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Agnes Thum

THE MENGERS FAMILY -
COLLECTORS AND TRADERS

Prelude

The greatest potential of provenance research in the art trade - from a purely scholarly
point of view - lies in the large number of known owners of artworks. On the one hand, this
concerns privileged knowledge about a firm’s own transactions (cf. articles by Christina
Feilchenfeldt, Theresa Sepp and Sandra Sykora), and on the other hand, knowledge about
historical ownership, which the trade also needs to proactively establish first. In this respect,
the sheervolume of works undergoing scrutiny in the auction industry offers a tremendous
potential for discoveries. However, unlike publications by museums and research institu-
tions, auction and art trade catalogs, which have a designated use (cf. article by Susanne
Meyer-Abich), do not offer a publication framework for this purpose. Thus the idea for this
book was born: Wouldn't it be desirable for the future of provenance research if the art
trade also began to share the knowledge it has acquired with the research community?
The case studies presented in this publication, which accompany the comprehensive con-
tributions on the subject of ‘Provenance Research and the Art Trade’, are intended to take
a first step in this direction.

Art trade sources as research triggers

Personal experience gained in the trade shows that in-depth research hardly ever starts
with Lost Art database matches and even less often with concrete claims. In most cases it
is a finding on the back and/or a historical ownership note that gets the ball rolling - the
latter often enough from an art trade resource.

Thiswasalso the case with the Jewish Mengers family. The catalog of the ‘Schmeil Auction’
at Cassirer and Helbing in 1916 marked the beginning of the research on which this article
is based. The buyer of three works by Spitzweg (lot 112, fig. 1), Zimmermann (lot 141)' and

Fig. previous page: Carl Spitzweg (1808-1885), Lagernde Karrner, oil on panel, 15.5 x 31.5 cm (detail).
© Ketterer Kunst GmbH & Co. KG, Munich
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Habermann (lot 34) was identified here as ‘Dr. Alfred Mengers’ with the Berlin address
‘BuchenstraBe 6’, as could be deduced from the annotations in copies of the catalog at the
Zentralinstitut fiir Kunstgeschichte, Munich and the Cassirer Archiv (figs. 2, 3).2 The identi-
fication was beyond doubt: He was the Jewish Berlin commercial judge Dr. jur. Alfred Mengers
(1859-1923), co-owner of the large ‘Berliner Velvet-Fabrik M. Mengers & S6hne’.3

Olga Mengers

However, the actual collector seemed to be Alfred’s wife Olga (1869-1948), daughter of
Sigmund Aschrott (fig. 6),* known as a real estate investor who founded a district of Kassel.
She had taken over a large number of works of art from her father’s estate in 1915.5 Both
her sons Heinz and Kurt, who will be discussed later, also followed the family tradition.6
They were able to afford their passion for art: the Mengers’ and Aschrott8 families were
extremely wealthy.

Alfred Mengers passed away in 1923 and did not live to see how severely the National
Socialists persecuted his family, destroying everything that had been built up over genera-
tions. The property on Buchenstralle 6 had to be sold,® the sons had to flee, Olga Mengers
was forced to pay almost 400,000 Reichsmarkin ‘Judenvermoégensabgabe’ (‘Jewish proper-
ty tax’),’o and more than 100,000 Reichsmark for a ‘Heimeinkauf’ (‘retirement home’) in
Theresienstadt. In the summer of 1941, Olga Mengers was 70 years old, severely visually
impaired and alone as she had decided not to flee," like so many others of her generation.
That summer, the State Economic Office decreed that she would only be allowed to use
two rooms of her rented apartment on Bregenzer Stralle 5. The four front rooms were
confiscated in favor of the architect Franz Heinrich Sobotka.”

