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TEN YEARS AFTER Manhattan district attor-
ney Robert Morgenthau seized two Egon Schiele paintings
from a loan exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, the
repercussions continue to roil the art world.

The paintings, Portrait of Wally (1912) and Dead City III
(1911), were featured in “Egon Schiele:
The Leopold Collection, Vienna,” a 1997
exhibition of more than 150 works that
had been owned by Dr. Rudolf Leopold, a Viennese oph-
thalmologist who amassed one of the world’s finest Schiele
collections after World War II. In 1994 Leopold sold his
collection of 5,400 works, including 250 Schieles, for about
$175 million to the Austrian government, which has since
built the Leopold Museum, in Vienna’s museum district, and
installed Leopold as director for life. The Austrian govern-
ment also indemnified the museum against restitution claims.

When Morgenthau seized the paintings, on January 7, 1998,
he argued that the Nazis had stolen them from their prewar
owners through Aryanization, the forcible taking of property
from Jews with little or no compensation.

The fate of Portrait of Wally will be decided in the Manhat-
tan courtroom of Federal Judge Loretta A. Preska, where
Leopold argues that the painting should be returned to his
museum and the U.S. attorney for the Southern District of

New York maintains that the painting belongs to the heirs of
its prewar owner, Lea Bondi Jaray, a Jewish Viennese art
dealer. The U.S. government became involved in the Wally
case in September 1999, after the New York State Court of
Appeals quashed the Morgenthau subpoenas and ordered the

two paintings returned to the Leopold
Museum. Instead of returning Wally,
though, Mary Jo White, then U.S. attor-

ney for the Southern District of New York, seized it again and
initiated the lawsuit in Judge Preska’s
courtroom.

Meanwhile, Dead City, an eerie and
claustrophobic rendering of the quaint
Czech town of Cesky Krumlov, where
Schiele lived in 1910, was returned to
the Leopold Museum.

Now, thanks to another Schiele resti-
tution case, David Bakalar v. Milos Vavra and Leon Fischer,
new details are emerging about the provenance of Dead City
that raise serious questions about both the legitimacy of the

‘Dead City’

Seventy years after the Viennese owner of a Schiele painting

now hanging in an Austrian museum was sent to Dachau,

half a century after it resurfaced in Switzerland, and ten years

after it was seized from the Museum of Modern Art, new

details about the work’s provenance are emerging, raising

questions about who its legitimate owners really are

William D. Cohan is the author of The Last Tycoons: The
Secret History of Lazard Frères & Co., which won the
FT/Goldman Sachs Business Book of the Year Award in 2007. O
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Schiele’s Dead
City III, 1911. New
details about its
history have
emerged.
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Leopold Museum’s ownership and the wisdom of the U.S.
government’s decision not to seize it as well in 1999.

Erika Jakubovits, executive director of the Jewish Com-
munity Organization of Vienna, said in an interview with
ARTnews that the decision to return Dead City was a mistake.
“It’s absolutely clear that Dead City was Aryanized by the
Nazis and never restituted,” Jakubovits said. “It is clear this
painting was stolen and should be returned to its heirs, wher-
ever they are.” Ariel Muzicant, president of the Jewish Com-
munity Organization, recently called for the closing of the
Leopold Museum, citing the inclusion of 14 paintings al-

legedly looted by the Nazis in the current Albin
Egger-Lienz exhibition.

Schiele expert Jane Kallir, director of Galerie
St. Etienne in New York, disagrees. “I presume
that if the federal government had thought that
there was sufficient evidence to keep Dead City in this coun-
try, they would have contacted on both paintings,” she said in
her May 2007 Bakalar deposition. “I consider it significant
that they chose not to.”

Why White made a distinction between the two paintings
has for years preoccupied art-restitution and Schiele scholars,
as well as the heirs of Dead City’s prewar owner, Fritz Grun-
baum, a famous Jewish Viennese cabaret star and comedian. 

White, now a partner at Debevoise & Plimpton, did not re-
turn calls from ARTnews about her decision. Both Sharon
Levin, the chief U.S. attorney in charge of asset forfeiture and
the lead prosecuting attorney in the Portrait of Wally case,
and Jane A. Levine, formerly an assistant U.S. attorney and
now Sotheby’s worldwide director of compliance, helped
make the decision not to seize Dead City. Neither returned
calls. Yusill Scribner, a spokesperson for the U.S. attorney’s
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office in the Southern District, said that the department’s poli-
cies prevent discussion of such decisions.

