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Taking Stock.
Gurlitt      in Review

Taking stock means providing an account. 

In November 2014, Kunstmuseum Bern accepted the 
bequest from Cornelius Gurlitt (1932–2014). This 
means that Kunstmuseum Bern is now responsible 
for an art collection that is historically fraught.

The existence of the around 1,600 works of art had 
become public knowledge in 2013. The works  
originate from the estate of Cornelius Gurlitt’s father, 
art historian and art dealer Hildebrand Gurlitt  
(1895–1956). It was known that Gurlitt had dealt in art 
during the period of Nazi government in Germany 
(1933 –1945) and also on behalf of the regime.

Suspicions concerning the presence of works of art 
that may have been looted by the Nazis prompted 
several years of research, which was carried out by 
teams in Germany and Switzerland. It turned out 
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Ground floor

that more than 1,000 works of art from the Gurlitt be-
quest had come into Hildebrand Gurlitt’s posses-
sion through dealing in art after 1933.

In December 2021, Kunst museum Bern unequivocally 
assimilated more than 1,600 works from the Gurlitt 
bequest into its collection. Five works had previously 
been handed over to the Federal Republic of  
Germany. A further nine works of art have been re-
turned to their rightful owners since 2011. Two  
works were passed on to the descendants of two fam-
ilies, as a “just and fair solution” according to the 
1998 Washington Principles.

The exhibition demonstrates the challenges current-
ly being faced in approching works of art and  
their history. It provides insights into eight years of 
research concerning a historically fraught bequest.
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September 2010 
Following a customs 
inspection on a train from 
Zurich to Munich, the 
Bavarian public prosecutor 
opened an investigation  
into Cornelius Gurlitt on 
suspicion of tax evasion.

February / March 
2012
The Augsburg public 
prosecutor’s office searched 
Cornelius Gurlitt’s Munich 
apartment and seized works 
of art found there.

November 3, 2013
The “Schwabinger Kunst-
fund” (Schwabing Art Trove) 
was made public through  
an article in the German 
maga zine “Focus.” Many 
works were suspected of 
being looted during the Nazi 
period. 

November 2013
The “Schwabing Art Trove 
Taskforce”, an international 
team of experts established 
by the Federal Republic of 
Germany and the Free State 
of Bavaria, began research 
on the provenance of the 
works. During the following 
weeks, the confiscated  
works were published in the 
Lost Art Database.

February 2014
A court-appointed supervi-
sor and lawyers became 
Cornelius Gurlitt’s represen-
tatives. They announced  
that further works of art had 
been found in Gurlitt’s  
house in Salzburg.

April 2014
Cornelius Gurlitt entered into 
agreement with the Free 
State of Bavaria and the 
Federal Republic of Germany 
regarding the future adminis-
tration of works of art in  
his possession. He agreed to 
the “Schwabing Art Trove 
Taskforce” conducting re - 
search on the collection and 
to the restitution of all works 
found to be looted art to the 
rightful owners or their heirs.

May 6, 2014
Cornelius Gurlitt died, aged 
81, in Munich. The following 
day, the Kunstmuseum Bern 
Foundation learned that 
Gurlitt had named the 
museum in his will as sole 
beneficiary.

November 21, 2014
Relatives of Cornelius Gurlitt 
challenged the will.

November 24, 2014
After a six-month period of 
consideration, the 

Kunstmuseum Bern Founda-
tion decided to accept the 
bequest.

March / April 2015
The Munich “Nachlass-
gericht” (probate court) ruled 
that Cornelius Gurlitt’s will 
was valid. Some of the family 
appealed the decision.

May 2015
The restitution of two works 
from the estate occurred:  
the heirs of David Friedmann 
(1857–1942) received Max 
Liebermann’s painting Reiter 
am Strand (Riders on the 
Beach, 1901); and the 
painting Femme à l’éven-
tail (Woman with a Fan, 1923) 
by Henri Matisse was 
restored to the heirs of Paul 
Rosenberg (1881–1959).

January 14, 2016
The “Schwabing Art Trove 
Taskforce” presented its final 
report. The “Gurlitt Prove-
nance Research Project” at 
the German Lost Art 
Foundation assumed 
responsibility for research.

December 15, 2016 
The Munich “Oberlandes-
gericht” (higher regional 
court) rejected the  
appeal challenging Gurlitt’s  
will, confirming the 
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Kunstmuseum Bern  
Foundation as rightful 
eneficiary.

February 2017
Adolph von Menzel’s drawing 
Interior of a Gothic Church 
(1874) was restored to the 
heirs of Elsa Helene Cohen 
(1874–1947).

May 2017
The painting Le Louvre, 
matin (The Louvre, Morning, 
1902) by Camille Pissarro 
was restored to the heirs of 
Max Heilbronn (1902–1998).

November 2017
Kunstmuseum Bern and 
Bundeskunsthalle in Bonn 
became the first institutions 
to exhibit works of art from 
the Cornelius Gurlitt Estate.

December 2017
The “Gurlitt Provenance 
Research Project” was 
concluded. Starting in 
January 2018, the German 
Lost Art Foundation as-
sumed responsibility for  
the follow-up project 
“Reviews, Dokumentation 
und anlassbezogene  
Forschungsarbeiten zum 
Kunstfund Gurlitt” (reviews, 
documentation, and  
research work as required on 
the Gurlitt Trove).

April 2018
Kunstmuseum Bern present-
ed the exhibition Gurlitt 
Status Report: Nazi Art Theft 
and Its Consequences.

July 2018
The Kunstmuseum Bern 
Foundation reached agree-
ment with Paul Cézanne’s 
heirs regarding the owner-
ship rights of the painting La 
Montagne Sainte-Victoire 
(Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1897). 
Cézanne’s heirs recognized 
the Kunstmuseum Bern 
Foundation as rightful owner 
of the painting. In return, 
Kunstmuseum Bern arranged 
with Musée Granet for it to 
be regularly exhibited in 
Aix-en-Provence.

September 2018
The Gropius Bau in Berlin 
presented the exhibition  
Gurlitt Status Report: An Art 
Dealer in Nazi Germany.

December 2018
The project “Reviews, 
Dokumentation und anlass-
bezogene Forschungs- 
arbeiten zum Kunstfund 
Gurlitt” was completed. 

January 2019
The painting Portrait of a 
Seated Young Woman 
(1850–1855) by Thomas 

Couture was restored to the 
heirs of Georges Mandel 
(1885–1944). A final research 
project, “Publikation und 
Ergebnisdokumentation 
zum Kunstfund Gurlitt” 
(publication and documenta-
tion of the results concerning 
the Gurlitt Trove), was begun 
at the German Lost Art 
Foundation. 

July 2019
The painting Quai de Clichy. 
Temps gris (Clichy Dock. 
Gray Weather, 1887) by Paul 
Signac was restored to the 
heirs of Gaston Prosper Lévy 
(1893–1977).
In collaboration with the 
“Forschungsstelle ‘Entartete 
Kunst’” (research center for 
‘degenerate art’) at Hamburg 
University, Kunstmuseum 
Bern began provenance 
research into so-called 
“degenerate art” contained 
in the Gurlitt Estate.

September 2019
The Israel Museum in 
Jerusalem presented the 
exhibition Fateful Choices: Art 
from the Gurlitt Trove.

November 2019
Kunstmuseum Bern sold the 
painting Marine, Temps 
d’orage (Ships at Sea in 
Stormy Weather, 1873) by 

   Chronology of  
of the Cornelius Gurlitt Bequest
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Édouard Manet to the 
National Museum of Western 
Art in Tokyo. Proceeds  
from the sale were used to 
pay off the debts accrued  
to date by Kunstmuseum 
Bern in relation to the 
Cornelius Gurlitt bequest.

December 2019
The project “Publikation und 
Ergebnisdokumentation  
zum Kunstfund Gurlitt” at the 
German Lost Art Foundation 
was completed.

January 2020
The watercolor Woman in 
White (1880) and the oil 
painting Woman in Profile 
(1881) by Jean-Louis Forain 
were restored to the heirs of 
Armand Isaac Dorville 
(1875–1941). Three works from 
the Gurlitt bequest were 
ceded to the Free State of 
Bavaria to settle inheritance 
taxes. They are now housed 
in the Bayerische Staats-
gemäldesammlungen –  
Pinakothek der Moderne and 
Staatliche Graphische 
Sammlung, Munich.

January 2021 
The pencil drawing Das 
Klavierspiel (Playing the Piano, 
around 1840) by Carl Spitzweg 
was restored to the heirs of 
Henri Hinrichsen (1868–1942). 

November 2021
After spending several years 
researching the Cornelius 
Gurlitt bequest and following 
extensive investigations and 
considerations in collabora-
tion with independent 
international experts, the 
Kunstmuseum Bern Founda-
tion has reached several 
decisions concerning their 
approach to works of un- 
certain provenance.
The Kunstmuseum Bern 
Foundation decided that two 
works by Otto Dix, Domp-
teuse (Female Animal Trainer, 
1922) and Dame in der 
Loge (Lady in a Theatre Box, 
1922), should be transferred 
jointly to the heirs of Dr 
Ismar Littmann and the heirs 
of Dr Paul Schaefer.

December 10, 2021
Kunstmuseum Bern pub-
lished the works in the 
Cornelius Gurlitt bequest in 
the online database THE 
GURLITT ESTATE.

January 2022
Five works of uncertain 
provenance, which the Kunst- 
museum has ceded owner-
ship of, were transferred to 
the Federal Republic of 
Germany. They are now in the 
collection of the Federal Arts 
Administration.

June 2022
The watercolors Dompteuse 
(1922) and Dame in der Loge 
(1922) by Otto Dix, in accor-
dance with the agreement 
reached with the heirs of Dr. 
Ismar Littmann and the  
heirs of Dr. Paul Schaefer, 
were auctioned in favor of 
the heirs. 
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In the period to March 2012, 
the public prosecutor’s office 
in Augsburg seized works  
of art and documents from Cor-
nelius Gurlitt’s apartment as 
part of a preliminary investiga-
tion into suspected tax  
offences.
In November 2013, the public 
prosecutor’s office in Augs-
burg published the first  
126 works of art from the Gur-
litt holdings in the Lost Art 
Databank. Confiscations relat-
ed to persecution during the 
Nazi’s rule in Germany (looted 
art) could not be ruled out 
 for these works. In April 2014, 
the Augsburg public prose- 
cutor ended its own confisca-
tion.

Cornelius Gurlitt was the son 
of the art dealer Hildebrand 
Gurlitt. Following the seizure of 
works of art in his possession 
(2012), Gurlitt agreed to an ex-
amination of works in his pos-
session for looted art. He  
was one of the first private in-
dividuals to accept the Wash-
ington Principles (1998) and be 
willing to return works of art 
that have proven to be looted 
to the descendants of the 
rightful owners. Cornelius Gur-
litt died in Munich on May 6, 
2014. In his will, he named the 
Kunstmuseum Bern Founda-
tion as his sole heir.

Public  
Prosecutor’s  
Office in  
Augsburg

2012 – 2014

Cornelius Gurlitt   
(1932–2014) 

2010 – 2014
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Projects  
Undertaken by the 
German Lost  
Art Foundation 

2016 – 2019

In 2013, the Federal Republic of 
Germany and the Free State of 
Bavaria established the 
“Schwabing Art Trove Task-
force.” In November 2013, the 
team of international experts 
began researching the prove-
nance of the works of art in 
the Gurlitt inventory. The ob-
jective of the investigation was 
to identify works of art that 
had been confiscated during 
Nazi rule in Germany (1933–
1945) for “reasons of racial, re-
ligious, or political persecu-
tion.” They were carried out in 
accordance with the Washing-
ton Principles (1998) and the 
“Declaration of the Federal 
Government, the federal states 
and the central municipal orga-
nizations on the tracing and 
return of cultural property con-
fiscated as a result of Nazi 
persecution, in particular from 
Jewish ownership” (“Joint 
Declaration,” 1999).

As successor to the research 
undertaken by the “Schwabing 
Art Trove Taskforce” projects 
organized by the German  
Lost Art Foundation took over 
the further clarification of  
the provenance of works in the 
Gurlitt inventory. Until Decem-
ber 31, 2017, the “Gurlitt Prove-
nance Research Project” was 
responsible for researching the 
Cornelius Gurlitt bequest.
The research results from Jan-
uary 2018 to December 2019  
by the projects “Reviews, Doku-
mentation und anlassbezogene 
Forschungsarbeiten zum 
Kunst fund Gurlitt” and “Pub-
likation und Ergebnisdokumen-
tation zum Kunstfund Gurlitt” 
were published. They are made 
available in the German Lost 
Art Foundation’s Proveana  
database and the publication 
Kunstfund Gurlitt. Wege der  
Forschung (2020). 
The Federal Republic of Ger-
many financed the projects with 
funds from the Beauftragte  
der Bundesregierung für Kultur 
und Medien.

“Schwabing Art 
Trove Taskforce” 

2013 – 2015
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In his 2014 will, Cornelius Gur-
litt named the Kunstmuseum 
Bern Foundation as his  
sole heir. Kunstmuseum Bern 
accepted the bequest in  
November 2014. Together with 
the Federal Republic of  
Germany and the Free State of 
Bavaria, Kunstmuseum Bern 
assumed responsibility for 
provenance research and the 
return of Nazi-looted works  
of art to the rightful owners or 
their heirs. In 2017 the muse um 
established a department for 
provenance research, which is 
responsible for research  
into the Gurlitt bequest. The re-
search findings have been  
published in the online data-
base THE GURLITT ESTATE 
since December 2021.

Kunstmuseum 
Bern    

since   2014

The Federal Arts Administra-
tion administers the majority of 
the Federal Republic of  
Germany’s art holdings. This 
includes cultural assets  
from the German Reich, cultur-
al assets previously in the  
state ownership of the former 
East Germany, and cultural  
assets acquired by the Federal 
Republic of Germany.
Since 2020, the Federal Arts 
Administration has also been 
the contact point for reports of 
items from the Gurlitt holdings. 
These are published in the 
Lost Art Database of the Ger-
man Lost Art Foundation.
In December 2021, Kunstmuse-
um Bern transferred five works 
of art from the Cornelius Gur-
litt bequest whose provenance 
remained unclarified to the 
Federal Republic of Germany. 
The responsibility for further 
provenance research concern-
ing these works has therefore 
passed to the Federal Arts Ad-
ministration.

German Federal 
Arts  
Administration 

since  2020
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Looted  Art ?
History   and    Responsibility

Suspicions concerning the presence of looted works 
of art prompted extensive provenance research into 
the Gurlitt art trove. 

The persecutory confiscation of works of art during 
the Nazi era has long been designated as the looting 
of art. Art dealers such as Hildebrand Gurlitt  
benefited from confiscations and forced sales caused 
by existential need. Since 1998, the Washington  
Principles have formed an international doctrine for 
the restitution of assets from the Holocaust era.  
The signatories, including Switzerland and the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany, pledge to support the 
search for looted works of art and to find a “just and 
fair solution” in disputes.
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In 2014, in an agreement with the Federal Republic of 
Germany and the Free State of Bavaria, Cornelius 
Gurlitt was one of the first private individuals to ac-
cept the Washington Principles. Kunstmuseum  
Bern had already recognized the Washington Princi-
ples in 1998. In accepting the Gurlitt bequest, the 
German interpretation of the agreement has become 
the benchmark for Kunstmuseum Bern. 