The janitor Grete Drachholz supported Olga Mengers, who was almost blind, in her
everyday life. She was also an eyewitness on the day when the ‘Jjudenauto’ (‘Jews’ car’)
pulled up. Olga Mengers had just returned from a hospital stay when she was arrested on
October 4, 1942 as part of the third large transport campaign of the elderly. She was taken
to Theresienstadt. Mrs. Drachholz had prepared a meal for the old lady, but was no longer
allowed to enterthe apartment. Standingin the vestibule, she said goodbye to Olga Mengers.
The latter was lucky to survive the camp until it was liberated and then returned to Berlin,
where she died weak and impoverished in 1948.13

Confiscation and ‘monetization’

When Olga Mengers was arrested in October 1942, it is reported that there were still
around 50 paintings in her apartment:™ “die Wande waren vollstandig mit Bildern behangen,
und zwar mit den besten, die sie besaB. Die groReren Stiicke konnte sie nicht aufhangen,
sondern hatte sie auf dem Korridor verwahrt.” (“The walls were completely covered with
paintings, the finest ones she owned. She could not put up the larger pieces and kept them
in the hallway instead”).’s The path of the loss of the collection is nonetheless diffuse.
Initially, Olga’s remaining living spaces were sealed and the air-raid luggage stored in the

30



AGNES THUM CASE STUDY: THE MENGERS FAMILY - COLLECTORS AND TRADERS

112

Fig. 1: Carl Spitzweg (1808-1885), Lagernde Karrner, in the catalog of the ‘Schmeil Auction’.

Image credits: Helbing, Hugo/Cassirer, Paul: Sammlung Schmeil, Dresden, Versteigerung am 17. Oktober 1916 in der Galerie Paul Cassirer,
Berlin, lot 112. https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.48615#0214

[ by U j ;

HUGO FREIHERR VON HABERMANN

geboren am 14. Mai 1849 Dlllmgen lebt m Munche 5 -~ {
34 [Lachendes Midchen / 0
70 i~ Der Kopf eines frohlich lachenden blond Madels in dunklem Hyt. Flotte,
schnell und locker gemalte Studie. Fnsd}es, rosiges Inkarnat.
Ol auf Holz.

Gezeichnet links unten: Habermann; rechts unten: 1890. Hohe 26,3, Breite 23,5 Zentimeter,

Fig. 2: Helbing, Hugo/Cassirer, Paul: Sammlung Schmeil, Dresden, Versteigerung am 17. Oktober 1916
in der Galerie Paul Cassirer, Berlin, lot 34, working copy of Marie Ducrue (1875-7), Zentralinstitut fiir
Kunstgeschichte, Munich

Image credits: https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.56110#0030

cellarwas confiscated.’6 The files of the Oberfinanzprasident (OFP) show that on November
24,1942, a bailiff used a lock pick to get access to her place in order to record and evaluate
her possessions.” The inventory also included 28 paintings and works on paper with an
estimated value of 23,410 Reichsmark (fig. 4).)8 There is evidence of rapid sales of the
household effects to high-ranking military officers, but works of art are not mentioned.”
OnJanuary 6, 1943, a large stock of paintings and works on paper was handed over to Edgar
Lach for auction on January 12 and March 11, 1943.20

31



AGNES THUM CASE STUDY: THE MENGERS FAMILY - COLLECTORS AND TRADERS
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Hugo Freiherr v. Habermann

geboren am 14 Mai 1849 zu Dillingen; lebt in Minchen.

Lachendes Madchen

Fig. 3: Helbing, Hugo/Cassirer, Paul: Sammlung Schmeil,
Dresden, Versteigerung am 17. Oktober 1916 in der
Galerie Paul Cassirer, Berlin, lot 34, protocol catalog
Kunstsalon Paul Cassirer, Paul Cassirer & Walter
Feilchenfeldt Archive, Zurich.