Bakalar began on March 25, 2005, when Evan Barr, the for-
mer chief of the Major Crimes Unit in the Southern District and
now a partner at Steptoe & Johnson, filed a complaint in the
Southern District on behalf of David Bakalar, a prominent
Massachusetts businessman, artist, and philanthropist who is
also Jewish, seeking a declaration of his rightful ownership of a
Schiele drawing, Seated Woman with Bent Left Leg (Torso).
The suit contends that Grunbaum’s heirs, Milos Vavra and
Leon Fischer, unlawfully blocked Bakalar’s February 2005

sale of Seated Woman at Sotheby’s London for
£400,000 ($744,000). After they questioned the
drawing’s provenance, Sotheby’s rescinded the
sale. Barr said that “attorney-client privilege” pre-
vents him from explaining why Bakalar has since

replaced him with James Janowitz, a partner at Pryor Cashman.
Vavra, a retired Czech insurance clerk who is a descendant

of Grunbaum’s sister, and Fischer, a New York stamp dealer
whose grandfather was the brother of Grunbaum’s widow,
have filed a counterclaim.

Because many of the facts about what allegedly happened
to Dead City and Seated Woman are similar, the discovery
process in Bakalar has provided new information about Dead
City’s provenance and shed light on the Grunbaum heirs’
claim to it and other artworks from Grunbaum’s collection.

WITH THE HELP of Otto Nirenstein, a Viennese
Jewish art dealer, Fritz Grunbaum began collecting Schiele’s
works after the artist’s death, at 28, in 1918. By 1925 Grun-
baum’s collection of 81 works, including Dead City, was
largely assembled. In September 1928 Nirenstein borrowed LE
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the Schieles for an exhibition commemorating the tenth
anniversary of the artist’s death and listed Dead City in the
catalogue as being from the “Fritz Grunbaum Collection.”

In 1930 Nirenstein published the first Schiele catalogue
raisonné. The provenance of Dead City was listed as: Fritz
Grunbaum, Dr. Alfred Spitzer, Arthur Roessler, and a “private
collector” who first bought
the painting from Schiele. 

In the ’30s, Nirenstein
changed his name—it
means “kidney stone” in
German, and he found it
“borderline offensive,”
according to his grand-
daughter, Jane—to Kallir.
The Kallirs were permitted
to emigrate, first to Paris
and then to New York,
where Otto Kallir opened
Galerie St. Etienne, named
after the Vienna cathedral. 

Grunbaum was not al-
lowed to escape Austria.
After the German An-
schluss, in March 1938, he
was sent to Dachau. From
Dachau, on July 16, he
granted his wife, Lilly,
power of attorney to com-
pile his Jewish Property
Declaration and to make
payments to the regime.
These payments, for taxes
levied against Jews, were
their desperate, unsuccess-
ful attempts to get out of
harm’s way.

On July 20 the prominent
art historian Franz Kies-
linger, an expert for the
Dorotheum auction house
in Vienna, made an “ap-
praisal” of the art and other
property inside the Grun-
baums’ Vienna apartment
before its seizure. He val-
ued the art collection at
5,791 reichsmarks. Dead
City was valued at 25
reichsmarks. The same day,
Lilly Grunbaum was kicked
out of the apartment.

On September 8, for un-
known reasons, the Nazi-
controlled Vienna shipping firm Schenker &
Company applied for a three-month export li-
cense for Lilly. Her signature is not on the appli-
cation. Some 422 works from the Grunbaum
collection, including 21 oil paintings, were deposited at
Schenker for “export.” On December 8 the permit expired. 

According to Fritz Grunbaum’s death certificate, which was

not obtained until October 1962, he died of a “heart attack” in
Dachau on January 14, 1941, at the age of 60. On June 11,
1941, Lilly, his sole heir, wrote on an official form that “there
is nothing left” of their estate. Both she and a notary signed
the statement. On October 5, 1942, Lilly was deported “for
racial reasons” from Vienna to a “work camp” in Minsk. Her

date of death is unknown. She was declared offi-
cially dead in June 1963.

There is no evidence that the Grunbaum collec-
tion had been removed from the Schenker

premises at the time of Lilly’s deportation to Minsk or after-
ward. The company has not permitted any examination of its
records. In an e-mail response to ARTnews, Gerhard Lipowec,P
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Schenker’s general counsel, said that Allied bombing raids
during World War II destroyed the company’s headquarters
and warehouses. “When putative heirs see straw turning into
gold, things go wild, but Schenker cannot contribute any in-
formation or records,” he wrote. 

