
[image: image]



[image: image]




[image: image]
Rose Valland at the José Fioravanti exhibition at the Jeu de Paume, 1934.
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Dedication

For my Franco-American daughters, Charlotte and Emma Rose, and for Augustin, who showed me France
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Empty frames in the Louvre, circa 1942.
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The unveiling of the Mona Lisa from its packing case, around June 1945.
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Crowds at Place de la Concorde scatter for cover as a sniper fires from a building, August 26, 1944.
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Paris

AUGUST 19–20, 1944

A TORRENTIAL STORM WAS PUMMELING PARIS, TURNING THE SKIES forebodingly dark over a city in the midst of a tense mandatory blackout. The clamor of thunder and the sounds of war rose to a crescendo as the battle for Paris began.

After four brutal years of German occupation, the City of Light was allegedly going to be liberated. Cannons boomed, and shells whistled above the Seine, just meters away from the Jeu de Paume museum. Inside that nineteenth-century building, forty-five-year-old French art historian Rose Valland peered out from a slightly open window.

The French Resistance had ordered a citywide uprising, and four thousand plainclothes police officers wearing tricolor armbands—the red, white, and blue of the French flag—invaded the police headquarters facing the Cathedral of Notre-Dame and took over Paris’s city hall, flushing out the Nazi occupiers.

The Germans countered with bombs and blasts from their own armored tanks, trying to take the buildings back. Gunfire from street skirmishes rang out throughout the city. Bullets shattered windows and pierced buildings. German soldiers on foot attacked the street barricades built by Parisians out of burned-out cars, furniture, sandbags, barrels, cobblestones, pianos, and even urinals.

From the Jeu de Paume, Rose could see dark smoke rising from the Grand Palais, the glorious palace of iron, steel, and glass on the Champs-Élysées that was used throughout the occupation for propaganda exhibitions. The Germans had sent a remote-controlled tank barreling into the building to kill the French Resistance fighters who had barricaded themselves inside.

At just under five-and-a-half feet tall, Rose was dwarfed by the scale of the Jeu de Paume’s colossal arched windows, but there was nothing timid about her. Four years earlier, the Nazis had seized the museum to make it a headquarters for its art looting force, the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, to process the Jewish-owned art they had begun to plunder en masse in France. Her boss, Jacques Jaujard, the director of the Musées Nationaux—the French national museums—immediately ordered her to “remain at all costs at the Jeu de Paume museum” and covertly spy on the Germans. Iron-willed Rose was determined to see her orders through, but she did not know that she would risk her life for the next four years to achieve her mission.

Rose had a reputation for being overly serious and too blunt for her own good, but her unflappability had proven useful in the war. She had learned to play the role of a nobody to the Nazis—not important enough to notice, not congenial enough to be flirted with, and too grave to be easily friends with.

Unlike the other women who worked in the French museums, she didn’t bother much with her looks. Her most defining accessory was her round spectacles, which gave her an air of erudition. Although it was in vogue to wear one’s tresses in soft waves just above the shoulder, Rose simply brushed her brunette locks to the side and pulled them back in a neat bun. She left her eyebrows natural and mildly unkempt, unlike those popularized by cinema stars like Arletty and Danielle Darrieux, who wore them razor thin and drawn in darkly with pencil. Sartorially, Rose did her best to fit in. Though she would have much preferred to wear pants, she donned feminine, ankle-length dresses and blended in with the rest of the women in Paris—modest, traditional, and discreet.

Still, the Germans had accused Rose of everything in their arsenal: sabotage, theft, and signaling to the enemy. They subjected her to invasive interrogations and searches, and even expelled her from the museum on several occasions. But she talked her way back in every time, explaining calmly that she was just a lowly employee of the French national museums who oversaw the building’s maintenance and the remaining art collection. In reality, she was one of the most well-educated art historians in France—and nearly every one of the German accusations had been true.

Rose was also concealing another dangerous secret: she had been living for almost a decade with the love of her life, Joyce Heer, a British citizen who worked for the US embassy. Not only was her partner considered an enemy alien by the Nazis, but homosexuality was codified under Vichy French law as an “unnatural act.” Any misstep could lead to imprisonment, deportation, or worse for both Rose and Joyce.

The Jeu de Paume was Rose’s first curatorial job after a decade of studies that took her all the way from her small countryside village in eastern France to Paris, the nation’s epicenter of fine art, and she felt personally responsible for the museum’s fate. Although it was not as prestigious as the Louvre, the Jeu de Paume had become a highly respected museum in the seven years Rose had worked there, in no small part due to her industriousness. It was renowned for its exhibitions on international and modern art, as well as for its fine permanent collection. It sat proudly on an elevated terrace in the Tuileries Garden in the heart of Paris at the corner of the Place de la Concorde and rue de Rivoli. The long rectangular building, designed like a Grecian temple, was built originally for court tennis during the reign of Napoleon III. Across the Tuileries was the Louvre. Now, the Jeu de Paume faced potential destruction, unwittingly situated at the center of the climactic final battle for Paris.

The last of the German staffers in the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg—the Reichsleiter Rosenberg Taskforce—had abandoned the museum in recent days as the formidable Allied forces advanced toward Paris. Rose and two French guards were the only people left inside the museum.

Rose was ready to sacrifice her life to protect what was left of the museum’s permanent collection: paintings and sculptures by the likes of Salvador Dalí, Frida Kahlo, Wassily Kandinsky, Max Beckmann, Giorgio de Chirico, and many others. She and the guards would sleep on straw mattresses in the makeshift bomb shelter of the museum until it was all over, one way or another.

But sleep was the last thing on Rose’s mind. She watched from the tiny opening in the window as German soldiers on the rue de Rivoli, the grand street that runs alongside the Jeu de Paume, shouted orders into an abyss of chaos. As night fell, tanks and military vehicles raced back and forth, readying for their last stand. Machine-gun fire popped all around the museum. Resistance fighters attacked the German dugouts and fortifications along the Place de la Concorde and rue de Rivoli. Sniper shots reverberated from the rooftops of nearby buildings. “A sort of frenzy of shouting and commands came to us,” Rose later recounted.

The Jeu de Paume was just two blocks down the street from the luxurious Hôtel Meurice, where General Dietrich von Choltitz, the German commander in chief of Paris, was holed up. If he surrendered, Paris would be back in the hands of the French. The offices and apartments of the German Army, Navy, and Air Force stretched from the Place de la Concorde all the way to the Louvre. What had been a sumptuous playground for the German top brass was now their last line of defense.

In the middle of the night, Rose looked on with dread as some fifty German soldiers arrived on the Jeu de Paume’s terrace. Through the downpour and lightning, the men installed rows and rows of crisscrossed wooden spikes wrapped in barbed wire, blocking the monumental doorway that once welcomed the likes of Hermann Göring, Adolf Hitler’s cruel right-hand man, and Alfred Rosenberg, the mastermind behind the Nazi Party’s most ruthless ideologies. “We were in an entrenched camp!” Rose later described with uncharacteristic emotion.

