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INTRODUCTION 

Why Antonina Vallentin? 

Why research and write about the life of Antonina Vallentin? When a respected 

informant, usually not effusive about women's erudition, told me that Vallentin was a 

woman of great culture, my interest was piqued. The Twentieth Century Authors: A 

Biographical Dictionary of Modern Literature provided a brief outline of her life, 

references to her books and articles which were useful starting points. However, what 

held my attention were the few facts provided about her background. I had lived in the 

Polish town of her birth, my parents were ofher generation, and I too was an emigre, and 

like V allentin, attracted to politics. I also understood how difficult it was for a woman of 

her time and origin to rise above tradition, prejudice, and disdain for women's abilities. 

How did she overcome such obstacles? Was she that exceptional, was her life a series of 

lucky breaks, or were there other explanations? But to answer these questions I would 

have to know more about her life. How do biographers reconstruct a life no longer in 

public view? 
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Research methodology 

I started with a search of books on German foreign minister Stresemann, whose 

biography Vallentin had written. That produced some information about her and sent me 

on a search of microfilm copies of various newspapers and journals -- which were mostly 

out-of-print and not available in the United States. I examined the New York Times Index, 

which guided me to a number of reviews the Times had published about her biographies 

and to an article she had written about French women and the vote. The California State 

University, Hayward Library world wide catalog search identified several more 

biographies and articles by Vallentin and led me to the Stanford University Library. That 

visit was the beginning of what became an absorbing and exhilarating treasure hunt for 

clues about a life - forgotten but not lost. 

Stanford's Greene Library had her French husband's memoir. I read it like a 

detective story and collected new information about Vallentin's Berlin salon circle, the 

couple's mutual involvement with the League ofNations, her role in Stresemann's life, 

her subsequent role as a provider of refuge and support to German emigres during the 

thirties, the couple's travails during World War II in Clermont-Ferrand, and the trauma 

they suffered after the Liberation. At the Hoover Institute Library I came upon two 

important documents: Vallentin's cri de coeur, her 1939 polemic about Nazi atrocities in 

Poland during the September invasion, and the transcript of the post World War II trial of 

her Nazi collaborator stepson, Jean Luchaire. At the New York Public Library on 42nd 

Street I found Jean Luchaire' s film star daughter's memoir, which attempted to 



whitewash her collaborator father, but instead provided damming background on those 

who profited from the German occupation ofFrance. 

3 

The discovery of the publishers' archive at the Ransom Research Center at the 

University of Texas in Austin disclosed new roles: Vallentin as a translator, a publisher's 

agent, an author seeking a publisher, and a journalist encouraging other writers to submit 

work for publication. The files ofVallentin's correspondence with writers Frank Harris 

and Louis Golding, publisher Blanche Knopf, and others provided crucial leads to her 

work at a Berlin publishing house, to her negotiations with publishers, the name of her 

agent, and her indefatigable networking with writer friends. It also provided a lead to the 

ultimate publisher of her El Greco biography, Doubleday. That correspondence was 

archived at the Library of Congress. 

The most important epistolary trove, however, was at the Houghton Library at 

Harvard University. Vallentin's correspondence with her childhood friend and Polish 

author, Josef Wittlin, from 1940 until her death, was key to reconstructing a period of her 

life which was personally difficult but professionally rewarding. 

I thought I had done a thorough search in the United States and turned my 

attention to France. At the Bibliotheque Nationale I was advised that the best place to 

find personal information, as basic as the date of her death, was to visit the relevant 

mairie --a city hall that serves a discrete district in Paris. Fortunately by then I knew in 

which district (arrondisement) Vallentin had lived and was able to obtain her, her 

husband's and her daughter's death certificates. From Vallentin's, I found out her 

parents' names, her date of birth and death, and that she had received the Legion of 
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Honor. The only new information about Julien Luchaire I gained was where he lived at 

the time ofhis death. From her daughter's death certificate I learned her first name, Irene, 

that she had never married, and the date and location of her birth and death. I visited the 

nursing home where Irene Vallentin had died hoping to get a lead on who brought her 

there or visited her, but no records existed. I visited and talked with various concierges at 

all the Paris addresses where Vallentin, her daughter, and husband had lived, but the trail 

was cold. 

While in Paris I had to learn how to use the computerized telephone directory, 

Minitel. I found some Luchaires listed. The only one who would speak with me was 

Julien's nephew, but our conversation was brief and impressionistic. I called Vallentin's 

former agent's office. From the son who took it over I was able to get some information 

about the role the agency played in making her an international author. The Legion of 

Honor, her publishers, and the various journals she wrote for did not respond to my 

inquiries. 

I went back to the libraries. Most of the librariaps and archivists were intrigued 

by my search and much of my success in digging up one document after another was due 

to their help and referral to other institutions. At the National Archives I was given a new 

suggestion about how to obtain access to the Legion of Honor archives. The feminist 

Bibliotheque Marguerite Durand had only a book review and the librarian was apologetic. 

The Picasso Museum Library was reluctant to give me access to any letters until it cleared 

copyright issues with the publisher of Vallentin' s Picasso book. I persisted and prevailed. 

The Alliance Israelite archivist found an article on Heine. At the Musee Social archive I 
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was guided to the Louise Weiss (editor of Europe Nouvelle) memoir, which commented 

on Vallentin. At the Centre de Documentation Juife Contemporaine the archivist 

unearthed a listing identifYing Vallentin as the only major Jewish woman journalist in 

inter-war Berlin. At the Bibliotheque Documentation International Contemporaine at the 

University of Paris in Nanterre I found Le Monde indexes, which led me to more 

information about Jean Luchaire's trial, and Vallentin's and Julien Luchaire's obituaries. 

Bibliotheque Arsenal had a wealth of material about Julien Luchaire's drama productions 

and a fuller obituary article, but also many references to Vallentin, and information on 

Corinne Luchaire's film career. At IMAC, which is an archive of publishers materials, I 

found account records which showed how much her French publisher paid for 

Stresemann. I finally found a photo of Julien Luchaire at the Bibliotheque at the Hotel 

de Ville. La Salle Richelieu had correspondence with Marie Curie. The Curie Institute 

archivist sent me material of secondary importance, but cheered me by her attention. 

Bibliotheque Ste.Genevieve was the mother lode- the two French journals 

V allen tin wrote for after World War II were there. And, conveniently, they were 

available for personal copying rather than waiting for the duplication staff to do the work. 

I 
~ 
I 

The difficulty was getting a seat in the Reading Room - no mean feat with hundreds of 

students lining up for computerized seat tickets. 

Next I turned my attention to German sources. One of the authors of a book on 

Stresemann, Prof. Kurt Koszyk, whom I contacted, sent me his article on the magazine, 

Nord und Sud, which explained Vallentin's role there. Herold, Verein fur Heraldik und 

Genealogie provided Berlin address information confirming Vallentin's separation from 
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her first husband. The Staatsbibliothek, Geheimes Staatarchiv, and the Landesarchiv in 

Berlin were helpful and referred me to the Hebrew University, to the Einstein Archives, 

and to the Schiller-Nationalmuseum Deutsches Literaturarchiv in Marbach am Neckar. 

The latter had samples of correspondence between Vallentin and several of her salon 

circle, other parts of the correspondence, the archivist informed me, were sold by an 

auction house in Munich in 1992, the year of Irene Vallentin' s death. I contacted the 

auction house but they were not able to provide the names of the buyers. 

In London I searched for information about some of her correspondents and used 

some specialized archives. At the National Library I found fascinating details about 

Moura Budberg, H. G. Wells' paramour, befriended by Vallentin. The Wiener Library 

provided background on Vallentin's friend from Berlin, writer Gabriella Tergit. In the 

Public Records office in Kew Gardens I found correspondence in the Ramsay MacDonald 

archive. The Pilsudski Institute and the Sikorski Archive provided background 

information-- both men had been interviewed by Vallentin. In Manchester, at the John 

Rylands University Library, the archivist found correspondence relating to her 

employment and resignation from the Manchester Guardian. 

Although I have focused on the most important resource centers, I visited and was 

I 
t 

in contact with many more such as the Getty Museum Library, which had Vallentin's first 

book ofHindu fables, the Mann Archives at the University of Southern California, the 

Zweig Archives at SUNY in Bardonia, the Dorothy Thompson Archives at the Syracuse 

University Library, the Richard Wright and William Rose Benet archives at the Beinecke 

Library at Yale University, the Einstein Archives at the Hebrew University Library in 



Jerusalem, the Sammlung_ correspondence at the National Library at the Hague, articles 

about the post World Wax II PEN (International Writers Association) conference at the 

Royal Library in Stockholm, the depository of the Cecil family papers at their estate in 

Hatfield, England, the newspaper axchive at the National Library in Waxsaw. From 

several I got a clue, from some a confirmation of a reference, from others background 

material about her colleagues or about places she had visited, from a few apologies that 

nothing could be located. 

7 

Fortunately from the beginning I transcribed all the incoming information into an 

electronic file and laboriously created a chronological outline of Antonina Vallentin's 

life. Into this chronology, as data became available, I entered translated letters, full or 

partial articles, personal and publishing information. As I read the material I maintained a 

computerized list of questions about issues, places, and the people mentioned. These 

questions then sent me back to the libraries in seaxch of more information. Finally, I read 

many books about modem European history to understand who and what was important 

in this narrative. It took three yeaxs to gather, translate, and interpret this background 

material and develop the questions which would guide this study. 

Analytic background 

. The reseaxch I conducted helped to reconstruct her life and led me to focus on 

answering three related questions: what made it possible for a Polish Jewish woman to 

achieve success, particulaxly in Berlin, what allowed her to become a public intellectual 
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on the international scene; and what were some of the major obstacles she had to 

overcome. This socio-political study ofVallentin's life aims to determine her significance 

to the historical record. 

To answer the questions posed I found certain aspects of the scholarly work of 

Peter Gay, Deborah Hertz, and Ron Eyerman particularly helpful. Peter Gay made the 

case that from 1919 to 1933 the Weimar Republic, during the chaotic years after World 

War I, allowed outsiders to become insiders and brought to the fore formerly peripheral 

people and ideas. 1 The Weimar years provided unprecedented opportunities for some 

Germans to rethink old beliefs and explore new ideas.2 For a brief period, Berlin became 

a sparkling cosmopolitan capital. It was flooded with expatriates from empires that 

vanished during World War I. It was a hotbed of cultural experimentation and ever 

changing politics. Antonina Vallentin, Polish, Jewish and highly educated, appeared to 

be an example of an outsider whose aspirations brought her into the intellectual insiders' 

circle during those years. 

Deborah Hertz's study of the importance of eighteenth and nineteenth century 

Jewish women's salons in Berlin, also emphasized the radical effects of ideological 

change on the make-up and venue of salons.3 Her study provided a historical context 

illuminating how certain Jewish women maneuvered in the pre twentieth century Berlin 

2 

3 

Peter Gay, Weimar Culture (New York: Harper & Row, 1968) 

Gay, Weimar Culture:>. 2. 

Deborah Hertz, Jewish High Society in Old Regime Berlin (New Haven: Yale 
University Press 1988) 
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and created vibrant intellectual salons. She pointed out that although Jewish salons were 

few "their symbolic import of heterogeneous mixing was large when measured in the 

objective language of social history.'"' Salons allowed informal gatherings in private 

homes and those meetings could not be regulated. Specific women, whose intellectual 

and personal qualities united the guests, were the hostesses. 5 Hertz indicated that there 

were not enough salon hostesses to form intellectual circles apart from men, but she also 

noted that compared to men who did not attend salons, the men who did were more 

upwardly mobile.6 The salons served a useful function, but changing ideology affected in 

whose home salons would meet, what mix of guests would gather there and the direction 

of the general discussion. For a time, even when the political outlook changed, the 

function endured. Accordingly, Vallentin's salon continued a tradition of nineteenth 

century salons, but how did it serve the needs of a twentieth century intellectual? 

Another analytic study helped place Vallentin in a social context. Ron Eyerman's 

Between Culture and Politics: Intellectuals in Modern Society provided a definition of 

intellectuals beyond the personal, structural, and functional His is a more nuanced, 

process oriented definition of intellectuals whose role is not static, it is not "a fixed social 

stratum nor a special attribute of 'gifted' individuals," but is constructed out of cultural 

4 

5 

6 

Ibid., 279. 

Ibid., 133. 

Ibid., 130. 
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traditions in historical contexts."7 Eyerman argued that the intellectuals' charge is 

making conscious and visible the fundamental notions of a society. Who becomes a 

member of that social category, how 'fundamental' is defined, or what normative position 

intellectuals take, are open questions. "Who or what an intellectual is, is more than a 

matter of self-definition, it is also a matter of historical consciousness and its 

realization. "8 The historically and culturally transcendent role of 'the intellectual' is 

reinterpreted and invented in new contexts, where different cultural traditions and 

institutional possibilities prevail."9 Did the propitious periods of social and political 

liberalization and institution building, during the years following both of the World 

Wars, open doors which allowed Vallentin to seize opportunities in domains previously 

closed to women? 

The themes cited above will be tested in this biographical study. I will focus on 

the historical context, cultural and institutional settings of Antonina Vallentin's life and 

work during the period from 1914 to 1957. It was a time when she assumed identities 

few women aspired to and infiltrated not only men's hearts and minds, but their exclusive 

domains. 

7 

8 

9 

· Ron Eyerman, Between Culture and Politics: Intellectuals in Modern Society, 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 1. 

Ibid., 3. 

Ibid., 20. 



Structure of the study 

I was amazed to see a photograph of her when she was young and 
beautiful; but her talent as a biographer was apparent in her conversation: 
she could talk extremely well about people. A friend ofStresemann's, she 
had known many politicians well and Einstein, about whom she was 
writing a book, intimately. She was also the author of works on Goya and 
Da Vinci which had both been great successes. She was on the staff of 
Les Temps Modernes, primarily as its art critic. 10 

11 

Except for tantalizing snippets provided by Simone de Beauvoir and other writers, 

the reconstruction of Antonina Vallentin's life had to be based on discovered articles, 

books, and correspondence. I found no one with intimate knowledge of Vall en tin to 

interview. Nevertheless from the many documents gleaned from European, Israeli, and 

American archives the profile that emerged was that of a woman of international 

aspirations-- a 20th century salon hostess to European opinion makers, an observer, 

participant, and commentator on international politics, and a world-class biographer. Her 

story will be told chronologically. 

The first chapter will present the emigre Vall en tin in the context of the birth of the 

Weimar Republic, her friendship with Germany's foreign minister, Gustav Stresemann, 

and her ascendancy on the Berlin intellectual and political stage during the nineteen-

twenties. Born in Poland in 1893 to a middle class Jewish family, she was privately 

educated, learned many languages, and did graduate work in art history and philosophy. 

10 Simone de Beauvoir, Force ofCircumstance, (New York: Harper & Row 
Publishers, 1964), 235-6. 
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She emigrated to Berlin, married, had a child, worked in publishing, divorced, and 

became a foreign correspondent. During the Weimar Republic her increasingly powerful 

salon attracted major literary and political leaders united in their support of the League of 

Nations ideal. 

The next chapter covers the thirties when Vallentin, remarried, was living in Paris 

and became increasingly active in the fight against fascism. She left Berlin before Hitler 

came to power and married her second husband, a Frenchman, Julien Luchaire. He was a 

man of many talents: a historian, director of the Commission on International Intellectual 

Cooperation, a French Education Department official, and a dramatist. Vallentin 

continued working as a journalist and was "on intimate terms with most ofEurope's 

famous statesmen."11 In a write-up typical of the times her publisher, Benjamin 

Huebsch, extolled not only her scholarly, but also her domestic virtues: "she managed to 

roam up and down Europe, working in libraries and museums and to be an efficient 

mother, housekeeper, and co-worker of her husband."12 Only the accident of gender 

appears to have saved her from being a renaissance man. 

Shortly after Stresemann's death in 1929 he became the subject of her first and 

well received biography. This initial success led her to mine the biographical vein until 

the end of her life- writing both articles and eventually nine books about men in the arts, 

literature, politics, and science. 

II 

12 

Stanley J. Kunitz, edt., Twentieth Century Authors, (New York: The H. W. 
Wilson Co., 1942), 1441. 

Ibid. 
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Although she was a "German" emigre in a country hostile to Germany, 

nevertheless she attracted prominent people to her relocated Paris salon. Her hopes for a 

democratic Europe were dashed with Hitler's rise to power. This destruction of her 

dreams and the eradication of intellectual and Jewish life in Germany spurred her to a 

new level of action. She helped friends escaping the Nazi regime and supported her 

husband, whose League ofNations'career was destroyed by fascists. Throughout the 

thirties she continued to write, organize, and agitate against fascism. 

The third chapter presents the most challenging and tragic period of her life. 

During the Nazi occupation of France Vallentin lived in poverty and peril, having been 

named an enemy of the Reich. The tragic loss of family and friends during the war, the 

indictment and execution of her stepson for Nazi collaboration, and her subsequent 

divorce would have crushed a lesser person. Vallentin not only persevered, but continued 

her writing and her attacks on fascism. Once again, social and political liberalization 

immediately after World War II opened new opportunities for a woman of her expertise 

and experience, and V allen tin was ready and able to invade arenas formerly inaccessible 

to women. 

The fourth chapter follows her upward trajectory during the nineteen-fifties. She 

was a sought-after journalist, a contributor of art reviews to Les Temps Modernes, an 

award winning biographer, and once again hosted a salon, which attracted the interesting 

and the influential. After a life rejecting barriers to women's participation in public life, 

confronting tragic reverses, and achieving honors and fame, in 1957 she died in a small 

town outside Paris. Le Monde's three sentence obituary devoted one sentence to her 



Polish origins, one to her. biographical output, and one to the fact that she became a 

French citizen through marriage. Sic transit gloria mundi. 

14 

In the conclusion Vallentin's life story shows that in an increasingly democratized 

society this exceptional woman, both in Germany and France, surmounted her emigre 

status, and the prevailing gender and religious prejudices, and achieved international 

success. As a doctoral student in philosophy and the history of art prior to World War I; 

an extraordinary linguist who parlayed her skills to work as a translator, editor, and agent 

for one of the biggest publishing houses in Berlin; an international political journalist; a 

divorcee who became a saloniere par excellence; foreign minister Gustav Stresemann's 

right hand person, and friend to, and correspondent with, some of the leading writers of 

her period, Vallentin was an activist European intellectual. 

Although aware that the few women who dared to venture onto the international 

stage were usually treated with disdain or ridicule, Vallentin persisted. She won 

powerful men's respect for her "sound political instincts," diplomacy, and literary 

abilities. Her political and intellectual network, and her work in journalism, were 

deployed on behalf of the champions of peace, European reconciliation, and the promise 

of the League ofNations. With the rise of Hitler she deployed her resources against 

fascism and in support of those persecuted by Hitler. After World War II she was a 

vigilant and concerned observer of Germany's reconstruction and an early forecaster of 

the Cold War. 

This study will try to relate her achievements to the explanatory context provided 

by the three scholarly studies already mentioned. It is a first step in exploring how a 
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courageous middle class emigre, who understood her time and her merits, adapted some 

traditional means used by European women to enhance her social, political, and economic 

prospects. In the process she promoted a new role for educated modem European women. 

In the changing political and social circumstances she furthered her role as a public 

intellectual on the international scene and opened the door for others to follow. 

Her record is important because it shows that in a more democratic setting, behind 

the scenes, and importantly in Vallentin's case, on the public stage, a woman was able to 

fight for her beliefs and win the respect ofher mostly male network of like-minded 

international reformers. Even today her accomplishments put her among a very small 

number of women who are players on the international stage. 
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CHAPTER ONE : EUROPE REAPPORTIONED, 1919 

The breaking of the bonds of tradition 

Antonina Vallentin (nee Silberstein) was born in 1893 in the Polish-speaking city 

of Lemberg, the capital of Galicia, in the eastern part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 

Lemberg more than any other city symbolized the transience of statehood in Europe of the 

twentieth century. Its name and its allegiance would change eight times before her death, 

but by then her allegiance would have changed also. Antonina left Lemberg to avoid the 

handicap of being born in the wrong place, at the wrong time, and into the wrong religion. 

Her destination, Berlin, appeared to provide brighter prospects. 

She was part of the large migration of eastern European Jews who in the early part 

of the twentieth century fled from ethnic and religious strife and sought greater freedom 

in the west. Before World War I groups in eastern Europe clamoring for change needed a 

visible and understandable scapegoat to rouse the populace. Unsurprisingly, the 

simmering suspicion of and animosity ~owards Jews, who generally were the middlemen 

between landowners and a largely peasant population, could easily be brought to a boil in 

a Catholic country. To avoid the conflict, Jews who could, left. It was a reluctant flight, 

undertaken by over two million Jews from eastern Europe. A small percentage fled 

toward what they thought was the relative tolerance and intellectual freedom represented 

by imperial-era Germany. The small number who, like Antonina, settled in Germany 
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found themselves in a conservative country wary of Jewish emigres, and particularly wary 

of educated women and women in public life. On all counts she was a suspect outsider. 

Berlin, prior to World War I, was an insular, conservative city. Imperial Germany 

had only the trappings of parliamentary democracy. The emperor set the social standards 

for the country and hierarchical norms of obedience, discipline, and respect for authority 

were instilled from childhood. Universities resisted foreign influences and retained a 

classical curriculum that made little allowance for the new social sciences or art. 

Antisemitism was alive among people "irrespective of political, religious and social 

beliefs."13 Women's roles were few. The aristocracy led a life ofleisure and luxury. 

Prussian landowners staffed the military and national bureaucracies. The middle class 

centered their life around children, home, and church. The poor worked in factories, on 

farms, or in the growing underworld. Although Germany was prosperous prior to World 

War I growing social unrest led to attempts to propitiate workers with social insurance 

programs and wide ranging educational reforms. 

For instance, the reforms of 1908 allowed women to attend universities. That 

liberalization provided an opening for a small group of Jewish women who persuaded 

their families to allow them to register-- a major break with tradition. Usually after 

finishing their education at the age of sixteen, middle-class Jewish girls faced a number 

of years of being trained to be accomplished housewives before being considered ready 

13 Michael Simmons, Berlin: The Dispossessed City (London: Hamish 
Hamilton, 1988), 26. 
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for the only correct occupation -- marriage. 14 However, the few who attended universities 

in 1908 succeeded beyond anyone's expectations. Against great odds, and although 

onlyl35 in number, Jewish women represented over ten percent ofwomen students in 

Prussian universities in 1908.15 According to German scholar Konrad Jarausch, the 

humanities were ''the true melting pot of the university, blending a few academic children 

with sons of the plutocracy and especially of the old and new middle class."16 However, 

the road of the pioneer female students was mostly paved by rejection, condescension, 

and ridicule. Only a few professors and male students gave them grudging respect or 

treated them merely with gentle skepticism.17 These women became part of the educated 

vanguard in a conservative country. 

Germany's conservatism meant that both non-Jews and Jews received eastern 

European Jews such as Antonina warily. Antisemites had campaigned tirelessly 

from1879 tol914 to restrict the immigration of foreign Jews. 18 Their negative response 

was quite out of proportion to the small percentage of eastern European Jews who took 

advantage of Germany's comparatively tolerant naturalization laws of 1871.19 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

Marion Kaplan, The Making of the Jewish Middle Class (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991 ), 13 7. 

Ibid., 150. 

Ibid., 143. 

Ibid., 140. 

Ibid., 31. 

Jack Wertheimer, Unwelcome Strangers: East European Jews in Imperial 
Germany (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 83. 



Nevertheless, although Eastern Jews like Antonina never exceeded one percent of the 

German population, they caused great consternation among their coreligionists and 

German bureaucrats.20 

19 

Resident German Jews saw the appearance of eastern Jews as a threat to what they 

considered their hard won, if tenuous, acceptance. In 1912, German Jews watched 

fearfully as right-wing forces in the Reichstag focused on Jewish immigrants, as distinct 

from others, as a way to unify disparate groups. 21 Only when the Catholic Center Party 

(concerned about expulsion of Polish Catholics who had emigrated in large numbers to 

become laborers) joined the German Social Democratic Party were discriminatory 

immigration laws blocked in the Reichstag. The coalition's success, however, was partial 

because they were unable to prevent bureaucratic policies that gave enormous discretion 

over residency to local level officials.22 Not only bureaucrats, but intellectuals such as 

the celebrated historian and nationalist Heinrich von Treitschke, fueled hatred of Jews, 

the "unwanted element." However, once war started, everyone, Jews included, was 

needed to fight for the glory of the empire. 

