Bernard V. Bothmer: a man of honour
By Diane Bergman

Bothmer and Brooklyn are two words that will be forever linked in the world of Egyptology.  This association might well have been unimaginable for a child named Bernhard Wilheim von Bothmer born into a Hanoverian noble family in Berlin on 13 October 1912.  He was raised in the milieu of traditional German culture, which may well have been the source of the charm he exhibited all his life.  This culture may also have cultivated the strict discipline he applied to himself and insisted upon in his students and staff.
     It is interesting to mention that from this family had sprung another notable art historian, Dietrich von Bothmer, born in 1918, who was the curator of Greek and Roman art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art from 1959 until 1990 when he retired from the museum.

Beginnings in Germany

As a young man, Bothmer found himself in the best place at the best time for a student interested in studying ancient Egypt.  He studied Egyptology, Arabic, classical archaeology and art history at the universities of Bonn and Berlin.  His teacher in Berlin was Kurt Sethe, one of the giants of Egyptian philology, who had an almost comprehensive knowledge of the various phases of the Egyptian language.   Sethe died in 1934, not giving Bothmer time to finish his studies or earn a formal degree.  
     Berlin was also the home of one of the great collections of Egyptian antiquities.  The museum was founded by the father of German Egyptology, Richard Lepsius, in the mid-19th century and had its first home in the Neues Museum on the Museum Island, the Ägyptische Abteilung of the Königliche Museen.  After World War I with the fall of the Kaiser, the name changed to the Staatliche Museen.  Before World War II started, most of the objects were evacuated to sites around Germany but not all survived the ravages of combat.  At the end of the war, the objects were gathered by American and British troops in Celle and Wiesbaden.  Those objects recovered by Russian troops were taken to Moscow and Leningrad.  These were returned to Berlin in the 1950s and exhibited in the rebuilt Bodemuseum on the Museum Island.  The objects that found themselves on the western side of the country were installed in the eastern Stülerbau at Charlottenburg, West Berlin.  Soon after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, plans were made to reunite the collection.  
     Its director in the 1930s was Heinrich Schäfer, who also gave lectures at Berlin University.  Bothmer was offered a position in the Museum as Schäfer’s assistant in 1932.  Schäfer is the author of Von ägyptischer Kunst: eine Grundlage (Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, 1930), one of the foundation texts for the study of ancient Egyptian art, the third edition of which appeared just before Bothmer began to work with him professionally.  Schäfer’s influence on Bothmer would have been enormous.  In fact, Bothmer’s only publication before the war was a bibliography of Schäfer’s publications in the Zeitschrift für ägyptische Sprache und Altertumskunde 75 (1939), 1-16, the Festschrift volume for Schäfer’s 70th birthday.  Schäfer left the post of director in 1935.  There is no evidence that he ever joined the Nazi party or betrayed of his friends to them.  He did, however, seem to approve of some of their terminology, and quoted from Nazi literature1.
     Hans Wolfgang Müller, a slightly older contemporary of Bothmer, was working in the Berlin Museum at the same time.  They became fast friends and Müller’s love of Late Period sculpture was another strong influence on Bothmer’s future professional activities.  Müller was dismissed from the museum in 1937 because of his non-Aryan wife.  He spent the war out of Germany working for an architectural firm in North Africa, Italy and Hungary.
     Bothmer remained at the Berlin Museum until 1938 when the dominance of the Nazi regime made it untenable for him to remain in Germany because of the peril to his life for not accepting the Nazi philosophy.  He was the only German Egyptologist who took a stand against the Nazis, being named a “man of honor” by George Steindorff for his activities.  Müller is also named on this list.  While still in Germany, Bothmer demonstrated his opposition to the Nazi regime in various ways, including smuggling books and helping Jews and non-Jews escape.  This situation made it impossible for him to complete his degree and advance in his career.  He never forgot or forgave his colleagues who joined the Nazi party.  He so wanted to disconnect himself from Germany that he changed his name from Bernhard von Bothmer to Bernard V. Bothmer after arriving in the United States.  He spoke the German language only when it was unavoidable.
     