Provenance research on the Cornelius Gurlitt bequest 
was carried out jointly by Kunstmuseum Bern and 
the Federal Re public of Germany. Following the com-
pletion of research projects in Germany, the depart-
ment for provenance research at Kunstmuseum Bern 
has become responsible for the research, in dialogue 
with international experts. 
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Provenance research addresses the 
ownership history of works of  
art. But in some cases no clear state-
ment can be made about previous 
ownership. This applies, above all, to 
the period of Nazi government in 
Germany (1933–1945) and the initial 
post-war period. The incomplete-
ness or destruction of documents 
because of owners fleeing, Holo-
caust murders, and the war itself 
means that the recon struction of a 
work of art’s ownership history  
frequently remains incomplete and 
unclear.

For many decades, this situation fa-
vored the new owners of a work. 
From a legal point of view, unclear 
findings remained equivocal and 
were therefore considered unproven. 
The situation only changed when 
the Washington Principles were 
passed in 1998. These reduce the 
rules of proof and provide two op-

tions in unclear cases: either con-
tinuing the search for evidence  
or making a decision based on ex-
isting knowledge.

After eight years of research into 
the Gurlitt bequest, Kunstmuseum 
Bern has chosen the second  
route. Unclear findings are divided 
into two categories: “yellow-green” 
or “yellow-red,” ensuring all the  
research findings flow into the deci-
sion.

When evaluating the largely incom-
plete research findings, Kunstmuse-
um Bern follows the principle of  
fairness and takes into account the 
extremely difficult situation for the 
victims of Nazi persecution in terms 
of providing evidence. The objective 
is to make comprehensible, just, and 
fair decisions based on all the  
findings that also do justice to histor-
ical responsibility.

  Knowledge and Decisions
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The provenance for the period from 
1933 to 1945 could be reconstructed. 
This is not a case of looted art.

not looted art

The provenance from 1933 to 1945 
has not been conclusively clarified; 
gaps in the ownership history  
remain. According to current re-
search, there is no evidence of loot-
ed art. There are, however,  
implications of looted art and / or 
conspicuous circumstances.

indications of 
being looted art

The provenance from 1933 to 1945 
has not been unambiguously  
clarified; gaps in the ownership his-
tory remain. According to current 
research, there is no evidence of 
looted art. There are no implications 
of looted art and / or conspicuous 
circumstances.

no indications of 
being looted art

The provenance for the period from 
1933 to 1945 could be reconstructed. 
This is a case of looted art.

looted art



16

Search for Clues. 
Work  of  Art    as Historical      
 Source

In the beginning there is the work.
 
Composition and color make a work of art, but not 
alone. After a work of art has been com pleted  
its history begins. Many different clues to approach 
and treatment determine its uniqueness. They  
provide information concerning processes of pro-
duction, the handling, changes of ownership,  
and perceptions of a work over time.

A systematic documentation of the material traces 
in a work is essential for recognizing the intercon-
nections between individual groups of work and en-
tire collections. Only in describing distinguishing 
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3

features in the same way can we compare them and 
trace their significance.

Restorers and provenance researchers at Kunst-
museum Bern have examined the material properties 
of all the works of art in the Gurlitt bequest. This  
autopsy of works records inscriptions and labels, but 
also subsequent changes, as well as traces of  
aging, of physical and chemical influences. Based on 
several hundred works on paper, the researchers  
developed a documentation process that classified 
material clues in the work in terms of their signifi-
cance.
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When searching for the previous 
owners of the drypoint etching Con-
versation (1920) by Rudolf Gross-
mann, the clues on the work itself 
were unable to provide sufficient  
information. Only a comparison with 
another work in the bequest, or 
rather with its passe-partout, suc-
ceeded in providing new insights. 
When the sheet by Rudolf Gross-
mann was placed in the passe-
partout of Otto Dix’s drawing unti-
tled [head] (1914), it became apparent 
that the so-called passe-partout 
shadows on Grossmann’s work cor-
responded to the original size of  
the aperture of the Dix passe-partout. 
The traces of the mounting on the 
reverse of Conversation confirm the 
observation that the passe-partout 
was originally made for Gross-
mann’s work. Identifiable provenance 
markings on the passe-partout  
have made it possible to assign the 
sheet to the Kupferstichkabinett 
(Museum of Prints and Drawings) at 
the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.

a 
The cut edges demonstrate that the original, 
professionally cut passe-partout aper - 
ture has been enlarged, rather crudely, in its 
upper area in order to adapt it to the size  
of Dix’s work.

b 
The drawing by Otto Dix was in this passe-
partout when the art trove was discovered in 
2012. Despite manipulation, the museum 
stamp can be reconstructed and assigned to 
the Kupferstichkabinett (Museum of Prints 
and Drawings) at the Staatliche Museen zu 
Berlin.

c 
An examination with oblique light made the 
debossed name of the artist “RUDOLF 
GROSSMANN,” which had been scraped off, 
legible again.

d
The passe-partout shadows created by 
exposure to light match the original passe-
partout aperture.

Different mounting methods and 
materials are used to attach works 
on paper to passe-partouts. The au-
topsies of the works revealed that 
mounts are institution-specific and 
can provide clues in allocating  
them to a collection.

a 
Four whitish strips of fine quality paper were 
mounted around the edges of this sheet.  
The edges had to be straightened beforehand 
and the sheet was therefore trimmed. This 

mounting method can likewise be found in 
relation to other works from the bequest, 
which can be demonstrated as having been  
in the ownership of Kunsthalle Hamburg  
and mounted there before 1937.

b
The sheet was mounted with two strips of 
mold-made paper that was originally white. 
The same procedure is also apparent in other 
works that could clearly be identified  
as having belonged to the collection of the 
Städtisches Museum Elberfeld before 1937.

→ 3.A   Two Works, One Passe-Partout  

→ 3.B   Mounting
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c
The fragments of these two yellowish paper 
strips on the right edge of the sheet  
most likely originate from a previous owner, a 
(Wuppertal) private collection.

d
Based on their shape, size, and positioning, 
these discolorations could be identified as 

traces of previous mounting at Städtisches 
Museum Elberfeld. Mounting strips leave 
residue and may cause discoloration of the 
print. These provide clues to previous 
mounting techniques, even if the strips have 
since been removed.

About seventy percent of the works 
on paper in the Gurlitt bequest  
involve a deliberate manipulation of 
markings. Many suggest attempts 
to disguise the provenance of the 
works. Despite such interventions, it 
has been possible to identify the 
previous owners of some works. A 
systematic documentation of pre-
served and manipulated provenance 
markings according to formal,  
material, and spatial criteria enables 
the reconstruction of markings  
that have been obliterated. The ap-
proach, in making comparisons  
with verified markings, facilitates the 
identification of even the smallest 
clues, for example from a museum 
stamp, enabling the work to be as-
signed to a previous owner.

a
The lower edge of the work has been torn away. 
But clues have nevertheless been preserved.  
In addition to the remains of an illegible in- 
scription in graphite, there are also tiny  
dots of a red substance. In comparing them 
with other findings, the red dots could be 
identified as residue from the red museum 

stamp belonging to the Städtische Kunstsam-
mlung Chemnitz, especially since it was 
always positioned towards the bottom edge 
of the sheet.
 
b
Here, a sequence of numerals inscribed in 
blue pencil, an inventory number from  
the “degenerate art” campaign, has been 
abraded to such an extent that it is no  
longer legible.
 
c
The reverse sides of the two works display 
fragments of semi-circular mounts made 
from brown paper. Shape, material qualities, 
size, and positioning all match. They are 
characteristic of the mounting technique at 
the Städtische Kunstsammlung Chemnitz, 
who they were formerly owned by.

d
This fragment of color could be identified as 
the remainder of a museum stamp belong ing 
to the Städtische Kunstsammlung Chemnitz. 
The assignment was based on the character-
istics of shape, color, size, typographical 
elements, and positioning.

→ 3.C   Manipulated Markings
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All of a paper object’s material 
characteristics can be relevant to 
the reconstruction of the work’s 
history. The pattern of damage and 
any additions provide valuable in-
sights into a work of art’s past and 
enable conclusions to be drawn 
concerning the chronology of histor-
ical events. In terms of prove- 
nance research, they can provide 
clues to dating, exhibitions, storage 
locations, and previous owners.

a
This is an almost completely erased five-digit 
sequence of numerals (“10[?]391”) in  
blue pencil. The numerals and their color are 
markings typical of the inventory of the 
“degenerate art” campaign (1937).

b
Based on the verified 1937 date of the 
confiscation number, in combination with the 
arrangement of the mounting strips and  
the traces of erasure, it can be concluded 

that two of the three mounts can be dated 
before 1937.

c
The second mounting displays mounting 
strips that are typical of the Städtische 
Kunstsammlung Chemnitz.

d
The remains of various mounting strips 
suggest that the sheet has been mounted in 
at least three different passe-partouts  
over the course of time. Such an observation 
corresponds to the so-called passe-partout 
shadows visible on the front of the work. The 
last mounting was carried out in connection 
with the present passe-partout.

e
Before last being mounted, the lower edge of 
the sheet was torn off. As a result, parts  
of the first mounting have been lost, and 
presumably inventory markings, such as the 
Chemnitz museum stamp, were also 
removed.

→ 3.D    Reconstruction of a  
Work’s History
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Max Beckmann.
The  Works  in     the Gurlitt  
Bequest

Any work of art has a history of ownership; such is 
likewise the case for the works by Max Beckmann  
in the Gurlitt bequest.

The German painter Max Beckmann (1884–1950) was 
one of Modern Art’s outstanding artists. He pro-
duced his work in a confrontation with Expressionism 
and New Objectivity.

After the Nazis had come to power in Germany on 
January 30, 1933, Max Beckmann lost his teaching 
position at the Kunstgewerbeschule (School of Ap-
plied Arts) in Frankfurt/Main. His works were  
shown less and less in public exhibitions. One of the 
last presentations took place in November 1936 at 
Kunstkabinett Dr. H. Gurlitt in Hamburg.

23
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The  Works  in     the Gurlitt  
Bequest

In 1937 the German propaganda ministry ordered the 
confiscation of modern art. 685 works by Max  
Beckmann fell victim of the so-called “degenerate art” 
campaign. Almost all of Beckmann’s works in the 
Cornelius Gurlitt bequest had previously been in the 
possession of German museums. Hildebrand  
Gurlitt acquired them between 1939 and 1941 from the 
propaganda ministry’s inventory of confiscated  
“degenerate art.”

Beckmann emigrated to Amsterdam two days before 
the opening of the propaganda exhi bi  tion “Entartete 
Kunst” (Degenerate Art).
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Research has been able to prove a 
connection to the so-called “Ent- 
artete Kunst” (degenerate art) cam-
paign (1937) for almost all 27 works by 
Max Beckmann in the Gurlitt be-
quest. In the fall of 1938, Hildebrand 
Gurlitt had received information  
that the confiscated works were to be 
sold abroad for foreign currency, 
subsequently offering himself to the 
German propaganda ministry as  
a dealer. Over a period of two and a 

half years, he signed eight contracts 
with the ministry. Currently available 
information suggests he took receipt 
of more than 3800 works, including  
78 paintings, 278 watercolors, 52 draw-
ings, and 3471 prints. The amount  
of his dealing therefore exceeded that 
of his colleagues Ferdinand Möller, 
Karl Buchholz, and Bernhard A. Böh-
mer.
Initially, Gurlitt involved himself with 
high-priced paintings, primarily for 

→ 4.A    Acquired from “former  
ownership of the Reich”

The confiscations during the “de-
generate art” campaign (1937) were 
subsequently legalized by the “law 
concerning confiscation of the prod-
ucts of degenerate art” on May 31, 
1938. The law also provided the basis 
for the commercial exploitation of 
confiscated goods. Hildebrand Gur-
litt was one of the art dealers who 
sold works on behalf of the propa-
ganda ministry. The surviving  
contracts between the ministry and 

Gurlitt document the commissions. 
The works are listed by the confisca-
tion numbers that they were allo-
cated during the inventory process. 
On March 21, 1941, a few months  
before the official end of the opera-
tion to exploit the confiscated  
works, Hildebrand Gurlitt acquired a 
further 349 works by Beckmann  
from the German Reich. Four of the 
prints are still in the Gurlitt bequest 
today.

The nineteen sheets comprising 
Max Beckmann’s Gesichter (Faces) 
portfolio do not represent a narra-
tive sequence, but depict different 
moments in life. The range of sub-
jects reflect the variety of human ex-
istence: children play war games 
while bloodied soldiers lie on oper-
ating tables; people are bored and 

lonely whether at home or out and 
about in the city, alone or in a 
crowd. Beckmann himself appears in 
several self-portraits, at the begin-
ning and the end. The depiction of 
exaggerated facial features and  
distorted spaces combined with 
scratchy traces of drypoint create an 
expressive effect.

    From the Ownership  
of German Museums

  Flashes of Life
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customers abroad. From 1940 onwards 
he took receipt of large groups of 

works on paper including watercol-
ors, drawings, and prints.

In November 1936, Kunstkabinett Dr. 
H. Gurlitt presented works by Max 
Beckmann. It was the painter’s last 
exhibition in Germany before he  
emigrated to Amsterdam in July 1937. 
Gurlitt acquired several paintings  
directly from Beckmann while he 
was in exile in the Netherlands and 
supported him by using his own 
transports of art to bring further works 
undercover to Germany. Beckmann’s 

wife Mathilde recorded a visit on 
September 13, 1944 in her diary: “To-
day Göpi [meaning the art historian 
Erhard Göpel] came unexpectedly. 
Tiger with him and Gurlitt at Lüt-
jens. Bought French bar, fish, south-
ern landscape – the journey.” After 
the war, Beckmann exonerated  
the art dealer in his deposition to the 
denazification tribunal proceedings 
(1946–1947).

→ 4.B  Encounters between  
Beckmann and Gurlitt 
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The works of art and personal testimonies in the 
Cornelius Gurlitt bequest originate from the estate 
of Hildebrand Gurlitt (1895–1956). They are in-
extricably linked to the art dealer’s biography, as well 
as to the life of his wife Helene Gurlitt (1895–1968) 
and that of his son Cornelius Gurlitt (1932–2014).

The paintings by the landscape painter Heinrich 
Louis Theodor Gurlitt (1812–1897) and the numerous 
watercolors and drawings by Cornelia Gurlitt  
(1890–1919) included in the bequest outline the family 
background that informed Hildebrand Gurlitt.

The bequest of textual records includes countless 
documents, photographs, books, and personal 

Hildebrand Gurlitt 
(1895–1956).
Spotlight       on  a   Life I
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items. They chronicle Hildebrand Gurlitt’s life, which 
began in the German Empire, continued through  
the First World War, Weimar Republic, and Nazi re-
gime, and culminated in a fledgling West Ger - 
many. Many of Hildebrand Gurlitt’s roles and encoun-
ters during various periods are recorded in the  
testimonies. He was a son, brother and father, mu-
seum director and art dealer, both in a democracy 
and a dictatorship.

Kunstmuseum Bern donated Cornelius Gurlitt’s be-
quest of textual records to the German state.  
It is publicly accessible in the Federal Archives in 
Koblenz.