While the war was raging, Antonina married Franz Vallentin, and became a 

German citizen. Little is known about him except that he was a Jewish dairy wholesaler, 

which during the war may have staved off, for the Vallentin family, the rampant hunger 
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suffered by most Germans. 23 Their daughter, Irene, was born on July 19, 1916 . 24 

Antonina had completed her university education in the humanities and studied 

philosophy, but art history was her specialty. To complete her dissertation she went to 

Florence, learned Italian, and researched Jacopo da Pontormo, a student of Leonardo da 

Vinci. When Antonina had finished her studies and graduated with high honors, she was 

promised the first chair in art history at the University of Warsaw. The position failed to 

materialize for reasons she did not elaborate. "I was frightened of this job, although it 

was a great honor," she later told an interviewer. However, her knowledge of Polish and 

of the country landed her a job as a correspondent for the Polish newspaper, Gazeta 

Poranna. Her interviews of the future Polish president, JosefPilsudski, as well as the 

Silesian agitator, Wojciech Korfanty, and her "sound political instincts" eventually 

brought her to the attention of The Manchester Guardian. 25 She had made her mark on a 

male academic bastion and was poised to enter another male enclave -- international 

journalism. 26 

Although many middle-class families considered employment unladylike and 

improper, part-time work was acceptable in some limited contexts. But "public" work 

such as journalism, which attracted Vallentin after the war, must have caused 
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consternation in her family. Such feelings would not have been lessened by her first 

literary effort, and the subsequent publication in Berlin of a westernized version of 

sensual Hindu fables, a book exotically and erotically illustrated by Ludwig Kainer.27 

The tension stemming from Antonina's increasingly non-traditional work and friends may 

have hastened the collapse ofher marriage with Franz Vallentin. Although her mother 

joined her in Berlin after World War I, the marriage was not saved, but the close mother-

daughter bond lasted throughout Antonina's life. The divorce must have greatly 

intensified tensions within her family as it was outside established mores, highly unusual 

in the traditional Jewish community, and was considered scandalous. Although Antonina 

V allentin kept her married name for the rest of her life, by 1921 she and Franz were living 

in separate apartments in Berlin. 28 

On the new stage that Weimar Berlin offered, Vallentin adapted to roles that 

would define her throughout her life: a woman-of-the world, international journalist, 

editor, writer, hostess to the intellectual and political elite, activist, and emigre. Except 

for her emigre status, most of her roles would defy tradition. 
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Stresemann's "Energetic Second-in-Command" 

To put Antonina Vallentin's Berlin years in perspective, a few themes from Gay's 

Weimar Culture and Vallentin's Stresemann will provide an overview ofthe change of 

the structure and make up of the government, and identify the major political issues of the 

time. The focus will be on the rise to power of Weimar's preeminent politician, Gustav 

Stresemann, and how Antonina Vallentin, a Polish Jewish outsider, became his 

confidante and advocate for his policies of German-French reconciliation. 

For Antonina Vallentin and her generation, World War I was the defining event of 

their lives. After the war traditions, preconceptions, and expectations were all open to 

question. During the Weimar Republic the modernity of the young clashed against the 

conservatism of the older generation. Peter Gay encapsulated the battle as a short-lived 

revolt of the sons against paternal authority, followed by the bloody revenge of the 

outraged fathers. 29 

World War I changed the map of Europe, destroyed powerful empires, created 

new countries, generated new forms of government, and precipitated a tidal wave of 

refugees. The Weimar Republic was born out of the defeat of Germany by a new 

international democratic alliance of Western Europe and the United States. An outsider, 

U.S. President Woodrow Wilson, not the German people, was its midwife. He insisted 

that a parliamentary body, not Kaiser Wilhelm II, sign the 1918 armistice. The terms of 

29 Gay, Weimar Culture, 113. 
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Germany's defeat in World War I, therefore, were not accepted by the imperial old guard 

of landowners, military, and industrialists, but by a government made up of social 

democrats and unionists. The few who had counseled peace long before 1918, supported 

the armistice and signed it. Those who brought Germany to war and to defeat, attacked it 

and its signers. The old guard branded the new government as one step removed from 

communism. Communists, on the other hand, branded it as reactionary.30 

The new government was on the defensive from the start. The Treaty of 

Versailles imposed severe penalties on the infant Weimar Republic -- large reparation 

payments based on a war guilt clause, Allied occupation of the Rhineland, loss of 

colonies, and German territory in the east and west. Germans hated the Treaty. The 

implementation of its terms provided grist for domestic and international battles for years, 

and provided political cover for Hitler's initial invasions prior to World War II. During 

the Weimar years the campaign to reduce the harshness ofthe treaty's terms led to the 

transformation of Antonina Vallentin's life. 

The humiliating treaty, which required Germany to accept responsibility for all the 

losses resulting from the war, was shattering to the bulk of German people, and their 

leaders largely did not understand the ensuing vengeance unleashed by the populace. 

Writing many years later about Reichstag minister Stresemann's reaction to the armistice 

and the subsequent political and societal chaos that erupted in the streets, V allentin noted 

that he and most other ministers were "utterly unprepared, they were still operating under 

30 Ibid., 24. 
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their inherited ideas and rooted preconceptions."31 The masses, on the other hand, 

turned quickly and with fury against the imperial government and its policies that had 

brought Germany to such a disastrous end. A new republic, Germany's first social 

democratic government, was born in strife. 32 

During the Weimar Republic's short life, from 1918 to 1933, "outsiders" held an 

illusion of power, but the real power remained with the Prussian military and 

bureaucrats. Historian Peter Gay pinpoints an intellectual, Hugo Preuss as the symbol of 

the revolution that shook imperial Germany. Preuss, an outsider, a Jew, and a left-wing 

democrat, was asked to write the German Constitution after Germany's defeat. The 

Constitution gave rise to a new government made up of a chaotic mix of Catholics, Jews, 

Protestants, Socialists, Communists, nationalists, and centrists. At first the government 

focused only on domestic politics. Few notable legislators emerged, but Gay identified 

Gustav Stresemann, Germany's chancellor during three key months in 1923 and its 

foreign minister for six years thereafter, as the outstanding leader of the time. 

Stresemann, a Prussian insider, a supporter of World War I and the emperor, 

began to question old beliefs and methods and evolved into a dynamic leader of the 

reconciliation and peace movement. He matured into an internationalist and was labeled 

a traitor and an outsider by both the old guard and the National Socialists (Nazis).33 At 

the beginning of his rise during the Weimar years he was introduced to an international 

31 Antonina Vallentin, Stresemann (New York: Long & Smith,1931), 41. 
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journalist, accomplished linguist, and salon hostess, Antonina Vallentin. 

Their relationship was surprising because attitudes toward women's roles had not 

changed when Germany made the transition from an imperial government to a republic. 

That is not to say that there was no women's emancipation crusade in Germany. To the 

contrary, similar to events in the United States, an active suffrage movement won women 

the vote in 1919. But during the inter-war period, activity declined significantly. 

Although women had the vote -- again similar to the situation in the United States -- few 

were elected. One of the few, Klara Zetkin, was not only elected as a Communist 

delegate to the Reichstag in 1920, but was an editor ofthe Socialist women's magazine, 

Equality. Kathe Kollwitz, the leftist artist and writer was another woman prominent in 

politics. Like Zetkin, she too was a vociferous enemy of the National Socialists. Rosa 

Luxemburg, their friend and the best known political woman in Germany, was murdered 

by the right wing in 1919 while in police custody. She was a communist organizer and, 

like Vallentin, was Polish and Jewish. On the other hand, the future distinguished 

philosopher and writer, Hannah Arendt, was a student and like most university students in 

Germany at the time, was not involved in politics. 

Women in public life, similar to Jews, were not generally welcomed. Little had 

changed since 1859 when literary historian Robert Protz wrote, "Women have become a 

force in our literature. Like the Jews you meet them at every step."34 If women writers 

abounded, female journalists were uncommon. The unusual access to the public and the 
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intellectual elite enjoyed by Vallentin may explain some ofher attraction to Stresemann. 

Eloquent, passionately engaged in European politics, and multilingual, Vallentin 

had dared to venture into the world of journalism. Her fluency in Polish contributed to her 

early success in interviewing leaders of post-World War I reconstituted Poland and 

augmented both her reputation and her sphere of influence. She became the only Jewish, 

and one ofvery few women journalists, to write for a major German paper, the 

Borsen-Courier, a financial paper. She contributed articles for women. She knew and had 

interviewed not only men such as the Polish Marshal Pilsudski (who, during the inter-war 

period, became Poland's president and, during the thirties, the Polish dictator) and the 

Polish agitator of the coal-rich Upper Silesia, Wojciech Korfanty, but also the Catholic 

German Chancellor Joseph Wirth and the socialist RudolfBreitscheid.35 These useful 

contacts led a Berlin writer for The Manchester Guardian to recommend Antonina to his 

bureau chief, Augustus Voigt. His suggestion was accepted, and in 1922 she became a 

correspondent for the newspaper -- an unusual feat for a woman at that time. A German 

Jew, Albert H. Rausch, who was working for the Guardian at the time, may have 

recommended V allen tin. Later, Rausch changed his name to Henry Benrath, became 

Stresemann's confidential secretary, and may have introduced Vallentin to Stresemann. 

Vallentin and Benrath remained good friends until Benrath's death in 1954, when she 

35 Kurt Koszyk, Gustav Stresemann: Der Kaisertreue Demokrat Eine Biographie 
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contributed a testimonial to a book published in his memory. 36 

During Vallentin's tenure at The Manchester Guardian, no one could doubt that 

her allegiance lay with Stresemann and his positions. The first article she filed was a 

lengthy interview with him as the leader of the German People's Party. Her interview 

questions focused on Versailles Treaty terms that impeded a return to normal 

international relations, how cooperation between French and German industries could be 

achieved, and what political safeguards were necessary for France to allow the two 

countries to negotiate reconciliation. Stresemann's responses put France in a bad light-

his aim was to gain British support against the French, he ended the interview by pointing 

out that resistance against France's occupation of the Ruhr had served to unite the 

fractious German parties in the Reichstag and the "feeling of unity is increasing in 

proportion to the French brutalities."37 The next months' articles continued to bring 

Stresemann to the attention of the British public. A few months later he became 

chancellor of Germany for three months in 1923, and for the next six years he was 

Germany's highly respected foreign minister.38 

During the following year her articles focused attention on the growth of the 

threatening German Nationalist movement. She reported German chancellor Marx's 

denunciation of it, and tried to explain Stresemann's contrary stand by describing it as 
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"rhetorical concessions" t~at Stresemann, leader of the People's Party (also largely 

nationalist) had to make in order to avoid complete rupture within his group.39 She wrote 

to C. P. Scott, the editor of The Manchester Guardian, asking him to warn German 

Nationalists that they would get no help or sympathy from the British, who were only 

interested in European peace, and not in playing one power off against another.40 

As an international correspondent V allentin traveled to Geneva, London, and 

Paris, interviewed national officials, gathered information, and reported to Stresemann on 

her conversations and observations.41 Throughout the 1920s her writing demonstrated her 

liberal efforts to sustain the reformist republican government of Germany against extra-

governmental pressure both of the Communists and the right-wing nationalists. 

On January 2, 1925 Vallentin had a critical fight with Augustus Voigt, the bureau 

chief at The Manchester Guardian in Berlin In a smoldering letter of January 4, 1925, to 

C. P. Scott in Manchester, Vallentin accused Voight of wiring an unsubstantiated and 

internationally sensitive article, of not following the usual procedure of fact-checking 

with her, and of producing "a fatal impression" in Berlin. Voight's article dealt with the 

Allies' evacuation ofthe Ruhr and Cologne if Germany met the disarmament clauses of 

the Versailles Treaty. He wrote that the German government had agreed to the dictates of 
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the Allies - statements vehemently denied, according to Vallentin, by both foreign 

minister Stresemann and by the British ambassador, Lord d' Abemon. In her future 

biography of Stresemann she wrote: "A correspondent of The Manchester Guardian, one 

ofthose who could not get over his mistrust ofStresemann, wrote that Stresemann's 

advances to the Nationalists had made it impossible for him to treat with the English 

Government regarding the evacuation of the Cologne zone.'>42 She went on to explain 

that Stresemann faced an awkward dilemma because he was engaged in complex 

negotiations that he did not want to discuss publically. However, she wrote that there was 

one journalist (herself), "the only individual, besides those concerned, who was 

acquainted with the facts, who without giving the facts away, removed the 

misunderstanding. "43 

Vallentin valued her position as Stresemann's confidante more than being a 

correspondent for the Guardian. In her complaint to Scott she wrote that Voight had left 

her to "face the indignation of the Foreign Office and public opinion," and undermined 

her reputation for accuracy. In light of what had happened, she wrote Scott, collaboration 

would be very unpleasant, therefore she had to regretfully tender her resignation. In high 

dudgeon she wrote that maybe Scott would find someone with a "weaker sense of 

responsibility" to replace her.44 Vallentin's letter crossed Scott's in the mail. He 

informed her, that because conditions in Germany had become more stable, the Guardian 
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in the future could not justify the expense of an assistant to Voight. He regretfully 

informed Vallentin that her employment would be terminated in six months-- July 1925. 

45 However, on receipt of her resignation letter, Scott, the frugal manager, advised Voight 

to pay Vallentin only through January 1925.46 Scott had thanked her for her loyal and 

efficient service, enough was enough. 

Soon, however, she was in the journalistic harness again. In 1927, Ludwig Stein, 

a Hungarian Jew, former professor of philosophy, and Gustav Stresemann's friend, 

offered her a job as editor of his journal, Nord und Siid. The source of the journal's 

funding may have been the German Foreign Office-- coincidently with Stresemann's and 

Stein's deaths, publication ceased. 

Nord und Siid was a small monthly which since 1912 was aimed at the liberal elite 

and focused on international affairs and public policy. As the publisher of the journal, 

Stein adhered to a pre-World War I detente between Germany and England. The 

journal's contributors were 93 percent male and mostly European, though a few 

submissions came from the United States. Stresemann submitted only one article to the 

journal, on his favorite author, Goethe, but Stresemann's son, Wolfgang, wrote an article 

from the young people's perspective stressing that "peace is not utopian." Julien 

Luchaire (Antonina's future husband and director of the Commission on International 

Intellectual Cooperation) had submitted an article shortly before she became editor. His 
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son, writer Jean Luchaire, Antonina's talented and tragic stepson-to-be, and leader of the 

"Volente," a youth movement in France, wrote an article entitled "The New Political 

Evolution in France," in which he supported Stresemann's policy of reconciliation 

between France and Germany. Nord und Sud became a mouthpiece for people who 

believed that intellectuals could change and rebuild the post World War I world. 47 

Their belief identified the type of new intellectual described by Ron Eyerman. He 

pointed out that 'intellectual' is a modem designation. Its connotations both favorable 

and pejorative, echo the 1894-1906 Dreyfus Affair battles which were fought between the 

French establishment and upstart intellectuals who claimed the predominance of abstract 

values over the claims of the state and social order. Their experience united intellectuals 

in France in anti-establishment activities similar to those of the intelligentsia in other 

parts of Europe. Increasingly intellectuals saw themselves not only as people whose work 

was to produce, but also whose duty it was to protect culture from both the establishment 

and the uneducated masses. 

The social movements of the twentieth century and the associated conflicts 

opened up public spaces that, Eyerman states, are "crucial to the development and 

transformation of individual and collective identities. '>4
8 The various anti-establishment 

movements provided new domains where intellectuals' (and women' s) roles could be 

reinvented and reinterpreted. As the movements grew they attracted young intellectuals 
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who became "cause professionals." Perhaps it is not surprising, therefore, that as an 

educated emigre in Weimar Germany Vallentin chose the side of internationalism in face 

of the nationalist challenge and became a public spokesperson. As one of a small group 

of activist intellectuals she used her voice to advocate on behalf of peace, reconciliation, 

and the new institution which would make both possible, the League ofNations. 

Nord und Sud's writers were largely supportive of the League ofNations. When 

Stresemann developed his policy of reconciliation between Germany and France, many of 

the journal's articles supported him and his positions. Ludwig Stein and Antonina 

Vallentin organized Germans and others to work for international cooperation and used 

their connections to help get Stresemann's message to opinion makers. He valued all her 

help-- in an autographed photo, a gift to Vallentin, he wrote: "In gratitude to my 

energetic second-in-command. "49 

The admiration was mutual. Although the level of her friendship with, and the 

degree of influence on, Stresemann was critically questioned by the journalist Louise 

Weiss, the existence of friendship or influence was not in question.50 In fact, Julien 

Luchaire (Vallentin's second husband) concluded, all that could be done through a 

political salon for the career of a statesman she did for Stresemann. "Nobody could 

ignore the fact that although she took pains not to make it obvious, she was Stresemann's 

confidante and counselor," he wrote. "Stresemann as the new Foreign Minister had great 
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need for an adviser of her caliber."51 

Her well-known alliance with Stresemann gave Vallentin influence and prestige 

that brought power-brokers and opinion-makers to her salon. Historian Golo Mann 

(Thomas Mann's son), introduced by a French friend to Antonina, was a guest at her 

salon, wrote: "One of his (French friend) most prominent patrons was Frau Antonina 

Vall en tin, a lady of the world and of literary talent, said to have been the mistress of both 

Foreign Minister Stresemann and the longtime supreme commander of the Reichswehr, 

General von Seeckt. "52 Although Golo Mann provides no proof of an intimate 

relationship, there is no doubt that both men frequented her salon and that she was close 

to both. In her future biography of Albert Einstein she would report that General von 

Seeckt confidentially alerted her in May 1932 that Jews should leave Germany. "Warn 

Einstein particularly. His life is not safe here any longer."53 

In her 1930 biography of Stresemann, V allen tin delicately diffused the 

speculation of intimacy by suggesting that once he married in 1903, the foreign minister 

had no need for emotional involvement with any other woman. 54 Vallentin, the 

cosmopolite, became an adviser to the classically educated but provincial Stresemann. 

Not only could she introduce him to a variety of international leaders and translate for 
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him, but she could help expand his nationalistic view to include the international 

perspective. 
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Stresemann was her first biography and was published shortly after his death in 

1929. What it lacked in historical perspective it compensated for by a sense of presence. 

In the foreword to the book Albert Einstein wrote that Stresemann was "a man of mind 

and the bearer of an idea," whose greatest achievement was European reconciliation. "He 

was as different from politicians ofthe usual stamp as genius differs from an expert."55 

Einstein had known him personally, had participated in the international intellectual 

cooperation work of the League ofNations, and had been an active supporter of 

Stresemann' s negotiations for French and German reconciliation. 

Vallentin pinpointed Stresemann's speech in 1925 to the international press as the 

major change in European policy and the birth of a new type of diplomacy. It led to the 

international conferences and agreements ofLocamo, Thoiry, and the Hague. 56 The 

speech gave public voice to Stresemann's work with British ambassador d'Abernon, 

British Foreign Minister Austen Chamberlain, and others, and appealed to the world's 

leading statesmen to discuss complex international questions face to face, not through 

exchanges of notes. Fortunately for Stresemann, the foreign minister in France was 

Aristide Briand, also a political outsider, in whom Stresemann found a kindred spirit, a 

politician willing to try new methods attuned to new times and new values. The two 
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foreign ministers worked _to prepare a rapprochement by guaranteeing the maintenance of 

the boundaries established by the Versailles Treaty. Their historic and successful meeting 

in Switzerland, reported in detail by Vallentin, led to the Treaty of Locarno, which 

guaranteed the respective borders between France, Belgium, and Germany. The treaty 

earned foreign ministers Briand and Stresemann the Nobel Peace Prize in 1926. 

An era of international cooperation for national reconstruction had been opened. 

In April 1926 Stresemann signed a rapprochement with Russia, and in September 1926 he 

finally saw the admission of Germany into the League ofNations. Stresemann's 

international peace endeavors were paying off. Some Germans thought the humiliation of 

the Versailles Treaty was slowly waning. All the while the gregarious and politically 

astute Vallentin was publicly and privately helping Stresemann's efforts. 

Her political sense alerted her to the danger of exposing their friendship when she 

wrote her biography of Stresemann. She was a Pole, a Jew, a liberal, and an advocate of 

international peace. He was constantly castigated for being surrounded by non-Germans, 

Jews and internationalists who did not have the best interests of Germany at heart. 

According to V allentin the Munich Putsch led by Hitler in 1923 was an expression of 

discontent with the collapse of the Empire, the strong Jewish element in the Republic, 

and with Stresemann. 57 V allentin also recognized that he was too removed from the 

working class and too suspect a servant of capitalism, which made him the most hated 

57 Vallentin, Stresemann, 129. 
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man in the early years of the Weimar Republic. 58 The criticism fit the target. 

Stresemann's People's Party was funded by the industrialist Hugo Stinnes, for whom the 

resolution of France's annexation of the Ruhr was the primary post-war issue. Yet, 

without resolution of the Ruhr question, a reconciliation between the two countries was 

not possible. In her biography, Vallentin emphasized Stresemann's success in bringing 

Germany back into the international community. However, she also warned that the 

right-wing, nationalist forces were gaining political power rapidly. She had emigrated to 

Berlin in search of greater freedom, and to escape ethnic and religious strife. That strife 

was now full blown in Germany. The relative freedom of the Weimar Republic was in 

serious danger. 

Berlin salon 

Weimar Berlin was an incubator of progressive ideas and politics. It allowed 

Vallentin, an educated, adventurous woman a way out of stifling tradition and into 

liberating modernity. Vallentin found employment at a famous publishing house where 

she became a translator, editor, and agent. The chaotic atmosphere of post war Berlin 

allowed the middle class Vallentin to adapt the tradition of wealthy women' s literary 

salons t~ serve a modem woman's needs. While in pre-twentieth century salons romance, 

letters, and literature were the main subjects of discussion-- in Vallentin' s salon, only 

58 Ibid.,l30. 
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romance maintained its position of importance -- the new areas of interest were 

journalism, politics, professional ambitions, and international affairs. 

The salon provided the meeting ground for a new breed of intellectuals. Since the 

time of the Dreyfus Affair in France, when academics first used the word "intellectual" as 

an insult, some intellectuals dropped their mantle of impartial objectivity and 

increasingly involved themselves in social movements, domestic, and international 

affairs. V allen tin's salon allowed her to organize her intellectual friends both in Germany 

and from abroad against the threat to peace and the threat of fascism. One group of 

intellectuals, including Vallentin, spoke out and wrote in support of the League of 

Nations as the best vehicle to resolve international political conflicts. 

Liberal French journalist Louise Weiss accused Vallentin ofbeing infatuated with 

intrigue and of wanting to be a lead player in international politics. 59 However true that 

may have been, for Vallentin the obstacles of being born in the wrong place, at the wrong 

time, and into the wrong religion were nearly insurmountable. Nevertheless, in Berlin 

after World War I, she channeled her interests, intellect, and linguistic skills to embark on 

a cosmopolitan course. One author, Vicki Baum, described the aspirations of people like 

Vallentin and her friends: "there is no comparison anywhere to that lively, fascinating city 

of Berlin in those years. To be known as a liberal and an intellectual was a high honor 

then, a goal infinitely desirable and worth working and struggling for."60 
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That's exactly what Vallentin did. In addition to her work as a journalist, 

Vallentin became a translator and a literary agent for Fischer Publishing. The publisher, 

Samuel Fischer, a Hungarian Jew, had launched many of Germany's best young writers, 

including Thomas Mann, Stefan Zweig, and Alfred Doblin. All three became her 

friends.61 The publishing world provided opportunities for her to meet many German and 

European writers and journalists and her circle of friends and admirers grew. By 1926 

she had translated ten novels as well as works by British Prime Minister Ramsey 

MacDonald and British ambassador to Germany Edgar Vincent d' Abemon. Her 

international web expanded. 

As her confidence in her literary abilities increased, she not only translated, but 

also made controversial editorial decisions. These sometimes put her at odds with authors 

whose works she was working on, as in the case of her stormy working relationship with 

Frank Harris. One ofhis rambling letters to her started with "You have finished me off." 