For 17 years, from June 1939 to September 1956, the
whereabouts of Dead City, and Grunbaum’s 80 other
Schieles, were unknown. Then, on September 8, 1956, the
Gutekunst & Klipstein auction house and gallery in Bern,
Switzerland, published a catalogue offering 65 Schieles for
sale, all from Grunbaum’s collection. Eberhard Kornfeld, a
partner at the gallery and today its proprietor, organized and
supervised the sale.
(Gutekunst & Klipstein
is now known as Galerie
Kornfeld.)

Dead City, the first work
listed in the sale catalogue,
was priced at SF 4,250
(about $1,000). Its prove-
nance was given as “Fritz
Grunbaum,” indicating that
Kornfeld knew Grunbaum
was the last owner of the
painting. No explanation of
where the painting came
from was given. On Sep-
tember 24, it was sold to
Otto Kallir for SF 3,650
(about $835). A September
18 invoice from Gutekunst
& Klipstein shows that
Kallir spent SF 13,270
($3,100) for 20 Schieles (in-
cluding Seated Woman).

Hildegard Bachert, who
worked with Otto Kallir at
Galerie St. Etienne then and
remains at the gallery today,
said in an interview with
ARTnews that Otto Kallir
asked Kornfeld in 1956
how he had obtained the
painting. “And Kornfeld
said, ‘From a refugee.’ And
Kallir said, ‘And who?’ And Kornfeld would not
tell him that. I was there.” Bachert said that to his
“dying day” Otto Kallir thought Kornfeld had
obtained the Grunbaum paintings from Erich
Lederer, a Viennese collector of Schiele.

Kallir kept Dead City until 1958, when he traded the painting
and three other Schieles to Leopold for six Schiele watercolors
and two drawings, plus a Gustav Klimt portrait. As Leopold
amassed his Schiele collection, he chose Kieslinger, the Nazi
who had inventoried the Grunbaums’ apartment, as his adviser.
“Dr. Franz Kieslinger was among the very few who already
in those years truly understood the extraordinary value of
Schiele,” Leopold said in a 1994 interview. “I was truly friends
with Dr. Kieslinger.” Kieslinger also worked during the war
with the notorious Nazi art looter Kajetan Mühlmann. 

In 1963, after Fritz Grunbaum’s death became official, the

Charlottenburg Court in Berlin declared two brothers, Paul
and Francis Reif, to be Grunbaum’s heirs, an erroneous ruling
that held up until 1998, when the same court determined that
the line of inheritance went through Lilly’s family, not Fritz’s.
(Vavra and Fischer were declared the rightful heirs in 2002.)
Paul Reif composed his first hit song, “Anna, Stop All This
about Jack Smith,” with his uncle Fritz Grunbaum. The Reif
family escaped Austria in 1938 for Sweden and then, fearing a
Nazi invasion, immigrated to New York, where Paul met his
wife, Rita Reif, the longtime New York Times art reporter.

In the years between 1930 and Morgenthau’s seizure of
Dead City, its provenance always included Fritz Grunbaum:

in Otto Kallir’s 1966 update
of his 1930 catalogue
raisonné, in Jane Kallir’s
1990 Schiele catalogue
raisonné, and in her 1998
revision. (Jane Kallir took
over Galerie St. Etienne in
1979, the year after Otto’s
death.) MoMA’s 1997
Schiele catalogue, written
by curator Magdalena
Dabrowski and by Leopold,
also reflected Grunbaum’s
ownership of Dead City.
Only Leopold’s 1972
Schiele catalogue raisonné
mysteriously omitted Grun-
baum from the provenance.
Leopold was not made
available to ARTnews to
answer specific questions
about Dead City’s prove-
nance. Instead, Robert
Holzbauer, a spokesman for
Leopold and the museum,
reiterated, in an e-mail, the
New York appeals court’s
1999 decision that Dead
City should be returned to
the Leopold Museum—
where it is now displayed
with the reference that it
was once part of the “for-

mer Grunbaum collection.”
In December 1997 Judith Dobrzynski wrote a

critical profile of Leopold for the New York Times.
With Jane Kallir’s help, she used Otto Kallir’s
correspondence with Lea Bondi regarding

Bondi’s unsuccessful efforts to retrieve Portrait of Wally from
Leopold. (Jane Kallir is the U.S. government’s expert witness
in the Wally litigation.)