Hildebrand Gurlitt 
(1895–1956).
Spotlight       on  a   Life I

5
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Hildebrand Gurlitt (1895–1956) was 
born shortly before the turn of the 
century into an upper middle-class 
family whose members, over  
various generations, had become 
artists, art dealers, and academics. 
He grew up in Dresden as the 
youngest of three children. His fa-
ther Cornelius Gurlitt (1850–1938) 
taught as a professor at the techni-
cal university there. Even as a 
schoolboy, Hildebrand visited exhi-
bitions and became acquainted  
with the paintings of the Brücke art-
ists. With the beginning of the  
First World War in August 1914, he 
volunteered for military service.

  A Family  
Influenced by Art

Art and architecture accompanied Hilde-
brand Gurlitt from childhood. His father, 
Cornelius Gurlitt (1850–1938), was a noted art 
and architectural historian. He was regarded 
as being responsible for the rediscovery  
of Baroque architecture in Germany and was 
awarded the title of privy councilor for his 
services in preserving Baroque architecture.
Hildebrand’s grandfather was the landscape 
painter Heinrich Louis Theodor Gurlitt 
(1812–1897). He trained at the Academy of 
Fine Arts in Copenhagen and his numerous 
paintings of European landscapes became 
much sought after. Today they can be found 
in numerous private and museum collections. 
Louis Gurlitt’s wife Elisabeth (1823–1909) was 
the sister of the author Fanny Lewald 
(1811–1889), a pioneer of women’s emancipa-
tion in Germany.
Hildebrand Gurlitt’s uncle Friedrich, “Fritz” 
Gurlitt (1854–1893), founded a gallery and a 
publishing house in Berlin in 1880. Fritz Gurlitt 
supported the artists Arnold Böcklin and 
Anselm Feuerbach as well as championing 
Max Liebermann and the Berlin Secession.

 “Work hard” 
Cornelius Gurlitt hung a note over his son 
Hildebrand’s cot stating “work hard,”  
an admonition that would accompany him 
throughout his life. Like his siblings, Hilde-
brand took up a career in the liberal arts,  
in keeping with the family tradition. Wilibald 
Gurlitt (1889–1963) studied musicology  
and taught as a professor at the University of 
Freiburg/Breisgau. Cornelia Gurlitt (1890–
1919) became an artist, her painting influ-
enced by Expressionism and Marc Chagall, 
who she admired. As a result of her death  
at an early age, her work remained unknown 
for a long time.

 War Experiences
In the frenzy of nationalist war euphoria, 
Hildebrand Gurlitt volunteered as a soldier in 
August 1914. In September 1914 he took his 
military oaths and a short time later was sent 
to the Western Front. Gurlitt recorded his 
experiences in a journal: “You are afraid of 
being shot dead at the very time when you are 
in grave doubt [...] and another thing that  
is dangerous is that you could start thinking in 
a way that doesn’t concur with your current 
circumstances. That’s what you’re most 
afraid of, how should you live.” After being 
badly wounded, Gurlitt was transferred to the 
military administration on the Eastern Front 
at the end of 1917.

→ 5.A   Gurlitt Family 
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Hildebrand Gurlitt’s professional ca-
reer as an exhibition organizer and 
museum director began during the 
First World War. After being 
wounded, Gurlitt was posted to the 
Eastern Front supreme command 
press department in Vilnius in 1917, 
where he met the journalist Paul 
Fechter (1880–1958), who had a deci-
sive influence on his ideas concern-
ing art and its social impact. In Oc-
tober 1917, Gurlitt formulated his 
career objectives: he wanted to uti-
lize art “as a spiritual lure and net.” 
Following the war, Gurlitt studied art 
history, and then worked as an art 
critic for the newspaper Dresdner 
Neueste Nachrichten and attempted 
to establish himself as a curator. In 
1925 he became director of the 
König-Albert-Museum in Zwickau.

  German Leitkultur
At the Eastern Front supreme command press 
department, Hildebrand Gurlitt organized 
cultural programs for the population of the 
occupied territory. As head of the art section, 
he developed ideas for art exhibitions, 
lectures, and theater performances. Through 
the military administration he met artists, 
writers, and journalists. His encountering of 
the journalist Paul Fechter was to influence 
his subsequent choice of career. Fechter had 
published the essay Der Expressionismus in 
1914, characterizing it as a specifically 
German contribution to Modern Art, which 
conveyed an epochal attitude to life.

  A Modern  Profession
Following World War I, Hildebrand Gurlitt 
studied art history in Berlin and Frankfurt/
Main. He concluded his studies with a 
doctorate on Gothic architecture in Germany. 
In December 1922 he took a position as an 
assistant in the architectural history 

collection of the Technical University in 
Dresden. During the period he made acquain-
tances with artists in the Dresden Secession 
Group founded in 1919, who were representa-
tives of Expressionism and New Objectivity. 
He became known as a public speaker, and 
authored expert articles, as well as reporting 
on exhibitions, theater, and dance in various 
newspapers. Among other subjects, Gurlitt 
wrote about Mary Wigman’s dance company, 
which included the dancer Helene Hanke 
(1895–1968), who was later to become his wife.

  Modern Art for Zwickau
As director of the König-Albert-Museum in 
Zwickau, Hildebrand Gurlitt set himself the 
objective of converting the collections into a 
contemporary museum. The museum’s 
spaces were given a modern design and the 
works of art, historical objects, rarities,  
and natural objects were presented chrono-
logically according to the differing areas of 
the collection. The museum’s varied program 
included exhibitions of contemporary art and 
handicrafts on cultural-historical and modern 
subject matter, as well as lectures on art  
and culture. In a text from 1930, Gurlitt described 
his program: “The purpose and responsibility 
of museums in cities is to provide an  
interconnection between the often very quiet, 
intellectual life of the city and the artistic 
centers in the country. [...] It is important to 
realize that you cannot lure people in 
industrial cities to exhibitions of ‘pure’ art, or 
paintings by this or that famous painter.” 
Nevertheless, his program increasingly 
became the target of criticism. From 1929 
onwards, the Zwickau branch of the militant 
league for German culture, founded in 
January 1928 under the leadership of Alfred 
Rosenberg (1893–1946), vehemently demand-
ed his dismissal, which was subsequently 
carried out by the municipal authorities on 
April 1, 1930.

→ 5.B   Propaganda for Art
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In 1933, Hildebrand Gurlitt, as direc-
tor of the Kunstverein Hamburg, 
once again faced political attacks. 
The seizing of power by the Nazis at 
the end of January 1933 precipitated 
political unrest: both political oppo-
nents and Jewish people were ar-
rested and professionally dismissed, 
and Jewish businesses were boy-
cotted. There were also attacks on 
cultural events. The annual exhibi-
tion of the Hamburg Secession at 
the Kunstverein was closed by order 
of the chief of police at the end of 
March 1933, after the militant league 
for German culture had demanded 
that the Kunstverein be brought into 
line. The board of directors of the 
Hamburger Kunstverein together 
with Hildebrand Gurlitt as director 
were forced to resign from their 
posts in July 1933. At this point Gur-
litt began establishing himself  
as an art dealer, an activity which he 
continued to pursue beyond 1945 
until his death. From November 1938 
he was involved in the “exploitation” 
of the works of art confiscated from 
German museums in 1937 as part  
of the “degenerate art” campaign, in-
stigated by the German propaganda 
ministry.

  Director of Hambur-
ger Kunstverein: 
between new depar-
tures and  
compromise 

Hildebrand Gurlitt became director of the 
Kunstverein in Hamburg on May 1, 1931. In an 
exhibition of the sculptor Ernst Barlach, 
Gurlitt shifted towards advancing Expres-
sionist art, but nevertheless proceeded 
cautiously. The bourgeois Hamburg public 
was not confronted with the abstract trends 

and works by Bauhaus artists which Gurlitt 
had been promoting in Zwickau. But he 
nevertheless opened the exhibition spaces to 
photography, non-European art, ecclesiasti-
cal art, and industrial design, as well  
as endeavoring to promote an international 
dialogue. Proximity to reality and the  
public were to sharpen the Kunstverein’s 
profile: “The purpose of the program is  
no longer that just this or that artistic figure, 
or this or that art movement be presented  
to the public, but that an attempt be made to 
increasingly place the Kunstverein at  
the service of existing ideas and currents of 
thought.” Following the Nazis’ rise to power, 
he adapted to the new reality. In the spring of 
1933, he presented the draft text “The  
Tasks of the Kunstverein in the New State.” In 
the programmatic text he emphasized the 
“connection between the people, nation, and 
culture,” which he wanted to achieve through 
events creating a wide-ranging impact.

  An Art Dealer during 
the Nazi Regime

In November 1933 Hildebrand Gurlitt founded 
Kunstkabinett Dr. H. Gurlitt in Hamburg.  
He was able to rapidly establish himself by 
building on existing relationships with artists, 
collectors, museums, and gallery owners.  
Up until the beginning of the Second World 
War, Gurlitt presented a varied exhibition 
program that also included Modern Art. 
Following the “degenerate art” campaign in 
1937, during which works of Modern Art  
were confiscated on behalf of the propagan-
da ministry, Gurlitt mainly showed art from 
the 19th century.
A prerequisite for working as an art dealer 
was membership of the Reich chamber  
of culture, which had been founded in 1933. 
From 1936, an “Abstammungsnachweis” 
(proof of descent) was required for the 
profession. The so-called Nuremberg Laws 
of September 15, 1935 demoted the entire 

→ 5.C   During the Nazi Regime
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Jewish population to citizens with inferior 
rights. According to the regulations, Hilde-
brand Gurlitt was classified as a “Mischling 
zweiten Grades” (half-breed of the second 
degree) because his grandmother came from 
a Jewish family. As such, he retained 
citizenship of the Reich and was able to remain 
in the Reich chamber of culture. Neverthe-
less, in July 1937 he signed the business over 
to his wife Helene Gurlitt, who had been a 
member of the Reich chamber of visual arts 
since January 1937.

  An Exploiter of  
“Degenerate Art”

In 1936, Adolf Hitler (1889–1945) announced 
an “implacable war of purges” against 
Modern Art. In July 1937, the so-called “degen-
erate art” campaign began, as a result of 
which more than 20,000 works of art were 

confiscated from 101 German museums. 
Works from the “period of decline since 1910” 
were affected, including works of Expression-
ism and abstraction, as well as anti-war 
imagery and works by socialist, communist, 
and Jewish artists.
Hildebrand Gurlitt began collaborating with 
the Nazi regime in 1938. In the fall of 1938, 
Gurlitt had received notice that the confiscat-
ed works of Modern Art were to be sold 
abroad for foreign currency. He subsequently 
volunteered himself to the propaganda 
ministry as a dealer. Together with the gallerists 
Bernhard A. Böhmer (1892–1945), Karl 
Buchholz (1901–1992), and Ferdinand Möller 
(1882–1956), Gurlitt acted as agent, merchant, 
and also buyer of “degenerate” art until  
July 1941. Overall, Hildebrand Gurlitt acquired 
more than 3,800 works of art from the 
confiscated works of “degenerate art.” 
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Confiscated. 
The      “Degenerate   Art” 
Campaign      (1937)

In 1937, the German propaganda ministry (1933–1945) 
confiscated more than 20,000 works of art from  
101 German museums. The so-called “degenerate art” 
campaign targeted Expressionist and abstract 
works, but also anti-war imagery as well as works by 
socialist, communist, and Jewish artists. The con-
fiscations were authorized by decree of Adolf Hitler.
In the summer of 1937, the Nazi regime staged the 
propaganda exhibition “Entartete Kunst” (Degenerate 
Art) in Munich. The exhibition’s objective was  
the public ostracism of Modern Art. Paintings and 
sculptures were pilloried with such defama tory  
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Confiscated. 
The      “Degenerate   Art” 
Campaign      (1937)

6

annotations as “morbid,” “Jewish,” “Bolshevik,” and 
“un-German.”

In order to accumulate foreign currency, the propa-
ganda ministry commissioned four art dealers to 
sell confiscated works of art: Bernhard A. Böhmer, 
Karl Buchholz, Ferdinand Möller, and Hildebrand 
Gurlitt. The Gurlitt estate contains 546 works of art 
confiscated during the “degenerate art” campaign. 
They originate from the collections of 51 German 
museums.
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   Losses to Erfurt City Museums, 
as a Result of the “Degenerate 
Art” Campaign (1937)

   1. Confiscations :  July 13, 1937
   2.  Confiscations :  August 27, 1937

 

Total number of works of art confiscated as “degenerate”  1070
 

Paintings  14
Sculptures 8
Watercolors  110

Drawings 75
Prints 913
Books  1

 

Works of art acquired by Hildebrand Gurlitt 202
 

Works remaining in the Cornelius Gurlitt bequest 12

   Losses to Museum Folkwang,  
Essen, as a Result of the “De-
generate Art” Campaign (1937) 

   1. Confiscations : July 6, 1937
   2. Confiscations:  August 24, 1937

 

Total number of works of art confiscated as “degenerate” 1695 
 

Paintings  156
Sculptures 13
Watercolors  152
Drawings 122

Prints 1231
Photographs 6
Textile works 5

 
Works of art acquired by Hildebrand Gurlitt 624

 
Works remaining in the Cornelius Gurlitt bequest 23
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   Losses to Nassauisches 
Landesmuseum Wiesbaden, as a 
Result of the “Degenerate  
Art” Campaign (1937) 

   1. Confiscations :  August 26, 1937
   2. Confiscations :  November 9, 1937

Total number of works of art confiscated as “degenerate”  530
 

Paintings  50
Sculptures 2
Watercolors  31

Drawings 25
Prints 422

Works of art acquired by Hildebrand Gurlitt 183
 

Works remaining in the Cornelius Gurlitt bequest 7

   Losses to Kunsthalle Hamburg, 
as a Result of the “Degenerate 
Art” Campaign (1937)

   1. Confiscations :  July 4, 1937
   2. Confiscations :  August 21, 1937

 

Total number of works of art confiscated as “degenerate”  1000
 

Paintings  138
Sculptures 11
Watercolors   110

Drawings 64
Prints 677

 

Works of art acquired by Hildebrand Gurlitt 204
 

Works remaining in the Cornelius Gurlitt bequest 18
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Art and culture were no longer per-
mitted any autonomy under the Na-
zis (1933–1945), but were instead 
there to serve the state and the par-
ty. After the forcible “removal” of 
Jewish, communist, liberal, and oth-
er “undesirable” artists from public 
office, it became clear within the 
first few months of the Nazis achiev-
ing power that the diversity of art 
and culture had irrevocably come to 
an end. The avant-garde, urban art, 
now regarded as “alien,” was reject-
ed and persecuted. The Reichskul-
turkammer (Reich chamber of  
culture), founded on September 22, 
1933, organized and monitored  
all cultural life. During July 1937, a 
commission set up by the propagan-

da ministry confiscated, within just a 
few weeks, several thousand works 
of art from German museums. Adolf 
Hitler subsequently authorized the 
so-called “degenerate art” campaign 
on July 24, 1937.
A selection of 650 confiscated works 
from 32 museums was presented  
in 1937 in the “degenerate art” exhi-
bition in Munich. A further “cleans-
ing” of German museums took place 
concurrently to the exhibition. Jo-
seph Goebbels was responsible for 
the idea for the exhibition, which 
had more than two million visitors; it 
was overseen by Adolf Ziegler,  
president of the Reichskammer for 
visual arts. By April 1941 it had been 
shown in twelve cities. 

