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Praise for The Orpheus Clock


“With a novelist’s narrative gifts, Goodman movingly portrays his family’s victimization by the Nazis and the postwar repercussions of those events. . . . In combining a modern-day detective story with nuanced context for its importance, Goodman produces much more than another Holocaust book.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Goodman’s story is alternately wrenching and inspiring . . . extraordinary. . . . An emotional tale of unspeakable horrors, family devotion, and art as a symbol of hope.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“When [Goodman’s] father died at the age of eighty . . . letters, documents, and other correspondences revealed a trove of family secrets that led Goodman and his family on a quest for both justice and discovery of their family history. . . . The search is still ongoing, but this account of the struggle so far is both arresting and poignant, combining elements of a family chronicle and an intricate detective story.”


—Booklist


“This is a magnificent book, both poignant and chilling. Ultimately it stands as testimony to how family stories can grip across generations, and how fierce is the impulse to right wrongs. It is very moving indeed—a huge achievement.”


—Edmund de Waal, author of The Hare with Amber Eyes: A Hidden Inheritance


“A remarkable achievement. The Nazis stole the Gutmann family’s art and tried to erase them from history; they almost succeeded. Here, with the sweep of a pen and the diligence of a crime reporter, author Simon Goodman has restored his family’s legacy. Shocking, stunning, and totally unputdownable, The Orpheus Clock is an absolute must-read.”


—Annie Jacobsen, New York Times bestselling author of Operation Paperclip






Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Images]





To my darling May, who stood by me every step of the way


In loving memory of Fritz, Louise, and Bernard




Life is infinitely stranger than anything which the mind of man could invent. We would not dare to conceive the things which are really mere commonplaces of existence. If we could fly out of that window hand in hand, hover over this great city, gently remove the roofs, and peep in at the queer things which are going on, the strange coincidences, the plannings, the cross-purposes, the wonderful chains of events, working through generations, and leading to the most outré results, it would make all fiction with its conventionalities and foreseen conclusions most stale and unprofitable.


—SIR ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE





PART I


FOUNDATION






CHAPTER 1


MY FATHER’S OLD BOXES
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Bernard with his typewriter in between flights, 1948.








The boxes were rather ordinary, the sort of musty, collapsing-in-on-themselves corrugated containers that one might find gathering dust in millions of attics and basements. They had arrived from Germany, of all places, at my brother’s sunny hillside home in Los Angeles in the fall of 1994—the last tired remnants of our late father’s estate.


Our father, Bernard Goodman, had died in Venice a few months earlier, on the day after his eightieth birthday, while swimming in the Adriatic Sea. The night before he had enjoyed a slap-up dinner at Harry’s Bar. Cipriani, the owner, had given Pa a bottle of grappa on the house. A noted athlete in his university days at Cambridge, my father had remained physically active all his years—it was not his body that life had broken—and despite his age, he was a keen swimmer. According to the authorities, he had suffered either a stroke or a heart attack and had lost consciousness in the water. As Eva, his longtime companion, had screamed and waved her arms from the shore, the lifeguards had plunged in and dragged him out, but it was too late. The official ruling was death by drowning.


His death was unexpected and somewhat unusual; eighty-year-old men do not often die while swimming in the sea. But perhaps that was only fitting. Our father had lived an unusual and unexpected life.


We arranged for his burial in a small wood outside Tübingen in Germany—and through various courts and solicitors I cleared up his financial affairs, which, sadly, were rather meager. By the time of his death he was living in what might be called genteel poverty—comfortable enough, but far removed from the circumstances into which we vaguely understood he had been born.


Then came the boxes, packed with papers and documents our father had painstakingly saved over half a century. Curious, not at all certain what we might find, my brother, Nick, and I started to go through them, ripping through the shipping labels printed in German—the language our father had once vowed never to speak again—and laying out the brittle contents in fragile piles on Nick’s dining-room table.


There were sheaves of yellowing notes written in our father’s own hand and blurry carbons of letters that he had pounded out on an ancient typewriter. There were stacks of government documents in English, Dutch, French, German, Italian, and Czech—except for the Czech, my father could read and speak each language—their pages festooned with coat-of-arms letterheads and official stamps and seals. There were long-forgotten receipts and bills of sale, and black-and-gold, expired British passports with visa pages covered top to bottom with entry and exit stamps. Shockingly to modern eyes, the prewar stamps from Germany featured the Nazi eagle clutching a swastika. There were some dog-eared, old art catalogs, some faded museum brochures, and in a single, unlabeled envelope three black-and-white photographic negatives—the old kind, each some three by five inches—of paintings that I didn’t specifically recognize but which appeared to be French Impressionist paintings. The stacks grew higher, and then higher still.


The appearance of my father’s papers gave no outward indication of secrets long concealed, no promise of dramatic revelations—certainly not life-changing ones. Yet, as we began to look more closely at them, to examine the details, certain things stood out.


The art collection that we understood had once been owned by our father’s parents, the grandparents we had never known, consisted of works by some of the greatest masters, old and new—Degas, Renoir, Botticelli, Memling, Cranach, Guardi. There were also inventories of priceless Renaissance sculptures in gold and silver, of valuable tapestries and Louis XV furniture, and then a photostat of an aged, wrinkled handwritten note from my grandfather, describing the location of certain artworks and signed P. for “Papi.”


Curiously, and in retrospect ominously, amid those same documents, often on the same pages, were references to some of history’s most infamous figures—Adolf Hitler, Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring, Heinrich Himmler, Martin Bormann, Nazi “philosopher” Alfred Rosenberg—and to the monuments dedicated to themselves: the planned Führermuseum in the Austrian city of Linz and the Reichsmarschall’s estate at Carinhall. Coupled with them were the names of men I did not then recognize, but who nonetheless sounded sinister—Haberstock and Hofer, Böhler and Plietzsch and Miedl.


Within those stacks of my father’s papers—stacks already tipping over and starting to spread, glacierlike, across my brother’s table—were references to Theresienstadt, the Nazis’ “model” concentration camp, and to the death chambers of Auschwitz. There were allusions to the Nazi occupation of Holland, to the SS and the Gestapo, to the French Resistance and the American World War II spy service, the OSS, to Scotland Yard and the international police agency Interpol. Then came memorandums from various postwar “restitution” bureaus in West Germany, France, and Holland, followed by notations concerning corrupt Swiss art dealers, spies and collaborators, hoards of priceless art packed into Parisian warehouses and Austrian salt mines—and much more.


The papers were confusing, mysterious, enigmatic. They were, I realized, very much like the man who had assembled them.


He had not always been so. As a young boy growing up in postwar London, I remember my father as an open, loving man, perhaps a bit reserved in the British style, but not above expressions of affection. One of my earliest memories is of my father hoisting me up on his shoulders—probably painfully, I now realize, because of his war wounds—so that I could watch the funeral procession for King George VI, who had died a few days earlier on my fourth birthday. From that lofty perspective, it seemed to me that my father was enormously tall—which actually he was not—and terribly strong, which he was.


