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FOR.EVER. AMBER.
A room built for a king and treasured by an empress haunts two countries.

BY ELiZABEll-I KOLBEKr
----~--~ ---~~---------~---- - -

On September 17, 1941, the G::nnan
Anny took the town of Pushkin,

in the Pu1kovo hills south of Leningrad,
and immediatdy proceeded to occupy the
Catherine Palace. Originally a gift from
Peter the Great to his wife, the palace had
been expanded into a Russian version of
Versailles--an enormous wedding cake of
a casde, with pavilions, follies, and royal
baths-and, later still, it had been con-
verted by the Soviets into a state museum
Its collection, assembled by the Romanovs,
comprised some thirty thousand paintings,
sculptures, silverplace settings, and French
porcelains, but by the time the Nazis ar-
rived the palace was practically empty.
During the Germans' advance. the women
of Pushkin, working in three shifts, day
and night, had packed up the museum's
holdings and carted them off for safe-
keeping. They had ~ to remm><j""
about everything of value except the cham-I
her known in Russian asYantar'naya Kom-
nata, in German asDas Bemsteinzimmer,
and in English as the Amber Room.

Amber, in mythology, is the tears shed
for Phaethon after his fall; in scientific
terms, it is a partially cross-linked poly:-
mer. From an artisan's pmpective, it pos-
sesses several appealing properties. It can
be polished to a high gloss, or cut into
-thin, translucent sheets, or carved with
fine designs. It is soft (not much harder
than a fingernail) and light (roughly the
density of water). Since Neolithic times,
,",00 Iw heen =d to look< jowWy""d

amulets; starting sometime in the six-
teenth century, workshops in nonhern
Europe began to invent new uses ~or ~t,
such as pipes, chess pieces, and inlaid
boxes. The Amber Room represents, by
several orders of magnitude, the largest
such work ever attempted. 1bree of its
wills were covered in panels reaching to a
height of thirteen feet, and each pand was
covered with a ~ess ~osaic of amber- -- .~

tiles. Many of these tiles were ornately
worked into the shape of flowers and
weapons and Biblical figures; others were
pieced together to form crests and royal
insignias; and still others were underlaid
with foil and embossed with tiny, elabo-
rare scenes of sailing ships and country life.

Why the women of Push.kin left the
Amber Room behind is not known for
certain; they probably just didn't have the
time to box it up, or the means to transpon
it, or perhaps the two-hundred-and-fifty-
year-old panels seemed to them too frag-
ile to move. The Nans, for their part, im-
mediatdy recognized the importance of
their find: within hours, the panels had
been taken down and were on theirway to
Gennany, from which !hoy""'" return<d.

Of the tens of thousands of art works
to disappear during the Second World
War. the Amber Room ranks as the most
significant, and the most avidly pursued
It has been hunted on both sides of what
was the Iron Curtain, from the Baltic
Coast to the Thuringian hills, in caves,
jails, churches, salt n:mes, nmnels, bunk-
ers, ice cellars, and shipwrecks. Befure the
Stasi as the East German secret police, .
was known, was disbanded, it systeman-
cally investigated some hundred and fifty
possible hiding places, at one point spend-
ing more than a million dollars to exca-
vate a clay pit south of Leipzig. ~ the
process, the Stasi compiled a dosster on
the Amber Room that ran to a hundred
and eighty thousand pages.) Although
many have dabbled in the search-tbe
Belgian mysrerywriter Georges Sim:non,
for example, was a member of an mter-
national Amber Room cliili, founded by a
Russian baron living in exile in Liechten-
stein-for some it has turned into a life-
consuming, even life-depriving, obses-
sion. One of the most dogged of all
Amber Room hunters was a West Ger-
man fruit farmer named Georg Stein.

Starting in the mid-nineteen-sixties,
Stein pursued the room for more than
two decades, deciding--incorrectlj
that it had been buried in a mine shaft
near G6ttingen. His sean:h.left his fam-
ily destitute, and one day he was found
naked and dead in a Bavarian forest, his
stomach sliced open with a scalpel

Conservative estimates put the value
of the room at a hundred and fifty million
dollars. It is clear, however, that this price,
which is, in any case, hypothetical, is only
a small part of the eqillltion. The Amber
Room is desirable because it is beautiful
and rare and unlikely. Even when it was
new it was exquisitely fragile, and nO\'{

it is lost.

