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Systemic-economic transformations of 1989 resulted in 
a breakthrough in numerous dimensions of our social, cul-
tural, and scientific Iife. That which for many had been un-
til then unattainable, such as conducting surveys in foreign 
libraries, galleries or museums, finally became real after 
obtaining financial support. It became possible to intensi-
fy, expand, and sometimes – in the history of art, library 
studies, and museology – to open new domains of research 
and supplement heretofore quests with comparative studies 
enabling a detailed definition of the attribution and prov-
enance of artworks. In successive decades the rapid devel-
opment of the Internet and activities connected with the 
digitisation of databases and Internet services provided new 
and effective research instruments, made possible access 
to numerous rare sources, and became a useful and quick 
platform for the exchange of information. Foreign scholar-
ships and research grants, as well as participation in inter-
national conferences, symposia and sessions intensified the 
exchange of thoughts and indubitably affected changes of 
expectations, research standards, and publications. Joining 
the European Union in 2004 not only deepened the de-
scribed phenomena but also altered prevailing conditions. 
Polish representatives started to take part in work conduct-
ed by European commissions by co-creating Community law 
and obligating themselves to its implementation in the do-
mestic system, reflected in the functioning of museums in 
Poland. Participation in the undertakings of such interna-
tional organisations as ICOM compels to accept in museol-
ogy earlier devised norms and designated good practice, 
provenance studies being regarded as one of them.

One of the topics of meetings and conferences, men-
tioned already in earlier articles.1 were museum objects of 
unknown origin. This problem was also broached in Poland, 
mainly at conferences organised by the Stefan Batory 
Foundation.2 At that time they became the object of the 

reflections and research of Dorota Folga-Januszewska and 
Agnieszka Jaskanis,3 and several years later were recalled 
as an essential problem by the first of those two authors in 
her Muzea w Polsce 1989–2008. Stan, zachodzące zmiany 
i kierunki rozwoju muzeów w Europie oraz rekomendacje 
dla muzeów polskich, one of the “Reports on the State of 
Culture” of the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage.4 
Folga-Januszewska established that in 2005 only 67% of mu-
seum resources had a documented origin and 33% com-
prised “orphaned works”.5 Although they had been includ-
ed into ownership inventories and it is even known from 
where they had been brought or handed over to a museum, 
little or actually nothing was established about their previ-
ous owners and history.6 The latter were mentioned within 
the context of an act on obligatory research on, and pub-
lication of the provenance of works accumulated in public 
museums, recommended by Stanisław Waltoś.7 The act in 
question imposed the necessity of conducting provenance 
studies, and as one of four acts rendering possible an effi-
cient functioning of museums and exchange of collections8 
was proposed by a group of experts at the Council of Europe 
in their Mobility of Collections programme as part of priority 
activity within the range of museology in 2008-2013. Such 
a regulation would have indicated the courses of activity in 
a situation of supervision over heritage of unknown origin, 
the manner of acting in relation to claims, the principles 
of publication, and eventual initiation of returning illegally 
owned works.9 The introduction of this regulation was to 
become a condition for the application of two other postu-
lated acts: on protection against confiscation and on state 
guarantees for entitled cultural institutions. 

The necessity of conducting provenance studies, even if 
in a restricted form, was sanctioned in the Polish legal sys-
tem by the Act of 5 August 2015 on Amendment of the Acts 
Regulating the Conditions of Access to Certain Professions 