In January 1998 Dobrzynski reported that the heirs of both
Lea Bondi (Henry Bondi) and of Fritz Grunbaum (at the time,
Rita Reif) had asked Ronald Lauder, then chairman of the
MoMA board of trustees, to keep Wally and Dead City in
New York until the resolution of the provenance dispute.
After Morgenthau took the paintings into custody, then New
York Senator Alfonse D’Amato sent a letter to the U.S. Cus-
toms Service urging it “to seize the entire Leopold Collection

The Grunbaums’
asset declaration, July
1939, stamped by the
Nazi expropriators.



ART N E W S /A P R I L 2008 119

as stolen property.” (Neither Lauder nor D’Amato would
comment to ARTnews.)

After Morgenthau seized Dead City, Kornfeld was inun-
dated with calls seeking information about its provenance.
Hildegard Bachert called him and learned for the first time
that Kornfeld said he had bought many of Grunbaum’s
Schieles, including Dead City, from a Mathilde Lukacs, “an
Austrian immigrant who had a large collection that she was
able to save and bring to Brussels,” according to Jane Kallir’s
deposition in the Bakalar case. This was the first time Korn-
feld identified the “refugee” as Mathilde Lukacs. 

Lukacs, who, with her husband, was also on the run from

the Nazis, turned out to be Lilly Grunbaum’s sis-
ter. “On March 14, 1938, I was taken by the SA
(brown shirts) Nazis and incarcerated (arrested)
at the Hanngasse,” Sigmund Lukacs wrote in a
letter a few years later. “On May 18, 1938, I had
a hearing before the Gestapo and had to sign that I would
leave Austria with my wife in a few weeks.” They left Vienna
on August 12 for Antwerp, where they lived for almost three
years, and then moved to Brussels in January 1941.

KORNFELD’S NEWS about Mathilde Lukacs
came as a shock to both Bachert and Jane Kallir, since hers was
not a name they had seen in the Dead City provenance. “That
name was absolutely meaningless to us as a collector or relative
of Fritz Grunbaum,” Kallir told ARTnews. “We had no idea.”  

On January 14, 1998, Bachert had another conversation

with Kornfeld about Mathilde Lukacs. Her notes include the
words “Must release name,” which Kallir deciphered in her
Bakalar deposition as “I assume that Hildegard was pleading
with Kornfeld to basically make public whatever information
he had about the provenance of this work.” Kornfeld also told
Bachert that, given all the rumors circulating worldwide, he
“prefers when justice prevails rather than rumor.” 

Kornfeld also discussed Lukacs with Paul Langner, the
Reifs’ Swiss attorney. “Mister Kornfeld says that this was a
business relation for over four years with her and her husband
and he bought different art pieces [by] Schiele and Klimt from
them,” Langner wrote in his contemporaneous notes. Kornfeld

said he “still has documents” about Lukacs’s sale
of Dead City to him but that “he doesn’t want to
give copies or originals to anybody at this mo-
ment and reserves it for justice.” And Kornfeld
said he had never “hid” that Dead City “belonged

to Grunbaum” and that “nobody ever was interested in the
history between Grunbaum and Kornfeld,” although this con-
tradicts Bachert’s assertion that Otto Kallir had asked Korn-
feld about the relationship in 1956. 

The next day, Kornfeld wrote Langner to say he had bought
Dead City “on May 22, 1956 for Fr 2,300” and sold it “on
September 24, 1956 for Fr 3,650 net to Dr. Otto Kallir (for-
merly Otto Nirenstein) of St. Etienne’s Gallery of New York.”
He added, “The seller was Mathilde Lukacs, an emigrant from
Vienna who, to our knowledge, resided in Brussels from after
1952 until 1956.” (Raymond Dowd, a partner at Dunnington,S
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Bartholow & Miller who represents Vavra and Fischer, be-
lieves it is significant that Sigmund Lukacs spelled his wife’s
first name without an “h,” while all of Kornfeld’s documents
spell her name with an “h.”)

On January 16, 1998, Steven Ringer, one of Morgenthau’s
attorneys, wrote Kornfeld that a grand-jury investigation into
Dead City was under way and asked for “documents relating
to the sale of this painting to your Gallery.” On January 21,
Kornfeld replied, “I know that Switzerland prohibits the
discovery of any commercial papers to courts or lawyers of
foreign countries without legal permission.” Instead, he
suggested a meeting in Bern for Ringer and other attorneys to
review the Lukacs letters, because “I do not regard these doc-
uments as secret.” (Ringer, now employed by the New York
office of the U.S. Commodity Futures Trading Commission,
declined to comment to ARTnews about his role in the Dead
City investigation.)

