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I want to end with a few words about German composer Edwin 

Geist, who fled to Lithuania to escape persecution as a half-Jew 

in 1938, where his musical efforts continued. Geist was arrested 

and killed by the Gestapo in 1942. His niece, Rosian Zerner, her-

self a Holocaust survivor, has been trying to recover some of her 

uncle’s music, currently in the Lithuanian Theater, Music and 

Cinema Museum, so that Geist’s music may be rediscovered, per-

formed, and enjoyed by a wider audience. I am very pleased to 

report that just two days before this presentation the Lithuanian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs advised the US Embassy in Lithuania 

that the Ministry of Culture appears to have agreed, in principle, 

to turn over the Geist Collection in the Lithuanian Museum to 

the Geist heirs.1  

Unfortunately, these developments have been all too rare. For 

some musicians who survived the Nazi Era, memories of musical 

losses continue to haunt. Cellist Anita Lasker Wallfisch, an Aus-

chwitz orchestra member and survivor now in her 80s in Eng-

land, said of her still missing cello, “I had once been the proud 

owner of a beautiful cello made by Ventapane. God knows who 

plays on it now.”2

Thank you. 

1 Some of Geist’s musical manuscripts were recently discovered in the Music 

Department of the Berlin State Library. Ownership in this music was amicably 

resolved in favor of Geist’s heirs, who have loaned the music to the Prussian 

Cultural Heritage Foundation. The first recording of Geist’s compositions was made 

in 2007 by the Deutsches Kulturforum östliches Europa, supported by the German 

Federal Government’s Commissioner for Culture and Media, winning an award from 

Neue Musikzeitung. In October 2008, Brandeis University and the Goethe Institute in 

Boston presented the US premiere of some of Geist’s newly recovered music.
2 Anita Wallfisch-Lasker. Inherit the Truth. St. Martin’s Press, 1996, p. 150.
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PROJECT RELATED TO THE PROMOTION OF 

PROVENANCE RESEARCH IN GERMANY,  

TAKING STOCK AFTER THE FIRST YEAR  

Introduction

In November 2007, the Federal Government Commission-

er  for Culture and the Media decided that the provenance re-

search in Germany shall be considerably strengthened. Since 

2008, the Federal Government Commissioner has been specially 

promoting research into cultural assets taken from their rightful 

owners as a result of Nazi persecution.  

He is providing one million euros a year to help public estab-

lishments and institutions to research the provenance of items 

in their collections. The funds are channeled through the Bu-

reau for Provenance Investigation and Research, which has been 

working at the Institute for Museum Research at the National 

Museums — Prussian Cultural Heritage Foundation in Berlin. 

The Bureau for Provenance Investigation and Research started 

its activity in June 2008. One year afer initiating this way of pro-

moting provenance research, the activity already achieved sat-

isfactory results. 

This report by the Bureau for Provenance Investigation and Re-

search will contain a summary of the granted projects and re-

flect on first-year experiences. 
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Why Was Project Related Promotion of Provenance  

Research Started?

As a result of the Washington Conference on Holocaust-Era Assets 

and the realization of the Principles, more attention and a growing 

interest in the processing of the results of the National Socialist art 

and cultural asset robbery could be seen in Germany at large. Sig-

nificant efforts to improve the provenance research considerably 

were also established. But soon the possibilities as well as the lim-

its of this kind of historical research were clearly recognizable.

However, public cultural institutions and collections in Germa-

ny were largely caught unprepared for implementing the tasks 

resulting from the obligations laid out in the Washington Prin-

ciples and the subsequently formulated Joint Declaration of the 

Federal Government, the Federal States and the National Associ-

ation of Local Authorities (1999). Over the past ten years, investi-

gations into unclear provenances were usually undertaken on a 

case-by-case basis, in response to specific information requests 

or restitution claims. In addition, efforts by public institutions to 

clarify provenance and identify former owners took place within 

an underdeveloped infrastructure.