* Part one of this article was published in: M. Romanowska-Zadrożna, Badania proweniencyjne w Polsce (Część 1.), ”Muzealnictwo” 2016, no. 57, pp. 136-148 
and on: www.muzealnictworocznik.com; both parts continue and supplement the article: M. Romanowska-Zadrożna, Badania proweniencyjne w Europie 
i Stanach Zjednoczonych, ”Muzealnictwo” 2015, no. 56, pp. 224-238.
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(Dz.U. 30 September 2015, item 1505), which in article 5 in-
troduces changes into the Act on Museums of 21 November 
1996 (Dz.U. 2012, item 987). The changes in question con-
cern the legal protection of mobile objects of historical, ar-
tistic or scientific value loaned from abroad for a tempo-
rary exhibition organised on the territory of the Republic 
of Poland (chapter 4.a, art. 31.a–31.e, in the amended Act 
on Museums). The Act imposes the obligation of making 
sure that a mobile object of historical or scientific value, 
on loan from abroad for a temporary exhibition organised 
on the territory of the Republic of Poland, can be subject-
ed to legal protection. This procedure encompasses above-
mentioned legal protection connected with, i.a. checking 
whether the object is not mentioned in databases of lost 
cultural goods as stolen or taken out of the country contrary 
to the law or is a sought wartime loss. There are two regis-
ters in Poland with legal reassertion in acts: Krajowy wykaz 
zabytków skradzionych lub wywiezionych za granicę niezgod-
nie z pra wem, kept by the National Institute of Museology 
and Collection Protection (NIMOZ), and the recently created 
Krajowy rejestr utraconych dóbr kultury. Essential impor-
tance is attached to Baza obiektów utraconych w wyniku II 
wojny światowej conducted by the Division of Looted Art in 
the Department of Cultural Heritage Abroad and Wartime 
Losses at the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage 
(MKiDN). Among significant foreign stolen property registers 
mention is due to the Interpol database: Stolen Works of Art. 

 The requirement to maintain suitable diligence is con-
tained also in Directive 2014/60/EU, which became binding 
in the European Union on 19 December 2015.10 Another, 
earlier Directive 93/7/EEC required that a Member State 
seeking the return of a historical monument proves the ill 
will of the owner.11 It also introduced contact points indi-
cated by governments of the Member States.12 

The domain of NIMOZ encompasses servicing so-called 
museum immunity, conducting a contact point dealing 
with Directive 2014/60/EU, and communication with oth-
er European contact points in the IMI system (information 
exchange system on the domestic market), procedures 
of permits for a permanent transit of historical monu-
ments abroad, and coordination of two programmes of 
the Minister of KiDN, including the “Museum collections” 
programme. All those activities require checking informa-
tion about the object in the mentioned domestic bases and 
even laboriously following its fate. Information about “mu-
seum immunity” and the export of monuments abroad, pro-
grammes of the Minister of KiDN and Krajowy wykaz za-
bytków skradzio nych i wywiezionych za granicę niezgodnie 
z prawem are on the Institute’s website: www.nimoz.pl. The 
database publishes material for studying the provenance of 
museum objects within the context of lost former Jewish 
property. Information about the contact point and module 
pertaining to cultural goods within the MI system are fore-
seen. They do not, however, exploit the entire sphere of the 
activity of this institution. 

An important undertaking conducted by NIMOZ involves 
a long-range project known as Museum Statistics. Initiated 
in December 2013 its purpose was to gather reliable infor-
mation about museums, thus enabling the observation of 
the state of Polish museology. The participation of muse-
um institutions (state, Church, self-government, schools 

of higher learning, and private) in the project is volun-
tary. During the first year questionnaires were sent to mu-
seum institutions, but as of 2014 they are filled in online. 
According to persons involved in the realisation of the pro-
ject, about 15% of Polish museums participated in the first 
two years. Although the project gains popularity from one 
year to the next – in 2015 already 197 museums responded 
to the questionnaire –  the collected data are rather frag-
mentary and comprise estimates; nevertheless, they should 
be treated as material obtained from a representative, albeit 
incomplete, group of museums. They can demonstrate the 
scale of the phenomenon, chiefly in a percentage relation. 
The first survey collecting information about the year 2103 
was of a pilot nature, and although the gathered outcome 
was so incomplete that it cannot provide a foundation for 
reliable analyses it enabled an evaluation of the project, 
while experience obtained in this way provided bases for 
rebuilding the structure of the questionnaire and rendering 
the questions more precise. In the following years the con-
tent of some of them changed and became more detailed 
due to the introduction of additional sub-points or else they 
were omitted, mainly in order to simplify the questionnaire. 
Data interesting from the viewpoint of questions connected 
with provenance research can be found in sections concern-
ing collections and their list as well as digitisation.

