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			Advance Praise for The Devil Wears Rothko

			“With The Devil Wears Rothko, Barry Avrich has produced yet another terrific examination of the truly historic art crime that brought down the country’s oldest art galleries. He gets to the root of the crime and, in doing so, serves up the ultimate caveat emptor.”

			—Anthony Amore, bestselling author of The Art of The Con and The Rembrandt Heist

			“The Devil Wears Rothko is a deep dive into a fascinating story of greed and duplicity in the art. A must-read for those interested in true crime, art forgery and the lines people will cross to get what they want.” 

			—B.A. Shapiro, New York Times bestselling author of The Art Forger

			“Hold your breath! This is a story about chaos. Avrich nails it.

			The players are clever, ruthless charlatans hell-bent on deception and profit.

			Start reading this book, and you will not put it down until you are finished, at which point you might just read it again.”

			—Jon S. Dellandrea, author of The Great Canadian Art Fraud Case, The Group of Seven, and Tom Thomson Forgeries

			“The underside of the art world with a cast of characters worthy of a B-movie. A riveting true crime scandal.”

			—Don Thompson, author of The $12 Million Stuffed Shark and The Orange Balloon Dog
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			Dedicated to Faye Avrich for introducing to me to the intoxicating world of art; and to Jay Hennick who sent me headfirst into this incredible story.

		

	
		
			Preface

			In 2019, when I set out to make the documentary Made You Look to explore an extraordinary scandal that rocked the art world, I never imagined the depth of greed, lies, and bizarre cast of characters that I would ultimately encounter. The research, production, and eventual release of the film on Netflix exceeded what I thought people in this world were capable of. To this day, I am still getting emails and calls either from victims or tipsters who are making claims that certain scoundrels in my cast are up to their old tricks again.

			Making a documentary is vastly different and, in many ways, more complex than a scripted film. But what made this project so Hollywood and deliciously addictive was a cast of characters that even my favorite screenwriters David Mamet (Wag the Dog, The Untouchables) or Steven Zaillian (Schindler’s List, American Gangster) would be envious of. Where else can you have the inexplicable union of wealthy and allegedly brilliant master-of-their-domain art collectors, an oily conman selling fakes (and woman), a highly respected and pedigreed art dealer, a grandson of a controversial, famed industrialist, a Chinese immigrant desperate to be a famous artist, and a gaggle of art world experts desperate for everything to be authentic?

			It was perfection. Making the film was one of the greatest thrills of my life as everyone involved was totally committed to telling their side of the story, and perhaps engage in an often humorous and puzzling form of revisionism.

			So why write a book now following a release of the film? The answer is simple: It is the story that keeps on giving, with new facts and characters surfacing. Since the Covid-19 pandemic, the art world and collectors have become more susceptible to art fraud, due to greed and a significant increase in wealth driving the demand for art.

			The Devil Wears Rothko charts the explosive demise of New York’s oldest and most prestigious art gallery with detailed and salacious insight into one of the world’s largest art frauds, involving an $80 million deception that duped high-profile experts, famous collectors, and museums. The story also follows the behind-the-scenes making of a film about a very opaque world where secrets are kept and dirty laundry is exposed. Until now. The book also features new evidence uncovered during the making of the film and new reporting on a stream and trend of new art cons and fake art being sold to unsuspecting collectors every day.

			The scene of the crime was the Knoedler (pronounced Nude-ler) Gallery, located in New York’s ultra-wealthy Upper East Side. The gallery was originally established in 1827 as Goupil & Cie, a highly successful print publishing house, international auction house, and merchant of contemporary art and collectibles.

			Goupil & Cie became a leading art dealership in nineteenth-century France and eventually became a worldwide trader in fine art reproductions of paintings and sculptures, with a network of branches and agents in London and other major art capitals across continental Europe and in New York City in 1846. Michael Knoedler, an employee of Goupil & Cie, bought the New York gallery in 1857, changed the name to the Knoedler Gallery, and ran it with his son Roland. After Roland retired in 1928, the management of the firm passed to his nephew Charles Henschel, and then to Roland Balaÿ (Michael Knoedler’s grandson). The firm was sold to industrialist and collector Armand Hammer for $2.5 million in 1971 and ran continuously until closing abruptly at the end of 2011.

