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Prologue

The Belvedere Palace of war hero Prince Eugene seemed the setting of a fairy tale on the winter morning in 2006 when a young Los Angeles attorney, wearing a long black coat and an habitual air of impatience, trudged through its snowy gardens to lay claim to a painting he had spent years fighting for.

The lone man strode briskly along the imperial palace’s frozen pond. Ice clung to the monumental sphinxes standing sentinel along his path, their hair swirling around fiercely beautiful faces, breasts naked between tassels dangling from armor. Their eyes cast a bold gaze, of sated conquest.

The lawyer was Randol Schoenberg, the grandson of a venerated Viennese composer who had fled the rise of Hitler. The return of this ominous heir was anything but welcome. The painting Schoenberg sought was a shimmering gold masterpiece, painted a century earlier, by the artistic heretic Gustav Klimt. It was a portrait of a Viennese society beauty, Adele Bloch-Bauer.

Both artist and model were long dead, but people still enjoyed speculating they had been lovers. Their artistic collaboration produced one of the greatest portraits of the modern age. Austrians regarded the painting as their Mona Lisa.

Schoenberg paused to stamp snow from his boots at the doors of the palace, which now housed the Austrian Gallery, the premier national art museum, though it still bore the name bestowed by Prince Eugene, who called it his Belvedere, or “beautiful view.” From this hill the Turks had laid siege to Vienna in the last great showdown between East and West, and the soaring green Belvedere roof emulated their billowing tents.

In the distance, St. Stephen’s Cathedral rose toward the heavens, reaching for the love of God. Its majestic blackened spires towered over the site of an ancient moat built by Roman emperors over the remains of a prehistoric Celtic settlement.

Here was the primeval heart of Vienna.

Above Schoenberg, stone gods and goddesses gazed down from the parapet of the palace. Cherubs cast mischievous glances, as capricious as love itself. A group of Japanese tourists stood and shivered, waiting for the museum to open. Schoenberg hurried past them.
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The Belvedere Palace of Prince Eugene of Savoy, the Baroque monument to the victory over the Turks. (Illustration Credit prl.1)

A silver-haired patriarch in a gray overcoat stopped his morning walk and stared: it was that American lawyer from newspapers and television. “Schoenberg!” the Austrian hissed to his wife. They exchanged stony glances. Schoenberg. The man who wanted to take the gold portrait from Austria.

Inside, Schoenberg was greeted with cool circumspection by the director of the Austrian Gallery, Gerbert Frodl. Frodl was a tall man with watchful eyes and a thin smile. Schoenberg was the last person Frodl, or Austria, wanted to see. But Frodl was shrewd enough to realize that it would be best to treat the composer’s grandson with courtesy. Ticking him off would only make things worse.

For years, Austrian officials had stonewalled Schoenberg. Now Frodl was reduced to showing him the way to precious paintings like a museum guide. Frodl quickly handed Schoenberg off to a tight-lipped functionary. She led him to a glass elevator and pushed a button. They rode down in silence. Deep under the museum, the elevator groaned to a halt. Schoenberg followed the administrator down a maze of dark passageways, their footsteps echoing. Schoenberg thought, What is this place?

He knew better than to ask. The answer might not be pretty. Bunkers like this were not built for fairy-tale palaces.

Finally the administrator opened a heavy door to reveal a strange chamber, as immense and fortified as a refuge to wait out the end of the world. The administrator didn’t bother to offer an explanation for this place, whose colossal walls, built during World War II, had been strong enough to withstand aerial bombardment.

Like many things and many people in Austria, the bunker beneath the Belvedere possessed a mysterious pedigree. Museum curators whispered, incredibly, that it was built as a last refuge for Hitler. But there was no official explanation.

The bunker now sheltered the artistic treasures of Middle Europe. Some of the art locked away here had been “collected” by the Nazis—meaning that it had been stolen, appropriated as ransom from families of accomplished Jews, who were humiliated, fleeced, and finally hounded out of Vienna. If they stayed, far worse fates befell them.

Older Austrians wished to forget this unpleasantness. Museum officials, in particular, had no incentive to sort through their institution’s own musty papers and pull out letters from Nazi functionaries proving that this or that painting did not belong on their walls. They disliked being reminded that fellow art historians and mentors—even relatives—had curated art for Hitler. Now, unbelievably, it had come to this: this Schoenberg was going to paw through national treasures like Napoleon.

The administrator led Schoenberg into the shadowy vault. He blinked to adjust his eyes to the dim light. What he saw astounded him. Rack after rack of paintings lined the walls. Centuries of art that had once hung in monasteries, palaces, grand apartments, and country homes.

The administrator walked silently along the rows of gilded frames, then stopped. Here, she said decisively.

Schoenberg lifted the first painting in the rack, and the light caught a shimmering surface. Here was the masterpiece Schoenberg was fighting for. He stared in wonder at Adele’s face, floating in a haze of gold, as pale and sultry as a diva of the silent screen.

For eight years, Schoenberg had argued this painting did not belong to Austria. Most people would have given up long ago. But Schoenberg had a remarkable client, with a stubbornness to match his own. A ninety-year-old retired dress-shop owner, disarmingly charming and as dignified and composed as the carefully cultivated Viennese debutante she had once been. This onetime Vienna belle, Maria Bloch-Bauer Altmann, was the last living link to her aunt Adele, who was the muse, and perhaps much more, of Gustav Klimt.

Maria Altmann had all the will in the world. But she didn’t have much time. Never had a little old Jewish lady in Los Angeles caused Austria so much trouble.

Schoenberg was not the first attorney to hold this contested jewel in his hands. Half a century before, a Nazi lawyer, known for his arrogance and tailored suits, turned the key of the Elisabethstrasse palais of Adele Bloch-Bauer.

Vienna was ruled by a native son, Adolf Hitler. The attorney, Erich Führer, was riding the crest of this triumphant wave. Even his name was serendipitous. Führer was proud of his stern hatchet face, and the long scar on his cheek that advertised his membership in an elite anti-Semitic university fencing fraternity.

Führer was from a “good family.” But when he opened the massive wooden door of the Bloch-Bauer palais, he looked like a thug in a suit. It was a pose he relished, and like Hitler, it was very much in vogue.

The four-story Bloch-Bauer palais was just off the Ringstrasse, or “Ring Street,” the broad avenue built in a circle around the city after 1857, when Vienna began to tear down the massive walls that had staved off the Turks. Jewish barons like Rothschild and Schey were allowed to build the ceremonial mansions that the Viennese called palais on the empty ring of land where the battlements had stood. The Ringstrasse became the home of a newer elite known as the “second society.”

Now brilliant Jewish families like the Bloch-Bauers were gone. The salon was silent. Curtains were drawn over the long windows overlooking the Schillerplatz and its statue, draped in a garland of golden roses, of the poet Friedrich Schiller, beloved for the Ode to Joy that was his “kiss to the whole world.” Angels gazed down demurely from the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts across the square. Once this Elisabethstrasse palais had witnessed the academy’s humiliating rejection of Hitler, when he was a penniless young art student.