And he proceeded to accuse her of breach of confidence, incomprehensible translation, 

and a lack of contract. He threatened that he would expose her to the Berlin press if she 

did anything to his work without his approval.62 Apparently she did not take the threats 

too seriously. She advised the editor to eliminate the chapters on Heinrich Heine and 

Jesus from Harris' My Life and Loves because "there was nothing new in them," and to 

change the title to My Life to further its fortunes with the conservative German reading 
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public. Harris was furious. But the book was a huge success in Germany and helped him 

when he was drowning in debt. The Berliner Tageblatt praised Vallentin's excellent 

translation, and the book became a 1 920s sensation in Berlin, as it would again in the 

1960s in the United States.63 

Another example ofVallentin's expanding intellectual network was her position 

as secretary of the well-regarded Wednesday Society Club. The club invited celebrities 

from abroad to speak on a variety of subjects. Bringing writers, diplomats, and 

politicians together, the talks were followed by a festive dinner. On one of her trips to 

London, her position in the club enabled her to meet and invite the writer and leading 

pacifist H. G. Wells to Berlin. During their meeting they found that they had much in 

common, including a mutual interest in the German poet Heinrich Heine. Vallentin was 

preparing to write Heine's biography and was researching his life. The two were 

particularly attracted to Heine because he "dared to call himself a citizen ofthe world" 

who wanted recognition less as a poet than as a "soldier in the campaign for the liberation 

of humanity. "64 Wells was later to describe Vallentin' s 1934 biography of Heine as a 

II classic. "65 

Wells accepted the invitation to speak in Berlin, but only after being convinced 

that other luminaries had preceded him on the club's prestigious platform. In the spring 
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of 1929 he delivered a lecture entitled "The Common Sense of World Peace," in which he 

expounded his views on democracy. Vallentin was captivated and translated the speech, 

which was published in his book, After Democracy, also translated by her. Another 

benefit of the Berlin event for Wells was his encounter (after a long separation and after 

several other liaisons) with his former Russian paramour, Baroness Moura Budberg. The 

meeting with Wells and her introduction to Budberg was indicative of how her 

international circle and influence developed and brought new celebrities to her 

increasingly influential salon. 

Vallentin' s salon was unusual among Berlin's many political and literary salons. 

Typically, salons were hosted by wives of prominent men or women of the aristocracy. 

These venues acquired their cachet primarily because of the men's connections, fame, or 

fortune, or because of their aristocratic allure. That is not to say that for some guests the 

wives were not the main attraction. What drew people to Vallentin's salon? Besides her 

many talents, Antonina V allen tin was a striking woman. Described by her second 

husband, Julien Luchaire, as small, with blond-red hair, she had a dramatic Slavic face, 

with flaming eyes that sparkled with smiles or flashed with anger. People were captivated 

by her probing attention, her familiarity with interesting people in society, her 

understanding of politics, her photographic memory, and her boundless enthusiasm.66 

Even the food she served was notable -- her omelettes were decidedly not the traditional 

66 Julien Luchaire, Confession d'un Fran~ais Moyen (Florence: L. S. Olschki, 1965), 
138. 
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German fare. Her international admirers flocked to her and competed for her attention. 67 

One wistfully wrote: "You haven't been answering my love letters, maybe your cold heart 

will respond if I write a business letter."68 She was an exotic outsider, a passionate, 

attractive divorcee, and a highly perceptive woman. She was an exceptional linguist 

adept at making foreign guests feel comfortable. She wrote incisively, traveled 

extensively, and was politically connected in Germany and abroad. She had access to 

international intellectuals through cultural activities and contacts with literary people. 

She was well informed, had varied powerful connections, and access to the press, a 

combination tantalizing to opinion leaders in Germany and abroad. In short, she had 

created a woman of the world persona unusual for that time. 

It was perhaps the uniqueness of her role that made her salon singular. She 

attracted not only writers, but leaders of international institutions and politicians. Her 

salon differed from the pre-twentieth century counterpart because it no longer was largely 

a social and cultural meeting place. It was a place where domestic and international 

politics were the focus of interest, where coalitions were formed, and where professional 

connections were made. She attracted a wide variety of both notable international and 

German, mostly male, visitors. Luchaire speculates that Vallentin could not have become 

"a queen" of the Berlin salon world, but for the unsettled atmosphere after the war. Well-

known writers, artists, aristocrats, politicians, bankers, and diplomats were in attendance. 
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Besides people like Stres~mann, Einstein, Harris, and Wells, Luchaire mentions that he 

met playwright Albert Thomas, the banker von Mendelssohn, writers Stefan Zweig, Jean 

Richard Bloch, various members of the Thomas Mann family, British prime minister 

Ramsay MacDonald, German chief of the army General Hans von Seeckt, and Cardinal 

Eugenio Pacelli, papal nuncio to Bavaria and the future Pope Pius XII. Others included 

personnel from various embassies, visiting journalists like Dorothy Thompson, and her 

husband Sinclair Lewis. Luchaire asserts that some of the encounters at her salon were 

paradoxical, but the impossible became possible when Antonina was there. She was 

eager and perceptive, finding just the right words to express ideas and to connect people 

who previously saw each other across an abyss of differences. She was oiling the wheels 

of communication between German and international power-brokers and opinion

makers.69 Little wonder that Stresemann valued their mutually beneficial relationship. 

Liberal activist 

At a time when a limited number of women were involved in politics and few 

men sought their advice, Vallentin was among those whose credentials were strong 

enough not only to act as an advisor, but to undertake leadership roles in the fight for 

peace and against fascism. 

Many, besides Stresemann, thought that Vallentin was politically astute and 

69 Luchaire, Confession, 138. 
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effective. "In my opinion you are not only an excellent diplomat, but among all the 

politicians known to me you are the one who knows best how to get things done," wrote a 

correspondent for the newspaper, Franlifurter Zeitung. 70 She knew numerous political 

leaders of her time; she had an excellent grasp of organizations, current events, and 

history; and·she dreamed of a pacified and unified future for Europe. By various means 

she devoted herself to advocating for an international democratic future in the major 

centers of European power. Her friends nicknamed her the "Madonna of the Capitals." In 

Berlin, as an advisor to Stresemann, she championed reconciliation through the 

gatherings at her salon and through her writings. In Geneva she was a correspondent at 

the meetings of the League ofNations and an advocate for the League's work. In London 

and Paris she worked as a political journalist and organizer. 

Alarmed by the steady growth ofNational Socialism, Vallentin organized the 

Committee of International Intellectuals Against Fascism. She persuaded Paul Loebe, 

president of the Reichstag, to allow her to use the building for speeches by prominent 

leaders, knowing that the international press would cover such talks. The subsequent 

articles would help to educate people in England and France about what was happening in 

Germany. When she wrote to Albert Einstein in 1928 to recruit him to participate, he 

answered that if there were too many Jews on the committee, it would not be taken 

seriously. However, after she assured him that General Hans von Seeckt, Gerhard 

Hauptman, and other prominent non-Jews would provide balance in the committee's 

70 Letter from Friedrich Sieburg to Vallentin May 15, 1925. Op. Cit. 
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make-up, he signed up. 71 The urgency of the political situation in Germany did not 

escape her, nor did she shrink from action that would put her at risk. 

She feared for the future because she was a close observer of the struggles in the 

Reichstag and the battles of the throngs in the streets for the hearts and minds of Germans 

by the conservatives, the Nazis, and the Communists. Most Germans had no emotional 

connection to the Republic and did not give it their wholehearted support. Intellectuals 

criticized the politicians. The politicians squabbled among themselves, causing the 

government to change frequently. Different coalitions held power for short periods. 

Called in to maintain order soon after the war, the military was once again the power 

without which no government could survive. The entrenched bureaucracy was 

increasingly powerful as the elected leadership was increasingly fragmented. University 

faculty continued their antisemitic attacks. Students criticized socialist professors. The 

structure of government had changed, but attitudes had not.72 Recruits to fascism came 

from the ranks of the decommissioned soldiers, the unemployed, and the disaffected who 

sought hope, vengeance, or recognition. Communists recruited among the unemployed 

and laborers. In halls of government and in the streets strife reigned. 

Vallentin herselfwas attacked by members ofthe Reichstag in February 1929. 

She was accused of treason and censure was recommended. Some members alleged that 

she had given the British journalist Wickham Steed of the London Observer a speech on 
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foreign policy prior to the speech being delivered by Stresemann. The speech, written by 

General Wilhelm Groener about the humiliating differences in military budgets between 

France and Germany, caused a great stir. Although Vallentin acknowledged that she had 

given the document to Steed, she claimed she had committed no crime because the 

speech had been talked about everywhere and copies of it were available in the Reichstag. 

The situation became tense and contributed to her departure from Germany some months 

later. Her personal problems underscored "democracy's race against time," about which 

she wrote in her first biography, that of her friend and backer Gustav Stresemann.73 

League of Nations' lovers 

Not only was V allentin professionally and politically committed to the creation 

and the work of the League ofNations, but her passionate advocacy of international 

cooperation resonated with the man who became her second husband. 

During and after Stresemann's negotiations for the admittance of Germany into 

the League ofNations, Vallentin frequently attended the meetings in Geneva as a 

correspondent. Another frequent visitor to Geneva was Julien Luchaire, who was the 

director of the Commission of International Intellectual Cooperation sponsored by the 

League but headquartered in Paris. The Commission was Luchaire's brainchild, and the 

precursor of UNESCO - although with a significantly smaller budget. The two activists 

73 Vallentin, Stresemann, 337. 
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formally met in 1928, when a mutual friend, the playwright Jean Richard Bloch, brought 

the fifty-two year-old widower to the thirty-five year old divorcee's salon. 

Luchaire confessed in his memoir that his professional visits to Berlin became 

more frequent because in Vallentin's salon people discussed contemporary problems 

"fully and freely," the atmosphere was international and multilingual, but especially 

because the major attraction was the vivacious Vallentin. He was enchanted to discover a 

stimulating intellectual companion. She was well versed in German, French, and English 

literature, and was a serious student of Italian art. The latter was particularly pleasing to 

him both because he was trained as a medieval Italian historian and because he had 

headed the Franco-Italian Institute in Florence for several years before World War 1.74 

Though in love, Luchaire was not totally uncritical. He feared that her need for 

success bred a high degree of egotism. He was somewhat reassured when he observed 

that she also had a high degree of concern for, and took good care of, her mother. But 

Vallentin was seventeen years his junior, and he realized that a woman as curious as she 

had not lived without committing some indiscretions. She had been married once, and she 

had "lived," as he diplomatically put it. He had visited her salon and could not avoid 

knowing that she was surrounded by admirers. Her feminine mystique had worked its 

magic on him as on so many others. Vall en tin's attraction was not only as a political 

colleague, but as seductive, lively, and mysterious woman.75 
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V allentin and Luchaire met frequently in Geneva, where he went to the League of 

Nations to report on the activities of the Commission and where she worked as a 

journalist. Their shared belief in internationalism, the importance of intellectuals in 

world affairs, and the prominence that their respective governments must give to peace 

efforts, created a bond that intensified their relationship. Together, they worked the same 

political ground and shared the same opinions and hopes. When they contemplated 

marriage, they recognized it would be based not only on love but also in an alliance of 

mutually held values, interests, and activism. Her dowry was her youth, energy, and 

incomparable political network, especially in Germany and Great Britain. His 

contribution was his reputation as a respected academician from a distinguished French 

family of historians, his French and Italian contacts, and his status as director of a League 

ofNations' Comrnission.76 

Their engagement caused quite a furor among her salon regulars and her 

international courtiers. Even the future pope, Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, was consulted 

about the suitability of the marriage. Luchaire was seventeen years older; he had been 

married twice before; he had children close in age to Vallentin; and he was French. With 

the Cardinal's discovery ofLuchaire's knowledge of Italy and his fluency in Italian, he 

was not found wanting. The decision to marry was made knowing that the difference of 

their religious and national backgrounds would raise eyebrows. One can only speculate 

on what Luchaire's family and friends thought of the marriage-- after all Vallentin, 

76 . Ibid.,l74-76. 



although Polish born, was a German citizen and she was Jewish. Luchaire's friend and 

editor of La Nouvelle Europe, Louise Weiss, snidely characterized the marriage as his 

misguided effort to confirm his public work in international intellectual cooperation by 

making an example of it in his private life. 77 

48 

The foreign ministers of Germany and France, Aristide Briand and Gustav 

Stresemann, were scheduled to be the witnesses at the marriage in Geneva. However, due 

to scheduling difficulties, Briand could not attend, and Stresemann by this time was 

gravely ill. Vallentin and Luchaire married in Geneva in July 1929 without a large 

ceremony, but with high expectations for their future life in Paris and their international 

work 78 Three months later Gustav Stresemann died. Vallentin's and Luchaire's personal 

and public lives were immediately transformed. 

77 

78 

Louise Weiss, Memoires d 'une Europeene, 63. 

Luchaire, Confessions, 175-76. 



49 

CHAPTER TWO: EUROPE IN TURMOIL 

New family and new citizenship 

With her marriage to Julien Luchaire, Vallentin became a French citizen and 

entered an academically well respected, politically connected, and multi-talented family. 

Her prospects once again appeared to be bright, and she made plans to resume her 

international life in a new capital. 

The newly married couple had been living in Paris barely three months when, on 

October 3, 1929, German foreign minister Gustav Stresemann died. His death was 

ominous. Not only had they lost a friend and an ally who helped to forward their political 

work, but they knew that his death would have a significant effect on domestic and 

international affairs. The effect would not be positive. Vallentin thought that the battle 

for democracy in Germany was lost, that her husband's efforts at the League ofNations 

for intellectual cooperation were menaced, and that the movement for reconciliation in 

Europe was imperiled. On a personal level the loss of Stresemann added to the difficult 

reconstruction ofVallentin's life in Paris-- on the one hand she was seen as his ally, on 

the other hand the ally was no longer a protector. Once again she was an emigre, 

adapting to new circumstances -- familial, cultural, and political. 

Vallentin understood the importance of an appropriate locale and residence if she 

was to resume her salon which attracted the intellectual and political elite. In 1930 the 
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couple moved to Villa Ternes, a leafy, Parisian gated-community near Porte Maillot in 

the elegant 17th arrondisement. They spent more on the house than they could afford, but 

Vall en tin was enchanted with the location and size of the house where she could entertain 

graciously. Soon a house opposite was rented by Luchaire's son, Jean, who had married 

at nineteen and had four children in rapid succession. For Vallentin's husband, during a 

decade which became difficult and tense, his grand-children provided a happy respite, 

and, unwittingly, his granddaughter Corinne opened a door to his future metier. 

Corinne Luchaire, born in 1921, was a disaffected student and a star-struck 

teenager. At the age of 14 she persuaded her father, Jean Luchaire, to let her drop out of 

school to study drama. Subsequently, the director of the school, a family friend, asked 

her grandfather, Julien Luchaire, to develop a play for a student production. Ambitious 

Corinne coaxed her vacillating grandfather to write it. She argued that he held her future 

in his hands because he could give her a chance at a lead role and a chance to be 

discovered.79 He succumbed. The play, Altitude 3200, became a long-running hit and 

legitimized Julien Luchaire as a playwright. It launched Corinne at the age of 16 into her 

much desired movie career, and the first of her many amorous liaisons. It propelled her 

into a life of luxury, risk, and self-indulgence. Neither her mother nor her father could 

control the enterprising teenager- her mother gave up trying, her journalist father 

enjoyed her star power- his ambitions were not hurt by his attractive daughter's success. 

Jean Luchaire understood his daughter's ambition well. From a very young age in 

79 Luchaire, Confession, 215. 
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Italy he was a talented political writer and organizer. At the age of nineteen he moved 

from Florence to Paris. Shortly after, in 1921, he founded Jeune Europe and was 

involved with various youth organizations such as the Federation des Jeunes La'icques et 

Republicaines, who worked for peace and international understanding. He worked for 

the diplomatic divisions at Le Matin and Le Petit Parisien newspapers. As a member of 

the Radical Party in 1927 he was considered one ofthe young Turks who were attracted 

to the syndical aspects of fascism. From 1925 to 193 3 he was the general secretary of the 

radical daily La Volante. A confirmed pacifist, he believed in Franco-German 

cooperation, on which he worked with Otto Abentz (later German ambassador to 

occupied France and who had married Jean Luchaire's secretary). In Paris he worked 

with Alexis Leger, secretary general at the Quai d'Orsay, on the European Union project. 

Many politicians sought his advice and he reaped significant benefits. For 

instance, when Jean Luchaire became the publisher of Notre Temps, foreign minister 

Aristide Briand supported the newspaper financially. However, others were not as 

generous. Although he had helped Leon Blum's campaign for prime minister, Luchaire 

was passed over for a cabinet position. Over the next few years Jean Luchaire's 

admiration for National Socialism grew. His father watched the procession of politicians 

who visited his young son in Villa Ternes, admired his lucid writing style and his ability 

to manoeuver in the political environment, but was increasingly worried about the 

direction of his politics. 80 
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The Decade of the Thirties in Paris 

During the thirties, Vallentin, once again was thrown into a political arena filled 

with confrontation, frequently changing governments, and an increasingly tense 

international situation. The last had significant personal implications for her husband and 

for Vallentin's writing career. 

The political climate in Paris in the thirties was similar to the chaotic twenties in 

Berlin. By comparison France had weathered the twenties well. That decade had brought 

an expanding economy and a cultural revival. The Stresemann!Briand brokered Locamo 

spirit ofharmony among nations in Europe led to the growth of peace movements 

everywhere and that growth continued into the thirties. When Henri Barbusse and 

Romain Rolland organized the World Congress Against War in Amsterdam in August 

1932 it was attended by 2200 delegates, representing thousands of organizations with 

over 30,000,000 members.81 Their political strength reduced military spending, helped 

finance some new social programs, but it disintegrated in face of the Depression. 

Although the worldwide depression did not affect France until 1931, when it did, 

it hit hard. For years a succession of short lived governments struggled ineffectively with 

the economic collapse. Weak coalition governments resulted from the fierce competition 

between Moderates, Socialists, and Radicals. French prime ministers came and went --

81 Herbert R. Lottman, The Left Bank; Writers, Artists and Politics from the Popular 
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Andre Tardieu, Edouard Herriot, and Edouard Daladier. As it had in Germany in the 

twenties, France's weak economy boosted the strength of communists and right-wing 

nationalists. 
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A bloody showdown between the two sides came at the Concorde Bridge in Paris 

on February 4, 1934. The right-wingers charged police lines to protest against a corrupt 

government. They claimed that Alexandre Stavisky, a stock manipulator of Russian

Jewish origin, was killed in custody to protect high government officials. On the other 

side, Communists protested the evils of capitalism. The clash forced the Radicals out. A 

more conservative government took over. Although governments continued to rotate 

every few months -along with their prime ministers, Gaston Doumergue, Pierre Laval, 

Leon Blum, Edouard Daladier, and two years before World War II, Paul Reynaud, little 

changed. The debilitating pattern continued and popular polarization increased. Political 

instability was institutionalized. 

Within days of her marriage in July 1929 Vallentin experienced that instability not 

only in the public arena but in her private life. The League ofNations decided to conduct 

a systematic review of the Commission oflnternational Intellectual Cooperation (CIIC). 

Her husband, Julien Luchaire, as director of the CIIC had tried to persuade the 

Commission to consider the development of international standards and cooperation in 

publicly important arenas such as education, film, radio, and the press. Involvement by 

the Commission in these areas raised sensitive and difficult questions of national 

sovereignty. For the struggling League issues of intellectual cooperation were not 

considered important enough to rock the boat. Luchaire was told to concentrate on 
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musewn exchanges and the development of bibliographies. His radical ideas had marked 

him as a troublemaker, a dangerous characterization at a time when his support network 

had been weakened with Stresemann' s death. 82 

Luchaire had hoped that his marriage to V allentin, with her many powerful 

connections, would help consolidate his menaced position at the Commission. To the 

contrary, his marriage was considered by some in Paris an affront to French womanhood. 

Vallentin was seen as an ally of Germany and was known to be a Polish Jew.83 On the 

other hand, foreign conservative Commission members accused him of a vast and ill 

defined mission and of creating an excessive bureaucracy that was too independent from 

Geneva. 84 Luchaire admitted that he was not skillful in his own defense. Perhaps his 

defense was half-hearted because his dream, that the League could change international 

relations, was fading fast. 

The attacks on Luchaire became public knowledge. In June 1930 Vallentin' s 

friend, journalist Franz Sieburg, wrote, "Late and rather incompletely I am hearing about 

the disgraceful and shameful intrigues you and your husband have been exposed to. Can 

I help in any way? Should you want to have the public informed about the correct 

circwnstances I will do whatever is in my power to see that you receive justice. You 

only need to let me know what your wishes are."85 She was politically shrewd enough to 
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know that public opinion would be of no help. Luchaire resigned his post in July 1930 

and suffered a deep depression. Within a year oftheir move to Paris Vallentin became the 

primary wage earner. 

Journalism could not genemte the income they needed to maintain their life style. 

She had already written a successful book on Stresemann, was working on another on 

Heine, and decided that biography was the vein she would mine. To refute those who 

questioned her allegiance, her new work would be written in French. Her husband 

thought that she was gifted with an exceptional memory, a passionate interest in people, 

and a fertile imagination and she could have written novels; but she had too much 

experience and love of politics to be satisfied with imaginary scenes and players. 86 

Biography, which Vallentin chose as her vehicle, not only had a higher probability of 

success, but allowed a woman to interpret the lives of men she venerated, and utilize her 

public voice for their mutual humanistic values. This cosmopolitan woman who had the 

aura of a social butterfly threw herself into research and writing and would spend months 

with her books and files. 87 She told an interviewer that she did all of her work herself, did 

not employ research assistants and traveled widely to gather her material. 88 

During the thirties she wrote three biographies. Vallentin' s first biography, about 

her friend, foreign minister Gustav Stresemann, was published in 1930, a year after his 

death. What the biography lacked in historical perspective it compensated for with a 
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sense of presence of the biographer and her informants at many of important events 

during the years from 1923 to 1929. In the introduction to the book, Albert Einstein 

wrote that one ofStresemann's outstanding achievements was his ability "to induce a 

number of large political groups against their own political instincts, to give their support 

to a comprehensive campaign for European conciliation."89 Recognizing the growing 

danger ofNational Socialism to the infant democracy of the Weimar Republic, 

Vallentin's biography forecast the looming peril if the country did not change its political 

course. Nevertheless, she wrote, Stresemann died knowing that he was the last barrier 

against the fascist tide. 

In 1934, one year after Hitler came to power, Vallentin finished her biography of 

the German poet Heinrich Heine. 90 She was of the generation who grew up reading both 

Heine's poetry and his revolutionary writing but she had more than a general kinship with 

him. She like Heine had suffered religious persecution and exile from her native land and 

family. Both had wanted to be political players in the life of Germany and both had been 

banned. Both escaped to Paris. V allentin interpreted Heine's writings with undisguised 

empathy, but did not recoil from describing his follies, his intransigence, his cavalier 

treatment of women, or his profligate and self-destructive behavior. Her research was 

meticulous. For instance, to confirm the diagnosis of Heine's illness, she wrote to her 
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friend, Gottfried Benn, a doctor and a writer, to get an up-to-date medical opinion.91 

With Heine Vallentin again tried to bring international attention to the developing 

perilous situation by reminding readers of German militarism and antisemitism in the 

prior century. As many ofher German friends flooded into Paris in 1933, the problems of 

exile were vivid, current, and urgent. The New York Times reviewer of Heine wrote "By 

a stroke ofluck or genius the author of this, the latest and not improbably the best, 

biography of the German poet Heine has been enabled to give her book a significance that 

extends beyond the ordinary bounds ofbiography." He concluded that Vallentin 

understood greatness and smallness, making her compassion for the human struggle 

almost divine.92 

With her Leonardo da Vinci in 1939, her third biography, Vallentin became the 

first French woman author to have a book chosen by the Book-of-the-Month Club. The 

first printing was 150,000 copies. It was re-printed several times and translated into 

several languages. The Club's only other French writers at the time were Andre Malraux 

and Andre Maurois.93 She was in prominent and politic company- all three were 

championing humanist values at a time when Europe appeared to be marching to a 

different drummer. 
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to be engaged in the struggle for minds, they also struggled to pay their bills. Their 

expenses often outpaced their earnings. Luchaire wrote a book about the foundations of 

an intellectual and moral life, but subsequently focused on play writing. Neither efforts 

were highly remunerative. Vallentin was not only doing original work, but to "keep the 

pot boiling" she was doing translations. In 1930 she translated Frank Harris' Jahre der 

reife for her former employer, S. Fischer, in Berlin. In 1933 she translated H. G. Wells' 

Marriage for the publishing house of P. Zsolnay in Berlin. In the next three years she 

translated from English into French his The shape of things to come, Principal works of 

H G. Wells, and An Experiment in Biography. In 1936 she was commissioned by Stock, 

Delamain et Boutelleau to translate Adrienne Thomas' Trois-quarts curiosite from 

German into French Her biographies also resulted in invitations to submit articles to 

various journals. Still she wrote to her agent in the United States, Berthold Fles, "I will 

write on God the Father if necessary. Drop me a line- or a good paid article for one of 

the papers for respectable ladies. "94 

Not only was her writing providing most of the couple's income, but until 1936 

when the Popular Front government reinstated Luchaire at the Department of Education, 

it brought solace to her private life. When Luchaire lost his job in 1930, some former 

friends shunned them and his dark mood inhibited the couple' s social life. During their 

early years in Paris the pair' s best hours were spent writing. Vallentin worked at fever 

heat -- at the end of the day she would be exhausted by the nervous tension of her effort. 

