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The legacy of the Second World War is still very much with us. This
is especially true for the fine arts. Over the last few years the system -
atic art plunder organized by the National Socialist regime has
become enormously topical: descendants of Jewish art collectors seek
the return of stolen property, museums scan their depots for looted
works of art, and governments pass legislation to create the legal
framework for their restitution. In some cases, belated justice is being
done. Pieces of furniture, paintings, and sculptures, formerly in the
possession of the Austrian state, have been, or are being given back
to their rightful owners. At the exhibition ‘1900. Art at the Cross -
roads’, held at the Royal Academy of Arts in London in 2000, a loot-
ed painting, the triptych Three Stages of Life (1898) by Leopold von
Kalckreuth was unexpectedly identified and subsequently handed
back to the family in whose possession it had originally been. Despite
these singular successes, the lack of coherent legislation and knowl -
edge about the looting of art still fosters uncertainty which is
expressed, for example, in the reluctance of museums and private

5

REVIEW ARTICLE

RAIDING THE STOREHOUSE OF EUROPEAN ART
NATIONAL SOCIALIST ART PLUNDER DURING 

THE SECOND WORLD WAR

by Ines Schlenker



collectors to lend works to exhibitions in countries in which they run
the risk of being confiscated should doubts about their past arise.

Consequently there has in recent years been a dramatic increase in
sources of information on the art theft of the National Socialists. An
invaluable tool in the struggle for restitution of artworks is the Art
Loss Register (www.artloss.com). Founded in 1991, it administers a
database of stolen and missing art, especially Holocaust and Second
World War losses, that is intended to become as comprehensive as
possible. Registered claims are constantly checked against the latest
exhibition catalogues. Slowly and steadily, it is to be hoped, looted
artworks can be identified and perhaps even returned to their right -
ful owners. Individual countries also provide appropriate websites.
The chance to search the Linzer Liste on the internet
(www.lootedart.de) is a welcome step towards openness. Here one
can learn about the artworks ‘collected’ by the Nazis for display in an
enormous museum Hitler had planned for Linz and which are now
in the possession of the German state. The fact that the UK’s nation -
al museums, galleries, and libraries have recently finished checking
the history of their collections and have now published a list of works
whose provenance between 1933 and 1945 could not be fully clarified
(www.nationalmuseums.org.uk) provides a further opportunity to
set things right.

A substantial number of books and articles have also been written
on the National Socialist looting campaigns. Sadly, however, not all
of these publications are academically sound, or pursue an encom -
passing approach which allows the topic to be addressed in all its
subtleties and ramifications. The authors of the three volumes
reviewed here tackle the subject from a variety of different angles
and—with varying degrees of success—go a long way towards recti -
fying this shortcoming. While Jonathan Petropoulos adopts a chrono-
logical method and follows the gradual radicalization of the spolia -
tion, Günther Haase presents a case study of Hermann Göring’s
amassing of artworks. Anja Heuss gives an overview of the plunder-
ing organizations and compares their activities in France and the
Soviet Union.

I
Jonathan Petropoulos’s book was originally a doctoral thesis, pub -
lished in English in 1996. His account of the Nazi art plunder opera -
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tion is thoroughly researched, based on a multitude of different
archives and documents, and presents an overview of the activities in
all the Nazi-occupied countries. Petropoulos brings together a vari -
ety of related subjects, covering the fate of artworks from their initial
seizure by Nazi authorities to their usage as presents to Nazi leaders,
and their eventual incorporation in vast collections of purged art. As
the title suggests, the organization of the book is based on both the
official (Kunstraub) and private (Sammelwahn) spheres in the lives of
the numerous top Nazis involved in the looting.