			What follows is our sordid tale of greed, deception, and absurdity.

			In the spring of 2000, Glafira Rosales, a woman from Long Island no one in the art world had ever heard of, walked into the Knoedler Gallery and met with the gallery’s director, Ann Freedman, for the first time. For the next fourteen years, Rosales, along with the help of her then-boyfriend, Jose Carlos Bergantiños Diaz, and Pei-Shen Qian, a Chinese immigrant and master forger, would run an $80 million forgery ring through Knoedler, selling or consigning forty expertly crafted counterfeits, among them, Robert Motherwell, Jackson Pollock, and Mark Rothko. Freedman’s question of complicity was the headline and nagging question. What did she know? What role did the experts play that mistakenly “authenticated” the fakes? Should the collectors have known better? And what was renowned Canadian art collector David Mirvish up to when he invested in the fakes along with Freedman to be later sold at an obscene profit?

			Collectors that had purchased fake art from Freedman panicked, resulting in many of them suing and a few threatening bodily harm to Freedman. The next decade would be a snake pit of lawsuits, finger pointing, diving for cover, and one outrageous trial.

			Welcome to a world that is notoriously opaque with pathological levels of discretion. There is no oversight, and most players get away with tons of ethically dubious behavior. Many of the collectors who purchased fake works from Knoedler maintained their veneer of privacy, choosing instead to settle with the gallery out of court—except for Domenico De Sole, who insisted on going to trial to get his pound of flesh, in return for the fake Rothko for which he paid $8.3 million.

			The trial unearthed one of the greatest scandals the art world has ever seen and laid bare the chain of suspicious dealings that brought down what had once been a storied gallery. The details of Knoedler’s raised questions about whether the lack of transparency at the high end of the art market can destroy the market, or if forgery will continue to plague the market.

			In the following pages, we will go inside the scandal and expose the criminal masterminds, the complicit players that looked the other way, and the greedy collectors who were prepared to accept a promise over provenance to elevate their collection and status. The book will also trace the forgeries in delicious detail and chronicle the often dramatic and hilarious trial through the eyes of its key players, including defendants, victims, lawyers, and expert witnesses.

			I’ll feature new evidence and spectacular interviews that have never been seen or heard before from collector and victim Domenico De Sole, Knoedler Gallery president Ann Freedman, gallery owner Michael Hammer, and forgery mastermind Jose Carlos Bergantiños Diaz. The Devil Wears Rothko is the ultimate crime thriller that exposes how even the 1 percent is susceptible to falling prey to those that see them coming.

			Fun fact: One collector bought a fake Jackson Pollock for $7.2 million that had the artist’s signature misspelled.

			This book was not written for art experts, art world journalists, or historians, so spare me the clichéd critiques about omissions and what you already knew before reading the book. I wrote this for anyone who loves a great crime caper.

			The structure of the book is such that I want the reader to understand the art world, the collectors, and what led to this perfect storm. If you want to get to the juicy parts, you can skip the early chapters that set the table for the crime that unfolds.

			Regardless, welcome to a world to which you are mostly not invited. Some people love art. Others don’t care about it at all. They just make the world uglier by preying on those who have a passion for art beyond reason.

			Have fun. I did.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			After directing the very successful documentary Made You Look, Barry Avrich has now written the definitive book about the Knoedler Gallery story.

			Beautifully written, the book sheds light on the shady side of the art world as it chronicles the scam and the subsequent art “trial of the century” that ended with the demise of the oldest and most respected art gallery in North America.

			My life lesson and advice to art collectors after enduring this cataclysmic episode is to buy the art you love and want to look at every day. I never built my collection as an investment. For me, art makes you feel good; it’s an escape from life into a world of beauty and serenity.

			The takeaway from Barry’s wonderful book is that everyone can fall in love with art, but you must allow yourself to be seduced with your eyes wide open.

