The nyysterious o painting that Dutch st collector Alexander Wetael hought at an onlise auction for CL5O, and which be is pow convineed s by the A ustrian artist Guastes Klimd
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Emilie Fidge was a feminist, a fashion designer and, in
19th-century Vienna, a woman ahead of her time, She
was also the lover and muse of the artist Gustav Klimt.

But could a scrufly picture picked up online for €150

really be along-lost portrait of her? Alix Kirsta investigates

Powrtraal of Emidis Flage (1N0D) by KRl
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here is nothing unuesually stnking sbout the paint:
mg. It is chearly odd, shows signe of wear and tear and
looks unfinished. Nor s the woman's face out of the
orthinary; she isn't a great beauty. However, there was
somethiing about it thot stopped Alexander Wetzel (n hes
tracks, late one night in Jaly 2016

The 4)-year-old businesaman and art lover, who
lrves in The Hague, was bevowsing 3 Duteh online soction
of artworks when the phone rang. His mother Valentin
was on the line from America and sounded excited,
Like her san, she collects affordable art and antiques,
anid had abs sewn the porirait. As Wetzel recalls, ‘She
wdd me to book st it carefally and take it very sertously '

Information about the work was scarce. The paint-
g, ol on wood, measures ¥ x Tin, The seller owned an
anlique shop in Amsterdam, and described it as an ‘=rt
souveau portralt of 3 woman from Germany or Austra,
yeur 920" Both sitter and artist were unknown, and
there was no record of previous ownenship

When Wetzel asked his mother whether 1o buy it,
she responded imstantly. *She has extonsive art knowl-
edge. especially of art nouvean, as well as fashion design
of that period. Without hesitation, she told me to buy it
Valentina Witzel was sure she recognbsed Ul woman
the portrait as the peoncering Viennese Bashion desigmer
Emilie Fidge, 3 member of the Wiener Werksitte, the
architectural and design branch of the Vienna Secession
foupded by Gustay Klinst and his ctrcle i the lite 1RG0

Wetard hid €150 for the: portrait and two unrelatesd
smaller worka, and once he got it home, spent hours
poring over the fine detail, the antique dealer's advice
eochoing in his ears ‘1t is worth doing research lto
the painting.’ Although the picture was dirty and dis-
coloured, with surface cracks and frugments of missing
paint. he saw similanibies to the brushwork and palette
of late-10th and carly - 20th-century Austrian painters,
Then he spotted the date of the work, “When | examined
the numbers ander a strong magnifying glass, | saw
the seller had wrongly quoted 1920, It s 1990, The ‘T is
painted with a slight upper curve in the gothic German
etybe often adopted by Secessbonist pakinter.

The more rescarch he did, the more it dawned on
kudrn that his mother condd be right about the sitter. Bt if
Valentina Wetzel had correctly identified Emilie Floge,
Uhen whio was the srtisd? Cosded Chuls perhugs bee ol anly
an unknown portrait of Floge but also a long- lost work
by the most important man in hor We, Gustay Klimt ?

Khimt enthusissts, famibar mainly with the artist's
orpamental symbodism, might dismmiss (his as wishful
thinking As will some art critics. The palnting sppears
oo saturalistic, the palette oo muted 1o be by the same
huunnd that cyested Jusly, gold-embellished works such as
The Eixe, Jucdith [ and Uhe Portrai of Adele Bloch-Baseer [

today known worldwide as e Woman in Gold Could
Klimt, a repowned sensualist and womaniser, whose
erotic depictions of women as goddesses or naked
lemptresses scandalised fin-de-siécke Vienna, paint
such an ordinary portrait’

In fact, that is exactly what Kiimt did at times. Only
a handfal of ar experts are aware of the artist's less orma-
meidal early work or the naturalistic style he adopted in
the last decade of his life. A Ntthe-known 1803 portrait
of 19-year-uld Emilie Flige resembiles Wetzel's painting
stviistically. The handling of the foliage, her costume
and the perfunctony represeatution of her hads aren't
dissimilar The best known of Klimmts three portraits of
Emilie dutes from 1902, and it is 1elling that she and bey
family reportedly so disliked its showy glamour that
they alboweed Khenst to sedl il 10 2 museum,
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Wetzel's attempt to solve the mystery of his portradt
rents on whether or not be can eventually otaain 2 defin-
itive appraisal from a recognised Klimt expert. If the
waork was declared genulne, it would set the art world
buzzing. Market prices for Kiimt remain stratospheric.
Sinoe 2008, when Ronald Lander pasd £73 million for
the jeonde golden portrait of Adele Bloch-Bawer, Klimi
sales continue to break records. A relatively unknown
fower scene fetched £48 million at Sotheby's in 2007,
In 2006, Oprah Winfrey sold Klimt's second (less orma-
uvorital) porirat of Adele Bloch: Bawer for an estimabed
£119 million to an unnamed Chinese collector, making
a 71 per cenl profit - Winfrey had bought the work in
2006 for £70 million.