Leaving Germany behind

Bothmer spent the next three years in Europe as a fugitive, never being able to settle down.  He left Germany in November 1938, on a legal passport, illegally obtained, with the Gestapo in pursuit, and went to France.  He always said French was his ‘first second language’ so he must have been comfortable there, but he could not stay because of the threat of invasion.   In September 1939, he left the south of France, posing as a chauffeur for Jewish friends who had hidden their silver and jewellery in the car.  He drove them to Ascona, Switzerland suffering through several anxious checkpoint crossings.  He feared being detained as an enemy alien.  In Switzerland he worked as a secretary of an organization caring for displaced children, but he was not able to get a permanent work permit.  
     His brother Dietrich left Germany under quite different circumstances.  He was the last Rhodes Scholar from Germany before the outbreak of the war.  While at Oxford, Dietrich studied with Beazley and became a connoisseur of Greek vases in his own right.  He went to the United States in 1939 as a scholar, gathering data on Greek vases in American collections to send to Beazley.  
     While in Switzerland, Bernard wrote to Dietrich in America who apparently helped to put Bernard’s name on a list of refuges that would allow him to enter the United States.  It took eleven months to gather the necessary papers and get to Portugal to book passage across the Atlantic.  He still had in his possession papers belonging to Dietrich as well as paintings of his own creation which Bernard transported to America for him. 
     In October 1941, he arrived in the United States and entered under an emergency Presidential visa for intellectuals fleeing Nazi persecution.  For the next five years he worked for the Allied war effort, first in the Office of War Information and then with military intelligence for the European theatre.  He became a citizen of the United States in 1944.  In actuality, the Nazi menace put his life on hold for eight years thus adding to his vehemence against anyone who collaborated with them in any way.  Later in his life, when Leni Riefenstahl’s book The last of the Nuba (London: Collins Harvill, 1976) appeared, Bothmer would not allow its acquisition by the Wilbour Library of Egyptology, the library related to his department at the Brooklyn Museum, because of her association with Hitler and the Nazi regime.
     Dietrich’s experience was quite different.  He was able to complete his studies and earn his Ph.D. at the University of California, Berkeley in 1944.  Feeling the pressure of anti-German sentiment, he then enlisted in the U.S. Army, although not yet an American citizen, and was sent into combat in the Pacific theatre.  There, he was wounded in action and decorated for saving the life of a fellow soldier.

Resuming professional life

Upon Bothmer's release from the United States military in 1946, he was fortunate to find employment quickly in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, Massachusetts.  He was hired by the curator Dows Dunham, the successor to the great Egyptologist George Reisner, who had significantly developed the collection in Boston through his extensive excavations in Giza and Nubia.  In Boston, Bothmer was able to make up for the years lost from Egyptology.  His resulting productivity is manifested by his publishing output starting in 1948.  He published a total of 55 articles and reports between 1948 and 1955, several of them in the Bulletin of the Museum of Fine Arts, studying objects in that collection.  As one would expect from a junior curator, at first he published objects from all periods of Egyptian art.  The first hint of his particular interest in the art of the most recent periods of ancient Egyptian art (ca. 750 BC through 200 AD) appeared in 1952-1953 with his four articles on ‘Ptolemaic reliefs’ in the Bulletin of the Museum of Fine Arts.  In fact, he had begun collecting data for his Corpus of Late Egyptian Sculpture in 1950.  

Corpus of Late Egyptian Sculpture (CLES)

This collection of detailed notes, high quality photographic prints and negatives, mainly photographed by Bothmer himself, and detailed translations and notes of the inscriptions by Bothmer’s life-long collaborator Herman De Meulenaere, is still maintained in the Brooklyn Museum.  The Corpus specifically documents royal and private stone sculpture in the round from Dynasty 25 through Roman times.
     The idea for CLES crystallized in the early 1950s from discussions between Bothmer and Müller.  Bothmer would collect and document private sculpture, Müller royal sculpture, and Herman De Meulenaere joined the team to work on the inscriptional material.  Both Bothmer and De Meulenaere presented the project to the 23rd International Congress of Orientalists in 1954 where it was endorsed by Gardiner and Cerný from the Griffith Institute in the University of Oxford.
     The Corpus currently numbers more than 25,000 black & white photographic prints arranged in folders according to object type categories devised by Bothmer himself.  The image data in these folders are accessed through notebooks arranged by country → city → collection → accession numbers.  Each object in the corpus has at least one page in a notebook.  The descriptive information in the notebook is linked to the images in the folders by a classification system devised by Bothmer which is best described by an illustration:
“Post Pers WH; w/h env; inscr. Horiz” appears in the upper right hand corner of the page for Cairo Museum JE 36741.  This translates: “Post Persian period of Egyptian art block statue (Würfel Hocker [German]); with head, enveloped in a garment; inscription arranged horizontally”.  The researcher knows to find the image in the folder with Post Persian block statues.  Bothmer predetermined how he wanted to study the material and set up his storage system accordingly.  This is a vastly simplified description of a complex and detailed data set that could benefit from digitisation with an accompanying electronic database.