Following Hitler’s example, many leaders and subleaders of the
Third Reich ‘dedicated an inordinate amount of time and energy to
the visual arts’ (p. 5). 1 Far from being simply art lovers, however,
they used art instrumentally. It provided a means of achieving a larg-
er and more important set of goals: its acquisition constituted ‘an
important symbol of their expanding empire’ (p. 123). Manipulated
accordingly, art could be employed to articulate the fundamentals of
National Socialist ideology—for example, to represent the Aryan race
as the pre-eminent promoter of culture and to place German culture
above that of other nations or racial groups. Even more interestingly,
art could promote political careers and bestow social status on the
top Nazis who suffered from the constant problem of social par -
venus, non-recognition by the established élites. The possession of
works of art suggested power and taste. Only such reasoning,
according to Petropoulos, explains the passion with which the Nazi
leaders collected art and the elevated status art politics enjoyed in the
National Socialist state.

The reconstruction of the cultural bureaucracy which developed
the art politics of the Third Reich and later organized the plunder
therefore constitutes the first part of the book. Petropoulos presents
an account of the gradual radicalization of the Third Reich’s cultural
administration, divided into six phases. The first phase, 1933 to 1936,
was marked by the ‘never-ending battle to control the Reich’s artistic
policies’ (p. 5). With Hitler constantly encouraging competition and
ultimately deciding hotly disputed battles over issues, personalities,
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and power, nearly all top-ranking leaders engaged in the formulation
of aesthetic policy. From the rivalling administrative fiefdoms of
Joseph Goebbels, Alfred Rosenberg, Bernhard Rust, Robert Ley,
Albert Speer, and Heinrich Himmler, with further competition from
the Gauleiters, shifting inter-ministerial alliances and feuds were
made and broken. At stake was the place of modern art in the Third
Reich. In the first years of Nazi rule, Goebbels in particular, a sup -
porter of German Expressionism, and Rosenberg, at the forefront of
the völkisch movement, represented two diametrically opposed
camps. Since Hitler, as Petropoulos rightly states, lent his support to
neither of the two parties, the debate over modernism and the
bureaucratic power struggle in the realm of visual arts policy
dragged on. Just as in so many other areas of Nazi administration,
institutional confusion became the essential identity of the artistic
policies of the Third Reich.

In 1936, when Hitler eventually decided against German Ex -
pressionism as the new National Socialist art, the ‘battle for modern
art’ was lost. During the following phase, which lasted until 1938,
state interventionism in matters of art grew, and the concept of
‘degenerate art’ was introduced and exploited on a massive scale.
Petropoulos, however, slightly oversimplifies his point when he
states that after 1936 the government no longer tolerated any modern
art or any expression which deviated from that sanctioned by the
state (p. 9). The gradual radicalization of policy certainly first culmi -
nated in the exhibition Entartete Kunst , chiefly organized by Goebbels
and held in Munich in 1937. Subsequently travelling through the
Reich, it was designed to denounce modern, ‘un-German’ art. In the
accompanying confiscation campaign over 16,000 modernist works
were seized from German state museums and galleries. But even
after 1936 the criteria for ‘acceptable art’ were never as clear-cut as
might be expected. They also varied according to who applied the
vaguely defined official dogma. As late as June 1937, an exhibition of
contemporary French artists, including George Braque and Henri
Matisse, was opened in Berlin in the presence of Hermann Göring. It
was also possible for several officially denounced, ‘degenerate’
artists, for example, the sculptor Rudolf Belling and the painter
Albert Birkle, to exhibit at the Große Deutsche Kunstausstellung (GDK),
the official showcase of Nazi art at the House of German Art in
Munich, and to be included in the exhibition Entartete Kunst .
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The confiscations were legalized post festum in May 1938, general
public acclaim of the Entartete Kunst campaign having been awaited,
and they paved the way for the third phase (1938 to 1939). This saw
the confiscations turning into a more general programme of
Aryanization. After the Anschluß, Vienna became the testing ground
for policies when the confiscation of state property escalated into the
seizure of private property. The plundering of Jewish-owned art in
Austria proved manageable and profitable, and was followed by the
confiscation of Jewish property in the Altreich during 1938. The enor-
mous potential for personal gain led to greater corruption among
Nazi officials and in turn increased the severity of the persecution.