Concrete blocks lay embedded in the ground just a few feet from the museum’s main entrance. A German armed sentry was posted in a new watchtower just twenty steps away, and to Rose’s dismay, he trained his sights on them. The Jeu de Paume’s complete isolation was clear. Rose fretted about what was to become of her beloved museum.

Did the Germans think she and the guards were armed Resistance fighters? So many other government buildings around Paris were now occupied by the Resistance, and it would be logical to assume that the Jeu de Paume was too, since it belonged to the French state. But in fact, the museum’s French guards only had one pistol between them.

Rose also knew that Colonel Kurt von Behr, the cunning former head of the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, was still in Paris, busy trying to send one last train of art to Germany. There were nearly one thousand paintings and fifty sculptures on that transport, made by artists like Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque, Henri Matisse, Paul Cézanne, and Claude Monet. Rose knew more than practically anyone about the crimes that von Behr and the Nazis had perpetrated to loot artwork from France, particularly from Jewish families. A large portion of the art on the train belonged to the family of Alexandre Rosenberg, a young Free French soldier who was fighting his way to Paris.

Unbeknownst to Rose, a special directive had also come in from Berlin commanding that the Jeu de Paume be used for defense and, if required, “neutralized.” And Colonel von Behr had given an order to make Rose, in particular, “disappear.”
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Rose Valland, around sixteen or seventeen years old.
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Paris

1939

THE ONE THING ROSE VALLAND LOVED MOST IN THE WORLD WAS ART. For as long as she could remember, she lived and breathed it. Life, as she painted it, was awash with bright pinks, reds, purples, and yellows. It was colorful and hopeful—a stark contrast to her somber childhood. This search for beauty, in all its forms, drove Rose in a singular, obsessive fashion. It was also her ticket out of Saint-Étienne-de-Saint-Geoirs, the isolated village she was born in, fifty miles southeast of Lyon.

Since the early days of the Holy Roman Empire, this area of eastern France was renowned for its religious martyrs and the piety of its people. The many fortified stone castles and citadels in town were a stark reminder of the religious wars that dominated this region during the Middle Ages.

There was an immutable harshness to the landscape and the climate, with cold, cloudy winters and hot, rainless summers. Locals toiled in the fields of the treeless open plain and worked in textile factories producing silk and other woven fabrics. In the distance stood the snowcapped Chartreuse Mountains, where silent Carthusian monks had produced a potent green liqueur—an “elixir of long life”—for nearly a thousand years.

Rose’s early years were not particularly joyful or beautiful. She came from a simple, working-class family of mechanics, wheelwrights, and blacksmiths, and her father worked the smithery attached to their modest stone house. From birth, Rose was surrounded by the harsh clanging of iron and a dark soot that hung in the air and stuck to everything.

She was surrounded by deep sorrow. Her older brother died as a toddler, rendering Rose an only child. Life at home was dominated by the hardy matriarchs of the family, while Rose’s father was mostly uninvolved in her life. When Rose wrote home as a young adult, she usually only addressed her mother. “Ma chère Maman,” the letters opened.

Rose was a sickly child and started school late, but she caught up quickly. Her mother was determined and formidable. She nurtured Rose’s early talents in academics and the arts and diligently applied for local scholarships. Rose’s own aptitude and persistence put her consistently at the top of every school she attended. As a precocious teenager, Rose was shipped off to an all-girls boarding school, and then, after placing first in a regional academic competition, she spent all of World War I on a scholarship studying at the Teachers College in Grenoble, an industrial city thirty miles from home. While writing a thesis on the pedagogy of drawing, Rose witnessed the transformation of Grenoble from a center of glove manufacturing into an armament hub where explosives, shells, and chemical weapons were fabricated for the war.

At twenty, considered a prime age to get married, Rose was accepted to the École des Beaux-Arts in Lyon, France’s third-largest city at the time with over half a million residents, where she won regional and national awards in art history and in the fine arts for painting, drawing, and decorative arts. She was then one of only a handful of women admitted to the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, the prestigious art school where Eugène Delacroix, Edgar Degas, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and Jean-Honoré Fragonard had all studied. The entrance exam took nearly forty hours and included live drawings of the human figure, anatomy, perspective, and architecture, as well as a test in art history. Out of three hundred candidates, Rose finished sixth, ensuring her a spot.

However, Rose soon learned that the school barred all the female students from the drawing workshop because of the use of nude male models. The women’s only class was full, and the school director refused to open another one, but Rose found a way into the drawing teacher’s studio anyway.

Rose’s degree from the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris would qualify her to be an art teacher, but her interests soon expanded. She enrolled at the École du Louvre, a school that trained future curators, museum administrators, and art historians. These careers were traditionally only open to men, but the Great War had wrought dramatic changes in French society. Women like Rose came to Paris to attend university and to find work. The low cost of living and the collapsing franc attracted artists from all over the world who relocated to be amid the explosion in modernity.

Since the start of the twentieth century, women in France had gradually gained more rights, including the right to have their own salary, to maternity leave (albeit unpaid), to join a union without a husband’s consent, and to an equal education between the sexes in middle school and high school. But as Rose discovered, sexism still prevented women from getting hired for jobs they were more than qualified for.

In addition to her degree at the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, Rose also obtained a diploma in art history at the Sorbonne, combining certificates in Greek archaeology, medieval archaeology, and the history of modern art, and took supplementary courses in Byzantine archaeology at the École Pratique des Hautes Études, one of the best universities in France. She also took English language classes and went abroad for several months in England to improve her language skills. In all, Rose dedicated nine years of her life pursuing degrees in higher education.

But no matter how well Rose did academically or how far she was from home, she could never quite shed the severity of the world she had come from. It showed in the way she carried herself, her reserved demeanor, and her direct, masculine manner. She never quite fit in. Though she adopted a way of speaking in the lilting manner of the educated upper classes that belied her working-class origins, she lacked the social ease of the elite.

While Rose’s female classmates were chummy and physically affectionate with one other, Rose was an awkward loner. Her closeted attraction to women led her to treat them particularly harshly. Love evaded her.

Her internal life, however, was one of exuberance and full of modern ideas. “Isn’t movement the very expression of life?” she wrote in the opening of her dissertation at the École du Louvre. The introvert in Rose wanted to show that joy and life could emanate through art without words needing to be spoken. She wrote that when art closely imitates real human movement, it could make someone feel something close to the sublime, “an enjoyment that no words can make us feel, that music itself cannot give us.” Through the making and study of art, she could express a vivacity she dared not show in her personal life. She was a woman yearning to break free and to make her mark somehow.

