he journalist Hector Feliciano
I published a book first in French in

1995 and then in English in 1997
called The Lost Museum in which he called
attention to the collections in many coun-
tries of unclaimed art that had been looted
by the Nazis and their allies, collections that
had been recovered by the United States
military forces and others that after World
War Il had been sent back to the countries
from which they had been taken but had
never been distributed by those countries’
governments to the original owners or their
heirs. Instead they had been kept in those
governments’ museums. It is surprising
how many such artworks and other cultural
property known to have been looted in the
Holocaust remain to this day in the hands
of governments
throughout the world.

By “unclaimed
‘heirless’ looted
art"is meant not
only paintings and
sculptures but also
religious ceremonial
objects, books and
manuscripts that
have been identified
or presumed to be items looted from their
Jewish owners by the Nazis, their allies, or
collaborators for which no heirs have been
located to date. It is rare for an object to be
truly “heirless." Rather the term is used as a
way of characterizing unclaimed property
in the wake of the Shoah, in the wake of
genocide.

In the West, collections of unclaimed
and heirless looted art came to be as a
result of the policies of the United States,
the United Kingdom, and France whereby
items for which the original owners
could not be immediately identified were
repatriated to the capitals of the respective

WESLEY FISHER

O

3 Nazi-Era Provenance

INTERNET PORTAL

OUR MISSION

PROJECT STATUS

e also maintain

The Nazi-Era Provenance Internet Portal Project

"...to provide 2 searchable registry of objects in U.S. museum co!

ections that changed hands in Continental Eurcpe during the Nazi era (1933-1545)." MORE

There are currently 29855 objects from 179 participating museyms listed in the Portal,

a list of mugeums that that hold no relevant objgcts in their collections.

QUICK LINKS

In 2003, the American Alliance of Museums established the Nazi-Era Provenance Internet Portal
(NEPIP), a central registry of objects in U.S. museums that could have changed hands in Europe during
the Nazi era, 1933-1945. Currently 179 museums are participating, which includes 20 museums with
Judaica collections, and an additional 32 museums that report not to hold any relevant objects. Currently
29,864 objects are listed. There is more updated information available on various museum websites.

At a conference in 2018 in Israel, the Jerusalem
Declaration was endorsed that proposed that
unclaimed “heirless” objects be made available on
loan for exhibitions around the world. Hopefully this
will transpire, and the “lost museum” will become the

“found museum.”

countries from which they had been taken.
The U.S. Military referred to this as an
“external restitution” policy. The Cold War
was beginning, and it was important to end
problems that remained from World War Il
as soon as possible.

However, the Jews of the world con-
sidered it morally inadmissible and a legal
problem for non-Jewish organizations or
people to hold on to heirless or unclaimed
artwork and cultural objects taken from
their Jewish owners by way of plunder, con-
fiscation, seizure, or forced sale. Although

after pogroms and expulsions the Jews of
the world had usually moved on, the enor-
mity of the Nazi theft and murder was such
that this time they stood their ground and
insisted on as full restitution as possible. In
November 1947 U.S. Military Law 59 was
enacted in the American Zone of Occupied
Germany. It called for the restoration of
identifiable property that had been seized
on racial, political, or religious grounds, and
also established the principle that a “suc-
cessor organization” would have the right to
claim the assets of those who had perished,

Will the Lost Museum Bec

and to use the proceeds of the sales of the
assets for the relief and rehabilitation of
survivors. In June of 1948 the U.S. Military
Government in Germany authorized the
Jewish Restitution Successor Organiza-
tion (JRSO) to recover unclaimed Jewish
property and the property of dissolved
Jewish communities and associations in the
American Zone. Similar organizations were
formed in the British and French Zones. The
Jewish organizations that formed the JRSO
were from not only the United States but
also from the rest of the world. A specialized
organization, Jewish Cultural Reconstruc-
tion (JCRY), that had begun as a scholarly
initiative eventually was established in

1947 to redistribute heirless Jewish cultural
property in the American zone.

In the East, the Soviet Union followed a
different path, that of “"compensatory restitu-
tion” for all the cultural property that Nazi
Germany had plundered or destroyed. In
1942 Igor Grabar, the principal art historian
of the Soviet Union, convinced Josef Stalin
that lists should be drawn up of artworks to
be taken for such compensation. These lists
were mostly of Italian artworks, but by the
time the Red Army reached Berlin, Italy was
no longer in the war, and the Soviet Trophy
Brigades charged with taking artworks and
other cultural property back to Moscow
began to take whatever was in their path,
so millions of objects were brought to the
Soviet Union. While some of these were
returned to the communist countries of
Eastern Europe in the 1950s and 1960s,
millions of objects remain in the former
Soviet Union.

