
Astolen 15th-century book by
the famed Persian poet Hafez
has been recovered by a

Dutch art detective after an interna-
tional “race against time” that drew
the alleged interest of Iran’s secret
service. The gold-leafed volume
worth around one million euros ($1.1
million) was found to be missing
from the collection of an Iranian
antiques dealer after his death in
Germany in 2007. It sparked a
decade-long search for one of the
oldest surviving copies of the “Divan
of Hafez”-the collected works of the
poet who remains extremely popular
in Iran and has inspired artists
worldwide.

But Arthur Brand, dubbed the
“Indiana Jones of the Art World” for
tracing a series of lost works, finally
tracked down the tome via the murky
stolen arts underworld. “This is a
hugely important find for me,
because this is such an important
book,” Brand said as he showed AFP
the recovered book at an Amsterdam
apartment. Along with Rumi, Hafez-
full name Shams al-Din Muhammad
Hafiz Shirazi-is one of the best
known mystical bards. American
essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson called
him the “Prince of Persian poets”.
Hafez’s Divan can still be found in
most Iranian homes where it is tradi-
tionally read out during family cele-
brations for the Persian New Year.

‘Scared and threatened’ 
The theft of the manuscript, which

dates from 1462 to 1463, was discov-
ered by the family of book dealer
Djafar Ghazy after he died in an old
people’s home in Munich in 2007.
While going through Ghazy’s com-
puter, they realized the reclusive

pensioner had in fact collected hun-
dreds of ancient manuscripts-but
that they were all gone. In 2011
German police recovered 174 of
them raiding the home of another
Iranian pensioner who had befriend-
ed Ghazy. 

“But the most important piece,
one of the earliest and most accu-
rate copies of the famous ‘Divan of
Hafez’, was still missing,” said Brand.
German police announced a
50,000-euro reward and issued a
flyer describing the book in 2016
but there was still no trace of it, until
late 2018.

Brand then received a phone call
from an Iranian dealer, asking the
Dutchman to “urgently” meet him in
Germany. “The man told me he was
visited by two officials who said they
were ‘linked to the Iranian embassy’.”
The men-alleged by the dealer to be
Iranian secret agents-told him to
“report any news of the missing
Divan”, Brand said.  “My informant
was clearly scared, felt threatened
and decided to call me into the
case,” Brand told AFP.

Iran had already shown an inter-
est in the case, saying it would take
“all legal means” to get back the
manuscripts that were found in 2011,
after Germany gave two back but
decided most of the rest were legally
owned by the collector, German
news reports said. “After my inform-
ant was contacted, I knew that Iran
was also looking for the missing
Divan and I started a race against
time to see if I could find it first, as
the book belonged to Ghazy’s fami-
ly,” Brand said.

‘Rare and valuable’ 
The Dutchman then flew to

London to meet an unnamed man
“who became extremely nervous”
when shown the flyer of the missing
book, and confessed he had seen it as
a friend of his had sold it to a major
buyer. By then Iranian agents were
also in London asking questions about
the manuscript, Brand said. “The buy-

er was shocked and furious. After all,
he was sold a stolen book and now
everybody including the Iranian gov-
ernment was looking for it,” Brand
said. By now afraid, the buyer flew to
Paris to demand his money back from
the original seller.—AFP
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A model presents a creation by Balmain, during the men’s Fall/Winter 2020/2021 collection fashion show in Paris. — AFP 

A picture taken at the apartment of Dutch art crime investigator Arthur Brand
in Amsterdam shows a rare 15th-century book of poems by Shams-ud-din
Muhammad Hafiz’s “Divan”. — AFP photos

Apainting found stashed
inside a wall at an Italian
museum has been confirmed

as the stolen “Portrait of a Lady” by
Austria’s Gustav Klimt, prosecutors
said on Friday, two decades after
the artwork went missing. The cen-
tury-old painting was discovered
concealed in an external wall by
gardeners at the Ricci Oddi Gallery
of Modern Art in Piacenza, north-
east Italy, last month. The museum
estimates that the 55-by-65-cen-
timetre (21-by-26-inch) expres-
sionist work could be worth
between 60 and 100 million euros
($67-111 million), but notes the dif-
ficulty in estimating the work as it
has never been sold on the market.

“It is with no small emotion that
I can tell you the work is authentic,”
prosecutor Ornella Chicca told
reporters. Museum officials had ini-
tially said they could not immedi-
ately determine whether the paint-
ing was indeed the stolen Klimt
until scientific tests were undertak-
en.  Painted in 1916-1917, the
expressionist work depicts the face
and torso of a young woman with
brown hair, over an emerald green
background.  The painting went
missing in February 1997 while the
museum was closed for work.

Wrapped in a bin bag 
In December, gardeners remov-

ing ivy from a wall found a small
ventilation space and discovered
the painting inside, without a frame
and wrapped in a black garbage
bag. The ivy covering the space had
not been cut back for almost a
decade.  Chicca said further tests
would determine whether the paint-
ing had been lingering inside the
wall space since it was stolen, or
whether it had been hidden there at
a later date. “At the moment, we
can’t say whether it has been there
all along,” the prosecutor said.

Once those tests were complet-
ed, the painting will hopefully be
returned to the gallery’s walls, she
said. Art expert Guido Cauzzi stud-
ied the work under infrared and
ultraviolet light, comparing images
to those taken during tests per-
formed in 1996.  “The correspon-
dence between the images allowed
us to determine that it’s definitely
the original painting,” Cauzzi said.
The condition of the painting was
“relatively good,” he said.  “It’s
gone through a few ordeals, but
only needs some routine care, noth-
ing particularly complicated,”
Cauzzi added.  — AFP

This file image shows Police officers standing by a painting stolen over 20
years ago and for which initial indications suggest that it was painted by
Austrian painter Gustav Klimt, found by chance in the gardens of a museum
in Piacenza, northern Italy. — AFP