The 1920s, when Rose first came to Paris, were known as les années folles: the crazy years. An exuberant raucousness pervaded the streets day and night. The cafés were brimming, and nightlife buzzed. Paris was the epicenter of it all—art, cinema, dance, theater, and music. The entertainer Josephine Baker found refuge in Paris from discrimination in America and shocked even the French with her nearly nude performances, stunning at the Folies Bergère in a surrealist-inspired skirt made of faux bananas.

Technology was celebrated and admired. The city of Paris expanded the metro, connecting the once-distant suburbs with the city center. Architects like Le Corbusier, his cousin Pierre Jeanneret, and Walter Gropius introduced a new style focused on formal simplicity and pure architectural lines, producing gleaming white structures that seemed to land from another planet.

All the notable artists, like Henri Matisse and the cubists—Georges Braque, Pablo Picasso, and Juan Gris—designed sets and costumes for the new Ballets Russes premieres. The first of the Paris school of painters to sign up was Picasso. For “Parade,” Picasso dressed the dancers in colorful cardboard manifestations of his cubist still lifes, trapping the performers stiffly as they held exaggerated paper smoking pipes, walking sticks, and megaphones. French poet Guillaume Apollinaire described “Parade” as “surrealism,” coining the use of the term for the very first time. But not everyone was ready for it. “Parade” so outraged the audience at the premiere that Picasso bolted out of his box seat to escape the booing. In 1924, two years after Rose arrived in Paris, Coco Chanel joined the party, designing the costumes for “Le Train Bleu,” with Picasso doing the sets.

Social norms were changing, too. In the cinema and in fashion, women like Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich wore pantsuits and cut their hair short. Rose followed suit, pushing the boundaries even further by dressing à la garçonne, with a gender-bending boy cut and a chic blue suit she particularly loved.

Paris, the lesbian capital of Europe in the Roaring Twenties, would have been a place for Rose to start exploring her emerging sexual orientation. She was in an open-minded city far from the conservative religious milieu she grew up in. Gay women from around the world, including New Yorker columnist Janet Flanner, Polish painter Tamara de Lempicka, and British poet Renée Vivien, fled to Paris in search of sexual freedom. Bars like Le Monocle, Le Hanneton, and La Souris—hidden in plain sight in Montmartre—and the salons of Gertrude Stein and her lover Alice B. Toklas, as well as those of American heiress Natalie Clifford Barney, were a haven for women from all walks of the sexuality spectrum. Inside, lipstick lesbians, tuxedo-clad women, and the bi-curious mingled. Dressing à la garçonne was rebellious but also potentially dangerous for Rose and other women like her, who were sometimes violently attacked. Their nonconformity was seen by some as a threat to traditional values.

In her student years, Rose lived beneath the angled low ceiling of a chambre de bonnes, once the tiny attic residence of maids and household staff, converted throughout Paris into cheap housing. Her apartment was sparsely decorated, but she kept a religious shrine with an image of Jesus on her wall. In a rare photograph from this time, Rose stands engrossed in a book as the light floods in from the window, like a composition from a Jan Vermeer painting.

Major cultural events came and went. Paris hosted the 1924 Summer Olympics, where the United States was the most medaled country by far, winning ninety-nine. The dashing Johnny Weissmuller, an American swimmer and future Hollywood actor, nabbed three gold medals and one bronze. Rose had longed to shout “Vive Uruguay!” to celebrate the country’s first-ever appearance at the Olympics and its gold medal win against Switzerland in soccer, but she could not afford the tickets. “One needs time and money,” she wrote to her cousin Adrien, “the two things I am always missing!”

By the 1930s, art deco evolved into art moderne, a cleaner, more streamlined architectural style. Rose, who unsuccessfully applied for a job at the 1937 International Exposition of Art and Technology in Modern Life, would have seen Picasso’s Guernica, the artist’s heart-wrenching interpretation of the civil war in Spain, adorn the Pavilion of the Spanish Republic.

Rose dreamed of getting a job as a curator at the Louvre, but her chances were slim. France’s long-established institutions were slow to change. There were no female curators on staff, and the only positions available to women in the curatorial departments were as unpaid volunteers—as an attaché bénévole. It was equivalent to an unpaid internship. In the 1920s, there was only one female attaché bénévole at the Louvre, Jacqueline Bouchot-Saupique, who had advantages Rose didn’t have—she was the daughter of a famous art historian and wife of the sculptor George Saupique, who made the bas-relief works on the largest ocean liner in the world, the Normandie. Family background made all the difference in France.

Rose’s personal demeanor did not help matters, either. A male curator at the Louvre described her as “utterly serious” with no sense of humor that he could detect. She was not afraid to speak frankly or confront people in positions of power. She would size people up with a long, unflinching stare while she assessed if they could be trusted. She could be distant and cold, even with family.

[image: image]
Portraits of Rose Valland in her twenties.
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But beneath the surface, Rose actually had a keen sense of humor and could be charming when she wanted to be. The more she felt at ease, the more she revealed her true personality. While she kept women at arm’s length, she enjoyed close relationships with men, particularly those with whom she could have intellectual conversations. Letters to her closest cousins, Marguerite and Adrien, were peppered with exclamation marks and concern for their well-being. On occasion, she allowed herself to delight in catty gossip from home. She signed letters to intimate friends and family with her nickname, Rosette, which only her nearest and dearest called her. To those she loved and respected, she was unfailingly loyal. One colleague praised her for having a “big heart,” and another noted that she preferred to work with “worthy people, truly consumed with the same desire for truth and decency as she was herself.”

Rose’s greatest difficulty professionally was Henri Verne, the chauvinistic and classist director of the French Musées Nationaux, who was determined to thwart her career.

HENRI VERNE OVERSAW ALL THE national museums in France and the École du Louvre, where Rose first encountered him as a twenty-five-year-old student. Inside the Louvre, Verne presided over a court full of political intrigue. He was charming with the ladies he liked and protected the men and women who flattered him, even if they were frivolous or insipid. To those outside his circle, he could be vicious and uncompromising.

Verne looked like a man who wanted people to know he had made it. He wore bow ties to set himself apart from the other cravat-donning curators and sported a carefully trimmed beard and mustache. He peered out from behind round eyeglasses with piercing eyes. For his formal portrait, Verne made sure to wear an elaborate eighteenth-century embroidered frock coat and his Légion d’Honneur medal, a five-armed cross pendant made of enamel and gold. Exhibited at the 1938 Paris salon, the painting showed the Parisian social set that Verne had not only obtained France’s highest order of merit, established by Napoleon, but that he also held the level of Commander, the third-highest level of distinction for the award, which required three decades of exceptional merit.