94 Antonina Vallentin letter to Berthold Fles, 1938, Schiller-Nationalmuseum 
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The difference in her and Luchaire's temperaments, age, as well as their economic 

worries exposed fault lines in their marriage. He was more reflective, happy to be at 

home, and his tastes were modest. She was passionate, thrived on action, intellectual and 

social stimulation, and was not frugal. Financially and emotionally she always lived 

perilously close to the edge. In those years their mutual interest in and support for their 

respective writing projects provided their most satisfying and peaceful times. 

However, Vallentin was no peaceful homebody. She thrived on the excitement of 

fast-breaking stories, being in the know, and having access to the movers and shakers. In 

Germany journalism had made V allentin a familiar face at embassy parties, political 

salons, writers' meetings, and international conferences. The move to France required 

building new connections, and finding ways to keep herself before the public. A good 

opportunity presented itself when Albert Thomas her friend and socialist activist, who 

headed the International Labor Office of the League of Nations, asked her to write a 

major report on employment of women since the war.95 She reviewed international data 

to respond to the depression era complaint that women were taking jobs away from men. 

Vallentin's conclusion was that there was a relationship between the total employed 

population and the total female population of a country, and that the new tendency among 

women was to move away from traditional occupations, which were either badly paid or 

entailed a great loss of freedom. Women were moving into new fields of work that 

95 Antonina Vallentin, "The employment of women since the war," International 
Labor Review .. Geneva, Vol. XXV, No.4 (April1932): 480-498. 
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required better training and paid better.96 

The following year Vallentin was asked to write about French women in the New 

York Times. She introduced her subject provocatively: "France, the great refuge of 

democracy of old, the first country to proclaim the Rights of Man, is still the most 

reactionary State in this world from the point of view of the freedom of women." 

However, she went on to stipulate that although French women had no legal rights, their 

social, economic, and cultural power was great whether they belonged to the lower or 

upper classes. She concluded that the very men who most strongly opposed giving 

women the vote were the ones who "gather in women's salons and consider them more 

valuable and more their equals, than men in countries where women vote."97 She would 

know. By then she had lived in Paris a few years, was astutely observing the local mores, 

and was once again hosting an influential salon. 

Paris Salon 

Vallentin's large house at Villa Ternes attracted the intellectual elite who were her 

life's blood. German satirist Kurt Tucholsky's ditty, that there were only two hundred 

people in the world worth talking to, was her favorite refrain. At first most of the visitors 

were her husband's political colleagues who found her an engaged listener and an acute 
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analyst. Soon she made her own friends. But after Hitler took power in Germany she was 

engulfed by a tide of central European friends, mostly intellectuals, who sought safe 

haven in France. 

When she first arrived in Paris, her husband's French friends were the mainstay of 

her salon. They included many politicians, some with a decidedly intellectual inclination. 

One was Paul Painleve, brilliant mathematician, one of Einstein's closest friends, and a 

politician of the Republican Socialist Party. He served France in government posts 

ranging from prime minister to minister ofwar until his death in 1933. Another, Anatole 

de Monzie, a lawyer and a man of letters worked in the department of justice. He was an 

independent with leftist leanings. His major contributions were the reforms he instituted 

while minister of education. He belonged to the appeasers' group and promoted peace at 

any price until his death in 194 7. Charles Pomaret, a writer, journalist, and lawyer 

entered the government during the thirties. He was imprisoned in 1940 and then exiled. 

After the war he practiced law in Aix-en-Provence. Emile Borel, was a mathematician, 

writer, and academic administrator. 

Others were professional government officials. For instance, Camille Chautemps, 

spent his whole life in left politics connected with Edouard Heriot, Edouard Daladier, and 

Leon Blum. He served Vichy for one month before being exiled to the United States, 

where he died in 1963. Lawyer Vincent de Moro-Giafferi, famous for his defense of civil 

liberties and high profile cases, was first elected in Corsica, then served in Paris under 

Herriot. During the war he was hunted by the Gestapo and hid in Corsica. After the war 

he resumed his political work. Adolphe Landry was a representative from Corsica and an 
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official in the ministry of the colonies. Georges Bonnet served as a delegate to the League 

of Nations, minister of commerce, finance, and ambassador to the United States. 98 

The most controversial of this political circle was Pierre Laval. An ambitious 

man of the people who became a lawyer, made shrewd investments in press, radio, and 

printing, he was in and out of the government. Initially Laval was a socialist and served 

with left leaning Painleve and Aristide Briand. By 1929 he was increasingly leaning 

towards the right. He became one of the chiefs in the Vichy government and to the end 

believed in cooperation with Germany. After the Liberation, in1945, he was one of the 

first to be executed for collaboration. 

Vallentin's friends from Berlin also came to visit. The British ambassador to 

Berlin, Lord d' Abemon, was somewhat slowed by age but still powerful. Count Kessler 

was the international socialite and art expert who escorted general Pilsudsk.i from 

internment in Germany to become the first president of the newly created Poland after 

World War I. Kessler reported in his diary in 193 3 that at a party at the Paul 

Clemenceaus, "where more German than French was heard," he saw Vallentin but 

Clemenceau would not speak with her presumably because she had been an ally of 

Stresemann.99 The lively Polish general Sikorski, full of energy, daring, and dedication 

to his country, was a source of news from Poland. Writers included the irrepressible 

visionary British writer, H.G. Wells, and the sensitive and apprehensive Austrian writer, 
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Stefan Zweig. 

Since Luchaire did not speak English or German, but was fluent in Italian, he 

especially enjoyed visits from the Italian playwright Luigi Pirandello. Their mutual 

friend, Benjamin Cremieux, had taught in Florence with Luchaire and had become 

Pirandello's translator. Cremieux and his wife, novelist Marie-Anne Comnene, were 

Luchaire's staunch and lifelong friends, as was his school friend, Edmond Fleg, a poet 

and playwright. Other frequent visitors were French playwright Henri-Rene Lenormand 

and his wife, actress Marie Kalff. 

Vallentin's younger friends included the already famous adventurer and 

womanizer Andre Malraux, who had been introduced to V allentin by her writer friend, 

Janine Bouissonousse. Some years later Bouissonousse wrote in her memoirs that 

He (Malraux) told me that Antonina had asked him what our relationship was 
exactly. He told her that I was a very good friend who did not create problems. 
She answered that it was not so simple, and that she had felt a certain anxiety with 
me when I learned that he saw her .... He was a friend of hers, and he was my 
friend, and we were not probably the only ones. 100 

Although Malraux and Vallentin would take different political paths in the future, he 

remained Vallentin' s friend throughout her life. 

Vallentin continued her relationships with international dignitaries and her social 

life included many functions at major embassies. At the time the undercurrent of anxiety 

among the old international hands was the ongoing drama -- they were stuck in the past 

and unable to effect the present. That was forcefully confirmed when at the Austrian 

100 Janine Bouissonousse, La Nuit d'Autun, (Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1977), 72. 
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embassy soiree in 1934 the news of the Nazi putsch and the assassination of Austrian 

chancellor Engelbert Doll fuss was received by the stunned assemblage. 101 Yet in the 

midst of the tension Vallentin used her closeness with several ambassadors to allow her 

to do an unusual series of articles for the widely read Illustration magazine. The series 

ran from March through April 1933 and gave the public a rare glimpse into the life, 

interiors, and personalities at the embassies. It was a major coup, unveiling a hitherto 

unknown and hidden aspect of life in the capital.102 But what was left unsaid and hidden 

behind the facades of the beautiful embassies was the impotence of the ambassadors, and 

the ugly reality of new political alignments that would soon affect the course of events in 

Europe. 

Refugees, appeals for help, and a cri de coeur 

The flood of refugees arriving in France in 1933 led Vallentin to organize 

protests, to write incendiary articles, and to plan the establishment of a publishing house 

where her author friends could publish books banned in Germany. She also extended 

personal help to her friends who were fleeing Germany. In 1939, in her final attempt to 

expose the fascist regime and stir public opinion she wrote her cri de coeur, the first book 

to expose German atrocities committed during the invasion of Poland. 

101 Luchaire, Confession, 196. 
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With Hitler's rise to power in1933 the atmosphere of animated suspense among 

the international elite changed to passive incredulity. Vallentin, however, became a 

dynamo of activity. Over the next few years the house at Villa Ternes became a hotbed of 

anti-fascist dissenters and a haven for German and other refugees. Here they were 

reunited with the multi-lingual Vallentin who could relate to their plight as exiles. Her 

German-Jewish refugee friends, because they found empathy in few French homes, 

discovered in Vallentin the rage and understanding they longed for. 103 At one meeting of 

the Committee of Aid to German Jews in May 1933, she was told that the French were 

willing to welcome the Jewish elite. However, others who would compete for jobs with 

the French should not be admitted because antisemitism might be reignited in France. 

When she reported such callousness to Einstein, he responded: "It is not a purely Jewish 

conflict .... The haves are getting together to defend themselves against the have-nots."104 

Western European countries were immobilized in part because of their fear of the 

spread of Communism. Three years after Hitler's victory in Germany, the civil war in 

Spain erupted. In 1936 the battle between the Spanish democratic forces, at first aided by 

Russia, and the conservative forces headed by General Francisco Franco and aided by 

Germany, captured the imagination and indignation of the French. However, the French 

Popular Front government remained neutral. In 1936, when the Axis powers signed a 

103 Luchaire, Confessions, 230. 
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treaty against Communism, the French middle class was relieved that the status quo 

would be protected. Subsequently, upon his return from Munich in September 1938, 

French Prime Minister Edouard Daladier was met by delirious crowds- peace had been 

preserved and Communism had been checked. 

However it was not the fear of communism, but of fascism that spurred Vallentin 

to organize meetings, find speakers, and write for newspapers. In 1932 she invited 

British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald to the "Days of Hope" organized by the 

French Catholic pacifist, Marc Langnier. 105 Vallentin was a peace activist, but she was 

also a fighter. In 1933 while working for the Excelsior newspaper she was denied an 

interview with MacDonald, which another Excelsior writer was granted. No shrinking 

violet, she protested to MacDonald that after all she had done for him and for the peace 

movement, she expected to be treated with more respect. 106 In the Excelsior in the spring 

of 1933 she wrote several articles on the German tormentors and their victims, on the 

exodus of intellectuals, and on the emigres' research work which in the future would help 

their host countries. 107 L 'Europe Nouvelle published her "Hitler in America," in which 

she discussed how well the Nazi propaganda was working in the United States. 108 Her 
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friend, Lion Feuchtwanger said that it was the "obligation of an author in exile to combat 

the rulers who had exiled him. That had been Voltaire's battle, as well as Goya's and 

Victor Hugo's, perhaps even Heine' s." Vallentin agreed.109 Those men were her cultural 

heroes, and she did not flinch from their combative tradition. 

On December 12, 1933 the exiles in Paris, under editor-in-chief Georg Bernhard, 

produced the first edition of a German language newspaper, the Pariser Tageblatt. A 

regular feature was "Die Meinung der Welt," a review of the world press. It had a striking 

similarity to Vallentin's work at Nord und Sud in Berlin in the twenties, but in those 

dangerous times few articles in the Pariser Tageb/att carried a byline. One of the few 

exceptions were Alfred Kerr' s theater reviews. Pariser Tageblatt was a success and 

continued publishing until the Nazis occupied Paris in 1940. 

Vallentin also launched herself into battle in an area she knew well: publishing. 

Presciently, since May 1932, Vallentin had been writing to her former employerS. 

Fischer Publishing in Berlin to start a branch in Paris in cooperation with other 

publishers. Hitler's 1933 decree, that German publishing houses stop printing and 

distributing books by Jews, Communists, and other alleged enemies of the Reich, came as 

no surprise to V allentin. 

She had been preparing for it and threw herself into creating an international 

publishing house, an idea which won the interest of publishers Gallimard in Paris, 

109 . Lothar Kahn, Insight and Action; the Life and Work of Lion Feuchtwanger, 
(Cranbury, N.J.: Associated University Presses, Inc., 1975),175. 
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Gollancz in London, and Viking in New York. Her plan was to organize all the major 

German writers in the struggle against Nazism. Letters went flying between Vallentin 

and Thomas, Heinrich, and Klaus Mann about ways to keep the writers banned by the 

Nazis before the reading public by starting their own publishing operation. The youngest, 

Klaus, Thomas Mann's son, was the quickest to react. Her idea of starting a publishing 

house excited him and he thought that Querido, the Dutch publishing house might be 

interested in joining the group. 110 She also importuned Heinrich Mann, Thomas Mann, 

and Stefan Zweig to allow their books to be published by the new venture- it would 

allow their, and other exiled writers' books to continue to be distributed and would show 

that the literary world was united against the Nazi regime. 

Only Heinrich Mann, however, was immediately positive. Vallentin wrote him 

that she was negotiating for the French edition of his books and that although the French 

publishers did not give large advances, she would get him the best possible contract with 

Gallimard. Vallentin ended the letter by assuring him that "(m)y efforts are for the 

creation of one international publishers' union and it will attempt to abolish contracts 

without advances."111 Heinrich Mann was eager to get his book out by September 1, 

1933 because of "the present and the threatening dangers." The titles he suggested ranged 
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from "Hatred in Germany," to "Why I left Germany," but he favored "The Hatred: 

Contemporary History of Germany." However, he was willing to accept "Why I left 

Germany" if the publisher believed it would attract a larger readership. Although the 

expediency of the title was distasteful to him, the urgency of the political situation made 

the impalatable sufferable. 112 

The other writers, although they thought an international publishing house was a 

good idea, were reluctant to give up their exclusive relationship with their German 

publishers. Thomas Mann wrote: "I also believe that such a publishing venture will be 

necessary in the future and there are others who are actively thinking about it - Gallimard 

and Grasset. Actually I have the impression that my German publisher clings to the hope 

that my books may be published like his other authors. In this connection one has to wait 

and see what direction things will go-- I am less optimistic than my publisher."113 A 

couple of weeks later in response to Vallentin's continued urging he wrote: "I don't know 

how the legal question re my participation can be resolved, but in view of my 30 year 

connection with the publishing house of Fischer, it would be impossible to go over his 

head . .. I am taking this situation quite seriously and am aware of the importance of my 

participation or non-participation in this matter."114 Loyalty and conservatism arrested 
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action. 

Stefan Zweig initially agreed to participate. In Zweig's obituary in 1947 Vallentin 

described her careful planning of the publishing venture, her securing an English financial 

backer, and her lengthy courting of Zweig. He was her trump card. His books were 

selling exceedingly well and would have made her venture immediately viable. However, 

at the last minute he decided that his friendship with his publisher Inset Verlag was too 

strong, particularly since his books were still being published in Germany. He thought he 

was above the fray. Vallentin wrote bitterly that her usually logical friend seemed in a 

stupor and could not believe that the Nazi regime could survive. Later when she insisted 

that Zweig at least contribute articles to combat Nazism he told her that she was asking 

too much of him. "I am not a hero." he told her, "I am not even made to be a martyr. 

How lucky you are to be able to throw yourself into this fight so wholeheartedly." His 

lack of spine and his unwillingness to accept the evidence of the Nazi terror affected their 

friendship and sounded the death knell to her ambitious project. 115 

However, she did not give up the fight and continued to use her publishing 

connections to help refugee writers. Joseph Roth was one of the well-known writers 

whose publishing contracts she undertook to manage. The loss of income from Germany 

and Austria made him frantic about money. His wife was in an expensive Austrian mental 

institution, his girl friend had children to support, his alcoholism was getting worse, and 

115 Antonina Vallentin, "Stefan Zweig," Europe, October 1947. 
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his publishers were accusing him of dishonesty about his contracts. He begged V allentin 

to take over management of his dealings with publishers. He had a reputation for being 

difficult both with agents and publishers. He complained to her that "If I don't sign over 

the rights to foreign publication rights I don't get advances, without advances I cannot 

exist, therefore I sign over the foreign rights."116 When she endeavored to help him he 

tried to do whatever he could to repay her kindness. He dedicated his novella, False 

Corals, to her and offered it to her for translation. He gave her medical advice when she 

suffered from heart trouble, and commented on her Heine in the newspaper column he 

was still producing. During 1933 and 1934 he wrote her dozens of letters as his personal 

situation became progressively worse, "I've problems in Vienna, my in-laws are going to 

Palestine," he confessed, "my wife is staying all alone and I've money for her only 

through October. Dear Tosia (Polish diminutive for Antonina) I am totally worn out and 

am writing with a heavy head and trembling hands."117 He was but one of the many who 

needed help. 

Another friend Vallentin helped was Albert Einstein. She went to visit him for 

the last time at his country house in Caputh outside of Berlin in 1932. The day before she 

had seen General Von Seeckt and he had advised her to tell all her Jewish friends to leave 

Germany. He insisted: "Warn Einstein particularly. His life is not safe here any 
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. longer."118 While in Caputh she tried hard to encourage Einstein to take a position 

offered at Princeton and leave right away. Einstein only allowed that some precautions 

should be taken. The need for more than precaution was burned into her brain when on 

the train back to Berlin she sat in a compartment with some teenage Nazi toughs. They 

started boasting about what bodily harm they would inflict on "that swine of a Jew" (the 

police superintendent in Berlin whom Vallentin knew) who imagined that he could stop 

them. They tried to outdo each other in their murderous threats about other high officials 

or prominent Jews. Vallentin, whom they treated with politeness, listened in horror to 

what she thought was a mixture of sadism and childish malice. But for her "the phantom 

had become a reality." She wrote to Einstein and once again begged him to accept the 

Princeton post. 119 

Finally Einstein left Germany and settled for a time at Le Coq in Belgium. 

Vallentin visited him there on what she called "an almost official mission." The French 

Minister of National Education, De Monzie, a personal friend, had sent her to ask 

Einstein face-to-face to accept a Chair at the College de France. However, Einstein had 

accepted the Princeton offer -- fortunately as it turned out because De Monzie had made 

the offer impetuously and the College would not authorize the appointment. Einstein was 

safe in Princeton when the Germans marched into Paris. That was fortunate because 
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early on Nazi propaganda had singled Einstein out for death by hanging. 120 

The problems of the refugees preoccupied Vallentin and she did what she could 

to help. The refugees and their helpers now had to overcome many obstacles including 

those created by new bureaucratic requirements. For instance, when she wrote to long 

time friend and writer Ernst Toller in England to help sponsor German refugees, he wrote 

back asking what "risk guarantee" meant. 121 Klaus Mann, who had written to Ramsey 

MacDonald for help to enter England, received a lengthy but negative reply. Mann had to 

wait until the Commission in Lausanne would create a "stateless passport for the 

expatriated refugees." Klaus Mann continued to wait in Amsterdam, but was not 

hopeful. 122 

Klaus Mann fled to Amsterdam in the summer of 1933. An activist, he started a 

monthly journal Die Sammlung, with support from his uncle, Heinrich Mann, Andre 

Gide, and Aldous Huxley. He wrote to Vallentin about contributions to the journal: "In 

the first edition of our journal book reviews will be included. It is important to have an 

essay on the Condition Humaine and I thought ofyou."123 Later he asked her to submit 
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for his consideration a chapter from her Heine biography and the two literary works she 

had written. He encouraged her to do an interview with poets about dictators. Her article 

about Hindenburg was rejected because he had accepted one from Rudolf Olden. He was 

particularly interested in Wells' work. Mann encouraged her to get an article from him or 

have Wells allow Querido, Sammlung 's Dutch publisher, to issue his autobiography, 

which Mann asked Vallentin to consider translating. 

He asked V allentin to help with a visa to France, which he eventually received. 

She was eager to help, but expected reciprocity. He lamely defended himself when she 

accused him of neglecting to visit her, "How could you believe that I could come to Paris 

without seeing you. I was planning to come but had passport problems. Now I have the 

passport and I will be in Paris in February."124 He had pursued all avenues of escape

Paraguay, Brazil, and finally was among those lucky few to be admitted to the United 

States and safety. Klaus Mann's energy and contacts kept Die Sammlung afloat. When he 

was finally able to leave Amsterdam in 1935, publication of Die Sammlung ceased. 

Many other refugees were waiting in the south of France, at first they thought they 

were taking a "sabbatical" and would return when sanity was re-established in Germany. 

Later it became clear that they had to focus on leaving France for less dangerous shores. 

Vallentin, Luchaire, Benjamin Cremieux and his wife, Marie Anne Comnene, and writer 

Jacques Chabannes spent the summers at the end of the thirties in Provence, either in 

124 Klaus Mann to Vallentin Jan 19, 1935 from Amsterdam. Op. Cit. 
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Bandol-sur-Mer or nearby Sanary, small fishing villages of about a thousand souls 

each.125 Beautifully located on sandy bays with flower-filled hills rising above the sea, 

these were bucolic, peaceful places. Many exiles sought refuge in the area. Among the 

first intellectuals to make Sanary his home was Vallentin's friend writer Lion 

Feuchtwanger. Many others soon rented villas nearby- Nobel Prize winner Thomas 

Mann; his brother, Heinrich Mann; novelist Franz Werfel and his famous wife Alma, 

who by then had shed several husbands and lovers; Polish Nobel nominee for literature 

Josef Wittlin; Polish painter Moise Kisling; sculptor Paul Landowski; British novelist 

Aldous Huxley; theater critic Alfred Kerr; playwright Bertold Brecht; and writers Alfred 

Kantorowitz, Annette Kolb, Hermann Kesten, Arthur Koestler, Ernst Bloch, Arnold 

Zweig, Ludwig Marcuse, and Bruno Frank.126 For a while they created an international 

and intensely intellectual community, but like birds of passage they would soon be 

pressing ever further away from home. 

In these little villages for a short time the conversation in the cafes frequented by 

the imperiled refugees could compete with the best in Paris. Hermann Kesten wrote 

"When one lives in exile, the cafe becomes the family home and the nation, the church 

and the parliament, the desert and the place of pilgrimage, the cradle of illusions and the 
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cemetery .... In exile, the cafe becomes the only place where life continues .... " 127 When 

the Nazis occupied France many of the refugees were arrested by the French and interned 

at Camp des Milles near Aix-en-Provence. Some were rescued by the indefatigable 

American hero, Varian Fray. During 1940 he maneuvered with audacity and courage to 

secure visas, escort his charges on their perilous exit from France, and secure tickets for 

their passage to the United States. Those who escaped were the fortunate few. 

In August 1939, while Vallentin and Luchaire were in Sanary, the Soviet Union 

and Germany announced their non-aggression pact. France ordered full mobilization. On 

September 1, Germany attacked Poland and two days later France and Britain declared 

war on Germany. Luchaire reported to the Ministry of Education, which sent him to 

Grenoble. Vallentin reluctantly followed. Unlike Luchaire she wanted to be at the hub of 

events, to be able to act, not to be out-of-touch in the provinces. After a few frustrating 

weeks in Grenoble she returned to Paris alone. 128 

Once again she wielded her pen to fight the Nazis. Her friend, the Polish general 

Wladyslaw Sikorski, and a group of Polish officers who had escaped the German 

blitzkrieg in Poland were quartered at the Hotel Regina opposite the golden statue of Joan 

d'Arc on Rue de Rivoli. In interviews there Vallentin heard with horror about the 
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barbarism of the Nazis as they decimated Poland. 129 To obtain a more representative 

report she went to the Camp in Coetquidan in Bretagne to interview Polish soldiers. 