			This book is not only for art lovers but also for anyone who enjoys a good read.

			—Domenico De Sole

			Former chairman of the board, Sotheby’s

			Former chairman and CEO, Gucci Group

			Cofounder and former chairman, Tom Ford International

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Ann Freedman, President, Knoedler Gallery, Victim/Conspirator (?)

			Michael Hammer, Owner, Knoedler Gallery

			Glafira Rosales, Art Dealer, Convicted Fraudster

			Jamie Andrade, Knoedler Gallery Associate

			Jose Carlos Bergantiños Diaz, Criminal Mastermind

			Jesus Bergantiños Diaz, Jose’s Brother, Co-conspirator

			Pei-Shen Quin, Master Forger

			David Herbert, Art Dealer

			Alfonso Ossorio, Painter

			Mr. X, Supposed Art Collector

			Mr. X Jr., Supposed Son of Collector

			Jack Flam, CEO, Dedalus Foundation (Motherwell)

			Ronald Spencer, CEO, Pollock-Krasner Foundation

			Sharon Flescher, Executive Director, International Foundation for Art Research (IFAR)

			Domenico and Eleanore De Sole, Collectors, Victims

			Pierre Lagrange, Collector, Victim

			David Mirvish, Collector, Victim(?)

			Dore Ashton, Art Historian

			Dana Cranmer, Art Conservator

			Ruth Blankschen, Knoedler Gallery Bookkeeper

			Jack Levy, Collector, Victim

			Peter Paul Biro, Master Art Authenticator

			Luke Nikas, Lawyer (Ann Freedman)

			Christopher Rothko, CEO, Rothko Foundation

			E.A. Carmean, Art Expert

			David Anfam, Art Consultant, Rothko Expert

			Stephen Polcari, Art Historian

			Jason Hernandez, Prosecutor, Southern District New York

			James Martin, Orion Analytical

			Patricia Cohen, Journalist (The New York Times)

			Perry Amsellem, Lawyer (Dedalus Foundation)

			Charles Schmerler, Lawyer (Michael Hammer)

			Melissa De Medeiros, Assistant (Ann Freedman)

			Michael Shnayerson, Journalist (Vanity Fair)

			Michael H. Miller, Journalist (The New York Times)

			Marjorie B. Cohn, Art Historian, Curator

			Julian Weissman, Weissman Fine Art, Conspirator/Victim(?)

			Maria Konnikova, Psychologist, Author, Poker Player

			Isolina Corbelle, Daughter of Glafira Rosales, Art Dealer (Soli Corbelle Art)

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			To Catch a Spider

			The year was 2002. It was a crisp, autumn day in New York City when Glafira Rosales walked into the Knoedler Gallery located on East 70th Street, prestigiously snuggled in between some of the priciest private real estate in the world. The Knoedler Gallery was a five-storey, turn-of-the-century, white townhouse building that at any time had $100 million worth of art on its walls, and another thousand dirty secrets.

			The Knoedler Gallery was owned by the infamous Hammer family, a dynasty that had a fancy pedigree but also a lurid past of espionage, stolen art, alleged cannibalism, and empire building.

			The gallery had seen massively profitable and influential times during its 125 years and was now facing a desperately dark and lean period. The art world was changing rapidly and the Knoedler Gallery needed a miracle, or it was going to be reduced to a real estate trophy for sale. While the Hammers were content with cashing in on their grandfather Armand’s real estate acumen, the gallery’s ambitious and relentless director, Ann Freedman, was looking for a Hail Mary at any cost.

			Rosales was that Hail Mary. She was forty-eight, of Mexican descent, and well-dressed in head-to-toe designer clothes from the Max Mara coat to the Gucci scarf and the Fendi purse. She looked like many of the other well-heeled women walking up and down Madison Avenue. What distinguished her was her demure, almost shy personality and the crudely wrapped large package that she was carrying. The package was wrapped in nondescript brown craft paper and held together with string.