During the “degenerate art” cam-
paign in 1937, more than 20,000 
works of art by 1,400 artists were re-
moved from 101 German museums 
in 74 towns and cities. The confis-
cated works of art also included 
loans from private owners and 
works by artists who were support-
ive of Nazi ideology. In the years be-
fore, supporters of Modern Art who 
were close to the propaganda minis-
try had unsuccessfully attempted to 
establish Expressionism as the offi-
cial art of the Nazi state. Emil Nolde 
protested against the defamation 
and confiscation of his work and re-
ceived works in his ownership back 

that had been confiscated from mu-
seums.
For the museums, the confiscation 
of large parts of their collections 
meant a bitter loss. Several museum 
directors intervened and tried to  
recover at least individual works of 
art. Some of the museums that  
were affected received compensation 
either monetarily or in the form of 
older works of art. Nevertheless, the 
expropriations from museums were 
subsequently legalized on May 31, 
1938 by means of the “law concern-
ing confiscation of products of  
degenerate art.”
After the confiscated works of art 

→ 6.A    The “Degenerate Art” Campaign 
(1937)

→ 6.B    Reactions in Germany to the 
“Degenerate Art” Campaign 
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had been assembled in Berlin, the 
propaganda ministry arranged for 
them to be sold abroad to generate 
foreign currency. Most of the confis-

cated works ended up with art deal-
ers. An unknown number of works, 
deemed worthless, were burned in 
Berlin on March 20, 1939.

The Nazis employed the term “de-
generate art” for the purposes  
of propaganda. All works of art and 
cultural movements that could not 
be reconciled with the Nazi regime’s 
concept of art were considered  
“degenerate,” including Expression-
ism, Dadaism, New Objectivity,  
Surrealism, Cubism, and Fauvism. 
All works by artists of Jewish  
origins were likewise classified as 
“degenerate.” The vilifications  
affected all areas of culture, includ-
ing literature, music, theater, film, 
and architecture, in addition to visu-
al art. 

A rejection of Modernism had been 
occurring since its advent towards 
the end of the 19th century. The 
break with the representational 
function of art by Realism and Im-
pressionism provoked public  
criticism. The term degeneration or 
“Entartung” was coined for any  
deviations from supposed cultural 
norms. It was the Jewish doctor  
and art critic Max Nordau who had 
first applied the term “Entartung” 
(degeneracy) to the arts, devaluing 
modern trends as the pathological 
phenomena of a general deteriora-
tion in standards.

→ 6.C  The Modernist Fiend 
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Lawful ?
Degenerate  Art     and  
                 Looted   Art

The confiscation of works of art on behalf of the 
German pro paganda ministry (1933–1945) was  
subsequently legalized. The “law concerning confis-
cation of the products of degenerate art” of  
May 31, 1938 pro vided the basis for the disposal of 
works of art.

The propaganda ministry planned to sell selected 
works abroad in exchange for foreign currency.  
Individual works of art were exchanged for old mas-
ters and art from the 19th century. An unknown 
number were burned in Berlin on March 20, 1939.
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7Lawful ?
Degenerate  Art     and  
                 Looted   Art

Most of the confiscated works of art ended up with 
art dealers. By July 1941, Hildebrand Gurlitt had  
acquired more than 3,800 works of art from the pro-
paganda ministry, including 78 paintings, 278  
watercolors, 52 drawings, and more than 3,400 prints.

The 1938 “law concerning confiscation of the prod-
ucts of degenerate art” was not revoked following 
the end of Nazism. The possession of confiscated 
German museum property there-fore remains legal 
even today. Confiscated loans from victims of Nazi 
persecution, in contrast, are classified as looted art.
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The confiscation of works of art 
during the “degenerate art” cam-
paign (1937) differs from the confis-
cation of ones whose owners were 
being persecuted by the Nazi re-
gime, which are considered looted 
art. According to the prevailing in-
ternational view, works that had 
been confiscated from museums as 
“degenerate” are not required to  
be returned to them, with the exclu-
sion of items on loan. Works confis-
cated as a result of persecution  
are considered looted art that must 
be returned. The term looted art  
is interpreted in different ways. Ac-
cording to the views represented  
by the Kunstmuseum Bern Founda-
tion, looted art encompasses  
robbery, confiscation, forced sales, 
sales to finance escape, and sales 
to secure a livelihood following a 
so-called Berufsverbot (professional 
ban).
In the case of two works in the Gur-
litt bequest, research has been  
able to reconstruct both confisca-
tion during the “degenerate art” 
campaign and a robbery of private 
property. The watercolors Dame  
in der Loge (Lady in a Theatre Box, 
1922) and Dompteuse (Female Ani-
mal Trainer, 1922) by painter Otto 
Dix probably once belonged to the 
Jewish lawyer and art collector Is-
mar Littmann. It is assumed he gave 
the two works to a friend, the den-
tist Paul Schaefer, in 1933. It has not 
yet been possible to reconstruct 
whether this was a sale or security 
on a loan. Following Littmann’s 
death, the remaining collection was 
to be auctioned to secure the fami-

ly’s livelihood and finance their emi-
gration. To that end, the works were 
delivered to the art dealer Max Perl 
in Berlin in February 1935. A few 
days before the auction, the Gestapo 
confiscated several works of art 
from the premises of Max Perl, in-
cluding Otto Dix’s watercolors.  
A year after the confiscation, the Ge-
stapo handed over the works to  
the Nationalgalerie in Berlin. The two 
watercolors were confiscated there 
in 1937 as part of the “degenerate 
art” campaign.
The transfer of the two works to 
Paul Schaefer (1933) and the confis-
cation by the Gestapo (1935) are 
considered to be “confiscations re-
sulting from persecution.” The evi-
dence is patchy regarding the events 
and facts, largely consisting of  
circumstantial evidence. The gaps in 
evidence relate in particular to  
Ismar Littmann’s property, the trans-
fer of the work (sale or security on  
a loan) to Paul Schaefer and the 1935 
auction. Based on the evidence,  
the most likely scenario is that either  
Ismar Littmann or Paul Schaefer 
should be considered the injured 
party.
The current provenance of the wa-
tercolors Dompteuse (Female Animal 
Trainer) and Dame in der Loge (Lady 
in a Theatre Box) between the  
years 1933 and 1945 is therefore not 
based on proven facts, but the  
historical reconstruction offers clear 
indications of works of art looted  
by the Nazis. The available findings 
on provenance are therefore being 
rated as “yellow-red,” according  
to Kunstmuseum Bern’s provenance 

→ 7.A    Confiscations Resulting from 
Persecution 
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The portrait is of Maschka Mueller, 
the first wife of the German expres-
sionist Otto Mueller, who joined  
the Brücke group of artists in 1910. 
It is the only painting remaining 
in the Gurlitt bequest from the con-
fiscations of “degenerate art”  
campaign (1937).
The painting is one of the few works 
of art in the Gurlitt bequest whose 
provenance can be fully traced, from 
when it was produced in 1924 to the 
present day. The inscriptions on  
the stretcher indicate different loca-
tions and owners. Research has 
confirmed these provenance indica-
tors.
On July 6, 1937, the commission for 
confiscations expropriated the  
portrait as “degenerate” art. A black- 
and-white photograph documents 
its storage in the depot at Schloss 
Schönhausen, Berlin. Classified  
as “exploitable internationally,” the 
painting came up for auction  
on June 30, 1939 at “Paintings and 
Sculptures by Modern Masters  
from German Museums” at the The-
odor Fischer gallery in Luzern.  

Similarly to other works, it remained 
unsold. Hildebrand Gurlitt acquired 
the portrait in March 1941 from  
the propaganda ministry in an ex-
change of works. In May 1945  
the painting was secured as part of 
the Gurlitt collection by an art  
protection unit of the U.S. Army. It 
remained in the Central Collecting 
Point Wiesbaden until December 
1950. The inventory number  
“WIE 2004/13” and a black-and-white 
photograph on the inventory card 
prove the work’s identity.
The removal of “degenerate art” 
from German museums differs fun-
damentally from the confiscation  
of cultural assets from victims of per-
secution by the Nazi regime (looted 
art). According to the prevailing 
view, works confiscated from muse-
ums as “degenerate” are not re-
quired to be returned to them. The 
situation is different if the con-
fiscated work was not in museum 
ownership but a loan, or if the work 
had been confiscated from a perse-
cuted person before it was relocated 
to the museum.

→ 7.B   “Degenerate Art”

categories. Having examined the 
problem of incomplete and ambigu-
ous findings from provenance  
research, the Kunst museum Bern 
Foundation decided, in this case, to 

relinquish ownership of the water-
colors Dame in der Loge (Lady in a 
Theatre Box) and Dompteuse (Fe-
male Animal Trainer) in favor of the 
descendants of their former owners.

→ 7.C Works and Values
A “commission for capitalizing on 
products of degenerate art” was es-
tablished to organize the sale of 
confiscated works. Several art deal-
ers who had experience in dealing  

in Modern Art were commissioned 
to resell works. In the beginning, 
works were sold to individual art 
dealers. From the end of 1938, four 
dealers assumed responsibility for 
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further sales: Bernhard A. Böhmer, 
Karl Buchholz, Ferdinand Möller, 
and Hildebrand Gurlitt. Numerous 
works found their way into museums 
and private collections abroad 
through these dealers. The German 
Reich had other high-quality works 
of art auctioned off on June 30, 1939 
by the Theodor Fischer gallery in 
Luzern. 

The “law on the confiscation of 
products of degenerate art” of May 
31, 1938, included a provision  
whereby works of art could be con-
fiscated without compensation by 
reason of artistic quality. Many pub-
lic museums were affected. Follow-
ing the end of the Second World 
War, the Allies did not repeal the 
law, possession of works of art con-
fiscated in 1937 therefore remained 
legal.
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Savior of Modern  
Art ?
Rehabilitation      through  Art

Art which had been ostracized as “degenerate” by 
the Nazis, underwent extensive rehabilitation after 
the end of the Second World War. Museums in Ger-
many attempted to fill the gaps in their collections, 
torn by the “degenerate art” campaign, by purchas-
ing modern art anew.

Hildebrand Gurlitt was able to meet the increasing 
demand with works from his own art collection.  
He also resumed his previous work as a curator. From 
1948 until his death in 1956 he headed the Kunst-
verein für die Rheinlande und Westfalen (Art Society 
for the Rhineland and Westphalia) in Düsseldorf.  
In staging exhibitions on Max Lieber mann, Marc Cha-
gall, and Pierre-Auguste Renoir, he presented  
himself as an open-minded curator. Hildebrand Gurlitt 
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also managed to make a name for himself as a col-
lector through loans to museums and exhibitions 
both in Germany and abroad.

In 1953 Kunstmuseum Luzern showed the exhibition 
Deutsche Kunst – Meisterwerke des 20. Jahrhun-
derts (German Art – Masterpieces of the 20th Cen-
tury). The exhibition presented works of art by  
artists who had been branded “degenerate” only a 
few years earlier, as timeless masterpieces. Hilde-
brand Gurlitt contributed 24 works of art from his  
own collection to the exhibition in Lucerne. Gurlitt 
was the principal lender to the touring exhibition 
German Watercolors, Drawings, and Prints (1956).
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In 1953, Kunstgesellschaft Luzern or-
ganized a comprehensive presenta-
tion of works of German Modern 
Art. The exhibition Deutsche Kunst. 
Meisterwerke des 20. Jahrhunderts 
(German Art. Masterpieces of the 
20th Century) assembled around  
300 works of art by members of the 
Brücke and Blauer Reiter artist 
groups, as well as by Lovis Corinth 
and Oskar Kokoschka. A separate 
space was dedicated to Max Beck-
mann. Sculptures by Ernst Barlach 
and Wilhelm Lehmbruck were se-
lected as highlights that were juxta-
posed with more contemporary 
sculptural works. The majority of the 
exhibits had been produced during 
the first third of the 20th century. 
The exhibition’s patrons were  
Theodor Heuss, the first President 

of the German Federal Republic, 
 and Philipp Etter, Federal President 
of Switzerland. The loans came  
mainly from museums, private col-
lections, and commercial galleries in 
Germany. Hildebrand Gurlitt was  
a member of the honorary committee 
and also the lender of 24 works of 
art that were in his possession. In 
the foreword to the exhibition cata-
logue, Heuss referred to the 1939 
auction of “degenerate art” in Luzern, 
when 125 works of art that had  
previously been in German museum 
collections were auctioned off by  
the Theodor Fischer gallery on behalf 
of the German Reich. The signifi-
cance of the 1953 exhibition in terms 
of cultural politics lay in the staged 
vanquishing of the immediate past 
with the assistance of Modern Art.

The exhibition was one of the pre-
sentations of German art on the in-
ternational stage during the 1950s. 
In 1956, with funding from the Ger-
many foreign ministry, the American 
Federation of Arts organized a tour-
ing exhibition of German Modern 
Art on paper in the United States. It 
was described in the catalogue fore-
word as follows: “If, at this moment, 
we look back to the two first de-
cades of our century they appear to 
us already as ‘classical.’” 
Hildebrand Gurlitt was a major con-

tributor of loans, providing 27 works 
of art for the tour. These included 
works that Gurlitt had acquired from 
the German propaganda ministry 
from the inventory of confiscated 
works resulting from the “degenerate 
art” campaign (1937). But among  
the items on loan was also a work of 
art that had previously belonged  
to a Jewish owner. The gouache 
Löwenbändiger (Lion Tamer, 1930) by 
Max Beckmann originated from the 
expropriated inventory of the Alfred 
Flechtheim gallery.

→ 8.A    Luzern 1953: German Art.  
Masterpieces of the 20th Century

→ 8.B    United States of America, 1956: 
German Watercolors, Drawings, 
and Prints



Taking Stock.
Gurlitt      in Review

From 1933 onwards Hildebrand Gurlitt consistently 
expanded his importance as an art dealer. His  
business practices remain inseparable from Nazi 
policies of persecution. The policy of ex  - 
propriation (“Aryanization”), which was pursued 
through both the law and violence, had the addition-
al objective of transferring assets to Germans.

Collaboration with the German propaganda ministry 
played a decisive role in promoting Gurlitt’s rise. 
Such contact enabled him to expand his business 
during the course of the Second World War  
(1939–1945).

The works in Gurlitt’s bequest demonstrate that the 
range of his dealing extended far beyond Modern 
Art. From 1941 onwards he increasingly acquired 
works from the 19th century and earlier eras in the 

German-occupied countries of the Netherlands,  
Belgium, and France.

We know that Gurlitt made acquisitions of various 
kinds. In addition to lawful purchases, works of  
art that had been acquired unlawfully also came into 
his possession. These included receiving officially 
confiscated assets and purchases from victims  
of the regime’s persecution. Such transactions are 
regarded as persecution related confiscations  
and qualify as art looted by the Nazis. To date, nine 
works of art in the Gurlitt bequest have been  
identified as looted and returned to their rightful 
owners. However, the circumstances in which 
a large number of the works in the Gurlitt bequest 
were acquired remains unclear.

Upper floor
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Time Layers.
A     Technological    Investigation
of        Art

Works of art are material testimonies. Their unique-
ness is inscribed in the materials from which they 
have been made.

The paintings by Gustave Courbet (1819–1877) in the 
Cornelius Gurlitt bequest have not been on public 
view for many decades. It is only now that they are 
once again receiving attention.

