
And the Mob 
Who Played Whom?  

A Museum Exhibition including artifacts and archives from:  
 

The Liberace Museum Collection 
 

Featuring information from the upcoming book: 
 

‚Showman: The Unsung Genius of Liberace‛ 
 

by Jonathan Warren 
Chairman, Liberace Foundation 

 
Presented with an entertaining oral description of each case, with op-

tional Q&A by Jonathan Warren 
www.jonathanwarren.me    www.liberace.org  

http://www.jonathanwarren.me
http://www.liberace.org


Vladziu Valentino Liberace was a Midwestern child prodigy born to 
Polish and Italian immigrants in 1919.  His mastery of the piano 
saw him bring down the house as the starring soloist of the  
Chicago Symphony Orchestra by the time we was 20. The life of a 
renowned concert pianist was a sure thing. 

But it bored him. 
Beyond the artistry of the orchestral arrangements lay the vision of 
gleaming excitement that stirred the very soul this soft spoken,  
impeccably dressed musician. In order to manage two different  
audiences, he began performing in Chicago under the  
name “Walter Busterkeys.”  
 
Soon the performance styles blended into the most outlandishly  
costumed performer in history, playing his own versions of classic  
piano pieces ‚with the boring parts cut out,‛  
 

known mononymously as  Liberace. 



“I stopped doing concerts and 

started putting on a show.”  
 

By 1955 Liberace was listed by Guinness Book of World Records as 
  

“The Highest Paid Entertainer in the World,” 
  

earning $50,000 per week in the Clover Room of the Riviera Hotel.  
Able to play over 6,000 notes in two minutes,  

Liberace was listed by Ripley’s Believe It Or Not as:  

 
“The Fastest Musician in the World.” 

 
A regular in England, Monaco, Australia and all over the US, Liberace made Las Vegas his  

primary home by the early 1970’s.  There his brother, violinist and bandleader George  
Liberace, his mother and other family members gathered in the warmth of the success of  

the prodigal son. 
 
 

By the time he died in Palm Springs, California in 1987, the Liberace estate was worth an  

Estimated $110 million, the vast majority of which he left to his foundation.  
A half dozen books, several films and many tribute artists continue to share his legacy. 

And then, there’s the back story... 

Liberace at the Circle Star 
Theater, CA circa 1972 



Liberace’s career and legacy crossed paths with the Mob on at 
least three significant occasions.   
 
Each encounter was dealt with differently by Liberace and his  
estate, always with extreme cunning,  
and expert use of his most formidable weapon...  
 

 

 

 

the Show itself. 

Liberace circa 1951 



THE BLACKMAIL 
In Manhattan in 1965, a man was arrested  
impersonating a police detective.  He had been 
shaking down the parents of a runaway youth, 
from whom he sought payment to send the  
minor home.  The parents got suspicious and 
called the New York police, causing a real  
detective to make the arrest of the imposter.   
 
To save himself from serious charges, the  
perpetrator offered information on a  
tremendous and landmark crime ring  
promulgating organized blackmail.  A huge  
nationwide network of nightclub operators,  
hoteliers, police and more blackmailed  
closeted, high-profile gay men for millions.   
 

One of these victims 

was Liberace. 
 
Others included generals, admirals, congressmen,      
surgeons, professors, deans of universities, and            
celebrity and television personalities.  

Without the ability to identify a particular perpetrator and under strict morals clauses of his performance contracts,  
Liberace saw nothing to gain and everything to lose in talking to the FBI, and he refused to testify.  But his public schedule 
and keeping quiet about the FBI investigation, as well as the gravitas of his own tremendous national popularity,  
contributed to bust the case open.  
 

It has since been pointed to as the first time law enforcement fought to protect gay 

members of society against such violations.  



EXHIBIT A 
Contents 

 Ex. A.1— 
 FBI investigation documents enlarged to 3’x5’   
 
 Ex. A.2— 
 FBI communications regarding Liberace enlarged to 3’x5’ 
 
 Ex. A.3— 
 Photos of Liberace and advertisements for his bookings of the era 



EXHIBIT ITEM A.1 
FBI Investigations 



EXHIBIT ITEM A.2 
FBI Correspondences  



EXHIBIT ITEM A.3 
Headshot and Programs from 1965 



 

Within the Liberace Museum Collection is a famous  
pocket watch which Liberace often wore over his  
cravat on stage. In the official records of the Liberace  
Foundation, the piece is recorded as having been  
given to Liberace by the Australian Government. 
 
While on tour in Dallas in 1974, the piece was stolen 
from a combination-locked jewelry case in Liberace’s 
room, without any forced entry.  The theft was  
immediately reported to the police, along with the  
previously estimated value of the piece of  

$75,000.   
 
The story as told by Liberace himself was that the 
thief wore the watch, which was recognized by a fan 
who called the police, leading to the return of the 
watch.  

The FBI file released years later,  

tells a different story... 

THE LIBERACE TIFFANY  

WATCH HEIST 

Liberace’s Tiffany & Co. pocket watch 



The ‚Hole-in-the-wall‛ Gang. Notorious for leaving 
holes in walls and ceilings during their capers in Las 
Vegas. These thieves had deep ties with the Chicago 
Outfit. They were active from 1979 to 1981 when a 
botched burglary led to the arrest of several  
members.  
 