Photography

The quality of the photography was of paramount importance to Bothmer.  In his professional opinion, it was not possible to analyse sculpture in the round without images taken from the correct positions and with appropriate lighting2,3.  He was first introduced to these concepts by Hans-Wolfgang Müller in the 1930s when they worked together in the Berlin Museum.  Bothmer died just before the emergence of digital cameras, but was introduced to digital images, created by scanning of film or paper based originals, and he showed great interest in their possibilities, including being used for documentation in association with electronic databases.  

Early Professional Years

This period in the early 1950s was extremely valuable for Bothmer’s professional development and exposure.  He clearly felt the need and saw the importance of being active outside the sphere of the institution that employed him.  Gathering data for the Corpus of Late Egyptian Sculpture would bring him, throughout his career, to every major and many minor public and private collections of Egyptian art, thus forming personal relationships with most of his colleagues.
     In the very early days of television, he appeared before the general public on the program “What in the World”4, produced by the University Museum of the University of Pennsylvania and hosted by the director of the museum.  He was a member of a panel of experts that was asked to discuss and identify an object live on air.  
     Another consequence of the Nazi regime and subsequent war was that Bothmer had never been to Egypt.  This significant omission was corrected in 1950.  He received a small grant from the American Philosophical Society to visit the Egyptian Museum in Cairo and archaeological sites, particularly those excavated by the Harvard University-Museum of Fine Arts mission.  He was well prepared by his study of the documentation in Boston, and equipped with introductions to the right people.  That first experience was positive and was followed by many years of successful work in Egypt throughout the rest of his career.
     Bothmer was not an archaeologist, but he did help organize and engage in fieldwork at Mendes, Thebes and Memphis.  He had been general secretary of the Archaeological Institute of America and became a member of the recently founded American Research Center in Egypt in 1950.  He served that organization in various capacities, including as its director from 1954 to 1956 in Cairo.  He kept the members of the organization informed about the activities of the Center, as well as the archaeological news from Egypt, via the Newsletter of the American Research Center in Egypt.  He was able to report the thrill of the discovery of the boats next to the Pyramid of Khufu in Giza in 1954.  
     The culmination of his contribution to Egyptology in Egypt is the Luxor Museum.   Bothmer, in collaboration with other members of his Brooklyn Museum staff, chose the objects, installed them, wrote the labels, and produced a splendid catalogue, The Luxor Museum of ancient Egyptian art: catalogue (Cairo: American Research Center in Egypt, 1979), written by one of Bothmer’s students, James F. Romano.		