Emilie Floge was always s enigrons arsomgg prt sclaod
ars. While Klimit’s last words were send for Emilie’ and
there bs evidence that the embracing couple in his mas-

He had a possessive fixation on
Emilie, yet was incapable of making
her his wife or official mistress’

terrpiece The Kiar reprosen! him and his lover, U exact
mature of their 27-year relationship remains a mystery
Thils s partly because his mago as a sorial sediicer, una
ble to commit to amy woman. is so much at odds with his
¢ lometions to Fioge, whose achirvensents amd obe (n lis
life have been brgely forgotten since her death m 1952,
The two met around 1851, when she was 17, and one
of her sisters, Helene, married Klimt's brother Ernst,
also 2 painter. When Ernst died 15 months later, aving
his widow with & newborn daughter, Klinst was made
the infant’s legal guandian. From then, he snd the Flogres
became extremely close, and Klimt, 12 years older than
Emidie, was a regrular visitor to the family home. He gave
Emidie drawing besswn thesy soxciaiised armd ok Fress by

iessons together, Klimt was already a sucoessful if con-
troawrsdad artist wiheo had tormed his Dack om traditlona)
stybes of painting, pursuing modernist technlgues smnd
co-founding the radical Vienna Secesaion Flisge was
expected o become financially independent - and, as a
graduate of the School of Arts and Crafts, was a traioed
siumastress and a gifted arvist. By her 208 she bad bedcorme
a rarity of her time- an emancipated, suocessfiul basiness-
woman, The couple moved among Vienna's high soct-
ety. radical artists and intellectuals, attracting gossip,
followed by the peess. An enthustastic motorist, Fioge
wiis often seen about town in her vellow open-top sports
citr. Klimt was one of the first people to have a telephone
mstalled - whuch he detested - aned to own a motor boat

in 1804, when Flige opened a3 couture salon,
Schwestern Floge (Sisters Floge), in Vienns with her two
sisters, their closenesa o Klimt goarantecd them an edite
clientele even before the doors opened. At the helght
of their succrss, [hey employed more than SO people

Floge's designs represented a dramatic challenge
o convention, and some ciothes were designed by
Klimt, a heen kver of tashbon. Reflecting the burgeon:
ing "Reform Movement', dedicated to liberal social val-
wes, e gowns were 2 lit with carly feminists, working
women demanding unrestricted freedom of movement
and lifestybea. Floge's kallan-styde dresaes hung boose
and enbeited, acoentuating physical movement. Black
and white prometric patberss, stripes, squares amnd -
anghes added 10 the impression of movement. Photos
of Klint, abone or with Flige, wearlng full- length bl
working' smocks provided further publicity for ber
desigms. Today they romain sirtldngly modern recontly
Valentino created a Fitge-inspired line for his sutumn/
winter 2006 collection

Scores of pictures of Flige and Kliowl reveal
glimpses of their relationship. These were taken during
the long summer holidays they spent with her famaly
at thedr retreat on Altersee (Lake Atter). Here, unlike in
Vienma where Klimt lived with his mother, be aind Ploge

ABWE Klime and Fligge m Uhe garden of Vills Oleander of Atborsee. Austo, sbwoul B0



lived as 2 couple. He holidayed there from 1888 almost
until his death in 19K bringing canvas, case| and paenits,
and working on commissions, sometimes with Flige's
hwip, In-between long hikes, boating escurssons and
vistts to netghboars and relatives,

n the 1980, bundles of Kiimt's correspondence
wire discovered - about 600 cards, letlers, lelegrams
and other papers, whach Ploge had kept neatly ted with
hiue ribbon all her life - shedding oew lgght on his need
o ahusre huis Wil with ber, Kl wrote to ber ap Lo elglht
times a day while abroad, and even wrote to her when
both were in Vienna Although many cands contain
mundane information aboul the weather, las health,
medls be ate, hin surroundings and the people he met,
he often savs he misses her, and there are flashes of ten-
thernes. From Toledo, he writes '] thought of you most
intensely. On one card, dated 18597, he obrewr 2 haeart and
sersl hyer “p long kiss', sric] for her 220 hirthday he cop
led a dosen lines of 1Sth-century romantic poetry and
drew a winged heart plerced with a sword

Hicgraphes Wolfgang Flscher claima this proves
his dependenoe on Fldge. Tle had a possesaive fixanon
on Emillke. There was no other man in her life, yet he
was ll‘lr.'lIIilHl‘ of talong a decisaon andd making her his
Nancée, wile or official mistresa” Certainly, ey shared
a deep love, whether platonic or sexusl (s unknown

though s disgnosds of swphilis could be highly rel
evant. “For 20 vears, Fischer says, "Emile was Rlsnl's
wife, (he person 0 whom he relaled most closely. He
contld mot live withowt communicating with ber.