They told her how their families were massacred, how they had lost everything except 

their hatred for Germany. Within a couple of months, writing fast and furiously, she 

finished her polemic about the atrocities perpetrated by the Nazis in Poland. 130 She 

believed the public would be outraged. Events proved her wrong. 

Ironically, the book was published by DeNoel, who two years later would 

become a Nazi collaborator. On the other hand, the book sealed Vallentin's reputation as 

an enemy of the Reich. She would soon not be safe in France. 
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CHAPTER THREE: "NEW EUROPEAN ORDER" AND AFTERMATH 

From Paris to Clermont-Ferrand 

Although counseled to escape the Nazi onslaught and offered a chance to emigrate 

to the United States, Vallentin refused to save herself when others were in danger. She 

joined the mass exodus from Paris and reluctantly withdrew to Clarmont-Ferrand, in 

Vichy governed France. During the war, although she continued to write, Vichy's anti

Jewish laws prohibited publication. In hiding, moving frequently, her name on the "most 

wanted list" led her close to the edge. Fortunately her husband was able to save her and 

worked to save many others. Although he wrote throughout the war, he like many other 

writers had to struggle with the ethics of writing and publishing under the Occupation. 

But it was the ethics of the international community that were attacked by V allentin -

foreign visas could have saved innumerable lives. 

The warning to leave France came one evening in the spring of 1940. Vallentin 

had dined with the American foreign correspondent, Dorothy Thompson, who had just 

completed a political fact-finding tour of Europe. Thompson, based on what she had 

heard an~ saw, predicted that Germany would trounce the French, that Britain might also 
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be defeated, but that America would enter the fray and beat the Nazis. 131 She counseled 

Vallentin to leave France and offered to make arrangements for U.S. visas for her and her 

family. However, the vulnerable but vacillating Vallentin was tom between wanting to 

save herself and her family and her "sentimental solidarity with the millions of 

unfortunates."132 Furthermore, neither her husband, aged 65, nor her 67-year old mother, 

wanted to emigrate. V allentin turned down the chance to leave, as she would again in 

1941, because by then her husband was seriously ill and she would not desert him. 133 

Although they did not emigrate, they did leave Paris. After the fall of Belgium 

and Holland in early May of 1940 the French government started to move. During the 

relocation Luchaire was sent by the Department of Education on an inspection tour of 

schools in the south of France. His son Andre and his son-in-law were in the French 

army. His son Jean's loyalty had a different orientation and that would shortly bring him 

fame and fortune. Luchaire insisted that Vallentin, her daughter, and her mother 

accompany him. Vallentin was conflicted; she was agitated by the approaching danger but 

panicked by provincial exile. In the end, reluctantly, she agreed to leave her house, her 

friends, and Paris. 
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vacuum in the city. In her memoir Janine Bouissounouse wrote about what followed the 

German occupation: 

Many houses were closed. Antonina Vallentin was in Clermont-Ferrand. I had 
spent a long evening at her house, the last of the "drole de guerre." Andre 
Labarthe, whom I had introduced to her, had prophesied with an authority and 
precision which stupefies me still, the defeat, which neither she nor I were willing 
to admit and which was so near. Polish and Jewish, she had published before the 
armistice a book on the German atrocities in Poland. Her excellent work on Henri 
Heine was methodically destroyed, as were the books of Stefan Zweig, by the 
Germans who lived in our house. Would I see her ever again in the center of 
those parties which she prepared with such care, and where she directed the 
discussions with such tact and intelligence? For her, receiving men and women of 
talent whom she admired or whom she simply liked, was the biggest happiness. 
She had told me that in Berlin, she told me that here one evening at her house 
while we were waiting for Leon Feuchtwanger, the great German novelist."134 

The house that V allentin loved so well had to be emptied. Books that were her 

companions had to be sold to help the family survive. Their furniture was stored next to 

their house in a shed which would play an important role in their future. But first they 

had to live through the Vichy government and the Occupation. 

After leaving Vallentin's mother at a small spa in the center of France, their trip 

took them south along the peaceful cliffs, forests, and medieval villages of the Rhone 

Valley. Their first destination was A vignon where Luchaire had professional work to do. 

During the first few weeks their travel was ordinary. The radio broadcasts about events 

at the front, Vallentin's only lifeline to the news, did not warn of imminent danger. 

However, the refugees wending their way to the southern part of France told a different 

134 Bouissounouse, La Nuit d 'Autun, 107. 
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tale. France was suffering one reversal after another. On June 10, 1940 Italy, which 

twenty-five years earlier had been an ally, declared war on France. The same day the 

French government left Paris, first to the Loire Valley, then to Bordeaux. Suddenly there 

was a flood of refugees, in cars, carts, and on foot, fleeing the advancing Nazis. On June 

13, when the Germans occupied Paris, only eight hundred thousand were left out of a 

population of about three million. On June 22 the new French government signed the 

armistice. It ceded the Atlantic coast and the area north of the Loire. The rest of France 

would be administered by the French in concert with Germany. 

Vallentin had witnessed the destruction of the Weimar Republic. Now she 

witnessed the destruction of France's Third Republic. Neither had won popular support 

and neither was excessively mourned. The conservative eighty-four-year-old Marshal 

Petain, hero of World War I, more recently France's ambassador to Franco' s Spain, 

returned to take over the reigns of government. Convinced that Germany would win the 

war, he sought an armistice. In need of a canny political operator he agreed to have Pierre 

Laval as his deputy, but hardly because of mutual rapport. The relationship was strained 

from the start and as soon as he could he fired Laval. As the new Head of State, Petain 

had absolute power. He dismissed the legislative assemblies, created new laws 

unilaterally, and proclaimed a "National Revolution" whose new slogan was "Travail, 

famille, patrie." Most of the French supported him. He aimed to ready France to be a 

partner in Germany's "New European Order." Those, like Vallentin, who had worked for 

European unity would have a chance to experience the German parody of their dream. By 
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October Petain and Laval were meeting, shaking hands, and collaborating with Hitler. 135 

While Vallentin's and Luchaire' s desire for European unity, peace, and democracy 

were being crushed, they were heading to Bordeaux where he thought he was to report for 

duty to the new government. Troubled by contradictory rumors about where the new 

capital would be, Vallentin finally called Pierre Laval for clarification. Laval told her that 

the government was going to Clermont-Ferrand, but that she should wait until the 

Germans had left the city.136 On that advice they headed south towards Pau and Luchaire 

continued his inspection tour of schools. His status as a school inspector allowed the 

couple the luxury of sleeping under school roofs at a time when many slept outdoors. 

After eight weeks on the road they finally arrived in Clermont-Ferrand. However, Petain 

had decided against that location for the capital ( Laval owned the local newspaper and 

printing press and was influential there). Instead Petain chose the nearby fin du siecle spa 

ofVichy as the seat of the new government. Its many hotels could almost accommodate 

the officials who escaped Paris, its casinos provided needed work space, and its art 

nouveau city hall was sufficiently grand for the National Revolution government of 

unoccupied France. 137 
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Clermont-Ferrand, the home ofMichelin, and located only sixty miles south ofVichy. The 

University of Strasbourg moved onto the campus at Clermont. The Parisian press came en 

masse and used the printing presses of the local newspapers. Publishing houses 

established themselves for a while, and the theater re-opened. Julien Luchaire was active 

both in the Municipal Theater and the publishing house of Sorlot where he managed the 

French and international classical collection.138 Everyday life was hard and subdued, but 

at first Petain's policies of accommodation were supported, even by the intellectuals. 

Throughout the war years both Luchaire and V allen tin continued writing; however, 

he could get his work published, she could not. 139 Julien Luchaire used his pen to sustain 

his spirit and to undermine the occupiers. To evade censorship, he found historical 

subjects with moral and political themes of contemporary resonance. After two plays, his 

publisher, Ferdinand Sorlot, encouraged him to write novels and within a year of each 

other his Chataugay and La Ceinture Rose appeared In 1943 the first volume of his 

memoirs was published in Marseilles by the house of Saggitaire. The second volume had 

to await the end of the war. 

To her agent in New York Vallentin wrote that her life was so dreary and she was so 

forlorn that she was throwing herself into writing "a sort of a thriller" to at least live a more 

colorful life through her imagination. Besides the novel, she was also working on a biography 

138 Luchaire, Confession, 306. 
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biography of Mirabeau, the cleverest politician of the French Revolution. 140 The choice of 

Mirabeau was significant. He had had a colorful and dramatic life as a reckless lover, a 

frequent resident of debtors' prisons, and a leader of the Constituent Assembly who 

understood the tyranny of the mob. He had "denounced the peril of German militarism, 

advocated an alliance between England and France, wrote a book against antisemitism and 

fiercely attacked tyrants and the 'slaves' who bow to them."141 She could write, but soon it 

became clear that the reading public would be denied the benefit of her labors. Anti-

Jewish laws ensured that her manuscripts went into cold storage until after the war. 

The Vichy government cracked down on Jews, particularly the foreign born, 

immediately. In the press Jews were accused of being capitalist parasites or Communist 

agitators. Vallentin could not participate in any public activities, she could not be 

published, nor could she be employed. By October 1940 all Jews had to register and were 

barred from public or professional employment. By 1941 Vichy had authorized 

confiscation of Jewish property. Jews were rounded up and held in southern internment 

camps then sent to the Gestapo controlled camps in the occupied zone. Not only Jews, but 

others considered insufficiently loyal to the new regime were harassed. When the Vichy 
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government terminated 35,000 civil servants, Luchaire was among them.142 Poverty and 

peril became the couple's daily companions. 

At first Vallentin and Luchaire lived in two rooms at 36 Rue du Lycee in Clermont, 

opposite the University. They took their meals at the nearby pension Lorraine where a 

politically diverse group of intellectuals listened to French broadcasts from London and 

followed de Gaulle's movements and exhortations. Another personal connection to the 

outside world, as long as the unoccupied zone existed, was Vallentin's correspondence 

with her childhood friend, author Josef Wittlin. 

He had escaped to New York in 1940, with help from Varian Fry, the American 

rescuer of many important European intellectuals. In one letter to Wittlin she described her 

life, "what a destiny to live a small life, in a small room of a provincial city."143 What she 

could not mention, because letters were censored, was that her life was particularly 

circumscribed because she was Jewish. 

Correspondence became increasingly difficult when the Nazis occupied Vichy 

France in November 1942 (in response to the Allies' landing in North Africa). Laval' s 

friendship with German ambassador Abetz enabled him to trump Petain's wishes and 

return to head the Vichy government. He held that position from 1942 until the end of the 

war. Laval had to preside over the conscription and transport of six hundred and fifty 
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thousand French workers to Germany-- among them Vallentin's relatives and friends. 144 

He also had to agree to turn over to the Germans all foreign-born Jews. Vallentin' s 

friendship with Laval did not defend her from danger. 

She was in imminent jeopardy. Placed on the Liste Otto (named for Otto Abetz) 

together with some of Europe's best known intellectuals, including Bertolt Brecht, Stefan 

Zweig, Thomas Mann, Andre Malraux, Ernst Toller, to name just a few, she was one of 

the "most wanted." Bookstores were told to withdraw "the publications of political 

refugees or Jewish writers who, betraying the hospitality France has accorded them, 

unscrupulously push for a war by which they hope to further their selfish ends." 145 Her 

religion, her friendship with the leaders of the Weimar Republic, her books on 

Stresemann, Heine, and her recent polemic about the atrocities committed by the Nazis in 

Poland caused her to become a hunted creature. 146 

To her agent in the United States she complained bitterly: "We are going through 

times ofhorror. You should know what happens here. A cousin of mine, the daughter of 

my mother's brother, was dragged away to an unknown destination. Those people, 

thousands of them could have been saved if they had a visa for any foreign country. Isn' t 

there a voice strong enough to be raised in their favor and ask admission for those who 
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face torture and even death .... We are stunned by misery."147 

The crackdown on Jews intensified. Julien Luchaire was identified as a protector 

of Jews and was hunted. Zinna David, Vallentin's relative, who refused to give Luchaire's 

address to the Gestapo, was beaten, left naked in a cellar for four days, and then 

imprisoned. She became Luchaire's heroine during and after the war. 148 Zinna's husband, 

Marcin David, was sent to a labor camp, never to return. Vallentin's daughter was jailed 

by the French special police acting in collaboration with the Gestapo. 149 Vallentin had to 

lead an anonymous life under an assumed name and move many times to escape the police 

dragnet. 

The losses she had suffered, the tension of her life, and the ongoing terror plunged 

Vallentin into despair. Two of her close friends, Ernst Toller and Stefan Zweig had 

committed suicide. A friend, professor Collomp, was killed a few feet from Vallentin's 

door because he did not move fast enough for the Gestapo's fancy. 150 The privations and 

anxieties of her daily existence led to cardiac problems. She had witnessed the deportation 

of friends to concentration camps. She had lost all control of her life. One day when 

Luchaire returned home he found her door locked from the inside. Dreading what he might 
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find, he crawled along an outside ledge and entered her room through a window. Vallentin 

was unconscious. She had chosen suicide over life without dignity or freedom. 151 He was 

able to resuscitate her to what she described as a "life of moral solitude." Her husband 

played the "dual role of nurse and guardian angel" without whom, she wrote to Wittlin 

"where would I be with all my uncertainties."152 She acknowledged the importance of her 

husband's optimism and perseverance on her road to recuperation, "Work, unity of 

purpose, unity of mind with all our friends is helping us greatly -- one may say an 

unanimous feeling, an unanimous belief. We both neither lose patience nor hope in the 

future." She also credited her own strength: "my inborn tenacity has got the upper hand 

and helped me to recover my health in spite of difficult times and recent anxieties."153 

Survival became the best revenge. 

In the meantime her step-son-in-law Jean Luchaire was prospering. With support 

from the German ambassador, Otto Abetz, he had become the publisher of Les Nouveaux 

Temps, a collaborationist newspaper, and the president of the Corporation Nationale de la 

Presse Franyaise. He acted as liaison between Abetz and Laval. For the first time in his 

life he became rich and famous. He led a very public life frequenting restaurants and 

nightclubs with an array of mistresses. His children followed his collaborationist example. 
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His film star daughter Corinne was living a limousine-life-style of haute couture clothes 

and lavish diversions. Before the war she was engaged to the popular singer Charles 

Trenet; during the war she married a businessman Guy de Voisin, while having an affair 

and a baby with a German airman. 1
s
4 Jean Luchaire's youngest daughter was engaged to a 

German officer (who was killed during the war). His son served in Germany as a 

volunteer. Jean Luchaire's father received no protection from him and had little contact 

with him but that would not save him from enduring France's wrath against him and his 

kin in the future. 

Unlike Jean Luchaire, most publishers did not receive the financial backing that 

supported his Les Nouveaux Temps. However, they did thrive because the public bought 

everything that appeared. German censorship, paper shortages, and the blacklisting of 

various authors required publishing businesses to obey German regulations and adapt. 

They did. Most Paris publishers returned to the city shortly after the Occupation. The 

biggest and the smallest publishing houses all collaborated with the Germans: Gallimard, 

Grasset, Pion, Flammarion, Stock, Denoel, Payot and Baudiniere, Boivin, Corea, CEP, 

Editions de France, Le Livre Moderne and Renard. Iss Jewish publishing houses like 

Nathan and Calmann-Levy were expropriated. Nathan's textbook business was taken over 

by ten publishers. Caiman-Levy was sold to men acting on behalf of Gerhard Hibbelen of 
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the German Institute, it was Aryanized and renamed Editions Balzac. 156 Publishers 

rationalized their collaboration as a way to help writers make a living and provide the 

public with needed diversion and intellectual stimulation. 

90 

Writers also had to make ethical decisions as to which publishers to use. Some 

prominent French writers like Paul Valery, Paul Eluard, and Andre Gide, for instance, 

continued to write for the premier French literary magazine published by Gallimard, the 

Nouvelle Revue Fran~aise, even after a Nazi sympathizer Drieu la Rochelle became the 

editor. 157 Others who wanted to avoid the taint of collaboration and to help the resistance 

were published by Les Editions de Minuit, an illegal publishing house started in1942 by 

Jean Bruller (pseudonym Vercors) and Pierre de Lescure. They published forty titles by 

well known authors including Louis Aragon, Elsa Triolet, Paul Eluard, Andre Mauriac, 

Andre Gide, and Jean Guehanno. However, the underground option was only open to the 

well-known and the resourceful. The books were reprinted in England under a series 

entitled Cahiers du Silence, the name a tribute to Vercors who wrote the first resistance 

book, Le Silence de Ia Mer. Silence -- withholding speech -- was the first act of 

defiance. 158 
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on the side of the Allies in June 1941. The Communists, who had been sidelined by the 

Stalin/Hitler pact but nevertheless hunted by Vichy and the Nazis, were freed to act in the 

French national interest. Well organized, they were the most effective group to initiate a 

fight against fascism within France. With help from de Gaulle in North Africa the 

resistance grew. The Vichy government countered the threat with the creation of a 

reactionary force to "fight against democracy, against Gaullist insurrection and against 

Jewish leprosy ... .' 159 A civil war was launched. During 1943 and 1944 De Gaulle's 

clandestine radio broadcasts spread flickers ofhope of liberation and unity. They called for 

cooperation among the resistants; announced the Russian victory in Stalingrad; reported 

the Allied success in North Africa followed by occupation ofltaly, landings in Normandy, 

and then in Provence. 160 The years of darkness and silence turned to joy with the liberation 

ofParis in August 1944 and the triumphant arrival ofthe leader ofthe Free French, 

Charles de Gaulle. 

From Occupation to Liberation 

Allied liberation of France was joyously received, but it could not erase the 

dreadful loss of connections with the past. Vallentin mourned the death of family and 
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friends, and the catastrophe her husband would suffer with the trial of his collaborationist 

son and granddaughter. The Luchaire family would be haunted for years by that stigma. 

However, after years of anonymity Vallentin was ready to return to public life and 

encouraged her friends to join her in the most important thing they could do: to resume 

writing. 

Vallentin survived the Nazi and the Vichy regimes, but missed the journalistic 

event of the decade, the liberation of her beloved Paris. She had to remain in Clermont 

because her husband was ill and had undergone a major operation. She wrote to Klaus 

Mann: "I survived these nightmarish years, I escaped as by miracle a thousand deaths. 

Around me fell friends in the resistance, all of my family was deported, dead in the 

crematoria of the concentration camps or shot by the Germans. I have totally lost 

connections with my past." 161 In her letter to Albert Einstein she told him that three days 

before the liberation of Clermont she managed to save her daughter from being taken away 

by the Gestapo. 162 When Vallentin returned to Paris in September 1945 it was because 

Luchaire needed another operation. To Gabriella Tergit, a journalist friend from Berlin 

days who had fled to London, V allen tin poured out her woes: 
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The difficulties of daily existence simply beggar description. To nurse a man back 
to normal life, to get food for him is a job in itself. I have on the top of it a huge 
amount of personal work -- the proof sheets of my Mirabeau which are pouring in -
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- the revision of my novel and God knows what more -- and all this squeezed into 
the daily routine of a hospital, incessant visits, agitated nights ... the strain is 
beginning to tell on me. 163 

When after six weeks she brought her sick husband back from the nursing home the only 

place they could live in Paris was the shed where they had stored their furniture. Their 

living conditions were miserable. Her description is worth quoting at length: 

The walls were full of humidity, the rain entered through the broken windows, we 
have but one room which serves as Julien's bedroom, workroom, salon and dining 
room ... I sleep and work in a minuscule attic room with a small table, where 
manuscripts pile up to the ceiling, my bed is submerged under books and papers. 
But for the time being we can warm ourselves -- with great difficulty -- I spent a 
week running around to find fuel. Julien is not yet altogether restored to health; his 
incisions have not yet closed, he needs warmth and feeding up. I am able to 
procure all that he needs, but with what effort and at what price. Paris is the most 
expensive city in the world ..... My mother lives in a pension, where she pays a 
crazy price and was so badly nourished that I was obliged to bring her food each 
day. But she is at least warm. My daughter has returned to Clermont because I 
did not have any place to lodge her. I look for an apartment desperately, but one 
does not even find a hotel room. 

She concludes nevertheless: "But aside from the material difficulties -- it is Paris. I have 

found my friends again with joy " 164 

Some of her friends welcomed her back, some did not. Many were bent on 

reprisals. Collaborators, and those affiliated with them, were being punished. A few days 

before the Liberation, one of the collaborators, Jean Luchaire, left with his family to 

Sigmaringen where the Germans hastily established a Vichy government in exile. There he 
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164 Vallentin to Wittlin, December 8, 1944. Op. Cit. 



94 

published La France, and became the official charged with information and propaganda. 

When Germany collapsed in May 1945 he escaped with his family to Italy but was caught 

and sent to Paris. He was accused of giving intelligence to the enemy, of weakening 

national defense by demoralizing the army and the nation, and was found guilty. Though 

the outcome was not unexpected it was no less tragic for his family as she explained:" We 

have come through awful days. What a trial for my poor husband, hardly over his illness." 

Although the outcome could have ben foreseen, "the reality does not lose any of its 

horror." Vallentin was especially affected by Jean's mother, the wife of Gaetano 

Salvemini, who came from America, ''the poor woman is broken. To quote Rilke 'death 

inhabits her already ... .' Her son was all her passion and all of her pride." Ironically, some 

of their friends, who had lost their children at the hands of the Nazis, stood by them. They 

understood their grief. 165 

Over 160,000 collaborators were brought before the tribunals after the war. Of 

those 7037 were sentenced to death, and perhaps 1500 were executed. 166 When Jean 

Luchaire received the death sentence, his distraught father tried to use his connections to 

obtain a pardon. When his former friends would not see him, he felt that the politics of the 

time had led to what he termed "fanaticism and cowardice." Although he acknowledged 

that he too would have condemned Jean, he would have moderated the sentence with a 
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prison tenn, as was done with so many others, until the time was ripe for justice. 167 Both 

Jean Luchaire and his friend Laval were put before a firing squad within a few months of 

each other. Jean Luchaire was shot on February 22, 1946.168
• 

Corinne, the talented film actress, was branded a "horizontal collabo" and was 

stripped of her civil rights for ten years. In 1949 she wrote Ma Dr ole de Vie, in which she 

boasts of her conquests, her haute couture dresses, and attempts to whitewash her father's 

and her own actions during the war. In 1950, at the age of twenty-nine, she died of 

tuberculosis. 

Not only was Julien Luchaire devastated by his son's trial and death, but his grief 

was intensified by the social and professional ostracism he and his family subsequently 

suffered. The name Luchaire became a liability. Some counseled him to take a pseudonym. 

He indignantly refused. His writings were not reviewed by the press; the theaters and 

radio declined to perfonn his plays; and many fonner friends shunned him. He 

increasingly withdrew from society. 

Their war-time roles were reversed. Vallentin was able to shed her six-year long 

anonymity and became the primary care giver to her husband and her mother. In a letter to 

a friend in London she described the stark reality of life after the war: 
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My work is hampered by this daily worry. I stop writing in a middle of a passage 
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and rush out to get something for luncheon. I went out for instance yesterday at 
eight o'clock in the morning. I tried in the Jewish quarter to get something for my 
mother. Five hundred people were standing in the street before the shops -- women 
were fighting furiously bags and hats flying -- at the approach to a fish stand ... No 
wonder that people here can hardly speak of something else than the black market 
and the hunt for the necessities of daily life. It needs more energy to avoid being 
eaten up by small things than to start some creative work .... 

She continues: 

Everything is slow, reluctant -- my book finished in September 1944 -- has just 
come out and only the first volume of it. It costs 252 frs. Who will buy it? But in 
any case it is there. A strange feeling after six years, to see again my name in print. 
Oh, dear Tergit, it is not a question of intelligence, but of dire necessity. I took to 
writing books, when I could place my articles no more -- in the bleak years after 
Hitler's arrival to power, when nobody wanted to hear about German atrocities and 
the brown plague .... It was dire necessity too as it is now with me to earn money 
for my living. If you throw a young dog into a pool it will swim.... My only gift is 
that I am rather stimulated by failures then discouraged. My files are full of turned 
down manuscripts. Then one day something strikes the right note. It will happen 

I f . IM soon to you. am sure o It .... 