Only a few museums and libraries had engaged qualified em-

ployees or charged staff members with provenance research as 

their primarily or almost exclusively scientific work. It also be-

came increasingly clear that comprehensive research into the 

origin of historical artworks and other cultural objects — togeth-

er with the goal of identifying heirs or other entitled claimants — 

could not be achieved in just a few short years.

Particularly with regard to the federalist system and the area 

of culture in Germany, one problem became clear: the majority 

of the municipal museums, libraries and archives in Germany 

were unable to carry out systematic research because they had 

a low budget and a limited staff. The German states and the lo-

cal authorities as the providers and sponsors of the public cul-

tural institutions demanded more financial support and regular 

assistance.

The funding of provenance research projects with financial sup-

port from the German federal government is the way to give a 

new impetus afer a period of stagnation during the past years.

The Tasks of the Bureau for Provenance  

Investigation and Research

The Bureau for Provenance Investigation and Research, which 

is affiliated with the Institute for Museum Research of the State 

Museums in Berlin — Prussian Cultural Heritage Foundation — 

has the task of supporting museums, libraries, archives and oth-

er publicly run institutions in the Federal Republic of Germany in 

the process of identifying those cultural artifacts in their collec-

tions or in their possession which were taken from their lawful 

owners during the period of National Socialist rule.

The establishment of the Bureau for Provenance Investigation 

and Research was the direct result of the findings issued on No-

vember 13, 2007 by the working group on matters of restitution 

set up by the Federal Government Commissioner for Culture and 

the Media Bernd Neumann. The financial resources for the day- 

-to-day running of the Bureau for Provenance Investigation and 

Research have been provided by the Kultursti'ung der Länder 

(Cultural Foundation of the German Federal States).1

1  See: http://www.kulturstiftung.de.
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From 2008 onwards, funds totaling one million euros will be as-

signed each year by the Federal Government Commissioner for 

Culture and the Media to support the investigation and study 

of the provenance of cultural artifacts in German public collec-

tions. The Bureau for Provenance Investigation and Research al-

locates these funds to individual projects. 

The Bureau for Provenance Investigation and Research is also 

tasked with linking the findings of the various research projects, 

evaluating these and following up on issues that arise out of the 

projects either by conducting contextual research or by initiat-

ing further research projects. While the starting point of the Bu-

reau’s work is the loss of certain cultural assets by individuals 

as a result of National Socialist persecution, it is hoped that a 

bigger picture will emerge, shedding light on the history of im-

portant private collections, the functioning of the art trade in 

the National Socialist era, but also on the activity of the govern-

ment officials involved in the dispossession of, in particular, the 

artworks owned by the Jewish population. As laid out in a co-

operation agreement, the Bureau for Provenance Investigation 

and Research works closely with the Koordinierungsstelle für 

Kulturgutverluste (Office for the Documentation of Lost Cultur-

al Property)1 in publishing its findings and in the search for the 

lawful owners of art works.

The Bureau will work on facilitating access to the resources nec-

essary for provenance research, for example enhancing the ac-

cessibility of relevant documents. It is also the aim of the Bureau 

to improve networking among individuals and institutions ac-

tive in the field of provenance research and to encourage the 

sharing of the resulting information and experience. 

1  See: http://www.lostart.de.

What Kinds of Projects Can Be Promoted?

There are three different types of funding available:

1. Short-Term Research Projects

If administrations of museums or libraries are confronted 

with requests about former owners of pieces in public col-

lections or with restitution claims and they have no infor-

mation on a context of Nazi persecution and confiscation 

as yet, they can seize the opportunity to use the funding for 

starting research. The research results are supposed to help 

them to produce the first official statement in such cases.

Institutions which have short-term research needs, usu-

ally relating to ongoing restitution cases, can apply for 

grants of up to EUR 15,000. Decisions on such applications 

will be made within one month. The same procedure is ap-

plied with regard to applications for subsidies for drawing 

up legal expert opinions.

2. Subsidies for Legal Expert Opinions

If administrations of museums or libraries or their funding 

bodies need assistance with or consultations on legal techni-

calities, they can take the opportunity to use the funding for 

ordering legal expert opinions or for engaging lawyers. For 

this purpose, they can make an application for a grant-in-aid.