Denying Hitler anything in Vienna was inconceivable now.

Führer strode across jewel-toned Persian rugs, until he reached the bedroom of Adele Bloch-Bauer, the late wife of the man who had been forced to flee this mansion. She had died years ago. But there were flowers in a vase on a table, so withered and dry they crumbled at the touch, and a framed photograph of a bearlike man, grinning and embracing a black-and-white kitten.

Klimt.

Whatever did women see in him?

Führer walked deeper into the shadowy, cold room. Then he spotted his quarry. For a moment, he stood before it and stared. Here was the portrait that had dazzled turn-of-the-century Vienna. A painting with the flourish of Mozart, yet a product of Freud’s emerging age of the psyche. In this painting, Vienna’s glittering past met its fratricidal present.

Now it would meet its future.

Führer knew Klimt’s work was not entirely in keeping with Nazi tastes. Hitler had an aversion to modernists, and Klimt had been a notorious “philo-Semite,” a friend of Jews. Yet his portraits of society ladies were synonymous with Viennese glamour. The fact that the woman in the golden painting was Jewish was inconvenient, but not incurable.

The painting of Adele would be hoisted into a vehicle and driven across town, slowly, to protect the fragile gold leaf. Führer would not deliver the painting to brutal Nazi storm troopers with guns and boots. He would present it to bespectacled curators at the Austrian Gallery, who were advancing their careers under Nazi rule. It was to these tainted aesthetes that Führer would offer the beautiful Adele, like pirates’ booty, or a trophy of war, with a letter that bore the salutation “Heil Hitler!”

The placard on the wall at the Belvedere gave no clues as to the identity of the woman in the portrait. Any hint of her Jewish origins would betray the Nazi lie of racial superiority.

So they engaged in one of the greatest identity thefts in the history of artistic provenance, craftily erasing the traces of Adele’s life and legacy. The first mention of the “acquisition” of Adele’s gold portrait was written in 1942 by an old friend of Klimt. He knew very well who Adele was. Yet in one of the small collaborations that pushed the Nazi machinery forward, he politely called the gold portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer the Dame in Gold.

The Lady in Gold.

Adele would gaze down mutely on well-dressed visitors, like a deposed queen of fin de siècle Vienna, a forgotten fragment of the birth of modernism. Her lips were slightly parted, as if she were about to speak. It might take years for Adele’s truth to get out, but her secret would not remain locked up forever.

——

The woman who held the key to the mystery carefully balanced a tray of aromatic Viennese coffee, brimming with whipped cream, and set it on a table in a sun-dappled living room in Los Angeles at the turn of another century.

Maria Altmann was gracious and warm, the kind of woman referred to in another era as a grande dame. Her face was deeply lined, but her bright brown eyes still held a gaze of wonder.

“It is a very complicated story,” Maria began, in an elegant Old World accent that belonged to a vanished world in Mitteleuropa. She paused a moment, trying to decide where to start. “People always asked me, did your aunt have a mad affair with Klimt? My sister thought so. My mother—she was very Victorian—said, ‘How dare you say that? It was an intellectual friendship.’ ”

Maria looked up at a reproduction of Adele’s portrait on the wall, regarding her face thoughtfully.

“My darling,” she said finally, “Adele was a modern woman, living in the world of yesterday.”



PART ONE
Emancipation
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Adele Bauer at sixteen, dressed as a sylph of spring, to recite a poem for her sister’s wedding, March 1898. (Illustration Credit p01.1)




Adele’s Vienna

Poems and Privilege

It was 1898, and the devil himself seemed to dance in Vienna.

The mistress of Emperor Franz Joseph was Vienna’s premier actress, Katharina Schratt, and she was threatening to retire from the stage unless the Imperial Burgtheater staged a scandalous Arthur Schnitzler play that glamorized free love. Vienna’s most acclaimed star couldn’t possibly be allowed to step down in the Jubilee Year, the fiftieth anniversary of the reign of the Austro-Hungarian monarch. So when the curtains opened on Schnitzler’s Veil of Beatrice, the emperor personally saw to it that his mistress was onstage in a black veil, in the role of the seduced woman.

If it had once been unthinkable for the Austrian emperor to publicly indulge the whims of a common actress, Vienna was now a hothouse where nothing seemed impossible.

For hundreds of years, the great Habsburg dynasty had reigned over this crossroad of East and West. Behind immense battlements, its frilly court united German, Italian, Polish, Czech, Hungarian, and Croatian aristocracies into a single royal house whose multicultural capital was as ornate as a Fabergé egg. Even their German acquired elaborate embellishments and a lilting cadence, softened by Italian and French, and Baroque exhortations to kuss die hand. This culture of pleasure was so unabashed that one Habsburg archduke declared wine “the principal nourishment of the city of Vienna.”

Now Vienna’s ancient ramparts had come tumbling down, and a wave of newcomers was crowding in from Bohemia, Moravia, Galicia, and Transylvania. You could hear a dozen languages in a single street—or a single tavern.

This new Vienna was a city of contradictions. It was one of Europe’s richest cities, yet its immigrants were among the poorest. The construction of opulent new palaces did little to hide a severe housing shortage. Vienna doctors were creating modern medicine—pioneering surgeries; discovering germs, the polio virus, and blood types—yet incurable syphilis spread unchecked. Sigmund Freud was illuminating hidden drives of sex and aggression at a time of xenophobia and anti-Semitism so crude that some believed Jews murdered children to leaven their matzoh with blood. Famed for its gaiety, “the sacred city of musicians” had the highest suicide rate in Europe.

The hallowed house of Habsburg, which produced the kings of the Holy Roman Empire and boasted such ancestors as Julius Caesar and Nero, seemed to be coming apart. Emperor Franz Joseph was carrying on with an actress. His wife, Empress Elisabeth, detested court life and spent her time traveling the continent, earning a reputation as Europe’s most famous liberated woman. His brother, Maximilian, playfully donned a sombrero during an ill-fated adventure as emperor of Mexico that ended with his execution by firing squad. His wife, Charlotte, went mad in a Belgian castle.

The dynasty that had united Europe and the Americas had become the empire’s premier dysfunctional family.

[image: ]
Franz Joseph, Emperor of Austria, King of Bohemia, and Apostolic King of Hungary, ruler of the empire from 1848 until his death in 1916; shown here in 1897. (Illustration Credit 1.1)

Arrivistes were upending the social order. Prominent Jewish men like Gustav Mahler—who converted to Catholicism to qualify for an imperial post as director of the Vienna State Opera—were somehow becoming eligible bachelors, chased by wealthy Catholic society girls. The intoxicating waltz was throwing Viennese maidens into the arms of strangers. “African and hot-blooded, crazy with life . . . restless . . . passionate,” wrote an appalled director of the Burgtheater. “The devil is loose here . . . in one single night, the Viennese went with him.”

