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Preface


In Plunder and Survival, I tell the stories of artworks uprooted during the Nazi era. I focus on just a sample of the vast multitude of items displaced, as the Nazis looted as many as 650,000 pieces of art. This figure includes works confiscated from museums and homes, as well as those that accompanied refugees, dealers, and artists who escaped Germany and its occupied territories. I feature many individuals associated with this mass of art: the artists who created it, the dealers who sold it, the collectors who bought it, the museums that exhibited it, and the villains who burned, destroyed, stole, and sold it.

To set the scene, I briefly examine Hitler’s assault on modern art—the looting and “cleansing” of art institutions and targeted collections throughout Europe to outlaw and destroy what Nazi philosophy called “degenerate art.” The term referred to works that featured unnatural colors, appeared “unfinished,” or exhibited other elements of modernism. Much of the art the Nazis looted falls under the umbrella of German Expressionism and its related styles.

In 1937 the Nazis held up Expressionism to disgrace and ridicule at the famous Degenerate Art Exhibition in Munich. The show featured about 650 works by E. L. Kirchner, Franz Marc, Otto Dix, Georg Grosz, Marc Chagall, Max Beckmann, and many more. Like many new art movements, the German Expressionists were initially rejected, but by the 1920s, they were gaining recognition in the art world.

During the Nazi era, two factions labored for and against the cause of modern art. On the one hand, the Fascists hoped to destroy Expressionist works or profit from their sale outside Germany; on the other hand, champions of modern art secretly or sometimes inadvertently saved these artworks from harm. Plunder and Survival tells the story of both groups. Examining the journeys of artworks and the various ways they survived, these tales reveal the turmoil and uncertainty that governed the art world during these dark years. (Throughout the book, I refer to this displaced art as “migrant.”)

The Nazis’ efforts at eradicating “degenerate art” included robbing Jews of their art collections. Art flooded the European market, and auction houses did enormous business. Traditional art became very inexpensive since its owners often sold it under pressure to save their lives. But whereas most of society understood the value of the traditional art that had been looted from Jews, the Nazis also looked at modern art as a quick source of valuable foreign currency.

The Nazi assault on art required an enormous staff. Hitler appointed a dedicated sales force of four leading art dealers—Karl Buchholz, Hildebrand Gurlitt, Ferdinand Möller, and Bernard Böhmer—to handle the art confiscated from museums. This book is the first to discuss the scope of the entire group’s activities despite the attention paid to Gurlitt, its best-known member.

Plunder and Survival describes the odysseys of many looted and migrant artworks. During their relocation, some accompanied influential members of the European art world. Artists like Max Beckmann, Georg Grosz, Hans Hoffmann, and the faculty of the Bauhaus, for instance, found teaching positions and critical success in the United States. Art professionals like Justus Bier and Georg Swarzenski assumed museum curator positions and directorships, and art dealers such as Justin Thannhauser, Otto Kallir, Curt Valentin, Klaus Perls, and Serge Sabarsky imported great art treasures from Europe and endowed many American museums with gifts of essential paintings. This mass migration of people and art contributed to the shift of the art world’s center to America, where it has remained ever since.

The initial wave of Nazi-era migrant art arrived in America before the start of World War II. After the German surrender, a second wave of migrant art—found by the Monuments Men—came to America and was returned to those who had fled Europe during the war. The pace of restitution slowed for another half century, but by the 1990s, the return of looted art to its rightful owners came to the fore. In 1998, the Washington Conference on Holocaust-Era Assets developed the Washington Principles on Nazi-Confiscated Art, which forty-four countries adopted. These resolutions transformed the public attitude toward the return of plundered property, and many restitution cases that had lingered for years were finally resolved. Even today, many unresolved cases and purloined and lost works continue to come to light.

In Plunder and Survival, I review a wide variety of cases, from long restitution processes for the heirs of Dutch dealer Jacques Goudstikker and Italian collector Federico Gentili di Giuseppe, who spent decades rebuilding their families’ lost collections, to recent restitutions of major Expressionist works to the grandnephew of Alfred Flechtheim, the quintessential German-Jewish art dealer. Many of these stories are so dramatic and suspenseful that they could stand alone. Together, however, they underscore the enormity of the Nazi crime against art and its champions. An appendix lists a sizable selection of these artworks now owned by American art museums. Today’s technology allows readers to easily view these works online. Readers of the e-book can do so directly by clicking the provided links.

Plunder and Survival also contains a personal element. The book includes a number of my own pertinent recollections: as a Jewish child in Germany, a hidden teen in Belgium during the Holocaust, and an immigrant to the United States, I personally experienced or witnessed many happenings of the Nazi era.

I hope you will enjoy this book despite its tragic foundation. It is a testament to humanity’s immense creativity, love of beauty, and resourcefulness, without which Adam and Eve would not have survived their exodus from Paradise.


1
Growing Up with Art in Pre–World War II Germany


Art—original paintings, reproductions, prints, photographs of churches and cathedrals—lined the walls of our house in Hanover. My father’s collection of apothecary jars crowded the tops of our glass-fronted bookcases in our living room; art books covered the surface of the coffee table. Within this colorful environment, I loved to curl up in one of the room’s black velvet-upholstered fauteuils. In our home, art was simply part of everyday life.

Then everything changed. We switched countries and continents. I learned French, then English, a trade. I bonded to the museums of my third hometown: New York, an art-lover’s dream. I was homesick for Belgium and was particularly happy that New York’s museums contained both great European art of the past as well as contemporary works. I became very interested in the provenance of these paintings. Many had arrived decades ago, but some, like me, were recent immigrants.