I remember also that despite the solemnity of the occasion, played out under inevitably gray London skies, to me it had a magical quality—the plumed helmets of the Life Guards, the King’s coffin draped in the royal standard, adorned with the Crown Jewels, and mounted on a gun carriage pulled by a clip-clopping team of Windsor Greys. The rank upon rigid rank of marching soldiers and funereally paced cavalry came from every far-flung country of what had once been the British Empire. For a small boy, seeing the coffin of the wartime King, the last Emperor of India, there was no sense of the war’s tragedy, no feeling of loss—loss of lives, of treasure, of innocence. It was all simply glorious.


The war was never far away in the physical sense. Against our parents’ stern admonitions, Nick and I could not resist exploring the countless bomb sites that still scarred London even a decade after the peace, dressing up in too-large war-surplus uniforms and balancing wobbly Tommy helmets on our too-small heads. Every Thursday I would race to the newsagent stand in the South Kensington tube station to buy the latest installment of the War Picture Library, a comic book series featuring the gallant exploits of World War II British commandos and fighter pilots.


Other families still talked about the war constantly, yet it seemed strangely off-limits, almost taboo, in my family. My mother seldom spoke of it, except in the most general terms. Most disappointingly for a young boy with martial fantasies, despite my father’s service in the British army, in the distinguished Gloucestershire Regiment, and his having been wounded by a German bomb in the Blitz, he refused to speak even a single word about his participation in the war. His silence on the subject was unwavering and an utter frustration to Nick and me. He might occasionally, in passing, refer to some historical person or event—Field Marshal Montgomery, perhaps, or some great British victory such as the Battle of Britain—but on a personal level he seemed not to have found the war glorious at all.


I was perhaps ten or eleven before I finally pieced together, from the whispered and coded adult conversations that children instinctively pick up on, that my father’s parents had somehow “died in the war.” Only later did my mother guardedly, reluctantly, reveal that those grandparents, those distant, unvisualized people whom I had never known, had been, more or less, Jewish. Still later I gathered vague indications that my father’s parents had also once been enormously wealthy, and that I had various aunts and cousins scattered about in Italy, America, even Mexico—although, strangely, that family, those grandparents, had apparently been German-born “Gutmanns,” while we were very British “Goodmans.”


Different names, different nationalities, different religions—it was all quite confusing.


Naturally, these grudgingly shared bits of knowledge raised questions. Although I knew that we were not poor, I also knew that we were not rich. And who were these far-flung relatives I had never met? We had been to Italy on holiday, but no one had ever introduced me or my brother to any relatives there. And if indeed these mysterious relations did have some sort of German or Italian connections, wasn’t it the Germans, and to a lesser extent the Italians, who had been the very enemies battled so heroically by our British soldiers every issue in the pages of the War Picture Library?


I couldn’t have been more confused if I had learned that I was somehow descended from the Japanese.


And what did being Jewish mean? I was barely aware of what being Jewish had to do with someone having “died in the war.” Still, from the coarse comments of boyhood chums—boys repeating what they had heard from their parents—I had picked up insinuations that to be a Jew was to be different somehow, almost “un-British,” perhaps even disreputable in some way. And if my grandparents had been Jewish, did it not follow that my father was Jewish, and that I was at least partly Jewish?


But how could that be? It was true that my mother, a descendant of Protestant Highland Scots, with an impressive string of official birth names (Irene Doreen Rosy Amy Simpson, ultimately shortened to Dee), had never been overtly religious. Indeed, one of her ancestors, James Young Simpson, a physician who had discovered the anesthetic qualities of chloroform and had subsequently been knighted by Queen Victoria, had been a notorious freethinker—a nonbelief system that my mother also seemed to embrace. Nevertheless, she had insisted that Nick and I become proper Anglicans, enrolling us in a Sunday school from which we each eventually earned a certificate for reading the entire Bible. She had us officially christened—albeit, in my case, not until I was at the somewhat advanced age of twelve. Was it possible, I wondered, to be a member in relatively good standing of the Church of England and to be Jewish, or part Jewish, at the same time? Even with hindsight, I would never figure out if this stab at Anglican induction had been for conventional social reasons or, in a more ominous way, as some kind of insurance. My father was never able to show any enthusiasm or even interest in the whole process, but clearly my mother felt it necessary.


These were not questions I could discuss with my parents—my father in particular. If he was silent on the subject of the war, he was even more silent, if that was possible, on the subject of his family, Jewish or otherwise. I sensed that these were things best left alone.


Yet, for me, it all led to an increasing feeling of otherness, of not quite belonging in the country and the society and even the family into which I had been born—a feeling heightened by my appearance. My older brother, Nick, had inherited our attractive mother’s fair-haired, fair-skinned Anglo-Scots looks, while I, like my father, seemed to have come from a place much farther away. My hair was almost black, my eyes dark brown, my skin olive. I remember once returning from a summer in France, a vacation spent largely on a sunny beach, and having British customs and immigration officers look at my deeply tanned face and then carefully and dubiously examine my British passport. Someone even suggested that I might be an Algerian—they spoke the word like a curse. I couldn’t possibly be a real English boy.


Given all this, and my youthful doubts about my place in the world, perhaps it was fortunate that for our schooling my parents chose the Lycée Français in South Kensington, where classes were taught almost entirely in French, the desks occupied by a cosmopolitan mix of the children of émigrés and refugees and various and sundry eccentrics. It was a most un-British institution, and as a consequence I felt comfortable there. Perhaps fortunate also was that our family lived in Shepherd Market, a small square in the Mayfair district of central London, just three stops away on the Piccadilly Line from the Lycée. In the 1920s, it had been an ultrafashionable address, home to any number of successful writers, actors, and artists, and although it had become a bit sketchier in the postwar years, it retained its eclectic, nontraditional character.


This environment perfectly suited my mother, a funny, vivacious, life-loving woman, who had studied at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts before the war and later became a successful theatrical stage manager and producer. With my godmother, Anna Wiman, she discovered the iconoclastic comedy group Beyond the Fringe at the Edinburgh Festival—featuring, among others, the young actor Dudley Moore. When it opened, in the West End in 1960, at my impresario godmother’s theater, the Fortune Theater, it became an overnight sensation.


How my father fit into all of this was, as usual, a mystery. He was in all ways a proper English gentleman—in almost all of my memories he is wearing a jacket and tie, or at least a cravat—but he did not seem to have a regular job, at least not in the sense that other boys’ fathers had jobs, places that fathers went to in the morning and returned from at night. I remember he had letterhead stationery that identified him as B. E. Goodman, Manufacturer’s Agent, with an office address in Golden Square, Soho, but I don’t remember his ever actually going there, or mentioning the manufacturing of anything. Instead, he spent most of his time at home locked in his study, corresponding—as the contents of those dusty boxes would later reveal—with various lawyers and government officials. He must have given up the unused office in Soho because when I looked at his correspondence many years later, I noticed with bemusement that he had x’ed out the Soho address in the letterhead and typed in our home address. It was so very much like my father not to waste perfectly good stationery.