			She spoke with a slight Spanish accent and asked to see the gallery director. She had a painting to sell. The interesting thing about Freedman is that she is not a snob in a very snobby world. Unlike her peers in the art world, she appreciated that a billionaire often doesn’t look like what we think a billionaire should look like, and that anyone can stumble upon a priceless piece of art without even knowing it. Conversely, the gallery world saw Freedman as icy cold and dismissive of her peers. If I were casting a feature film, the part of Ann Freedman would be offered to Meryl Streep.

			What Freedman saw in Rosales was a well-dressed woman who seemed to know enough about art to play the role of a knowledgeable art savant without any pretension. Freedman liked her. What happened next would change the destiny for both women in ways that were unpredictable, outrageous, and scandalous.

			Rosales carefully unwrapped the object she was carrying. Freedman nearly fainted. They were both looking at a stunning Mark Rothko painting. Freedman was speechless.

			Bringing a Rothko to market for sale was rare and would certainly create a much-needed headline and sale for Freedman and the gallery. She had a hundred questions for Rosales about the painting.

			Rothko, part of the famed abstract expressionist movement, experienced massive success late in life before being lost to suicide at age sixty-six. His work was rarely available at auction as most collectors kept the work in their families for generations. When his work was sold, it was not uncommon to see major bidding wars. The last big price achieved at auction for a Rothko was $82.5 million for No. 7 (1951), from the Harry and Linda Macklowe Collection at Sotheby’s in November 2021. Six months later, two wider 1960s canvasses sold by the estate of Anne Bass fetched $66.8 million and $49.6 million.

			Over the next few hours, and subsequently the next ten years, Freedman had her Hail Mary multiplied by a hundred. Rosales had a total of forty priceless paintings just like the Rothko, and other masterpieces to sell. The Knoedler Gallery would sell the collection over time for nearly $80 million.

			By 2012 both Freedman and the gallery were now back on top as one of the most enviable galleries in the art world. There is no spoiler alert here in that the art Rosales was selling was fake. She knew it, but was Freedman a willing accomplice or a victim of a con just like her clients who bought the fakes?

			One of the most compelling things I’ve discovered in the decades I’ve been interviewing the likes of murderers and moguls, rock stars and swindlers, is that those who put up the biggest protest, and initially decline being interviewed, in fact, truly want to tell their story, flaws and all. It is almost a Freudian endeavor to spin, alter, and manage reputation and personal legacy.

			Ann Freedman is that person. She was once the doyenne of the New York art scene armed with a killer rolodex of billionaire art collectors on speed dial, such as hedge fund king Steve Cohen and Hollywood mogul David Geffen. She once represented artists such as Frank Stella, Jules Olitski, Jasper Johns, and Robert Motherwell, each commanding millions for their work. She was in the ultimate seat of power, with her throne being a 150-year-old powerhouse gallery.

			Freedman’s own meteoric rise was worthy of a Hollywood story. She studied art and dreamed of being an artist herself. When she recognized she wasn’t talented enough, she pivoted to where the big money was—selling the art versus making it.

			Hammer had heard about Freedman’s hustle and elevated her quickly to the gallery’s director and eventually to president where she would later report to Hammer’s grandson, Michael. (More on that nightmare later.)

			Rosales told Freedman she had a collection of dozens more paintings such as this one from the lucrative abstract expressionist period that included more works by Rothko, Pollock, and Motherwell, among others. Freedman was near giddy. These works of art rarely come for auction, beyond this purported collection of never-seen-before masters. Freedman nearly collapsed from what she called a religious experience.

			Rosales told Freedman an impossible story that the art had no written paperwork that defined its provenance (the lineage of ownership). She simply said it came from an anonymous collector who was at one time hiding his homosexual affair with the married benefactor that gave him the collection. Rosales was brilliant in that her story was peppered with enough believable facts that hooked Freedman immediately and let her believe she had uncovered a massive modern day art discovery that would save her and the gallery.

			Freedman would buy the art from Rosales at an average price of $700,000 per canvas and then sell each painting from anywhere from $7 million to $9 million per painting to a frenzied group of collectors. Ultimately, Freedman would gross more than $80 million for the gallery. She personally received a commission of $10 million.