However, she was quickly returning to her prior role of literary intermediary. She 

asked Tergit whether she needed help with getting her books published in France or 

America. 170 She prodded and promoted her exiled friends, and insisted in her many letters 

to them that the primary task was to write. Everything else was secondary. To Wittlin she 

complained that the state of French literary output was lean and tiresome especially the 

"testimonies about the horrors we suffered." She had nothing good to say about Sartre: 

"Sartre is the prophet of the hour. A literature of despair and disgust. The scorn of a man 
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steeped in philosophy. I read him only with difficulty. La Nausee --all of his output 

expresses itself in the title of his novel ... 171 

Following her own advice Vallentin was working hard. She negotiated a reissue of 

her Stresemann in Germany. Her biography of Mirabeau, finished during the war, came 

out in 1946 in France and in 1948 in the United States. The reviews complimented her on 

meticulous research, accuracy, and her eloquence, which made Mirabeau's long and 

complicated story exciting. On the other hand, she was taken to task for a lack of diagnosis 

and analysis of the psychological enigmas she presented. 172 

She also completed a memoir focused on the many interesting and influential 

people she had known. "I call it in French, Rencontres sur mon chemin. I had to write 

it,"she explained, "in order to get rid of my own past. It was lying like a dead corpse along 

my road." 173 The memoir remained unpublished and disappeared. However, she would 

expand various chapters into essays and books in the future. 

The chapter about Stefan Zweig published after his death became a eulogy. Zweig 

belonged to a group of European intellectuals, rallied by Romain Rolland, who were 

pacifists and supported European unity. Nevertheless, observing the stagnation of the 

League ofNations, Zweig had warned Vallentin in 1930 that America would impede 
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European solidarity because the pacifist, pan-European ideal would be an economic threat, 

and that Wall Street would oppose it as it had opposed communist Russia. But his 

perception about what was happening in Germany was less acute and he did not listen to 

Vallentin's warnings about Hitler's plans for Europe. Zweig, in her view, did not 

experience a crisis of rage against Hitler, but was slowly destroyed by a long and insidious 

despair over Hitler's horrors. Although she was disappointed in his lack of fighting spirit, 

she reminisced about her mentor with affection and lyrically described their explorations 

of Paris, the city that provided the backdrop for his biographies of Marie Antoinette and 

Balzac. 174 In 1948 on the anniversary of his suicide she organized a Society of Stefan 

Zweig's Friends, which included Charles Aldrac, Jean-Richard Bloch, Georges Duhamel, 

and many other prominent French writers. She bragged that at the commemorative 

evening Jean-Richard Bloch presented a lecture and one of the best actors of the Comedie

Fran<;aise read from Zweig's works. 175 Although she was disappointed that he did not join 

her in the battle against fascism, she remained loyal to his memory as the model European 

of yesteryear. 
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On the road and in harness again 

The only similarity with "yesteryear" was that not unlike the post World War I 

period, the disorganization and innovation of the post World War II period offered 

Vallentin, many opportunities both at home and abroad. While she continued her 

interrupted international life, her husband retreated from public life. Their personal needs 

and differences became unbridgeable. Various meetings in Europe beckoned her and after 

many missed opportunities, she went to America. During a two months' trip in the United 

States in 1948 she publicized her Leonardo and covered the meetings of the United 

Nations at Lake Success on Long Island. 

Paradoxically, although she wanted to ignore requests for articles, "like a cat that 

cannot give up mice!" she knew she could not, and reveled in her success: "I know from 

the tips of my fingers that I will have a lot ofwork."176 

The first post war PEN conference in Stockholm, followed by another in Zurich, 

saw her in attendance. Writing about the Stockholm conference she identified an 

irrevocable split between writers who had lived under occupation and those who had not. 

The big confrontation of the conference was triggered when the Dutch presented a 

resolution that PEN Clubs should exchange lists of collaborating writers to prevent them 

176 Vallentin to Tergit, August 26, 1947. Op. Cit. 
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from continuing their propaganda. Seventeen countries voted ''yes." Ireland, South 

Africa, China, the USA, and Switzerland voted "no."177 Vallentin left no doubt how she 

would have voted. She joined those whose belief in freedom of expression was crushed 

when they suffered Nazi bans and book burnings. Subsequently, as a delegate to a large 

French writers' congress, the Comite National des Ecrivains, she had an opportunity to 

vent her bitterness and supported the creation of a list of collaborationist writers. 

Most of her reporting at the time was for a small, elite journal, L 'Age Nouveau. 

Founded by the Algerian pacifist philosopher, Marcello-Fabri, the monthly journal was 

aimed at intellectuals and at saving occidental culture. Its manifesto unabashedly stated: 

"L 'Age Nouveau cannot be read by the general public .... Our field is limited to a very-

small-elite."178 However, Vallentin's articles captured the location, atmosphere, and 

ideological struggles in a style accessible to an interested reader: 

177 

178 

Somewhere in the world beats the heart of peace, feebly. Only an hour away from 
New York, accessible to simple mortals only by train or bus, is Lake Success. An 
old factory has been transformed into the seat of the United Nations. The long 
corridors still have the feel of new cement and brick. There are no words to guide 
you, only arrows -- signs like all over this country which enjoys a reputation for its 
organizational effectiveness. The big rooms have a relaxing, austere decor and are 
furnished with all modem comforts. Life in that vast human beehive takes place 
under artificial lights and air conditioning. The air and the light create a drowsiness 
of the mind after a certain time, voices even when raised in anger seem to lose their 
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sharpness. Outside one is surprised to breathe air charged with humidity. 179 

Observing the protocols at the first meetings of the the Security Council of the United 

Nations she compared them to "an administrative council of a prosperous enterprise which 

presents its balance sheet." The "anonymous shareholders ofthe Lake Success enterprise 

"were the mute spectators, ensconced in our armchairs who sensed that the balance sheet 

which was presented to us was fixed." The Secretary General of the United Nations 

articulated that reality: "the present conditions of a menaced peace are imputed as much to 

the United States as Russia both of which prefer to take a position and stay in it, rather 

than look seriously for the possibility to reduce their differences." He reminded the 

Assembly that on the eve of his death Roosevelt had written: "civilization cannot survive 

unless all kinds of people live and work in peace,"and the Secretary added, "All kinds 

means communists as well capitalists, as well as the vast majority of the world which is 

neither one nor the other."180 

While reporting on the international meetings, she was also examining issues of 

importance in American domestic politics as the country prepared for elections: "Among 

the domestic internal political questions which will have a role to play in the elections, 

there is the question of racial discrimination.... According to the words of the great writer 

of color, Richard Wright, the children of Uncle Tom have become adults, the myth of the 
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good Negro who knew to stay in his place in his dealing with the privileged, is dead." She 

believed that "American literature which reflects the realities of life more faithfully than 

either customs or laws, has pushed this problem to the forefront. Books by white writers, 

which deal with relations between whites and blacks, are multiplying. The first novel by 

an unknown writer, Lillian Smith, Strange Fruit had an astonishing success." The 

audacity of Babbitt which deals with an average American who discovers that he has a 

black ancestor and chooses "to identify with the oppressed and to sacrifice his own 

security for that of theirs," thrilled her and led her to predict: "The question of segregation, 

the struggle against the racial prejudging, will be an important element in the voters' 

choice between the candidates who appear before them." 

Similarly the import of antisemitism and ofthe Jewish vote were subjects she 

explored and found that the war had produced changes in these areas also. Although 

"American antisemitism is religious and not racial like Nazism," and its effects are felt 

mostly "in the moral sphere; exclusion from universities as well as some areas of town, 

exclusion from high society rather than exclusion from social life," she thought that "Since 

the war a conscious reaction is growing against discrimination and resigned acceptance." 

This could bring a political re-grouping among Jewish voters who voted predominantly for 

Democrats because the issue of major concern to Jews was relations towards Palestine. 

"The fires of Jerusalem could also throw their reflections on the electoral campaign. 

Personal questions come before party questions." She concludes: "In any case it is difficult 
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to imagine an American citizen regimented into any party."181 Writing positively about the 

awakening of racial and religious politics she was ahead ofthe majority of journalists of 

that time. 

Her eagerness to attend international conferences, to meet her old friends, and to 

influence public opinion, were at odds with her husband's retirement from public life. 

While he wanted a contemplative life with someone who was devoted to him and his 

needs, she wanted a cosmopolitan life and a public role where her experience and 

expertise would bring her recognition and the ability to influence public understanding of 

post-war foreign affairs. 

An unbridgeable rift had developed between husband and wife. The differences in 

age, temperament, and expectations about their life after the war were exacerbated by the 

loss of family, friends, and by mutual deceptions. When Luchaire and Vallentin divorced 

in 1948, she was fifty-five and Luchaire seventy-two. For some time he had had an affair 

with a much younger woman who was willing to devote her life to him. Zinna, the woman 

who had refused to disclose Luchaire's address in Clermont to the Gestapo, became his 

fourth wife. Ironically she was Polish, Jewish, and a relative of Antonina Vallentin. 

Writing to her confidant, Wittlin, Vallentin told him that she had thought about 

divorce for several years, but she admitted that: 

181 Vallentin, "Un Plebiscite de Paix : Surface et realites Americaines" Op. Cit. Vol. 
31,41-46. 
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It is difficult to break a relationship which-- nevertheless-- has lasted twenty 
years. It is more difficult still to envisage the solitude, which one does not know 
.... But the situation has become intolerable and in fact, in the summer, when I was 
truly sick, after my return from America and Spain, I found myself alone in a 
gloomy villa .... While Julien went to the mountains with his mistress. I was very 
shocked. I regain little by little in the rubble of my existence as much good as bad. 
I have to admit that I have need of a little human warmth -- but it is without doubt 
too late. It is necessary to look for all the substitutes of happiness-- like work, 
friendship, and perhaps the springtime in Paris. 182 

During that difficult period she alternated between manic activity and fatigued 

apathy. She complained of being tired and fed up with world politics, publishers, parties, 

and publicity. She wanted to start writing novels. "I would like to lose myself in fiction 

writing. One never loses oneself altogether with people who had existed." She was tired 

of biographies and complained that in America she had been stuck with the "biographer" 

label. "Too bad. The little time that I still have I want to write what I want." 183 A few 

months later she wrote: "I am terribly tired; emptied of all substance; I have no taste for 

life .... I have the impression of being a machine which continues to turn, the motor dead, 

by the force of inertia only. I work --without enthusiasm-- and with mediocre enough 

results."184 After returning from a trip she confessed: "As for me- I am in the throes of a 

depression. Waking up is difficult. I am dragged down by a feeling of total uselessness. 

My work is like a rope which one puts around the waist when one leads someone to an 
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abyss. And what abysses there are all along my road."185 

Her friend in New York had wrestled with similar demons and he offered support, 

although she chided him on his occasionally chimeric dreams, "You speak of a harbor. Of 

open sails. Between the two of us, in the confidentiality of our friendship-- I dream of it 

also -- but that dream examined in broad daylight is of a laughable absurdity. At my age, 

Jozek ... Let's not speak of it in the presence of sober people .... " 186 In the meantime, 

soberly, her biographic works progressed apace. 

Other conferences and meetings beckoned. When the Paris Conference and then 

the UNESCO meetings got underway V allentin covered them for several French 

periodicals. She was in her element. Connecting with old friends, she relished the 

exhilaration of political comraderie, which though "tiring to the last degree was also 

stimulating like brandy to a drunkard."187 "Ifl was a reasonable woman I would stay in 

my comer to write big books, but here is still the struggle." She confided: 

185 
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There is a reaction which is mobilizing the whole country. Therefore I am newly 
in the breach. I am writing incendiary articles. The conference turns around a 
gigantic question. Will America attack Russia?-- that's absurd ... Will Russia 
attack the Anglo-Saxons? Or will they simply protect themselves? They play a 
terrible game ... My personal battle brings me to see more of my old friends -
journalists like Edgar Moures, Del Vago, Harold Nicolson. I feel the years roll of 
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my shoulders ... 188 

Soon Vallentin complained that she worked too much, saw too many people, and 

lived above her means. But she did not stop her extravagances. She had sown the seeds of 

a public path early in life and she would reap a rich harvest in the years ahead. 

188 Vallentin to Wittlin, August 8, 1946. Op. Cit. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: EUROPE DIVIDED, AGAIN 

From euphoria to the Cold War 

Post-war euphoria did not last long. Early on in the peace process east/west 

divisions became discernible to an experienced observer. Tensions pervaded the structure 

and functioning of international organizations. V allen tin, who was at the opening of the 

United Nations, could compare it to the birth of the League ofNations and foresee another 

missed opportunity. On the other hand, in the birth of UNESCO, which she compared 

positively to the Commission on International Intellectual Cooperation, she saw a hopeful 

ray of light. On the domestic front, however, she was gloomy about French stagnation, 

particularly in the literary area. On a personal level Vallentin was not only in demand as a 

journalist, she was becoming an international author of renown. 

The issues that dominated V allentin' s youth -- peace and European reconciliation 

- were once again absorbing her attention and challenging leaders at international 

conference tables. While talking about peace and unity at high level meetings in Paris and 

London, the victorious Allies were carving up Europe geographically and ideologically. 

By 1948 the Soviet Union had consolidated its control over Eastern and Central Europe. 

West Germany was controlled by the US, Great Britain, and France. Everywhere in the 

battlefield countries hunger, sickness, displacement, and the unemployment of millions 
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created overwhelming misery and growing interest in communism. To counter that threat, 

and to bring Europe back into the international market economy, the US announced 

European revitalization through the Marshall Plan. To impede the success of that plan the 

USSR prohibited its satellites from participating in the offered aid. In letters and articles 

analyzing the post-war struggle of fascism to survive and communism to persist, Vall en tin 

wrote, "communism is a less catching creed -- which can be barred from export if one 

does not want it. It has no disguise. Nazism goes about in thousands of shapes -- and 

those poor goys do not see through it."189 

The vituperative ideological battles between East and West turned into the draining 

four-decade-long global Cold War. There was no certainty of outcome, but "Like in all 

the big crises which shake the world there is no place outside the struggle -- like in the 

bloody conflicts of our times." Vallentin was certain that "there is no longer the status of 

non-combatant in the Cold War which rages now."190 

As in the period after World War I, international organizations were created to 

bring people together to mediate conflict rather than engage in it. Vallentin reported on 

the unfolding ideological battles raging at the newly created United Nations for L 'Age 

Nouveau. She compared the new organizations to those with which she had experience, 

the League of Nations and the Commission on International Intellectual Cooperation. Her 

189 Vallentin to Tergit, June 8, 1948. Op. Cit. 
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reports were not optimistic. In 1921 she had participated at the birth of the League of 

Nations whose members she described as "evangelicals for peace," whose vision was a 

world united against evil and for whom the enemy was Prussian militarism. In contrast 

now, she wrote, "the notion of a unique enemy does not exist," and the United Nations, 

created in 1945 on the League ofNations model, was hobbled from the start: "The United 

Nations conceived during the war as the instrument of peace, came into being in the midst 

of doubts, sharper and sharper dissensions, and reciprocal suspicions." She mourned that 

contrary to the League ofNations, it was "weakened from the beginning by the initiatives 

to limit the scope of its actions, the organizational attempts from which it was excluded, 

panaceas of peace which in fact are a confession of its failure." 191 

At the international forums where the debate was raging about a "new Europe," her 

knowledge and experience of prior proposals about European unification made her an 

insightful observer and commentator. She noted that twenty years ago Briand reluctantly 

championed the idea of a strong United States of Europe as an expedient to attract the 

United States and Russia into the League of Nations, and make it more viable. Now it was 

Winston Churchill who was calling for European unification, but without the USSR and 

its satellites in question, because: "Churchill is a political realist. Her prestige lost 

overseas, Great Britain should regain it on the continent." But she was nervous that his 

vision was that of"Comte Coudenhove Kalergi, who, people say, is his muse and whose 

191 Vallentin, "La Paix d'Hier at la Paix d' Aujourd'hui," L 'Age Nouveau, January 
1947, 52-57. 
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ideas are dangerously close to "the new European order" of fateful memory." As in prior 

attempts: "The nucleus of the United States of Europe is evidently that which one called in 

former days' language, the couple France and Germany. And, to win her European soul 

politics both of intimidation and seduction are being employed on France." She believed 

that although the movement for European unification was being are promoted as assistance 

to Europe, in fact it was a cover for assistance to Germany."192 

The lack of leaders at a time of great volatility and the prevalence of mostly 

anonymous functionaries who were sent to the initial meetings of the United Nations 

scared and disappointed V allentin. The low stature of the delegations sent to the 

international forums she read as a warning. 

On the other hand, the gathering of intellectuals at the first plenary session of 

UNESCO encouraged her. Like its predecessor, the Commission on International 

Intellectual Cooperation, UNESCO was headquartered in Paris where "vigorous 

intellectuals, rather than tired politicians" met and renewed pre-existing relationships built 

on mutual esteem. Particularly impressive to V allentin was the United States' delegation, 

which was younger, included women, and was more courageous in addressing large issues. 

In the 1920s her husband's efforts to tackle education questions through the Commission 

on International Intellectual Cooperation had been thwarted; in 1945 she was gratified that 

UNESCO 

192 Vallentin, "Le Liser d' Argent," L 'Age Nouveau, Volume 22, 36-40. 
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identified education as the essential building block for peace. 193 Nevertheless, she thought 

that the political climate was not conducive to UNESCO being able to "see big, think 

boldly, to dream high."194 

Shifts to the right in French politics worried her. By 1948 the post-war euphoric 

hope, that the Resistance-led left would remake the country, was dead. V allentin 

complained: 

The recent troubles have intensified. The unity of the working class has been 
broken. The reaction: to regroup. Vichy and the collaborationists raise their 
heads. The literary world wants to insult and denigrate the Resistance. But what is 
most depressing is the general stagnation. Everything has stopped- affairs, 
business, currents of thought.195 

Particularly vexing to her was the state of the literary world in France, and she 

grumbled that, "I must admit to you that I am one of those French who love American 

literature. There is such optimism and vitality which is missing to the literature of suicide 

which is in such fashion in France. Sartre, Camus, the old Mauriac -- they discourage me 

deeply."196 

Although busy with journalism, she continued to write biographies, and they were 

193 Vallentin, "Le politique et le Spirituel." March 1947, SS-59 Op. Cit. 
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selling well. She was translating Leonardo, preparing Heine for German publication, 

completing her Goya, and was deeply engaged in a new project. The necessity to translate 

her Leonardo was particularly galling. The publisher, Gallimard, decided to publish a 

totally new French edition and asked her for the French manuscript. The original had been 

lost during one ofVallentin's many Occupation era moves and the only way she could 

recreate the biography was to translate it from the English version. 197 

Her reputation was spreading. She boasted to her friend Tergit that she was also 

preparing the German edition of her Heine: "At last-- my German Heine. How many 

things had to happen. What a world upheaval had to take place in order to allow this book 

to appear ... But it will be published in the course ofthis year also in Norway, Denmark, 

Argentina, as well as in Vienna-- while my Leonardo is appearing in Finland and Italy."198 

The international publishing rights were handled by a friend from Berlin, Michel Hoffman. 

After the war he started a literary agency in Paris, and V allentin became one of the writers 

he represented. As her international standing grew Agence Hoffman negotiated 

translations and publication of many of her works in countries all over the world. 199 

Her new works focused on men who used their talents to fight for the rights-of-

men and condemn war. The first book was on the Spanish painter Goya, a subject 
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suggested by the novelist Lion Feuchtwanger during conversations in Sanary in the late 

thirties.200 Feuchtwanger, at the time was writing a novel in which he was going to 

include a review ofGoya's art, but on recommendation of his editor, Benjamin Huebsch, 

who thought readers knew too little about Goya, Feuchtwanger cut out that section of his 

novel. However, Feuchtwanger then persuaded Vallentin that a biography ofGoya, who 

started as a court painter, became a rights-of-man revolutionary, and fled Spain to die in 

exile in Bordeaux, was timely and she should write it. Goya's life spanned the late 

eighteenth century when Spain welcomed the French as liberators, then fought Napoleon 

to oust the invaders, only to bring back the worst of the old monarchial order in the 

nineteenth century. That eerily familiar story would be recognized by contemporary 

readers. 

The title of Vallentin' s biography published in 1949 titled, This I Saw, is a quote 

from one of the most harrowing etchings in Goya's series entitled "Disasters of War." A 

reviewer declared it "an outstanding biography of one of the greatest painters of all time. 

It sets Goya in his epoch, gives a convincing account of the man and deals exhaustively 

with his paintings and etchings." The article praised her scholarly approach, her use of 

Goya' s letters, and her interpretation of his paintings, which she used "as so many 

200 Lothar Kahn, Insight and Action: The Life and Work of Lion Feuchtwanger, 
(Cranbury, N.J.: Associated University Presses, Inc. 1975), 315. 
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documents."201 In 1949 the biography's themes ofrevolution, war, and resistance, 

followed by a reactionary revival, resonated with her readers. 

The second project centered around her friend, H.G. Wells, who died in 1946. He, 

like Stefan Zweig, appeared in her memoir, but the Wells chapter expanded, "I realized 

that this man represents all the preoccupations of our time - he was the chronicle of all 

contemporary thought- and my essay has grown in my hands into a book."202 She was 

excited by her subject and wrote in "a sort of fever- in a state of self intoxication as 

Malraux calls it."203 

Her research took her to London where she reconnected with Wells' colorful and 

mysterious paramour Baroness Marie (Moura) Budberg. Wells had met Budberg in 1914 

on a visit to St. Petersburg. When, at the invitation of the Soviets, he returned in 1920, 

"she was assigned as his guide and interpreter, a curious coincidence considering their 

subsequent great romance."204 Twice married, she had also lived with the writer Maxim 

Gorky and with British spy Bruce Lockhart. The multi-lingual Budberg translated (under 

a variety of names) many books, including, unfortunately, Vallentin's 1952 biography of 
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Einstein. She shared Vallentin' s love of a stimulating social life and hosted her guests at a 

lively and boozy salon in London. The two women had been friends since their Berlin days 

and collaborated on the Wells book. Vallentin received invaluable information from 

Budberg about the role she played in Wells' life, about his personality, and motivations. 

However, Budberg's biographer points out the image of Wells that Budberg painted may 

not have been altogether true, but represented how Budberg wanted him and their 

relationship to be remembered.205 

The Wells biography was published in the United States in 1950, just four years 

after his death, and one reviewer pointed out that it was too early to understand the full 

implications and ramifications of Wells' life: 

There are large areas ofhis personal life which need to be explored to explain 
Wells the man, but which are forbidden ground to contemporary biographers. Until 
the full report can be made, however, Miss Vallentin's often shrewd biography will 
have to suffice. Her book is especially good indicating Wells' almost incredible 
prophetic gift, his social consciousness and faith in man, his spirit of revolt .... 206 

Vallentin admitted that she had to skate around land mines in writing about Wells. 

"The conservative Robert Haas found it too audacious for Random House, I ended up with 

John Day whose director is the husband of Pearl Buck," she recounted, "but the family 

protests against the description of the private life of Wells- it wants a 'petit-bourgeois' 

saint and the publishers don't want to know anything about suppression.... It could result 
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in a scandal-- that is the last thing I want."207 One reviewer wrote: "The first biography of 

this astonishing man by Antonina V allen tin will be followed by another this year by a 

young English novelist, Anthony West. "208 Even after the war the prevailing morality 

prevented the reviewer from revealing that Anthony West was the out-of-wedlock son of 

Rebecca West and H. G. Wells. 

The Wells biography was the second V allentin had written about a man she had 

personally known and admired. One critic judged it "not only one of the most readable of 

modern biographies; it is also the study of a mind through which flowed the ideas of the 

present and the future. "209 

During this time Vallentin's relationship with her publishers waxed and waned. In 

many of her letters to Wittlin she asked him to negotiate on her behalf with her agent 

Benjamin Huebsch or with the publisher Roj . The latter negotiations were complex. Roj 

was a Polish publisher who escaped to New York and with whom, prior to the war, she 

had negotiated a contract for her Leonardo -- a contract V allentin wanted now to void. 

Although she thought highly of Huebsch, her agent at Viking Press and the agent for many 

exiled writers, after the war she had a "row" and severed her relationship with him. The 

row was likely to have been over the fact that although her Leonardo, published by 
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Viking, had been immensely successful, the publisher did not pick up her Goya. Random 

House did. It became a successful Book-of-the-Month selection, but Vallentin was 

unhappy about the design and printing of the book, and left that publishing house also. 