When he died, Klimi loft half his estate 10 Pligr,
the rest 1o his family. Although be acknowledged fous
Negitimate chiddren, 14 patemity cliims were made
For a year Ploge kept a key to Rlimits studio, where she
aBegrdhy retrieved basketfuls of her cormespondence to
hite and burnt (1. Her "Klimst room’, contatning his gifis
and bedongings, incloding his easel, smocks, bumndreds
of derawings and mementos, was badly damaged when
a fire destroved her Vienna Bat in 1945, Fioge kept what
was sithvaged until her death, aged 77, on 36 May 1852,

In his search for information about Flige, Wetzel
ias trgwhedd g6 hives andl informaton abvout ber estate
bt has found no menptbon ol any missing poriral. I
beelbers e the work he now owns may have been removied
by firemen, builders or police from e detris of her (Lat
and dumped outaide, before being picked up and sold
fosr & fewe whilllings by same poverty stricken passor- by

But what makes him 80 sure the portrait s of Fioge

b=t alenc the work of Klimit? Last vear Wetae] subanit
ted the work for analysis at the scientilic Bhoratory at G
Matthaes Muscuam of Art and Solence (n Milan tused by
Italian police to uncover {ske &1 and stolen antigues
and the reports seem encouraging. Analysis of the
|lniﬂ[1!'::‘,'!l E 1 coodition and ui-ln;'rn’l-"ﬁiﬂli dlates the
wark 10 the earty 20dh century:. while chemical anal
vais shows only pigments available 2t that time, Spec-
troscopéc scans and fluorescent X-rays of the dewpest
brushwork reveal the artist made changes to the final
image of the wesman's neck, lips and eyes. Importantly,
Ihete was no evidenoe of caaning, restoration or e
pakntwork within the past century. What most excited
Wetzel 5 that the lab found whal appear (o be mum-
bers and letters buried within the painting. They have
advinod Wetzel 1o have these analysed by professtonal
Experts on artistic stvie and handwriting
[has I prompted him to carey ol furtber detey

tive work, after leaming how to alter the codour and
contrasd lers aa his computer once the imagre of the
pamting was uploaded. ‘As | put on the blue filter, | sud

denly srw the numbers 1874 on her cheek - Uhe year of
Emilies birth, | played about more, and the detters G,
then AV materialised along her bottom lip. Elsewhore
Is an S and O, which may stand for Oleander, the villa
wharme thiss nt.|:u'|-|;|, aned S hloss Kamwer [ village in
whdch it's located]. It was a curcia moment. Tioy, invisi

il details you wouldn't see normally,” be says excisedly
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Wetzed thinks these letters were a secred code between
Uhee comaple, in what was nlended to be o private portrall
Maost recently, be bedieves he has discovered Kizmt's
gothic -style signature in the lower left-hand cormes
deep within the paint - also invisible to the naked eye. I
voul cxamine Rlimt's vgnatures, you find he combinaed
Secession desipn with medseval gothic German etter-
ing.’ be explains. Confusingly, this makes both hiis m0mn
OEvam and segnalure appear like a logo or trademark,
rasy o miss among a thicket of brushstrokes. Scholars
have recently found that in 1905 Kt developed an
oval signature; first name above last. This was found
o sorme palntings asd on ketiers and entrance cards o
muscums and shows - and that one s on this pororait”

Although Wetzed has alevady emailed photos of the
portrait to two art experts who dismissed it as “unkikedy
(o e by Kliml', anothey expert, hased in Texas, has no
dombt about the identity of the woman When Wet
el sent forvnsic artist Lots Gibaon his portrait and a
photo of Floge, she spent three weeks analysing the
Iwo images. The resulls were ancanny, "Une process
involves placing a series of ransparencies of the photo
on topof the portrajt. The Bacial anatomy in the portrait
is o nearty exact | was able to lay the photo on togp and
the twa linesd up adenticalfly, The only difference was in
head position,” says Gibson. Then she used ber knowl
cdgr of dentistry and maxillofacial structure to compare
the Ficial anatoam of e twwo wornens The entire Doy
structury and the sofl tissoe, millimetre by millimetre
proved a match. There s a aligdt ditfference (n the owor
lip, hecause the artist aftempted to ghve it more volame,
izt bastcally the mowuth (s the same shape. I8 s dedlmitedy
Emilie Fiige.

Wetarl peeds no convineing. Pat he knsoras there bs
a ong way o go - and the fnal verdict of the art warld,
notorioushy hard to comyviner, still remains bo be seern, §
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