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Sotheby’s to Offer Masterpiece by  

Bernardo Bellotto 
 

Recently Restituted to the Heirs of Max Emden –  
the Extraordinarily Successful and Exuberant Businessman, 

whose Collection was Once the Envy of Europe 
 

Among Bellotto’s Greatest Achievements,  
Dresden, A View of the Moat of the Zwinger will Star in  

Cross-Category Evening Sale in London on 28 July 
 

 

 

LONDON, 10 July 2020 – Later this month Sotheby’s will offer for sale one of the finest works by the great 

Venetian artist Bernardo Bellotto, the immensely talented nephew of Antonio Canaletto. A lyrical view of Dresden 

of about 1758, the painting was restituted and returned by the German government to the heirs of Max Emden in 

2019. Emden was obliged to sell the picture to Karl Haberstock, one of the most respected art dealers in Germany, 
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who worked tirelessly in Nazi times to secure artworks for Adolf Hitler and his planned “Führermuseum” in Linz. 

Estimated at £3-4 million, Dresden, A View of the Moat of the Zwinger will feature among the highlights of 

Sotheby’s pioneering cross-category evening sale in London on 28 July, where it will be offered alongside the 

season’s top Old Master, Impressionist & Modern, Contemporary and Modern British works. 

 

Andrew Fletcher, Sotheby’s Head of Old Master Paintings, commented: ‘It is rare to come across such a perfect 

example of 18th century view painting. Bellotto’s unusual view so beautifully contrasts Dresden’s glittering baroque 

architecture with its more austere medieval past, bathed in the artist’s signature crisp, cool light. In near-perfect 

condition, it is a great privilege to be handling the sale of this small masterpiece.’ 

 

PRE-WORLD WAR II 

 

Up until 1925, the painting was recorded in the private collection of 

the Duke of Saxe-Anhalt, before finding its way onto the open market 

in Berlin where it was acquired by Jewish businessman Max Emden, 

sometime between 1928 and 1930. One of the founders of Berlin’s 

famous KaDeWe department store, Emden owned stores around 

Germany and as far afield as Italy, Hungary and Scandinavia. In 

1927, he acquired the two Brissago Islands in the Swiss sector of 

Lake Maggiore and began redeveloping them as his permanent 

residence in 1929, preserving the garden on the larger island made 

by the islands’ previous owner, the Baroness St Leger, and building 

a house in classical style in the middle of it. As unconventional in 

spirit as the Baroness, he continued with her tradition of exotic parties and, as committed naturist and nudist, 

encouraged his like-minded guests to water-ski and dance naked in the garden.  

 

In 1933, Emden left Hamburg and withdrew to his island property, 

and the following year, the municipality of Porto Ronco granted 

him citizenship rights, which meant that he was a Swiss citizen 

from this date onwards. His businesses, properties and financial 

assets in Germany, including much of his prestigious art collection 

were seized by the Nazis in 1934 and 1935. By 1937, he was 

almost insolvent and began to sell the art collection he kept with 

him on Brissago Island. In June 1938, art dealer Anna Caspari 

arranged the sale of two Bellotto paintings – including Dresden, 

A View of the Moat of the Zwinger – to Karl Haberstock, who was 

a supplier of artworks for Adolf Hitler and his planned 

“Führermuseum” in Linz.  

 

Emden sold the Bellotto paintings below market value, and according to the findings of last year’s restitution 

commission findings, there is no evidence he received the proceeds of the sale. The descendants of Max Emden 

were collectively of the opinion that the forced sales carried out under National Socialist rules and the expropriation 

of the businessman’s assets located in Germany ultimately led to his financial ruin. That the sale of the paintings 

had not been undertaken voluntarily but entirely as a result of worsening economic hardship, was confirmed not 

Max Emden 

Max Emden at his villa on Brissago Island 



3 
 

least by the fact that Emden had been forced to sell other valuable items from his household at the same time. In 

1940, Emden died, and the island and house were acquired by three local cantons, Ticino buying a half-share. 

POST-WORLD WAR II 

After the war, Dresden, A View of the Moat of the Zwinger was seized by Allied troops and entered the German 

federal government collection in the 1960s. The painting was hung in the residence of successive German presidents 

for many decades thereafter, but President Horst Köhler had it removed from the residence in 2005 after learning 

its history. The picture was then placed on permanent loan to the Militärhistorisches Museum in Dresden. 