Yet even in this “Gay Apocalypse,” Vienna maintained a deeply old-fashioned charm, with its snow-covered palaces and strolling parks, its aromatic cafés and seductive pastry carts piled with petit fours and chocolate bonbons filled with sweet liqueur. Possessed of a childlike love of adornment, Vienna was a city where gilded iron roses climbed balconies and stone goddesses framed doorways; where gargoyles glared from cornices and Herculean men bared their immense chests from façades.

Even the empire’s military was as festive as a marching band, with Emperor Franz Joseph in scarlet trousers trimmed with gold braid, his officers and hussars strutting through Vienna in uniforms in purple, salmon, and powder blue, festooned with red lanyards and long plumes trailing from their helmets.

In 1898, Vienna was a place where illusions could still be preserved by well-to-do families like the Bauers, who gathered at their elegant apartment above the Ringstrasse on a March afternoon when the musky sweetness of lilacs filled the damp air.

Adele Bauer was standing before the family in a white Grecian robe, revealing a slender frame as long and delicate as a vase. Her thick dark hair fell to her waist. At sixteen, Adele was crossing that mysterious line between girl and woman. Dressed as the spirit of Spring, she held a wicker cornucopia filled with spring blossoms and sheaves. With her poise and regal bearing and her dark, heavily lidded eyes, Adele might have been an actress, like Katharina Schratt, who ruled a few steps down the Ringstrasse, at the Burgtheater. For now, Bauer family gatherings were the stage for Adele, the pampered youngest child of Viennese banker Moritz Bauer.

[image: ]
Katharina Schratt, shown here ca. 1880, was the greatest actress in the Germanic world. Emperor Franz Joseph built her the Villa Schratt at Ischl and made her an heir. (Illustration Credit 1.2)

Today Adele would read a poem in honor of a family wedding. In two days, her sister, Therese Bauer, would solemnize her union with Gustav Bloch, the jovial son of a prominent Czech sugar baron. So there was a dynastic air to the proceedings in the Bauer parlor, a great room richly furnished with gilded mirrors, the framed portraits of family ancestors, and an ornate clock, adorned with a golden Roman chariot.

Bauer family celebrations always had a touch of theater. Friends played music while guests waltzed. A special poem elevated the atmosphere from the realm of the ordinary, inviting guests to share the deeper significance of the moment.

The room grew still.

“Do you recognize me? Must I introduce myself?” Adele began, in a low, rich voice, with an air of intrigue. “Do you know who is speaking to you?

“I bring you joy, I bring you lust for life! I chase away your sorrow and grief. In a word, I am the Good Spirit of the house.” This slip of a girl did look like a spirit; or a long-limbed water sprite, or a lithe Muse from an Etruscan urn.

Gustav Bloch smiled at his bride-to-be, Therese, the very proper sister of Adele. Gustav, a handsome man with a thick mustache, had wooed Therese with the intricate courtesies suitable to the old-fashioned daughter of an established banker.

Gustav’s brother, Ferdinand, standing beside him, eyed Adele. Ferdinand was poised to take over his Czech father’s sugar beet industry. Sugar barons were the oil sheiks of pastry-mad Vienna, their wealth increasing with every surge in the price of the white gold. Ferdinand was twice Adele’s age. He was a kind, homely bachelor who collected fussy eighteenth-century porcelain. Serious and methodical, Ferdinand was as different from his café-loving brother as Therese was from her literary, artistically inclined sister.
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Adele Bauer’s sister, Therese, was everything Adele was not: conventionally feminine and a conformist at heart. This pastel sketch dates from ca. 1898. (Illustration Credit 1.3)

The conventional Therese would straighten out Ferdinand’s bon vivant of a brother. But her sister! Adele looked like a charming little pagan goddess.

“I am a creature of this house, which I have always loved, always inhabited, and seldom left,” Adele was reciting. “My worst enemy is the sadness that drove me away.” Ferdinand suffered from periodic melancholy. He listened more closely.

“But you see that I emerged the stronger one!” Adele said, with theatrical triumph. “And how do I return? Whole and strong, with all the Might that I can muster.

“How much do I love to see you here? You can see it in my shining eyes, in my flushed cheeks. My masterpiece is you, gathered here,” Adele said with rising emotion, as the guests smiled.

Ferdinand was hooked. How had his distracted brother managed to betroth himself to this charming Viennese family?

“As my little Ghosts foretold,” Adele said, “Happiness has moved in with the Bauers.”

Ferdinand’s eyes wandered to a sepia portrait of Adele’s mother in a heavy gilded frame, dressed in the daring pre-Victorian manner, her gown falling far from her thin shoulders, and baring a touch of décolletage. Adele obviously took after her mother.

“Is it not true that little Cupid, with his bow and arrow, has made an excellent shot?” Adele asked, taking Gustav and Therese by the hand. “I feel it, in the beating of my heart; in the blood that runs through my veins; I feel it in the hot streak of luck that shoots through me!”

The poem was long. Guests shifted on their feet impatiently, thinking of the champagne and roast beef to come. Ferdinand wondered if he could arrange to be seated near Adele.

“Suddenly, I have lost my words!” Adele stalled mischievously. “My desires rise to my lips, inside me my feelings are in turmoil, and every emotion clamors to emerge at once!”

Waiters were bringing fluted glasses.

“But the hausfrau is giving me an annoyed look,” Adele said, smiling at her mother. “She wants you to sample her culinary skills. The man of the house would like you to judge his vintages of wine. Therefore, I will go now.

“I call out to you, with all the force of my lungs, and even more: Long live the bride and groom!”

Everyone raised a glass. The deserving but dour Ferdinand made a silent toast to the dazzling woman-child in white, the bewitching embodiment of youth and hope.


The King

Not far from Adele’s sheltered world, the finest painter in Austria was charting a collision course with the Vienna art establishment.

Gustav Klimt still didn’t seem the rebel as he held court at his daily haunt, the Café Tivoli, at the foot of the gardens of the Schönbrunn Castle. Every morning Klimt downed strong coffee and ordered an enormous breakfast. “Whipped cream played a major role,” along with Gugelhopf, a rich cake of rum, raisins, and cherries in the shape of a Turkish turban, recalled the painter Carl Moll, who sat at the open-air table with Klimt and their fellow artists, plotting the future of Austrian art.

Klimt was becoming a celebrity. When he strode into Vienna’s Café Central, heads turned. Women found him alluring. His massive athletic frame, tanned face, and boldly direct glance distinguished him from the prissier dandies of upper-class Vienna, who paid careful attention to their dress and the figure they cut. Klimt exuded the natural sexual charisma of a man comfortable in his own skin.
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Gustav Klimt, Austria’s finest painter, whose affairs fueled Vienna gossip, shown here ca. 1900. (Illustration Credit 2.1)

Klimt’s friends called him König—the King.

At thirty-five, Klimt was a king, of the Vienna art world. By the time he was in his midtwenties, Emperor Franz Joseph had awarded him the golden service cross, and had personally congratulated him for his staircase murals in Vienna’s Imperial Burgtheater, or “Castle Theater,” the monumental new building for one of the greatest stages in the Germanic world. Klimt’s decorative paintings of Greek myths, Norse legends, and heroic women adorned palaces, spas, and theaters throughout the empire.