In 2014 the questionnaire was expanded by means of ad-
ditional detailed problems concerning provenance, for in-
stance, by asking the question: “Are procedures concerning 
provenance studies focused on objects purchased by the 
museum mandatory in museum documents?”. Out of a to-
tal of 101 institutions, which decided to respond, 68, i.e. 
more than 67% of the respondents said: “yes”. Amidst un-
dertakings made in order to establish the provenance of the 
purchased object mention was made, as a rule, of activities 
resulting from the workshop of an art historian, i.e. checking 
whether the object features ownership signs – 70%, wheth-
er the offered object was not redesigned or displays traces 
of the removal of marks and signs of ownership – 60%, as 
well as checking information about the history of the object 
in pertinent literature and specialist press – 61%. A writ-
ten declaration of the offer-maker about the origin of the 
presented object also turned out to be essential for 65% 
of the museums. Checking the object in databases of lost 
cultural goods and requesting help from state institutions 
in determining the legality of its provenance are practised 
more rarely –  31% and 12%, respectively, of the museums 
undertook this type of activity.

Among the museums that filled in the questionnaire 
only 34.7% included the office of the main inventory-keep-
er. A much more universal solution was the functioning of 
an inner purchase commission or another advisory body 
involved in obtaining collections – more than 67% of all 
museums. On the other hand, in the case of the question: 
”Does the museum possess devised methods of inner qual-
ity control of the archivisation, protection, management, 
and availability of evidentiary and visual documentation 
of the objects and of regulating copyright and ownership 
rights to objects within the range of examining provenance 
and copyright?” out of a total of 78 institutions only 12 an-
swered: “yes” (slightly more than 15%) and out of those 10 
institutions declared that they contain a post responsible 
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for control.13 
A concrete person assigned for this task was employed on 

a full-time basis only by the National Museum in Warsaw, 
which up to now had not taken part in the Museum statistics 
project. In March 2010 it created a post for examining the 
collections’ provenance. The duties of this employee include 
studying the history of collections with particular attention 
paid to the 1939–1945 period, the establishment of the 
provenance of those historical monuments, which though 
recorded in inventory management books have no definite 
origin, introducing order into records of monuments in the 
Museum inventory in connection with a change of their 
legal status, and cooperating with the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (MSZ) and the Ministry of Culture and National 
Heritage in the case of discovering monuments comprising 
the Museum’s war looses. In other museum institutions, 
lacking an independent post connected with the examina-
tion of the provenance of art works, such duties are part of 
the work performed by the main inventory clerks, custodi-
ans, and heads and keepers of departments, including the 
Documentation and Scientific Information Department and 
even the Purchasing Committee. As a rule, these functions 
are fulfilled by employees of the Inventory Department to-
gether with substantive employees or by the latter to a de-
gree permitted by time, i.e. in time free from the more ur-
gent issues of the department. Nonetheless, the majority 
of museums, in which there is no such post, do not feel 
the need for its establishment; as usual, the main obstacle 
is a lack of financial means. If those museums were to re-
ceive funds intended for the creation of a post dealing with 
research on collection provenance then in accordance with 
their declarations they would readily establish it. It was also 
postulated to settle the financial problem in a systematic 

manner, as is the case in Germany and Austria. Such a post 
would be situated within the structure of the institution 
or be distinct. This could be the position of an indepen-
dent specialist or, as one of the directors proposed, even 
a section dealing with provenance in the Main Inventory 
Department.14 A post relating to provenance was opened at 
the beginning of 2017 within the structures of the National 
Museum in Szczecin, but up to this moment it remains va-
cant due to a lack of funds. 

It follows from an analysis of the cited range of the duties 
of a specialist studying the provenance of the collections 
at the National Museum in Warsaw that extremely strong 
emphasis was placed on becoming acquainted with the his-
tory of the Museum since the latter makes it easier to deter-
mine the provenance of museum objects gathered for years. 
Studies dedicated to the history of the Museum collection 
make it possible to perceive information concerning partic-
ular museum objects in a different light. Take the example 
of the Museum of Greater Poland in which part of the re-
sources of the Mielżyński Museum in Poznań, the property 
of the Poznań Society of Friends of Sciences, was deposited 
and was not part of the foundation basis of the Museum of 
Greater Poland, which should seek its beginnings rather in 
the Kaiser Fredrich Museum zu Posen. This is the reason 
why it contains donations made by German collectors and 
deposits of the Berlin Gallery.15 In the case of the Wawel 
State Art Collection objects belonging it could change insti-
tutions, but the owner remained the same – the Republic 
of Poland. Another example – only thanks to knowledge of 
the contents of a document of 22 April 1920, establishing 
the Army Museum in Warsaw, can one understand the du-
ality of assigning the resources of this institution: part of 
the collection belongs to the Polish State and part to the 