On a cold, gray morning this past J30-

uary, I set out for the Catherine Pal-
ace to visit what is known as the amber
workshop. The goal of the workshop is to
replace the missing Amber Room with
an exact replica. Depending on how you
look at it, this ambition perfectly parallels
the effon to find the original or else com-
pletdy contradicts it. ~..•

The director of the project is a f6rty-
seven-year-old stone carver named Boris
Igdalov. I met Igdalov in his office,which
lies at the back of the workshop, at the

end of a warren of oddly shaped rooms
strewn with drawings, diagrams, and lit-
de plaster models, all coated in a film
of fine, yellowish dust. Every few min-
utes, Igdalov's phone would ring, and he
would utter a fewwords of reassurance-
"E=ything will he ready ""J' OOQn"-
and hang up. Igdalov oversees a staff of
seventy-five, mostly amber carvers, but
also carpenters, architects, accountants,
and even lawyers. "This works~op can be
considered in a way unique, ~he told me.
"You probably cannot find another like it
in the whole world."
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Like the old room, the new one 1$

being made out of amber extracted &om
the loam in YanW"nyj f\lsdok,or Amber
Vill~ near the Russian city of Kilin-
ingnd nu. ""be.-, th, lOOamd «Sin of
a now c:xtinct tree, was dep3s1ted some
thirty million years ago in a layer of sedi-
ment known as the Blue Earth which
~wmthoB,]ticSoa. Thoknowl-
edge of how to work Baltic ~ was
once widespread, but by the ttme the
Russian Republic's Council of Ministt.rs
docidod to «build th, Ambor Room, m
1979 .ru. knowlodge lud WgoIy btto
lost, ~ it took n=Iy ton yo=, nuinIy
through trial. and error, to recover the
most basic techniques. Some two hun-
dtod md thiny "'J"rim"'ts, lOt =pk,
were perlOnned just on glues.

Igd,]ov hin=lf joinod th, worlGhop
in 1984. "We are living in a very speaal
country, and itlways we were missing
",mothing," he told"", "In oightttn ""'"
l:Vetyday ~ were missing something."
Before he was promoted to cI..im:tor,Ig-
cWov worlccd on a series of four mosaics
made of on)'1o lapis lazuli, and o~er
semiprecious stones. Each of ~ mosalCS
represents a different sense; m one, a
group of peasants pimic in the midst of
ruins; in, =md, fig=s g= through,
telescope. In 1997, the original of one of
these mosaia--showing a woman sniff-
ing ,~""""'=don tho blrl
market in Bremen. It was the first piece of
the room ever to be recovered. By then,
how=>", Ig<Wov lud Wnoo' rompktod
tho !<plica---< bbo, of n=1y 1M .~.

Ig<Wov m.do i, cl= lb., tho ~
of myvisitwuinopportune.1bisspnng.
the new room is finally supposed to be
unvcikd, md wI= 1 mivod tho """"
...,., in thcUowo ~"'Y, ncing
to finish so that the ribbon-outing could
l2ko pm dming th, fo>tiviti" pbnnod

for the three-hundredth anniverury of
St. Petersburg, in May. It was with a
marked lack of enthusiasm that Igdalov
invited me to obsovt them. In one part
of tho worlGbop.l fuund two 10'"worl<-
ing on a huge wooden frame that was
<:oVeI'Cdwith pieces of amber fitted to-
gether jigsaw-puzzle fashion. In another
part, I came across a lWf-dozen carvers
sitting hunched over microscopes. Each
c:arverhad a set:of tools of the sort fuund
in dentists' offices--thin pliers, chisels
with ""}'fino points, md tinydtilk 1ung-
ing from cords attached to the walls.
Amoric2n rock bl=d fiom tho ndio.

The Amber Room is being recon-
strneted from a series of photographs
ukrn in the lare nineteen-thirties for a
planned restoration that never CICClllTed.
F", tho Wt th= md , h,]f yo=, tho worl<
has been sponsored by a German com-
pony.th, "'''8YgUn' RnJu-ga..(RnJu-ga.'.
interest in the project tdkct:s a Gaman
obsession with everything having to do
with the room, aswell as the fact that Rus-
sia is the axnpany's primary supplier of
IUlUnI gos.)On< of tho ~ only
on< who spoko EngWb-told to< lb., he
_ nuking , '" of wfIIinks ongr=d
with the initialsof a Ruhrgas executive.h
&r as I could tell, everyone else was work-
ing on pieces of a single large amber me-
dallion. A man in the center of the room
was carving the two-inch-high torso of a
Roman soldier,and had reached the point
of incising the runic. He let me look
through his microscope-much of the
carving is so delicate that it can be done
only undu rrugnifi",tion-<nd 1 could
1« that the tiny groovts were £iIkd with
bits of dust. Another man was carving a
srt of cannons., a third some bayonets. and
a fourth what looked like a bunch of
grapes. ~ pbster mood showed that1-

