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ALFRED WERNER, 1911-1979 

The death in 1979 of my good friend, Alfred Werner, at the 

age of 68 was a great loss to the world of art and to me 
personally. 1 had first met Alfred thirty years before, in 
Professor José Lopez-Rey’s class ‘European Painting in the 
20th Century’, when we were fellow graduate students at 
the Institute of Fine Arts of New York University. Even 
when I moved away from New York, our friendship con- 
tinued and Alfred regularly sent me copies of his books 
dedicated to ‘mein Kampf und Krampfgenossen’ (to my 
colleague in suffering and struggle). He always penned post 
cards to me from his many European trips. On my part, no 
visit to New York was complete without my spending an 
evening in his Greenwich Village apartment with him, his 
gracious wife Judith and his circle of friends from the 

worlds of art and literature. 
In an unfinished and unpublished autobiography pre- 

served at the Leo Baeck Institute in New York he relates 

that he was born as Alfred Siegfried Weintraub on Mark 30, 

1911 in Vienna, to Ignatz and Frederika (Silberstein) Wein- 

traub (Alfred Werner was his nom de plume in Vienna; he 

assumed the name legally when be became a naturalized 
U.S. citizen). His father was a successful lawyer. His mother 

died in 1921 when he was only ten. Shortly thereafter his 

father married his Catholic secretary, and divorced her 

after eight years. 
Having graduated Gymnasium, Alfred left home at 18, 

largely ‘in opposition to the “Catholic” spirit of our home, 
and to other factors that disgusted me’. He had received no 
Jewish education at home and, ‘like many of the educated 
sons of the Jewish middle classes’, he explains, ‘I was in 

favor of the Marxist Weltanschauung. I did not quite agree 

with the party’s opposition to the Jewish religion and na- 

tional tradition. Unable to read Hebrew, I had been aroused 

from my indifference to Judaism and the Jewish problem 
by the books of Martin Buber and Max Brod, and especially 
by Graetz’s Geschichte der Juden and Dubnow’s Weltge- 
schichte des jiidischen Volkes. Ludwig Lewisohn’s auto- 

biographical books also made a deep impression on me’. He 
matriculated at the University of Vienna and received his 

J.D. degree in 1934. ‘I originally studied the law’, he writes, 

‘in accordance with the wishes of my father’, but switched 
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to philosophy and continued studies at the university from 
1935 to 1937. At the same time he worked for the Vien- 

nese weekly Gerechtigkeit and was associate-editor of the 

Zionist bi-weekly Die Stimme. He also served as literary 
director of the Wiener Jiidische Kulturstelle and lectured at 
the Jiidische Volkshochschule from 1935 to 1938. 

His real love was poetry, and two books of his poems — 

Gebet aus der Tiefe and Der Blick nach Innen: Gedichte und 

Spriiche — were published at Vienna in 1935. Werner also 

wrote a book entitled Sinn und Gestalt in 1936 on the 

Viennese Jewish poet Richard Beer-Hoffman. Years later, 
in 1960, Alfred edited The Sword and the Flame: Selections 

from Heinrich Heine’s Prose. 

The Gestapo arrested Alfred on November 10, 1938, 

and sent him to Dachau Concentration Camp. Through the 
efforts of his sweetheart, Dr. Gertrude Bach, who had 

graduated from the University of Vienna as a medical doc- 
tor in 1937, he was released on March, 1939. In an unpub- 

lished poem, ‘The Bells of Dachau’, he wrote: ‘I won’t for- 

get you, wind-blown evening-bell/ Which once has sounded 
into our hell’. Gertrude and Alfred managed to escape to 
England where they were married. Alfred had to spend a 
full year in an internment camp at Richborough, but used 
his time profitably to master English. 

In March, 1940, he arrived in the United States. The 

hopes his new country inspired in him proved illusory. His 
wife, unable to practice medicine tried without much 

success to find employment as a nurse, and his own attempts 

to become a feuilletonist proved futile. The couple was 
dependent for income almost solely on Jewish refugee 
programs and barely managed to eke out a decent existence. 
Shortly after their arrival, his beloved Gertrude died. 

Alfred, now alone, struggled on and gradually became a 
successful lecturer and a prolific free-lance writer. In 1945, 

he became a U.S. citizen. During the 1940s, he also served 

as consultant to the Office of Jewish Affairs of the Ameri- 

can Jewish Congress, as associate editor of the Chicago Jew- 
ish Forum, and as art editor of the Universal Jewish Ency- 
clopedia. His early interest in art was now fully nurtured by 
his attending New York University’s Institute of Fine Arts 

from 1949 to 1952 and taking a program of studies which 
concentrated on Baroque and nineteenth- and twentieth- 

century art. In 1953, he married his second wife, Judith 
Mayer. Not long thereafter he became art consultant for the 

Theodor Herzl Institute — a post he held until his death. He 

also served as contributing editor of Arts Magazine, book 

review editor of American Artist, senior editor of Art 

Voices, U.S. correspondent for Pantheon, International 

Magazine of Art, published at Munich, as well as an art 
editor of the new Encyclopaedia Judaica. He lectured fre- 
quently in New York at the Jewish Museum, the Museum 

of Modern Art and the Guggenheim Museum and at congre- 
gations, universities and museums throughout the United 
States. During the 1950’s he was Visiting Professor of Art 

at Wagner College and the City College of New York and 
briefly, during the 1970’s at Rutgers University. 