Likewise she had problems with translators and publishers in England. To her 

friend Tergit in London she framed the problems as connected with her political reputation 

as an outspoken critic of villainous Germany at a time when some were describing 

Germans as fairly innocent victims. Her publishers, editors and translators were asking 

her to forget and she wondered: "One of those white doves of peace wrote me the other 

day that the free Germans were millions and as brave as the free French. I ask myself who 

is crazy -- I or my English friends? The Almighty God of my British friends has bungled 

his job by not allowing Great Britain a tiny wee bit of occupation -- a small concentration 

camp with gas chambers." She asked Tergit, "Do they ask you too to forget and are they 

very hurt when you refuse to let the cloud bury the dead? Oh! This overflowing milk of 

human kindness is really choking me." She complained that even in the United States 

where one of her American friends "lectured on, "Are Germans and Americans different?" 

last year, was asked this year to refrain from any disobliging remarks on Germany." Her 

moral rage would not be stilled. 

Writers must write 

Enraged not only about the politics of the times but also about the "lost years," she 
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coaxed her emigre writer friends to make up for lost time. Although increasingly hobbled 

by health problems, she did not spare herself. She wrote not only books, but increased her 

journalistic writing. 

With persistence she cajoled Gabriella Tergit, Andre Malraux, Alfred Doblin, 

Louis Golding, and Josef Wittlin to write, and to let her translate or place their articles, 

essays, or novellas. Two of her friends, Louis Golding and Alfred Doblin, gave her 

permission to translate and place their work. Golding was a British writer who wrote many 

books on Jewish themes. During the nineteen fifties they maintained a professional and 

flirtatious correspondence. When the publisher Albin Michel told her that Golding's Mr. 

Emmanuel was going to come out, she immediately wrote Golding that she would try to 

get articles on it in French newspapers. She also gave advice, "Has your agent tried the 

French stage? The best way to earn money here-- I may help him-- and I would love to 

do it," and added "on quite egoish grounds as it may bring you over ... :mo When "the 

delightful Mr. Emmanuef' came out she confessed, that because the wounds were still too 

raw, she seldom read books about the annihilation of the Jews, but she had read his novel 

with tears in her eyes. She assured him that she was personally translating his fine story 

Honey for the Ghost, and it would appear in L 'Age Nouveau shortly, although the title was 

210 Vallentin to Louis Golding, March 4, 1950. Correspondence file at the Henry 
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changed to La Chemise de Nuit Bleu Pale. 211 

But the aid she offered was not a one-way street. Her friends were also expected to 

help. Golding had unsuccessfully intervened on her behalf with a British publisher and she 

hastened to correct a mistaken impression, "contrary to the belief of Mr. Charles Goulden 

the rights of my Poet in Exile are free -- Gollancz has returned them to me -- he only cares 

for 'Poor Germany,' the re-arming, re-antisemitic, re-nazified 'Poor Germany,' in its 

tremendous, breathtaking recovery. A Jewish Cassandra would be out of place in his 

program."212 She continued to believe that her problems with some publishers were due to 

her outspoken concern about the dangerous reconstruction of a non-repentant Germany. 

Doblin, author of the highly popular Berlin Alexanderplatz, and a friend from the 

Weimar years, gave her free reign with his latest book, "please feel free to publish from it 

what ever you like. So far it has not been passed on for translation."213 Not satisfied 

solely with print media she embarked on a new adventure -- trying her hand at a film 

script.214 And as always, "to keep the pot boiling," there were translations of her own 

biographies, and research on new ones to be written in the future. 
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She kept up a steady stream of letters to Wittlin (perhaps her closest friend abroad) 

urging him to complete his trilogy (Saga of the Patient Foot Soldier) started before the 

war. The first volume, the Salt of the Earth, was published in 1935 and translated into 

thirteen languages. It won many awards in Poland. Wittlin was also the first Polish writer 

to receive American national awards, and in 1939 his Salt of the Earth was the Polish 

PEN. Club submission for the Nobel Prize. Vallentin believed the award would have been 

his had the aggression in Finland in 1939 not scuttled the Nobel process. The two 

continuing manuscripts of the trilogy, The Healthy Death and The Hole in the Sky, were 

lost during his escape from Poland. "Complete the trilogy please," she urged him "so that 

I can pride myself again of having a friend of a caliber of the Nobel Prize." Among her 

associates she already counted Nobel Peace prize winners Gustav Stresemann, Aristide 

Briand, and Lord Cecil, as well as Nobel Literature prize winners Henri Bergson, Thomas 

Mann, Sinclair Lewis, and Luigi Pirandello. A Nobel for a friend from her childhood in 

Poland would be sweet vengeance against their mutual Nazi enemy. 

During Wittlin's thirty five years in New York he taught, translated, and wrote 

poetry. He never completed the trilogy and suffered long periods of depression and severe 

writer's block. In her letters to him she would remind him that "humanity has not found 

anything better than creative joy." Her unrelenting refrain was a variation on, "There are 

only four ways to pass and to tolerate this bitch of a life: love, power, drugs, and work. 

Where to find passion? Without speaking of power ... in any case work is less offensive 
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than drugs ... Moral: let's work .... "215 Sometimes her exasperation with him overflowed: 

"Finally I don't understand you very well, that you don't feel this need to write which is 

like the need to make love (and more) or simply like thirst or hunger." Drawing from her 

own experience she would cajole and confront him: 

There is in you a reserve of strength, even a punishing violence which you have 
domesticated. And you are afraid to shake up the screen of delicacy, of sensibility 
that you have constructed with such pain -- so as not to descend to the bottom of 
yourself and not to find the primitive being, the passionate creation. I know myself 
how convenient it is to stay on the periphery of one's own being. To evade 
confronting that which is in us of despair, secret dark places, the willingness to 
suicide -- all the forces of evil . . . . I also know the paths of flight -- but I know how 
to stop them. We have little time and we don't have the right to play with that 
which is our true testament. 

Although she was brutally honest with him she also reassured him: "Don't be disturbed--

you know that I love you .... " and compared him with another of her worrisome friends--

Andre Malraux, who was content to write diatribes on art, "in his brilliant and provocative 

fashion, at the same time pursuing a dangerous personal adventure."216 Vallentin was 

certain that intellectuals had a moral obligation to be the social conscience in the world. 

Writers must write. 

215 Vallentin to Wittlin, January 22, 1950. Op. Cit. 

216 V allentin to Wittlin, April 2, 1950. Op. Cit. 
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The business of writing 

Her hard work and financial success allowed her to fulfill her dream to relocate to 

a larger apartment, with a view of the Bois de Boulogne, in the desirable 16th 

arrondisement. Her salon was once again active: Dorothy Norman, the American 

journalist, poet, and photographer; Thomas Mann and his wife; Andre Malraux; Gabriel 

Marcel, Catholic philosopher and playwright; Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber, journalist 

and writer, were among her many guests. Her mother, who had been staying in a pension, 

could once again live with her. "I moved at the beginning of August with thousands of 

books and files" she reported, "all alone in a Parisian desert - and I tired myself out totally 

at the task."217 But the move was only part of the explanation for her tiredness-- she was 

professionally over committed. 

The summer of her move she helped Simone de Beauvoir put together a special 

volume of Les Temps Modernes focused on America. The two women had met at a 

reception hosted by the American writer Richard Wright (a frequent contributor to Les 

Temps Modernes). Vallentin's understanding of American life and economics impressed 

Beauvoir who enlisted her help on the spot.218 Once before, when Vallentin had returned 
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from a trip to Germany and was distressed that ex-Nazis were once again in positions of 

power, Sartre and Beauvoir asked her to write an article about the situation.219 It appeared 

in 1951 and documented the renaissance ofthe Nazi movement in Germany.220 Besides 

articles V allentin always had books in the works. One of them, on the poet Rainer Maria 

Rilke, was never completed. However, she had enough material to turn it into a lead 

article for the magazine. 221 

Beauvoir and V allentin became friends and would meet for lunch from time to 

time either at a historic Paris restaurant, Le Procope, or at V allentin' s apartment. They 

continued to see each other until Vall en tin's death. Although Beauvoir was not 

complimentary about Vallentin's appearance during the fifties, she wrote: 

I was amazed to see a photograph of her when she was young and beautiful; but 
her talent as a biographer was apparent in her conversation: she could talk 
extremely well about people. A friend of Stresemann's, she had known many 
politicians well and Einstein, about whom she was writing a book, intimately. She 
was also the author of works on Goya and Da Vinci which had both been great 
successes. She was on the staff of Les Temps Modernes, primarily as its art 
critic.222 

Vallentin confided in Wittlin that her finances were better, and that she could stop some of 
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the work she did for a living, like articles for Les Temps Modernes, but it was the 

magazine that attracted the biggest intellectual following. She still wanted to move in the 

elite intellectual circles. 

Her eloquence and passion opened many new writing and speaking venues. She 

pursued varied opportunities with gusto in public, but in private she suffered periods of 

depression and declining health. During the celebrations of the 5001
h anniversary of 

Leonardo da Vinci's birth, she was in great demand as a guest, speaker, and interpreter. 

Klaus Mann asked her to write a preface for his book.223 She was writing for the weekly 

Le Tribune de Nation and used it to continue her promotion of friends. Characteristically, 

for instance, after meeting Norman Mailer in Paris, she devoted an article to his new 

novel, The Naked and the Dead. 

However, after 1952 Vallentin generally eschewed journalism due to deteriorating 

health and a deteriorating political climate. The Cold War thwarted her hopes for 

European reconciliation. Germany's growing strength depressed and frightened her. 

France's internal and colonial politics distressed her. The Korean War in 1950, the 

various colonial battles, plus the threat of nuclear annihilation created a climate of despair 

among peace activists. Although she continued to host a political and literary salon, her 

circle was getting older and smaller. Salons were considered old fashioned. Now 

intellectuals preferred to gather in cafes, or be interviewed on radio, television, or film. 

223 Vallentin to Tergit, May 31, 1952. Op. Cit. 
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She was no longer of the avant garde. 

Although no longer strong enough to continue her active social and political life 

she did not entirely withdraw from the literary scene. In the last five years of her life she 

completed three successful biographies, continued to translate, hectored her friends to 

work on their writing, and kept up with her copious correspondence. 

Correspondence with writers, translators, publishers, and agents consumed more 

and more time. The correspondence between V allentin and her publishers offers a glimpse 

of an aspect of a writer's life that is not often revealed. Contracts, advances, royalties, 

opportunities for serializing books for magazines, radio, television, and film, the business 

aspects of her profession required her careful attention while she continued her research. 

"I am preparing my new book - on El Greco and I find the research work most 

difficult," she wrote to Golding, "I am already working on it for more than five years." 

Her research would continue for another two. 224 The lack of access to materials that had 

been published in the United States and England during and after the war handicapped her. 

"I would like to ask you for a favor." she wrote to Wittlin "If you have a moment could 

you verify for me the recent Greco bibliography in that marvelous institution which is the 

Public Library on 42nd Street." In her letter she enclosed a list of books that she had bought 

in Spain and told him that if he found an important book in New York, the Bibliotheque 

224 V allen tin to Golding, March 4, 1950. Op. Cit. 
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National would order it for her.225 

In the fall of 1950 in Paris V allen tin met with Blanche Knopf, one of the principals 

at the prominent U.S. publishing house, and gave her the first two chapters of the El Greco 

biography. Knopf liked what she read and asked that the manuscript be sent to the New 

York office for a second opinion. Vallentin immediately got in touch with her friend 

Katherine Woods (who had translated V allentin' s Goya) to send the two chapters she was 

working on to New York. Woods had good connections with the Knopf staff, and both 

Vallentin and the Knopfstaffused Woods as a go-between. Vallentin promised Woods the 

translation job if El Greco was picked up by Knopf. The Knopf staff convinced Woods to 

persuade Vallentin about ''the advantages of being published by Knopf' and to hold-off 

other publishers until they had seen more chapters. On the other hand, in internal 

communications the Knopf staff agreed it was not essential for Woods to do the 

translation, as it could be done more economically in England.226 

While Blanche Knopf continued to be encouraging, her publishing house staff was 

not. They had asked for several expert opinions-- from U.S. scholars who thought 

V allentin would produce no new facts on the artist, and from the marketing people who 

worried about sales. Knopf stalled and asked for a synopsis, how much new material 

would be included, and how long the book would be. After a year of correspondence and 
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reviews Vallentin's agent, Michel Hoffman wrote to Knopf that "the French publisher 

(Albin Michel) has accepted the book with much less material to go on with and so have 

the Spanish language (Lozada) and the German firm (Paul List Verlag)."227 Shortly 

thereafter V allentin wrote to Blanche Knopf that "unless one likes my book, 

enthusiastically as my French publisher does, one cannot promote it wholeheartedly," and 

requested that the manuscript be sent back to Ms. Woods. She also announced that, based 

on the title only, an important English publishing house wanted the rights, but that she 

would have preferred all the rights for English speaking countries to be in the hands of an 

American publisher.228 

In the meantime Vallentin commenced conversations in Paris with Frank Price at 

the Doubleday publishing office. Price was bi-lingual, well known in Paris literary circles, 

liked her writing, and became an enthusiastic champion of her work. He wrote to New 

York highly recommending El Greco for consideration.229 Within a month an agreement 

had been reached. Vallentin gave Doubleday an option only until March 1, 1952. Other 

publishers were also interested. The contemporaneous reprint of her Leonardo, to 

celebrate the sooth anniversary of his birth, had received good notices and publicity. It was 
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even published in Poland where the first printing of9,500 copies sold out in 3 months. All 

of a sudden she was in a strong negotiating position. The Doubleday letter recommending 

a $4,000 to $5,000 advance ended: "The woman knows her business, there's no doubt 

about that."230 Vallentin's international agent, Michel Hoffman was leveraging the 

moment by insisting that Doubleday sign a contract not only for El Greco but also for the 

biography of Einstein that she was working on concurrently. Once again the Paris office 

recommended agreement because "Hoffman is a good friend for Doubleday."231 

Belatedly, at the end of 1953 Knopf returned to the negotiating table and asked 

whether the American rights for El Greco were available. "Knopf has seen early chapters 

and Mrs. Knopf was at that time doubtful for their book list, but now they would be 

interested in reconsidering"232 It was too late for Knopf and Katherine Woods. Vall en tin 

stayed with Doubleday who agreed to the two-book contract, but insisted on choosing their 

own translators. The Doubleday hyperbolic and misleading press release billed the book 

as "the first full-length biography of one of the strangest and most fascinating figures in 

the history of art."233 Vallentin's El Greco, ten years in gestation, made its debut in 1955. 
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As new books came out Vallentin did not let her publishers forget her prior works. 

Typical of her persistence was her prodding of Price at Doubleday to try and get her El 

Greco selected as a Book of the Month Club or the Literary Guild (which was a creation of 

Doubleday). She asked, "Have you seen the French press? It is quite extraordinary. I 

never had to complain about the critics here -- but his goes beyond my wildest hopes. 

What about Heine? Don't take my insistence amiss. I have to know about it-- as soon as 

possible -- I am revising the reprint here -- and I may do it -- or not -- with an eye on 

America."234 Price explained to her, that because the illustrations made El Greco an 

expensive book, the general book clubs could not pick it up, but that the more specialized 

and expensive Marboro Book Club had agreed to carry it. 235 In France her El Greco was 

selected by the Club des Libraires de France. 

The Drama of Albert Einstein, published by Doubleday in 1954 to celebrate his 

upcoming seventy-fifth birthday, was her biography of a friend who was also a living icon. 

For the first time in twenty-five years of biographical writing, Vallentin used the first 

person and revealed some information about herself. Although she told a friend that " ... 

it was against my liking- because I am always hateful to myself," the book most likely 

was an expansion of another chapter of her lost memoir. 236 In Einstein Vallentin faced a 
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life made famous by physics. Unequipped to explain Einstein's scientific theories, she 

opted to reveal the man behind the public image by relating personal anecdotes about her 

friend and hero. They had shared an early optimism about the success of the Weimar 

Republic and the League ofNations, and shared the bitterness of their hope' s defeat. 

Albert Einstein had to escape Nazi Germany to save his life. Vallentin was one ofthose 

who persuaded him to leave. In exile both continued their fight against fascism with vigor. 

That fight led Einstein to one of the great modem tragedies -- when faced with the evil of 

Nazism, the man who opposed war all his life opted to take an active part in the 

development of the atom bomb. 

To do the translation of her Einstein once again Vallentin generously 

recommended a friend, Moura Budberg, who had helped Vallentin with the Wells 

biography. The British publisher of Einstein, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, agreed to her 

choice. Soon Vallentin regretted her friendly impulse. Budberg's translation was 

pathetically inadequate in conveying scientific concepts. V allentin fumed and had to 

spend hours correcting Budberg's work. The extra work delayed publication until after 

Einstein's birthday. 

Doubleday's Price was furious about the delay, about the additional work he had to 

do, about having to pay half of the cost of the translation, and the unfairness of the 

situation. He felt he had worked harder over the corrections than Budberg had over the 

translation. The revised version, which was lamentably bad according to Price, was 

accepted by the English publisher, therefore Doubleday was obliged to pay Budberg their 
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share of the translation cost. Price wrote to his London office, "Many of the mistakes that 

she has made in translating the scientific episodes particularly, are little short of laughable. 

The pity of it, though, is that poor Antonina will of course be blamed for them, and they 

aren't her fault."237 Vallentin thanked Price for the attention he paid to the translation in 

the United States, "I will certainly bear the blame for scientific blunders in England -- but I 

had no guardian angel there -- looking by the way like Saint George . .. . Being an elderly 

lady I can only say -- God bless you!" 238 

Never one to miss a marketing opportunity, she suggested that although they 

missed Einstein's birthday, the theory of relativity would be fifty years old that year and 

there would be major celebrations, which could be useful in promoting the book. At the 

same time she tried to interest him in her essay about their mutual friend Andre Malraux. 

She confided in him that spending time with Malraux was the most stimulating and the 

most exhausting experience: "After two hours of a conversation with him I feel absurdly 

happy -- but somehow too like a swimmer reaching firm ground with his last strength. "239 

Vallentin was not above importuning Price while he was feeling sorry for her because the 

bad translation caused her so much trouble. She had become a professional in the business 

of writing. 

237 

238 

239 

Price letter to Barbara Noble, February 16, 1954. DACL. Op. Cit. 

Vallentin to Price, December 25, 1953. Op. Cit. 

Vallentin to Prince, August 2, 1954. Op. Cit. 



132 

Homage to heroes of the generation of 1914 

In her last years Vallentin's major troubles stemmed from her ill health. 

Nonetheless, she gathered her strength to travel to Princeton and to the South of France to 

interview her new biographical subjects and returned to Paris and her work energized. Her 

final works focused on the two men she admired the most and who became the twentieth 

century's icons of science and art, Einstein and Picasso. 

Einstein was widely and warmly received in the United States. To Vallentin's great 

delight not only the major newspapers and magazines but also, for the first time, the 

provincial press reviewed her book. "I was very pleased to get the reviews from all the 

provincial papers," she wrote to Price, 

I found it rather remarkable that in small towns, small papers had their own 
reviews, from local people-- interested enough to deal with the subject themselves 
and not to rely only on syndicated reviews. For me it was like traveling through 
the huge American continent, discovering places I have never heard of. It was a 
surprise to find that the purpose of my book was so clearly understood -- by the 
bulk of American readers -- better understood than by sophisticated New York 
reviewers. 240 

The general tenor of the reviews was captured by the New York Times, which read in part: 

240 

The biography of Einstein by Antonina Vallentin deals almost exclusively with the 
man, his family life, his friends, his personal habits, his personality and his 
activities outside the realm of science. Drawing heavily on her intimacy with the 
Einstein family, her presentation has the ring of authenticity. Many anecdotes-

Vallentin to Price, December 5, 1954. Op. Cit. 
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some new, some old- make the book entertaining and it succeeds, where many 
previous biographies fail, in conveying that gentle humor that is such an essential 
and charming aspect of Einstein's personality. 241 

This reviewer did not accept Vallentin's admission that science was incomprehensible to 

her and therefore she chose to structure the biography based on Einstein's views of society 

and politics. ''Anything that helps perpetuate the myth that science is beyond the 

understanding of ordinary men is a tragic mistake." He continued: "For what we do not 

understand we fear and hate .... "242 

However, for the general public Einstein provided sufficient scientific background. 

The book was chosen by the high quality Book Find Club. It was also excerpted in 

Maclean's, a Canadian magazine. Doubleday's syndicate department even prepared 21 

installments of 1500 words for sale to newspapers.243 It was the most widely translated of 

all of her books. The subject was timely and the tale was told with affection and humor 

while communicating Einstein's commitment to a world at peace. 

In France Einstein was also very well received. It was selected by the Club des 

Libraires de France and Chefs-d'Oeuvres d'Hier et d' Aujourd'hui. It was awarded the 

prestigious non-fiction Prix Femina-Vacaresco.244 Between the publication excitement, 

241 

242 

243 

244 

I. Bernard Cohen, "Einstein in Profile," New York Times Review of Books, August 
22, 1954, 12.4. 

Ibid. 

Price to Vallentin, June 29, 1954. DACL. Op.Cit. 

Foreign Literary Prizes (New York: Bowker & Co., 1980), 64. 



134 

"press obligations (what an invention!) and all the futile agitation that that brings," and 

then the Prix, Vallentin found herself a celebrity swamped by telephone calls and requests 

for interviews and translation rights. The pressure ofthe publicity on top of her already 

hectic schedule was too much and her health suffered. At the same time, the acclaim 

brought publishing benefits, which she tried to leverage. Doubleday informed her that it 

was considering her Heine for publication in February 1956, the 1 OOth anniversary of his 

death, while Vallentin urged them to consider her new work on Breughel. Once the prize 

had been awarded Albin Michel, one of her French publishers who had had her El Greco 

since 1952, rushed into print forthwith.245 Albin Michel also picked up the option on 

Heine, and Doubleday hastened to commission a new biography. 

"It means two years at least of hard work. But how passionately interesting too." 

Vallentin wrote excitedly about her new project. Her enthusiasm is worth quoting in 

detail: 

245 

I am working hard on the Picasso. What tremendous material!!!! I am making a 
special card for every picture of his, every design, every etching, every sculpture, 
and every ceramic. I already have more that 3000 cards -- I will have twice as 
many before I have all the material together -- and this biography will be -- I knew 
it before -- a shortcut through a half a century of artistic life in France -- he knew 
everybody who mattered, Max Jacob, Apolinaire, Cocteau, Gertrude Stein, the 
Russian ballet, the Surrealists, the Dadaists. But he himself is most cooperative. 
The biography venture interests him tremendously. I had the chance of finding in 
his entourage most enthusiastic readers of my Goya. I have seen him in his home in 
Paris -- as far as one call a home a place which has as much intimacy as a railroad 
station. He brought up pictures from a comer, from under a heap no more 
dignified than le marche aux puces -- extraordinary studies for Les demoiselles 

Vallentin to Wittlin, September 23, 1954. Op. Cit. 
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d' A vignon -- and while he was supplying most interesting information he kept 
repeating, "Mais ce n'est pas possible- vous n'allez pas passez deux ansa ecrire 
un livre sur moi -- je ne comprends pas comment vous allez faire -- je ne 
comprends pas." Everybody is most cooperative-- I already have a lot of never 
published material. "246 

Picasso warned her that the biography would be like a telephone directory. After a 

couple of chapters she admitted that he was right. So much had been written about him. 

However, she was not happy with a bibliographic approach because it had nothing to do 

with his images or his life, and she reminded him that he told her, "Why do you go to the 

books? I will tell you better myself." She begged him for another face-to-face session. 

She was working with Picasso's friend Jaime Sabartes, his former lovers Fran~oise Gilot 

and Dora Maar, and his agent Henri Kahnweiller, but they were no substitute for the 

master. 247 

To Wittlin she admitted that the work was taking its toll on her. No longer young, 

her health flagging, she was writing a biography of a living legend, which created 

"thousands of difficulties." She complained that: 
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If I survive this trial, healthy in body and soul, that will be some sort of miracle. 
The type that comes to complicate my life. I recently had another attack of 
phlebitis more serious than the first -- the worst was the treatment with antibiotics, 
to which I am, as they well say chez vous, allergic. I was sick as a dog (why dog? 
A tired woman suffers much more)." 248 
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She was acutely aware of aging and loss. To her friends she grumbled of spending most of 

her money at the pharmacist (and the doctor). That year a fourth, painful and dangerous 

phlebitis attack drained her. It stopped her from working -- and she was always running to 

catch up with her many obligations. However, even her weakened condition would not 

stop her from visiting Picasso in Cannes, and he once again inspired her: 

He is prodigious-- I wish you-- I wish for me- the youth of his 74 years. I 
benefitted even a little from his dynamism. And what power to work ... He shuts 
himself up and addresses himself to the canvas -- as if he was running against the 
world. My book exhausts me -- because how does one capture such a 
phenomenon? I told him that 'one of us will complete the course.' Either me or 
my book -- all the same -- I hope that it will be the book. 249 

Not only Picasso but many other friends were aging. She attended Thomas Mann's 

eightieth birthday, shortly before his death. Albert Einstein died the same year. Vallentin's 

grief was personal and global: "A friend who is lost and who was somewhere, like the 

good Lord in the clouds-- but who one could reach. And the loss for humanity."250 Her 

heroes, the generation of 1914, were dying. 