 

Far left: Tony “The Ant” Spilotro; next: Herbert “Fat 
Herbie” Blitzstein; clockwise from top-left:  Leo 
Guardino, Joe Blasko, Wayne Matecki, Frank Cullotta 

According to the FBI file, the piece was sold by the thief to a ‘fence’ in Chicago.  The fence, who owned a jewelry store,  
received a phone call from an associate in Las Vegas, confirming that he had received the piece.  The FBI had been  
surveilling the caller on another case, thus they tapped the call to the fence.  When they raided the store of the Chicago 
fence, they found the Tiffany-made Liberace Watch in his pocket, and many other stolen jewels from around the Country 
on location. The watch was restored to Liberace with great fanfare in the press.   

But most missed the deeper story.   

 
FBI files show that the piece was only insured for $5,500, not $75,000.  When that information was reported by 
one or two media outlets, Liberace’s manager answered that Liberace had not had the piece long, and had 
not yet obtained the insurance he would normally have placed on it.   
 
Most didn’t follow the story further, but when the FBI later returned the piece to Liberace, they required him to disclose its 

genesis and value.  He happily informed them that he had bought it from a display at a second hand jewelry 

store in Las Vegas. It was an antique. It didn’t work and wasn’t even for sale, but he liked it and took it to a jeweler to have 
the iconic ‚L‛ emblazoned on it in tiny diamonds.  The name of the jeweler who modified it is mysteriously redacted from 
the FBI file.  Several of Liberace’s friends have said that they believe it was Mordechai at The Jewelers of Las Vegas.   
The associate of the fence who called him in Chicago from Las Vegas, strangely not redacted, was Herbie.  Some believe 
him to have been the notorious Herbert ‚Fat Herbie‛ Blitzstein, known to later form the Las Vegas ‚Hole-in-the-wall‛ gang 
jewel thieves. 



According to the FBI file, The moment the Liberace Tiffany Watch was discovered stolen, Liberace’s manager 
made two calls.  One was to the police. The other was to the Associated Press, to announce the theft of such a 
valuable, famed piece from the hotel room of the superstar, Liberace.  Over 40 years later, the perception has 
become reality. 
 
Actually the Lore is part of the show. The Liberace Tiffany Watch, stolen in an elaborate, multi-party interstate 
organized crime cat burglar heist, thought to be worth $75,000, was in fact estimated by Liberace himself to be 
worth no more than $5,000 - even after the value had been enhanced by diamonds and celebrity.  By the time 
that disclosure was released by the FBI decades later, no one was paying attention.   
 
The press, the public and the street had gone wild with stories of Liberace’s valuable jewels being stolen, then 
returned to him. Perhaps the Mob had been played by the Master, Liberace the Great. 

Liberace Winking 

“The Liberace Show” circa 1952 



EXHIBIT B 
Contents 

 Ex. B.1— 
 The Liberace Tiffany Watch:  Platinum, 10 opals, 67 diamonds forming the ‚L‛ 
 
 Ex. B.2— 
 Newspaper articles chronicling the events in the press, enlarged to 3’x5’  
 
 Ex. B.3— 
 FBI file pages describing the heist, the reactions, the insurance, and the history of 
 the piece as later disclosed by Liberace, enlarged to 3’x5’ 



EXHIBIT ITEM B.1 
The Liberace Tiffany & Co. Pocket Watch 

 Platinum 

 

 10 Opals 

 

 67 Diamonds 



EXHIBIT ITEM B.2 
Dallas Times Herald Articles about the Heist 



EXHIBIT ITEM B.3 
FBI Affidavit 



EXHIBIT ITEM B.3 cont. 
FBI Special Agent Testimony 



THE PRIEST, THE HITMAN AND THE  

LIBERACE STRADIVARIUS 
In 2011, Father Eugene Klein while administering communion to 

inmates, was slipped a note. It was stashed inside religious  
materials passed through a prison cell food slot to him by  

convicted Chicago hit man Frank Calabrese Sr.  The note  
instructed the priest on the location of a hidden treasure in a  

former home of the notorious mobster,  

who was serving a life sentence for 13 murders. 
 

Inside a sliding door and up against a wall in the home, the  
mobster told the priest, was hidden a 250-year old Stradivarius  

violin which had once belonged to Liberace, worth an estimated 

$26 million.  Klein opted to look for the item himself  
without telling the police.  He posed as a buyer for the home, but was 

discovered and arrested. 
 

Calabrese died in prison in 2012 at age 75. Father Eugene Klein Frank Calabrese Sr. 

Photo: Associated Press 

Famed Chicago prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald, renowned for taking down Illinois Governor Rob Blegojevich, went after the priest for 
Conspiracy to Defraud the US. Undeterred by the priest’s spotless record, the prosecutor put tremendous manpower into an elaborate case, 
lining the back of the courtroom with witnesses against the 65-year-old Father Klein as the trial was about to begin. 
 