By now Alfred had established himself as a leading 

critic of modern art and wrote articles for The New York 

Times, Kenyon Review, Art Quarterly, and many Jewish 
magazines, among them The Reconstructionist, Midstream,
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Commentary, The Jewish Quarterly, Judaism and Jewish 
Frontier. Over 1000 articles came from his elegant and flu- 

ent pen over the years; all of them are now in the Leo 
Baeck Institute and richly deserve compilation and study. 

In particular, the many excellent articles he wrote on Jew- 
ish artists — Max Liebermann, Lesser Ury, Elie Nadelman, 
Ephraim Moses Lilien, Jankel Adler, Hermann Struck, Isi- 
dor Kaufmann and Simeon Solomon inter alios — should be 

edited and collected in a book. Aside from his contribu- 
tions to many journals on Jewish and non-Jewish art, he 
wrote over 80 books on Jewish artists and on a number of 
non-Jewish artists — Emst Barlach, Raoul Dufy, Henri 

Rousseau, Paul Gauguin, Odilon Redon, Edgar Degas, 
Maurice Utrillo, etc. 

Alfred’s finest books, those on Pascin, Modigliani, Sou- 

tine, Gross and Weber, were published by Harry N. Abrams. 
In these works he showed himself an objective and astute 

commentator with a remarkable empathy for the artist’s 

oeuvre. He avoided theorizing and tried to remain a de- 

tached observer. His writings display the same modesty he 
expressed in person. He greatly underrated his gifts and, 
seated on a park bench in Central Park, penned an unpub- 
lished poem, entitled ‘Autumnal Peace’: ‘Every autumn I 

wish, most naively, that I were a painter. I flatter myself 
into believing that I could mix my palette until I succeeded 
in transferring all the fine nuances on canvas ... and I 

always realize how poor language is! 
It is worth noting that Alfred was not drawn to the 

successful artists of the Renaissance; he was drawn to the 
brilliant and tortured refugee artists of Paris and New York. 
Did he unconsciously identify with these troubled and up- 
rooted souls who lived and worked only for their art? 

Worldly success meant little to Alfred, although he did re- 
ceive a professorship honoris causa from the Austrian Min- 
istry of Education in 1967 and the Officer’s Cross, the 

German Order of Merit (Verdienstkreuz 1. Klasse), from 
the German Bundesrepublik in 1971. 

Tragedy struck again in the 1970’s when Alfred lost his 

wife Judith and contracted a serious illness — Parkinson’s 

Disease and skin cancer — which plagued him until his 
death on July 14, 1979. In 1975, he had married for a third 

time, and his new wife, Lisa Tramm, patiently nursed him 

during his long suffering. Bitterly he complained in his let- 
ters to me: ‘Am Golde hingt, zum Golde dringt doch alles, 
ach ihr Armen [everything depends on money, everything 
rushes towards money, pity the pauper]... I must keep 
wiiting potboilers [a favorite expression of his for articles 
hastily written] for the Jewish press ... Social Security 
pays me little. My savings are shrinking, and by the year 
2000 I'll be a real pauper, floating over Greenwich Village, 
or Outer Mongolia, who knows’. In his last letter to me he 

resignedly lamented: ‘Siiss ist der Schlaf, der Tod ist besser, 

am besten nic geboren scin’ (sweet is slecp, death is prefer- 
able, but not to have been born is best of all). 

Alfred Werner leaves a rich legacy. Singlchandedly he 
made American Jews aware of the Jewish talents in their 

midst. Through his many writings and lectures, he encour- 

aged patronage and appreciation of the works of modern 
Jewish artists. His sensitive observations of modern artists 

set new standards for critical evaluation of their works of art. 

In a poem, ‘Biicher’ (Books), published in Die Garbe 
(25 November 1936), he asks: ‘Biicher! Gefisse voll edel- 
stem Wein — will keiner denn drinken, keiner befreien den 

Geist aus der Buchstaben Haft? > (Books! Vessels of prec- 
ious wine — will no one drink, will no one free the spirit 

from the imprisonment of the letters? ). Alfred Werner's 
vessels — his books — need no liberation; they will live long 

as standard guides to the artists he so dearly loved. 

Joseph Gutmann 
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