1. Satirical drawing sent to NIMOZ in 2014 as a commentary to a questionnaire prepared by the Institute
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Magistrate of the capital city of Warsaw.16 If we were un-
aware of this fact, then the information that scientific publi-
cations described the Museum as the Fourth Department of 
the National Museum in Warsaw would cause quite a con-
sternation.17 The tasks of the person holding the post ex-
amining the provenance of the collections thus include not 
only arranging the collection and inventories in order so as 
to determine the origin of the museum objects; he should 
also apply his knowledge to searching for wartime losses 
whose number in the age of the Internet and rapid informa-
tion exchange is increasing. 

Understandably, one would like to intensify the pro-
cess of seeking artworks and their restitution. This pur-
pose is served by assorted fora. In November 2014 the 
Minister of Culture and National Heritage, together with 
the International Cultural Centre, organised in Cracow a con-
ference: “Looted-Recovered. Cultural Goods – the Case of 

Poland”. Papers read by foreign and Polish speakers as well 
as those presented at accompanying workshops18 men-
tioned, apart from descriptions of wartime losses, prop-
erty restitution and successes won in this field, also ques-
tions pertaining to provenances studies within the context 
of wartime losses. An account of the conference, written on 
the spot, was published by Nawojka Cieślińska-Lobkowicz in 
“Krytyka Polityczna”.19 A month later, in mid-December, the 
“The Robbed Art – in Search of Cultural Property Lost dur-
ing World War II” conference took place in Salzburg. The co-
organisers of the event were the Embassy of the Republic of 
Poland in Vienna, the University of Salzburg, and the Archive 
of the City of Salzburg, with the support of the mayor. The 
discussion focused on the role played by Fischhorn Castle20 
in its capacity as a repository during the Second World War 
in reference to the fate of Polish artworks. The conference 
recalled and discussed the case of a procession cross from 
Limoges, originating from the Czartoryski collections in 
Gołuchów, which, together with other monuments taken 
after the Warsaw Uprising, was stored in the Castle interi-
ors, and then for several decades all traces of its existence 
vanished. 

The problem of provenance studies was presented in lit-
erature in assorted contexts. Already in 1957 library experts 
devised the principles of such studies,21 although attempts 
at describing them appeared earlier upon the occasion of 
presenting works referring to provenance research,22 be-
cause, as Maria Sipayłło noticed: The pursuit of some 
branch of knowledge or simply a certain type of research is, 
as a rule, preceded by their methodology; it is not strange, 
therefore, that publications of provenance material as well 
as works based on them considerably preceded all reflec-
tions about this method.23 Methods of provenance studies 
became the topic of library science lectures and courses. 
Graduates implemented their knowledge in praxis by cre-
ating alphabetical catalogues and provenance indices, with 
whose assistance they attempted to study the reception of 
a given work or sociological problems.24 

Although in Polish history of art it is difficult to unam-
biguously indicate a publication describing the methodol-
ogy of studying the origin of an artwork, in collection and 
exhibition catalogues provenance has obviously always had 
a reserved place in scientific notes.25 Eminent scientists and 
excellent teachers headed by Professor Jan Białostocki made 
sure that this should take place. The opening of frontiers, 
the expansion of international cooperation, and the pos-
sibility of a rapid exchange of information produced col-
lection catalogues meticulously prepared anew, such as 
those describing the collections of the National Museum in 
Wrocław.26 Bożena Steinborn, an undisputed museum au-
thority, regards the two-volume work by Dorota Juszczak 
and Hanna Małachowicz about Polish painting to 1900 in 
the collections of the Royal Castle in Warsaw as a model 
of a catalogue raisonné.27 Steinborn considered this pub-
lication to be a point of departure for reflections on a pre-
sentation of collections in catalogues raisonnés, which, i.a. 
describe the history of a given work reaching as far into the 
past as possible.28 