To outsiders, Klimt seemed to lead a charmed life. People were calling him the heir to Vienna’s late “prince of painters,” Hans Makart, a romantic painter of scenes of Romeo and Juliet, wood nymphs, knights, and troubadours. Makart had turned his studio into a salon for wealthy women, flattering them with unctuous portraits and romantic attention, until he died, ravaged by syphilis, in 1884.

A comparison to Makart was a heady designation for a man who had stayed away from grammar school as a boy because his family was too poor to replace his shabby clothes. In the years when Klimt aspired to be no more than an art teacher, such acclaim would have been beyond his wildest ambitions.

Klimt admired Makart, of course, and acknowledged his influence. But he wasn’t interested in following in his footsteps as an artistic courtier of official Vienna. He was restless in the gilded cage of a state-sanctioned artist.

The lucrative work had lifted him from desperate poverty. But he bristled at the conventional world he now inhabited. The provincial prejudices of the Viennese aristocrats who courted him only fed his brewing rebellion against his own success.

In the privacy of his lush walled garden studio, Klimt had begun to reach into his own psyche. He was experimenting with Symbolism, a French movement that used mythical figures and psychologically charged symbols. Its proponents had a particular fascination with strong female figures. They rediscovered a neglected portrait, Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, and resurrected it as a masterpiece of the “eternal feminine.”

Klimt was gravitating to new patrons, self-made Viennese industrialists, many of them Jewish, who were buying the innovative new art that state museums rejected. To this emerging elite, Klimt was something of a sex symbol. His charisma was enhanced by his devil-may-care impatience with the hypocrisies of Viennese society. In this Janus-faced world, men of distinguished lineage hid their indiscretions with prostitutes, or their “sweet girls” from the lower social orders, while respectable women were expected to pretend not to like sex.

Klimt liked women.

At a time when open female sensuality was disdained as an aberration or a “hysteria” to be treated, Klimt’s elegantly erotic line drawings, more whispered about than seen, made it clear he understood the sexual desires of women. “The erotic neurasthenia that vibrates in many of his most deeply felt drawings is filled with his most profound and painful experience,” wrote art historian Hans Tietze of this “refined man of nature, a mixture of satyr and ascetic.”

Women far above Klimt in social status were disarmed by his direct, irreverent manner, his burning stare and deep baritone. His magnetism was enhanced by the kind of powerful physique more typical of a woodcutter or a sailor. Klimt did nothing to discourage his image of roguish virility.

Yet his work habits were rigidly ascetic. He lived with his mother and sisters. He woke at first light, sometimes at his studio on Josefstädterstrasse, then set out on a brisk walk across Vienna for his hearty breakfast at the Café Tivoli. He returned to his studio for long days of painting, taking breaks to exercise with barbells.

Klimt’s influences were Viennese. In an era when gold symbolized imperial power, he let the reflections of the herculean golden globes and statues perched on Vienna buildings bleed into his paintings. In a Vienna in which even psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud sifted through the black market for Egyptian antiquities, Klimt incorporated exotic motifs from North Africa and sketched the ubiquitous sphinxes scattered through imperial palaces.

But it was women who fascinated Klimt, and women who were emerging as his patrons and champions. In a class-stratified, anti-Semitic Vienna crowded with pretentious royalty, Klimt began to accept commissions to paint portraits of women from the new Jewish intellectual families. The women in these families lived in a world of ideas. Some knew Freud personally and weren’t shocked by his belief that subconscious sexual desires burned beneath Vienna’s embellished façade. These women were not born into their place in society; they were creating it.

Perhaps Klimt saw something of himself in them.


Emancipated Immigrants

Vienna, one of the oldest settlements on the River Danube, has always been a frontier, a walled city of the West on the doorstep of the East, defending itself from outsiders but shaped by immigration since the beginning of time. The Aurignacians left Venus-like fertility figures in Austria before moving on to paint caves in France and Spain. The restless Celts moved up the Danube, building a settlement on a wooded bluff above the waters the Romans would later call Vindobona.

The warrior emperor Marcus Aurelius himself guarded the vineyards of this Roman bulwark from Marcomanni attackers, building the walls higher to fend off the Huns, the Goths, and the Alemanni. Soon it was the eastern bulwark of Christendom, the frontier defender against Slav invaders and Magyar horsemen who thundered across the Hungarian plain. The garrison became a growing citadel known as Wien.

The discovery of a golden scroll in a child’s grave near Vienna with a Jewish prayer—“Hear, O Israel! The Lord is Our God! The Lord is One!”—placed the Jewish presence at least as far back as the third century, suggesting Jews were co-founders of Roman Austria. But as Christianity replaced paganism, the relationship with Jewish citizens became capricious. They were tolerated, then expelled; allowed to return as merchants, but not to own houses. Literacy set Jews apart, and the Jewish tradition of aiding their widowed, orphaned, and handicapped inspired envy.

If Jews became too successful, a misfortune—plague, drought, war, famine—transformed peaceful neighbors into howling mobs. Jews were defamed as usurious moneylenders and killers of Christ, then derided as shiftless wanderers when they fled.
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Jeanette Bauer, whose youngest child, Adele, was Klimt’s most famous model, ca. 1862. (Illustration Credit 3.1)

Gradually, Jewish industry—along with bailouts of spendthrift barons, counts, and princes—won respect, even titles, from Germanic aristocracy. By 1814, diplomats at the Congress of Vienna were flocking to the salon of the Jewish aristocrat Fanny von Arnstein, and they whirled to the beat of a salacious mountain courtship dance, imported by Danubian boatmen, that the Viennese called the waltz.

When the earliest reforms of the Jewish emancipation came in 1848, Vienna had only two hundred tolerated Jewish families. Now thousands more packed their bags in Galicia, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia. As restrictions on Jewish residency loosened, Vienna beckoned.

In 1857, Emperor Franz Joseph ordered the dismantling of Vienna’s massive stone fortifications. It was a revolutionary decision. The battlements had grown to immense dimensions during the Crusades, financed, according to legend, with ransom for freeing Richard the Lionhearted. The walls had stopped the Turks and sheltered Viennese sensibilities from the crude peasantry. Down came the walls! The imperial city was remaking itself. Johann Strauss II, the merry fiddler, wrote the “Demolition Polka” to celebrate this chaotic reinvention.

The construction din on the Ringstrasse, the cradle of the city’s rebirth, was as ferocious as the monumental new neoclassical Parliament building architects had crowned with chariots of winged goddesses permanently in battle. The emperor’s War Ministry was adorned with avenging angels and busts of soldiers that celebrated the empire’s ethnic diversity: Serb horsemen with handlebar mustaches, Hungarian Magyars wearing head kerchiefs like Gypsies, Croats with the jaunty cravats that Parisians adopted as the tie, and Bosnians sporting the “blood-red fezzes” that the Austrian novelist Joseph Roth compared to “tiny bonfires lit by Islam in honor of his Apostolic Majesty.” “If you want peace, prepare for war” read the ministry’s inscription.