			In the Rosales fakes, Freedman had her miracle. She was once again powerful and the talk of the town. Her enemies were incredulous about the newfound collection, but there was no disputing the sales she was making or the prestigious art appraisers who were authenticating the works. Freedman’s discoveries were featured on the cover of art magazines, purchased by art institutions, and shown in major art shows.

			All was well in the world of Knoedler, until it was discovered, one by one, that all the art that Freedman had purchased from Rosales was fake. Game over. Knoedler and Freedman were pariahs. For the next five years, Freedman and Hammer settled vicious lawsuits, faced scathing media coverage, and yet miraculously avoided criminal prosecution.

			As things were somewhat settling down for Freedman, a friend of mine who knew her, an art collector, suggested that she meet me and talk about a film idea I had.

			After a few cancelled meetings, we would finally meet for late afternoon drinks on a cold autumn day in 2020. Freedman was curious. She loves studying people as an anthropological experiment. I think it was what made her a brilliant salesperson. We both wanted to study each other.

			I told her to meet me at a hotel located a few blocks from her Upper East Side gallery that was astonishingly located three blocks from where the now-infamous and defunct Knoedler Gallery was previously located.

			The extraordinarily beautiful Knoedler building that had once housed the gallery was sold quickly by its owner, Michael Hammer, after the scandal forced it to close. Hammer sold the building to Leon Black, a controversial investor, art collector, and past board chair of the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) for $31 million.

			Black attracted headlines himself in 2020, when it was revealed that he paid his friend, the notorious Jeffrey Epstein, more than $150 million for financial advice. There is some strange six-degrees-of-separation shit going on when a billionaire buys a building tainted by a massive art scandal for the purpose of converting it into a private residence that happens to be a block away from Epstein’s house of horrors.

			Black lavishly renovated the former gallery into his personal residence and featured his massive “real” art collection that included Edvard Munch’s The Scream that he bought for $119 million, and a rare work by Raphael for $29 million after a four-party bidding war in 2013.

			Freedman met me at the Jean-Georges restaurant inside the elegant The Mark Hotel. The Mark was located across the street from the famed The Carlyle, the hotel where eight years earlier, one of Freedman’s disgruntled clients threatened to set her on fire in a fit of rage when he found she had sold him a fake Jackson Pollock for $8.3 million. Freedman perversely offered to resell the painting for the seething French hedge fund king.

			The Mark had become one of the Upper East Side’s toniest hotels where the rich and powerful stayed when they were in town for the Met Gala and the major seasonal big-ticket art auctions. I was not going to take a woman who had once been the Queen of the New York art scene to a diner.

			I did find it odd that she didn’t object to a venue that would most likely be frequented by her prior clients or have art dealers seated a few tables away from us. I would learn quickly about Freedman, whether it be hubris or obliviousness, that she did not shy away from her past sins or those who talked about her in less than flattering terms.

			Freedman arrived dressed head-to-toe in cashmere, resembling a thinner version of the character Beatrice Arthur played in the Norman Lear series Maude. She is tall, wiry thin, and powerful looking. She surveyed the room and said, “Well, no enemies present,” and proceeded to spin a yarn about the countless collectors she had wined and dined in this same room. I had chosen well, and I made a note to myself that if she agreed to be filmed, I would shoot all the interviews in a suite in this very hotel. In fact, we did end up doing this, even though Freedman found the art in the hotel “hideous.”

			I found an odd contradiction in Freedman’s personality. She was a strange blend of your kooky aunt who couldn’t stop talking and the icy character that Meryl Streep played so well in portraying Vogue editor Anna Wintour in the film The Devil Wears Prada, but far less elusive. She was confident but fully knew she had fallen from grace. She accepted no responsibility for the scandal and yet she does regret the decisions she made.

			Over the next three hours and a few bottles of expensive Montrachet Chardonnay wine that she ordered, which I paid for, she would tell me her side of the story. She was a great storyteller. I was intoxicated by her and yet I was not convinced that she was as innocent as she claimed. “Barry,” she claimed, “I was the victim here.” Our drinks segued to dinner around the corner at Sant Ambroeus, an upscale and intimate Italian restaurant on Madison Avenue.