However, Verne did not have a degree from a prestigious art school like the École des Beaux-Arts. He had been a paralegal in the Ministry of Commerce and then an administrator in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Labor, and finally, the Musées Nationaux. Promoted to director of the Musées Nationaux in 1926, Verne was celebrated for modernizing every aspect of the Louvre, from its layout to the installation of electricity and the use of X-rays and photography to document art. He radically changed how art was curated and displayed, choosing to isolate and showcase the works of art in clean, minimalist galleries instead of cramming them inside excessively decorated rooms, which had been the prevailing practice.

The museum directorship was an administrative position that did not require an art history degree, but Verne was eager to prove his knowledge. Using the scientific method, Verne reorganized the departments of the Louvre, the basis of the museum’s organization today.

Verne had spent his career searching for respectability in the art world and, by all accounts, achieved it. He was not only a notable writer on the arts but also a teacher at the École du Louvre. A year before his retirement in 1939, Verne still taught an astounding nineteen courses at the school, including the history of the Louvre collections, architecture, decorative arts, antiquities, and Asian art.

Verne’s lack of official artistic training may have led him to express his opinions on art forcefully and inflexibly, especially as he got older. As such, Verne was caught off guard by the attention Rose’s thesis topic received from the students and faculty at the École du Louvre. She used an avant-garde theoretical approach to look at how movement was expressed in Italian art over the course of many centuries. The idea that movement could exist within a fixed image was already subversive—works of art were conventionally thought of as static, like a moment captured in time—but to compare art formalistically across time periods was doubly so.

Rose was building off concepts promulgated by the eminent art historian Henri Focillon, her mentor from the École des Beaux-Arts in Lyon, who became the chair of the art history department at the Sorbonne, a rival of the École du Louvre. Focillon was considered one of the most brilliant theorists and orators in the field of art history, and Verne likely compared himself to him. But Focillon was unmistakably avant-garde while Verne was firmly traditionalist, as if desperately holding on to a world he saw slipping away.

Rose’s thesis defense at the École du Louvre was so well-attended that people were turned away because of the crowding. It would have taken hours for Rose to present her 109-page typewritten dissertation. Rose’s staunchest supporter, her mother, came for the momentous occasion. She proudly recounted to her sister that Rose maintained her composure and “showed no emotion” despite the large number of spectators. She also reported on the high level of fascination with the topic in the room. Who could have imagined that the daughter of a blacksmith would successfully distinguish herself among not only men but also the intellectual elite of France? Rose had done it with no family connections to recommend her nor any generational wealth to sustain her. She had come so far, literally and figuratively.

Unfortunately, Verne was one of the three jurors on Rose’s thesis defense, along with Gabriel Rouchès, the Louvre’s curator of paintings, and Jean Charbonneaux, professor of Greek and Roman archaeology at the École du Louvre. Verne was reluctant to pass Rose at all, contending that the study of movement did not fall within the scope of what was considered art history. As a result, she received a grade of only “assez bien,” an average mark, which would hamper her job prospects at the Louvre. Rose was a Roaring Twenties overachiever, but Verne took issue with her unconventional ideas. She was certainly different from the other women in the Musées Nationaux, who knew better than to shake up the establishment. It would have been a painful blow for Rose, whose ascent into the fine arts world from her small village in France had been met with approbation and acclaim until then.

When Verne’s boss, the director general of the Beaux-Arts, inquired about Rose’s application for an attaché bénévole position at the Louvre a year later, Verne even penned a rancorous response. He wrote that although he could confirm that she successfully defended a thesis at the École du Louvre, she only passed with the “extreme indulgence of the jury.” He added that hiring her “would not appear desirable.” This was not the last nasty letter Verne would write about Rose.

Despite all of Rose’s degrees and awards, Verne repeatedly sank her candidacy for jobs at the Louvre. Blocked from that avenue, Rose greatly expanded her search. One door she tried was that of André Dezarrois, the curator at the new Jeu de Paume museum, which had just opened in February 1932. It was focused on “foreign schools” of modern art, which was still disdained by institutionalists as inconsequential. Even other graduates looking for jobs saw the museum as too avant-garde to be prestigious. Dezarrois thus had few other candidates besides Rose to serve as his assistant, so she got the job, even though the Jeu de Paume was under the jurisdiction of the Musées Nationaux, where Verne held court. Dezarrois also desperately needed someone who knew how to type, a skill that Rose had.

Rose took the job at the Jeu de Paume as a last resort. While almost all art curators started as unpaid attachés, worse, Rose was forced to start as an unpaid secretary—a secrétaire bénévole. In the French public service, there was almost no path for a secretary to become a curator. By the time Rose was hired in February 1932 as a secrétaire bénévole she was already thirty-three years old and felt dejected, lamenting that it was “too late for a brilliant career.”

By 1939, with a new European war on the horizon, Rose had been toiling away at the Jeu de Paume, unpaid, for the previous seven years. As time passed, the only thing that changed was her age and her dwindling funds. On the side, she made ends meet by teaching art history at an art school and French at a finishing school for wealthy foreigners, working for an art magazine, giving tours of other museums in Paris, moonlighting as a freelance art critic for French newspapers, and acting as an art broker. Even though the art business was dominated by men, Rose’s contacts with art museums around the world and with Parisian gallery owners would have been attractive to collectors who bought into the modern art movement early. She enabled the sale of L’homme dans la ville by Albert Gleizes, a colorful abstract painting of a man surrounded by skyscrapers, from a private collector to the Guggenheim Museum in New York. She also facilitated the sales of La Gare, an energetic synthetic cubist painting by Fernand Léger that celebrated the modernity of the train station, and Le Moulin à Café, an oil painting of a coffee grinder by Juan Gris.

Dezarrois, Rose’s boss at the Jeu de Paume, was a World War I aviation hero and respected art historian. He did his best to buoy her career, paying her to work on his illustrated art magazine, La Revue de l’Art, and allowing her to take on responsibilities far beyond what a secretary would ordinarily have been doing, even while Verne denied numerous requests to pay or promote her.

It took four years just to transform Rose’s unpaid secretarial position into one as an unpaid attaché, and that was only after repeated requests, along with letters of recommendation from some of the art world’s leading figures including Henri Focillon, renowned professor Gabriel Millet, and a senator in the French government. In one of Verne’s multiple denials to promote her, he went as far as to say that not only was her job at the Jeu de Paume unnecessary, but “when the need arises to provide the Jeu de Paume with the assistance of a chargé de mission, I would like to see someone assigned to this position who, by their previous studies and their future potential, is more particularly qualified.” Ironically, Rose had many more relevant degrees than Verne had. Even so, in 1939, after three years of working as an attaché bénévole, she still had one more year before she could be promoted to a paid employee, if it happened at all with Verne holding the reins.