He traveled a great deal, mostly to Holland, but also to other countries throughout the Continent, although where he went and what he did on any particular trip I did not know, and he did not say. He was abroad so frequently that later, when he did take a recognizable job, it was as a travel agent—a position that helped facilitate his wanderings but, somehow, given his education and background, seemed a bit beneath him.


As we got older, he would sometimes take us with him on these journeys, to France, Italy, Spain, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Austria, and once to Germany—although in that case he insisted upon driving completely across that country without stopping, except once to allow us, in extremis, to go to the loo. Germany had seemed to put him in a dark mood.


The results of these trips were for us boys almost invariably disappointing. Instead of taking us to old castles and museums choked with guns and swords and suits of armor, our father seemed primarily interested in visiting, what was for us, a seemingly endless succession of musty and boring art museums. This might not have been surprising since he had majored in history at Cambridge (with an emphasis on art). The odd thing about these museum visits, however, was that Pa did not spend them in a leisurely contemplation of the art on display, but rather rushing from gallery to gallery, scanning the walls and then quickly moving on, as if he were looking for something and not finding it. Sometimes he would park us on a bench and then spend ages with a museum curator going over old lists and catalogs—again, as always, without explanation.


There was, I remember, one notable exception. Years later we took a trip from Los Angeles to the San Diego Museum of Art in Balboa Park, where my father stood gazing for what seemed like an uncharacteristically long time at a seventeenth-century oil painting, Portrait of Isaac Abrahamsz. Massa, by Dutch Golden Age painter Frans Hals. Even more uncharacteristically, he told me that this painting had once been owned by his father, my grandfather, but it had been sold during World War II. He sounded bitter about it, angry in a way that I was only just beginning to understand.


But he would say no more, and I didn’t ask. It seemed like ancient history—sad, perhaps, but with little bearing on my life.


Eventually, as the years passed, I began to understand the basic outlines of my father’s family story—again, through bits and snippets and vague asides. Yes, my father and his father before him had been born into one of the wealthiest, most powerful Jewish banking dynasties in Germany, the Gutmanns. Yes, my grandfather and grandmother, herself a member of a Jewish banking family, a baroness no less, had lived with their two children—my father and his younger sister—in a luxurious estate in Holland, where they had presided over not only an enormous fortune and a fabulous art collection of old masters and famous Impressionists, but also an almost priceless collection of Renaissance silver and gold works of art. And, yes, the war and the Nazis had come, and while my father had survived in England, anglicizing his name to Goodman and serving in the British army, everything else—the fabulous estate, the vast fortune, the magnificent art collection, my grandparents themselves—had been swept away.


At the time, my scant knowledge of this history did not much affect me—any real sense of loss would only come later. As for the lost fortune, the vanished art collection, it all seemed like part of some other world. Many families have stories of lost wealth—the fortune lost overnight in the Wall Street crash, the family bank accounts squandered at the roulette wheels of Monte Carlo by some dissolute great-uncle—but by the third or fourth generation these stories usually become nothing more than interesting, and perhaps only half-believed, bits of family lore and legend. Young men think of their own futures, not someone else’s past. Besides, by this time I was living in Los Angeles, and in all the world there probably is no place less conducive to pondering the past than LA.


Still, as I got older, I began to understand, or at least was better able to appreciate, the profound effect that this tragic family history had exerted on my father—and later, through him, on me. For my father, these terrible events had been close, real, things he had lived and experienced. When I tried to imagine myself in his place, I thought, no wonder he refused to talk about the war; no wonder he never spoke of his parents. Some things, I understood, were simply too painful to talk about, buried beyond words.


But curiously, as the years passed, as the dreadful history of my father’s family receded in time, their effects on him seemed to increase, not lessen. He had a growing aura of pent-up frustration and bitterness and anger about him, a sense that some mysterious defeat, some terrible failure, was weighing on him, bending his spirit and then finally, it seemed, breaking it altogether. He grew increasingly withdrawn, uncommunicative, inaccessible. When my parents would have guests over—or more accurately, when my social and outgoing mother would have guests over—I remember my father usually standing off and alone in a corner, as if he were someplace else. He could still talk animatedly about cricket and football (or, as Americans say, soccer), but almost nothing else seemed to interest him.


As for the war, everything but the Allied victories now seemed off-limits. It got to the point that whenever a news report or documentary about the victims and, specifically, the Holocaust would come on the television, my mother had trained Nick and me to quickly jump up and change the channel. Otherwise my father would angrily switch off the set and then sit glumly, silently, in his chair.


There was one memorable exception. One day in June 1967, I came home to find my father alone, hunched forward in his chair, watching the BBC news reports on Israel’s air and ground strikes against Egyptian military airfields and the Arab armies massing against them from Jordan, the Golan Heights, and the Sinai Desert—the start of the Six-Day War. He was cheering, shaking his fist, urging the Israelis on. That’s it! Bash the bloody bastards! Nick, who was older, had already left home, and my mother was away, so for the next six days my father and I spent every spare minute following the war news together—he explaining the strategy and tactics and weapons as I listened, fascinated by this previously unseen side of him. It was the longest, most intimate time I had ever spent with my father. Yet, even then, as we watched with satisfaction as the Israelis rolled over the Arab armies at El Arish and Gush Etzion and Jericho and Jerusalem, my father barely spoke of his own Jewish heritage, or of that other, earlier war of attempted annihilation of the Jews. Then the Six-Day War was over, and the news looked elsewhere, and my father’s silence returned.


Nick and I were growing up and had our own lives now. We were accustomed to Pa simply being Pa. But for our mother, the silence, the distance, the sadness, finally became too much. Sadly, they divorced. Ma eventually remarried and moved to Australia, while Pa remained in London, a quiet and somewhat reclusive aging bachelor. Later he met Eva, who, though twenty years his junior, had attended the same exclusive school in Switzerland that my father had attended as a boy. Surprisingly, given our family’s history, Eva was German—but she had been a young girl during the war. More unusual still, he eventually went to live with her in Germany, in the small southwestern university town of Tübingen. This was another mystery for me and Nick. Nevertheless, in Eva he found a comfortable companionship and, in his later years, perhaps some measure of peace. We noticed that he still traveled extensively. But about his past, he remained as silent as ever. Some men grow garrulous as they get older, telling the various stories from their lives again and again to anyone who will listen. Pa, as far as we could tell, had never told his story even once.


And now he was dead.


It might have ended there, except that a few months after his death I rang up Pa’s sister, our aunt Lili, just to say hello. Aunt Lili was one of those rumored, far-flung relatives I had wondered about as a boy, but had not actually met until years later. Like my father, she also had an unusual life. Lili had married into an old Italian family, but her husband had been taken prisoner of war by the British in North Africa. Then when the Germans occupied Italy, she had been forced, due to her Jewish origins, to keep one step ahead of the Gestapo. After the war she divorced her first husband and later married a Greek diplomat. Now elderly and widowed, she was living in modest circumstances in Florence. During our conversation, my aunt mentioned, in passing, that since the fall of the Soviet Union the Russians had begun, for the first time, to exhibit publicly some of the “trophy art” taken from Germany during World War II. She wondered out loud if perhaps some of her father’s, my grandfather’s, missing paintings that had disappeared during the war—the two Degas, the Renoir, the Botticelli, the Guardis, and others—might be found there and even possibly returned to the family.