Image credits: https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.48615#0079
(last accessed on July 11, 2023)

As is usually the case, the information in the inventory and auction records relating to
specific artworks remains rudimentary. Further sources needed therefore to be consulted
for identification, such as the illustrated catalog of the ‘Schmeil Auction’. Going forward,
future research could attempt to identify the losses by comparing them with the works
that had already been purchased by Sigmund Aschrott (who, incidentally - and this may
also be a helpful clue - was usually advised in his purchases by Max Friedlander).2' Last
but not least, the files of the restitution and compensation proceedings contain several
scattered references to individual works. For example, only “1 Gemalde von Leon Richet”
(“1 painting by Leon Richet”) appears on the inventory list, valued at the high amount of
3,000 Reichsmark.22 The painting does not appear in the auction records,?3 so that another
‘disposal’ can be assumed. Scattered references from the restitution files provide clues as
to the identity of the work: Landschaft mit Wasser is mentioned once, then “Richet (dunkle
Landschaft mit Wasser), 1 m lang und 60 cm hoch” (“Richet (dark landscape with water),
1m long and 60 cm high”), finally “signiert, ca.1m x 60 cm, ein grosses reprasentatives Bild
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Fig. 4: Inventory of the home furnishings
of Olga Mengers, November 24, 1942.

Image credits: Brandenburgisches Landeshauptarchiv (BLHA),
Potsdam, Rep. 36A Oberfinanzprdésident Berlin-Brandenburg (1),
no. 26214, fol. 27

dieses franzdsischen Meisters, mehrfach abgebildet in Sammelwerken” (“signed, approx.
1mXx 60 cm, alarge representative painting by this French master, illustrated several times
in literature®). And last, but not least, the ‘subtenant’ Sobotka stated that he had seen the
work at Hans W. Lange’s.24

Losses without traces

Heinz and Kurt Mengers both stated in the context of the restitution and compensation
proceedings?5that the inventory list drawn up on behalf of the Oberfinanzprasident could
not be complete.26 Here and there, numerous missing works were specifically mentioned,
for example by Frans van Mieris and Franz von Stuck, Spitzweg, Leistikow, Griitzner and
many other artists.?’

When and how these works, which are not mentioned in the OFP files, left Olga Mengers'’s
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collection remains completely unclear. Sales, about which the sons, who had already fled,
could not have known, are, of course, possible. There is evidence that Olga Mengers sold
at least one painting and other furnishings to Sobotka when she was forced to cede four
rooms of her apartment to him.28 Other pieces of furniture were also sold in the process??
- perhaps even works of art? It is also possible that the most valuable items were set aside
before the bailiff’s first evaluation, after all taking place more than seven weeks after the
deportation. And what was in those pieces of air-raid baggage that were not discovered
during the deportation and which Grete Drachholz and her husband secretly took to
Bavaria later?30 Were other valuables possibly brought to safety in southern Germany in
1942, as Olga Mengers’'s will seems to indicate?3' There were more questions than answers.

Liebermann’s “Gemuseschdlerinnen”

In 1957, some of the works from the Mengers Collection not listed in the OFP files were
(unsuccessfully) requested by the Berlin restitution chambers from the ‘Treuhandverwaltung
fiir Kulturgut’ (TVK).32 Among them was a painting by Max Liebermann, erroneously listed
in the singular as Gemiiseschdlerin (Vegetable Peeler). In 1955, Heinz Mengers stated that
the OFP list was short of “ein grosses Bild von Max Liebermann, Die Gemiiseschdlerinnen,
bei der Erbauseinandersetzung nach meinem Grossvater, mit Mk. 20.000,- in Rechnung ge-
stellt” (“a large painting by Max Liebermann, Die Gemiiseschdlerinnen (The Vegetable
Peelers), invoiced at Mk. 20,000 in the inheritance dispute after my grandfather’s death”).33
However, according to the catalogue raisonné, the Gemiiseschdlerinnen from the Aschrott
Collection (Eberle 1873/15, fig. 5) were already in the possession of the Jewish collector
Max Meirowsky from Cologne in 1917, who gave the work to Paul Cassirer on consignment
in 1926/27. Accordingly, the Liebermann catalogue raisonné assigns two versions of the
motif to Max Meirowsky.3* However, correspondence and a photograph of the work from
thearchive in Romerholz, which Harry Joelson-Strohbach analyzed, show that the Ludwigs-
Galerie in Munich had the Liebermann painting (Eberle 1873/15) “direkt aus der Familie
Aschrott bis zum Oktober d.J. [1933] fest an der Hand” (“directly from the Aschrott family
until October of that year [1933]"), meaning that there must have been a commission agree-
ment with the Aschrott family.35 It can therefore be assumed that the findings from the
Cassirer Archiv, which suggest a provenance of ‘Meirowsky’ for the Aschrott painting (Eber-
le 1873/15), should rather be attributed to the work Eberle lists under no. 1872/936 —a version
of the same motif with only slightly different dimensions, which was also dated 1873 and
was demonstrably auctioned from the Meirowsky Collection by Hans W. Lange in 1938.37