The Habsburgs courted wealthy Jewish families to finance railroads and factories, honoring them with aristocratic titles handed out like party favors. Jewish barons—Rothschilds, Gutmanns, and Scheys—could now aspire to marry their daughters to Catholic aristocrats. They could mingle in Vienna’s “second society,” of freshly minted aristocrats and industrialists.

Between 1860 and 1900, the Jewish population of Vienna exploded, from 6,000 to 147,000, the largest in Western Europe. As the turn of the century neared, nearly one in ten Vienna residents was Jewish. Vienna had gained some of Middle Europe’s most talented minds, like Sigmund Freud, whose family had moved from an Edenic town in Moravia; Gustav Mahler, whose family had relocated from Bohemia; and Ludwig Wittgenstein, whose family had converted to Catholicism generations ago.

Affluent Viennese Jewish families were instant lovers of Viennese culture. They filled the empire’s new theaters, opera houses, and schools far out of proportion to their share of the population. Less than 10 percent of Viennese children were Jewish, yet Jewish children were 30 percent of high school classes. The Jewish Viennese embraced the newly unrestricted fields of science and medicine. More free to make things up as they went along, they supported new artists, intellectuals, and political trends. They became such crucial patrons of culture that soon, the journalist Stefan Zweig wrote, “whoever wished to put through something in Vienna,” or “sought appreciation as well as an audience, was dependent on the Jewish bourgeoisie.”

The Jewish elite was, as the Czech writer Milan Kundera put it, the “intellectual cement” of Middle Europe.

Yet most Jewish families crowding into Vienna lived far from the charmed circle on the Ringstrasse. The Ostjuden, or Eastern Jews, had fled poverty and pogroms in backward corners of Poland and Russia. They arrived desperate and devout, crowding into decrepit warrens that clung to the banks of the Danube Canal in Leopoldstadt, the old Jewish ghetto, now referred to as “Matzoh Island.” This was turn-of-the-century Vienna: a cosmopolitan, wealthy imperial city, a playground of aristocrats and palaces, a magnet for desperately poor refugees.

Anti-Semitism marched hand in hand with the rising prominence of Jewish families. Georg von Schönerer, an anti-Semitic politician near the German border, was jailed in 1888 for beating Jews. But his sister, the open-minded actress Alexandrine von Schönerer, socialized with Jewish theater patrons, and their father was a friend and business associate of the Rothschilds.

One of Georg von Schönerer’s disciples, Karl Lueger, would make Vienna the birthplace of anti-Semitism as a mainstream political force. Lueger, who electrified crowds by blaming Jewish entrepreneurs for Vienna’s economic woes, was elected mayor on an anti-Semitic platform and took office in 1897 over the strident opposition of the emperor. “Handsome Karl” introduced electric streetlights, a public marketplace, and municipal gasworks—all the while pleading for assistance from the very Jewish bankers he denounced as an international conspiracy. When it was pointed out that Lueger himself socialized with people of Jewish descent, Lueger snapped: “I decide who is a Jew.”

For members of the privileged Jewish elites like Moritz Bauer, the crude anti-Semitism of politicians like Lueger was background noise, the tasteless chatter of déclassé demagogues who were best occupied with fixing the streets.

Moritz and Jeanette Bauer were newcomers to Austria when their Viennese daughter was born, on August 9, 1881, in the heat of the Danubian summer. They named her Adele, Old German for “Noble,” suggesting the family’s aspirations to live the promise of the emancipation.


The Wounded Creator

The Greeks thought inspiration was a gift of the gods.

Freud believed art arose from attempts to resolve psychological conflict, and that for creators, the pain of childhood trauma was a wellspring of inspiration. If so, it didn’t require Freud to identify the demons that haunted the workaholic artist and serial philanderer who was Gustav Klimt.

Klimt was born the second of seven children on July 14, 1862, in Baumgarten on the outskirts of Vienna, into a Catholic family of the city’s large immigrant underclass. His father, Ernst Klimt, from Bohemia, was a gruff uneducated Czech, isolated by his rudimentary German and frustrated by his meager earnings as a gold engraver. Klimt’s Viennese mother, Anna, had once nurtured unattainable dreams of being an opera singer. Now she struggled with anxiety and depression that deepened after each child’s birth.

Gustav Klimt grew up miserably poor. His father worked brutal hours, lacking the connections to obtain lucrative commissions. At Christmas, “there wasn’t even any bread in the house, much less presents,” recalled Gustav’s sister Hermine. Instability was constant. The family moved five times before Klimt was two, and in one home, they shared a single room. When he was twelve, his winsome five-year-old sister, Anna, died of a childhood illness. His mother collapsed. His beautiful, emotionally brittle older sister, Klara, had an attack of “religious madness” and never really recovered. School was a humiliating daily ordeal. Gustav stayed out one year because he lacked proper pants. Another year a prosperous schoolboy’s watch went missing, and Gustav believed his status as the poorest boy in class made him the prime suspect. He often suffered hurt feelings, rejection, and disappointment. But he loved to draw. When he finished his chores, he sketched the neighbor’s cat, his younger brother Ernst, and his wan mother, slumped in her chair.

Gustav and Ernst helped their father work with gold. Thanks to the construction boom of the Ringstrasse, gold was a more promising trade. The Midas touch was everywhere on the imperial ministries and monuments going up on the Ringstrasse. All that glittered was gold, or at least gilt. Here, Atlas hoisted his golden globe, the gilt features of Pallas Athena shone in the sun, and gold leaf glowed from ceilings and Corinthian columns.

Gold symbolized everything that was out of reach for Gustav and Ernst Klimt, who seemed born to live at the sidelines of Vienna’s pageantry, as skilled tradesmen like their father.

But Gustav had a sense of destiny. At fourteen, he enrolled at the new School of Applied Arts in Vienna. Ernst soon joined him. The talented, good-looking Klimt brothers attracted an important mentor, Professor Ferdinand Laufberger. Impressed by their precocious gifts and relentless work ethic, Laufberger guided them into mosaic and fresco. He recommended them for their first commissions, and soon the brothers were painting the interiors of the Hermes Palace, an imperial retreat for Empress Elisabeth from the Vienna court she despised. The Klimt brothers teamed up with another promising student, Franz Matsch. In 1880, the trio painted the ceilings of the Palais Sturany in Vienna. They began to call themselves the Künstler-Compagnie, or Artists Company.

Gustav Klimt, then eighteen, was the hope of his desolate family.

“He was not naturally a man of society but more a loner, and it therefore had to be the duty of his brothers and sisters to eliminate all the small things in his daily life that were inconvenient,” his sister Hermine recalled.

“Gustl, why don’t you know how to play music?” asked his little brother, Georg, as Gustav sketched. “Because I must paint, you monkey you,” Gustav answered affectionately.

The Künstler-Compagnie soon had more work than its three young artists had time. They were invited to the Middle European architectural gem of Karlsbad to paint a theater. That led to wall decorations for the silver anniversary of Emperor Franz Joseph and Empress Elisabeth’s lifeless marriage. They painted a lion lying languidly at the feet of a lushly nude heroine, in what seemed a risqué allusion to the bohemian empress.