Courbet was one of the main representatives of Re-
alism in France. His depictions of the sea, rivers, 
and rock formations renewed landscape painting. 
Courbet’s paintings were already much in demand 
during his own lifetime. Such high demand influ-
enced their production, involving an approach based 
on a division of labor. The question then arises as  
to whether the paintings were painted by Gustave 
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Courbet himself or whether they were works by his 
workshop, or even replicas.

Technological investigations of art are able to pro-
vide answers to such questions. They provide  
information concerning the production and state of 
preservation. They also record the material changes 
that a work of art has undergone over time. In the 
paintings by Courbet on display here, the restorers 
have identified corrective overpainting and deter-
mined that the pictorial support and frame have both 
been replaced. The reasons for such changes can 
vary widely: an increasing appreciation for Courbet 
as an artist, economic interests, the changing  
tastes during a period, or the concealing of histori-
cal particulars.
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  Corrections

   Changes to the Object

The canvas of the painting was first 
stretched provisionally in the  
artist’s workshop and then attached 
to the stretcher frame that has  
been preserved to the present day. 
This is something that can be  
deciphered from the painting around 
the edges of the stretched canvas 
and the positions of the nails.
The UV fluorescence photograph of 
the work shows the application of 
white paint around the signature. → fig. 

The crude correction was made to 
conceal grime and yellowing,  
restoring the appearance of snow. 
Such historical expedients are  
likely to have occurred within the 
context of the commercial art  
world and increasing appreciation  
of the artist.
The damage along the left edge of 
the painting was probably the  
result of unprotected storage of the 
painting.

Hildebrand Gurlitt acquired the 
small wooden panel from Raphaël 
Gérard in May 1942. The French  
art dealer’s ledgers do not only re-
veal the purchase and sale, they 
also indicate that Gérard deliberate-
ly made changes to the work. In  
December 1941, Gérard purchased a 
painted wooden box from the  
painter Léonardo Bunatyan-Benatov, 
which was attributed to Gustave 

Courbet. The art dealer separated 
the painted wooden panels from 
each other and then offered them 
for sale separately.
This process that can be traced in 
the gallery’s ledger, has left its  
mark on the work. The wooden pan-
el has saw marks on its edges  
and has been inlaid to stabilize it.
A graphite inscription was made 
visible on the back of the frame us-

The portrait of Jean Journet has 
been corrected by overpainting  
several times. The microscope im-
age shows that paint has run  
into the cracks in the deeper layers 
of paint. → fig. Therefore, this applica-
tion of paint must have occurred 
subsequently as it covers the cra-
quelé.
The painting’s surface appears 
dense and compressed today, which 
makes it difficult to discern Cour-
bet’s painting method. The modulat-
ing combination of spatula and 

brush application characteristic of 
the painter has been covered in 
many places, resulting in the alto-
gether flat impression that the  
painting now imparts. The pictorial 
composition, in contrast, has only 
been slightly altered. The original 
reverse side is no longer visible be-
cause a supporting fabric (relining) 
has been glued to the painting’s 
original support. The stretcher 
frame was renewed during the relin-
ing process. The decorative frame  
is likewise a later addition.

  Changes to the Painting

Kunstmuseum  Bern 53

ing infrared light. → fig. These are 
notes from the frame maker: “or feu” 
(fire gold) and “gris foncé” (dark 
gray) for the frame, “34 x 12 vue” de-
notes the aperture dimension.  
The name “Gérard” confirms that 
the panel was framed on behalf  
of the art dealer.
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Blind Alleys.
Large  Editions,      Few  Clues

The largest group of works in the Gurlitt bequest 
are works on paper. Among the approximately  
1,400 sheets are around 800 prints, some of which 
exist in large editions. This presents any provenance 
research with par ticular challenges. In contrast to 
unique pieces of work, such as paintings or draw-
ings, it is not possible to clearly identify a work  
from a limited edition merely by a title or from a photo-
graph.

Even if the respective prints from a single print matrix 
may differ, for example in terms of intensity of  
color, they are still sheets bearing the same motif. In 
the case of prints from a series, individual sheets 
are frequently not documented, but rather the port-
folio as a whole.
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Provenance research is therefore dependent on the 
individual characteristics of each work of art. This 
includes distinguishing inscriptions by artists, such 
as signature or the copy’s number. Annotations by 
past owners, such as inventory numbers or stamps 
used by collections, provide information about  
previous ownership. Any clues in a work will never-
theless remain uncommunicative if they cannot  
be identified from surviving sources. Central sourc-
es include art dealers’ accounts, collection and  
museum inventories, or auction catalogues, for ex-
ample.
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The Gurlitt bequest contains ap-
proximately 140 prints from cycles of 
prints. They are distributed across 
thirty-two limited edition portfolios. 
However, only one portfolio has 
been preserved in its entirety. 
Seven from a total of fifty individual 
sheets comprising Otto Dix’s cycle 
Der Krieg (War, 1924) have survived 
in the Gurlitt bequest. Dix recorded 
his experiences of the First World 
War in the prints. Based on their 
edition number, the etchings can be 
assigned to differing limited edi-
tions. As a result of other inscrip-
tions that have been preserved, we 

can assume they were confiscated 
as part of the “Entartete Kunst” 
(Degenerate Art) campaign (1937). 
The portfolio works were document-
ed differently in the inventories of 
German museums and the confisca-
tions during 1937, which makes it 
difficult to clearly assign individual 
sheets. A print cycle may be inven-
toried as a work without reference to 
the individual sheets. Sheets can 
also be documented individually 
without reference to the portfolio. In 
the case of works without any extant 
confiscation number, precise identi-
fication remains uncertain.

In May 1938, the German propagan-
da ministry decided to sell works 
confiscated as “degenerate art” 
abroad. The origin of the works of 
art in the collections of German mu-
seums was to be disguised when 
the works were put up for sale. Four 
copies of Heinrich Campendonk’s 
woodcut Das Märchen (The Fairy 
Tale, 1917) are to be found in the 
Gurlitt bequest. All four sheets have 
been trimmed along the edges, pre-
sumably to remove references to 
previous owners. It has nevertheless 
been possible to identify the origin 
of three out of the four sheets.

a
The sheet has been trimmed, but a collection 
stamp of the Staatsgalerie Stuttgart provides 
a clue to the previous owner. The stamp is 
located within the image and could therefore 
not be removed without damaging the work. 
According to the confiscation inventory of 
the “degenerate art” campaign, this is 

number 9618 of the works confiscated from 
German museum ownership. Hildebrand 
Gurlitt purchased the woodcut along with 
three other prints by Heinrich Campendonk 
for 80 Swiss centimes.

b
The sheet displays the collection stamp and 
the inventory number 1176 of the Städelsches 
Kunstinstitut – Städtische Galerie in Frank-
furt/Main. The stamp could not be removed 
because it is located within the image.  
The sheet can be found in the confiscation  
in ventory under number 791. Hildebrand 
Gurlitt bought it together with six other 
sheets by Heinrich Campendonk for a total  
of 1.40 Swiss francs.

c
The former owner of this sheet cannot be 
unequivocally proven. The sheet has been 
trimmed and the few remaining inscriptions 
on the work do not provide any information 
about the previous owner. The number II/24 
indicates Gurlitt’s ownership. A search for 

  Portfolio Works

→ 10.A   Disguised Origins
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A previously unknown state of the 
lithographic print August Strindberg 
by Edvard Munch (1863–1944) came 
to light in the Cornelius Gurlitt be-
quest. Previously, only five versions 
(print states) of the work had been 
known. Artists frequently continue 
to work on the print matrix after  
the first state, making changes to the 
work. Exact information concerning 
the motif and possible variants,  
the number of copies, and the paper 
used are therefore necessary for  
the precise identification of a print 
from a limited edition. These features  
are usually recorded in inventories 
such as catalogues raisonnés or 
auction catalogues. But there was 

no description anywhere of the Au-
gust Strindberg print in the Gurlitt 
bequest. How could the work never-
theless be identified?

The sheet boasts an ornamental border that 
was not present in the first two states of the 
print. → a
But it also contains a spelling mistake: 
“Stindberg” instead of “Strindberg.” → b 
Edvard Munch corrected this in the third print 
state. The sheet can therefore be identified 
as being between the second and the third 
print state. Inscriptions by Helene Gurlitt 
(“225”) and a reference by Cornelius Gurlitt to 
his own catalogue raisonné prove that the 
sheet was owned by the Gurlitts.

→ 10.B   Print States

the title’s work Das Märchen (The Fairy Tale) 
in the inventory of the “degenerate art” 
campaign led no further. Perhaps it is one of 
several woodcuts by Heinrich Campen- 
donk that did not have a title in the confisca-
tion inventory. Alternatively, the sheet  
could originate from the collection of the 
museum in Erfurt, where, a print by Heinrich 
Campendonk titled Frau mit Fischen und 
Fröschen (Woman with Fish and Frogs) was 
confiscated.

d
The provenance of this sheet is documented 
by a museum stamp and inventory number. 
Until 1937 it had been the property of the 
Städtisches Museum in Mainz. The inventory 
number from the “degenerate art” campaign 
has been erased almost completely. The 
numerals can be reconstructed as “11056.” 
Hildebrand Gurlitt acquired the sheet for  
20 Swiss centimes.

→ 10.C   Landscapes
Numerous drawings and paintings 
by the French landscape painter 
Jean-Baptiste Camille Corot (1796–
1875) all bear the title Paysage [Land-
scape]. The designation can be 
found in the inventories of collec-
tions, as well as auction and exhibi-
tion catalogues. An unequivocal 
identification of the work based on 
the title Paysage is not possible 

without a photographic image, as 
the titles of works frequently do not 
originate from the artist, but were 
assigned later, for example by art 
dealers or in specialist literature. 
Works with the same title can there-
fore only be identified unequivocally 
in relation to the unique physical 
characteristics of each individual 
work.
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a
The drawing by Jean-Baptiste Corot is 
neither signed nor dated. The painter con- 
stantly varied the motif of a landscape in  
the Île-de-France. He frequently sketched a 
view of a pond near the village of Ville-
d’Avray in particular, featuring a solitary tree 
in the foreground. Drawings and paintings  
of the motif are listed in publications with the 
titles Arbre [Tree], Etang [Pond], or Ville-
d’Avray. Identifying a single drawing in auction 
or exhibition catalogues without the assis-
tance of a photographic image is challenging 
and sometimes impossible.

b
The numeral “3” is on the work, passe-
partout, frame, and backing board. It has to 
be assumed that the number designates 
parts as belonging together.

c
The inscription “425 Gerard 520 D” can be 
found on the decorative frame. It refers  
to the ledger of the Paris-based art dealer 
Raphaël Gérard.

d
The number “22374” on the backing board is 
an inventory number from the art dealer 
Raphaël Gérard. It can also be found in his 
ledger. According to the entry, Gérard  
bought a drawing bearing this number on 
January 6, 1944 from “Hein.” Details concern-
ing the motif and dimensions were not  
listed. Gérard sold a work with the number 
“22374,” according to the ledger, on January 14, 
1944 to Hildebrand Gurlitt.
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Max Liebermann.
The  Works      in   the  
Gurlitt        Bequest

Max Liebermann (1847–1935) is regarded as a pioneer 
of modernism in Germany. He enjoyed a high  
international reputation, even during his lifetime, as a 
master of German Impressionism. His works are  
represented in all the leading collections in Germany.

Before the Nazis came to power in 1933, Liebermann 
was an important figure in cultural politics. From 
1920 to 1933 he presided over the Preussische Aka-
demie der Künste (Prussian Academy of Arts).  
In May 1933 however, Liebermann who was of Jewish 
faith, resigned, anticipating his imminent expulsion. 
Liebermann withdrew from public life and died in 
Berlin on February 11, 1935.
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From 1933, Liebermann’s paintings were removed 
from the permanent collections of German muse-
ums, because of his religious affiliation, and sold to  
art dealers. Hildebrand Gurlitt also acquired paint-
ings by Liebermann from the collections of German 
museums.

The Gurlitt bequest contains 77 pastels and draw-
ings by Max Liebermann. The painting Reiter am 
Strand (Riders on the Beach, 1901) was identified as 
looted art and restored to descendants of the origi-
nal owners in 2016. The previous owners of the other 
works are yet to be identified.

During the 1950s, Max Liebermann’s work under-
went extensive rehabilitation.
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The Gurlitt bequest contains 77 draw-
ings by Max Liebermann. Approxi-
mately half of them once belonged in 
sketchbooks. This conclusion can be 
drawn from the perforated or torn 
edges of the sheets, their rounded 
corners, and painting on both sides. 
The pages can be assigned to at 
least five different sketchbooks. They 
are all signed or monogrammed but 
are undated. As a rule, Max Lieber-
mann notated his works when they 

left the studio. It can therefore be as-
sumed that the drawings come from 
sketchbooks that he split up himself.

For Max Liebermann, drawing was of 
great importance as a spontaneous 
and intimate record. Many of the 
studies from the sketchbooks can be 
assigned to specific paintings. They 
document the studying and evolution 
of a motif as well as various states of 
development.

Max Liebermann made numerous 
self-portraits. Around 70 self- 
portraits are known. Apart from two 
early self-portraits, they were all 
produced from 1900 onwards. The 
early portraits show the painter  
with such painting utensils as brush-
es, easel, or sketchbook. In the  
portraits from 1918 onwards, Lieber-
mann is the sole motif.

He prepared for self-portraits with 
hastily sketched as well as more 
elaborate studies. The drawings 
presented here can be attributed to 
the late portraits. The facial fea-
tures correspond to ones in photo-
graphs and other self-portraits dat-
ed between 1920 and 1925.

The dedication “Herrn Braunthal 
freund schaftlich MLiebermann” (Herr 
Braunthal in friendship MLiebermann) 
suggests that Max Liebermann may 
have presented the drawing to a Herr 
Braunthal as a gift. According to an 
anecdote, Max Liebermann had given 
two drawings to Max Julius Braunthal 
(1878–1946) during the First World 
War. Max Julius Braunthal was a mer-
chant from Frankfurt/Main. From 1929 
onwards he lived mainly in Paris. His 
son Erich Braunthal (1905–1966), who 

was also an artist, was likewise on 
friendly terms with Max Liebermann.
Max Julius Braunthal, like his son  
Erich Braunthal, was Jewish and they 
were therefore subject to Nazi perse-
cution.
Research has not, to date, been able 
to clarify whether Liebermann  
gave the drawing to one of the two.  
It remains likewise unknown when 
and how the drawing came into Hilde-
brand Gurlitt’s possession.

    Sketchbooks

  Self-portraits

   Self-portrait with a dedication  
to “Herrn Braunthal”

Kunstmuseum  Bern 63

Max Liebermann was a highly re-
spected citizen and artist, which 
was to change when the Nazis came 
to power in January 1933. Lieber-
mann, who was Jewish, anticipating 
his own dismissal from the Prus-
sian Academy of Arts, resigned from 
his post on May 7, 1933 with the 
words: “I am convinced that art has 
nothing to do with either politics  
or ancestry. I can therefore no longer 
belong to the Prussian Academy  
of Arts […] as my point of view does 
not possess legitimacy anymore.” 