The advent of war saw avarice spread abroad in the fourth phase
(1939 to 1940), when the Nazi plundering wreaked havoc in Poland,
the Baltic States, and the South Tyrol. While earlier looting in the
‘rump-state’ Czecho-Slovakia had not been organized on a large
scale, the ‘first organized Kunstraub on foreign soil occurred with the
German invasion of Poland in the autumn of 1939’ (p. 100). Göring,
Himmler, and Hans Frank developed an elaborate plundering
bureaucracy, again involving a ‘network of overlapping offices and
spheres of authority where redundant orders and personnel with
multiple positions were the norm’ (p. 101). It is remarkable that
respected professionals, above all art historians, art dealers, and
museum directors, participated substantially in the art theft of the
Third Reich. Whereas Poland faced a straightforward programme of
subjugation and destruction, the Baltic States and the South Tyrol,
intended to be incorporated into the Greater Germany, experienced
art looting that was less brutal.

The penultimate phase in the gradual radicalization of Nazi art
policy was characterized by ‘occupation and exploitation’ between
1940 and 1943. In the course of the war, the attachment of Jewish
property and the ‘return’ of Germanic art to the German Reich
became the major activities of National Socialist spoliation.
Emphasizing a nation’s right to control its cultural heritage, the Nazis
‘repatriated’ works created by German artists and which belonged,
or had once belonged, to Germans. The National Socialist pro -
gramme of cultural impoverishment also involved destroying the
artistic legacy of the eastern peoples as part and parcel of the policy
of subjugation. With the start of the military campaign in the west,
the focus of art looting shifted to France, Belgium and The Nether -
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lands. In September 1940 when Rosenberg’s plundering agency (Ein-
satzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg—ERR) won from Hitler the crucial
commission to secure all ownerless cultural property in France,
Rosenberg’s power superseded even that of Himmler who so far had
been the most successful plunderer, working chiefly in eastern and
south-eastern Europe. As in the east, Hitler allowed a chaotic and
redundant bureaucracy to develop in the west which, nevertheless,
speedily secured Jewish-owned artworks. In subsequent years, the
art plunderer followed hot on the heels of the advancing German
army. Especially on the Eastern Front, where the bitter military con -
flict was underscored by even greater organizational chaos, lawless
brutality prevailed and obscured the fate of the artworks seized.
Only Bulgaria, Rumania, and Hungary were largely spared the loot -
ing because they had joined the Axis alliance. During the final phase
(1943 to 1945), the cultural bureaucracy—and with it the scope of the
plundering activities—was scaled down and concentrated in the
hands of Martin Bormann and Goebbels as the nation mobilized for
total war.

The second part of the book analyses the Nazi élite’s strategies for
amassing huge art collections. Petropoulos examines in detail the art
collections of twelve Nazi leaders—Hitler, Göring, Goebbels,
Himmler, Speer, and Bormann among others—and describes their
wealth and often extravagant lifestyle. He argues that the main impe-
tus to collect stemmed from ‘individual or group narcissism’ (p. 10),
that is, the desire to advance their own careers or the National
Socialist movement in general. Art collecting revealed the leaders’
social aspirations. Art was used as a means of assimilation into the
traditional élite, the aristocracy, and the size of an art collection con -
veyed a sense of relative power and social status. Only occasionally
did an aesthetic appreciation of art prevail. While ever grander
homes had to be filled with appropriate art, the official taste shifted
from the more modest, folksy style of the nineteenth century to old
masters. With the exception of Göring, however, most of the Nazi
leaders also showed a vivid interest in the contemporary art of the
Third Reich, following the example set by Hitler who bought exces -
sively at the annual GDK. Nevertheless, the aim of creating a new
National Socialist art was never realized. Petropoulos rightly argues
that the Nazi leaders were ‘more skilled at purchasing and seizing
existing cultural artifacts than they were in promoting or furthering
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creativity’ (p. 15). Although art occupied a great deal of their time,
both in the official and the private sphere, they did not necessarily
have a profound understanding of the works, or the ability to shape
governmental aesthetic policies in order to produce great artistic
achievements.

