
LIVING 
EDITED BY JOSHUA LEVINE 

Edmund de Unger compares collecting to sex. 
Because his desire is waning, 
he's selling his incomparable medieval enamels. 

A passion 
for andquity 
By Wi l l i am Green 

A s A 14-year-old 
B o y Scout o n 

cycling tr ip , E d m u n d de U n g e r spot­
ted a rare carpet i n a R o m a n i a n 
church. H i s late father had col lected 
carpets, and de U n g e r k n e w qual i ty 
w h e n he saw i t . T h e carpet was i n 
woefu l shape. A loca l priest h a d 
recently hacked of f part o f it to ban­
dage the leg o f a parishioner. O n the 
spot de U n g e r cut a deal: H e bought 
the church a new carpet i n exchange 
for the ragged one. 

That 16th-century Turk i sh r u g still 
adorns his b e d r o o m f loor 60 years 
later. It's w o r t h $50 ,000 . 

A retired property developer w i t h 
homes i n E n g l a n d and S w i t z e r l a n d , 
de U n g e r has been co l l ec t ing ant iq­
uities ever since the day he b o u g h t 

that tattered r u g . H i s Islamic art co l ­
l e c t i o n — w h i c h includes manuscripts, 
ceramics and carpets—is so vast that 
it's cataloged i n a f ive-volume book . 
H e is also the p r i n c i p a l o w n e r o f a 
T 3 1 - p i e c e c o l l e c t i o n o f m e d i e v a l 
enamels, w h i c h Sotheby's w i l l auction 
i n N e w Y o r k o n N o v . 2 0 . E x p e c t e d 
price: $25 m i l l i o n to $35 m i l l i o n . 

W h y sell his enamels? " I ' m w e l l 
over 7 0 , " says de U n g e r . "1 want to 
sort o u t m y estate." G o o d t i m i n g . 
T h e market for medieval enamels has 
never been hotter . Las t year Sothe­
by's sold a 12th-century enamel can­
dles t ick base for $ 6 . 8 m i l l i o n (see 
table, p. 211). 

M o s t o f the i tems i n de U n g e r ' s 
c o l l e c t i o n were made i n the 1 2 t h 
t h r o u g h the 1 4 t h centuries i n L i ­

moges , F r a nce . T h e artists chi se led 
designs o n t o copper plates, filled the 
grooves w i t h glass powder and baked 
t h e m to p r o d u c e r i c h l y c o l o r e d 
enamels. 

It is n o t s imply the beauty but the 
scarcity o f these pieces that make 
t h e m va luable . A s few as 1 0 , 0 0 0 
medieval enamels f rom Limoges have 
survived. 

D e U n g e r b o u g h t m o s t o f his 
enamels 2 7 years ago f r o m a Swiss 
c o u p l e , E r n s t a n d M a r t h a K o f l e r -
T r u n i g e r . D e U n g e r t h e n added 
a b o u t 15 pieces , i n c l u d i n g some 
s p l e n d i d M o s a n enamels , w h i c h are 
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The price of enamels auctioned 
in tlie past two decades 

L o u i s -
o f 

Item Date sold Price ($mil) 

Arm ornament, c. 1165 1979 $2.03 
M e d a l l i o n , c. 1150 1979 $2.22 

B e c k e t c a s k e t , c. 1195* 1979 $1.08 
Becket casket, c . 1195* 1996 $6.52 
Candlestlckbase, c. 1135 1996 $6.86 

*Tlie Becket casket auctioned in 1979 was auctioned a gain in 1996. 
Source: Sotheby's. 

even rarer t l ian tliose f r o m L imoges . 
L i k e a l o t o f great co l l ec tor s , de 
U n g e r says he has alw^ays v iewed the 
enamels as a source o f pleasure, n o t 
pro f i t . " I f y o u w ant to invest , y o u 
buy shares or property. I never invest­
ed i n art . " 

D e U n g e r was b o r n i n Budapes t , 
the son o f a H u n g a r i a n d i p l o m a t . 
W h e n he was 10 his father d ied , leav­
i n g h i m w i t h w h a t he calls " a v e r y 
large f o r t u n e " i n real estate, pa int­
ings , jewels and carpets. H e sur­
vived parlous times. I n 1944 the 
G e r m a n s se ized a h o t e l he 
o w n e d , t h e n used i t t o house 
the Ges tapo . I n 1 9 4 8 the 
c o m m u n i s t s t o o k p o w e r i n 
H u n g a r y ; de U n g e r was 
thrown i n prison three times 
and s tr ipped o f mos t o f his 
assets, i n c l u d i n g the hote l . 

Hungary ' s loss, England's 
gain. H e fled to the U . K . , 
became a lawyer and eventu­
ally replenished his fortune as 
a property developer. 

N o t everything i n the col­
lection is i n the million-dollar 
class. There are some 13th-
century plaques and medal­
lions likely to go for less than 
$ 1 0 , 0 0 0 , and for less than 
$ 5 0 , 0 0 0 y o u m i g h t be able 
to p i ck up a 700-year-o ld 
Tuscan belt decorated w i t h 
snails, lions and birds. 

B u t the ma in focus at the 
auct ion w i l l be a handfu l o f 
rare treasures. O n e is a sculp­
ture o f the M a d o n n a seated 
o n an enamel t h r o n e . M a d e i n L i ­
moges around 1225 , it is expected to 
fetch $3.5 m i l l i o n . Legend has it that 
a 13th-century Spanish warrior carried 
the sculpture i n t o battle to protec t 
h i m . It was later o w n e d by a son 

o f K i n g 
P h i l i p p e 
France. 

A n o t h e r re­
markable piece is 
the M a d r i d 
Chasse , made i n 
L i m o g e s 8 0 0 
years ago. It is 
one o f the 
most sumptu­
ously ornate 
i tems i n the 

co l l ec t ion . I t was des igned to h o l d 
rehcs o f a saint, so i t may once have 
contained h u m a n body parts. 

D e U n g e r is especially f o n d o f a 
small L i m o g e s plaque o f t w o angels, 
w h i c h Sotheby's hopes to sell for $2.5 
m i l l i o n . T h e colors—from cobalt blue 
to iridescent green—have lost none o f 

A 13th<entury sculpture and a 12tti-
century casket. Sotheby's expects 
each to fetch $3.5 million on Nov. 20. 

their richness or deli­
cacy i n eight centuries, 
and the angels have a 

sweetly ethereal quality. " I t ' s a very 
spiritual ar t , " says de Unger . "There ' s 
n o t h i n g fleshy about i t , n o t h i n g 
vulgar . . . . R e l i g i o n gave medieva l 
people the strength to l i v e . " 

D e U n g e r w i l l miss his co l l ec t ion . 

B u t at his age, he confesses, the co l ­
lector's voracious will-to-possess be­
gins to wane . "1 compare c o l l e c t i n g 
to a phys i ca l d e s i r e , " he says. " A n d 
the desire is n o t that s t r o n g any 
m o r e . It ' s ra ther l ike l o o k i n g at a 
beaut i fu l w o m a n a n d just a d m i r i n g 
her b e a u t y — w i t h o u t w a n t i n g any­
t h i n g m o r e . " H 
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