as a converted alcove on the fourth floor of the Mayfair townhouse. Anya preferred it to the larger studios downstairs. The light here was indirect, filtered through frosted Georgian windows that faced an interior courtyard rather than the chaos of Bruton Street. No direct sunlight ever touched the objects on these tables—a cardinal sin in her profession—but the ambient glow was steady, cool, and honest.

She stood before the crate for a long moment, not touching it. This was her ritual. The anticipation before the unveiling was its own kind of pleasure, sharpened by years of training that had taught her to read provenance like a language, to see the silences in documentation as loudly as the declarations.

The manifest taped to the crate's side was minimal: Miniature painting, Mughal school, circa 1580-1620. Consigned by Heinrich Vogel Collection, Zürich. Estimate: £2,800,000-3,500,000.

Three and a half million pounds. For a painting roughly the size of a hardcover book.

Anya pulled on her nitrile gloves—the good ones, not the cheap powder-free ones that left residue—and began working the crate's screws with a conservation-grade screwdriver. The wood was new pine, fresh enough that she could smell the resin. A good sign. Vogel's handlers knew what they were doing. Old crates could harbor insects, mold spores, acidic residues that would migrate into the art itself over time.

Inside, nested in acid-free tissue and custom-cut archival foam, was a frame.

And inside the frame was a world.

Anya lifted it carefully, supporting it from underneath, and carried it to the examination table where her equipment waited: the digital microscope, the fiber-optic lamps, the spectral imaging camera. But first, she simply looked.

The painting showed a courtyard scene, executed in the luminous, jewel-like pigments characteristic of the Mughal ateliers. A prince—or perhaps an emperor—reclined on a white marble terrace scattered with carpets. Attendants flanked him with peacock-feather fans. In the middle ground, musicians played beneath a pavilion. The background showed a garden rendered in the flattened perspective of Persian influence, with flowering trees and a watercourse that seemed to flow upward as much as across the page.

The colors were extraordinary. Lapis lazuli blue, still vivid after four centuries. Gold leaf that caught the light like liquid. A red derived from cochineal that had darkened only slightly, mellowing into a warm brick tone. The brushwork was microscopic, each face no larger than her thumbnail but rendered with such precision that she could see the individual hairs of beards, the folds of fine muslin, the decorative patterns on the marble pillars.

It was breathtaking. And that, Anya had learned, was always when you had to be most careful.

She photographed it first—overall shots, then details, then raking light to show the surface texture. The paper was thick, burnished to a subtle sheen, laid down on a later backing board. The frame was 19th century at the earliest, English or French, which told her nothing; reframing was standard practice as these objects moved through collections and continents.

Then she began the documentation that was her true expertise. The provenance research that would either authenticate this painting's history or unravel it entirely.

The file Pembridge & Hollis had received was thick—always a good sign, or at least it should be. Edward Pembridge, the auction house's director and Anya's immediate superior, had personally handed it to her yesterday afternoon in his office that smelled of furniture polish and old money.

"Vogel's been sitting on this for forty years," Edward had said, settling his reading glasses on his nose. "Purchased it in 1984 from a private sale in Geneva. He's ninety-one now, estate planning, wants to divest. It's never been published, never been exhibited publicly. He acquired it with documentation that traces it back to a French collection in the 1920s."

"Why are we only seeing it now?" Anya had asked. It was always her first question. Paintings didn't hide for forty years without reason.

"Vogel is—was—a private man. Not a collector in the exhibitionist sense. He bought for himself, not for prestige. We're only getting the sale because his daughter convinced him. Apparently the insurance premiums alone are ruinous."

Now, alone in Conservation Room Three, Anya opened the provenance file and began to read.

The top document was a letter of authenticity from Dr. Ernst Zimmermann, a respected scholar of Islamic art who had died in 2003. His assessment, dated 1984, attributed the painting to the imperial atelier of Akbar, the greatest of the Mughal emperors. Zimmermann cited the pigment quality, the compositional sophistication, the rendering of textiles—all markers of imperial work rather than provincial workshops. His letter was typed on letterhead from the University of Hamburg, signed in blue ink, and bore all the markers of legitimacy.