The discussion is complemented by an extensive appendix
including short biographies of the main protagonists of the book,
which act as welcome aides-mémoire, and helpful charts of the com -
plicated and often confusing organizational network of the National
Socialist fine arts and plundering bureaucracy. The use of abbrevia -
tions and acronyms for many of these authorities throughout the book
is a carefully employed tool which, on the whole, considerably facili -
tates understanding. Only in one or two instances, however, does the
accumulation of acronyms render a sentence virtually incomprehensi -
ble. Unfortunately, the number of illustrations in the English original
has been cut back in the German translation. A decided improvement
on the English edition is the inclusion of the subchapters in the table of
contents, helping readers to find their way around more easily. Minor
mistakes in the translation of the original German source material,
which occur occasionally in the English edition, are naturally avoided
in the German edition (thus, for example, ‘Amt Feierabend’ is erro -
neously and rather humorously translated as festival office, p. 65). The
book is so meticulously researched that only with difficulty does one
find factual mistakes. For example, Paul Mathias Padua’s painting Leda
and the Swan hung in the GDK in 1939 and not in 1937, on the specific
orders of Hitler (p. 238; p. 296 German edition), and the 1942 GDK did
not finish at the end of summer but continued until the following
spring (pp. 215 f.; p. 268 German edition).

Above all, Petropoulos manages to convey that the Nazis’ radical
and often illegal behaviour served two purposes: the pursuit of their
ideological goals, including the elimination of all art in the Reich that
conflicted with their conception of German art, and the leaders’ per -
sonal gain, which increasingly became the motivating force after
1938. One is never allowed to forget that the looting programme
must be seen as part of more general occupation policies, that ‘organ-
ized plunderers worked alongside the perpetrators of the real terror’
(p. 110) and, consequently, that interest in and possession of art does
not necessarily denote cultivation but can, as in this case, lead to the
most atrocious crimes.
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Since the publication of the English version of this book,
Petropoulos has enjoyed a highly successful academic career and is
now Professor of History at Claremont McKenna College in Califor -
nia. His prestigious appointment as director of the Presidential
Advisory Commission on Holocaust Assets came in 1999 and ac -
knowledges him as one of the leading international experts on Nazi
art theft. This book clearly demonstrates his authority.

II
Whereas Petropoulos provides us with an overview of the Third
Reich’s art plunder, Günther Haase picks out one aspect of the whole
story: he takes a close look at the art collection of Hermann Göring,
to which Petropoulos, and Anja Heuss, devote only individual chap-
ters. Haase asks how it was possible for Göring, an art collector, art
plunderer, and even art dealer, to amass one of the largest private art
collections in the twentieth century within the short period of twelve
years of National Socialist rule.

Next to Hitler, Göring was the biggest art collector in the Third
Reich. His collection of art treasures, which was housed at Carinhall,
his estate near Berlin, included paintings, sculptures, tapestries, and
arts-and-crafts objects whose value can be estimated at a staggering
£60 million in contemporary prices and currency. Göring showed a
special interest in German and Dutch old masters, the Italian
Renaissance, and French paintings of the eighteenth century. Yet his
relatively ‘modest’ personal income would not have been enough to
finance his vast appetite for artworks. While it is estimated that he
spent c. RM 3 million out of his own pocket, he could draw on virtu -
ally unlimited resources from a variety of funds financed by the state,
various individuals, and institutions. First and foremost was the
Kunstfonds, supported chiefly by German companies. In addition,
wealthy industrialists such as Friedrich Flick and Philipp Reemtsma
gave many valuable presents to Göring personally.

The Reichsmarschall, who fancied himself a successful art dealer,
was always personally involved in compiling his art collection.
Apparently a shrewd businessman, he was in the habit of haggling
over prices. Although he prided himself on settling debts instantly,
he often deferred payment—sometimes indefinitely. Conversely,
dealers, aware of Göring’s spending capacity, often increased the
price dramatically when they learnt that Göring was interested in a
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work of art. Despite his usual cunning, the Reichsmarschall was also
deceived more than once. Göring was greedy and therefore some -
times careless, and numerous fakes entered his collection. He fa -
mously acquired a forged Vermeer painting Christ and the Adulteress,
although he employed art experts to authenticate the artworks.