when aDthe pieces wert put together, the
tona would be in the middle, surrounded
by th, btisding """"'" md b.l"nm;
=nnWly, 1_ rold, tho mecbllion would
doconto tho =bot""", dut 1bod J""'d
on my way in. Every thiny seconds or so,
one of the carvm would lift up the piece
he was working on and blow the dust off
with a practiced whoosh. Then he would
put it back under the miaoscope, resting it
on a little velvet cushion. h it happened,
thii _ tho fifty-ninth anniverury of tho
ond of tho >iogoof Lctingnd, md P"P'-
I2tions for some kind of toast seemed to
bo wm ""Y- Poopk kopt J""'ing through
with supplies, including a tall stack of
pwtic .bo, gI=os.

BdO", I kft th, worIW>op, 1 ukod
Ig<Wov lOt "" thoughts on th, nrigin,]
Amber Room. He spoke for a while
about how delicate the room had been,
and how diffio.dt to keep up, and about
how, over the oourse of two centuries,
many of the amber rib had fallen off:
whik olh", lud dovclop<d , ouguliko
=ring. N~ bo told _he pc-
"'n,]Iy knew =onl poopk who w=
otiII s=clting ror ic nu. " """othing
thor do, bo s.uI, "to nuko IiJe nor """ '"
wi" H, >ighcd. "Th'Y "" looking rot it
evcywhere, probably on the moon."

The Amber Room was fim con-
ceived of in the spring of 1701 by

Frederick III, Elector of Brandenburg,
who lud just ludhUmdf aownod Ftod-
erick I, King of Prussia. (The roronation I/VI
ceremony was, in the words of one his-
torian, "so 0'VC"1adenwith tawdry and
o~ splendor, that it is alw2ys de-
.,;bod ... with unqwIifiod contompr.1
On "" "'y 1mk from Konigsborg, "
IWiningnd wu thon known, to Jkr..
lin, a journey of some three hundred
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miles, the new rnona.rch-at least, so the
'tmy goes-fuund himself at loose ends.

The plan Frederick dreamed up in
his roy.l1 coach seems to have been for
an intimate chamber for his own private
enjoyment. To work on his Bernstein-
Cabinett, he hired craftsmen from all
over the Baltic. For ten years they labored,
and still they were not quite finished
when in 1711, the room was set up in
Berli~'s City Palace. Frederick repoltedIy
used it tD host ticktacktoe and piquet
games for his friends. In 1713, he died.

His son, Frederick William, inherited
the project, but, like the rest of the royal
&roily, the new King appears to have had
littl. regatd ror the late King, ideas. (Fred-
erick I's second wife, Sophia-Charlotte
of Hanover, who liked to debate the
oounphiklsopher GottJiied WUhdm "On
Leibniz, once told a courtier, "That idiot
Leibniz, who wants to teach me about
the infinitesimally small! Has he there-
fore forgotten that I am the wife of Fred-
erick I? How can he imagine that I am
unacquainted with my own husband~)
Frederick William's preocoJpation, to the
exclusion of virtually everything eIse.was
Prussia's military, and his one weakness
was for vel)' tall soldier3, known as Imgt
Kn-Is. In 1716, Peter I of Russia-later,
Peter the Great-was travelling through
Berlin and expressed admiration for the
Cabinett Frederick William immedi-
ately offered it to him as a gift. The fol-
lowing year, Peter returned the favor by
sending to Prussia fifty-tive of his tallest
guardsmen.

The Amber Room was shipped to
St. Petersburg in boxes and installed some
three decades later when Peter's daughter,
Elizabeth I, ascended the throne. It was
she who had the room mounted in, and
expanded for, the Catherine Palace. The
task of redesigning the room fell to her
court architect, Bartolommeo Francesco
Rastrelli, who is also responsible for most
of the palace's other famous interiors, in-
cluding the Green Pilaster Room and the
Golden Enfilade, and who seems to have
applied himself to the task with charac-
teristically rococo zeal.

To start with, RastIdli put up all of the
panels from the original Cabinen. These
consisted of ten so-called pedestaJ.panels,
decorated with Frederick I's initials and
Prussian eagles, and twelve much taller
panels, decorated with amber frames
and carvings. B~en these panels, he

mounted rwmty-foormirrorsofV~
gIas., each topped with a gilded 'tame
of a bare-breasted nymph. Above each
nymph, he placed a putto in a languid
pose, and behind the putti he installed a
series of trompe-l'oeil paintings done to
look like amber mosaics. The four mo-
saics of semiprecious stones, which were
done to look like paintings, were the final,
sumptuous touch. By the time the work
was completed, the intimate Cabinen had
been thoroughlyrrnnsfonmed. A Fnench-
man who visited it wrote, "This isn't a
cramped boudoir, or a small chamber, but
a room of considerable p~portions ....
The eye, unaccustomed' to seeing am-
ber in such profusion, is mesmerized and
blinded by the wealth and warmth of
the tones .• Elizabeth's successor, Cather-
ine IT-later, Catherine the Grear-liked
to play cards in the Amber Room, and
legend has it that she always won.