That same day, Langner and Kornfeld spoke too. Kornfeld
again urged a meeting, where, according to Langner’s notes,
he would open his books to show that “between 1951 and
1952 Lukacs just sold small pieces and the bigger paintings
from Schiele were sold in the years 1955 and 1956.”

Kornfeld also told Langner that “according to documents
founded [sic] in Vienna,” Lukacs was the heir of Grunbaum.
Lukacs “got a certificate of death in the year 1954,” Kornfeld
said, a key document that—if she did get it—would be, ac-
cording to Austrian law, the only way Lukacs could have
been Grunbaum’s heir and have had the right to sell his art
collection—if she had it—to Kornfeld.

According to Austrian court documents, someone pur-
porting to be Lukacs’s lawyer, Rudolf Skrein, did file an
application, on June 16, 1954, to have Lukacs named Lilly
Grunbaum’s heir, but a month later Skrein withdrew the appli-
cation. Mathilde Lukacs was never declared her sister’s heir,
despite Kornfeld’s claim, leaving the line of inheritance with
other relatives of Lilly Grunbaum (who turned out to be
Vavra and Fischer). 

ON MARCH 13, 1998, Tim Reif, Paul and
Rita’s son, met with Kornfeld in Bern. From the start, the
meeting was contentious. Peter Bratschi, Kornfeld’s lawyer,
questioned the Reifs’ claim to being Grunbaum’s heirs. Reif,
a lawyer himself, replied that his father and uncle were Grun-
baum’s nephews “and remain to this day the only court-de-
clared heirs of Grunbaum. No one else, including Mathilde
Lukacs, has that status.” Langner then produced a copy of the
Charlottenburg Court’s 1963 ruling.

Kornfeld said Mathilde Lukacs came to Bern on April 24,
1956, and “handed” Kornfeld a “number of watercolors,” as
well as Dead City and “two other paintings.” Reif asked to see
the records and to know “precisely how many paintings
[Lukacs] brought on that occasion.” According to Reif, now
staff director for the Subcommittee on Trade of the U.S. House
Ways and Means Committee, Christine Stauffer, Kornfeld’s
colleague, started “leaning into Kornfeld (she was sitting next
to him, across the table from me and Langner), whistling at
him and ‘shushing’ at him, very audibly (ostensibly not to an-
swer question). Kornfeld then looks down and does not an-
swer. Stauffer proceeded to do this on virtually every question
I asked Kornfeld for the remainder of the meeting.”

But Kornfeld and Bratschi revealed more and more about

how Kornfeld had come to meet Mathilde Lukacs. He said
that she first contacted him in 1952 after seeing an ad in a
Swiss newspaper, and that he made his first purchase of art-
works from her in “1953 or 1954.” He explained that “we”—
by which he meant the “Galerie” and “would not explicitly
say himself”—went to see Lukacs and Sigmund in their apart-
ment in Brussels, and that the couple would come to Bern
together. Kornfeld said that his last purchase from Lukacs
was in “April 1956.” As for Dead City, he said he bought the
painting from her “outright” for his own account.

“Did you ever ask her where all this art came from?” Reif
wondered. 

“I never asked,” Kornfeld responded. “I knew she was from
Vienna. I visited her in Brussels. It was always Mathilde and
Sigmund together. I saw artworks in their Brussels home—
Schieles and other things. I had no knowledge of a connection
to Grunbaum.”

In Kornfeld’s May 2007 deposition in the Bakalar case, he
said he did ask Lukacs where the paintings came from, “and
she told me that it was an old Viennese family possession.”
Throughout the Bern meeting, Reif and his attorney tried to
extract from Kornfeld evidence backing up the story. After
each request, Kornfeld or his attorney said they were unsure
if there were documents or whether they could share them.
At one point during the meeting, Bratschi gave Reif copies
of two “receipts.” The first was a receipt from Hans Bolliger,
a gallery employee, dated “7 Dex. 55” in the amount of
Fr 9,300. The second receipt, dated “24 April 56” for
Fr 15,700, was from Gutekunst & Klipstein. Kornfeld said
that the original receipts were signed by Mathilde Lukacs,
indicating that she had received a total of Fr 25,000 for the
works, including Dead City. But neither of the receipts
indicated what specifically had been sold or mentioned
Dead City.

According to Dowd, the attorney for Vavra and Fischer,
the signatures on both original receipts are in pencil and look
more like an illegible scrawl than a signature of Mathilde
Lukacs, which can be seen on other documents.