Beneath it: a bill of sale from 1984, recording Vogel's purchase from "Estate of M. Duchamps, Geneva" for 180,000 Swiss francs. Attached was a copy of an export permit from the Swiss Federal Office of Culture.

Before that: a typewritten inventory from 1955, listing the painting as part of the "Marcel Duchamps Collection, Geneva" (no relation to the artist, the file noted). Duchamps, it seemed, had been a textile importer who collected Asian art as a sideline.

And before that: a handwritten letter, in French, dated 1923, from Duchamps to a Parisian dealer named Rousseau, expressing interest in "the Mughal miniature you mentioned, depicting the court of Akbar." A receipt from later that year confirmed the purchase for 4,500 francs.

The trail went cold there. 1923. Rousseau's gallery records had been destroyed during the war—a familiar story in European art provenance. The file included a letter from the current director of the gallery (now under different ownership) confirming this loss.

It was frustrating but not unusual. The 1920s were a golden age of Asian art collecting in Europe, when objects flowed freely from India to London, Paris, and Geneva. Colonial officers returning home, estate sales of Company-era officials, the gradual dispersal of princely collections as the Raj tightened its grip. Most of those transactions were poorly documented. A Parisian dealer acquiring a Mughal miniature in 1923 would have been utterly unremarkable.

Anya made notes on her tablet, cross-referencing dates and names against her mental database of collectors, dealers, and auctions. She'd write to the archives in Geneva tomorrow, see if any of Duchamps' business records survived. She'd check the university library in Hamburg for any other attributions Zimmermann had made, see if his judgment held up to modern scrutiny. She'd run the pigments through X-ray fluorescence to confirm they matched the 16th-century palette.

Standard procedure. Due diligence. The methodical construction of confidence that allowed Pembridge & Hollis to stand behind a seven-figure estimate.

But something nagged at her.

She looked at the painting again, this time turning it over to examine the back.

The reverse of the backing board was yellowed paper, probably 19th century, with a few fragmentary labels. One was a fragment of what looked like a French customs stamp. Another was a partially torn sticker with Gothic typeface that she couldn't read fully. Standard detritus of an object's journey through time.

And then, in the lower right corner, she saw it.

A number, written in faded brown ink: KPL-1947-0847

It was small, perhaps half an inch tall, written in a neat hand. The ink had oxidized to a sepia tone that made it nearly invisible against the aged paper unless you looked at an angle. The kind of detail that would escape a casual glance, even a moderately careful one.

But Anya Sharma did not do casual glances.

She photographed the number, then brought the painting to her digital microscope and captured it at 40x magnification. The ink was iron gall, she thought—common in archival work, stable over time but distinctive in how it aged. The numerals had the slight irregularity of handwriting rather than a stamp, but they were precisely formed, suggesting institutional care.

KPL. Three letters that meant nothing to her. Yet.

1947. A date that meant everything.

She sat down at her laptop and opened her database of museum collection cataloguing systems. Every major institution had its own coding scheme—sometimes multiple schemes layered over centuries. The Metropolitan Museum used one system, the British Museum another, the V&A a third. Regional museums in India had their own protocols, often inconsistent, sometimes using English conventions, sometimes not.

She started with the obvious: British institutions that might have accessioned Indian art in 1947. The British Museum, the V&A, the Ashmolean. None used "KPL" as an identifier. She expanded to European museums. Nothing.

Then she searched her archive of Indian institutions. The National Museum in Delhi. The Salar Jung in Hyderabad. The Prince of Wales Museum in Bombay—now the Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya—whose records she'd digitized during her dissertation research.

Nothing, nothing, nothing.

She sat back, staring at the photograph of the number on her screen. KPL-1947-0847. The date bothered her. 1947 was the year of Partition, when British India split into India and Pakistan in a spasm of violence that killed perhaps a million people and displaced fifteen million more. It was a year when very few people were concerned with carefully cataloguing art objects.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