My reaction was “Missing paintings? What missing paintings?” Nick and I had assumed, when we had thought about it at all, that all that had been settled long ago or that whatever our father’s family had lost had been lost irretrievably. The idea that the family might still have a claim to anything from those old days, and that a half century later it might be recovered, seemed far-fetched. Frankly, we wondered if poor Aunt Lili, who was in her late seventies, might be getting a bit dotty.


Then those old boxes arrived at Nick’s house, stuffed with papers and documents.


It would take us first days, then weeks, then years, to decipher it all—and even as I write this, not all the mysteries have yet been solved. But I would eventually uncover the secrets that had been hidden since before I was born. And I can finally tell the story that my father never told me.


•  •  •


I would discover that for a half century after the war ended, Pa had fought a bitter and often unsuccessful battle to recover the priceless artworks that had been stolen from his family—stolen first by the Nazis, and then, in effect, stolen again by narrow-minded bureaucrats. Unscrupulous art dealers and willfully negligent auction houses, as well as museum directors and wealthy collectors, would all be party to this theft, long after the war was over. I would discover that throughout his life our father had to deal not only with the almost unbearable knowledge that his parents had been savagely murdered, but also the knowledge that their looted legacy, their paintings and other cherished artworks, were on display in someone else’s gallery, hanging on someone else’s wall, locked in someone else’s safe—and that he could not get them back.


In discovering his story, I would come to understand the anger, the indignation, the frustration, and the sense of loss that he must have felt. For the first time, and only after he was dead, I would finally begin to understand the strange, tormented, enigmatic man who was my father.


In the years to come, my family and I would take up the search where my father had left off. The trail of our family’s missing art would lead from Nazi-occupied Holland and France to Germany, Switzerland, Austria, and America; from warehouses in Paris to salt mines and castles in Bavaria; from dingy government storage facilities to the rarefied atmosphere of Sotheby’s and Christie’s auction houses in London and New York; from the private art collections of the fabulously wealthy to the public exhibitions of some of the world’s greatest art museums. Like my father, I would spend years searching through musty archives, haunting the back rooms of museums and libraries on two continents, tracking down clues, pursuing false leads, searching, always searching. Like my father, too, at almost every turn I would encounter indifference and apathy, and at times outright hostility, from people who seemed not to want to know about the grim history of the artworks they possessed. Even when they did know about it, too often they seemed not to care.


But there was one big difference between my father’s quest and mine. This time, for the most part, we would prevail.


It has been a long and frustrating and, at times, an almost ruinously expensive endeavor. But over the years we have recovered dozens of paintings and many other artworks that were stolen from our family—although many remain missing, still stolen, to this day. In the process we have helped change the way the often ruthless business side of the art world is conducted and helped to effect new government protocols and regulations concerning the harboring of looted art. I hope we have made it easier for other heirs of Holocaust victims to find and recover their stolen legacies, all the while keeping alive the memory of the victims of long ago.


Oftentimes in this very public and highly publicized battle, I have been asked by newspaper and magazine writers, by television news reporters and documentary filmmakers, why I do it, what my motivation is. I give the usual, perhaps expected answer—that while I know the dead can never be brought back to life, by recovering my family’s stolen legacy I hope to achieve a long-overdue sense of justice, a degree of what is popularly known today as closure.


While that is true, I have another, deeper, more visceral motivation. After learning what had happened to my family—the murders, the thefts, the lies, and the betrayals they had endured—I was angry. From that anger came a desire to exact at least some small measure of retribution—for my grandparents, for my father, perhaps even in some ways for myself.
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After the war, Bernard used his British and Dutch passports constantly.











CHAPTER 2


THE GENERATIONS THAT CAME BEFORE
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Lili Orsini, Fritz, Eugen (seated), Luca Orsini, Herbert, Louise, and Lord the poodle, circa 1920.








I remember that as a curious young boy I had come across a faded black-and-white photograph of my father’s parents, Fritz and Louise—two distinguished-looking, older people dressed in elegant but old-fashioned clothes. They had stared back at me from some distant, seemingly unknowable past. I say “older” although, at the time the photograph was taken, they probably were only in their thirties or forties; they never had a chance to actually become elderly. When I looked more closely, I could see my father in them, and even myself. But they seemed to belong to a world that didn’t connect with mine.


Today, on the wall of my office at home in Los Angeles, I look at a portrait of my great-grandfather Eugen Gutmann. Painted at the end of the nineteenth century by celebrated portrait painter Franz von Lenbach, I found it just a few years ago at an auction in Cologne, while I was hunting for another Lenbach that is still missing. Every morning I greet Eugen in four languages—German, French, Italian, and English—and ask what the day will bring. Some days he remains impassive, and then some days I get the distinct impression he is smiling down at me—a twinkle in those gray-blue eyes—and then I know a new clue is lurking not far away. For the last few years—and as if guided by my great-grandfather’s aura—I have bit by bit been able to resurrect the history of my nearly disappeared family.


BERNHARD GUTMANN


Eugen’s parents, Bernhard and Marie Gutmann, were both from Bohemia, part of the old Austrian Empire. Bernhard had come from a pious family. His grandfather, great-grandfather, and many before him had been either rabbis or rabbinical judges, mostly from Leipnik and Kolin (now both in the Czech Republic).


When Bernhard was still a child, his father, Tobias, had moved to the Bohemian capital of Prague and into small-time banking, which was, at the time, probably not much more than old-fashioned money changing. For Tobias and his family, the early decades of the nineteenth century must have been like stepping out of the Middle Ages and into a new, modern world. Bernhard, in 1815, had been born into a time of upheaval. Napoléon and the French revolution had changed everything—the modern era was beginning.


Sensing that even greater opportunity beckoned, just over the Erzgebirge Mountains in the new German Confederation, Bernhard moved to Dresden. The granting of full political rights to Jews in Germany was still a few decades away, but in the 1830s the King of Saxony lifted all economic and commercial restrictions on Jews in Dresden. Similar changes occurred throughout the new Confederation of Germany, where a long pent-up surge of intellectual and entrepreneurial energy was unleashed. Around 1840, Bernhard Gutmann founded the private bank named simply, in the fashion of the times, the Bankhaus Bernhard Gutmann.


The new bank specialized in commodities trading, currency exchange, and loans for industrial development. It prospered such that Bernhard could comfortably afford a large and elegant three-story villa overlooking the park on the fashionable Bürgerwiese. Salomon Oppenheim, a “court Jew” from Cologne and founder of the bank that still bears his name, would commission a Florentine-style palazzo just a few doors down.


