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About this Guide 

The following author biography and list of questions about The Empty Mirror are intended as 

resources to aid individual readers and book groups who would like to learn more about the 

author and this book. We hope that this guide will provide you a starting place for discussion, 

and suggest a variety of perspectives from which you might approach The Empty Mirror. 

 

About the Book 

The summer of 1898 finds Austria terrorized by a killer who the press calls “Vienna’s Jack the 

Ripper.” Four bodies have already been found, but when the painter Gustav Klimt’s female 

model becomes the fifth victim, the police finger him as the culprit. The artist has already 

scandalized Viennese society with his erotically charged modern paintings. Who better to take 

the blame for the crimes that have plagued the city? 

 

This is, however, far from an open-and-shut case. Klimt’s lawyer, Karl Werthen, has an ace up 

his sleeve. Dr. Hans Gross, the renowned father of criminology, has agreed to assist him in 

investigating the murders. Together, Gross and Werthen must not only clear Klimt’s name but 

also follow the trail of a killer that will lead them in the most surprising of directions. By 

uncovering the cause of the crimes that have shaken the city, the two men may risk damaging 

Vienna more than the murders did themselves. 

 

Written by an acclaimed expert on Vienna and its history, The Empty Mirror introduces a new 

series of stunning historical mysteries that reveals the culture and curiosities of this fascinating 

fin de siècle metropolis. 

 



 

 

 

About the Author 

J. Sydney Jones is the author of twelve books, including the nonfiction Hitler in Vienna, 1907--

1913, the guides Viennawalks and Vienna Inside-Out, and the suspense novel Time of the 

Wolf. In 1968 he was a student in Vienna and later returned to live there for almost two decades. 

He currently lives near Santa Cruz, California. 

Discussion Questions 

1. The artist Gustav Klimt is the initial suspect in the murders at the Heart of The Empty 

Mirror. He is perhaps most famous for his painting The Kiss. Though his dialogue and 

actions represented in the novel are fictional re-creations, the facts about his life--the 

numerous children out of wedlock, the fact that he never married, the possession of 

certain skills valuable to the forger, the need for physicality (even for fisticuffs) to get his 

creativity started--all are historical fact. Does all this make you think differently about the 

artist? 

 

2. Werthen is an assimilated Jew living in a city where anti-Semitism was, at the time, a 

constant drumbeat. What techniques can you discern that Werthen has adopted to blend 

in, to assimilate, to avoid exposure? What indications do you find that there is a certain 

amount of cognitive dissonance at work within Werthen regarding this assimilationist 

stance? 

 

3. The title of the novel comes, in part, from the mirror that the young woman holds in 

Klimt’s sketch and painting, Nuda Veritas. (You may want to look up the picture online; 

there is a good reproduction of it at http://www.abcgallery.com/K/klimt/klimt5.html). 

The model for this sketch and later painting is the victim (in this fiction only) we meet in 

the prologue to the book. What does the empty mirror mean to you? What do you think 

the significance of the title is? 

 

4. Dr. Hanns Gross is one of the actual historical characters used in this novel. Gross will be 

a regular fixture of these novels, though Advokat Karl Werthen is the primary 

protagonist. Gross is representative of the state of criminology of the day. What facts do 

you glean from the novel about the development of that science at the time?  

 

5. Vienna 1900, many critics have noted, is a major “character” in this novel. What does the 

physical milieu of that city add to the novel?  What specific details bring the city to life? 

 

6. What other actual historical figures are involved in this novel? How do they further the 

plot? 

 



 

 

7. The Mayerling affair and the assassination of Empress Elisabeth are historical facts. 

Mayerling has spawned a cottage industry in conjectural books to explain the death of 

Crown Prince Rudolf and his young friend, Maria Vetsera. Do you think it is appropriate 

for such historical events to become the subject of fiction? Is there any advantage to 

dealing with these events in a fictional framework rather than via nonfiction? 

 

8. If you were Werthen, would you have simply let the whole matter of the staged murders, 

of Elisabeth’s death, and of the assassination of Rudolf go and hope for the best, or would 

you, as Werthen did, call out Prince Grunenthal in hopes of ending it once and for all? By 

what other means might Werthen have attained closure? 

 

9. This book posits a fictional connection between the deaths of Rudolf in 1889, and his 

mother in 1898. In this fictional context, how much do you think Emperor Franz Josef 

actually knew about the death of his wife? About the death of his son?  

 

10. Do you find any resonance between Vienna in 1898 and your own city in the twenty-first 

century?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more reading group suggestions, visit 
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