In the post-war period, Liebermann 
was honored in numerous exhibi-
tions. Kunsthalle Bremen presented 
a comprehensive survey exhibition  
in 1954. Hildebrand Gurlitt subse-
quently took the exhibition to the 
Kunst verein für die Rheinlande und 
Westfalen in Düsseldorf, which  
he had headed since 1948. He sup-
ported the retrospective with  
numerous works of art from his pri-
vate collection, including the pastels 
on display here.

    Recognition during the 1950s

Incitements against Jewish citizens 
that had begun in Germany in 1933 
and the exclusion of Jewish artists 
meant that works by Jewish painters 
such as Max Liebermann were no 
longer exhibited. On August 2, 1937, 
a few weeks after the opening of  
the defamatory exhibition “Degener-

ate Art” in Munich, the German min-
ister of education, Bernhard Rust, 
decreed: “take Liebermann down.” 
Numerous German museums subse-
quently sold paintings by Max  
Liebermann to art dealers. Hilde-
brand Gurlitt signaled his own inter-
est to various museums.

In November 1945, Carl Georg Heise, 
director of Hamburger Kunsthalle 
since 1945, asked Hildebrand 
Gurlitt to return the paintings by 
Max Liebermann that he had bought 
from the collection in 1941. Heise 

accused Gurlitt of profiting from the 
Nazi defamation of Liebermann. 
Gurlitt defended himself by arguing 
that he had saved Liebermann’s 
works from destruction.

→ 11.A    Sold from Museum Ownership

     Reclamation by Hamburger 
Kunsthalle
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Following the end of World War II, 
the U.S. Army confiscated works of 
art owned by Hildebrand Gurlitt. 
They were brought to the Central 
Collecting Point in Wiesbaden to 
clarify the circumstances of their ac-
quisition. After the research was 
complete, the works were returned 
to Gurlitt in December 1950. Today 
we know that Hildebrand Gurlitt pro-
vided false information concerning 
previous owners and the dates of 
purchase. He had also asked former 

business partners to witness the 
sale of works of art. Cornelius 
Müller-Hofstede, former director of 
the Museum der Bildenden Künste in 
Breslau, confirmed to Gurlitt the 
sale of the painting Reiter am Strand 
(Riders on the Beach, 1901) by Max 
Liebermann. The previous owner 
David Friedmann and the forced 
transfer of his art collection to the 
Breslau museum were not men-
tioned.

Hildebrand Gurlitt contributed to the 
Max Liebermann memorial exhibition 
with loans from his own private col-
lection. The exhibition was insti-
gated by Kunsthalle Bremen and was 
then shown in various museums in 

Germany. One of the venues was the 
Kunstverein für die Rheinlande  
und Westfalen in Düsseldorf, which 
Hildeb rand Gurlitt had headed  
since 1948.

→ 11.B   Search for Looted Art

    Max Liebermann Retrospective, 
1954
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Expropriated as  
a Result of Perse-
cution: The Painting 
Reiter am Strand 
from the David 
Friedmann collec-
tion, Breslau

David Friedmann (1857–1942) was a 
successful entrepreneur and art  
collector in Breslau. Between 1937  
and 1941, all of his property was  
forcibly sold or expropriated as a  
consequence of the Nazi repression 
of Jewish people. This also included 
his art collection that contained  
the painting Reiter am Strand  
(Riders on the Beach, 1901) by Max 
Liebermann.
The work was purchased at an auc-
tion in 1942 by the Schlesisches  
Museum der Bildenden Künste  
(Silesian Museum of Fine Arts) in 
Breslau. A short time later  
Hilde brand Gurlitt acquired it from 
the institution. Until 1960, the Gurlitt 
family was still listed by various  
museums as the lenders of the 
painting.
As a result of the forced sale by  
David Friedmann, the work has been 
classified as a work of art looted by 
the Nazis. 
The work was returned to the heirs 
of David Friedmann on May 15, 2015.

Max Liebermann (1847–1935)
Reiter am Strand, 1901
Oil on canvas
Private collection. Restituted on May 15, 2015 
through Kunstmuseum Bern and the Federal 
Republic of Germany.

Restitution
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The works of art and personal testimonies in the 
Cornelius Gurlitt bequest originate from the estate 
of Hildebrand Gurlitt (1895–1956). They are inextri -
cably linked to the art dealer’s bio graphy, as well as 
to the life of his wife Helene Gurlitt (1895–1968)  
and that of his son Cornelius Gurlitt (1932–2014).

The paintings by the landscape painter Heinrich Louis 
Theodor Gurlitt (1812–1897) and the numerous  
watercolors and drawings by Cornelia Gurlitt (1890–
1919) included in the bequest outline the family  
background that informed Hildebrand Gurlitt.

The bequest of textual records includes countless 
documents, photographs, books, and personal 

Hildebrand Gurlitt 
(1895–1956).
Spotlight  on     a  Life II
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items. They chronicle Hildebrand Gurlitt’s life, which 
began in the German Empire, continued through  
the First World War, Weimar Republic, and Nazi re-
gime, and culminated in a fledgling West Germany. 
Many of Hildebrand Gurlitt’s roles and encounters 
during various periods are recorded in the testimo-
nies. He was a son, brother and father, museum  
director and art dealer, both in a democracy and a 
dictatorship.

Kunstmuseum Bern donated Cornelius Gurlitt’s  
bequest of textual records to the German state.  
It is publicly accessible in the Federal Archives in 
Koblenz.

Hildebrand Gurlitt 
(1895–1956).
Spotlight  on     a  Life II
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From 1933 Hildebrand Gurlitt operat-
ed Kunstkabinett Dr. H. Gurlitt in 
Hamburg. As is evident from the 
ledgers, works of art from all eras 
and genres passed through Gurlitt’s 
hands. In building up his business, 
Gurlitt benefited from the elimina-
tion of “non-Aryan” art dealers. 
Forced sales by private individuals 
who were the victims of persecution 
likewise offered favorable business 
opportunities. Gurlitt’s clientele in-
cluded art aficionados, collectors, 
museums, and art dealers, but also 
Nazi officials and state institutions. 
In 1938 dealings in “degenerate art” 
were added to his business inter-
ests. In 1941 Gurlitt extended his ac-
tivities to the occupied territories, 
and from 1943 he began acquiring 
works of art for the planned “Führer 
Museum” in Linz. The collapse of 
the “Third Reich” in 1945 led to a 
brief interruption in his business ac-
tivities.

  Confiscated as a Result 
of Persecution

Nazi legislation disenfranchised Jewish 
artists, art dealers, and collectors in Hilde-
brand Gurlitt’s immediate milieu and enabled 
him to expand his business. Evidence exists 
that Gurlitt bought art from collectors who 
were being persecuted and forced to sell 
their property as a result of a “Berufsverbot” 
(professional ban), as well as levies and other 
compulsory payments to the Nazi regime.
To date, two works of art have been identified 
in the Cornelius Gurlitt bequest that the 
previous owners were forced to sell due to 
persecution by the Nazi regime.
Before fleeing Germany, Elsa Cohen (1874–
1947) sold 23 drawings by the painter Adolph 

von Menzel to Hildebrand Gurlitt. One of the 
sheets from the purchase remained in the 
Cornelius Gurlitt bequest, the drawing 
Interior of a Gothic church, which has been 
restored to the heirs of Elsa Cohen.
Gurlitt acquired the drawing Das Klavierspiel 
(Playing the Piano) by Carl Spitzweg in 1940 
from among the assets of Henri Hinrichsen 
(1868–1942) that had been “secured” by  
the Leipzig tax office in December 1938. The 
drawing was returned to Henri Hinrichsen’s 
heirs in 2021.

  In the Occupied  
Territories

With the backing of the propaganda ministry, 
Hildebrand Gurlitt was able to expand his 
business, from 1941 onwards, to the occupied 
territories in Western Europe. He primarily 
purchased works in Paris, the center of  
the French art market, for German collections 
and museums. In 1943, Hildebrand Gurlitt 
was appointed buyer-in-chief for the “Son-
derauftrag Linz.” By June 1944, he had 
acquired works of art worth millions of 
Reichsmarks on the French art market for the 
planned but never realized “Führer Museum” 
in Linz.

 Bombed Out 
Following the bombing of Hamburg, in 1942 
Hildebrand Gurlitt relocated his business to 
Dresden. He was beginning to disperse  
his art collection across various locations to 
ensure its safety. In Dresden, he and his 
family lived through the devastating air raids 
of February 13–15, 1945 and the destruction  
of the city. The family remained unharmed, but 
their villa was no longer habitable. Before  
the end of the war, Hildebrand Gurlitt fled to 
West Germany with his family.

→ 12.A    An Art Dealer in  
the “Third Reich”
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Hildebrand Gurlitt and his family ex-
perienced the end of the war in 
Aschbach in Upper Franconia. After 
the arrival of the U.S. Army in May 
1945, Gurlitt was placed under tem-
porary arrest and his art collection 
was confiscated. Even before that 
Gurlitt had considered the question 
of whether, as a successful art deal-
er under the Nazi regime, he would 
have to face up to personal, moral, 
and political responsibility. Looking 
back, he described his life in the 
“Third Reich” as “walking a tight-
rope.” Gurlitt had to undergo a “de-
nazification process” and provide an 
account of his activities under the 
Nazi state. He was classified as a 
“Mitläufer” (follower) and the case 
was discontinued in 1948.

 A Constructed Identity 
From 1945 to 1948 the Gurlitt family lived in 
the castle of Baron Gerhard von Pölnitz in 
Aschbach, Franconia, where they had fled 
from Dresden in a rented truck and carrying 
some of their art collection.
As soon as the opportunity arose, Gurlitt 
resumed dealing in art, initially, exchanging 
works of art for food to support his family. In 
1946 and 1947 he traveled to the Soviet 
occupied zone several times to bring works of 
art that he had left behind in Dresden to the 
West.
Gurlitt’s personal notes and his correspon-
dence from 1945 to 1947 demonstrate how 
careful he was in dispelling any suspicions 
that he had been an accomplice of the Nazi 
regime. He did not describe his business 
arrangements under the “Third Reich” as 
being morally reprehensible, but rather as 
existentially imperative. He constructed his 

personal vindication from his family history, 
his partly Jewish origins, his dismissals 
resulting from Nazi agitation, and the 
salvaging of works of Modern Art from 
destruction by the Nazis through his sales.

 “Gurlitt Collection”
The interrogations by the U.S. Army in June 
and fall of 1945 forced Gurlitt to provide 
information concerning not only his personal 
history, but also his purchases of art, and the 
provenance of his collection. Gurlitt was able 
to credibly argue that he had not voluntarily 
collaborated with the Nazi regime, but had 
made the decision to become a buyer for the 
“Sonderauftrag Linz” to protect both himself 
and his family. In October 1945, the U.S. Army 
confiscated the holdings that Gurlitt had 
stored in Aschbach on suspicion of being 
looted art. They remained in the Wiesbaden 
Central Collecting Point as the “Gurlitt 
Collection” until 1950, where their origins and 
the circumstances of their acquisition were to 
be scrutinized. Gurlitt was requested to 
identify the source of each individual work’s 
acquisition. Although he repeatedly contra-
dicted himself, Hildebrand Gurlitt was able to 
secure the return of his art collection in 1950.

 “Denazification”
Like the majority of Germans, Hildebrand 
Gurlitt had to undergo a “denazification 
process.” Before the tribunal in Bamberg, 
Gurlitt was accused of having been a 
“beneficiary” of the Nazi regime due to his 
very high income under the Nazis. In refuting 
the allegations, Gurlitt produced a series of 
testimonies to his good character. The case 
was dropped in 1948 and Gurlitt was exoner-
ated as a mere “Mitläufer” (follower).

→ 12.B     A New Start Under Suspicion
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Following his “denazification,” Hilde-
brand Gurlitt was able to resume  
his career as an exhibition organizer, 
which had been interrupted during 
the Nazi period. In 1948 he became 
director of Kunstverein für die 
Rheinlande und Westfalen in Düs-
seldorf. Gurlitt set himself the ob-
jective “that Düsseldorf should once 
again become a venue for the visual 
arts among the ranks of European 
art venues.” In 1956 Hildebrand  
Gurlitt died as a result of a traffic 
accident. The collection passed to 
his wife Helene Gurlitt (1895–1968), 
then to their son Cornelius Gurlitt 
(1932–2014). Before his death,  
Cornelius Gurlitt named the Kunst-
museum Bern Foundation as sole heir.

 Director Once Again
In 1948 Hildebrand Gurlitt became extremely 
active as director of Kunstverein für die 
Rheinlande und Westfalen. He presented 
exhibitions by representatives of German and 
French Modern Art in rapid succession: 
Christian Rohlfs, Max Beckmann, Emil Nolde, 
Marc Chagall, Auguste Renoir, and Aristide 
Maillol. Gurlitt claimed to be reminding the 
public, “[...] that the task of art is not limited 
to creating pleasant images for the home, but 
works that have the intention of transforming 
people, moving them to their very core, even 
at the risk of attacking them.”
For the Kunstverein’s annual limited editions 
of 1952, Gurlitt included a young Düsseldorf 
artist, Joseph Beuys, who contributed the 
object Schwarzer Aschenbecher (Black 
Ashtray).
In 1954 the 125th anniversary of the Kunstv-
erein was celebrated. Gurlitt presented a 
sensational exhibition of masterpieces from 
the São Paulo Museum of Art. The opening 
speech was made by German President 

Theodor Heuss. Among the guests were 
Thomas and Katia Mann.

 Accidental Death
On October 29, 1956, Hildebrand Gurlitt’s car 
collided with a truck on the autobahn near 
Oberhausen. Gurlitt was notorious for driving 
fast even though his eyesight was hindered 
by cataracts. He died on November 9, 1956 
without regaining consciousness, and was 
buried at the Düsseldorf Nordfriedhof (North 
Cemetery).
The bequest of textual documents includes 
condolences from artists and politicians in 
the fledgling West Germany, including 
Theodor Heuss, the first Federal President. 
On the occasion of the annual general 
meeting of Düsseldorf Kunstverein in 1957, 
Leopold Reidemeister, the general director of 
Cologne’s museums, made the commemora-
tory speech of thanks. The works of art in 
Hildebrand Gurlitt’s possession passed to 
his widow Helene Gurlitt.