Brooklyn Museum years

Upon the completion of his American Research Center in Egypt directorship in Cairo, he soon left his position in the Museum of Fine Arts and took up his new post in the Brooklyn Museum.  He worked as assistant curator under John Ducey Cooney with whom he had collaborated previously and had formed a close friendship.  His first tangible contribution was his collaboration on the exhibition catalogue Five years of collecting Egyptian art, 1951-1956 (Brooklyn: Brooklyn Museum, 1956).  During the next four years he was engaged in gallery re-installations, publishing articles and the preparation of the exhibition Egyptian sculpture of the late period.  
     The Corpus of Late Egyptian Sculpture came to Brooklyn with Bothmer and was the body of research from which the objects in this exhibition were drawn.  It was the first major international loan exhibition of Egyptian art.  Pieces were borrowed from collections in North America, Europe and Egypt.  It was also the first time objects from the Egyptian Museum in Cairo travelled to the United States and the first time Egyptian objects from the Louvre left France.  This exhibition and its catalogue, Egyptian sculpture of the late period, 700 B.C. to A.D. 100 (Brooklyn: Brooklyn Museum, 1960), continues to be one of the principle sources for this material.  The recent exhibition Les statues privées de la fin de l'Egypte pharaonique (1069 av. J.-C. - 395 apr. J.-C.) (Paris: Musée du Louvre, 2012) is dedicated to Bothmer in recognition of his seminal work with Egyptian sculpture of the late period.
     This Brooklyn Museum exhibition fostered an appreciation for a period of Egyptian art that had been all but dismissed as degenerate previously.  Bothmer continued to prove himself unafraid to tackle difficult topics in Egyptian art.  By 1964 he had become Curator of the department and was thus in the position to forge its shape and direction.  His next exhibition, in collaboration with Cyril Aldred who wrote the catalogue, Akhenaten and Nefertiti (London: Thames and Hudson, 1973) focused on the art of Amarna.  This exhibition attempted to make artistic sense of this very unusual phase of Egyptian art.  Positive public reaction to Akhenaten and Nefertiti inspired his next exhibition and catalogue Africa in antiquity: the arts of ancient Nubia and the Sudan (Brooklyn: Brooklyn Museum, 1978), written in collaboration with Steffen Wenig.  Like Egyptian sculpture of the late period, this exhibition focused attention on a frequently ignored and unappreciated area of Egyptian art.  Africa in antiquity had the greatest influence on the world of Egyptian studies of these three exhibitions because it not only awakened interest in the art of the Nubians, but also in their total contribution to the history of ancient Africa and beyond.  Several departments of Egyptian art have since included Nubian art in their exhibitions and some have even changed their name to reflect the importance of Nubian civilization.  The Department of Ancient Egypt and Sudan in the British Museum is an example.  
     Bothmer's work habits were strictly ordered.  At any time of the day in any given week he was likely to be in a particular place doing a particular thing.  Every Wednesday morning he would meet with his co-editor, Mrs. Emma Swan Hall, meticulously going through the manuscript of whichever publication was pending.  He lived in the neighbourhood of the Museum, so he would always go home to lunch at the same time every day.  He always taught his class on Egyptian art in Manhattan on the same evening of the week.  
     He also maintained strict filing systems for documents, slides, photographic prints and negatives.  The 35mm Kodachrome slide collection he created and maintained is particularly interesting and illustrative of Bothmer’s powers of organization.  His preferred method of storage was the Multiplex slide storage cabinet with light table mounted vertically.  A large rack of slides could be viewed at a time which was particularly helpful when choosing images for lectures.  They were arranged by types of objects like sculpture, painting, minor arts, etc.  At least one cabinet housed Brooklyn Museum objects.  He created a collection of site photographs arranged geographically according to the Topographical bibliography of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic texts, reliefs, and paintings (Oxford: Griffith Institute, 1927-).  He also photographed scenes of contemporary life in Egypt to compare with everyday life depicted in Egyptian art.  This collection of slides was not indexed; the data from it was to be gathered via the arrangement of the visual images themselves.  Art historical scholarship would benefit from a detailed examination of Bothmer’s organizational methods.  This ability to bring order to his life appeared to be a combination of nature and nurture.   

Institute of Fine Arts, New York University

In parallel to his work in the Brooklyn Museum, Bothmer joined the faculty of the Institute of Fine Arts, the graduate department for art history and archaeology of New York University.  He taught part-time between 1960 and 1982, when he retired from the Brooklyn Museum.  In 1982, he became the Lila Acheson Wallace Professor of Ancient Egyptian Art at the Institute of Fine Arts.  Bothmer was instrumental in raising the funds for this chair, which also supports a professorship in Modern Art.  
     His teaching encompassed all periods of Egyptian art with an emphasis on connoisseurship.  He trained his students to look at, see and describe Egyptian art.  He developed very exacting methods, terminology and standards, and expected his students to follow them.  His techniques for understanding Egyptian art served as an aid to identification, and complementing inscriptional and contextual evidence.  His success as a teacher is most evident in the success of his students, many of whom who have gone on to positions of responsibility in the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, the Brooklyn Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge, the Roemer-Pelizaeus Museum in Hildesheim, Museo Egizio Torino, Freie Universität Berlin, and Georgia State University.  
     The library of the Institute of Fine Arts was undoubtedly guided by Bothmer during his 33 year teaching career.  His influence was such that he managed to have the books on Egyptian art moved to the basement of the building to be close to his office and his teaching materials.