In Kornfeld’s May 2007 deposition, Bakalar’s new attor-
ney, James Janowitz, asked Kornfeld why he thought Lukacs
had signed the receipts in pencil when the rest was in pen. 

“Because she only had a pencil at hand,” he said.
“But you were with her,” Janowitz responded. “You could

have given her your pen, correct?” 
“I do not remember that,” Kornfeld said. 
After being handed the “receipts,” Langner, Reif’s lawyer,

said to Bratschi: “You had told me you had lists of [prices] for
specific paintings. Receipt does not show that Dr. Kornfeld
bought Dead City. Receipt shows nothing. You said you
would be able to provide list with specific prices, dates, etc.”
To which Bratschi responded, according to Langner’s notes:
“It’s Dr. Kornfeld’s word that this receipt covers Dead City.” 

Bratschi ended the meeting. “It is unfair to suggest that Dr.
Kornfeld should have a bad conscience,” he said, according to
Langner’s notes. “If you have any other questions specific to
Tode Stadt [Dead City], please put them on the table and we
would appreciate if you would be short.” 

In an interview with ARTnews, Reif said, “The idea that
they—the Lukacses—would take 70 paintings, take them out
of frames, roll them up, somehow get on a train and go to Bel-
gium in 1939 or 1940 when these were being closely moni-
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tored and had been completely inventoried by the Nazi au-
thorities was highly implausible.

Was there an iota of plausibility? “Yes, but not much.”

ON MARCH 31, 1998, Tim Reif received a
troubling fax: the new decision by the Charlottenburg Court
revoking the Reifs’ certification as Grunbaum’s heirs. The
court ruled that because Lilly survived her husband, inheri-
tance went through her family, not Fritz’s.

The revocation, resulting from inquiries made by the Berlin
bureau of ORF (the state-owned Austrian broadcasting com-
pany), surprised the Reifs, for it had been issued without a
hearing or input from
them. (The Reifs were
never able to deter-
mine how this oc-
curred.) Kornfeld used
the decision to deny
the Reifs’ document
request. “We, there-
fore, see no reason to
pursue this matter fur-
ther,” Bratschi wrote
to Langner.

By the time the New
York State Court of
Appeals ruled, on Sep-
tember 21, 1999, that
the two Schiele paint-
ings had to be returned
to the Leopold Mu-
seum, Vavra and
Fischer had not been
located. On September
22, while the federal
government was con-
sidering its options re-
garding the paintings,
MoMA turned them
over to the Austrian
consul general in New
York. That same day,
Reif wrote long
memos to Jane Levine
and Sharon Levin in
the U.S. attorney’s of-
fice, outlining all the
“documented facts” that the Reifs had learned
about Dead City’s provenance. Reif offered to
discuss with them what he had learned. 

But the U.S. attorneys never spoke to Reif, and
they refuse to say why. Within hours of the appeals court’s rul-
ing, the U.S. Customs Service, acting on Mary Jo White’s be-
half, seized Portrait of Wally. Dead City went back to Vienna.
No explanation was given at the time, or has been since. “This
is a bizarre situation,” Stephen M. Harnik, the lawyer for the
Leopold Foundation, told the New York Times. “They had 20
months to investigate this, and at 4 P.M. they didn’t know if
they were interested in one painting or both. An hour later, they
called back and said Dead City is free to go. And then two
hours later they said they had obtained a warrant for Wally.” 

Leon Fischer proposed to settle Bakalar early on by auc-
tioning the Schiele drawing and splitting the proceeds equally
between Bakalar and the heirs. Bakalar rejected the proposal,
Fischer said, instead offering the heirs $50,000. They declined
the offer.

Without a settlement, discovery and depositions have pro-
ceeded apace. Among the newly available documents are Au-
gust 2004 e-mails between Elizabeth Gorayeb, an assistant
vice president at Sotheby’s, and Kornfeld, in which Gorayeb
inquires about the provenance of Bakalar’s Schiele drawing.
Christine Stauffer, Kornfeld’s colleague, explained to Gora-
yeb that all the Schieles from Kornfeld’s 1956 catalogue “had

the same provenance,” which she gave as: “col-
lection Fritz Grunbaum, Elisabeth Grunbaum-
Herzl (widow), Mathilde Lukacs-Herzl (sister of
Elisabeth)”—the first explicit statement by Korn-

feld about the provenance of the artworks in the 1956 sale,
and at odds with every other account. (In her Bakalar testi-
mony, Gorayeb said that she just took Kornfeld’s word for the
provenance.)