Socially, the Klimt brothers cut striking figures. They were well spoken, with the discerning eye of gifted artists, and the rugged physicality of men destined for the fields. Unknown to their admirers, they were under tremendous financial pressure. Only one of their three surviving sisters, Johanna, would ever marry.

But the Ringstrasse offered opportunity. The Klimts studied ancient vases at the Imperial Museum in search of the Etruscan figures and Egyptian motifs so fashionable for Vienna friezes. They used photographs to achieve a sharply realistic style that was far ahead of its time.

Even in rigidly hierarchical Vienna, the Klimt brothers’ talent eclipsed their dubious pedigree. At one reception, a society girl cast sultry glances at Gustav, telling him she was pleasantly surprised to discover he was so young. “What seducers you are!” a sculptor friend remarked, laughing.

Ernst began to court Helene Flöge, the daughter of Hermann August Flöge, a manufacturer and exporter of meerschaum pipes.

The Flöges were as happy as the Klimts were miserable. One uncle, Friedrich Paulick, a decorative artisan for the emperor, built an enormous handmade castle on Lake Attersee in the Austrian Alps, with a labyrinth of suites for his large extended family. The Villa Paulick was a dreamlike palace that delighted the eye. Sharp-tongued dragons lounged over the massive entryway, and a carved wooden lion reared from a banister. Woven into the ironwork were bare-breasted Valkyries, the mythic winged women who chose which slain warriors rise to Valhalla. Children were captivated by the murals of fairy tales painted above the luminous wood paneling of a small downstairs room. At this idyllic lakeside retreat, built solely for the pleasure of the extended family, the Flöges lived the contented family life denied to the hardscrabble Klimt brothers.

As Ernst courted Helene, the Künstler-Compagnie painted their most important commission, the decoration of the new Burgtheater. On the stairway, Gustav planned to re-create a conventional classical frieze of an idyllic theater of ancient Italy.

At the same time, in a related painting, Klimt was asked to portray real-life spectators of Vienna theater, sitting in their curtained boxes. He painted in cameos of progressive Viennese women he knew and admired, like Serena Pulitzer, one of the witty Pulitzer sisters from Budapest, who would someday be recalled as a relative of the American newspaperman Joseph Pulitzer. He painted cultural heroes, like the composer Johannes Brahms and the opera singer Alexander Girardi. Klimt knew that including Katharina Schratt, the emperor’s mistress, was obligatory. But he omitted Vienna’s notoriously anti-Semitic politician, Karl Lueger, from the painting. When the omission was noticed, Klimt reluctantly painted Lueger in. But as someone would remark to Klimt, Lueger was far outnumbered in the painting by Viennese Jews. In a city in which theater was staged drama within the great drama of life, inclusion in Klimt’s painting of the Burgtheater audience was more than prestige; it was public proof of membership in Vienna society. In Klimt’s painting, this society was not a collection of aristocrats, but something approaching a meritocracy.

The young members of the Künstler-Compagnie agonized over the reception of their murals. But when the new Burgtheater was unveiled in October 1888, Vienna gasped with admiration.

In a daze of astonishment and relief, Klimt accepted the emperor’s prize, the Golden Service Cross with Crown. Klimt was twenty-six.

“Is it we who are stupid or them?” Klimt growled to his brother and Matsch, who had spent months worrying the mural wasn’t good enough.

The Klimt brothers had painted their way out of a precarious childhood and into a warmly approving spotlight. Art was power in Vienna, and the Klimt brothers were now young gods.

——

Armed with this prestige, Ernst asked Helene Flöge’s father for her hand. Ernst had tremendous liabilities: a nervous mother and erratic sisters. But he had the makings of a brilliant career—and dark good looks that quickened the pulse.

Helene was very much in love with her handsome artist. In 1890, her father gave his blessing.

It seemed the brothers had finally rescued their fragile family. But in 1892 their father fell ill. He wept on his deathbed, begging his oldest son to swear to take care of his mother and three sisters, and to “put their fate, whatever happens, into my hands and my heart,” Gustav recalled. Later that year, in snowy December, Ernst died suddenly, of pericarditis, leaving a widow and a tiny daughter, Helene.

Gustav Klimt promised to look after them all. His responsibilities were not trifling. It was cruel to be poor, especially for women. For impoverished men, the army beckoned, a dangerous life as cannon fodder. The fate of desperate women was visible to all. The streets of Vienna were filled with girls who were forced to become prostitutes. They were exposed to cold, tuberculosis, and the rampant syphilis whose slow death was the fear of all Vienna. Klimt remained with his family. His brother and sisters “had to see to it that everyday annoyances were kept away from him,” his sister Hermine recalled. “He came to us every evening, ate without saying much and then went to bed early.”

He turned to art for solace. With the death of Ernst, Gustav lost interest in painting architectural decorations to please rich people. Art was his salvation. It was the beautiful mask of a strong but scarred soul. Soon Gustav Klimt’s demons would spill from his tumultuous psyche and into his paintings.


Arranged Marriage

Adele was always different.

At the height of the season, Therese was thrilled to lead the waltz at the opera balls, whirling around a ballroom in a purplish blue watered-silk gown, a matching corsage of lilacs pinned above her ample décolletage. Adele would be contentedly curled up on a divan, reading Goethe, or discussing the new artists’ movement with its patrons at the palais.

Witty, poised, and intellectually precocious, Adele longed to study. It was an unlikely ambition. A handful of women had finally been allowed to matriculate at the 532-year-old University of Vienna in 1897, but only in philosophy. Young society girls like Adele were expected to pass the time with needlepoint, reading, or private instruction in language or music, as they awaited their destiny in life—marriage.

But Adele was bored out of her mind with the rounds of teas and luncheons that filled the days of society girls, who were expected to blush, abstain from strong opinions, and whisper and giggle “as if they were slightly tipsy,” observed Stefan Zweig, a family friend.

Therese had brimmed with excitement at her coming out, as young ladies arrived in evening gowns, and young men in tails and collapsible top hats called chapeaux claques. Adele showed little interest in making a debut. She only endured the kind of fashions that had young women “laced into a wasp’s shape in a corset of stiff whalebone, blown out like a huge bell from the waist down, the neck closed in up to the chin, legs shrouded to the toes” until women “could no longer move about freely,” Zweig wrote.

Adele found Vienna society dull and superficial compared to the artistic world unfolding on the effervescent Ringstrasse, which was literally at her doorstep. The Bauers lived in an apartment in a subdivided palais owned by Hermine Wittgenstein, who had persuaded her father, Karl Wittgenstein, to finance a new building for the Secession movement of Gustav Klimt. The Wittgensteins were important patrons, hosting concerts in their mansion by Johannes Brahms, Gustav Mahler, and Pablo Casals. They rented apartments at the Ringstrasse palais to other patrons of the arts scene. It was a heady address.