 

THE COMMISSION 

 

In the summer of 1747, aged just twenty-five, Venice’s most precocious artist came to Dresden at the invitation of 

Augustus III. Dresden, A View of the Moat of the Zwinger relates to the large format view that Bellotto was 

commissioned to paint by Augustus III (1696–1763), son and successor of Frederick Augustus I, Elector of Saxony, 

who in 1697 converted to Catholicism in order to become Augustus II, King of Poland (1670–1733). Commissioned 

to paint views of Dresden, the nearby town of Pirna, and Königstein to the south-east, with an annual salary of 1,750 

thalers – the highest ever paid by the King to any painter – Bellotto remained in Dresden for eleven years. Between 

1747 and 1753 he painted for the Royal Gallery fourteen dazzling large-format views, and numerous other views, 

that show Dresden to its best advantage, in their topographical precision, handling of light and perspectival clarity. 

 

THE PAINTING 

 

With his views of Dresden, Bellotto established himself at court and became known as the topographical painter 

par excellence. This view of the city of about 1758 is taken from the greenhouses of the royal Orangery, looking 

towards the old city in the distance. Bellotto provides a new angle on some of the city’s most famous landmarks. 

Here, in one of his most striking compositions, its fine detail very well preserved, he offers an unexpected view of 

the Zwinger, Dresden’s most famous building and a masterpiece of festive Baroque architecture, commissioned as 

a royal arena for ceremonies and spectacles.  

 

One of the most appealing qualities of Bellotto’s design lies in the contrast in register between the buildings on 

either side of the canal. At the lower right, cast in shadow, is a cluster of shabby dwellings that strike a picturesque 

note at odds with the stately buildings bathed in sunlight. In the shady foreground, sheds and outhouses are glimpsed 

across a tiled roof – the artist’s vantage point. His skill lies in capturing the nooks and crannies of humble huts in 

the spirit of seventeenth-century genre painting and combining them within a sweeping view of Dresden’s skyline. 

The insertion of the two-storey court laundry – beyond the wooden bridge, on the bend of the far bank – which was 

erected after 1752, provides clear evidence for the dating of this canvas. 

 

THE ARTIST 

 

At the outset of his career, under the tutelage of his uncle Canaletto, Bellotto had learned rapidly, specializing as a 

view painter; by 1738, at the age of only sixteen, he was already enrolled in the Venetian painters’ guild. His 

extraordinary talent was quickly recognized and his reputation as a vedutista flourished. A few years later, in 1742, 

he left for Rome, where he responded to his classical surroundings in numerous ambitious views that would provide 

him with material when back in Venice and would pave the way for his achievements as a view painter in some of 
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the greatest capitals of Europe. Bellotto’s paintings of Dresden, a highpoint of the artist’s maturity, bear witness to 

his supremely accomplished style, which after his departure from Italy in 1746, would serve him so well for more 

than three decades at the courts of northern Europe.   

 

Notes to editors 

Vienna, a View of the Karlskirche, the second of the vedute paintings to be restituted to the heirs of Max Emden 

and returned by the German government in 2019, now ascribed to Bernardo Bellotto and Studio, will be offered in 

Sotheby’s Old Masters Day Sale Online (20-29 July), with an estimate of £150,000 -200,000. 

 

About Sotheby’s 

Sotheby’s has been uniting collectors with world-class works of art since 1744. Sotheby’s became the first international auction 

house when it expanded from London to New York (1955), the first to conduct sales in Hong Kong (1973), India (1992) and 

France (2001), and the first international fine art auction house in China (2012). Today, Sotheby’s has a global network of 80 

offices in 40 countries and presents auctions in 10 different salesrooms, including New York, London, Hong Kong and 

Paris.  Sotheby’s offers collectors the resources of Sotheby’s Financial Services, the world’s only full-service art financing 

company, as well as the collection, artist, estate & foundation advisory services of its subsidiary, Art Agency, Partners. 

Sotheby’s also presents private sale opportunities in more than 70 categories, including S|2, the gallery arm of Sotheby's Global 

Fine Art Division, and three retail businesses: Sotheby’s Wine, Sotheby’s Diamonds, and Sotheby’s Home, the online 

marketplace for interior design. 
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*Estimates do not include buyer’s premium. Prices achieved include the hammer price plus buyer’s premium and are net of 

any fees paid to the purchaser where the purchaser provided an irrevocable bid. 

 

Stream live auctions and place bids in real time, discover the value of a work of art, browse sale catalogues, view original 

content and more at sothebys.com, and by downloading Sotheby’s apps for iOS and Android  
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