Subpoenas have forced Kornfeld to release the long-sought
“documentary evidence” of his business relationship with
Mathilde Lukacs. He has now produced some 25 documents
that he says are letters between Lukacs and his gallery from
May 1952 to October 1957. According to the first letter,
Lukacs contacted him after she saw his newspaper advertise-K
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ment and asked when his next auction would be, because she
wanted to sell “etchings by old Dutch masters, as well as
French masters,” and possibly a “Litho Cezanne” and “Curt
Hugo Laris, both etchings!” The letters continued in this vein
until March 1954, just before Lukacs briefly sought to be de-
clared her sister’s heir.

The correspondence resumed in August 1955. And at a
meeting on April 24, 1956, Kornfeld claimed, Lukacs carried
Dead City in her suitcase from Brussels to Bern and delivered
the painting to him. As part of the Bakalar evidence, Kornfeld
produced copies of pages from his logs, in which, he ex-
plained in his deposition, he records all of his art acquisitions
and sales.

A page from February 7, 1956, purports to show that he
purchased 20 Schieles for a total of SF 5,050 (about $1,150)
in cash from “Lukacs.” A page from May 22, 1956, purports
to show that he bought another 25 Schieles for SF 10,050
(about $2,300) in cash for “Sale Lukacs.”

It is unclear why neither of these dates corresponds to the
date of the supposed meeting—April 24, 1956—or why Korn-
feld claimed to buy Dead City from Lukacs on both April 24
and May 22. (Dowd said this is further proof Kornfeld is a
“liar.”)

Since he paid Lukacs in cash, Kornfeld said, there is no can-
celed check. In the “inventory book,” the name “Lukacs” is
written in pencil, while most everything else is in pen. In his
2007 deposition, Kornfeld said he could not remember when
“Lukacs” was added in pencil. “Maybe it was in the course of
research or precision that we added to the document, because
at the time a lot of things were added after the purchase to the
document,” he said.

On October 25, 1957, Kornfeld purportedly wrote Lukacs,
“We have not heard from each other for some time and I just
realized with some fright while reviewing our correspondence
that we also failed to send you the catalog of our Schiele exhi-
bition at the end of last year”—despite the fact that its art pur-
portedly came from her. “Basic prices may now be some 50%
above the prices applicable in recent years.” That was their
last correspondence. Mathilde Lukacs died in Vienna 22 years
later, on December 15, 1979, at age 96. She is buried in the
Central Cemetery of Vienna.

In a series of interviews with ARTnews, Dowd charged that
Kornfeld had contrived—and then forged—the entire corre-
spondence with Lukacs. As evidence, he points to numerous
misspellings of Lukacs’s name, different styles of handwrit-
ing, and a range of signatures. “Kornfeld’s 1956 catalogue
with Grunbaum’s name on it is just amazing,” he said. “That
Kornfeld can claim that a woman came in—26 years after
Otto Kallir wrote a catalogue raisonné with Dead City in it—
and told him that it came from an ‘old family collection’ is
astonishing.”

Of Dowd’s opinion, Kornfeld said: “Mr. Dowd is an idiot.
It’s his only possibility. That to continue the case if he thinks
that’s all fake. That’s his only possibility.” 

In his Bakalar deposition, Kornfeld admitted that some of
the letters had misspellings and may have been handwritten
by a “secretary” or by Sigmund Lukacs or by someone else
and then signed by Mathilde Lukacs. “And you think that’s all
made up?” he asked in an interview with ARTnews. 

Soon after receiving some of the letters from Kornfeld in
October 2005, Dowd arranged for Christian Farthofer, a Vien-

nese handwriting expert, to evaluate the handwriting in the
Lukacs-Kornfeld correspondence and compare it to other, au-
thenticated Lukacs writings. In his November 2005 report,
Farthofer concluded that because he was looking at copies,
“no secure proof and/or exclusion of authorship whatsoever
can be made” until the originals are made available. He also
wrote that he had “massive doubts” that the handwriting in the
letters and their signatures “were made by one single person.”
Dowd asked the court in Bakalar to allow the handwriting
expert to go to Bern to look at Kornfeld’s originals.

SINCE MORGENTHAU’S seizure of the
two Schiele paintings, a few journalists have looked into
Kornfeld’s story about Mathilde Lukacs. In 1998 one of them,
Swiss historian Thomas Buomberger, wrote a book that con-
tained a chapter about Kornfeld and Dead City. In exchange
for exclusivity, Buomberger agreed to publish Kornfeld’s ver-
sion of events and to give him veto rights before publication. 