The “Portrait Aschrott” by Anders Zorn

Among the missing works, the portrait of Sigmund Aschrott by Anders Zorn is also men-
tioned several times.38 According to the sons, a copy of the picture in Aschrott’s office was
destroyed during the war, but the original was owned by Olga Mengers. The portraits of
the family members - of which there were several3? - were of particular value to the testator:
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Fig. 5: Max Liebermann (1847-1935), Konservenmacherinnen, oil on canvas, 1873,
50.5 X 61.5 cm, private collection, Switzerland.

Image credits: Eberle, Matthias: Max Liebermann 1847-1935. Werkverzeichnis der Gemdlde und Olstudien,
2vols., vol.1(1865-1899), Munich 1995-1996, p. 66

“ichwiinsche, dass von den Olbildern der Familienmitglieder wenigstens die meiner Eltern,
Grosseltern und Schwiegereltern, das meiner Frau, die meinigen und das meiner Tochter
Marie in der Familie verbleiben und in Wohnraumen stets aufhangend bewahrt werden
mogen. Ich mache die Durchfiihrung dieses meines Wunsches meinen Kindern zur Ehren-
pflicht und ersuche, die Verteilung der Bilder in den Testamentsakten zu registrieren.” (“I
wish that of the oil paintings of family members at least those of my parents, grandparents
and parents-in-law, my wife's, those of me and that of my daughter Marie should remain
in the family and will always adorn living quarter walls. | make it a duty of honor for my
children to carry out this wish of mine and request that the distribution of the paintings
be registered in the documentation of the will”).40

It would therefore be easy for future research to check whether it fell to Olga to keep
the portrait of Anders Zorn. And in the same way it might also be possible to find out
whether it was the portrait of Sigmund Aschrott that had to be taken down when Sobotka
moved in in 1941, whereby Mrs. Mengers had urged special care, because the work was of
outstandingvalue.#'Isittrue thatthis painting was then taken abroad before Olga Mengers
was deported - or was it also just a copy, as Heinz Mengers suspects?42 In any case, a
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portrait of Sigmund Aschrott by Anders Zorn is now in the Lansmuseet Gavleborg (fig. 6).
According to the museum, it was donated by the circle of friends (Gavle musei vanner) in
1944, came from the art dealer N. Hammarstrom (Gothenburg) and had already arrived in
Sweden between 1915 and 1927 through Olga’s brother Paul Felix Aschrott.43 Again: more
questions than answers.

Forgotten art dealer: Heinz Mengers

The essential information about Olga Mengers’s collection was provided by her sons
Heinz Giinther (1894-1969) and Kurt Victor Mengers (1893-1977) after the war. Both were
‘expert witnesses’, as they had worked as art dealers, a fact entirely in oblivion today.

