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“What voluptuousness…so like the seduction by the violins in the overture to Tannhauser.”

– Maurice Denis, Definition of Neotraditionism (1890)

“Au Revoir, Mona Lisa”

1911: In a section of the Louvre known as la Salon Carré, a row of Renaissance paintings fades in from black.  Moving closer, two large paintings, Correggio’s Mystical Marriage and Titian’s Allegory of Alfonso d’Avalos, come to center.  Hanging between the two, significantly smaller, DaVinci’s infamous Mona Lisa soon fills the frame.  We stop when only her eyes are visible.  We stare into her paradoxical gaze for just a moment.  Then, she is gone.

NARRATION: “On a quiet Monday morning in mid-August, 1911, the Florentine Lady would abandon her home of more than one hundred years.”

Tuesday morning, August 22, 1911: A Parisian artist named Louis Béroud arrives at the Salon Carré to finish his portrait of the famed gallery wall only to find that its prize specimen is not there.  Irritated by the inconvenience, he calls toward Poupardin, the section head of the Louvre security guards, who suggests that the Mona Lisa is probably being photographed in the studio.  Béroud impatiently hands the guard two Francs and asks him to go find out.  Poupardin gladly accepts the bribe and walks casually to the studio.  He returns with a disturbed look.  “Qu’ont-ils dit?” asks Béroud.  Poupardin replies, “La Jaconde!  C’est parti!  C’est parti!” (What did they say? The Mona Lisa!  It is gone!  It is gone!)

Monday morning, August 28, 1911: Inside the offices of the Paris-Journal, Géry Pieret, a wily young Belgian writer (and general hooligan) hands over to a reporter an Iberian statuette that he stole from the Louvre years prior to recent the Mona Lisa theft.  He provides a full, anonymous confession and collects a “reward” of 250 Francs.  The same day, the paper prints an article taunting the Louvre security and the French police.

NARRATION: “Although Pieret fled Paris immediately, his identity was soon learned by the French Police.  While unable to capture the pilferer himself, at last they had their first strong lead on the Mona Lisa’s theft.  Soon, several of his local acquaintances were identified and marked for interrogation.  At the top of the list were two recognized members of Paris’s thriving avant-garde community.”

Later that evening, Italian poet and art critic Guillaume Apollinaire reads the Paris-Journal headline to his own dismay.  He looks up and glares at the small Iberian statuette perched on his mantle, which Pieret sold him years before.

Tuesday night, September 5, 1911: Apollinaire and PABLO PICASSO walk along Pond de la Concorde on the bank of the Seine.  Picasso carries a cheap suitcase whose contents are three stolen artifacts sold to them by Pieret.  The two men look nervously over their shoulders and then over the stone wall into the river.

NARRATION: “Fully aware that they would soon be linked to Pieret, and likely theft of the Mona Lisa, they simply could not dispose of the treasures that had brought them such joy and inspiration.  Though fearful of the prospect of being deported, as both were legal aliens in Paris, Apollinaire and Picasso solemnly return home, artifacts in tow.

Wednesday morning, September 6, 1911: Picasso arrives at the offices of the Paris-Journal with the three stolen artifacts in exchange for a promise of anonymity.  Again, the paper prints a contemptuous headline about the lax security at the Louvre.

Thursday morning, September 7, 1911: Apollinaire is arrested at his home, suspected of “heading and international gang of art thieves.”

Saturday morning, September 9, 1911: FERNANDE OLIVIER, Picasso’s mistress, answers the door of his home to a plainclothes police officer.  The officer escorts Picasso to the Prefecture and brings him in front of the magistrate, followed by a pale and disheveled Apollinaire, who has been vigorously interrogated and imprisoned for two days.  After a brief, uncoordinated denial, both men break down in tears, confessing all but the theft of the Mona Lisa.  The judge, realizing that they had been treated unjustly in the Mona Lisa case, releases Picasso on restriction.  Apollinaire is released three days later, but his name would not be cleared from the Mona Lisa case until January of the following year.

NARRATION: “This was a great stroke of fortune for Picasso and Apollinaire, and both men would again enjoy their freedom.  However, the authorities were no closer to finding the Mona Lisa than they were two weeks before.  In fact, the French police would not make another single arrest in the case.  Apollinaire had earned the title of being the only person arrested in conjunction with the Mona Lisa’s theft until nearly the end of 1913, more than two years later, when a 32-year-old carpenter from Dumenza, Italy arrives in Florence.