Indeed, Göring could rely on a large network of national and
international art dealers and mediators to find and purchase art -
works for him, headed by the well-known Berlin art dealer Walter
Andreas Hofer. It acquired works for Göring from galleries as well
as private collectors. Apart from these ‘independent’ agents Göring
also made use of the bureaucracy under his command as Reichsmar-
schall. He further profited from a lucrative co-operation with the
ERR, regularly travelling to Paris to view the selection of confiscat -
ed works of art which the ERR displayed for him in the Jeu de
Paume. He selected the works he wanted and took them back to
Berlin. In fact, Göring’s appetite for ERR loot grew so large that
Rosenberg attempted to restrict his access—the Reichsmarschall
nevertheless acquired an estimated 700 works via the ERR. Nor was
there a problem when it came to transporting his spoils back home.
Four special trains were constantly at his disposal, and he occa -
sionally also used planes. Furthermore, he made substantial—and
often illegal—use of the ‘diplomatic courier service’ and was thus
able to circumvent export/import or monetary restrictions in most
cases.

Göring mainly collected art in the occupied western countries. A
large proportion of works was acquired in France, where German
buyers would enjoy the relatively modest prices, and especially in
The Netherlands, which possessed a lively art market even bigger
than France’s. On a smaller scale, artworks were purchased in
Belgium and Italy. The Swiss art market also profited from the per -
secution of the Jews, which enabled dealers to lay their hands on art -
works that normally would not come on to the market. Many first-
class pieces for Göring’s collection came from Switzerland, in partic -
ular, some paintings by Cranach. Instead of personally acquiring
works in Switzerland, Göring used Hofer as an intermediary. It is
interesting to note that no objects from Swiss private collections
ended up in Göring’s hands—Swiss collectors were never forced to
sell. In Germany, Göring purchased works from dealers and muse -
ums who would also occasionally lend him works.
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Apart from purchases, objects occasionally entered or left Gör -
ing’s collection via exchange deals. The main reason for swapping
artworks was the limitations on foreign exchange, which even
Göring did not always manage to circumvent. The additional export
and import restrictions were simply ignored by declaring that ‘valu -
able cultural goods were being taken back to the Reich’ (p. 106). In
March 1941, for example, Göring swapped French Impressionist
paintings for a collection of works by Lucas Cranach the Elder with
the Galerie Fischer in Lucerne. Göring also concluded exchange deals
in Italy, The Netherlands, and France (for example, with the Louvre).

Towards the end of the war Göring, unlike Hitler, decided not to
move his art collection to the safety of the salt mines in the Austrian
Alps. Instead, he attempted to send his treasures to other properties
in his possession, Burg Veldenstein near Nuremberg and his estate in
Berchtesgaden. Trains carrying half to three-quarters of the collection
departed in early 1945. Only a few works were left at Carinhall and
subsequently destroyed or seized by the Russian army, civilians, or
returning forced labourers. Apart from one train (containing most of
Göring’s library) that was plundered by French soldiers near Berch -
tesgaden, the evacuation saved the bulk of the collection which, after
capture by American troops, was sent to the Collecting Point for loot-
ed art in Munich, from where the process of restitution to the former
owners was begun. In 1960, the remaining artworks whose owners
had not been located were distributed between Bavaria and the
Federal Republic of Germany.

All in all, Haase’s case study presents valuable details on one of
the most intriguing art collections. Especially welcome are the
detailed inventories of Carinhall (dated 1 February 1940) and of
Göring’s art collection as it was on 4 August 1945 reprinted in full in
the appendix. Sadly, however, Haase often presents his findings in
an uninspired manner which, in places, makes the reading tedious
and fails to convey wider implications. Often the crucial interpreta -
tion or contextualization of the presented material is lacking. He
sometimes reprints whole letters where a summary would suffice,
and repeatedly quotes directly from the lists of artworks which guar-
antees bad grammar and makes for awkward reading. Another point
of criticism is the virtual lack of footnotes (a mere 150 for the whole
book), which thwarts any attempt to check his claims. In order to
grasp the sheer megalomania of the acquisitions it would also have

14

Ines Schlenker



been necessary to compare the enormous prices paid by Göring with
contemporary market prices to give an indication of their inappro -
priateness.