On Oerober 30,1941, twenty-seven
crates containing the panels, the

mirrors, and the gilded pilasters arrived
by rruckin Konigsberg, where, in a man-
ner of speaking, the Amber Room had
originated The crates were unloaded at
the enormous medieval fortress that
housed the city's art museum, and the
room, or as much of it as would fit, was
reassembled in a fourth-floor gallery in
the casde's south wing. The opening,
in March, 1942, was attended by local
Nazi officials and noted in the local press.
A pamphlet printed by the museum for
visitors' edification explained that, be-
cause of the siege of Leningrad, Ger-
man soldier3 had ."saved the old Amber
Room of FrederickI from the line of fire
and brought it to Konigsberg for safety."

When the Nazis invaded the Soviet
Union, they stole just about every work of
art they could get their hands on, includ-
ing icons from the churches, Still,. ~e
Amber Room's provenance placed It m
an entirely different category. Built for a
?russian king in Prussian workshops, it
was an ideal symbol of the glorious past
that the Nazis were trying to create for
themselves. Hider, it is said, intended the

room for the monumental FUhrermu-
scum that he was planning to build in
Lim, and its disposition until then be-
came a matter of contention be~n,
among others, Hermann GOring, the
commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe,
and Joachim von Ribbentrop, the Third
Reich's Foreign Minister.

Once in KOnigsberg, the Amber
Room was entrusted to the care of the
museum's director, A.Ifred Rohde, an art
historian who had trained in Paris and
Mwtich. Rohde specialized in amber and
was widely regarded as a leading apert
on the subject. (Some of his monographs,
including "Amber, a German Material:
Its Artistic Uses from the Middle Ages
to the Eighteenth Cennuy," an: still con-
sidered authorit3.tive.) Although Rohde
was not himself a N aU Parry member,
he appears to have enjoyed good re1a-
tiom with the area's regional conunander,
Erich Koch, and, weeks befo" the e;,,-
mans had even reached Pushkin, he
urged Koch to ay to lay hold of the room.
After the war, Rohd.'s s=etary reported
that the museum director used to arrive
at work at five o'clock in the morning.
He would. make the rounds of all the
galleries in the casde, stopping last in
Gallery37, where the Amber Roo~was
on display. "Often, he sat in the ITUddle
of the room and just gazed at the amber
walls," she said

The Amber Room was exhibited in
the Konigsberg castle for t\Ytnty months,
during which time the German advance
WllS halted. By late 1943, the Nazis' posi-
tion had weakened to such an extent that
Rohde began to worry about the room's
safety. He had it disassembled and boxed
once again. On the night of August 26,
1944, British planes dropped four hun-
dred and sixty tom of bombs on Konigs-
berg; three nights later, they returned to
drop another four hundred and ninety-
two tom. The raids laid waste much of
the city, including the castle. But, in aler-
ter dated the following month, Rohde
assured a colleague in Berlin that, with
the exception of six of the pedestal pan- .
cls, the Amber Room had surmed the
bombings intact.

That winter, the Gennans' eastern
defenses collapsed. When it became
cleat that Klinig.herg would soon be DC-

wpied, Rohde's two children were evac-
""ted H. and his wifi: presumably could
have gone, too, but they chose to stay be-
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hind. They lived through tho capture of
the city by the Soviets, in April of 1945,
and during the nat few months Rohde
was interrogated several times by Soviet
officials. He was evasive, and at one
point was discovered burning a pile of
papers. By the end of December, both of
the Rohdes were dead. Officially, their
deaths were attributed to typhus; how-
ever, ruman; began to circulate that they
had been poisoned. Suspicious;rlu: So-
viets went to look for Rohde's body,
which they could not find, and also for
the doctor who had signed his death
certificate, whom they amId not locate.

The twenty-seven crates in which
the Amber Room had arrived in

Konig.<oo-g had rogoth" wcighod ""-
era! tons. Moving them had required
a tttm of men and a small convoy of
ttueks. Yet there is no record of how the
room left the city, if; indeed, it ever did
From Konigsberg, theories about the
room's fite branch out in all directions.
Some point west, towud cenrnl Ger-
many-aa:ording to one partiOJlarly &r-
fetched account, the room was bwied in
Berlin's Botanical Gardens-some north
to tho Baltic Se., oth", south to Polaod.
and a few even east, toward Lithuania.