Publications about wartime losses expanded predomi-
nantly wartime history to the last documented trace. In turn, 
in texts about regained works of art provenance occupied 

2. Processional cross from Limoges found at a dumpsite, originally from the 
collection in Gołuchów (illustrations from É. Molinier, Objets d’art du Moyen 
Age de la Renaissance, Paris 1903, pl. IV)
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a significant part of the account, since the artworks in ques-
tion were returned thanks to their proven origin.29 In col-
lection monographs we come across information about 
the date of the purchase of a given artwork, the person 
it had been purchased from or who donated it, and about 
the place of its exposition or storage. The origin of objects 
was presented in various methodological aspects as well as 
within the context of applied or postulated legal regulations. 
In the case of the article by Roman Olkowski one may speak 
about a methodical work focused on arranging the collec-
tion in order.30 In my article published two years ago31 I drew 
attention to the close relation of the documented origin of 
a given work with its value as well as to assorted threats 
and abuse in this domain. The methodology of provenance 
studies concentrated on wartime losses became the topic of 
a text by Katarzyna Zielińska32 and a training publication by 
the same author, written together with Anna Lewandowska 
and Karolina Zalewska.33 Magdalena Palica drew attention to 
the modern and insufficiently appreciated potential of the 
Internet in research of this kind.34 This author applied a spe-
cific, electronic research method in creating a universally 
available Silesian Art Collections database, accumulating in-
formation about pre-war collectors from this region, their 
collections and works of art belonging to them: a total of 
64 collections and 478 work of art.35 Upon this occasion it is 
worth mentioning the work by Zofia Bandura about archival 

sources connected with art museums in old Wrocław.36 
The scope of the interest of Polish researchers encom-

passes also the difficult and complicated problems of former 
manorial property.37 post-war repositories.38 so-called de-
generate art,39 archaeological objects, including those ob-
tained from illegal excavations,40 martyrology heritage,41and 
even attempts, rather exotic for the domestic reader, made 
by Indians to regain from museums the ashes of their an-
cestors.42 Attention was drawn to the possibility of falsify-
ing provenance by using documents connected with taking 
monuments abroad, attempts at the legalisation of works 
of art originating from crime,43 or even the semantic mean-
ing of the term “reclaimed” and the purposefulness of its 
use, with the reclamation of described objects as the point 
of departure.44 Information about origin makes it possible 
to regain a stolen object.45 Attempts at persuading about 
the purposefulness of provenance studies are made also 
on antiques fora.46

 An author dealing with provenance studies and such af-
filiated topics as reprivatisation, the property of Holocaust 
victims, Judaica, German looting at the time of the 
Second World War, and reclamation, is the oft-mentioned 
Nawojka Cieślińska-Lobkowicz, historian and art critic ac-
tive on the international forum, who publishes her arti-
cles in: ”Muzealnictwo”, ”Kronika Zamkowa”, ”Tygodnik 
Powszechny”, and ”Gazeta Wyborcza”, the serial publication: 

3. Note from the online auction catalogue by Doyle in New York describing a chalice with the inscription Sumptibus Monasteri Sieciechowiensis A. D. 1608
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”Zagłada Żydów: studia i materiały”, and abroad. Member 
of The European Shoah Legacy Institute, within which she 
conducted the Provenance Research Training Program in 
Vilnius. Her article about the necessity of foreign museums 
returning illegally obtained works of art47 introduces us to 
legal problems connected with the purchase for museums 
of exhibits not checked from the viewpoint of their prov-
enance. Olgierd Jakubowski described how to minimalise 
the threat of a museum purchasing for its collections a his-
torical monument originating from theft, illegal archaeologi-
cal excavations, illicitly brought over from another country, 
a forgery, or a wartime loss.48 Iwona Gredka, analysing the 
purchase of objects in accordance with the interest of a mu-
seum and the regulations of binding law, warned against un-
conscious fencing committed by museums.49 Problems deal-
ing with provenance studies, the application of provenance 
standards in the case of objects in collections, conflicts be-
tween the owner and the possessor, and the expiration of 
claims – all have been presented in a publication applying 
a research technique consisting of focused group interviews, 
used in studies conducted to determine quality.50 Separate 
discussions were conducted with three groups: representa-
tives of collectors, monument protection organs, and sub-
jects managing cultural institutions or conducting cultural 
activity. Each discussion was attended by two moderators 
– a lawyer and a sociologist. The point of departure were 
entries on provenance in Kodeks Etyki ICOM dla Muzeów. 