Issues of looted art were for decades
after the war backburnered in view of the
need for survivors to be resettled and the
need to cope with the sheer magnitude
of the destruction. With the fall of com-
munism and the opening of archives in

Left: Offenbach, Germany, some of the six hundred Torah scrolls that were brought to the Offenbach Archival Depot from all over the American-administered area of Germany, 1946. Second from left: In a cellar in
Frankfurt, Germany, Chaplain Samuel Blinder examines Sefer Torahs stolen from across Europe. Photo, National Archives. Third from left: Torah breast plates. Right: Chanukah Candelabra confiscated by Nazis.
USHMM courtesy of S. J. Pomrenze
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Exhibition from May to August 2017, in the medieval Bergkerk cathedral in Deventer, Netherlands entitled “Looted Art — Before, During and After WWIL.” The
show featured 75 looted art works from the Dutch Art Property Collection consisting of looted “heirless” objects.

the 1990's, this changed, and restitution

of cultural property came to the fore.
Though no treaties or international laws
were passed, there have been a series of
conferences and declarations, of which the
most important in this area have been the
Washington Conference on Holocaust-Era
Assets in 1998, the Vilnius International
Forum on Holocaust-Era Cultural Assets in
2000, and the Prague Holocaust Era Assets
Conference in 2009. In regard to unclaimed
“heirless” looted art, the Washington
Conference Principles urged that steps be
taken expeditiously to achieve a just and
fair solution. At the Vilnius International
Forum the State of Israel proposed that

all such unclaimed "heirless” looted art be
transferred to Israel, but France, the United
States, and other countries did not agree.
However, the Vilnius Forum recognized that
there is no universal model for this issue
and recognized the previous Jewish owner-
ship of such cultural assets. The Prague
Conference’s Terezin Declaration urged
the cataloguing, listing, and preservation

of all such cultural objects and specifically
referred to Judaica and to libraries.

Where are these collections of un-
claimed "heirless” looted art? Countries
with central state collections of unclaimed

and heirless objects with public listings of
those objects include Austria, the Czech
Republic, France, Germany, and The
Netherlands. Countries with central state
collections of unclaimed and heirless
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Listing of the over 2,000 works in the French government’s collection of unclaimed “heirless” looted art.
http://www2.culture.gouv.fr/documentation/mnr/pres.htm

und Museum?

objects without public listings of those
objects include Belgium, Croatia, Hungary,
Israel (except for certain items in the Israel
Museum), Poland, and Russia (with some
unexplained exceptions). Countries with
individual institutions that have unclaimed
and heirless objects with public listings of
those objects include Australia, Canada,
United Kingdom, and the United States.
Countries with individual institutions that
have unclaimed and heirless objects with-
out public listings of those objects include
Finland, Serbia, Slovakia, and Ukraine.

However, there are a great many
countries that have done very little or no
provenance research on their collections.
These include Albania, Argentina, Belarus,
Bosnia, Brazil, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark,
Estonia, Greece, Holy See, Ireland,
Kosovo, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Macedonia, Malta, Moldova,
Montenegro, Norway, Portugal, Romania,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Turkey, Uruguay
— as well as other countries in the world art
market (e.g., Japan).

Many issues remain in regard to un-
claimed "heirless” looted art, such as how
to handle collections that are in individual
hands? How to identify original owners
and heirs? Who should decide on the
disposition of unclaimed "heirless” looted
art? Should unclaimed “heirless” looted art
be sold?

As the generation of Holocaust survi-
vors is passing, the importance of these
unclaimed “heirless” objects is becoming
greater. In particular, they are potentially
an important way for younger generations
and the general public to understand
and connect with the enormity of the
Holocaust and not only with the murder
of the six million but also with the colossal
theft and attempt to obliterate Jewish
cultural and religious life that took place. At
a conference in 2018 in Israel, the Jerusalem
Declaration was endorsed that proposed
that unclaimed “heirless" objects be made
available on loan for exhibitions around
the world. Hopefully this will transpire, and
the “lost museum” will become the “found
museum.” l

Dr. Wesley A. Fisher is Director of Research

for the Conference on Jewish Material Claims
Against Germany (Claims Conference) and the
World Jewish Restitution Organization (WJRO).
He heads the Claims Conference-WJRO Looted
Art and Cultural Property Initiative.
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