\Vith Rohde's death, the most obvious
source of information became his friend
Erich Koch. Lke Rohdo, Koch was '" '"
lover. He was also, by his own admission,
"a brutal dog." A formal railway clerk,
Koch had joinod tho NariPany =!y-
hi.<memb=lllp canl was No. 9O--md,
in 1933, was appointod by Hider as gov-
ernor of East Prussia. Later, his jurisdic-
lion was ~ to include Wg."."tf"
nf Poland, and, in 1942, Koch becam,
Reichskommissar of the Ukraine.

In Koch's view, which was not univer-
sallyondorsed by tho Nari oonunand, bot
was, importantly, shared by Hitler, the
UktallUam won: primitivo beings--haIf
monkeys-who had to be "handled with
the whip, like the Negroes," (Koch once
dec1=d, "If I find a Ukrninian who ~
worthy of sitting at the same table with
me, I must havI= him shot.") Under Koch's
oommand, all ochooI. a!xM: tho fuutth

•grade wen: closed, the city of Kiev was re-
ductd to a state of near-starv:ltion, and
more than a million Ukrainians were sent
to 'NOrk-md often to perish-.u slave
Ia1x,":ts. Whm tho &M", finally drove
tho Gormam nut of tho Ukrain" Koch

=tod to Korug,bag; afrer tho ee,..
= ~tod East Ptu:;,;a, ho fled
wemvard once again, this tirnc: in his pri-
vate airplane.

In 1949, Briom agmts finallytraclted
Koch dawn in a small town near Ham-
bwg, wh= ho had ban worlcing. onder
an asrumed name, as a fiumhand The
British turned Koch over to the Poles fur
prosecution. and in 1959 ~ was ronvicted
by a district 00Urtin Wars:nv. The original
sentence was death, but it was commuted
to life in prison. At the time, itwas widely
believed that the reason the Poles had de-
cided to spare Koch was to find out what
he knewahout the Amber Room.

In prnon, Koch <lid indeod bogin to
talk. Early on, he let it be known that the
crates containing the room had been
loaded onto a ship called the Wilhelm
Gusdoff, which had been :runk not fur
from Konigsberg by Soviet torpedoes.
(Of the estimated ten thousand people
on board, ffiDStof them German civilians
being evacuated from the city, more than
nine thousand had drowned.) Koch's
story sent at least a half-dozen diving
teams to the bottom of the Baltic to
=reb tho GU:<1loif',~.

Su!=quondy, Koch =rsed that the
Amber Room had been loaded onto a
different ship. the Emden, and also. con-
tradictorily, that it Iud, by hi.<own onU:rs,
b= trucked to Ponmh, a Konig.<oo-g
suburb. On another occasion, he'W'a.Sre-
ported to havt: told a Polish n~per,
"In the plac:e my art collection can be
fuund, }"U1I aI.o find the Ambor Room."
During the war, Koch had been a partic-
ularly avid looter; records found in the
Ukraine show thar among the many art
works that he appropriated for the N azi.s
were three thousand and seventy-seven
oil painting., =on hundtod and Wcty-Wt
waterrolors, and three hundred pieces of
&.i_. According to G=nan reooro"
part of what Koch considered his awn art
collection reached Weimar in January,
1945, and was then mippod out again-
where, no one knows. (Th.e works have
never been found) Only later was it re-
vealed that Kochs remarks had been mis-
ttamlatod from Poliah into Gorman, and
that what h, had really .aid was "If "'Y-
one can tell me where my collection
went, then rn know where the Amber
Room is." But by that point an '1t's a
Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World" rum to
Weimar had a1=dy ==i
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At the time of his sentencing, Koch

was su~ to ha", b= gnvdy ill,y"
somehoYl he managed to live for another
twonty-"",n yoats. In 1986, shortly bo-
fore he did die, at the age of ninet); he
made an offer to m'e.l1 the room's "m
hiding pla.cein return for his freedom. By
theIlt the Polish authorities, understand-
ably,had had mough.