A slightly more worrying criticism might be directed at Haase’s
irritating tendency to play down—if not excuse—the part Göring and
his delegates played in the criminal activities of the plunder. It is vital
to keep in mind that most private collectors did not sell ‘voluntarily’
but were forced to part with their possessions. In many cases the art-
works were simply confiscated. Consequently, the huge supply on
the market was somewhat ‘unnatural’, and anyone who participated
in the buying and selling was automatically taking advantage of the
desperate situation of former owners. Haase, however, repeatedly
emphasizes Göring’s principles of not accepting works formerly
owned by Jews, of paying fair prices for the works, and of not forc -
ing sales—none of which were adhered to. The close co-operation
between Göring’s organization and the ERR, the most important and
ruthless plundering agency in the Third Reich, clearly demonstrates
his willingness to profit from the atrocities. In the face of Göring’s
involvement in the art plunder, stories such as that he rejected two
sculptures which the Louvre presented to him as a gift, and had them
copied at his own expense instead, do nothing to disprove his greed
or to redeem his guilt.

III
This tendency to exculpate is not noticeable in the study by Anja
Heuss. On the contrary, she for the first time manages to convey the
true extent of the looting campaigns. She takes up and further devel-
ops Petropoulos’s distinction between the different quality of
National Socialist spoliation in the west and the east by comparing
the politics and practice of organized National Socialist plunder in
France and the Soviet Union. Crucially, in order to illustrate the
opposing ideological approaches which led to very different prac -
tices in these two countries, Heuss suggests a widening of the narrow
concept that has so far been employed. Instead of focusing on the
looting of art (Kunstraub), she suggests that the pillaging of all cul -
tural goods (Kulturgutraub) should be investigated. While Kunstraub
is concerned with ‘high art’, that is, paintings and sculptures, Kultur-
gutraub encompasses many categories of cultural goods such as
books and archival material in addition to artworks. Only by expand-
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ing the so far restricted view to the looting of all ‘cultural goods’,
Heuss argues, is it possible fully to understand and demonstrate the
immense scale of the campaigns in the two countries, and the true
political intentions behind them. The spoliation of books and archival
material, in particular, which cannot be justified by greed, love of art,
or the expectation of monetary gain from high sales prices, reveals
these different ideological motivations. While respect for the French
culture and way of life put a stop to the most outrageous excesses, the
Soviet Union suffered a vile crusade against Bolshevism in whose
wake everything ‘Soviet’ was to be extinguished. Kulturgutraub in
these countries denotes a veritable paradigm shift, from the tempo -
rary occupation of a country and the attempt to find a modus vivendi
to the ultimate extinction of a whole people and its culture. Enor -
mous quantities of cultural goods were plundered in each country.
France mainly suffered the loss of works of art; the Soviet Union was
robbed of its archival material, books, and prehistoric objects. A cer -
tain respect for public opinion meant that state-owned property was
generally untouched in France and only private collections were sub-
jected to expropriation, confiscation, Aryanization, or forced sales,
whereas the main target of spoliation in the Soviet Union was public
property. Looted objects from France generally quenched a thirst for
beautiful artworks; booty from the Soviet Union, however, was uti -
lized in the war against its population.

Heuss bases her analysis on a wide range of primary sources. The
archive of the Treuhandverwaltung für Kulturgut, a post-war gov -
ernmental institution which was responsible for the administration
of unreturned looted cultural goods, is of special importance. Among
these documents, so far unused, she also discovered the reconstruct -
ed inventories of Göring’s collection, which she calls ‘extremely reli -
able’ (p. 21) – a source not used by Haase. On this basis, the main
organizations and individuals that took part in the institutionalized
looting of cultural goods are subjected to a systematic and detailed
examination of their aims, hierarchies, and activities: Hitler’s
Führermuseum Linz, Göring’s art collection, the Einsatzstab Reichs -
leiter Rosenberg, Heinrich Himmler’s Ahnenerbe, the Sonderkom -
mando Künsberg of the German Foreign Office and the Abteilung VI
G of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (Reich Main Security Office).