 Cornelius Gurlitt 
The art that had belonged to his parents, 
Helene and Hildebrand Gurlitt, would 
accompany Cornelius Gurlitt throughout his 
life. He began studying art history and 
completed an apprenticeship as a restorer at 
Kunstmuseum Düsseldorf. Cornelius Gurlitt 
led a secluded life in Munich and Salzburg 
until the Augsburg public prosecutor’s office 
launched investigations into an alleged tax 
offence in 2010. The works of art stored in 
Munich were confiscated in 2012. Suspicions 
of tax evasion could not be confirmed, but the 
ownership of an extensive collection of art 
had become an object of public interest. 
Cornelius Gurlitt agreed to have his holdings 
examined for art that had been looted by the 
Nazis. He was one of the first private individ-
uals to accept the Washington Principles 

→ 12.C    Final Steps

Kunstmuseum  Bern 71

(1998) and be willing to return looted art to 
the descendants of the rightful owners.
Cornelius Gurlitt died in Munich on May 6, 
2014. In his will, he named the Kunstmuseum 
Bern Foundation as sole heir.
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Sold to Pay Com-
pulsory Levies: the 
drawing Interior of a 
Gothic church from 
the ownership of 
Elsa Cohen, Ham-
burg

The Hamburg lawyer Albert Martin 
Wolffson (1847–1913) and his wife 
Helene Marie Wolffson (1843–1925) 
were passionate art collectors and 
owned several drawings by the 
painter Adolph von Menzel. Follow-
ing their deaths, the collection 
passed to their children, Elsa Helene 
Cohen (1869–1947) and Ernst Julius 
Wolffson (1881–1955). The siblings 
were both victims of persecution by 
the Nazi regime. On December 31, 
1938, they sold the Menzel drawings 
they owned to Hildebrand Gurlitt in 
order to be able to pay the “Jewish 
property levy” that had been im-
posed on them. While Ernst Julius 
Wolffson survived the Nazi period in 
Hamburg, his sister Elsa Cohen 
managed to escape to the United 
States of America in August 1941.
Gurlitt exhibited the drawings in his 
Kunstkabinett in 1939 and offered 
them for sale to museums and pri-
vate collectors. The sheet Interior of 
a Gothic church from 1874 remained 
in his possession. In 1947, Ernst J. 
Wolffson asked Gurlitt about the 
works from the family collection. 
Gurlitt replied that he could not re-
member what had happened to the 
drawings.
The drawing was returned to the 
heirs of Elsa Cohen on February 20, 
2017.

Adolph von Menzel (1815–1905)
untitled [Interior of a Gothic church], 1874 
Graphite on paper
Private collection. Restituted on February 20, 
2017 through Kunstmuseum Bern and the 
Federal Republic of Germany.

Restitution
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Expropriated as a 
Result of Perse-
cution: the drawing 
Das Klavierspiel 
from the Henri  
Hinrichsen collec-
tion, Leipzig

Henri Hinrichsen (1868–1942) was di-
rector of the music publishing house 
C. F. Peters in Leipzig. He held the 
title of councilor of commerce, was a 
commercial judge, and supported 
the city’s museums and libraries as a 
patron.
Being Jewish, he was a victim of 
persecution by the Nazi regime. On 
the basis of the law restructuring the 
professional civil service of April 7, 
1933, he lost his public posts. In 1939 
his music publishing business was 
expropriated as a result of “Ary-
anization” and his personal assets 
were confiscated by means of a se-
curing order. In 1939, the Leipzig tax 
office handed over eight paintings to 
the Museum der bildenden Künste 
Leipzig. The remaining works ended 
up with art dealers. Among them 
was the drawing Das Klavierspiel 
(Playing the Piano, around 1840) by 
Carl Spitzweg, which Hildebrand 
Gurlitt acquired in January 1940 for 
300 Reichsmarks. Hinrichsen never 
received the money as it was depos-
ited in a frozen account. Henri and 
Martha Hinrichsen were able to flee 
Germany and stopped over in Brus-
sels waiting for a visa for Great Brit-
ain or the United States of America. 
Martha Hinrichsen died in 1941;  
Henri Hinrichsen was arrested and 
murdered on September 17, 1942  
in the Auschwitz concentration camp.
Following the Second World War, 
Hildebrand Gurlitt and, following his 
death, his widow Helene Gurlitt  
denied to Hinrichsen’s sons their 
ownership of the drawing Das Klavier - 
spiel.
The work was returned to the heirs 
of Henri Hinrichsen in January 2021.

Carl Spitzweg (1808–1885)
Das Klavierspiel, around 1840
Ink and graphite on paper
Private collection. Restituted on January 12, 
2021 through Kunstmuseum Bern and the 
Federal Republic of Germany.

Restitution
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Wartime Business.
Acquired    in   France

During the Second World War (1939–1945), Hilde brand 
Gurlitt had the opportunity of further expanding 
 the reach of his business. From the summer of 1941 
he purchased works of art in the German-occupied 
countries of France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. 
Gurlitt qualified, in terms of the French art market,  
as a buyer for German museums and private collec-
tions. By the summer of 1943 at the latest, he was 
procuring works of art for a Nazi flagship project, the 
so-called Gemäldegalerie in Linz.

Following the capitulation of France on June 30, 1940, 
Adolf Hitler gave the order to secure works of art  
in the ownership of both the French state and private 
collections. Museums, archives, and libraries were 
placed under the supervision of the occupying power.
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13Wartime Business.
Acquired    in   France

From October 1940, anti-Semitic laws were also  
introduced in France by the German military govern-
ment. Jewish shops, including numerous commer-
cial art galleries, were provided with an “Aryan” 
administrator, effectively expropriating them. Works 
of art and the entire contents of Jewish-owned 
homes were confiscated and made available for pur-
chase.

The French art market reacted to the confiscations 
and the high demand at home and abroad, develop-
ing into a booming market. Numerous works of art of 
French provenance can be found in the Gurlitt  
bequest. For the majority, it has not yet been possible 
to adequately clarify the circumstances of their ac-
quisition.
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   Acquisitions for  
“Sonderauftrag Linz”? 

   Purchase from Private  
Ownership

From spring 1943 Hildebrand Gurlitt 
began purchasing works of art for 
the so-called “Sonderauftrag Linz” 
(special commission, Linz). The term 
“Sonderauftrag Linz” denoted a 
working group that was to establish 
an art museum in Linz, Austria. The 
project is also known as the “Führer 
Museum.”
The core holdings of the planned 
museum were based upon paintings 
from Jewish art collections that had 
been confiscated in 1938 as a result 
of Austria’s incorporation into the 
German Reich. In June 1939, Adolf 
Hitler appointed the art historian 
Hans Posse as special representa-
tive for Linz. Following his death in 
1943, the art historian Hermann 
Voss took over responsibility for the 
creation of the collection. The in-

ventory was continuously expanded 
through acquisitions from art deal-
ers. Expropriated collections were 
also seized in occupied territories 
during World War II.
The museum in Linz was intended 
to depict the canon of high culture 
in European art from the 15th to  
the 19th century, the focus being on 
Renaissance art, 17th century Dutch 
and Flemish painting, as well 19th 
century art.
The paintings preserved in the  
Gurlitt bequest reflect the collection 
strategy of “Sonderauftrag Linz.” 
The history painting, still lifes, and 
landscapes, as well as the portrait 
of a lady by the painter Ferdinand 
Georg Waldmüller, who was ad-
mired by Adolf Hitler, are examples 
of Gurlitt’s strategic acquisitions.

In the summer of 1942, Hildebrand 
Gurlitt acquired a group of 38 works 
of art from Roger Delapalme (1892–
1969). Delapalme had been collecting 
French and Italian Rococo art since 
the 1920s. Gurlitt acquired drawings 
of park landscapes and architec - 
tural vistas by Hubert Robert from 
Delapalme, along with numerous  
figure studies. 

It is not known why Delapalme, who 
was not being persecuted by the Na-
zis, sold his art collection in 1942. In 
any case, a confiscation related to 
persecution, for example in the form 
of a forced sale, can be ruled out. 
This group of works can therefore 
be considered legitimate acquisi-
tions from art dealing.
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Hildebrand Gurlitt moved in a milieu 
of dealers, art experts, and interme-
diaries in France. In addition to pur-
chases from galleries, he also 
bought works of art at auctions. 
Hilde brand Gurlitt acquired a large 
number of 19th century French 
paintings from the art dealer 
Raphaël Gérard. Paintings by Gus-
tave Courbet, Camille Corot, and  
Auguste Renoir, for example, were 
all acquired through Gérard.
Gérard came from a family of art 
dealers and opened his own gallery 
in Paris in 1911. From the beginning 
of the German occupation of France, 
he started gearing his business to-
wards a German clientele. He took 

possession of works of art from 
confiscated Jewish collections, 
which he acquired from the German 
embassy in Paris or the Reichsleiter 
Rosenberg task force, among oth-
ers.
Gérard’s high profits led to a com-
plaint of illegal profits following the 
liberation of France. The prosecu-
tion was eventually dropped. In 1945 
he closed his business permanently, 
but remained in contact with  
Hilde brand Gurlitt. According to 
documents in the bequest of textual 
records, Gurlitt deposited works  
of art with Gérard in June 1944, 
which subsequently arrived in Ger-
many from the 1950s onwards.

  Acquisitions  
  from Art Dealers
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In the spring of 1943, Hermann Voss, 
head of the so-called “Sonderauf-
trag Linz” (special commission, Linz), 
appointed Hildebrand Gurlitt as its 
“chief buyer” in France. He worked 
together with Erhard Göpel, who had 
been responsible for acquiring works 
of art in The Hague since May 1942 
for the planned “Führer Museum.”
The “Sonderauftrag Linz” meant 
Gurlitt’s trading volume multiplied. 
According to the documents that 
have survived, he spent 684,000 Re-
ichsmarks in foreign currency during 
January and February 1944. In the 

months that followed, he acquired 
69 paintings, ten tapestries, and  
82 drawings worth the equivalent of 
3,612,000 Reichsmarks. In July 1944, 
six tapestries and three paintings 
were purchased for a comparable 
price. Gurlitt’s last purchase for 
the “Sonderauftrag” is documented 
as being in August 1944 – shortly  
before the Allies liberated Paris.  
Gurlitt received five percent of the 
total price as a commission for his 
purchases.
According to Michel Martin, the cu-
rator responsible for export permits 

→ 13.B    The “Sonderauftrag Linz” 

The Gurlitt bequest is the estate of 
an art dealer. Its remaining works do 
not correspond to any strict collect-
ing concept. Rather, the develop-
ment of the estate’s holdings was 
influenced by supply and demand, 
as demonstrated by Gurlitt’s acqui-
sitions during World War II. 
French paintings from the 19th centu-
ry including Realism, the Barbizon 
School, and Impressionism were 
specifically coveted as secure as-
sets by German museums and col-
lectors in reaction to Nazi decrees 
regarding art. Documents in the 
Gurlitt bequest of textual records in-
clude offers to and sales receipts 
from museums in, for example, 
Bres lau, Dortmund, Düsseldorf, 
Frankfurt/Main, Hamburg, and Wies-
baden. Gurlitt was able to officially 
acquire works of art in France for 
private buyers until December 1942. 
Subsequently, he was denied the 

necessary foreign currency for pri-
vate purchases due to new regula-
tions on the movement of goods.
Hildebrand Gurlitt acquired the ma-
jority of the works of art from 
French art dealers. Gallery acquisi-
tions and purchases at auctions 
have been documented. In Paris, 
Hildebrand Gurlitt maintained busi-
ness relationships with numerous 
art dealers, art experts, and agents.
In occupied France, German art 
dealers had an advantage over their 
French counterparts, as France had 
imposed a ban on French dealers 
exporting art objects. The exchange 
rate, as dictated by the occupiers, 
likewise provided German dealers 
with an advantage. The exchange 
rate between the Reichsmark and 
the French Franc was 1:20, the  
Reichsmark being overvalued by 
more than 50%.

→ 13.A    Dealing in Art in  
France 1941–1944 
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at the Louvre, Gurlitt acquired works 
of art totaling 400 to 500 million 
francs. He used about half the sum 
for the “Sonderauftrag Linz.” He 
brokered the other acquisitions to 
German museums. Gurlitt ultimately 
acquired 168 works for the collec-

tion of the “Führer Museum.”
After being denied access to the 
French art market following the lib-
eration of France, Gurlitt began  
purchasing works of art in Hungary 
for the “Sonderauftrag Linz.” 

The drawings can be assigned to a 
group of more than 140 sheets by 
Giovanni Domenico Tiepolo, in 
which the artist dealt with the ad-
ventures of centaurs, fauns, satyrs, 
and nymphs. The depiction of Nes-
sos and Deïanira derives from  
Greek mythology. The centaur Nes-
sus coveted Deianira, wife of  
Hercules, and kidnapped her, where-
upon he was killed by Hercules  
with a poisoned arrow.

According to provenance research 
to date, Hildebrand Gurlitt acquired 
the three sheets in France. It can  
be assumed that they were acquired 
independently of each other and  
had belonged to various previous 
owners. However, it has not yet been 
possible to reconstruct the exact 
time and circumstances of  
Hilde brand Gurlitt’s acquisition.

→ 13.C   Monstrosities
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Confiscated: the 
painting Portrait 
of a Seated Young 
Woman from 
the ownership of 
Georges Mandel, 
Paris

Until 1940, the painting Portrait of a 
Seated Young Woman (1850–1855) by 
Thomas Couture was owned by 
Georges Mandel (1885–1944), a 
French journalist and politician. Un-
til the German occupation of France, 
he had been interior minister in the 
French government. He was a  
vehement opponent of Nazism and 
fascism. He rejected the An-
glo-French policy of appeasement 
towards Germany and campaigned 
for the rejection of the armistice 
agreement of June 22, 1940 between 
Germany and France.
Georges Mandel was a victim of 
persecution by the Nazi regime. He 
fled to Morocco, where he was ar-
rested on August 8, 1940 and taken 
to unoccupied France. In 1941 he 
was sentenced to life imprisonment 
on charges of warmongering and 
standing up for Jewish interests. On 
July 7, 1944, Mandel was executed in 
Fontainebleau Forest.
It is not possible to reconstruct 
when and under what circumstances 
the portrait of a woman disappeared 
from Georges Mandel’s apartment  
at 67, Avenue Victor Hugo in Paris. 
But it is known that in August 1940 
his property was confiscated on  
behalf of the German embassy in 
Paris.
Immediately after World War II, 
Mandel’s descendants reported the 
painting as lost.
The work was returned to the heirs 
of Georges Mandel on January 8, 
2019.

Thomas Couture (1815 – 1879)
untitled [Portrait of a Seated Young Woman], 
1850–1855
Oil on canvas
Private collection. Restituted on January 8, 
2019 through Kunstmuseum Bern and the 
Federal Republic of Germany.

Restitution
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Forced Auction of 
the Collection  
of Armand Isaac  
Dorville, Paris

The painting Woman in Profile (1881) 
and a gouache by the French painter 
Jean-Louis Forain had previously 
been owned by Armand Isaac  
Dorville (1875–1941). Dorville was a 
lawyer and politician, passionate 
collector, and patron. In June 1940 
he fled with his family to his estate 
in Cubjac in unoccupied France, 
where he died in July 1941.
With the German occupation of 
France, the Vichy regime introduced 
anti-Semitic laws based on the  
Nazi model. Being of Jewish descent, 
Dorville’s relatives were not permit-
ted to accept their inheritance. The 
“Commissariat General aux Ques-
tions Juives” (General Commissariat 
for Jewish Questions), established 
in France in 1941, appointed a trust-
ee who sent Dorville’s art collection 
to auction.
At the auction in June 1942, 450 lots 
were put up, including the two 
works by Jean-Louis Forain. The 
auction proceeds were paid into a 
frozen account and as such withheld 
from the Dorville family. It was not 
until 1947 that they received the pro-
ceeds. When and how the works 
came into Hildebrand Gurlitt’s pos-
session remains unclear.
The forced auction fulfills the defini-
tion of looted art. In January 2020, 
the two works of art were returned to 
the heirs of Armand Isaac Dorville.

Jean-Louis Forain (1852–1931)
untitled [Woman in Profile], 1881
Oil on wood
Private collection. Restituted on January 22, 
2020 through Kunstmuseum Bern and the 
Federal Republic of Germany.

Jean-Louis Forain (1852–1931)
untitled [Woman in White], 1880
Gouache on paper
Private collection. Restituted on January 22, 
2020 through Kunstmuseum Bern and the 
Federal Republic of Germany.