Today, practicilly ""'l"OO who oouk!
ha",haddi=t knowkdg< of tho Ambor
Room in the final months of the war is
dead; still. a lively traffic continues in ru-
mors, secondhmd stories, and purported
deathbed co~ons. In 1994, a sketch
made by a former prisoner and the notes
of a U.S. Army officer led to rqx>rn that
the room had been buried at Buchen-
wa1d.,In 1998, the German radio station
Norddeutsehen Rundfunk, following a
tip from an eighty-year-old resident of
PtciIa, Lithuania, 'l"'osotod '" <:>pedi-
tWn to search a shalloYl lagoon there. In
2000, two teams, one &om Gennanyand
tho oth"from the C=b &publi" =a-_
van:d a ddUnct silver mint: 'Panning tho
border; both teUnS were acting on infor-
manon allegedlyprovided by fonner 5.5.
men. Such is the fascination with the
room, panirolarly in Germany, that d=
is almost no clue too trivial to be pursued..
A journalist I knoYl who worked for the
weekly DffSP¥/was once: sent to hunt
for the room in a Russian riverbed on the
basis of infonnation provided by the for-
mer boyfiiend of his cleaning woman.

Perhaps the world's authority on the
searm for the Amber Room is an

amateur historian named Heinz Sch3n.
Schon, who is seventy-5ix, is a slight man
with white hair, a gray mustache, and a
fastidious manner. "I'm not a tre'asure
hunter" was one of the first things he told
me when I went to visit him a few months
ago at his home in Bad Sa1zufI.en,not &r
from Hanovo:

Schon became inrerested.in rheAmber
Room in connection with the Gustloff
sinking. of which he is a survivor. (A 0..
vilian on the ship's staff: he saved himself
byclingingro a mft.) "Th, =reb furth.
Amber Room is for me a sort of criminal
case,"he said. "One suspects something is
somewhere, and, when one can't find it,
exactly like in a aime sto!)' there's only
rest when one has found it, and not sim-
ply closed the book and said the case
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remains unsolved. ~In his spare time, he
began oollecting documeoa ",d new>pa-
per clippings, and conducting his own inM

vesrigarion. Whatever he fOund. he as-
sembled in bright-ydlow binders. He is
now up to binder No. 95.

Over the )UI1. Sc.I'tllnhas rome to
bdi"", tha, the key to locating the Amhu
Room 60s in W>dmt>nding the P')'Che of
AlfrMRohde. OIAmberwasforRohdethe
most impomnt thing in life." Sch6n told
me. "The Amber Room was, naturally.
the crown.. the only treasure in the:world
that had meaning for him. " Rohde's deci-
sion to stay in K6nigsbetg after his chil-
dren were evacuated proves, according to
ScMn, that the room nc:ver left the city.
Schon also s~ the fact that. as an art
historian, Rohde had a professional inter-
est in the city's ancient fortifications. The
Konigsberg casde, which was begun in
1255, sat atop a networkof vaulted cellars
that enended at least three stories deep
and covered an area the size of two foot-
bill fields.

After the war, the Soviets decided to
erase almost all t:r.lCeSof Kanigsberg, and
to buiW an entirely new city. named after
the m-olurioruuy hero Mikhail lvanovich
K.Iinin. They buIldmed the ""tie ruin>
",d =ted, twenty-""K''''y, pnnred-
concrete office toWeron top of them. 1be
toWtt,which was suppmed to ~ asp-
emment offices, was ~ stJ\lctUr.llly
WlSOtUlCl sholtly before it was completed.
"The Monster,. " Kaliningnd =itlena
call it, has nevu ~n occupied. Schon
maintains that the building's arcllltec-
tura1 problems are a ~u1t of ignorance:
the Soviets never knc:w the full extent
of the easde's underground
vaults, which aplains why
they never fowld the Amber
Room. He advocates tearing
the building down so that a
thorough search of the site
can be made. ~Naturally, there
arc people who say, 'That
Sch3n is crazy,' " he told me,

I Since the early nineties, when visas to
\ the former Soviet Union became easier

to obtain, Sch3n has been to visit Kalin-
ingrad severo times. (The city, which is
5

4

even hundred and fifty miles west of
Moscow, is nowconsidettd part of Rus-
sia, although it is scpanted from the rest
of the country by Lithuanio.) He ~ ilia
been to St. Petersburg •.and toward the
end of my visit he pulled out one ofbts

yellow binders, filled with picttms he
had taken at the amber workshop. Schon
spoke enthusiastically about the recon-
struction; however, he W2S quick to point
out its limitations. He was reluctant
even to refer to the new Amber Room as
a copy, since, as he put it, 3. copy can be
made only from an original, which in this
C3C is exactly what's missing. "When
people see the new Amber Room, they
will say. 'Man, that's an amazing thing.
And the original?' The question will al-
W2ys arise; Where is the original?"

The Catherine Palace is laid out in a
,!nigh' line, with, fa,.de, dos;gned

by IUstrelli, that stretches on for nearly a
fifth of a mile. The Amber Room is in
the northern part of the palace, and to get
to it you must first put on a pairofbooties
and climb a set of stairs covered with
crimson carpeting. Then you tum down a
hall of identical golden doorways that
seem to go on and on, like a trick done
...nth mirrors.