AT THE JEU DE PAUME, even though Rose was desperately poor and overburdened, she found it exhilarating to organize exhibitions at the forefront of the avant-garde art movement and see the creations arriving from all over the world. In Rose’s own words, they were “the most explosive international artistic events.” The building, dilapidated by the end of the 1920s, had been completely renovated and modernized in a three-year undertaking led by Dezarrois. The French art magazine L’Art et les Artistes lauded the Jeu de Paume as one of France’s “most modern museums.” The Bulletin de Musées de France hailed the official inauguration of the museum in 1932 as a “brilliant event,” noting that all of artistic and literary Paris was present.

The Jeu de Paume boasted eighteen exhibition rooms across two floors and two sculpture halls. Double-height arched windows ran the length of the museum on both sides, along with new glass skylights. The most dazzling innovation was electric lighting, which was only partially installed in the Louvre when the Jeu de Paume opened.

In the short seven years since it was inaugurated, the Jeu de Paume had hosted exhibitions featuring art from over a dozen countries. The curation was daring and diverse, from surrealism to folk art. Photography of New York City skyscrapers and Fallingwater, the celebrated home that modernist architect Frank Lloyd Wright built over a Pennsylvania waterfall, adorned the walls in 1938, part of an extensive overview of American art over three centuries—an exhibition that Rose organized in partnership with the Museum of Modern Art in New York. This tour de force of an exhibition included daily screenings of Hollywood films, from The Execution of Mary, Queen of Scots from 1895, produced by Thomas Edison, to A Day at the Races with the Marx Brothers from 1937.

Much like Dezarrois, Alfred H. Barr Jr., the director of the Museum of Modern Art, delegated the administrative work to a capable female assistant, the art historian Margaret Scolari Barr, who was also his wife. Over long, indulgent French luncheons and meetings inside the Jeu de Paume, Rose and Margaret plotted how the exhibition would come together and fit in some gossip about the ongoing succession rivalry between Dezarrois and the Louvre’s suave deputy director, Jacques Jaujard.

Politicians, art connoisseurs, art historians, and artists like Picasso, Braque, and Marc Chagall attended the exhibition openings at the Jeu de Paume. Lectures and musical programming from the featured countries added an experiential dimension. Dezarrois basked in critical success with Rose as his unsung second in command.

Dezarrois had a history of severe angina that would take him out of commission for extended periods. When not ill he also traveled extensively to procure new works of art and plan for future exhibitions. Dezarrois found Rose indispensable. She was his only assistant, and she confessed to her cousin Marguerite that she barely slept and was “overworked.”

Among the fifteen exhibits Rose helped organize was a 1937 show called The Women Artists of Europe, for which she personally worked on the loans needed and likely influenced its very existence. Rose also worked on the curation of the museum’s permanent collection, wrote exhibition catalogs, and gave talks and tours on behalf of the Jeu de Paume in English and French. When she curated exhibitions, her favorite thing to do was to lay all the paintings flat on the ground and see them all at once, then decide how they would be displayed in the various rooms of the museum. For over two years, she also worked on the official Jeu de Paume catalog, which detailed the museum’s increasingly large and impressive permanent collection. When the proofs were ready, Dezarrois wrote to Verne that Rose had provided “the most zealous assistance” and that he wanted to “pay a very sincere tribute” to her work on it, but Verne refused and ensured the book would never be published. Was the museum still too nascent and unimportant for the Musées Nationaux to publish an official catalog, despite all the positive reviews from the press and the public? Was the collection too avant-garde for Verne’s taste? Or did the mere mention of Rose’s name cause him to cancel the multiyear project? Verne gave no recorded reason.

Under Dezarrois’s leadership and Rose’s loyal assistance, the Jeu de Paume relentlessly pursued international cooperation for exhibitions during challenging political times. The Italian art exhibition in 1935 was celebrated for the breadth and quality of its works, as well as for the political rapprochement it attempted with Italy, already Fascist but wary of the rise of Nazi Germany. During the height of the Spanish Civil War, the Jeu de Paume hosted an exhibition that reframed the art of Catalonia, an autonomous region in Spain oppressed by Francisco Franco’s forces, separating it stylistically from the art of the Spanish peninsula. An Austrian art exhibition opened at the Jeu de Paume in May 1937 as Germany and Italy pressured Austria to capitulate. Ultimately, Germany annexed Austria anyway in March 1938, but Rose reacted adroitly to the state of affairs. By October 1, 1938, only two days after the Munich Agreement was signed, she reorganized the museum’s permanent holdings to showcase the art of Czechoslovakia and Poland, each in their own dedicated rooms, in an act of protest. Featuring the art of the contested countries was bold and timely. It demonstrated how nimble the Jeu de Paume was curatorially and how geographically broad its collection was.
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Rose Valland, André Dezarrois, and a guard preparing for the Italian art exhibition at the Jeu de Paume, 1935.
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In an uncertain political climate, art was a reminder of the beauty in the world and humanity’s capacity for creation. The making and consumption of art was a way to cope with the apprehension people felt, both individually and societally. It was also an opportunity for cross-cultural exchange as borders were threatened or trespassed by unwelcome interlopers. The Jeu de Paume was settling into its role as both an arbiter of international art and as a diplomatic instrument for France. Each exhibition dedicated to a foreign country or foreign artist was an opportunity to strengthen ties between nations, particularly against a backdrop of growing unrest in Europe.

War in France, meanwhile, was still a distant prospect, and Rose remained optimistic, writing to her cousin Marguerite in the spring of 1939, “The events are not very brilliant from an international point of view! But I don’t believe in war yet.”

Germany invaded Czechoslovakia in mid-March, declaring it the “Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia.” The front page of the French newspapers put the news in large capital letters: “THE GERMAN ARMY OCCUPIED PRAGUE” and “CZECHO-SLOVAKIA is dismembered by Germany.” Rose wrote to Marguerite in reaction, “We are on the edge with these international events! What a life! This Hitler turns out to be very tiring.”

Uncertainty about war was also bad for Rose’s side job as an art dealer, and she elaborated to Marguerite, “I too hope that we will not have war, but these perpetual threats are a real obstacle to business, especially in the luxury trade and I will unfortunately be one of the first to feel it.” Although she usually tried to console her anxious cousin, Rose admitted that she would be “very worried” if the ambiguous political situation persisted. Rose lamented the political events unfolding in Europe: “This disrupts everything and thwarts all the business we could have hoped for.”

It may have come as a relief to Rose and Marguerite when André Tardieu, the former French prime minister three times over and somewhat affectionately known as the “Shark of French politics,” made a reassuring statement about the prospect of war. “I haven’t changed my mind as to the chances of a war,” he said. “A war is not probable. It will be relatively short. And we will win it.” Unfortunately, he would only be correct on one of those counts.