Restitution
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Confiscated: the 
painting Le Louvre, 
matin from the  
Max Heilbronn  
collection, Paris

Max Heilbronn (1902–1998) was a 
French merchant and (co-)owner of 
Galeries Lafayette in Paris. Follow-
ing the German occupation of 
France, Heilbronn was removed from 
the management due to his Jewish 
origins and his company was “Ary-
anized.”
Heilbronn had stored his art collec-
tion in a safe deposit box for  
its own security. There, in February 
1941, a German foreign exchange 
protection commando confiscated 
the painting Le Louvre, matin  
(The Louvre, Morning, 1902) by  
Camille Pissarro and handed it over  
to the Reichsleiter Rosenberg task 
force, infamous for its looting of 
cultural assets, who passed the 
painting on to the art dealer Gustav 
Rochlitz, after which any trace of it 
was lost for almost 70 years.
Heilbronn was exposed as a mem-
ber of the Résistance Française and 
arrested on June 12, 1943. His wife 
Paulette Bader (1905–1998) was able 
to flee to safety in Lyon. Heilbronn 
was deported to Germany and  
survived imprisonment in various 
concentration camps.
The work was returned to the heirs 
of Max Heilbronn on May 18, 2017.

Camille Pissarro (1830–1903)
Le Louvre, matin, 1902 
Oil on canvas
Private collection. Restituted on May 18, 
2017 through Kunstmuseum Bern and the 
Federal Republic of Germany.
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Confiscated: the 
painting Quai de 
Clichy. Temps gris 
from the ownership 
of Gaston Prosper 
Lévy, Paris

Gaston Prosper Lévy (1893–1977) 
was a French real estate agent, art 
collector, and patron. During the 
German occupation of France in 
June 1940, Lévy relocated his house-
hold, including the art collection, 
from Paris to his country estate, 
Château des Bouffards, 150 kilome-
ters south of the city. Gaston Lévy 
and his wife Liliane Marguerite Lévy 
(*1894), who were both victims of 
persecution by the Nazi regime, fled 
to Tunis.
In October 1940, Château des Bouf-
fards was plundered by German sol-
diers. The painting Quai de Clichy. 
Temps gris (Clichy Dock. Gray 
Weather, 1887) by Paul Signac came 
into the possession of the Parisian 
art dealer Raphaël Gérard in August 
1943. He sold it on to the art dealer 
Marguerite de la Chapelle. From the 
end of 1947 the work was in the 
ownership of Hildebrand Gurlitt.
The work was returned to the heirs 
of Gaston Prosper Lévy on July 3, 
2019.

Paul Signac (1863–1935)
Quai de Clichy. Temps gris, 1887
Oil on canvas
Private collection. Restituted on July 3, 
2019 through Kunstmuseum Bern and 
the Federal Republic of Germany.

Restitution
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Confiscated: the 
painting Femme à 
l’éventail from  
the Paul Rosenberg  
collection, Libourne

Paul Rosenberg (1881–1959) was an 
influential Parisian art dealer and 
collector. After France had been oc-
cupied by Germany in June 1940,  
he fled to the United States of Amer-
ica. Rosenberg was a victim of  
persecution by the Nazi regime. Be-
cause of his Jewish origins, his  
assets were confiscated by the French 
Vichy regime. In 1942 he was 
stripped of his French citizenship. 
His collection of art, which he  
had deposited in various places in 
France before fleeing, was confis-
cated, including the painting Femme 
à l’éventail (Woman with a Fan,  
1923) by Henri Matisse. In March 1941, 
a German foreign exchange protec-
tion commando confiscated it from 
a bank safe and handed it over  
to the Reichsleiter Rosenberg task 
force, infamous for its looting of 
cultural assets, which sold the paint-
ing to the art dealer Gustav Rochlitz. 
The latter brokered it to Raphaël  
Gérard, from who Hildebrand Gurlitt 
eventually acquired it.
The work was returned to the heirs 
of Paul Rosenberg on May 15, 2015.

Henri Matisse (1869–1954)
Femme à l’éventail, 1923
Oil on canvas
Private collection. Restituted on May 15, 2015 
through Kunstmuseum Bern and the Federal 
Republic of Germany.

Restitution
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A Responsibility to
Cultural Heritage

In accepting the Gurlitt bequest, Kunstmuseum Bern
has committed itself to a search for looted  
works of art, to restitution, and a responsible and 
fair approach to cultural heritage.

In coming to terms with the Gurlitt bequest, Kunst-
museum Bern has reached the conclusion that  
“just and fair solutions” must also be made possible 
even in cases where findings remain to a large  
extent incomplete. Looted art is a vague term that 
should not be interpreted to the detriment of the vic-
tims of Nazi persecution. Provenance research  
and appraisal of research results should be equally 
decisive in approaching the subject of looted art  
in a responsible and fair manner.

The museum’s attitude to a restitution claim by the 
heirs of Dr. Ismar Littmann in December 2021  
has subsequently been regarded as a benchmark 
approach. 
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A Responsibility to
Cultural Heritage

14

According to the Washington Principles (1998), only 
works confiscated by the Nazi regime are to be  
considered looted art, whereby any change of own-
ership must have taken place between 1933 and  
1945 and involved “confiscatory effects.” In imple-
menting the Washington Principles, Kunstmuseum 
Bern is going further than the way the principles  
are applied in Switzerland. It is rather the application 
of the Washington Principles in the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany that serves as the basis for Kunstmu-
seum Bern’s decision making. According to the 
latter approach, looted art also includes losses through
robbery, forced sales, as well as sales to finance  
escape or secure a livelihood, for example in the event 
of a so-called “Berufsverbot” (professional ban).

Based on the Washington Principles, Kunstmuseum 
Bern has committed itself to the following ones:
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Provenance Research 
Kunstmuseum Bern will ensure the continuity of 
provenance research in the Gurlitt bequest and its 
own collection. The research is to be carried  
out independently and in accordance with scholarly 
principles.

Transparency
Works in the Cornelius Gurlitt bequest have been 
comprehensively documented in a public data- 
base. Findings from further provenance research 
will also be published there.

An Unbiased Approach to Results
In many cases, insights into the loss of property and 
the means of acquisition will remain incomplete
and uncertain. Nevertheless, in terms of Kunstmuseum
Bern’s approach there will be nothing to prevent  
the making of decisions to the best of our knowledge 
and belief, even in cases involving unclear findings.
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Outlook
The provenance of the three watercolors has not yet 
been clarified, but there are indications that they 
may have been confiscated as a result of persecution. 
Current research is focusing on the Dresden- 
based art collector Fritz Salo Glaser.
The lawyer Fritz Salo Glaser was one of the most 
important supporters of the Dresden Secession 
Group founded in 1919 around Otto Dix and Conrad 
Felixmüller. His collection included Otto Dix,  
Max Beckmann, and Lyonel Feininger. In addition to 
artists and writers, Hildebrand Gurlitt was also a  
frequent visitor to his house. 
In 1929, Gurlitt showed works from the Fritz Salo Glaser
collection in an exhibition in Zwickau. Because of 
his Jewish origins, Glaser was expelled from the bar 
association in 1933, and in 1936 he was completely 
banned from practicing his profession. Glaser was 
forced to sell many of the works in his collection  
to secure his livelihood. He narrowly escaped depor-
tation to the Theresienstadt concentration camp  
in February 1945. Following the end of the war, Glaser 
began working once again as a lawyer in Dresden.
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 Begleitveranstaltungen /  
 Program 

 Perspektivenwechsel
An ausgewählten Originalen erhal-
ten Sie Einblick in die Methoden und 
Fragestellungen der Forschung und 
die Anforderungen eines verant-
wortungsvollen Umgangs mit dem 
kulturellen Erbe. Eine Veranstaltung 
mit Expert:innen der Provenienz-
forschung und der Restaurierung – 
Konservierung. Jeweils 13:00–14:00. 
Die Platzzahl ist be schränkt, Anmel-
dung empfohlen.

Sonntag, 18. September 2022
Mit Nadine Bahrmann (Provenienz-
forscherin Kunstverwaltung des 
Bundes, Berlin)

Sonntag, 25. September 2022
Mit Katharina Otterbach (Proveni-
enzforscherin Kunstmuseum  
Bern) und Dorothea Spitza (Restau-
ratorin Grafik, Fotografie und 
Schriftgut, Kunstmuseum Bern)

Sonntag, 30. Oktober 2022
Mit Monika Steinmann Meier und 
Renato Moser (Provenienz-
forscher:innen Kunstmuseum Bern)

Sonntag, 20. November 2022
Mit Josy Luginbühl (Archäologin 
Universität Bern), Katharina Sautter 
(Restauratorin Gemälde, Skulpturen, 
Objekte, Kunst museum Bern) und 
Studierenden der Archäologie des 
Mittelmeerraumes der Universität 
Bern

Sonntag, 11. Dezember 2022 
Mit Katharina Otterbach (Proveni-
enzforscherin Kunstmuseum Bern) 

und Dorothea Spitza (Restauratorin 
Grafik, Fotografie und Schriftgut, 
Kunstmuseum Bern)

Sonntag, 16. Oktober 2022 
11:00–12:00 

Das Erbe Gurlitt:  
Kunst, Konflikt, Kollaboration 
Buchvernissage «Kunst, Konflikt, 
Kollaboration. Hildebrand Gurlitt und 
die Moderne», de Gruyter: Berlin 
2023. Yves Kugelmann (Tachles) im 
Gespräch mit den Herausgeber:in-
nen Nikola Doll (Kunstmuseum 
Bern), Uwe Fleckner (Forschungs-
stelle «Entartete Kunst» Universität 
Hamburg) und Gesa Jeuthe-Vietzen 
(Geschäftsstelle, Beratende Kom-
mission NS-Raubgut, Berlin) sowie 
Wolfgang Henze-Ketterer (Galerie 
Henze Ketterer, Wichtrach)

Sonntag, 15. Januar 2023 
11:00–12:00 

Kunst und Verfolgung 
Ellinor Landmann (SRF) im 
Gespräch mit Nikola Doll (Leiterin 
Provenienzforschung Kunstmuseum 
Bern). Veranstaltung anlässlich 
der Publikation des Buchs «Kunst 
und Verfolgung. Deposita in 
Schweizer Museen (1933–1945)»     , 
Rotpunktverlag: Zürich 2023
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Sonntags, 11:00 
18./25. September, 9./ 23./ 30. Oktober, 
6./ 13./ 20./ 27. November, 4./ 11./  
18. Dezember 2022; 1./ 8. Januar 2023

Sonntag, 12:00 
15. Januar 2023 

Dienstags, 19:00 
20. September*,  4./ 18. Oktober, 
1./ 15./ 29. November, 13./ 27. Dezem-
ber 2022, 10. Januar 2023* 

* Mit Kuratorin Nikola Doll

  Visites guidées en  
français

Mardi 27 septembre 2022, 19:30 
Dimanche 4 décembre 2022, 11:30

  Public guided tours in 
English 

Tuesday, October 18, 2022, 19:30 
Sunday, December 11, 2022, 11:30

 Einführungen für 
 Lehrpersonen
Dienstag, 20. September 2022, 18:00 
Mittwoch, 21. September 2022, 14:00

 Spurensuche Kunst
Workshop für Schulklassen der 
Oberstufe (Sek I) sowie für Mittel- 
und Berufsschulen (Sek II).
Gemeinsam lernen wir die wichtig-
sten Themen der Ausstellung 
kennen, stellen kritische Fragen an 
die Kunstwerke und an ihre Her-
kunft. Anhand von Beispielen 
erkunden wir die unterschiedlichen 
Stationen, welche die Bilder aus 
dem Legat Gurlitt von ihrer Entste-
hung bis heute durchlaufen haben.
Dauer: 60–90 Minuten, Termin nach 
Vereinbarung.

 Artur – Kinder-Kunsttour
Samstag, 22. Oktober / 
12. November 2022, 10:15–12:15**
Als Kunstdetektiv:innen in der  
Ausstellung und im Atelier. 
Workshop für Kinder von 6 bis 
12 Jahren

  Kunst rundum –  
interkultureller 
Workshop für Frauen

Samstag, 22. Oktober / 
12. November 2022, 14:00–16:00**
Gestalterischer Workshop mit 
Werkbetrachtung

** Anmeldung:
kunstmuseumbern.ch/kalender
T +41 (0)31 328 09 11 (Mo–Fr, 9:00–12:00), 
vermittlung@kunstmuseumbern.ch

 Öffentliche Führungen /  
 Visites guidées / Guided 
 tours 

 Schulen und 
 Atelierprogramm



Kuration 
Nikola Doll

Kuratorische Assistenz
Anne-Christine Strobel

Unter Mitarbeit von
Nathalie Bäschlin, Nadine 
Bahrmann, Léon Beer, Marcella 
Boglione, Maike Brüggen,  
Marcel Brülhart, Martin Bürgisser, 
Nadine Franci, Gitta Ho, Gesa 
Jeuthe-Vietzen, Larissa König, 
Marcus Leifeld, Josy Luginbühl, 
Elena Mango, Renato Moser, 
Britta Olényi von Husen, 
Katharina Otterbach, Ev-Isabel 
Raue, Dorothea Spitza, Sina 
Thöny, Christian Weiss

Projektassistenz
Leïla Bolis, Monika 
Steinmann Meier

Ausstellungsdramaturgie 
Christoph Stratenwerth

Szenografie
Holzer Kobler Architekturen, 
Zürich/Berlin

Ausstellungsgrafik
2xGoldstein, Rheinstetten

Leihverkehr
Franziska Vasella 

Restaurierung
Nathalie Bäschlin (Leitung), 
Philine Claussen, Matthias Läuchli, 
Katharina Sautter, Dorothea 
Spitza, Josefine Werthmann 

mit Unter stützung von 
Atelier Verso, Thun, Patrick 
Rolf Lüthi, Lena Zinniker

Ausstellungsmanagement
und -technik
René Wochner (Leitung), 
David Brühlmann, Mike Carol, 
Raphael Frey, Wilfried von 
Gunten, Markus Imgold,  
Andres Meschter, Martin 
Schnidrig, Calvin Sollberger, 
Roman Studer, Volker Thies, 
Peter Thöni

Ausführende Firmen
Bonath GmbH, Gengenbach
Pascale Bruegger, 
Foto fachlabor, Münchenstein  
Küng AG Schreinerei & 
Innen ausbau, Emmen  
Oschatz Visuelle Medien GmbH 
& Co, Niedern hausen, 
TRISUL GmbH, Münchenstein

 Ausstellungsimpressum
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Dates of the exhibition 
16.9.22–15.1.23

Admission 
CHF 18 / red. CHF 14
Students: CHF 10
Children up to 16 years:  
free admission

Opening Times 
Tuesdays: 10:00–21:00
Wednesdays to Sundays: 
10:00–17:00
 
Public holidays
Special opening on 26./31.12.22 
as well as 1./2.1.23, 10:00–17:00
Closed on 24./25.12.22

Private guided tours / schools 
T +41 (0)31 328 09 11
vermittlung@kunstmuseumbern.ch

With the support of 

Kunstmuseum Bern 
Hodlerstrasse 8–12
CH-3011 Bern
kunstmuseumbern.ch
info@kunstmuseumbern.ch
T +41 (0)31 328 09 44

  The Exhibition