In preparation fot its grand reopening,
the Amber Room has been closed to vis-
itors since September. The first time I
got in to see it was a daywhen the palace
was shut, and nearlydeserted. It was said
of the original Amber Room that it
seemed to glow from within; standing in
the new room, in the quiet. I had the same
strange sensation.

One of the paradoxes of the Amber
Room is that its &bled amber color is not
actwilly the Ollor of amber. In its natural
stlte, most Baltic amber is a dull, unap-
peiling ,bode of tan. (An expert I 'J'Oke
to likened its hue to that of milky tea.)

Frederick's craftsmen im-
proved on nature by using
teclmiques that had been de-
veloped over hundreds of
years. Either they heated the
amber to make it translucem
or they dyed it anyone of
more than a dozen shades,
from a lemony yellow to a

deep red. To reproduce the room's warm
glow, the amber workshop first had to re~
cover--:-or,perhaps more acc.uratc1y,rein-
vent-these lost arts. (Its technique of
amber dyeing is now Olnsidued a Rus-
sian trade secret, and all I was able to
leam about the process W2S that it in-
volved organic chemica1s.)

The m:n challenge was in some ways
""'" tridcicc.In ill, eighty'-'D<photogRph.

were taken of the Amber Room in the
nineteen-thirties, in prqnrntion for the
~toration that never took place. These
""'1I"""mn.oobly~
man! times. they ha~ been made to yield
the irregular shape of each individual
tile-but they are in black-and~white.

To get around <hi.ptoblem, the ""be,.
worl<shop turned to , bog of lib tha, hod
fallen olf the paneI. befixe the w.u .00,
mooly by chance, been p=e<V<d. E.ch of
these tiles was photogr.lphed in bUck-
md-wlllee, md the =da wen: wed <0
construct a m'mie color sale for inter-
pming the origiruol photognoph.. W1u,
were described to me as ~heated dis~
cussions~ CJ\Il:rthe color scale lasted more
than ~e years, and, in expert circles, the
quesnon of whether it has been applied
properly is still being debated. Alexander
Shcdrinsky, a chemist from St. Peten;burg
who now lives in New York and teaches at
Long Island U~ty, told me that, in his
opinion, many of the tiles had been dyed
too m:l.:"It is disturbing for every pernon of
a certUn levelof aesthetic understanding."
~ Zhunvlev, the project's former
director, said, "It is a pity that the coloring
of the panels in the Amber Room was
conducted unsystematically."

Given the hundreds of people who
ha~ worked on the new room, a certain
;uno,unt of rivalry and illwill was perhaps
~tablc. (Zhunvlev, who left the proj-
ect eight years ago to start his own work-
~ told me that the greaten obstacle to
Its success had been ••the rdendess ambi-
tion of certlin individuals, as well as the
occasional ignonnce and incompetence
of ~me othcn., On a • scale, the
pro}ect reflects the progress in Gennan-
Russian reb.tiorn and, at the same time,
lingering bitterness and resentments.
More than once, I was told that the new
room had shown Russian craftsmen to
be not just as good as, but superior to,
their German counterparts. ~I even think
our version improves on the original, ~
one of the workshop's foremen, Alexan-
der ~, said. In a gesture whose ag-
gressl\'eness was hard to overlook, there
W2S talk of unveiling the new room on
May 9th, the very day that the Russians
celebrate their victory over the Germans
in the Second World War.

Ivan SautoV runs the Catherine PaI~
ace and negotiated the deal by which
Ru!>rp b=me the =lusWe '!"""'" of
the reoonstruction project. When I went
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to see him, he gave me a long, upbeat
lecture on German-Russian friendship,
which began with the faetthat Catherine
the Great had been born a Prussian prin-
cess and concluded with a story about
how his eighty-three-year-old mother,
after surviving the siege of Leningrad,
used to invite German P.O.W.s over to
the house for dinner. Then he related to
me his personal theory of the Amber
Room. Sautovproposed---.-.rithout, as far
as I cOuldtell, any supporting evidence--
thatwhen Rohde had the original Amber
Room packed up, he divided it into two
sections. The first consisted of those pam
of the room that had been crafted in Prus-
sia and the second of those parts that had
been added later, in Russia. The first sec-
tion, he told me, was still hidden some-
where, but Rohde had allowed the second
section to be destroyed.