PARIS

SUMMER 1939

THE SUMMER OF 1939 WAS LIVELY AND GAY, EVEN WITH THE SPECTER of war hanging over the populace. The terraces of the cafés near the Paris Opera were packed with men and women of many nationalities discussing the latest goings-on. Fashion magazine Marie-Claire reported that the vacationing men in the Côte d’Azur had ditched their somber city attire for bright green, red, and yellow outfits with bold patterning. There was burgeoning interest in the new sport of water skiing, with some trying it at night, which required the extra athleticism of keeping one arm raised to carry a flaming torch. Josephine Baker returned from a South American tour, posing at the train station with a lion, a kangaroo, six monkeys, two chickens, and a fox as new additions to her entourage. She whispered to a reporter that she had returned to one of her true loves—Paris.

A June edition of the L’Illustration, one of the definitive cultural magazines in France, was dedicated entirely to the New York World’s Fair, the international event in Queens that Rose and Dezarrois had both worked on. He worked on-site in the United States and she in Paris, securing sculptures and other works of art he requested for the exhibition. As an administrator, Henri Verne remained in Paris, and Rose had to deal with him directly on any issues that came up in the museum with Dezarrois out of the office.

Rose had settled into something of a life in Paris. She loved her bright, sun-drenched apartment at 1ter rue de Navarre, just a few blocks from the Jardin des Plantes, the botanical garden of Paris. It was a more muted side of the Latin Quarter, away from the intellectual raucousness of the Boulevard Saint-Michel and its environs. Rose’s street was particularly secluded at the top of a long hill behind the ruins of an ancient Roman amphitheater. It suited her naturally discreet personality but was still a close bicycle ride from all her old haunts at the Sorbonne and the École des Beaux-Arts.

Life was exciting amid the winding, medieval streets of old Paris. Hobnobbing on the Left Bank were the likes of Sylvia Beach, who founded the bookstore Shakespeare and Company, and the writer James Joyce. They followed in the footsteps of the expatriate writers of the “Lost Generation,” like Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald, who drank and smoked their way through an outpouring of prolific creativity in the 1920s and ’30s

On the Left Bank, one might find Picasso holding court at the Café de Flore, free-flowing with his thoughts and ideas. Gertrude Stein, her brother Leo Stein, and her lover Alice B. Toklas were still hosting their famous Saturday evening salons at 27 rue de Fleurus, just a block from Rose’s first apartment in Paris. “Les Stein,” as they were collectively known, launched the careers of Matisse and Picasso in the early part of the century and remained avid collectors and social connectors within the Parisian art and literary scene.

The studio of surrealist artist Marcel Duchamp at 11 rue Larrey was just a few streets away. Picasso also had a studio nearby. Here, from his cavernous, loft-like atelier on the top floor of 7 rue des Grands-Augustins, Picasso had created his masterpiece of the Spanish Civil War, Guernica, beneath the building’s immense exposed wooden beams.

Rose lived with her partner, twenty-eight-year-old Joyce Heer. The stunning blue-eyed blond woman, described as a “very bubbly, happy-go-lucky sort of person” by Joyce’s goddaughter Auriel, was the perfect foil for Rose. Joyce was a natural beauty with delicate facial features. When she laughed, which was often, her heart-shaped lips would part, and dimples would appear in her cheeks. In photographs taken for identification cards and passports, she looked like a model with ivory skin, arched brow, and flaxen wavy hair, which hung in ringlets at the nape of her neck. She liked to wear fashionable dresses and elegant tailored coats, even when traveling, and never went anywhere without her high-heeled sandals. Whether she was walking around Paris, taking long country walks, or even fetching potatoes from a garden, she always had her sandals on.

Joyce had been raised in style. Born in Liverpool to a British mother and German father, Joyce spent her formative years in England and then attended an all-girls high school in Leipzig. At eighteen years old, she arrived in Paris to study at the Collège Féminin de Bouffémont, a finishing school for high society women. An advertisement for the school proclaimed it trained its students to be “capable of truly becoming intelligent and pleasant wives, mothers of diligent families, or where applicable, women capable of getting by on their own in life.” Girls like Joyce were taught how to dress and entertain, encouraged to shop in Paris, attended concerts and museum exhibitions, and took courses to improve their moral and cultural understanding of the world.

Joyce and Rose met at the Collège Féminin de Bouffémont, where Rose had been the French-language teacher since 1924. They also attended the Sorbonne at the same time. Joyce studied the classics and Romantic literature, as well as advanced French, and graduated in 1931 with a diploma in French civilization, while Rose studied modern art and archaeology. They knew each other well enough that when Joyce returned to Paris in 1934 after two and a half years of working as a secretary and stenographer in Chicago, she listed Rose as a reference for her French national identification card. Joyce moved into an apartment on rue Linné, a three-minute walk away from Rose, and by the fall of 1936, the two were living together in Rose’s apartment at 1ter rue de Navarre.

Joyce called Rose “Rosette”—a nickname used only by the closest of friends and family—but also had her own affectionate nicknames for her, “Rosie” and “Pouchka.” The latter was a Francization of the Russian word pushka, meaning a gun or a cannon, which summed Rose up rather perfectly. Rose helped Joyce perfect her French and Joyce helped Rose learn German. Rose was finally in love and in a committed relationship.

Homosexuality was decriminalized in France in 1791 during the French Revolution, but much prejudice still existed against same-sex couples, especially in the traditional setting Rose grew up in and in the ranks of the civil service. As such, Rose and Joyce never publicly acknowledged their relationship.

In Paris, Joyce worked as a secretary and stenographer, first for United Artists reporting to the company’s European president, Lacy Kastner. She prepared film contracts in English and German and answered international correspondence. After two years, she joined an American dry goods company as secretary to the president. In January 1937, she began working in the office of the Commercial Attaché at the US embassy in Paris, where she acted as translator, receptionist, and secretary.

Rose’s hard work at the Jeu de Paume was starting to reap some benefits. Although still unpaid, she had been essentially an unofficial curator with her attaché title since 1936. Her name began to appear in news reports about the museum’s exhibition openings. On occasion, she would be listed in the exhibition catalogs. She was communicating directly with such esteemed personages as Alfred H. Barr Jr., the director of the Museum of Modern Art, on the curation of upcoming exhibitions, and her address book was a who’s who of the Paris art world including Picasso, Dalí, Kandinsky, Max Ernst, Joseph Stella, and many more. Rose also won a journalism competition organized by the prestigious newspaper Le Figaro. Her award-winning article was an art historical analysis of an exhibition on Italian art jointly hosted by the Jeu de Paume and the Petit Palais.