			Sant Ambroeus would be the setting for many of our dinners over the next years, before and after we began filming. The very first night we dined there, on what she would call my “audition” and what I would refer to as spinning a web, she did turn heads when she walked in. The patrons were older, very rich Upper East Side-establishment types who knew very well who she was. I was the question mark in their eyes.

			When I told her that various people were looking at us, she identified all of them one by one with a great story. Many of them in the past had begged her to sell them art, inviting her to lavish dinners at their homes. She did not seem too fussed by it. Collectors came and went like the four seasons, and what truly bothered her was no longer being part of the exclusive club of art dealers and museum directors who once fought for her attention, coveted her client list, and envied her access.

			Today, the art dealers and gallery owners avoided eye contact with her at art shows and crossed the street to avoid her. Freedman was deeply hurt by this. She told me that every one of them was guilty of making mistakes in buying fake art, being fooled just like she was. She could never understand why she, now also a victim, was suddenly exiled from a kingdom she once ruled.

			Over dinner and more wine (she seemed to have a hollow leg), she told me her side of the story, the victim story. As with every subsequent encounter we would have after this first dinner, Freedman comes to the party with a tote bag filled with dozens of photocopied newspaper articles featuring stories about people who were the victims of massive art cons.

			Freedman had victim profiles, great historical research, and psychological reports on those who execute cons and those who fell for them. She spoke endlessly about people who fall victim all the time. She too was a victim of a con, not a con artist.

			Over dessert, she then moved on to the next collection of tote bags. It was almost as if she were a classy bag lady. In the six months of meetings with Freedman before we began filming, I schlepped away fifty-five tote bags of articles. Anything to declare? Yes, a hernia. Tote bags number four, five, and six contained her evidence that she was a victim and not a criminal.

			To bolster her case that she was duped, Freedman showed me a voluminous cache of evidence that supported her position that “anyone would have believed that the Rosales art was the real thing.” She said: “Barry, people discover lost art in barns and attics everyday.” We were the last ones in the restaurant by the time Freedman rested her case.

			On the surface, it did look like Freedman was a pawn in a sophisticated crime. Her extensive evidence showed that many art experts, museums, galleries, and pedigree art publications either exhibited, promoted, or authenticated the art.

			Freedman was a great salesperson, and I was hooked. Her claims of steadfast innocence were credible, but I would need to dig further and cross examine her on film, should she agree to participate. She was still unsure if she wanted to go on camera. We agreed to meet at her gallery the next morning, where I knew I had to close her. No Freedman, no film.

			That night, I could not sleep. I knew I had a great film and if I could convince Freedman to be in it, I would let my audience decide whether she was a guilty or innocent player in one of the largest art crimes of the century.

			The next morning, I wandered into Freedman Art, located at 72nd and Madison, a mere two blocks away from the now-defunct Knoedler Gallery. Her two-floor gallery was modest and a major departure from the large and impressive open spaces of the Knoedler. Freedman Art was located on the third and fourth floors of a small building over an Italian restaurant. To get to her gallery space, you had to take a shaky, small elevator that seemed to let out a groan as it slowly rose to each floor, finally letting out a gasp when the doors opened at Freedman Art.

			Freedman had two floors displaying mostly unknown artists and occasionally a trophy piece of art that she was selling on consignment for an estate or a past client who trusted her. Since the scandal, Freedman had surprisingly managed to eke out a living by selling art on what was called the “secondary market.” This consisted of collectors or estates wanting to unload what could be an impressive piece of art directly to a seller without having to go through the costly auction process.

			Freedman still had a list of buyers looking for deals and she had not lost her ability to sell fast and hard. And, of course, she could earn a commission selling the piece and, in some cases, get a secondary commission from the buyer as well. In the many times I visited her gallery, she would not let me leave without trying to sell me something I couldn’t afford.