At the time of myvisit,in late January,
the new Amber Room was nearly com-
plete. The half-naked nymphs and the
putti and the trompe-l'oeil paintings were
in place, aswere all but two of the twenty-
two panels. I stood in the middle of the
room for a while, and then moved up for

_a closer look.~-~

If the Amber Room is in some ways
less than agreatworkof art, it is also more
than one. From its conception, itWas an
idea carried too far, an idle pleasure pur-
sued to the point of mania, and even now,
three hundred years later, its attraction is
almost indistinguishable .from its e:xces-
sM:ness.The panels arc full of surprises-
roses, ~Llnds, casdes, cannons--that
reveal themselves only gradually. Every-
where, there are diminutive heads, some
in profile, some staring back at you. I no-
ticed a tinywindmill-with blades turning
in a perpetual breeze, and a group of
amber knights resting by a tiny amber
stream. When I got close enough, I could
see their little amber faces, sporting little
amber beards. On one of the panels,
I happened to recognize a date, "Ano
1709," spelled out using only the amber's
natural veins.The cumulative effect'WaSat
once exhilarating and slighdy frighten-
ing. I couldn't help thinking of the many
people who had searched so long-and so

,.•fruitless1y-for the room. Most of them
had never had an opportunity to enter it
or even, as I had, its teplica. It'WaSto them
purely a romantic fiction, an impossible
notion of splendor that once existed and
might still be frund agilln. • /

/



WORLD .1'hunday, June 10, 2004

Amber Room fate reopened

AlEXANOER ZEMLIANICHENKO/AP
Leonid Artnshte!n, a RuIsIan war veteran, recalls <bing an
Interview We<:Inesday In Moscow seeing what couid be fragments
c:A the legendary Arnbtf Room In the elollng days c:A World war II.

•

Russian vet says
art treasure likely
destroyed in fire

Moscow-A Russian veteran
said Wednesday he saw fragments
of the legendary Amber Room in
the closing days of World War II,
suggesting one of the world's great.
est missing art treasures burned at
a Gennan castle after it was seized
by the victorious Red Army.

Russian officials denied the alle-
gations, saying the fate of the jew-
el-encrusted masterpiece carved
in amber remains a mystery after
Nazi troops looted it from a Russ-
ia; imperial palace.

The assertions by Leonid Arin-
shtein, a literature expert with the
nOll-governmental Russian CuI.
ture Foundation, echo a recently
p'4>lisbedbook that claims the fa.
bled chamber vanished in a fire af.
ter the German city of Koenigs-
burg fell to the Soviets.

111an interview, Arinshtein reo
called seeing fragmenls of amber
decoration in the Koenigsburg Cas-
tle. but said he only realized it was
part of the treasure yean; later.

~.J: probably was one of the last
people woo saw the Amber Room,"
said Arinshtein, 79, who was a Red
Aqny lieutenant in charge of a ri-
fie platoon when he knocked on the
castle door in April 1945. ~But I
w~s a 19-year old boy, and I didn't
uIJierstand what I saw."

Arinshtein described how he en-
tered Koenigsburg Castle, accom-
pahied by his sergeant, as battles
raged on the streets. He said he no-
tieed fragments of a wall panel
arid a mirror frame in amber on
the walls of the Knight's Hall and

asked the castle's custodian about
them. The man nenrously told him
the rest of the amber paneling was
kept in cases in the basement and
offered to show Ariruibtein around,
but the young Russian declined.

When Arinshtein tried to tour the
castle a couple of days later, he
couldn't reach It: The entire city
was engulfed in flames and black
smoke filled the skies.

Only years later, when he saw
articles about the Amber Room
hidden in Koenigsburg, did he
make the connection between the
fragments he saw and the missing
treasure, Arinshteln said.

The elaborately carved cham-
ber, made of nearly 1,000 pounds
of amber, was a 1716Prussian gift
to St. Petersburg's founder, Czar
Peter the Great. Looted by the
Nazis in 1941 from a former im-
perial palace, the Amber Room
epitomized Russia's losses In the

war and Inspired a series of treas-
ure hunts. An $8 million recon-
struction of the chamber was un.
veiled InSt. Petersburg a year ago.

British investigative journalists
Adrian Levy and Catherine Scott-
Clark claim In their new book,
~The Amber Room,. that the fire
that destroyed the treasure was
sparked by careless Red Army
troops who looted Koenipburg.

It says Soviet authorities knew
the Amber Room vanished at the
hands of Its soldiers, but continued
to claim It was missing as a con-
venient symbol of Nazi destruction
of Russia's cultural treasurel.

Russian officials hotly deny the
book's allegations.

Avenir Ovsyanov, an official In
charge of the search for missing
art, said while some fragments
burned in the castle, Its core had
likely been taken away by the
Nazis.