3. Long-Term Research Projects/Systematic Checking of 

Collections

Alternatively, institutions wishing to systematically study 
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their collections and to initiate wider research projects 

can apply for larger grants. Twice a year — in March and in 

September — the applications can be submitted. 

The advisory committee to the Bureau for Provenance Investiga-

tion/Research bears significantly on the decision of which appli-

cants are to receive this latter type of funding. The committee 

consists of representatives from the worlds of politics and cul-

ture as well as of experts from the fields of history and art history.

The funding bodies of institutions applying for grants are expect-

ed to match the funding to a certain degree. This kind of grant 

can be used for hiring research assistants for one or two years.

What Kinds of Projects Were Already Granted?

To date, 53 applications were submitted to the Bureau for Prov-

enance Investigation/Research and funding has been allocat-

ed to 35 different projects. Among the 35 granted projects were 

23 long-term research projects and twelve short-term projects. 

Twenty-three applications were submitted by museums, ten by 

libraries and two by archives. 

 ▷ Checking museum collections — systematic indexing of in-

ventories

Example 1: The Wiesbaden Museum

The research project of the Wiesbaden Museum is concern-

ing with the paintings in the collection, which were pur-

chased between 1935 and 1945 when Hermann Voss was the 

director of the Wiesbaden Museum. In addition Voss was the 

commissioner for the Führerau'rag Linz from 1943 to 1945.

 ▷ Checking library collections

Example 2: The Central and Regional Library Berlin (Zentral- 

und Landesbibliothek Berlin)

In 1943, the Berlin City Library purchased about 40,000 

books from the municipal pawnshop. These books came 

from private libraries of deported Jews.

Staff members are making investigations to find the for-

mer book owners or their descendants. 

 ▷ Examination of archive contents and interpretation of 

data for provenance research 

Example 3: German Fine Art Archives Nuremberg (Deutsch-

es Kunstarchiv im Germanischen Nationalmuseum Nürn-

berg)

Since 1972, the business documents of the Jewish Mu-

nich art dealer Heinemann have been owned by the mu-

seum. The Heinemann Gallery was one of the important 

German art galleries at the beginning of the 20th century. 

These documents cover the period from the formation of 

the company in 1872 to the expropriation (“Aryanization”) 

in 1939 and contain a lot of information about the art sales 

by the Heinemann Gallery. Many clients of the Heinemann 

Gallery were victims of Nazi persecution.

Afer finalizing the indexing and digitizing of the docu-

ments, information for research concerning about 15,000 

works of art and 10,000 persons and institutions will be 

available online. 
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 ▷ Connecting the indexing of collections with historical con-

textual research

Example 4: Bavarian State Painting Collections, Jewish 

Museum Munich, the Municipal Gallery, the Munich City 

Museum, the Villa Stuck Museum, the Bavarian Nation-

al Museum and the State Graphic Arts Collection Munich 

(Bayerische Staatsgemäldesammlungen, Jüdisches Museum 

München, Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Münchner 

Stadtmuseum, Museum Villa Stuck, Bayerisches National-

museum, Staatliche Graphische Sammlung München)

The collaborative research project of the state and mu-

nicipal museums in Munich entitled The fate of Jewish art 

collectors and dealers in Munich 1933—1945 was started on 

June 1, 2009. The aim of the project is to reconstruct what 

happened during the Judenaktion in Munich in the win-

ter of 1938/39. At that time the Gestapo seized artworks 

from about 30 Jewish collectors and about 70 Jewish art 

dealers. These works were initially acquired by the Bavar-

ian National Museum and the Munich City Museum and 

then further distributed to the Munich Galleries (Alte und 

Neue Pinakothek) and other museums in Munich. The doc-

umentation of these art collections and its whereabouts is 

scheduled.