Wednesday, December 10, 1913: VINCENZO LEONARD, a short, stocky man with a thick black moustache walks into the Galleria Borgognissanti in Florence.  He introduces himself to ALFREDO GERI, the plump, jovial shop owner and well-know antique dealer.  Not long ago, Geri had received a letter from a man who called himself Leonard, claiming to possess the original Mona Lisa.  The man had read an advertisement recently placed by Geri in the Corriere della Sera, which stated that he was “a buyer at good prices of art objects of every sort.”  Leonard asks Gerri for 500,000 Lire in exchange for the painting.  Gerri agrees and arranges to meet Leonard the next day in his office on one condition: that GIOVANNI POGGI, director of the Uffizi, is allowed to verify its authenticity.

NARRATION: “Geri had shown the letter from Leonard to his friend, director of the prestigious Uffizi Gallery in Florence, Giovanni Poggi.  Poggi urged Gerri to set a meeting.  Over then next week-and-a-half, Leonard and Gerri frantically exchange letters and telegrams, trying to set a date.  Finally, on December 9, Gerri receives a wire from Milan informing him that Leonard will arrive at his shop the next day.”

Thursday afternoon, December 11, 1913: Leonard, Geri and Poggi enter Room 20 on the third floor of the disheveled Hotel Tripoli-Italia in a run-down part of Florence.

GERRI (VO): (From in interview with Geri) “Poggi and I were nervous and anxious, but Leonard, by contras, seemed quite calm.  We arrived in the little room that he occupied on the third floor of the Hotel Tripoli-Italia.  He locked the door, then drew out from under his bed a trunk of white wood that was full of wretched objects: old clothes, broken shoes, a mangled hat, plastering tools, some paint brushes, even a mandolin.  He dumped all this on the floor in the middle of the room.  Then, from under a false bottom in the chest, he took out an object wrapped in red cloth.  We placed it on the bed and to our astonished eyes the divine Giocanda appeared, intact and wonderfully preserved.  We took it to the window to compare it with a photograph we had brought with us.  Poggi examined it and there was no doubt that the painting was authentic.

Assuring Leonard of his reward, they drape the Mona Lisa in the red velvet cloth and take it to the Uffizi for further tests.  Later that day, Leonard answers a knock on his door from the Florence police chief, flanked by two large officers.  They place him under arrest and take him to the nearby Murate prison for interrogation.

At the prison, Leonard is furious at being thrown in a cell.  Upon moving him to a more comfortable interrogation room, he begins to speak freely.  He identifies himself as VINCENZO PERUGIA, and in front of police and reporters, he confesses to the robbery and claims that he acted alone.  He tells that that he is an Italian patriot who simply wished to return the Mona Lisa to her rightful home in Florence.

REPORTER (VO): (From a La Nazione reporter’s account) “‘I have rendered a service to Italy,’ he said more than once.  ‘I have given the country back a treasure of inestimable worth, and instead of being thankful, they throw me in jail.  It’s the height of ingratitude.’”

NARRATION: “As Perugia recounts his heroic feat, eager-to-know reporters and investigators remain blissfully unaware of truth behind what happened that morning in Paris more than two years before, and of the unknown man who masterminded the heist of the century.

Monday morning, August 21, 1911: Vincenzo Perugia awakens in a storeroom inside the Louvre.  He shakes his two companions from their slumber.  They are Italian brothers VINCENT and MICHELE LANCELOTTI.  Perugia removes three large white tunics from his bundle; standard issue garments of workmen in the Louvre, and hands one to each of the brothers.  As they dress, they hear Louvre head custodian GEORGES PICQUET pass the doorway with several workmen.  Once they are gone, Perugia opens the door and the three disguised men step casually into the hallway.  Vincent begins sweeping while Michele dusts frames.  Perugia makes haste to the arch which marks the Salon Carré entrance and watches as Picquet and his men admire the Mona Lisa.  As soon as they leave the room, Perugia signals to the Lancelottis.  He and Vincent rush toward the painting while Michelle stands guard.

NARRATION: “Vincenzo Perugia awakens on the floor of a storeroom in the Louvre’s Salle Duchatel with two accomplices, Vincent and Michele Lancelotti.  A skilled carpenter, Perugia was hired some time earlier to assist in the construction of the highly criticized glass cases now in place over several of the Louvre’s most valuable paintings.  This morning, however, he is here for the exact opposite reason.”