Picasso's biography was targeted for completion for his 74th birthday, but it had 

become so voluminous that it took a long time to prepare and print. However, extracts 

were appearing in Germany, Poland, and France. In her birthday letter to Picasso Vallentin 

wrote that nobody since his childhood had lived more intimately with him than she had in 

the past two years: "the others who shared your life -- had only a stage of it -- however, to 

249 Vallentin to Wittlin, February 9, 1956. Op. Cit. 
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me the smallest date is familiar -- and to me your works are so clear that I can describe 

them at time of day or night."251 When the book came out she wrote that she suffered 

terrible stage fright before reading the reviews. They were favorable. 252 Picasso became a 

selection of the Club des Editeurs. 

More and more often her doctors sent her for cures at various spas in France and 

begged her to slow down. Her phlebitis attacks came more frequently and her health 

deteriorated dangerously. She endured long enough to see the French, Spanish, and 

Portuguese volumes of her Picasso, a work dedicated to the living artist she admired the 

most. On August 19, 1957, at the age of 64, she died of a heart attack in St. Leger-en

Yvelines on the outskirts of Paris. Le Monde carried a terse obituary: "We have learned 

about the death of Mme Antonina Vall en tin, author of numerous biographies. (Born in 

Poland, she was initially a painter. She became a French citizen through marriage, and 

lived in Paris since 1929 pursuing a career as a journalist and a writer)".253 
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CONCLUSION 

Although Vallentin knew she had led an accomplished life she was not totally 

satisfied with her literary achievements: "I myself consider biography a secondary rank," 

she judged, "No, I am not too modest. I know what I do and the work of my colleagues --

but it is a construction and not a creative effort."254 Yet it was through her choice of 

biographical subjects that she was able to give voice and prominence to the values and 

politics she espoused. And, contrary to the disparaging self evaluation, her peers 

showered her with praise. An Academician predicted that her name would be cited among 

writers such as Emil Ludwig and Stefan Zweig, who inaugurated the contemporary 

European psychological approach to biography.255 He was but one example among the 

many readers, writers, and publishers who considered Antonina Vallentin the preeminent 

woman among the small group of internationally published biographers. 

For the final words in the biography about her political and intellectual kinsman, 

Heine, Vallentin created an epitaph that could also serve on a tombstone for this 

irrepressible and indefatigable European emigre: "Like so many other foreigners who had 

fled to Paris in their exile, to be lost in the end amongst the multitude of those who sleep 

254 

255 

Vallentin to Wittlin, August 20, 1955. Op. Cit. 

Albert Guislain, "Un nouveau livre sur le Greco," Le Soir, Bruxelles, January 16, 
1955. 
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in its great cemeteries, in a tomb watered by the tears of a few friends, Heinrich Heine (or 

Antonina Vallentin) found peace at last."256 

We now return to the three questions posed at the outset of this study of Antonina 

Vallentin. What made it possible for a Polish Jewish woman to achieve success 

particularly in Berlin, what allowed her to become a public intellectual on the international 

scene, and what were some of the major obstacles she had to overcome. 

Contributing factors to her success must be viewed in the context of the 

democratization of Europe after the two World Wars. It was the evolving liberalization of 

Germany after World War I that created a possibility for her voice to be heard. Women 

were allowed to enroll in the universities in 1908, they gained the vote in 1919, and as 

Vallentin found in her study of women's employment, not only were modem women 

increasingly part of the work force, they were choosing work that was better paid and 

which required better training. 

Vallentin was an example of a modem woman who not only had a university 

education, but who was also fluent in several languages. Based on that education and 

those skills she found employment at the publishing house of Fischer, which was serving 

some of the best known writers of the time. Fischer provided a stimulating cultural milieu 

that was an influential factor in Vallentin' s ascendancy among the Berlin intellectual elite. 

Among the Fischer writers and journalists and their friends, she found an important group 

256 Antonina Vallentin, Heine, 320. 
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of like-minded people who opposed the rabid nationalists, who supported the League of 

Nations, and who, as public intellectuals, believed fervently in the power of the pen to 

enlighten the uneducated masses and counter nationalist accusations that Germany's defeat 

could be laid at the feet of timid liberals. 

This study refers to Vallentin and her circle as public intellectuals, nowadays an 

accepted description of politically engaged writers, but Eyerman makes clear that it is a 

modern term. It was made possible in part by the social movements of the twentieth 

century and the democratization of public spaces that Eyerman contends are "crucial to the 

development and transformation of individual and collective identities."257 The 

reconciliation movement with its meetings, conferences, and journals, and the new 

international institution, the League ofNations, presented Vallentin, a cause, a community, 

and an institution to fight the nationalist challenge. Her role as a public intellectual 

trumped Polish, Jewish, emigre, and gender prejudices among the new insiders during the 

Weimar years. Vallentin was accepted as a colleague because she faced risks that 

confronted all intellectuals who chose sides in the social and political battles that 

enveloped the short-lived Weimar Republic. 

Peter Gay points out that there were "republicans who took the symbol of the 

Weimar seriously and who tried, persistently and courageously, to give the ideal real 

257 Eyerman, Op. Cit., 23-32. 
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content."258 The preeminent politician of that mettle was Gustav Stresemann. Vallentin 

was among those who helped this nationalist politician transform himself into an 

internationalist and through that relationship she became his and republican Germany's 

wholehearted advocate. The liberalization of the Weimar years allowed her to become a 

journalist with the Manchester Guardian and subsequently with Nord und Sud. She 

promoted Stresemann' s German/French reconciliation policies not only through her 

journalistic work but also her influential Berlin salon. 

Vallentin adapted the old Berlin tradition of Jewish women's salons described by 

Deborah Hertz, and attuned it to modem needs. The pre-twentieth century salons created 

the few opportunities for Jewish and gentile upwardly mobile people to mix - one of the 

scandalous by-products was inter-faith romances and marriages. That heritage continued 

and Vallentin was its beneficiary. Therefore the major distinction between the nineteenth 

and twentieth century salons lay in what brought people together. Formerly a salon had 

provided an intermediate comfort zone for women, not stiflingly private, but not 

threateningly public. It had been a safe place for the mostly wealthy avant garde to discuss 

literary and cultural subjects, where women, who did not have access to university 

education, expanded their knowledge, experimented with epistolary writing, and were 

among the few women who were published. In contrast, Vallentin's salon was mostly 

middle class, but her guests had access to higher education and travel. They were 

258 Gay, Op. Cit., 2. 



142 

journalists or authors with extensive audiences, and officials and business people who 

attended international meetings and swayed large constituencies. The major focus of her 

salon had shifted from literary and cultural affairs to the professional and political. Her 

intelligence and magnetic personality, her influential literary and political connections 

overrode traditional prejudices in the more open atmosphere of the Weimar period when 

an emigre Jewish hostess could attract guests of great diversity to her salon. 

However, her salon's hopes for a democratic Europe and conflict resolution 

through the League ofNations were dashed with the triumph of fascism. By then Vallentin 

had remarried and moved to Paris. Once again an emigre, no longer a political insider, and 

faced with the growth of fascism she focused her efforts on helping refugees. Her role 

devolved into an organizer, speaker, and writer against fascism. To awaken moral 

indignation against the inhumane form of war that the Nazis were waging not only against 

soldiers, but against newborns, women, and children she wrote a stinging expose ofthe 

atrocities committed by the Germans invading Poland. It was the first book to bring eye

witness testimony to the French public. To paraphrase Dylan Thomas, "she raged against 

the dying of the light, and did not go gently into the night." 

Vallentin's circle reflected the changing social and political circumstances. Various 

of her intellectual friends and family chose collaboration with Germans-- her journalist 

friend from Berlin, Friederich Sieburg, German author Gotfried Benn, French politician 

Pierre Laval, and closest to home her husband's talented son, Jean Luchaire. As their 

public voice gained prominence, for five years her's was silenced. And, ironically, after 
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the war, Vallentin, who was on the Nazis "most wanted list" and barely escaped death 

during the Occupation, had to contend with the stigma of being married to the father of a 

collaborator. 

Nevertheless, against heavy personal and political odds, she once again rebuilt her 

life and re-entered the international arena as an observer and commentator. With 

Liberation and a subsequent period of innovation, with the opening of the United Nations 

and UNESCO, new opportunities presented themselves to a woman of her international 

experience and expertise. 

Vallentin continued her salon, continued her attendance at international 

conferences and congresses, and wrote. Through her biographical writing about men who 

were her models of engaged innovators she continued to give voice to her strongly held 

humanistic beliefs. Salons went out of fashion and the post war years brought suffrage to 

French women. The best known public intellectuals of the time, Jean Paul Sartre and 

Simone de Beauvoir and their left leaning circle met not in salons, but at cafes, and used 

radio, film and television to disseminate their views. V allentin, divorced, in failing health, 

no longer part of an activist circle of intellectuals connected to a government or an 

institution with whom she could work for mutually accepted goals, no longer had the 

drive to reinterpret and reinvent her role to fit the more nationalist and populist tenor of 

the times. She clung to her conviction that intellectuals had to write and provide moral 

leadership. 

Her life had been a chronicle of overcoming obstacles, seizing opportunities, and 
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attaining achievements in domains formerly closed to women. She had unlocked doors. A 

new generation of women would keep them open, but in foreign affairs they too would 

continue to have to overcome major obstacles. 

Antonina V allentin was the prototype of the modern European woman. She broke 

with tradition, took personal and professional risks, and defied being defined by frontiers. 

In her personal and professional life she was a European of foreign affairs. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Primary Sources: 
Berlin Telephone books 1914 and 1921 

Italiaander, Rolf, edt. Henry Benrath in Memoriam. Testimonial by Antonina Vallentin 
Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1954 
"Interview with a writer." Journalist, Berlin (June 13, 1953) 

Koszyk, Kurt. "Stresemanns Sekundantin." Journalist, Berlin (November 1966) 

145 

"Nord und Sud: Ein elitiires Friedens-Forum,"in Le discours europeen dan 
/es revues allemandes (1918-1933), eds. Michel Grunewald and Hans 
Manfred Bock. Berne: Lang, 1997. 

Kunitz, Stanley J ., and Howard Haycraft, eds. Twentieth Century Authors. New York: The 
H. W. Wilson Co. 1957. 

Luchaire, Julien. Confession d'un Fran~ais Moyen: 1914-1950. Florence: LeoS. Olschki 
Editeur, 1965. 
Death certificate) 7th Arrondissement ofthe City of Paris May 12, 1962. 

Silberstein, Ewelina, death certificate 16'h Arrondisement March 8, 1958. 

Vallentin, Antonina, death certificate Saint-Leger-en-Yvelines (Seine-et-Oise) August 18, 
1957. 

Vallentin, Irene, death certificate 16th Arrondissement of the City of Paris July 27, 1992. 

V allentin, Antonina 
Books by: 

Die Purpurne Flut: Miirchen und Grotesken. Berlin: Verlag Reuss & Pollack, 
1925. 

Stresemann. Leipzig: Paul List, 1930. 

Heinrich Heine. Paris: Gallimard, 1934. 

Leonardo da Vinci: The Tragic Pursuit of Perfection. New York: Viking Press, 



tr. E. W. Dickes, 1938. 

Les Atrocites Allemandes en Pologne, temoignages et documents. Paris: R. 
Denoel, 1939. 

Mirabeau avant Ia Revolution. Paris: P. Grasset, 1946. 

Mirabeau. Paris: Grasset, 1948. 

Goya. Paris: Grasset 1949. 

H G. Wells. New York: The John Day Co., tr. Daphne Woodward, 1950. 

El Greco. Paris: F. Hazan, 1951 . 

Goya. Paris: Albin Michel, 1951. 

Einstein. Paris: Plon, 1954. 

Picasso: Femmes et Faunes. Paris: Albin Michel, 1956. 

Picasso. Paris: Albin Michel, 1957. 

Vallentin, Antonina 
Journal articles by: 

"Rundschau."Nord und Sud, Berlin. (Monthly May 1, 1927 through 
November 1929). 

146 

"The employment of women since the war." International Labor Review~ Geneva. 
Vol. XXV, No. 4 (April 1932): 480-498. 

"Dans les Intimites des Ambassades." Illustration, Paris, (March and April 1933) 

"Hitler in America." L 'Europe Nouvelle, Paris. (March 21, 1936) 

"Le Congres International des PEN Clubs." Europe, August 1946, 13 8-141. 

"Le Liser d'Argent." L 'Age Nouveau, Volume 22, 36-40. 



147 

"LaGuerre Froid." L 'Age Nouveau, Vo1wne 25, 55-62. 

"La Paix d'Hier at la Paix d'Aujourd'hui." L 'Age Nouveau, January 1947,52-57. 

"Le politique et le Spirituel." March 1947, L 'Age Nouveau, 55-59 

"La Choix du Monde." L 'Age Nouveau, Vol.29, 1948, 49-51. 

"Un Plebiscite de Paix: Surface et realites Arnericaines." L 'Age Nouveau, 
Vol. 31,41-46. 

"Stefan Zweig." L 'Europe, Paris. (October 22, 1947): 48-67 

"Goya." Les Temps Modernes, Paris. (July 1950) 

"Fascistes de tousles pays, unisez-vous." Les Temps Modernes, Paris, November, 
1951,940-950. 

"L'homme, ce chef-d'oeuvre." L 'Europe, Paris. (June 1952) 

"Rainer Maria Ri1ke." fragment of a work in progress, Les Temps Modernes, 
September 1952, 385-434. 

V allentin, Antonina 
Newspaper articles: 

Manchester Guardian. "Interview with Dr. Stresemann," Feb. 22, 1923. 
Various articles: Apr. 18, 1923; Apr.19, 1923; Apr. 21, 1923; Apr. 23, 1923; 

Apr. 26, 1923; Apr. 30, 1923; Apr.1, 1924; Apr. 2 , 1924; Apr.3, 1924; 
Apr. 24,1924. 

New York Times, "The Voteless Women Who Rule France," Jan. 1, 1933. 

Vallentin, Antonina 
Private Papers: 

Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. 
Wittlin, Josef Papers. Letters from Vallentin to Wittlin dated October 12, 
1940, November 27, 1940,May 28, 1941, March 18, 1942, March 28, 
1942, December 8, 1944, February 2, 1946, August 8, 1946, May 14, 194 7, 



148 

January 4, 1948, February 7, 1948, February 17, 1948, March 25, 1948, 
June 26, 1948, June 14, 1949, August 15, 1949, January 22, 1950, April 2, 
1950, November 28, 1951, December 14, 1952, September 23, 1954, June 
21, 1955, August 20, 1955, February 9, 1956. 

Jewish National & University Library, Jerusalem. 
Einstein Papers. Letters to Vallentin dated May 8, 1928; July 31, 1946. 
Letters from Vallentin to Einstein dated: May 7, 1928; October 6, 1928, 
and July 14, 1946. 

Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
Viking Press Archive. Letter from Vallentin to Benjamin Huebsch dated 
August 3, 1942. 

Doubleday Archive. McCormick, Ken D., Publishing Case File. 
Frank Price to McCormick January 8, 1952 , Betty Tillett to McCormick 
February 12, 1952, Price to New York office June 15, 1953, Price to Noble, 
February 16, 1954, Price to Vallentin, June 29, 1954, Vallentin to Price 
December 25, 1953, August 2, 1954, December 5, 1954, March 15, 1955, 
Gwen Glass to Downey, Mary 27, 1955 Doubleday Press Release June 2, 
1955. 

Musee Picasso, Paris, France. 
Picasso Correspondence. Vallentin to Picasso June 2, 1955, October 24, 
1956, May 10, 1957. 

Public Records Office, Kew Gardens, England. 
MacDonald, Ramsay Correspondence. Various letters from 1928, 1932, 
June 23, 1933. 

Ransome Research Center, University of Texas, Austin. 

Golding, Louis Correspondence. Vallentin letter to Golding dated March 
4, 1950, May 28, 1950. 

Harris, Frank Papers. Letters from Harris to Vallentin: December 16, 1926; 
December 31, 1926. Letters from Vallentin to Harris dated: March 14, 
1924; September 27, 1926; January 3, 1927; June 3, 1927; January 19, 
1928; February 9, 1928; undated also to Mrs. Helen O'Hare Harris and one 
dated to her May 10, 1927. 



149 

Knopf Archive. Internal memo October 8, 1951. Michel Hoffman letter to 
Blanche KnopfNovember 5, 1951, Vallentin letter to Blanche Knopf 
December 2, 1951, Shirley Chidsey to Desmond Vesey, December 15, 
1953. 

Toller, Ernst Correspondence. 

John Rylands University Library in Manchester. 

Scott, C. P. Papers. Memo dated August 16, 1922. Letters to Vallentin 
dated August 16, 1922, January 7, 1925. Letter to August Voight January 
20,1925. Letters from Vallentin to Scott dated May 27, 1924, January 4, 
1925. 

Schiller-Nationalmuseum, Deutsches Literaturarchiv, Marbach am Neckar. 

Benn, Gottfried Papers. Letters from Benn to Vallentin October 6, 1925; 
January 9,1932. 

Doblin, Alfred Correspondence. Doblin letter to V allentin dated 
May 4, 1950. 

Mann, Heinrich Correspondence. Letters from V allentin to Mann dated 
June 27, 1933, Letters from Mann to Vallentin July 13, 1933. 

Mann, Klaus Correspondence. Letters from Mann to Vallentin dated July 
7, 1933, March 28, 1934, September 19, 1934, January 19, 1935. Vallentin 
letter to Mann 1945. 

Mann, Thomas Papers . Mann letter to V allentin dated May 16, 
June 5, 1933. 

Roth, Joseph Papers. Roth letters to Vallentin dated January 2, 1934; 
March 17, 1934; March 20, 1934; April12,1934; June 1,1934; June 10, 
1934; June 11, 1934; June 21, 1934; July 1, 1934; July 23, 1934; July 
24, 1934; July 14,1934, September 18, 1934. 

Sieburg, Friedrich Papers. Sieburg letters to Vallentin dated November 14, 
1924; May 15, 1925; July 27, 1926; August 20, 1928; June 1, 1929; 
August 27, 1929; June 9, 1930. 



150 

Tergit, Gabriella Correspondence. Letters from Vallentin to Tergit January 
12, 1945, October 27, 1945, April16, 1946, January 19, 1947, August 26, 
1947, June 8, 1948, October 8, 1948, May 31, 1952 

Zweig, Stefan Papers. Zweig letters to Vallentin dated May 22, 1939; 
November 19, 1939. 

Secondary Sources: 

Books: 

D' Abemon, Viscount Portraits and Appreciations. London: Hodder and Stoughton Ltd., 
1931. 

Arendt, Hannah. Rahel Varnhagen: The Lifo of a Jewish Woman. New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1974. 

Assouline,Pierre. Gaston Gallimard: A Half-Century of French Publishing. New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1988. 

Berberova, Nina. Histoire de Ia Baronne Boudberg. Paris: Actes Sud, 1988. 

Beauvoir, Simone de. Force ofCircumstance. New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 
1964. 

Birnbaum, Pierre, and Katznelson, Ira, eds. Paths of Emancipation: Jews, States, and 
Citizenship. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995. 

Bouissonousse, Janine. La Nuit d'Autun. Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1977. 

Bowker, Foreign Literary Prizes. New York: Bowker & Co. 1980. 

Brome, Vincent. Frank Harris: The Life and Loves of a Scoundrel. London: Cassell, 
1959. 

Eyerman, Ron. Between Culture and Politics: Intellectuals in Modern Society. 
Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994. 

Fischer, Brigitte B. My European Heritage. tr. Harry Zohn. Boston: Branden 
Publishing Co., 1986. 



Foot, Michael. The History of Mr. Wells. Washington: Counterpoint, 1995. 

Gar9on, Maurice director of stenographic account. Les Proces de Collaboration. Paris: 
Albin Michel, 1948. 

Gay, Peter. Weimar Culture. New York: Harper T orchbooks, 1970. 

Grunewald, Michel, and Hans Manfred Bock. Le discours europeen dans les revues 
allemandes. Berne: Lang, 1997. 

151 

Hermann Rutsch, Elizabeth, and Huttenmaier Spits, Edna, eds. German Women Writers of 
the Twentiesth Century. Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1978. 

Hertz, Deborah. Jewish High Society in Old Regime Berlin. New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1988. 

Hirsch, Felix. Stresemann: Ein Lebensbild. Frankfurt: Mustersch.midt, 1978. 

Kahn, Lothar. Insight and Action: The Life and Work of Lion Feuchtwanger. Cranbury, 
N.J.: Associated University Presses, Inc., 1975. 

Kaplan, Marion. The Making of the Jewish Middle Class. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1991. 

Kessler, Harry. The Diaries of a cosmopolitan: Count Harry Kessler, 1918-3 7. London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971. 

Koszyk, Kurt. Gustav Stresemann: Die Kaisertreue Demokrat Eine Biographie. Berlin: 
Kiepenhever & Witsch, 1989. 

Kunitz, Stanley J ., edt., Twentieth Century Authors. New York: The H. W. Wilson Co., 
1942. 

Laqueur, Walter. Weimar: A Cultural History 1918-1933. New York: G. P. Putnam's & 
Sons, 1974. 

Lottman, Herbert R. The Left Bank; Writers, Artists and Politics from the Popular Front 
to the Cold War. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1982. 

Mann, Golo. A Youth in Germany. New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1990. 



Ousby, Ian. Occupation: The Ordeal of France 1940-44. New York: St. Martin's 
Press, 1997. 

Roberts, F.C. Obituaries from the 'Times ' 1971-75. Reading: Newspaper Archive 
Developments, 1978. 

Rousso, Henry. The Vichy Syndrome: History and Memory in France since 1944. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991. 

Simmons, Michael. Berlin: The Dispossessed City. London: Hamish Hamilton, 1988. 

Weiss, Louise. Memoires d 'une Europeenne. Paris: Editeur Payot, Vol. I, 1968. 

Wells, G.P. ed., H G. Wells in Love. London: Farber & Farber, 1984. 

Wertheimer, Jack. Unwelcome Strangers: East European Jews in Imperial Germany. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1987. 

Articles: 

Chube, Thomas Caldecot. "He Who Shook France." Saturday Review of Literature, 
March 6, 1948. 

Cohen, I. Bernard. "Einstein in Profile." New York Times Review of Books, August 22, 
1954. 

Forman, Henry James. "An Illwninating Life of Heine." New York Times Book Review, 
November 25, 1934. 

152 

Golding, Louis. "La Chemise de Nuit Bleu Pale." translated by Antonina Vallentin, L 'Age 
Nouveau, February 1951. 

Guislain, Albert. "Un nouveau livre sur le Greco." Le Soir, Bruxelles, January 16, 1955. 

Italiaander, Rolf. " .... und alles stimmt genau." Journalist, June 1953. 

Larsen, Egon. "Farewell to Two Berliners." Association of Jewish Refugees, London, 
September 1982. 

Maison de Tourisme."Les Ecrivains Allemands Exiles a Sanary." Sanary, August 2000. 



Peyre, Henri. "A Foe of Tyrants Everywhere." New York Times Review of Books, 
March 7, 1948. 

153 

Smith, Harrison. "Bellicose Utopian." Saturday Review of Literature, January 13, 1951. 

Storms. A. "To our friends."L 'Age Nouveau, Paris, July 1946. 

"Stresemann Hailed as Great Idealist." New York Times, May 23, 1931. 

West, Herbert. "The Outline ofH. G. Wells." New York Times Review of Books, 
November 5, 1950. 

Wight, Frederick. "Goya- A Master-Historian of his Period." New York Times Book 
Review, September 25, 1949. 


	ar0001
	ar0002
	ar0003
	ar0004