 Up to now, legal aspects within the context of provenance 

studies could come down to moral-ethical guidelines and 
the thoroughness of the workshop of the historian of art, 
although already the UNESCO Convention of 1970 on the 
means of prohibiting and preventing of the illegal import, 
export and transfer of ownership of cultural property,51 
which Poland ratified in 1974, indicated the necessity of 
the special duties of museums and antiquarians purchasing 
works of art. At present, legal regulations are entering this 
sphere with harsh injunctions and indispensable require-
ments. In article 34 the Act on Museums of 21 November 
1996 (Dz. U. 1997, no. 5. item 24) appealed only to the hon-
esty of the museum expert. Kodeks Etyki ICOM dla Muzeów 
mentioned the essence of good practice in the chapter: 
O pozyskiwaniu zbiorów, with point 2.2. on the important 
ownership title and point 2.3 discussing origin and obliga-
tory diligence, which consists of the obligation to determine 
the full history of an object or item from the moment of its 
discovery or production.52 On the other hand, two interna-
tional documents – the UNIDROIT Convention (art. 4.4.), 
still not ratified by Poland, and the mentioned EU Directive 
1014/60/EU (art. 10.) impose upon the possessor, whose 
ownership is undermined, the duty of exercising due dili-
gence while acquiring an object. Only in such a case may 
he receive compensation for the reclaimed artwork. Earlier, 
however, he must present all the circumstances of the pur-
chase, including provenance documentation and whether 
he consulted an accessible register of stolen cultural ob-
jects. Recall that the Act of 5 August 2015 on Amendment 

4. Provenance inscription on the reverse of the base of a chalice stolen in 1994, which contributed to its identification in 2014 and retrieval in 2015.
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of the Acts Regulating the Conditions of Access to Certain 
Professions introduced changes into the Act on Museums 
of 21 November 1996 on the legal protection of movable 
objects of historical, artistic or scientific value, on loan from 
abroad for a temporary exhibition organised in the Republic 
of Poland, and imposed the duty of making sure whether 
the above-mentioned object has not been stolen or export-
ed contrary to the law or is a sought wartime loss. It thus 
foresees necessary procedures connected with checking 
whether the object in question is not mentioned on domes-
tic databases of lost cultural property and the Interpol data-
base. A project of an act on the restoration of national cul-
tural property, intent on implementing Directive 1014/60/
EU in the Polish legal order, also contains regulations ex-
tremely essential for provenance studies and enjoining sub-
jects dealing with a turnover in monuments to keep special 
books containing precise information about sold works of 
art and expert opinions pertaining to them.53 The establish-
ment and expansion of registers, including an official state 
one, is postulated by an entry in a United Nations resolution 
introducing international directives concerning the preven-
tion of crime and the promotion of penal liability in the do-
main of illegal trade in cultural goods and other affiliated 
misdemeanours.54 

Growing legal requirements and restitution challeng-
es are the reason why provenance studies are slowly be-
coming part the curriculum not only of courses in library 
studies, as has been the case in the past, but also in the 
history of art. At the University of Warsaw students could 
learn, as part of studies on graphic art, about “The prove-
nance of drawings and the history of collecting graphic art”. 