The chapter “Dead City III: A Painting Writing History,”
appeared with Kornfeld’s blessing and hewed precisely to his
version of events, including an incorrect death date for Lukacs
that Kornfeld had given Buomberger. But in his May 2007
Bakalar deposition, Kornfeld renounced Buomberger’s chap-
ter. “I do not know whether this information by this gentle-
man is correct or not,” he said. When told of Kornfeld’s
statement, Buomberger said, “He is contradicting himself,
because he signed off on this version of events. It shows that
he doesn’t believe anymore his version, or he has something
to hide.”

Kornfeld dismisses suggestions that he is hiding something
or that he fabricated the Mathilde Lukacs story. In the inter-
view with ARTnews, he also brushed aside the March 2002
findings of the Bergier Commission, headed by Swiss histo-
rian Jean-François Bergier, which investigated the role the
Swiss played in the fate of artworks owned by the Nazis’
victims.

The report repeatedly cited Kornfeld’s gallery for selling
looted Nazi art. Kornfeld said he had not read it. “No,” he
said. “Of course not. I read it? For what reason?” He denied
selling Nazi-looted art.

At the start of the interview, Kornfeld—referring to the
Dead City provenance in his 1956 catalogue—said that Fritz
Grunbaum was the first owner of Dead City and that the
owner before Kornfeld bought it was “Privatbesitz Wien,” or
a “private collector in Vienna,” who, he said, was Mathilde
Lukacs.

He also said he had no knowledge of how Lukacs obtained
the Grunbaum collection. “I don’t know what happened,” he
said. “We have no information what happened. But the fact is
that the whole collection reappeared after the war and was
handed over to Mathilde Lukacs.” He said Lukacs “spoke a
good Viennese dialect” and was “a very wealthy lady, a very
lovely lady, and very polite.” But he no longer remembers
what she looked like. “Fifty years later I can’t say now,” he
said. He could not recall her apartment or whether it had art
on the walls. “That was 50 years ago,” he said. “My God.
And I have seen thousands of apartments in relation with
customers.” 

To suggestions that the whole Lukacs story is fabricated,
he said, “For what reason, in 1956, should I have made the
whole story up? For what reason? In 1956? It’s been over
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50 years. You can’t fake 50 documents.” At the end of the
interview, he said, “I don’t care what you print. Just print
the truth.”

Kallir and Bachert believe Kornfeld. “I don’t think Mathilde
Lukacs could have been invented,” Kallir said in an interview
with ARTnews. “Clearly, there was a transaction there,” she
said. “This can’t be a faked correspondence. . . . The idea that
Kornfeld would have fabricated this whole story and these let-
ters—that’s just out of the question.” That “Mathilde Lukacs”
never appeared in the Dead City provenance is standard pro-

cedure in the auction industry, both Kallir and
Bachert said. 

Dowd is equally adamant that Kornfeld’s story
is fiction. But legal experts say he faces long odds in changing
the status quo. In October 2007 Judge William H. Pauley III
agreed that Dowd’s handwriting expert could examine the
original letters, as long as the completed report was submitted
to the court by January 31, 2008. But a combination of fac-
tors—including Bakalar’s objections, Kornfeld’s delay in
granting his consent, and the Swiss legal bureaucracy—
conspired to prevent the examination from occurring by Judge
Pauley’s deadline. 

Dowd has also convinced his clients to hire Jonathan Petro-
poulos, author of The Faustian Bargain, a history of the Nazi
art world, to help him understand what happened to the Grun-
baum collection between 1939 and 1956. Already, Dowd said,
Petropoulos has determined that the Grunbaums’ July 1939
property declaration contains two official stamps—“Gesperrt
durch Vermögensanmeldung,” meaning “blocked by property
registration,” and “Erledigt,” meaning “completed”—that
prove that all their possessions, including the art collection,
were “totally confiscated” by the Nazis. “Once the art was in

the storage facilities of Schenker,” Petropoulos
said in an e-mail, “and registered with the Nazi
agency that was tracking Jewish property in Vi-

enna, it would have been virtually impossible for either Elisa-
beth Grunbaum or her sister Matilde Herzl Lukacs to remove
the objects from the actual storage facilities.”

Dowd remains optimistic that justice will prevail. “What
happens if somebody steals your car?” he said. “Give it back
with an apology. It’s no mystery I would like to see Dead City
returned to my clients, and an apology from the government
of Austria would be nice.” ■

Egon Schiele, Portrait
of Wally, 1912.