The Art Market and Collecting

Bothmer firmly believed in the principle that ancient objects are safest when they are in places that will protect and preserve them.  All too often this means out of their place of origin.  Consequently, he supported the art trade and gave much advice to collectors.  
     In 1969, he was on the founding Board of Directors of the International Foundation for Art Research, whose present Chairman of the Board was a student of Bothmer.  This organization was established to be a forum ‘at the intersection where the interests of art law, art collectors, museums, galleries, scholars, and the public meet’.5 
     Bothmer was also an active participant in the debate in advance of legislation to restrict trade in antiquities.  Both during World War II and Gamal Abdel Nasser’s revolution in Egypt in the early 1950s, Bothmer experienced cultural destruction first hand.  He believed it was beneficial to have representative samples of cultural heritage outside their place of origin, in the keeping of persons and institutions that would respect and preserve them.  However, he also believed that any legislation would be unworkable because ‘It is as futile to try to do this without a huge army of customs [officers] as it is to stop heroin from being smuggled in.’6

Art Historical Method

Bothmer was exceptionally gifted in the art historical skill of “seeing”.  Throughout his life until very near the end, he travelled to collections to photograph and look at Egyptian sculpture.  His memory for what he saw was augmented by the quantitative methods he developed.  He claimed that his eye was better than any scientific test and proved it by his ability to join two halves of a statue that had been separated by vast amounts of time and space.  He did this many times by not only seeing, but also by taking meticulously accurate measurements and photographs of breaks in sculpture.  His precise and consistent terminology allowed no ambiguity in what he was describing with his mouth or his pen.  He used this terminology consistently in his teaching thus passing on a culture of unambiguous art historical description.
     Bothmer was extraordinarily fortunate to have the Wilbour Library of Egyptology at his disposal and under his control for many years.  Throughout his tenure at the Brooklyn Museum, the management structure was such that the Curator of Ancient Art was the line-manager of the Wilbour Librarian.  It was a strong collection when he arrived and he felt obliged to build on that strength.  Whenever he travelled, he remained alert to new publications and always brought back notes of citations of books to be purchased.  
     He was a great believer in library acquisitions lists by which libraries and scholars could learn of the latest publications.  Lists were published by the Wilbour Library between 1961 and 1972 under Bothmer’s direction.   The Egyptologist Barry Kemp, of the Faculty of Oriental Studies in the University of Cambridge initiated an acquisitions’ list Egyptology titles (Cambridge: Faculty of Oriental Studies, 1971-1979).  Bothmer arranged the merger of the two lists which was published and distributed by Aris & Phillips.  
     This resource of the Wilbour Library allowed him to make the Brooklyn Museum a hotbed of art historical research in Egyptology.  The library was a meeting place for the curators, students and visiting scholars.  In addition to the books in this library, Bothmer’s photographic collections were at hand in the department, creating a complete Egyptological learning environment.  The gallery spaces he created for the display of the Egyptian collection, every object in which was a masterpiece, were spacious, leaving generous amounts of room around each object.  The walls were painted gray, to cause no distraction from the art, and the label content was short and factual.  He wanted the viewer to be inspired to seek out a book to learn more.  
     When Bothmer began his professional career in the Egyptian Museum in Berlin in 1932, as a young art historian, he may well have imagined his whole career would be centred there, but circumstances made that impossible and all but destroyed the museum building.  Eighty years later, in the autumn of 2011, that museum opened again as the Neues Museum.  The new galleries for Egyptian sculpture set up there were influenced by Bothmer’s aesthetic principles.7  In the end, Bothmer left his mark on the place where he began. 
     He taught until two weeks before his death on 24 November 1993 continuing to source course material from the library and image collection of the Brooklyn Museum that he was instrumental in forming.
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Abstract

Bernard V. Bothmer left his mark on the world of Egyptology in three of the United States’ great art institutions; the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, the Brooklyn Museum and the Institute of Fine Arts of New York University.  He created gallery displays, developed library collections and founded image collections that continue to influence.   One can wonder how the course of American Egyptology would have flowed if terrible circumstances had not driven him out of his native Germany.  Despite hardship, fear and a career interrupted, he trained and profoundly influenced at least four generations of historians of Egyptian art.   His output of research, exhibitions, teaching and publishing was produced with perfection as the goal.  BVB, as he was affectionately known to those close to him, inspired all who worked with him to the highest level of achievement which came to be known as “Brooklyn Quality”.                                       
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