Unfortunately, this subject is not offered in any current di-
dactic cycle. Permanent courses on provenance, however, 
have been introduced into the post-graduate curriculum of 
museology courses at the University of Warsaw, and are 
held since 1994.55 For two years NIMOZ has been conduct-
ing workshops for museum experts. Nonetheless, in contrast 
to the USA, the United Kingdom, and Germany no Polish 
school of higher learning offers special courses in this field. 
For the past five years the Free University of Berlin has been 
conducting two-semester courses in provenance studies ad-
dressed to historians of art and archivists. Students carry out 
surveys in archives and become acquainted with the activity 
of auction houses. They also deal with paintings stolen from 
Jewish collectors during the National Socialism era, and fol-
low the complicated fate of one of the “entrusted” works. 
Furthermore, they learn how to analyse and understand 
documents, which cannot be properly deciphered without 
a working knowledge of history.56 It is worth noting that 
Polish students of museology and archive studies enquire 
about the availability of such independent courses.

 Due to the dynamic development of technology, con-
servators and researchers supporting them started to show 
interest in provenance studies and actually have much to 
offer in this domain. Their proposals include new research 
methods involving the application of latest instruments, 
such as electronic technologies, which make it possible 
to solve problems of dating, authorship and, sometimes, 
the provenance of historical monuments. Interest in those 
methods and their use in provenance studies is declared by, 
e.g. the employees of the Nicolaus Copernicus University in 
Toruń,57 which acts as a coordinator of the Polish Distributed 

5. Statement at an archivists’ forum – a post about provenance studies: a very interesting and useful subject at university, unfortunately not taught in Poland, 
even though I believe it would be very useful (print screen)
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Research Consortium for Heritage Science. The Consortium, 
created upon the initiative of universities, academies, re-
search institutes, and museum conservation ateliers has at 
its disposal a scattered and unique infrastructure for study-
ing historical objects by means of physico-chemical methods 
offered to conservators, historians of art, museum curators, 
and archaeologists.58 One of the applied methods is neutron 
activation analysis, which enables a detailed characteristic of 
the material used for executing a work of art. The method 
in question consists of a through analysis of trace elements, 
thus making it possible to, i.a. determine the history of the 
given object, and was first used in archaeological studies 
to establish the provenance of pottery. Today, it is applied 
for many other materials, including pigments, ores, alloys, 
and such stones as marble or sandstone, or alabaster.59 
In Poland the offered technique was used for, i.a. examin-
ing the provenance of a figurine of the so-called Jackowa 
Madonna from Przemyśl60 and the pigments of icons from 
the fifteenth to the eighteenth century.61 

Provenance studies are an inseparable part of efforts re-
storing a work of art for public presentation. Take the ex-
ample of a publication on the conservation of a painting 
by Lucas Cranach the Elder from the Wawel collections. In 
2004–2012 the forgotten and extensively damaged can-
vas was examined and subjected to thorough conservation 

carried out by Ewa Wiłkojć, who described it in: Chrystus 
błogosławiący dzieci Lucasa Cranacha st. w zbio rach Zamku 
Królewskiego na Wawelu w świetle badań i dzia łań konser-
watorskich. One of the chapters is dedicated to provenance 
studies.62 The presence of a conservator at establishing the 
history of a painting and confirming its identity is, unfor-
tunately, insufficiently appreciated. Copies of pre-war 1:1 
photographs cut into pieces and placed on a found paint-
ing provide evidence for the confirmation or negation of 
the identity of a given artwork.63 In other cases, conserva-
tion documentation is capable of confirming the authentic-
ity of a painting upon the basis of “paintbrush handwriting”, 
which, for all practical purposes, cannot be forged and can 
be compared more to papillary lines than to handwriting. 

Hopefully, postulates made by museum curators concern-
ing additional funds for conducting and organising prove-
nance studies as well as supporting museums with systemic 
solutions will be heard. The heart of the matter is for prob-
lems connected with studying the history of objects and de-
termining their origin not to give rise to doubts and anxiety, 
and for errors in the recognition of objects not to take place, 
although some are committed even by the best European 
institutions with magnificent traditions.64

It can be said that provenance studies in Poland are 
becoming increasingly significant and that interest in them 