Then, Father Klein shocked the courtroom by changing his plea from not guilty to guilty, without any bargain made.  When the action put the 
case back in the news, the Liberace Foundation contacted the attorney for the priest to let him know that the entire affair was likely a charade. 
 

With less than 500 violins made by the master Stradivarius, and all of them accounted for,  

the chances that the violin in question is one of the many copies made hundreds of years later is over 97%.   



Liberace played a spectacular piano solo on the Jack Benny Show in 1954.  In a comedy act, he then introduced Jack Benny to 
join him for another number, in place of George, Liberace’s violinist brother.  Jack Benny walked out on stage and raised the 
violin to his chin, revealing that it had a miniature candelabra attached to it.  The crowd roared with laughter.  That violin is in 
the Liberace Museum Collection.  The brand is Stradivarius.  There are another 3 violins in the collection, at least two of them 
are marked with the name Stradivarius.   
 
The gag was repeated by Liberace and Jack Benny on the Jack Benny Show in 1969, to great response.  In the second version, 
they even refer to the violin as a ‚Stradivarius made in Japan‛. 

“The Jack Benny Show” circa 1954 



There is no evidence nor indication that Liberace ever 
bought, was given or owned an actual Stradivarius violin, 
other than the relatively cheap knockoffs used in his shows 
like these examples.  In fact, there is nothing to indicate that 
Liberace ever owned any item or single piece of property 
worth anywhere near $26 million. 
 
Far more likely is the notion that someone paid off a  
mobster with a stolen violin from the Liberace act, noting 
that it was a ‚Stradivarius‛ like those in the collection.  The 
value was likely escalated by its nefarious owners from one 
to another, as the cache of Liberace grew with the notoriety 
of the Stradivarius name in the public domain. 
 
Armed with this information for the sentencing of his client, 
the attorney for Father Klein called it ‚a classic Chicago Mob  
charade.‛  The sentencing is pending. 
 
Scattered across the Internet, printed by dozens of media 
outlets is the story of the $26 million Liberace  
Stradivarius.  The thief, the mobster, the priest, the  
prosecutor and the public remain to this very moment under 
the spell of the greatest showman of all time...  
 
 
 

  
Liberace at the Las Vegas Hilton circa 1975 



EXHIBIT C 
Contents 

 Ex. C.1— 
 Various recent newspaper articles covering the story in all its fantastic intrigue 
 
 Ex. C.2— 
 Photographs of Frank Calabrese, Sr, Father Klein, and Jack Benny with Liberace 
  
 Ex. C.3 (a, b, c)— 
 Three ‚Stradivarius‛ violins owned by the Liberace Foundation, including the 
 1954 Jack Benny candelabra-violin 
 
 Ex. C.4— 
 Close view of the interior labels of the violins, showing the name ‚Stradivarius‛ 
 
 Ex. C.5— 
 Enlarged expert essay on the Stradivarius brand and the many fakes that followed 
 
 Ex. C.6— 
 Optional Jack Benny Show clips of Liberace and Jack Benny violin skits 



EXHIBIT ITEM C.1 
Chicago Sun Times Article 



EXHIBIT ITEM C.2 
Photographs  

Clockwise from top-left: George Liberace, 
Jayne Mansfield and Jack Benny on violins 
(1950s), Frank Calabrese, Sr. mug shot 
(1990), Liberace and Jack Benny (1954), 
Father Eugene Klein (2015) 



Liberace and Jack Benny’s  
Candelabra Violin Prop 

A Liberace “Stradivarius” Violin 

EXHIBIT ITEMS C.3a, C.3b, C.3c 
Liberace Stradivarius Violins 

A Liberace “Stradivarius” Violin 



EXHIBIT ITEM 

C.4 
Close View of Violin Label 



EXHIBITION DESIGN 
 The footprint of all three exhibitions totals roughly 48 square feet.  

 The ideal product is an acrylic print for enlarged documents pasted directly onto an exhibiting wall, and Plexiglas  

       display cases for the watch and violins.  

 An alternative for the enlarged documents is 3’x5’ foam-core boards on easels, this would add additional square feet to 
the exhibition. 

 The design presented below is purely conceptual. The Liberace Foundation encourages the Mob Museum’s input in the 
layout, presentation and atmosphere of the proposed exhibition.  

Not to scale 



CONTACT 

Andreas Sparkuhl 

Operations Manager 

Liberace Foundation 

asparkuhl@liberace.org 

702-340-6576 

LEGAL NOTICE: All information in this 27 page presentation has been gathered by solicitation of the recipient. It is intended for the party to whom it was individually ad-
dressed. It is not published or publicly distributed by its producer, nor is it intended for publication by any party. All trademarks and other intellectual property contained 
herein are the property of their respective owners. No infringement is intended. All rights are reserved. 

All estimates are for demonstration purposes only and do not constitute a guarantee or promise of performance in any way. Nothing herein constitutes an offer to buy or 
sell any security, real or personal property or license. 

Jonathan Warren 

Chairman of the Board of  

Directors and Advisory Board 

Liberace Foundation 

jwarren@liberace.org 

702-714-0059 