The museum Hitler planned for Linz was to contain artworks
which, in his own judgement, belonged to the highest echelons of
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European art. The Führervorbehalt guaranteed that Hitler had first
choice among all looted objects. Thus, with the advancing German
army, the hunting-grounds—as well as the funds—were virtually
limitless. Consequently, the majority of the museum’s collection was
made up of plundered Jewish art collections, forced sales, and other
looted art. Between 1940 and 1944, 2,293 objects were confiscated or
purchased in France. The works came exclusively from private col -
lections, while the French public collections stayed untouched. The
agents for the Führermuseum could rely on co-operation with the
ERR and Vichy France as well as a willing network of French dealers.
No such connections existed in the Soviet Union, where only one
painting was acquired for Hitler. The Russian Revolution had dis -
pensed with virtually all private art collections and, as a result, the
private art market as well. It would therefore have been extremely
difficult to obtain information on Soviet collections. Furthermore,
Hitler’s agents were apparently not interested in learning about col -
lections. They were presumably prepared to wait for the well-known
art treasures of Moscow and St Petersburg.

A similar trend can be observed in Hermann Göring’s art collec -
tion, for which at least 860 artworks were acquired in France and
none in the Soviet Union. The exceptionally high proportion of con -
fiscated Jewish-owned artworks that characterizes this collection is
founded on Göring’s close and fruitful co-operation with the ERR in
France. This co-operation was not continued in the Soviet Union. The
absence of an art market and the lack of interest in, and knowledge
of, Soviet property further explains why no efforts were made to
acquire Soviet artworks.

The divergent approaches can be discerned even more clearly in
the case of the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg. Since its looting
staff in both countries was basically identical so that personal inter-
ests cannot account for different plundering strategies, the existing
structures and the fundamentally opposing policies of occupation
must explain the individual pillaging crusades. Besides, the ERR
was ‘the most important Kulturraub organization of the Third Reich’
(p. 95) which managed to plunder a greater variety of goods on a
larger scale than any of its rival institutions. Founded in 1940 by
Alfred Rosenberg, the ‘chief ideologue’ of the NSDAP, the well-
staffed and highly motivated ERR was at first used only to procure
the books that were needed to fill the libraries of the Hohe Schule, a
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sort of ‘alternative university’ (p. 98) which Rosenberg had estab -
lished in 1938 .

In the occupied western countries the ERR plundered from all
libraries and archives, first concentrating on public institutions, as
its brief specified. Then, when it met with resistance from the
German military administration, it changed its field of activities to
private collections and specialized in Jewish, Masonic, or
‘Bolshevist’ literature that could be used for the ideological struggle.
The search for political material in private hands eventually led the
ERR to private art collections. Rosenberg persuaded Hitler to extend
his powers to all cultural goods by September 1940. From now on
the confiscation of mainly Jewish art collections occurred on an
extensive scale, facilitated by the anti-Jewish measures of the Vichy
regime. Between 1940 and 1944 the ERR confiscated more than
20,000 objects in France, mainly paintings, watercolours, drawings,
pastels, graphic works, and arts-and-crafts objects, but also furni -
ture, sculptures, textiles, and East Asian art and antiquities. The
expulsion of the Jewish population and the expropriation of their art
collections were causally linked, yet the deportations took place
after the dispossessions.