Immigrant parents like Adele’s were from less cosmopolitan Bavarian cities. Adele grew up a member of a generation that viewed immersion in art as its birthright, and as an essential prism for understanding the world. “You don’t have to become an art expert, but you have to know what is genuine, what style is. You have to learn to see,” Adele believed.

“You have to develop a feeling for quality,” she would muse. “Once you have learned to enjoy the great works of art, the plastic arts and literature, then you will be able to evaluate people, whether they are valuable or worthless.” In the rarefied world of privileged Viennese, a life in the world of art was a noble, near-religious calling, and Adele was already a convert. Her parents, however, had more conventional aspirations for their youngest.
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Ferdinand Bloch, a Czech sugar magnate, 
shown here ca. 1920, was captivated by the seventeen-year-old Adele Bauer when he was thirty-four. (Illustration Credit 5.1)

Adele’s father was an ambitious man, a modern entrepreneur who was following in the footsteps of the Rothschilds. By the time Adele came of age, Moritz Bauer’s bank was the seventh largest in the empire. Bauer was president of the Orientbahn, or Oriental Railway, the Vienna component of a large-scale scheme, financed by German banks, to create a line from Berlin to Baghdad. Negotiated directly with the Turkish grand vizier and built on old caravan trails, the project was closely watched by Austria’s Crown Prince Rudolf. Moritz fretted constantly that the ethnic tinderbox of the Balkans would sabotage the expensive project. But by 1888, the railroad had reached Belgrade, Sofia, and Constantinople, and was carrying the glamorous luxury cars of the Orient Express. Moritz relished his reputation as a sophisticated man who embraced technological innovation. “Today, I tried to reach you by telephone. You were not there, and in view of your general aversion to it, I decided not to try again,” Moritz would humorously chide a stodgy colleague at Deutsche Bank, a sponsor of the railway. Jewish modernizers were now rewarded: Moritz Bauer received a knighthood—the Order of the Iron Crown, an ornate golden medal with a double-headed eagle, as well as the Imperial Ottoman Order of Medschidie, and the Royal Serbian order of Takowo.

Moritz had successfully steered his eldest daughter, Therese, into marriage with Gustav Bloch, an attorney for the Orientbahn. He would have less luck with his five sons. Raphael left to become a New York banker, and Karl would die of pneumonia. Leopold would succumb to insanity—a common delicate term for syphilis—and David would die in Italy at the age of thirty-two. Eugene, a successful businessman, would succumb to tuberculosis.

It was difficult for Moritz to imagine a more brilliant match for Adele than Gustav’s brother, Ferdinand, captain of an emerging sugar-beet industry that had reduced dependence on sugar imports from the Caribbean. In Vienna, where sugar was not just a condiment but a staple, this was a revolutionary shift.

The Bauers’ ambitions for Adele were the product of an era when “in order to protect young girls, they were not left alone for a single moment,” noted Zweig, and “a female person could have no physical desires as long as they had not been awakened by man” in the sanctity of marriage. This cloistered social world believed “one could distinguish at a distance a young girl from a woman who had already known a man, simply by the way she walked,” Zweig wrote. “In Vienna in particular, the air was full of dangerous erotic infection.” A young woman had to be kept “in a completely sterilized atmosphere . . . until the day when she left the altar on her husband’s arm.” A wealthy girl was like a jewel, to be locked away until her family found a worthy setting.

This was changing. Adele could see it happening, in the lives of the royal family, and even among her own circle. A childhood friend of hers, Alma Schindler, wanted to be a composer. Alma was the daughter of the late Austrian painter Jakob Emil Schindler and the stepdaughter of the artist Carl Moll, a friend of Gustav Klimt. Alma’s family took her artistic ambitions seriously. Unmarried Alma would be allowed to enjoy the thrilling kisses of her music teacher, au courant bachelor Alexander von Zemlinsky, whose sister Mathilde had married a promising young composer named Arnold Schoenberg. Alma would be left unchaperoned for heated assignations on the sofa of the family parlor with the brilliant conductor Gustav Mahler.
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The empress Elisabeth, beloved in Austria 
as “Sisi.” The empress was an excellent 
horsewoman who detested the Vienna court 
and found life a challenging search for meaning. (Illustration Credit 5.2)

For sheltered Adele to gain this kind of autonomy, she would have to marry.

Arranged marriage was an institution in upscale Vienna. Men sought love or passionate sex with mistresses. Such extramarital liaisons carried shame and stigma for lonely wives. Yet even this was changing, and the gender shift was being led by Empress Elisabeth, the unhappy defector from the best-known arranged marriage in the empire. Everyone in Vienna knew the story of how Elisabeth had traipsed happily through the woods with her brothers, and grown into an excellent horsewoman who loved art, literature, and Gypsy music. How her ambitious mother presented her older sister to Emperor Franz Joseph in the Austrian resort town of Ischl, but he couldn’t take his eyes off sixteen-year-old Elisabeth. The teenager married the emperor with the muttonchop whiskers, and enchanted Vienna with the little diamond stars she wore in her long, dark hair.
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Gustav Klimt, “The King,” in tunic, sittling on a throne, and his fellow artists, spoof the Vienna Establishment with a satire of the solemn photographs of important men, 1902. (Illustration Credit 5.3)

She was pronounced the most beautiful woman in Europe.

Elisabeth was also one of the most unhappy. Locked in the gloomy Hofburg Castle with a mother-in-law who controlled access even to her children, Elisabeth spent her empty hours working out on custom-made wooden gym equipment, developing a notorious aversion to the spiteful Viennese court. She wrote wistful poetry, yearning for a life unfettered, “and when it is time for me to die, lay me down at the ocean’s shore.”

Finally she fled the palace to wander Europe, leaving the Vienna aristocracy to speculate and gossip about her amorous adventures. Instead of being buried in scorn and scandal, this desperate royal housewife inspired popular sympathy. Ordinary Viennese adopted her as their own people’s princess, affectionately referring to her by her nickname, Sisi.

Adele had just turned seventeen in September 1898, when the empress Elisabeth left a gathering at Mathilde Rothschild’s manor at Lake Geneva. Elisabeth was boarding a steamship when a twenty-five-year-old Italian anarchist stabbed her in the chest. “How can you kill a woman who has never hurt anyone,” the emperor kept repeating. “You do not know how much I loved this woman,” he told their daughter.

Even Elisabeth’s messy death failed to turn her into the predictable warning for wayward women. Instead she was enshrined as a symbol of a lonely woman trapped in a loveless marriage.

Elisabeth could have been a cautionary tale for Adele, who still had not committed herself to Ferdinand when he attended Moritz and Jeanette’s anniversary celebration in October.

The occasion required another syrupy poem. “Hand-in-hand to the altar, you stepped through life’s spring,” Adele read, with comic ceremoniousness. “Now you dwell amidst beloved children in a space full of bliss, like a sweet dream.” Ferdinand was charmed. He didn’t mind that bad poetry was a cornerstone of the cozy Bauer Gemütlichkeit. Ferdinand was living an honorable but dull existence. The Bauers lived in the moment, and Ferdinand yearned to marry Adele and live there with them.


The Secession

In November 1898, Gustav Klimt prepared to step into the spotlight.