			On the bright, crisp morning that I arrived, she proudly showed off the art she was offering, including a few stunning pieces on consignment. After everything she had been through and accused of, she maintained a remarkably trusting relationship with artists such as Stella, Olitski, and Helen Frankenthaler, Motherwell’s widow.

			Today, instead of tote bags, she laid out more evidence on a massive table to support her innocence. She would add to the buffet of paper every few minutes by asking her shy daughter Jessica to photocopy or print out another article or photograph. Freedman was such a great storyteller. I had to get her locked in for the film. Now, it was my time to pitch.

			She took me to a living room area where she entertained prospective buyers. It was beautifully furnished with modern pieces that she proudly claimed were designed by her close friend, the famed designer Holly Hunt. Before I could open my mouth, she said: “You know I really like you. But I said no to 60 Minutes.” Anderson Cooper himself had called her for an interview, and she found him aggressive and didn’t trust his perspective on the story.

			She had refused most interview requests and where she did agree to go on the record, she ultimately felt her words were taken out of context, leaving her further damaged. In a recent episode of the CNBC crime series American Greed, she felt she was portrayed as a villain and gluttonous art dealer that preyed on victims. She said making my film was a no-win option for her. Now, I had to be the salesperson.

			A few weeks back, I contacted mogul and art collector Domenico De Sole, asking him to be interviewed for the film. De Sole had been a victim of the Knoedler scandal. He had purchased a Rothko from Freedman for $8.3 million and was beyond furious when he discovered it was a fake.

			He was the only victim that took Freedman and the gallery to court in what would be the art trial of the century. It was a surprisingly public move for a person like De Sole, given that he was the chair of a major auction house and the mogul that not only sold the Gucci empire, but also created Tom Ford, the fashion powerhouse designer.

			Approaching De Sole was sort of a dry run before meeting Freedman. I didn’t want to make the film without a victim, and I felt that if I could convince De Sole, who had nothing to gain by being in my film, then maybe, whatever tactic I came up with could work on Freedman.

			Although De Sole had settled his suit against Freedman, he still wanted his pound of flesh. Negotiating with him was like swimming with sharks. I was way out of my league. He was angry. He blamed Freedman for everything. Even though he had an art consultant vet the Rothko, it was Freedman who owned the con.

			Like Freedman, De Sole felt that his previous twenty-minute interviews had been unjustly edited into sixty-second soundbites. The more I listened to him, the more I realized he was in the business of vanity. His entire career from Gucci to Ferragamo, from Sotheby’s to Tom Ford, was about vanity. I needed to appeal to his own sense of vanity to close the deal. I told him that I was making a feature film, not a thirty-minute newsmagazine of soundbites. He would have hours to tell his side of the story. Unedited and uncensored. He would be the star of the story.

			I sent him my other films to screen. He agreed. Vanity prevailed. He wanted to tell his side of the story. We would film his interview, along with that of his wife Eleanore, at their breathtaking home in a gated community on Hilton Head Island, South Carolina. The De Sole cantilevered home featured some of the greatest art I have ever seen in a private collection, including a real Rothko.

			Cut back to Freedman and our meeting in her gallery. She went back and forth, vacillating as to whether to participate. Cue vanity. I said to her: “Ann, I can’t promise that this film will vindicate you. However, in your own unedited words, you can finally tell your side of the story. You will be the star of the film. Not a journalist or television reporter. Just you.”

			In fact, this was something that I would tell her over and over during the making of the film. She would get upset when she heard I had interviewed what she called “enemies.” And yet she wanted to hear everything they said about her. I gave her the opportunity to respond to some of their often-damning comments. I told her I would be fair. I sent her my previous films to watch. I always let my audience decide who is guilty and who is innocent, even in a story with a lot of blame to go around.

			And then I had her. She presented me with a piece of paper that had a carefully thought-out list of people she felt should be interviewed—all of them to support her innocence. She looked at me and said: “Do you think this documentary could be made into a feature film? Could there be real money involved?”

			And then came the kicker: “Who would play me?” she asked.

			Vanity trumps all.