Perspectives

From the viewpoint of the provenance research post, the list of 

the tasks required in achieving sustainable research results on 

the origin and whereabouts of artistic and cultural assets direct-

ly or indirectly related to the National Socialist tyranny is as fol-

lows:

 ▷ Improvement and expansion of the infrastructure of prov-

enance research, which means abridging the research 

paths and preventing redundancy when one and the same 

confiscation or acquisition proceeding is researched two 

or three times. This applies in particular to the intensified 

and in-depth examination of certain archive contents and 

the online publication of the corresponding indices, the 

verification of the auction catalogues and their examina-

tion and appraisal, as well as the question of the handling 

and in particular the archiving of whatever internal “busi-

ness documents” have been handed down within a muse-

um or library — for example the correspondence between 

a director and art dealers or public authorities.

 ▷ The acceleration and expansion of online access to infor-

mational resources on the model of an open source com-

munity of knowledge, together with a further development 

of user-based processes to enable more flexible search and 

query procedures.

 ▷ The development of provenance research as the organiza-

tion of a continuous scholarly dialogue within the commu-

nity of the discipline, with an exchange on the principles of 

action, the subject areas of research, etc.

 ▷ The creation of research associations — both institu-

tional and international, not only among museums and 

libraries but also above all with universities and other 

research institutions and among disciplines — in partic-

ular a closer relation between the research efforts in art 

and current developments in cultural history and con-

temporary history.
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Consequently one of the main goals of the Bureau for Provenance 

Investigation and Research is to set up a secure virtual space for 

the provenance research community, which is to function as a 

socio-technical system. The Bureau for Provenance Investigation 

will act as an editor and custodian of this information system 

and function as a contact partner. The results of research and 

the outcomes of projects supported by federal funding will also 

be incorporated in the information system.

A shif from a predominantly reactive examination of the prov-

enance of individual objects in the collections to the systematic 

indexing of inventories in the course of reconstructing and docu-

menting the developmental stages of public and private collec-

tions, especially for the second third of the 20th century, remains 

the major challenge of provenance research for the near future. 

With the project-oriented research funding established in the 

past year, an apparatus has been made available in Germany 

that can link the research on individual cases with contextual 

research and that can be further built upon.

 ▶ Jacques Lust
B E L G I A N  F E D E R A L  S C I E N C E  P O L I C Y,  B E L G I U M 

PROVENANCE AND WORLD WAR II: ART,  

RESEARCH, AND ILLUSION 

Ladies and Gentlemen: 

First, I want to thank Mrs. Charlotte van Rappard-Boon. She is a 

long-time friend, and a courteous and devoted colleague of DS, 

who always combines intelligence with common sense. Also, I 

am more than honored to be in the same panel with Ms. Nancy 

Yeide, whose recent and awaited publication on the Göring col-

lection forms high point of publication in this field of expertise. 

Second, I want to remark, that in the program of this working 

group panel, a question mark was unintentionally omitted in the 

title “Art research and illusion?” thus changing its meaning. Of 

course, it is a small dedication to Ernst Gombrich, a highly re-

spected scholar of art history, who in his book Long-life Interests 

describes his fleeing of Vienna in the thirties with his family to 

London. 

Last but not least, I want to thank Mr. Bady, who explained yes-

terday a lot about Belgium. Rather than spending time on ex-

plaining what the general background of the problem is, I can 

focus on the important details. 

Last month, Mrs. van Rappard asked me a few questions. The 

first thing she asked me was: What happened in the area of 

provenance research in your country? In 1994, Belgium began 

a search for cultural goods that had disappeared during World 

War Two. In 1998, the Belgium Stvanudy Commission started in-

vestigating lost property in Belgium, and made an inquiry at thir-

ty cultural institutions, not only at the largest museums, but also 

in the Royal Library of Belgium, the Royal Museum of the Army 

and Military History, and other institutions, which might be pos-

sible holders of Jewish property. 

Aferwards, between 2003 and 2008, the Commission of Indem-

nification, whose president is here among us, dealt with more 

than 5,000 individual demands for lost property. A total of 160 

special reports on cultural losses were made, and only in two 

cases a link was found between our museums and the concrete 