With his appointment as Reich Minister for the Occupied Eastern
Territories on 17 June 1941, Rosenberg became the undisputed leader
in the cultural sphere in the east. As part of the all-embracing policy
of Germanization applied in the eastern territories, all traces of their
peoples’ cultural lives were to be extinguished. What was not de -
stroyed was incorporated into one of Rosenberg’s institutions in
Germany, where it could be studied ‘scientifically’ and used in the
ideological battle. In 1943, the removal of cultural goods on a massive
scale began. Libraries and archives were plundered freely and with
the support of all German agencies and the civil administration. In
contrast to the military administration in France, which had protect -
ed cultural goods in the public sphere, its counterpart in the Soviet
Union rejected any responsibility and co-operated closely with the
ERR in the widespread spoliation. The overall number of objects
plundered by Rosenberg can probably be estimated at more than 1
million. Crucially, the Kulturgutraub and the Holocaust in the Soviet
Union took place simultaneously. ‘The physical extermination and
the extermination of the cultural memory were part of one single
plan for the total extermination of the Jewish minority’ (p. 203).
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In contrast, Heinrich Himmler’s involvement in the Kulturgutraub
was motivated by his warped historical and ideological imagination.
The ‘scientific’ organization Ahnenerbe, co-founded by Himmler to
investigate his wild racial theories of Indo-Germanic superiority,
invested the plundering with a certain ‘academic’ character. Their
quest for artefacts to underpin Himmler’s idea that Germanism in the
occupied areas went back as far as the earliest prehistoric times made
them concentrate especially on collecting prehistoric objects. Since
research into the Germanic civilization was not specifically ‘anti-
Jewish’ in character, Jewish cultural goods were generally not affect-
ed by the plunder. While the Ahnenerbe had little success in France,
where it met with the official resistance of several German agencies—
for example, it tried in vain to acquire the Bayeux tapestry—its com -
petitor in the Soviet Union was the ERR. Therefore the extent of the
looting executed by the Ahnenerbe amounted ‘only’ to several hun -
dred prehistoric objects and was much more limited than its ‘bad
intentions’ (p. 249) would suggest.

Whereas the Ahnenerbe piled up the remains of bygone millen -
nia, the Sonderkommando Künsberg, an organization of the German
Foreign Office, was commissioned by the Reich Foreign Minister to
collect contemporary material relating to foreign affairs from the
occupied countries. The  Kulturgutraub of the Sonderkommando
Künsberg was politically motivated to a high degree. It was therefore
interested in documents, archival material, and books from which the
German Foreign Office could gain political and propaganda infor -
mation, and not in objects that possessed historical or material value.
While the confiscations of documents in France lasted only until
spring 1941, the Sonderkommando Künsberg was hot on the heels of
the army invading the Baltic States, the Ukraine, and White Russia
where it was one of the first plundering agencies—even before the
ERR—to confiscate documents and books that were important for the
political conduct of war. The loot would be taken to Berlin as speed-
ily as possible where the German Foreign Office analysed it;  c.
250,000 objects had been thus utilized by the end of 1942. With the
lack of progress in the east, doubt was cast on the success of the
Sonderkommando Künsberg and Rosenberg was able to increase his
influence in the east. When, in September 1943, the Sonderkomman -
do Künsberg was dissolved, its staff was taken over by the Abteilung
VI G of the Reich Main Security Office. It concentrated on the confis-

19

National Socialist Art Plunder



cation of libraries and archives in the Soviet Union, with special
attention being paid to maps. In France, the Abteilung VI G confis -
cated very little material.

The impressively thorough and detailed studies of these organi -
zations fully justify Heuss’s claim that there were different kinds of
plunder and shifting ideological motivations in France and the Soviet
Union. More importantly, however, the inclusion of the spoliation of
archival materials and books shows the real dimension of the pillag-
ing campaigns, and it also reveals new aims. The activities of the ERR
in France and the Soviet Union in particular clearly demonstrate how
Kunstraub turned into Kulturgutraub and was utilized for ideological
warfare. Unfortunately, Heuss does not always strictly adhere to her
own distinction. Sometimes one cannot help feeling that the wrong
term has been accidentally used, or that the distinction has not been
clearly applied (for example, on p. 200).

Nevertheless, the concept of Kulturgutraub opens up whole new
avenues of research and is a useful corrective to the dominance of the
fine arts in the discussion of the National Socialist plunder. Further
studies on this topic should venture in this direction.
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