Even though Bernhard was still quite young—in 1840 he was only twenty-five—he became a member of the board and benefactor of the new Dresden synagogue, a magnificent Moorish-revival building designed by Gottfried Semper, perhaps the foremost German architect of the day. The Semper Synagogue epitomized an impressive and prominent place of worship, clearly a measure of the prosperity and aspirations of the small Jewish community in Dresden, which at the time numbered fewer than one thousand. It was perhaps also a measure of the historical hopelessness of those aspirations that, a century later, Nazi brownshirts would burn the Dresden synagogue to the ground on Kristallnacht.


With the new synagogue came a new form of worship. While the major prayers were still spoken in Hebrew, many of the services were conducted in German, accompanied by choral singing—a small but significant step in the assimilation of German Jews into the surrounding German culture. As might be expected, this shift toward modernity caused tensions within the Jewish community. With the physical and symbolic tearing down of the ghetto walls, and the resulting intermingling of Jews with the Gentile culture, some Jews feared that assimilation would pose a more existential threat to Jewish faith and identity than centuries of intimidation and persecution ever had.


Bernhard was, by all accounts, politically and personally a conservative man, pious and sober. He was a transitional figure between the old order and the new. Firmly rooted in his ancient community, Bernhard would uphold the Jewish traditions until his death in 1895.


His last years were lived out with great dignity and in considerable comfort in a fairy-tale white castle surrounded by a moat full of swans. Schloss Schönfeld, overlooking the Elbe River, became known as “the magic castle.” It had been built in the sixteenth century and was considered the finest of Renaissance castles in the region. Bernhard had acquired it just a few years after the final restrictions had been lifted on Jews owning real estate. It was a striking testament to the remarkable rise of the Gutmann family and the emancipation of Jews in Germany.
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Bernhard’s moated castle overlooking Dresden.









EUGEN GUTMANN


Bernhard and Marie’s third child, my great-grandfather Eugen, was born in Dresden in 1840, the eldest son in a family of twelve siblings. All but one of these survived into adulthood, which was remarkable for that era. Eugen is portrayed in family lore as an outgoing and generous boy. He is also described as impulsive, perhaps even a bit of a rebel. Records are scant, but as a young boy he almost certainly was enrolled in Dresden’s “Jewish school,” considered even by the Gentile community to be perhaps Dresden’s best grammar school, and later attended the local gymnasium (high school). No doubt, he would have been a regular attendee at the synagogue where his father was such a prominent figure, although from what I learned about him later, I have to assume that the Jewish traditions never truly took hold.


Banking, like most businesses of the day, was taught on the job, and it was thought best for a young man to prove his mettle and aptitude removed from the father’s protective care. Therefore, Eugen began his banking career as an apprentice to a different private bank, Günther & Palmié, in Dresden. Next, so he could experience the commodity market firsthand, Eugen briefly worked in Budapest for Hungary’s largest lumber concern; but he soon returned to Dresden and to the family bank. Jewish banking families routinely traded sons for apprenticeships and, just as routinely, daughters for marriage. This practice of double endogamy—intermarriage among Jewish banking families—would create endlessly complicated interlocking family relationships and would later provide fodder for accusations of “conspiracy” against Jewish bankers.


The Bankhaus Bernhard Gutmann, dominated by Eugen’s father, had become an established enterprise, but it was far too restrictive, too conservative a stage for Eugen. At the same time, Germany was emerging as a powerful industrial nation. Energetic, ambitious, and in a hurry, Eugen had bigger plans, plans that revolved around his friendship with another, even more prominent Dresden banking family, the von Kaskels, who lived just down the street from the Gutmanns on the Bürgerwiese.


The Kaskels had been among the original “court Jews” brought back to Dresden by Frederick Augustus I in the eighteenth century. The family later formed the private Bankhaus Kaskel and served as official bankers to the royal court. Unfortunately for the Kaskel Bank, but fortunately for my great-grandfather Eugen, Carl von Kaskel had only one son, Felix, who apparently was far more interested in music than running a bank. With Carl getting on in years, the Bankhaus Kaskel faced a dilemma. At the same time, Germany, now finally united as a modern nation-state after its victory over France in 1871, was awash in new capital looking for investment in more railways, factories, shipping, mining—and more banks. For Eugen, who was already a minority stockholder in Bankhaus Kaskel, it was a perfect alignment of opportunities.


In 1872 Eugen put together a deal with the Kaskels and some of the other great banking families—among them were the Rothschilds of Frankfurt, the Bleichröders of Berlin, and the Oppenheims of Cologne—to create a public joint-stock corporation called the Dresdner Bank (Bank of Dresden). The bank opened its doors in the old Bankhaus Kaskel building in Dresden with thirty employees and an initial capitalization of 24 million marks. As Chairman of the Board of Directors, Felix von Kaskel was the titular head of the bank, but Eugen, then only thirty-two years old, was the driving force as the Dresdner Bank’s managing director. In 1873, less than a year later, it went public on the Berlin Stock Exchange and increased by nearly 110 percent of its initial value. Eugen became Chairman and would hold that position for almost the next half century. A famous financier of the day was quoted as saying, “Gutmann was not just the head of the Dresdner Bank; he was the Dresdner Bank.”


Meanwhile, the Bankhaus Bernhard Gutmann continued as a successful private bank, under Eugen’s brother Alfred, until 1921. After Alfred became ill the bank was officially absorbed into the Dresdner.


Over the next decade, Eugen launched a breathtaking series of mergers and acquisitions of smaller private banks and financial institutions. He helped pioneer the concepts of branch banking, opening smaller branches of the Dresdner in cities and towns throughout Germany. He also established individual deposit banking, allowing even the most humble of wage earners to open interest-bearing bank savings accounts—at the time a bold, even radical, innovation. Eugen famously maintained that “every civil servant, even every maid, should have a deposit account,” preferably, of course, with the Dresdner. Eventually, millions of Germans from all walks of life would do just that. But perhaps Eugen’s most farsighted business decision came in the early 1880s when he decided to make Berlin the headquarters of the Dresdner Bank.


Before German unification, Berlin had been an elegant but somewhat isolated city of about four hundred thousand people, the administrative capital of the Kingdom of Prussia, but a poor relation to the great, glittering European capitals of Paris, Vienna, and London. After unification, as the capital of the new German Reich, Berlin experienced the same rapid expansion that swept across almost all of Germany. By 1880, its population had soared to over a million, and it had become the undisputed political and financial center of the new German empire. Just as the Bankhaus Bernhard Gutmann had been too small a stage for Eugen, now Dresden—a beautiful and culturally vibrant city, to be sure, but still only a provincial capital—was too small a stage for Eugen’s ambitions. Berlin was the key.