Klimt and his fellow maverick artists were unveiling their palace dedicated to Art Nouveau on the Ringstrasse. It was a monastic white building crowned by a dome of golden laurels, designed by architect Joseph Maria Olbrich. All of Vienna paused to stare at this temple for those who believed art had the power to change the world. Here, Klimt and eighteen of Vienna’s most talented artists would break away from the Establishment and fight for their “art of the soul.”

Vienna artists were frustrated. Aesthetic tastes were dictated by a handful of upper-class patrons who had the money to buy and commission art. They preferred historic art, exemplified by Hans Makart’s neo-Renaissance painting of Romeo and Juliet, that endlessly repeated medieval or ancient Greek themes, mirroring the neoclassical architecture on the Ringstrasse. Vienna artists who had defected from the official Kunstlerhaus were electrified by Vincent van Gogh and the French Impressionists. They wanted the freedom of Pablo Picasso and Henri Matisse. In Paris and Munich, the work of new artists hung alongside the old. But the staid Vienna establishment refused to display experimental work in major museums. In Klimt’s view, state sponsors created a “dictatorship of exhibitions” that showed only “weak” and “false” art, and grasped “every opportunity for attacking genuine art and genuine artists.”

Even worse, the incestuous relationship between art dealers and some artists fostered a stale culture of art-for-hire that stifled innovation and had people buying “paintings that go with the furniture,” as the critic Hermann Bahr complained.

The fight was on.

“Business or art, that is the question of our Secession,” Bahr said. “Shall the Viennese painters be damned to remain petty businessmen, or should they attempt to become artists?” Those artists “who are of the opinion that paintings are goods, like trousers or stockings, to be manufactured according to the client’s wishes,” should stay in the state-sponsored Kunstlerhaus, he said. “Those who want to reveal—in painting or drawing—the secrets of their soul, are already in the society.”

At the opening, the patrons walked under a credo, by Ludwig Hevesi, painted over the door: to every age its art; to art its freedom. Throughout the building, the Secessionists repeated their vow to create art that reflected their moment in history. “Let the artist show his world, the beauty that was born with him, that never was before and never will be again,” Bahr urged on a script wall.

As the notoriety grew, Emperor Franz Joseph himself strode in with his entourage for an official appearance. Everyone turned to stare.

The city had provided the land for the building, and the imperial state would pay subsidies. The state wanted to be in on the ground floor, even if this art rebellion was aimed at them.

But the artists had the upper hand.

The emperor and his entourage had to come to them, to the debut exhibit of this Secession, to see what all the fuss was about.

Even the emperor couldn’t upstage the charismatic Klimt.

“How surprised the general public was,” wrote Emil Pirchan, a young designer, “when it actually saw the artist himself: an energetic, large and powerful body with a head like that of an apostle on a strong bull neck—a head reminiscent of Dürer’s Peter . . .

“The eyes, melancholy and unworldly, gazed out from a hard, tanned face, framed by a dark, severe beard. That, and the unruly coronet of hair, sometimes gave him a faun-like appearance,” Pirchan wrote, alluding to the mythic Bacchus, the wine-loving, hedonistic satyr beloved in Vienna.

The empowered artists would later commemorate their triumph with a telling photograph. Carl Moll, Alma’s stepfather, lay on the floor of the Secession great hall, on top of a rolled-up carpet. Gustav Klimt, their president, sat smugly in a thronelike chair wearing a long black artist’s smock, handsome as a king. Koloman Moser sat at his feet, his eyebrows raised and mustache curled, with a picaresque, mocking smile. One artist is smoking. Two ordinary workmen in coveralls appear to be laughing. The photo was a mockery, a send-up of the self-important formal photographs of the bespectacled, graying members of the academy.

It was a provocation. The artists were thumbing their nose at the Establishment.

These artists named their Secession after the Parisian Salon des refusés—“exhibition of rejects”—reflecting their marginalization by pompous art officials. Now the Viennese Expressionist movement would have a home, along with the mad lucidity of the work of Vincent van Gogh and Edvard Munch, whose Shrik, or Scream, would express the anxiety of his age. “If you cannot please all through your art, please a few,” Klimt wrote. “To please many is immoral.”

Official guardians of propriety did not surrender so easily. In his poster announcing the opening of the Secession, Klimt portrayed Theseus, the warrior, in the nude, slaying the mythic Minotaur, a monster with a man’s body and bull’s head. Theseus represented the innovator, vanquishing the stale Old Guard of the official art world. But when the poster was printed, a Vienna official insisted Theseus’s genitals be covered. Klimt was furious. Censorship already? Ridiculous! There was already a painting of Theseus by Antonio Canova on prominent display, genitals and all, at the staid Kunsthistorisches Museum.

The prudishness seemed absurd in a Vienna in which sexual tensions seemed everywhere, from the notorious affairs of the Habsburgs to the army of prostitutes walking the cobblestones of the Graben. At a time when Freud was exploring repressed sexual urges embedded in the psyche, Klimt was embarking on his own exploration, with erotic drawings of his models, sexually aroused, or even pleasuring themselves. What did women want? Klimt seemed to know.

As Freud penned his Interpretation of Dreams, Klimt was launched on his own psychic interior voyage that would imbue his canvases with desire, childbirth, aging, and death. Both men were finding support among a small coterie of forward-minded Viennese, many of them Jewish.

For Klimt and his confederates, the Secession was more than a place for new artists. It represented a break with an outmoded past, and the creation of a more honest way of experiencing life. It meant opening minds and society. As Klimt made drawings of a nude young woman for his painting of Nuda Veritas, or Naked Truth—a visual manifesto of the Secession—he idly wrote on one sketch: “Truth is fire, and to tell the truth means to glow and burn.”


Klimt the Seducer

By the summer of 1899, Adele was betrothed to Ferdinand. Among those not impressed by Adele’s “hideous fiancé” was her friend Alma Schindler. Like Adele, Alma was still in her teens, and in no mood to be generous.

Alma was struggling with the desire aroused by the kisses and caresses of Gustav Klimt. She had been fantasizing about Klimt for months that spring when her mother mentioned that the sultry genius would be joining the family on a trip to Italy. Her mother pointedly warned that Klimt had “at least three affairs running simultaneously” and was not to be viewed as a prospective suitor.

But when Klimt dined with her family on his first night in Italy, “we devoured each other with our glances,” Alma wrote in her diary. Alone with Klimt in a covered horse-drawn carriage on a rainy afternoon in Florence, Alma let Klimt caress her under a blanket, and couldn’t sleep that night for “sheer physical excitement.” At their hotel, Klimt ran his hands through her waist-length hair, abruptly stopping because “he would have lost control of himself and done something foolish.” At the Bridge of Sighs in Venice, “my heart missed a beat. He wanted to feel my breasts!”

Klimt slipped into Alma’s hotel room in Genoa, “and before I realized it, he’d taken me in his arms and kissed me.” It was “indescribable.” In Verona, Alma volunteered to take Klimt’s ironed shirts to his room, and they kissed until “we were
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