In addition, Rose was instrumental in devising the plan to evacuate the Jeu de Paume’s art collection from harm’s way if war mobilization ever began, as part of a coordinated effort by the Musées Nationaux. The last thing anyone wanted was a repeat of World War I when France’s renowned cultural treasures—the Mona Lisa, the Venus de Milo, and around a thousand other artworks—were moved out of Paris only after the Germans invaded France. At that time, curators were told just to send away as many paintings and works of art as possible. The top floor of the Louvre was transformed into a hospital with a Red Cross flag visible through the glass ceiling in the hope it would deter bombings. All of this was done too late for comfort.

In 1932, as a new imperialist order was emerging in Germany, the Musées Nationaux began proactively planning for another war. Rose and the museum curators made priority list after priority list of works to be evacuated and those to be sheltered on-site, as well as lists of materials needed to protect the art, the museum, and the staff.

Maybe this was what Rose had been waiting for—what all her struggles so far were for—to save the art of France. If so, she was ready.

THE BERGHOF, GERMAN ALPS

JUNE 20, 1939

DR. HANS POSSE, A STERN-FACED SIXTY-YEAR-OLD GERMAN ART CURATOR, was being driven up the steep, winding road to the Berghof, Adolf Hitler’s mountainside home in the heart of the Alps. As the car—designated officially by a red silk swastika flag—rounded another bend in the road, a breathtaking vista of the lush Bavarian mountains emerged in the early evening summer light.

Posse had received an intriguing telephone call two days earlier. “The Führer would like to see you,” Hitler’s architect Albert Speer told Posse, phoning directly from the Berghof. The summons, with all its implication of honor and recognition, was a sharp turn of events for the art historian, who had been forced to retire early from his longtime position as director of Dresden’s Old Masters Picture Gallery the previous year.

The Picture Gallery was one of the most renowned museums in Europe. It had a collection of over three thousand paintings, predominantly from the thirteenth to eighteenth centuries, by the so-called Old Masters, including Raphael, Giotto, Titian, Rembrandt, and Vermeer. One of the Picture Gallery’s most famous works was Raphael’s Sistine Madonna, which features two cherubic angels at its bottom edge, blissfully unaware that they would later become one of the most reproduced visages in the world. While German, Italian, and Dutch paintings historically predominated the collection, by 1939, the museum also had a growing group of modern works from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The reason for Posse’s ouster: he had purchased and displayed modern “degenerate” paintings in the museum and was known to have a soft spot for German expressionists. Posse had also created a modern art division in the museum, curated three major modern art exhibitions—twice at the Venice Biennale and once at the International Art Exhibition in Dresden—and published a catalog in 1930 focused purely on the museum’s modern paintings. In the catalog preface, Posse urgently campaigned for a new building dedicated specifically to modern art. He went as far as to reproach previous directors of having “an art policy that looks back to the past as if spellbound that hinders the continuation of the collection into modern times.”

Unfortunately for Posse, Hitler’s hatred of avant-garde art—now given the catchy label “Entartete Kunst” (“degenerate art”)—had increased in virility. His disdain was likely rooted in his own failures as an artist. In his late teens, Hitler had been rejected twice from the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna. The first rejection in 1907 struck him like a lightning “bolt from the skies,” as he later recounted in his book Mein Kampf. He had been utterly confident he would be accepted, convinced it would be “child’s play to pass the examination.” In his own estimation, he was the best art student “by far” in his high school (although his report card showed more mixed results). In a state of shock, Hitler sought feedback from the school’s director. He was told that the drawings he submitted showed that, without a doubt, he was “unfit” for painting. Perhaps he might find some success studying architecture instead, suggested the director. After all, his portfolio was full of paintings of buildings.

That, too, was a dead end. Entrance to the School of Architecture required attending the Building School at the Vienna Technik, and entrance to the Technik was only open to high school graduates. But Hitler never graduated from high school. He had deliberately neglected his studies to spite his father, who had pronounced that Hitler would never become a professional artist. “Artist, no, never as long as I live!” his father had yelled derisively.

By the age of twenty, Hitler had lost both his parents, and his artistic dreams were dashed. He misspent the small inheritance left to him and lived in abject poverty in Vienna, working as a day laborer and churning out derivative paintings for tourists—copies of postcards showing the city’s famous landmarks. He slept on park benches and in homeless shelters. But it couldn’t be his own fault, he reasoned. His rejection from the arts and cultural world in Vienna must have been due to forces beyond his control.

“Wherever I now went I saw Jews,” he wrote in Mein Kampf, adding, “was there any form of filth or profligacy, particularly in cultural life, without at least one Jew involved in it? . . . What had to be reckoned heavily against the Jews in my eyes was when I became acquainted with their activity in the press, art, literature, and the theater.” Jews, Hitler claimed, were “a people who, even in outer appearance, bore no similarity to the Germans,” and if so, his logic followed, why should they be the gatekeepers of Germanic culture? Hitler became more and more appalled by what he deemed Jewish creations of “unclean products in public cultural life . . . literary filth, artistic trash and theatrical idiocy.” The answer was painfully obvious to Hitler: all the art that he could not comprehend was created by those he considered “non-German”—Jews, Bolsheviks, and urban “cosmopolitan” types—who were deliberately keeping him out. It was all a conspiracy, of which he was the victim.

Even if Hitler simplified his own anti-Semitic origin story in Mein Kampf for propaganda reasons, the rise of two nationalist politicians—Georg Ritter von Schönerer and Karl Lueger—had greatly influenced Hitler’s beliefs. Lueger, an early demagogue and the mayor of Vienna from 1897 to 1910, demonstrated how anti-Semitism could be used to energize a base of voters. Hitler described Lueger as “the greatest German mayor of all times.” Meanwhile, von Schönerer was even more of a spiritual inspiration to Hitler. Schönerer called himself “Führer” and began the use of “Heil” in greeting. He advocated for the incorporation of the German-speaking areas of Austria and Hungary into a greater Germany. In addition, he demanded “the removal of Jewish people from all sections of public life,” contending that the Jewish people in Germany should not be full citizens. Jewish, Slavic, or non-German citizens were not allowed to be members of his political movement, and each member had to prove they were of Aryan descent—those of pure German or European ancestry—and pass a health examination to show they had no genetic or physical defects.

In 1931, as Hitler was leading the Nazi Party to unprecedented success in German parliamentary elections, he announced that he would “release a tornado” against modern art. Two years later, he unleashed that storm. Upon his appointment as chancellor of Germany in 1933, Hitler officially announced a new art policy specifying that “all artistic productions with cosmopolitan or Bolshevik tendencies must be thrown out of German museums and collections.” At Hitler’s order, degenerate art was to be taken from museums, shown to the public with a price tag calling out the museum official who bought it, and then burned. Hitler gave the German people four years to rid the country of degenerate art.

In a 1935 speech in Nuremberg, Hitler increased his threats, stating, “One will no longer discuss or deal with these corruptors of art. They are fools, liars, or criminals who belong in insane asylums or prisons.” In 1937, under the direction of Reich Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels, the Nazis removed over sixteen thousand modern artworks by fourteen hundred artists from German museums in two waves of seizures.