In 1881 Eugen opened a branch office of the Dresdner in Berlin and a few years later moved the bank’s corporate headquarters to the new capital city. Obviously, a powerful bank must have a powerful and imposing headquarters, and here, too, Eugen thought in grand terms. The headquarters building had originally belonged to the family of Bismarck, whom he admired so greatly. Many even said that Eugen resembled the “Iron Chancellor.” In 1887 Eugen commissioned a richly decorated, three-story neoclassical renovation of the building, on the square known as the Opernplatz, conveniently close to the Opera House. Along with other flourishes, the building featured ornate marble columns, mosaic terrazzo floors, and coffered ceilings embellished with roses. Chancellor Bismarck and Kaiser Wilhelm II were among the many distinguished guests at the building’s grand reopening in 1889.
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The Dresdner Bank, new Berlin headquarters, in 1884.








The building functioned as both a testament to the prominence of its occupant as well as a working financial institution. Eugen’s office on the director’s floor looked out over a massive “banking hall” with a thirty-foot-high glass ceiling, where ordinary Berliners—every civil servant and maid—lined up to entrust their money to the good offices of the Dresdner. The downstairs vault area also featured a “jewel room,” where the haute bourgeoisie would store their valuables. Eventually, the Dresdner Bank building covered an entire city block.


Perversely, after World War II the building was used as the district headquarters of the East German Communist Party, which in good proletarian fashion covered the terrazzo floors with honest workers’ linoleum and painted over the beautiful marble columns in drab Stalinist gray.


Today the building is the rather fancy Hotel de Rome. Not much remains from the original. The mosaics from the floor of the great banking hall were refurbished into what is now a ballroom. The director’s room upstairs is now the dining room, and the vaults downstairs have been converted into a spa and sauna rooms. While my wife and I enjoyed coffee and cakes on a sunny morning, in 2007, I was still able to visualize my great-grandfather sitting at his impressive command post, directing an aggressive expansion of the Dresdner.


Eugen first opened branch offices across Germany and then, in 1895, the first office abroad in London—an event that would later have a profound effect on my own destiny. Eventually, the Dresdner would directly employ several thousand people, while indirectly controlling the lives and fortunes of millions more. In assets it had become the second-largest bank in Germany, behind only the Deutsche Bank.


By 1900, the Dresdner would have the largest branch network in all of the Reich. Around this time and at the height of his power, Eugen had another portrait painted by the great German Jewish Impressionist, Max Liebermann. Many decades later the Liebermann portrait would be afforded a place of honor between portraits of Albert Einstein and Walther Rathenau in the postwar Jewish Museum in Berlin.


One of the ultimate ironies in my family history is that the mighty Dresdner Bank became a major financier of the newly unified Germany and its astonishing rise as a military and industrial world power. It invested heavily in the railroad, oil, mining, pharmaceutical, and electrotechnical heavy industries that were transforming Germany into a world economic power. Krupp armaments, Bayer chemicals and pharmaceuticals, Thyssen steel and iron, Siemens electric—the Dresdner had a hand in financing expansion projects for all of them.


The Dresdner’s major foreign interests would ultimately include the Deutsche-Orient Bank, with offices in Istanbul, Cairo, and Casablanca, Victoria Falls Power Company in South Africa, Russian Union Electric in St. Petersburg, Mexican Electric Works Ltd., the German Asiatic Bank in Shanghai, the German South American Telegraph Company, and the Baghdad Railway Company—among many other powerful entities. In the United States, the Dresdner maintained a close working partnership with J. P. Morgan & Company. Additionally, Eugen served as a director on the boards of thirty-four major corporations, while his Dresdner surrogates served as board members of two hundred other companies.


Although nominally a public corporation, Eugen ran the Dresdner more like a private bank, carefully packing the board with trustworthy friends and even some family members as directors, including his younger brother, Max. One high-level Dresdner employee later wrote, with a clear sense of exasperation, “Eugen Gutmann was full of plans, but the board only heard of them after the decisions were already made. One day he was interested in mining in South Africa, the next in large construction projects in Berlin. Everything depended on his personal whim.”


Eugen’s management style was both vigorous and personal. He was known for peppering his people with exhortatory notes and letters, most often after the bank experienced some minor setback. “Especially in troubled times, you must keep your head up and pass the test of strength!” said one such note. “Fight on! Perhaps victory still clings to our heels!” said another.


Eugen was also known as a patriarchal and benevolent employer who greeted his employees each morning by name; if he was sometimes quick to criticize, he was also quick to reward. One of those employees was Hjalmar Schacht, later infamous as economics minister for the Nazi government; he would eventually wind up in the dock at Nuremberg. Schacht recalled in his memoirs how Eugen had once slipped him a thousand-mark note (over $5,000 today) as a personal, unofficial bonus for concluding a profitable stock deal.


A contemporary journalist described Eugen this way: “Gutmann had a personality that fascinated you right away, but he was also someone whose congeniality made people genuinely wish to engage with him. If nothing else, it was his physical appearance, his well-proportioned figure, his taut bearing in walking with his head held high, but also his wonderfully distinctive features, bearing an astounding similarity to those of Bismarck, and above all his kind blue eyes that made him stand out from all the rest.”


Eugen could also be autocratic, dictatorial, and more than a bit ruthless in his business dealings, as evidenced by his role in the so-called Hibernia Affair, a now forgotten but then quite notorious 1904 financial scandal. It was a clash between private enterprise and the Prussian state, and much to the consternation of many of his peers, Eugen took the side of the state. By doing the government’s bidding, he had seen an opportunity to make a fortune. Berlin had decided it wanted to control a section of the coal industry. To avert an impending cartel, the Prussian cabinet had decided it should secretly nationalize the Hibernia Coal Mining Company.


Discreetly, the minister of commerce asked Eugen to form a consortium to buy Hibernia. The minister assumed Eugen would include Bleichröder, Bismarck’s personal banker. However, Eugen started to buy up all the shares he could on his own, and the stock price rose quickly. Unfortunately rivals learned of this strategy and planned a successful defense. Ultimately Eugen’s ploy failed, along with the government’s attempt at nationalization. Apparently the Dresdner came out of the whole affair about even, but its good standing with the coal industry and the Ruhr was considerably set back. Outwardly unruffled, Eugen shrugged off the whole business with an “all’s fair in love and war” attitude.


Politically, Eugen supported the National Liberal Party, which was not particularly liberal, but backed big business and the Grossbürger, or economic elite. Then, after World War I, at the beginning of the Weimar Republic, Eugen joined the Deutsche Volkspartei (German People’s Party) at the request of Gustav Stresemann, later Chancellor of Germany and a Nobel Peace Prize winner. Almost all the great Jewish bankers did the same, including Max Warburg.


Henry Nathan, Eugen’s close confidant and later chairman of the Dresdner board, described him as “simple and modest” and “reluctant to make public appearances.” In a rare press interview, referring to himself haughtily in the first-person plural, Eugen said, “We don’t pretend to have opinions upon what does not directly concern us. Politics are the affair of the government.” This may have been a bit disingenuous; in a French interview Eugen went so far, with considerable vision, as to foretell a form of European union.