Monday evening, August 22, 1911: Inside the shabby room of MADAME FRANCIOSE SÉGUENOT, Vincent Lancelotti’s mistress, Perugia returns from work.  Immediately after the robbery, they had stashed the painting here, and Perugia rushed to his job.  He was two hours late and complained of being ill, which would have explained his anxious appearance.  Awaiting him are Séguenot, the Lancelottis and MARQUÉS EDUARDO DE VALFIERNO.  Valfierno admires the Mona Lisa and pays the foursome, informing them there would be more to come.

NARRATION: “Marqués Eduardo de Valfierno, a native of Buenos Aires, was the son of a wealthy land owner, had found himself nearly penniless after his father’s death.  In order to maintain the privileged lifestyle he’d become accustomed to, he embarked on a lucrative career as an art dealer.  His methods, however, were rather unscrupulous, and the Mona Lisa was to going to become his masterpiece.”

Valfierno and a wealthy-looking foreigner study a painting in a Buenos Aires art museum.  The foreigner exchanges eager looks with Valfierno, then pulls back the frame and draws something on the back of the canvas.

NARRATION: “One of the Marqués’ favorite scams was convincing clients that certain exclusive works of art would soon ‘become available’.  Having previously bribed the museum guards in order to ensure their privacy, he instructs the client to make a personal mark on the back of the canvas, ensuring its authenticity when the delivery is made.”

In the Salon Carré, YVES CHAUDRON paints an exact copy of the Mona Lisa.

NARRATION: “He had different plans for the Mona Lisa, though equally devious.  For years, Valfierno had employed Yves Chaudron, a gifted art restorer from Marseilles, as his personal counterfeiter.  For his piece de resistance, he instructs Chaudron to paint an exact duplicate of the Mona Lisa while it is still safe in the Salon Carré.  Once the original was stolen, they would capitalize over and over on the resulting enormous public outcry, selling counterfeit copies of Chaudron’s master duplicate.”

Monday evening, August 22, 1911: Inside Madame Séguenot’s room, she and the Lancelottis count their reward. Valfierno asks Perugia to take a walk and speak with him in private.  As they walk down the Rue Saint-Merri, he instructs Perugia that, until the French police clear him, he should keep the Mona Lisa hidden at the Lancelottis.  Valfierno would be travelling to America for a while, and Perugia was to await his instructions.  Near the Place des Vosges, Valfierno slips him another cash payment and they part ways.

Early December 1911: In his one-room apartment, Perugia adds the finishing touches to a small white trunk.  He drapes the Mona Lisa in the piece of red velvet, places it in the false bottom that he built into the trunk, and replaces the lid.  He throws in the same contents would be removed two years later, including the mandolin (seen previously), and locks the trunk.

NARRATION: “Finally, Perugia was cleared by the French police, three full months after stealing the Mona Lisa, and despite several suspicious details overlooked by the investigator.  He soon moves the stolen masterpiece from the Lancelottis home to his.  There he builds a small wooden trunk with a false bottom, just large enough for the Mona Lisa.  Here she would remain until a bleak afternoon in a tiny hostel in Florence, Italy.  Neither Perugia nor the Lancelottis would ever hear from the Marqués again, and over the next two years Perugia would grow more and more bitter at his employer.  Not only would Valfierno never contact him with further instructions, and perhaps more significant to the fate of the Mona Lisa, Perugia would never receive another Franc from his former conspirator.

Present-day Paris, the Louvre: The Mona Lisa’s eyes fill the frame.  She glares for a moment, and pulling out slowly, she falls back into her dimly lit chamber in the Salle des États.  Further back, tourists point cameras through the bulletproof glass and shuffle to get a closer look.

NARRATION: “After spending nearly two-and-a-half years out of the public eye, the Florentine Lady finally returns to her familiar home in Paris – and here she would remain.  Perugia never mentioned Valfierno in his confession, and he was never indicted in the conspiracy.  In the end, Perugia finally had the recognition he deserved for pulling off the most notorious art theft in history.  His name would be forever connected to the magnificent Mona Lisa.  He was the man who stole the most famous painting in the world – and gave it back with a story that would be recounted for many generations to come.”
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