The same year, in a speech to inaugurate the House of German Art—a new museum in Munich created to showcase all the acceptable forms of German art—Hitler clarified what styles of art were to be eradicated. “Cubism, dadaism, futurism, impressionism, and so on, have nothing to do with our German people,” Hitler announced vociferously inside the light-filled atrium of the House of German Art in front of a two-stories-tall swastika banner. “For all of these terms are neither old nor modern, but are simply the stilted stammering of people to whom God has denied real artistic talent and has given instead the gift of blather and deception.” In his curse-laden and increasingly hysterical speech, Hitler foamed at the mouth, convulsed, banged on the podium, and waved his hands in the air.

One day after the inauguration of the House of German Art, the Entartete Kunst (“Degenerate Art”) exhibition opened in Munich and was so popular it went on a multiyear tour to a dozen German cities. Some 650 of the degenerate artworks seized from German museums were put on display in the exhibition. All were shown as examples of how the country was going through a “cultural decline.” “German Volk, come judge for yourselves,” entreated Adolf Ziegler, the president of the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts, at the opening. Painted in black above a doorway were the words “Sie hatten vier Jahre Zeit” (“They had four years’ time”), goading the artists who still refused to change their art style as directed by the Nazi regime.

Visitors perused the multiple rooms of degenerate art with grave faces, taking in the deliberately haphazard hanging of artworks, reading the didactic information cards, and crying, “Blasphemy!” “The artists are making fun of us,” people were heard to say, calling the works displayed “dumm” (“stupid”). But some seemed to appreciate the art covertly. On the lower level of the exhibition, in front of a curation of graphic art, a woman whispered, “Aren’t they lovely?” before darting away.

Emblazoned on the wall were jarring statements censuring the art like “Deutsche ßauern, jüdisch gesehen” (“German farmers, a Yiddish view”), “Ideal: Krein und Hure” (“Ideal: Cretin and Whore”), “Verhöhnung des Gotteslebens” (“Insolent Mockery of the Divine”), and “Beleidigung deutscher Frauen” (“An Insult to German Women”). In some cases, modern drawings and paintings were exhibited side by side with those done by so-called “inmate[s] of a lunatic asylum,” in an attempt to associate the two. Red price tags were displayed alongside the art that read, “Paid for with the hard-earned wages of German working Volk.” Among the artworks were paintings by Kandinsky, Beckmann, Piet Mondrian, Paul Klee, Edvard Munch, and many by the Nazi Party member Emil Nolde. One room was dedicated to Jewish painters, including Marc Chagall, with the title “Offenbarung der jüdischen Rassenseele” (“Revelation of the Jewish racial soul”). A color lithograph by Pablo Picasso was also on display.

Over one million people visited the Degenerate Art exhibition in its first six weeks, more than three times the number of people who saw the Great German Art Exhibition at the House of German Art.

Posse heard Hitler’s speech at the House of German Art on the radio at home and quickly removed the remaining “degenerate” paintings on view in the Old Masters Picture Gallery. He assiduously implemented Hitler’s new rules, shutting down the museum’s modern art division and refocusing his efforts on a new building for German painting right in line with Third Reich ideology. Posse also cleverly rewrote his past, detaching himself where possible from the modern art collection at the museum, which included paintings by Paul Gauguin, Vincent van Gogh, Gustav Klimt, Chagall, Kandinsky, and others.

Despite Posse’s rebranding efforts, he had been targeted by eager local politicians looking to please the new Nazi regime, as well as art historians who hoped to usurp his position. In March 1938, Posse was pressured by the Saxon Ministry for Public Education to resign. As a compromise, he was allowed to take an early retirement but was technically still on the job until he turned sixty.

Hitler himself then intervened on Posse’s behalf, showing up at the Old Masters Picture Gallery as a “birthday gift” to his favorite art dealer, Karl Haberstock, who was a friend of Posse’s. “Put Posse back as director,” Haberstock had told Hitler. “He’s considered to be the greatest museum expert in Germany, but just lost his position through some trifling difference with a local party official.”

“You are said to have purchased such horrible pictures,” Hitler had challenged Posse in the museum, but the art director explained that he had only added thirty-three avant-garde paintings to the gallery, and most were donated or on loan to the museum. A mere nine paintings were purchased directly by him using state funds. After reviewing the museum’s acquisition documents, Hitler decided that Posse should be reinstated as director.

On the same day, Hitler had secretly authorized the confiscation of property belonging to people “hostile to the state,” citing, in particular, Jewish property in Austria. He gave himself authority to decide how the stolen goods would be used, which meant he needed an efficient operator to allocate it all. Hitler was also looking for someone to lead his greatest cultural vision, the Führermuseum, to be built in Linz, Austria, where he was raised. Posse had all the right skills for the job and the kind of ambition Hitler liked to see—a “Führerpersönlichkeit” (a leader type of personality). He had been impressed by Posse’s wit, his deep art knowledge, and his self-assuredness. Posse was a lavish sycophant prone to superlatives and exclamation marks and experienced at giving tours to important people. Hitler was easily flattered by educated experts, especially when their tastes aligned with his own.

Posse was certainly not against cultural plunder either. He was a favorite pupil of the famous art historian Wilhelm von Bode, who had transformed Germany’s state art collection into a tribute to the nation’s imperial prowess under King Frederick II. In fact, during World War I, Posse wrote to von Bode: “I myself would be delighted to be present at the dissolution of the Louvre.” He might soon get that chance. According to Albert Speer, Hitler was seeking Posse’s advice on the “Linz museum matter.”

[image: image]
Hitler looks at the model for the redesign of Linz in the basement of the New Reich Chancellery, Berlin, on the evening of February 9, 1945.
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THE DRIVER CAREFULLY MANEUVERED A precipitous, thirteen-hundred-foot ascent along a narrow, twisting road up the Obersalzberg mountain. As the car passed through multiple armed gates, Posse readied himself for the momentous meeting. He was a workaholic, and this would be the assignment of his career if everything went well. Like Hitler, Posse believed fundamentally in Germany’s greatness, particularly in the superiority of Germanic culture. If the Third Reich was the means by which Germany could claim its rightful place in cultural history, so be it. Posse also owed Hitler a favor for restoring his position at the Picture Gallery. After passing the final guardhouse, Posse’s car rounded a last curve and pulled up to the steps of the large chalet-inspired complex. It was the night before the summer solstice, and still bright out. The white stucco structure gleamed in contrast with the surrounding deep green firs.

The Berghof was designed to impress and had robust security measures, as Hitler used the property as both a personal country estate and a headquarters for meetings and official state visits. In addition to the numerous guard posts, the 
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