Without a doubt, Eugen remained a man of considerable influence, part of a network of industrialists and bankers who worked hand in hand with the German state to further Germany’s interests as well as their own. They financed not only Germany’s industry, but also its growing and far-flung imperial interests in Africa, the Middle East, and South America. Like Eugen, many of these key players were of Jewish origin, including Carl Fürstenberg, the Arnholds, the Rathenaus, the Warburgs, and Albert Ballin, director of the Hamburg-America Line. They came to be known derogatorily as the Kaiserjuden, or the Kaiser’s Jews.


Despite his own obvious ambivalence toward Jews, Wilhelm II, a vain and impetuous man, publicly treated these Jewish industrialists and financiers with respect, inviting them to sailing regattas, to stag parties at his hunting lodges, and, most important, to roundtable meetings for their economic advice. Unfortunately this kind of access to the monarch would invoke considerable suspicion among much of the population. Paradoxically, a generation later this service to the German empire by Jewish industrialists and financiers would count for nought in the fatherland, while in Britain and the United States it would be viewed with intense suspicion.


Meanwhile, for Eugen’s services to the empire and despite his much-remarked-upon sense of personal modesty, he accumulated several awards and titles. In addition to being named a Privy Councillor to the Kaiser, he was also the recipient of the Order of the Red Eagle from the Prussian government, an honorary consul in Berlin for the Italian government, and among other things a Royal Commander of the Kingdom of Romania and a Knight Grand Cross of the Italian Crown.


I think Eugen liked collecting these honors in the same way he collected gold boxes. However, when offered the title of baron by Bismarck and the Kaiser, he declined. Perhaps he felt he just didn’t need it. He was, after all, a modern man. According to the Annual of the Fortune and Income of Millionaires in Prussia—a sort of Forbes 500 of the day—Eugen was one of the wealthiest men in Germany.


On the personal side, Eugen loved women and opera; he especially loved the combination of the two. I have no evidence concerning romantic encounters he pursued as a young banker in Dresden—Eugen was not a diarist, and no youthful love letters have been found—but I do know that one love affair was with an accomplished, albeit amateur, opera singer named Sophie Magnus. Family lore has it that he fell in love just hearing her voice as he passed a window. Sophie was my great-grandmother.


For a family researcher, Sophie presents something of an enigma. A family legend—which my father believed until the day he died—claims Sophie was the daughter of an Edinburgh fur dealer named Hermann Magnus, but my research showed otherwise. Sophie, who was born in 1852, was indeed the daughter of a furrier, and he was named Magnus, but he was a Jewish wholesaler of furs in Leipzig and was originally from Hamburg, not Scotland. How this story began is a mystery. Perhaps it was because Hermann died young and his death left Sophie and her younger sisters dependent on the support of their wealthy cousins the Warburgs (the great banking family from Hamburg and Altona). This thrust Sophie into the role of surrogate mother to all her younger siblings—a role, I suspect, she did not relish. Her younger sisters resented her strictness, and this, no doubt, led to one of the feuds, I would discover, for which my family was famous.


One of Sophie’s younger sisters, Alice, later married Max Warburg (who also turned down the title of baron). That distant, and then unknown, family connection with the Warburgs resurfaced years later in the 1960s. Fresh out of high school and at my mother’s insistence, I reluctantly went for an interview at the London banking firm of S. G. Warburg & Co., only to be told by Sir Siegmund Warburg himself that, due to our family connections, hiring me might smack of “nepotism.” At the time I had no idea what he was talking about.


Still, despite her family’s reduced fortunes, Sophie was able to study painting and opera, two appropriate subjects for young ladies of the day, and ones in which she excelled. The delicate watercolors I found among my father’s papers after his death were painted by her in a sure and obviously talented hand. She even studied voice at the Dresden Opera for a time with the famous soprano Marcella Sembrich. Sophie is described as a dark, imposing beauty—perhaps by modern standards a little plump—but a young woman of intelligence and refinement.


Eugen and Sophie were married in 1872, just as the Dresdner Bank was getting started. With the increasing success of the bank, Eugen bought an impressive Renaissance-style villa on the Bürgerwiese in Dresden, just a short walk away from his parents’ home and right next door to the Palais Kaskel-Oppenheim. The following year Sophie quickly bore the first of their seven children, daughter Lili. She was followed by another daughter, Toinon, in 1876, and then, to Eugen’s relief, five sons in quick succession: Walther in 1877 (sadly, a sickly boy who would die young), Herbert in 1879, Kurt in 1883, Max in 1885, and in 1886 my grandfather Friedrich, known always as Fritz.


Following the bank headquarters’ move to Berlin in 1884, the family had settled into a beautiful two-story villa at 10 Rauchstrasse in the Tiergarten quarter of Berlin, the most sought-after area among the emerging haute bourgeoisie.


The house, designed by noted architect Christian Heidecke, featured fifteen main rooms grouped around a central court—including a ladies’ drawing room, a private office for Eugen, a gentlemen’s smoking room, a glass-enclosed winter garden that also served as a music room, and a magnificent formal dining room. Sophie and Eugen’s dressing rooms, as well as the children’s rooms, were on the second floor; household servants lived in small rooms in the gabled attic. The house was decorated in what would be known as le goût Rothschild (in the taste of the Rothschilds), with extensive brocade and gilt, antique-wood paneling, and fabulously elaborate stucco ceilings. The eighteenth-century French furnishings were from the eras of Louis XIV through Louis XVI: tulipwood secretaries, mahogany bureaus, cabinets inlaid with tortoiseshell and ivory, marquetry tables, gilded mirrors, Gobelin tapestries, and vitrines full of Meissen.


The villa at 10 Rauchstrasse teemed with life. There were gardens and gardeners, cooks and maids, a butler, a carriage house, coachmen, and horses in the stables. By the turn of the century, Eugen, who was always fascinated by the new and innovative, added to the horse-drawn carriages a more modern conveyance. I was delighted to uncover a photo from around 1900 of Eugen’s first Elektromobil, a battery-powered, chauffeur-driven electric hansom cab made by Karl Benz.


From the villa grounds echoed the sounds of horses neighing and the barking of dogs, of which there were many, especially poodles. From the upstairs rooms, where the children lived, came the usual childish cries and squeals and laughter, the screeching of violin lessons, the dull notes of scales played on a piano, and the rote repetition of verbs and declensions being chanted in several languages. Far from being a museum piece, the house on Rauchstrasse was a noisy, going family concern.


Although the actual raising of the children was left to a succession of harried nurses, nannies, governesses, and tutors, Eugen was keenly involved in his children’s lives, to a degree that was unusual for the time, and particularly so for such a powerful, autocratic figure. He took a tolerant and openly affectionate view of them and closely followed their education and development. Occasionally he would even play simple card games with his children and would beam with delight when, with childish outrage, they would catch him cheating. (Years later he was still trying out the same old tricks on his grandchildren, including my father.) Considering the business and social demands on Eugen’s time, these interactions were necessarily rare, which to the children made these moments with their father even more precious. They regarded this patriarchal figure with awe. There is no doubt that he loved them, and they him.