Heinz Mengers, the younger brother, pursued his passion after he had completed an
apprenticeship inthe export business. From 1917 to 1923, he worked as an art dealer in New
York; after returning to Berlin, he later stated that he had a cooperation with Karl Feyer-
abend of the ‘Blumen- und Kunsthandlung Otto Mohrke'4* since 1928 and that he had also
been active for the ‘Internationales Kunst- und Auktions-Haus Berlin’45 as an antiques
buyer and expert, and as partner, since 1927.46 As he was denied membership inthe ‘Reichs-
kulturkammer’ due to his Jewish origins, from 1936 at the latest he was reduced to doing
business unofficially from his apartment.*’ Heinz parted with some of his household effects
and works of art - not a very large collection —as early as in 1936/37.48 It was only in March
orJune 1938 that he finally fled Germany. The immediate cause for this is not entirely clear,
butthe departure came abruptly.»? With nothing but a small suitcase, Heinz Mengers travel-
ed via Amsterdam and London to Stockholm, where he tried to keep survive without a work
permit.50 He left his apartment on von der Heydt-StraRe 5 behind. He had entrusted its
managementto the business consultant Eberhardt Kurtz,5 who, according to Heinz Mengers,
consigned items for sale to Mohrke and the auction house ‘Union’ (Leo Spik) and who also
took over some of the items from the inventory himself.52 In an inventory listing of the
apartment furnishings, which Heinz submitted to the compensation office, he named ten
paintings by artists such as Paulus Brill, Lucas von Uden, Gabriel Metsu and Gerard Terborch,
a library and stock-in-trade consisting of antiques, antique Chinese decorative arts, and
paintings, which he had stored in chests and in the atticand basement rooms of his apart-
ment.53 As the OFP file only attests to the forfeiture of the assets for a bank balance of
3,000 Reichsmark, a loss was not recognized.5* Heinz was completely impoverished after
the war and eventually returned to Germany, where he died in 1969.55

Kurt Mengers: important dealer in non-European art

The slightly older brother Kurt Victor Mengers (1893-1977) also lost his entire livelihood
as a result of persecution. Trained as a banker,56 he also became an art dealer, apparently
with internationally success.

From an early age, Kurt had been particularly interested in African and Southeast Asian
artefacts and assembled a collection. In the 1920s, he became one of the leading dealers
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Fig. 6: Anders Zorn (1860-1920), Sigmund Aschrott, 1911,
oil on canvas, 99 x 78 cm, Lansmuseet Gavleborg, XLM.11023.

Ldnsmuseet Gdvleborg

in non-European art.5” He added to his collection on numerous trips abroad, storing it in
bank safes and with shipping agents. He sold to private buyers directly and in cooperation
with the art dealer Heinz Hagen (Greifenhagen), with whom he organized several exhibitions.58
Above all, he consigned large parts to auction, for example at ‘Hotel Drouot’ in Paris.59
Between 1922 and 1939, Kurt Mengers was recently found to have consigned almost 270
objects of African origin to auctions in Paris alone. As such, he was identified as one of the
main players on the market for African objects about whom apparently nothing further
was known.60 This is an example how provenance research on cultural objects from colo-
nial contexts can provide important information for Nazi-era provenance research - and
vice versa.

When Kurt Mengers was threatened with arrestin the summer of 1936, he fled to Belgium.6
However, he was arrested in Brussels in May 1940, and after 16 months of imprisonment in
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the Le Vigeant and Gurs internment camps, he managed the almost impossible feat of
escaping. He told his family about what had happened in more detail than the compensa-
tion office: Kurt’s girlfriend Anita had managed to smuggle a box of dried figs into the
camp, among which she had concealed some money. This enabled Kurt to bribe a supplier
to help him escape. With a lot of luck and constantly in danger, he was able to return to
Brussels, where he bought a passport from a street beggar. In the summer of 1942, he had
to go into hiding again and stayed with Anita with various private individuals and finally
in the Ardennes, sometimes sleeping in the forest. He only returned to Brussels after the
end of the war.62

In Brussels, his adopted home, Kurt Mengers was considered a ‘prominent personality’
among the refugees,3 but he was no longer able to pursue his profession as an art dealer
without capital.6* He died in Brussels in 1977.

The ‘Mengers case’ shows how an art trade source from long before 1933, the ‘Schmeil
catalog’ from 1916, can provide valuable insight into forgotten collections, losses and
networks. And it shows one thing above all: a lot remains to be done.5
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