			I had one last person to convince before she signed on, but I was feeling confident. Freedman was now sending me five or six emails a day with suggested names of people who agreed to be interviewed, and dozens more clippings of educated people like herself who had fallen for art cons. She wanted me to talk to the lawyer who represented her in the De Sole trial and assisted in settling another ten lawsuits from angry collectors.

			Luke Nikas would not be a problem for me. Although a fierce litigation specialist, legal warrior, and co-chair of his firm’s art litigation and disputes practice, Nikas never met a camera he didn’t like. Prior to my walking into his office, he had made dozens of television appearances on the Knoedler case alone, including on CNN, 60 Minutes, and American Greed. He worked with actor Alec Baldwin to turn this same story into a web series or podcast, which they eventually did.

			Baldwin was fascinated with the Knoedler con, having also been a victim of a fake art sale. He would later interview me on a panel when the film screened at the Hamptons International Film Festival. He told me he felt Freedman was guilty.

			The Nikas office walls were covered in framed newspaper clippings and a lot of fake art seized during the Knoedler case. Vanity. Nikas loved the idea of participating in the film and we had chemistry. He was a showman and I love a storyteller. During the filming, Nikas even gave us access to all his files in prepping Freedman for the De Sole trial, as well as her infamous interviews with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the fierce prosecutors from the Southern District of New York.

			I found it somewhat entertaining that when the film was finally released on Netflix in 2020, I received an email from Nikas, who had previously not seen the film, congratulating me on its release. Freedman, however, did not like it.

			On with the show. With the Nikas blessing and unbridled enthusiasm, we began setting the scene for what would be six filmed sessions with Freedman. She insisted we have dinner or lunch after every session. She would take my temperature as to where I felt the story was going. Of course, she had another tote bag filled with articles and “evidence” for me. Her guilt or innocence was a question that my crew and I debated over dinner after every filming session with her. She was icy cool and had an answer for everything, despite an ocean of red flags.

			The next year would be a balancing act to keep Freedman engaged. She was often spooked by my stories of people, whom she despised, who had joined me for interviews. She was leery and yet intrigued by my wild trip to Lugo, Spain to track down the mastermind of the Knoedler con, Glafira Rosales’s boyfriend, Carlos Bergantiños, and my journey to a fake art factory in Shenzhen, China. These stories worried her, as they were pulling focus away from her. But with another dose of vanity on my side, my leading star, my Norma Desmond, would stay the course and always be ready for her closeup.

			Convincing Ann Freedman, managing director of the Knoedler Gallery, and architect of one of the world’s most infamous scandals, to tell her story for the first time ever was one of the greatest challenges of my documentary-filmmaking life. She is a combination of P.T. Barnum and Anna Wintour. Within the dark paneled walls of Jean-Georges at The Mark, followed by several bottles of Montrachet, she agreed. Listening to Freedman fervently recount her side of the story was like watching Bill Clinton deny any misadventures with Monica Lewinsky. She honestly believed she was the “victim” and perhaps she was, but it was fascinating to listen to her spin. At the end of the story, she wanted me to almost applaud as if I had just watched Laurence Olivier deliver a tremendous stage performance. I stared at her and nodded and was reminded of what my close friend, the late actor, James Earl Jones had told me once backstage after a performance in London’s West End: “When you witness someone that has given a mediocre or substandard performance, you should knock on their dressing room door and simply say, ‘Look at you, you’ve done it again.’” And that is what I said when Freedman asked me about her version of the story would play on camera, She smiled and I knew then she would be great on camera.

			Also fascinating was the fact that, after this scandalous fiasco, Freedman opened her new gallery, Freedman Art, just two blocks from the now-shuttered Knoedler Gallery, on 70th Street. She has no discomfort passing her impressive former headquarters every day on her way home from her new gallery. In fact, on the last day of shooting our film, I asked her to walk past the building that destroyed her career and made her a pariah in the art world. She happily agreed to do a few takes for our cameras. For the last take, the one we used in the film, she walked by the Knoedler and gave it an “easy come, easy go” shrug, then kept on walking. I found that to be quite chilling.

			If only those walls could talk.
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