6. Graph presenting the analysis of condensation for ceruse deriving from icons, panel paintings of the Lesser Poland, Silesian or Gdańsk School, after http://
www.fizyka.umk.pl/~erihs/index.php/neutronowa-analiza-aktywacyjna/ 

http://www.fizyka.umk.pl/~erihs/index.php/neutronowa-analiza-aktywacyjna/
http://www.fizyka.umk.pl/~erihs/index.php/neutronowa-analiza-aktywacyjna/
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is also growing, as is the number of publications directly or 
indirectly pertaining to them. It could be that the specificity 
of Polish history is the sole reason why we still so often 
understand the tasks of those studies and their range 
slightly differently than, e.g. museum professionals in the 
United States. For the latter the problem is restricted even 
in its terminology to former Jewish property and thus it 
becomes easiest to treat homogeneously phenomena taking 
place in the public sphere. The extent to which provenance 
studies and post-graduate courses are organised in Poland 
still remains insufficient. Their programme meets with the 
interest of the participants, chiefly museum professionals. 
The number of publications, conferences, and exhibitions 
on the history of Polish collecting and historical as well as 
contemporary art collections, with attention paid both to 
losses and holdings as well as the role played in society, is also 
on the rise.65 Here the significance of provenance studies is 
almost tangible. Contemporary technical accomplishments 
in the domain of computing and conservation favour the 
development of such studies. Introduced legal regulations 
no longer only urge and appeal for good will and ethical 
undertakings but delineate norms, which enjoin to make 

the effort of analysing and verifying data pertaining to the 
origin of objects. This is true especially whenever a museum 
institution intends to purchase a certain object or to borrow 
one from abroad for an exhibition; regulations obligate it to 
check whether the offered or loaned museum exhibit does 
not have concealed legal faults and whether it originates 
from theft or illegal transference or is outright a wartime 
loss; this means that for their own sake museums today 
cannot avoid provenance studies. One of the unresolved 
questions is that of the knowledge and skill of people 
conducting such studies, their reliability and required 
range of studies since due to their universality and legal 
compulsion as well as the direct availability of popular 
databases there might appear a routine automatisation of 
the process as well as the reduction and superficiality of 
quests. 

As if in response to postulates formulated by museum 
curators – and due to an indubitable appreciation of the 
value of research on the history of objects – in November 
216 they appeared for the first time in the programme of 
the Minister of Culture and National Heritage.66 For the time 
being it only refers to Polish wartime losses but, as one can 

7. Paintbrush visible in a pre-war photograph; section of the painting by Julian Fałat Before hunting in Rytwiany

 (Photo: 4 – T. Zadrożny; 7 – National Museum in Warsaw)
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find out from the strategic objectives of the programme 
premises, the long-range task [...] is to create among the 
employees of cultural institutions the need to examine the 
origin of objects not only in the context of wartime loss-
es, but also in the case of new purchases and the existing 

collections of the institutions.67 We may hope, therefore, 
that with the financial support of the authorities and suit-
able regulations the postulates made for so many years by 
museum curators and numerous milieus associated with cul-
ture will finally come true. 

Abstract:  This article continues the first part of 
Provenance studies in Poland published in issue 57 of the 
“Muzealnictwo” Annual in 2016, and complements the text 
published two years ago, which was more general and fo-
cused on the situation in the USA and Europe. It presents 
diverse aspects of the topic, through statistical analysis of 
the situation in our museums and discussing works by Polish 
authors who tackled the problem of methodology, includ-
ing first texts on library science and war losses, so-called 
orphaned works and property of Holocaust victims, and 
the post-war situation which contributed to the work’s loss 
of its origin. The article also draws attention to the legal 
aspects of purchasing artworks without due diligence, as 
well as to the verification of museum exhibits’ origin before 
obtaining legal protection for those works which are to be 

placed under so-called museum immunity. In the literature 
on provenance studies when examining the provenance of 
artworks, the increasing role of digital tools, such as the 
internet or digitisation, has been noted. Attention has also 
been drawn to the contribution of conservators and their 
innovative methods which may help determine the origin 
of an object. Another aspect raised in the text is the issue of 
the theoretical preparation to conduct provenance studies 
as well as the education which is already standard in library 
science faculties, but still a long-awaited subject for students 
of art history and archiving. Although NIMOZ has already or-
ganised day-long workshops for museum professionals, and 
the University of Warsaw has conducted academic seminars 
lasting several hours, there is still a long way before reaching 
the two-term studies offered at the Berlin Open University.

Keywords: provenance studies, war losses, requisition, restitution of cultural goods, provenance
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