Increasingly the art world questioned their origins, too. Around 2000, museum directors and art experts grew concerned over certain artworks’ shaky provenance and listened to the clamor of “rightful heirs,” who had failed to retrieve their lost treasures for decades. The press and the public joined their efforts, and a renewed interest grew in looted and migrant art.

As a writer specializing in art, I began reflecting on the background of “favorite” paintings in major museums—the Metropolitan, the Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim, Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts, the Art Institute of Chicago, and many more. This curiosity turned into years of exciting research investigating such artworks chiefly in American museums, which resulted in this book. Given my eyewitness view as a child, this account includes personal experiences and insights from growing up surrounded by my mother’s modest collection.

Other catalysts led me to write this book. During a 1977 trip to Israel, I came across an artwork that illustrated the role of chance in the migration of art. The experience confirmed art’s surprising ability to connect one’s past and present, in this case, providing a link to my German roots. So let me share this unique tale:

While visiting the Israel Museum in Jerusalem, I wandered into a tiny, reconstructed synagogue or prayer room (Figure 1.1). Its wooden walls and vaulted ceiling were covered with illustrations of flowers, Hebrew inscriptions, a view of Jerusalem, trumpeting lions, and shofars. In 1733, the small Jewish community of Horb had commissioned Eliezer Sussmann, an itinerant synagogue painter, to decorate their sanctuary located on the second floor of a Tudor-style house. The name Horb struck a chord. I dimly remembered reading that some of my ancestors hailed from that small town in the German region of Franconia. Could I have stumbled across the place where my forebears worshipped centuries ago? After my return to New York, I confirmed with records of my family genealogy that, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, three generations of my ancestors had lived in Horb, including my great-grandmother Adelheit Grabfelder (1829–1892), who married my great-grandfather David Bamberger (1811–1890).


[image: The interior of the Horb synagogue features a vaulted ceiling adorned with elaborate paintings by Eliezer Sussmann. The artwork includes floral patterns, Hebrew inscriptions, and depictions of Jerusalem, alongside images of trumpeting lions and shofars, reflecting the rich cultural and religious heritage of the Jewish community in Horb am Main, Germany.]


Figure 1.1 
 Eliezer Sussmann of Brody, Interior of the Horb Synagogue, Horb am Main, Germany (1735). On permanent loan to the Israel Museum from the Bamberg Municipality since 1968. Credit: Israel Museum (Jerusalem)



The story of the unlikely salvation of the Horb synagogue feels appropriate to a book dealing with rescued art. In 1908, just as workers were about to demolish the old house that sheltered the prayer room, Heinrich Poelmann, a Protestant minister, accidentally discovered it and its imagery. He believed that it was a “cultural jewel, perhaps the only one existing in Germany.”1 Even more poetically, he likened the abandoned shul to a “[m]ourning, plaintive creature that rapidly plunged toward extinction unless it was saved by warm, feeling, devoted hands.” Poelmann persuaded the nearby Historical Museum of Bamberg to detach the painted walls and ceiling of the crumbling structure and put them back together in the museum as a period room. The barreled ceiling of the little synagogue, however, was too tall to fit the available space, so all the painted wood boards went into storage and were forgotten. This was fortunate. If it had been reassembled in a museum, the Horb shul might well have been torched in 1938 as were hundreds of other Jewish sanctuaries in Germany during the pogrom known as Kristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass).

The Horb synagogue slept until 1960. Then it was rediscovered and exhibited in Germany. Shortly after, the Israel Museum expressed the desire to display the extraordinary room in Jerusalem and the Germans agreed to a permanent loan arrangement. Workmen packed it into twenty-three crates, and it arrived in Jerusalem in October 1967, a witness to Jewish life in Franconia 250 years earlier.


A Deep German-Jewish History

Both sides of my family had lived in the southern part of Germany for hundreds of years. My great-grandmother Adelheit Grabfelder was born in Horb and married David Bamberger around 1850. My great-grandfather, a merchant, profited from the gradual emancipation of German Jews, as well as from the country’s economic boom. By 1870, the state had revoked most antisemitic legislation. Jews could now attend institutions of higher education, teach, and practice medicine and law. The latter two professions were extremely popular, though some Jews selected science, journalism, and art dealerships.

Many Jews, however, continued to be merchants. My own great-grandfather David had begun by trading wicker furniture and baskets in Lichtenfels, a municipality aptly described as Germany’s basket town. The business—David Bamberger, Lichtenfels, or DBL, for short—prospered and became one of the region’s major employers. By 1900, the firm imported reeds from Africa and participated in Leipzig’s trade fair, one of Bavaria’s major commercial events. David’s sons, my grandfather Philip and his brother Fritz, inherited the ever-growing business. Philip and his wife Serry had four sons. Otto, the eldest, and Ludwig, the youngest, stayed in Lichtenfels and managed the family enterprise. Otto modernized DBL, adding educational toys to its merchandise. Anton, brother number two, became a businessman in Hanover, where Hugo, my father and brother number three






















[image: A bust sculpture mounted on a marbled rectangular base, crafted with a textured surface and simple, elegant lines, reflecting the Bauhaus influence of minimalistic and functional design.]







The Kestner Society















The Nazis Target My Uncle Otto and His Art
















My Family Emigrates from Germany











[image: A painting depicts two figures seated at a table, one dressed in crimson and the other in black, with their hands delicately positioned over a large book. The figures' expressions are obscured, focusing attention on their intertwined hands and the subtle interplay of light and shadow on their attire and the surrounding environment.]
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