Sophie, on the other hand, was much more emotionally distant, perhaps because of her own difficult childhood. My grandfather Fritz, the youngest, would remember that he rarely ever saw his mother, except when she would come upstairs, resplendent in evening gown, jewels, and pearls, to formally inspect the children before she dashed off for an evening at the opera or the theater, or to play hostess at the latest grand dinner party.


These glittering, glamorous affairs were numerous; Eugen’s social connections were extensive. The dinner guests included all the major captains of finance and industry, and next-door neighbors the Hainauers, who represented the French Rothschilds. There was also a seemingly endless stream of diplomats, politicians, musicians, young writers such as Thomas Mann, artists such as Max Liebermann, Prussian army officers, the Baron and Baroness This and the Duke and Duchess of That. The house was filled with the passionate discussion of philosophy and politics, music and art.


So this was my great-grandfather: a pillar of finance and industry, a social lion, a man of enormous wealth, a respected and widely renowned connoisseur of art, and a loving father of a large and happy brood of children. He would seem to be the quintessential man who has everything.


BEGINNING OF THE GUTMANN ART COLLECTION


In Eugen’s time, collecting art reflected more than an appreciation of aesthetics and beauty. As a symbol of power and wealth, one’s ability to afford great art could also provoke great envy. It was common for Berlin sophisticates to snicker at the wealthy parvenus and arrivistes—particularly the Jewish ones—who sought through their art collections to achieve social aggrandizement. Eugen, though never formally schooled in art, instinctively knew the difference between the priceless and the merely overpriced. One of the most magnificent private collections of objets d’art in all of Germany was on display in those dazzling vitrines and cabinets at 10 Rauchstrasse.


Unlike the way he pursued his banking career, Eugen assembled his art collection cautiously. He started small—quite literally. He began with miniature portraits. My great-grandfather seemed from the start to have a knack for the sublime. Miniatures by now-recognized masters of the genre such as François Dumont, Richard Cosway, Peter Adolf Hall, and Peter Paillou became part of Eugen’s growing collection. His passion then progressed to gold boxes: eighteenth-century objets de vertu—snuffboxes and containers that were exquisite in execution, masterfully fashioned, inlaid with pearls, jewels, ivory, and tortoiseshell.


Growing up in Dresden, with the Grünes Gewölbe, or “Green Vault” treasure rooms of the Kings of Saxony, would have set the standard for Eugen. Following his footsteps in Dresden, a few years ago I found myself before an entire section devoted to exotic and elaborate gilded nautilus shells. I think at that moment I came close to experiencing the same awe that must have inspired my great-grandfather—nautilus shells, jewels and gemstones, ivory and pearls, coconuts and ostrich eggs, all fashioned in gold and silver.


In 1893 Eugen made a much-anticipated trip to Paris. Just a few years before, Frédéric Spitzer, the famed Viennese antiquarian and adviser to the Rothschilds, had died, leaving one of the largest and most coveted collections in fin de siècle Europe. Dubbed the “sale of the century,” the auction would last over three months. Eugen knew it would be the most hotly contested auction and the bidding would be furious. All the same, he had done his research, and he had to have several pieces. Uppermost on his list was one of the famous Orpheus clocks, of which fewer than a dozen are left in the world. This particular one was perhaps the most exquisitely engraved gilt table clock of the Renaissance. The mysterious dial, Eugen was told, had been crafted by the master of sixteenth-century German goldsmiths, Wenzel Jamnitzer.


In the early 1530s Jamnitzer had opened his narrow workshop, just a few doors down from Albrecht Dürer’s house, in the shadows of the Imperial Castle of Nuremberg. The ground floor centered around an enormous hot kiln. On the next floor were printing presses for etchings. From here Jamnitzer and his sons produced a dazzling array of vases, engravings, jewelry, and artifacts of silver and gold. Soon he was appointed court goldsmith to the German Emperor. Much of Jamnitzer’s fame was based on highly inventive objects for the curiosity cabinets of princes, as well as extravagant presentation pieces. On just a few occasions Jamnitzer would focus his talents on decorating a clock; of these barely a handful survive.


The clock Eugen coveted was one of these. If one can visualize the chronometrically perfect components rendered in gilt brass, with a case of gold and bronze covered with intricate high-relief depictions of scenes from the legend of Orpheus in the Underworld, one has an idea of the mechanical mastery and artistic genius of this clock.


After a spirited contest in Spitzer’s elaborate Paris mansion, near the Arc de Triomphe, my great-grandfather prevailed, and the Orpheus Clock, originally intended for an Italian Renaissance prince, would soon find its way to the Gutmann home in Berlin.


As time went on, Eugen’s collecting interests became increasingly eclectic: Renaissance jeweled pendants, seventeenth-century pocket watches, Italian bronzes, medieval illustrated manuscripts, and Renaissance majolica pottery.


Perhaps the most astonishing pieces in Eugen’s collection, and closest to his heart, were the German Renaissance and Mannerist silver-gilt sculptures. Most of these pieces illustrated Eugen’s continued fascination with the combination of beauty and function. Johannes Lencker’s ewer, featuring a nymph on the back of a mythological fish-man known as a triton, is considered to be one of the greatest pieces ever made by the master sculptors of sixteenth-century Augsburg. Eugen acquired from the late Baron Karl von Rothschild a magnificent pair of sixteenth-century silver-gilt drinking cups by Hans Petzolt of Nuremberg. Perhaps the most coveted of all was the Jamnitzer Becher (chalice), created by Wenzel Jamnitzer’s son Abraham and featuring a pedestal of three golden elephants supporting an ornate stem flanked by golden angels and a perfectly white ivory cup topped with a gold crown, out of which blossomed an entire miniature Gothic castle, replete with turrets adorned with silver and pearl. And this was just one of hundreds of exquisite pieces.


I discovered that Eugen’s collection was not static, but rather a constantly evolving ensemble. In 1907, finding his collection a bit heavy with sixteenth- and seventeenth-century silver-gilt “wager cups” and silver plate, he sold some of those pieces to his American counterpart, J. P. Morgan, for a reported 1 million marks (roughly 6 million in today’s dollars). Later Eugen bought the famous Jamnitzer chalice from the estate of the last Baron von Harsdorf of Nuremberg for roughly the modern-day equivalent of $2 million.


The Gutmann silver and gold collection—in German simply the Silbersammlung Gutmann—became almost legendary in its time. Even the vitrine display cabinets were famous in their own right. During the same trip to Paris when Eugen secured the Orpheus Clock as well as the Reinhold Clock for his collection, he also, quite remarkably, acquired from Fontainebleau a spectacular series of Empire ormolu cabinets that had once belonged to Napoléon.


In 1906, Eugen’s friend Wilhelm von Bode, director of the Berlin state museums, publicly exhibited the collection in honor of the Kaiser. Later, the distinguished art historian Otto von Falke wrote that Eugen’s collection was “worthy to rank beside the treasure chambers of princes.” It also became the object of considerable jealousy. One century and multiple catastrophes later, I would hold some of those silver pieces in my hands and marvel not only at the skill of the men who’d made them, but at the artistic taste and discernment of the man who had so lovingly collected them.
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