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Abstract: As much as the history of the Free City 
of Danzig (1920–1939) has been dedicated numerous 
academic studies, the activity of its institutions and people, 
particularly  Gdańsk residents of German nationality who 
played a significant role in the city’s political, cultural, 
scientific, educational, and spiritual life until 1945 has 
been hardly investigated. One of such individuals is 
Willi Drost born in Gdańsk in 1892. Following his studies 
and academic work in Leipzig, Marburg, Cologne, and 
Konigsberg, in 1930 he returned to  Gdańsk, where 
he was offered the position of a custodian and later 
conservator of monuments of the Free City of  Gdańsk; 
furthermore, as of 1938 he was appointed Director of 
the City Museum, which he remained uninterruptedly 
until 1945. Beginning from 1930, he was also professor 
of art history at the Technischer Hochschule, engineering 
university, as well as curator of Museum Collections for the 
whole region of  Gdańsk – Western Prussia. His scholarly 
activity yielded numerous publications in art theory, North 
European modern painting, and  Gdańsk art. Furthermore, 
Drost takes credit for the inventory of  Gdańsk historic 

churches conducted from 1934 onwards. Resorting to 
the preserved materials, in 1957–1964, Drost published  
a 5-volume series titled Art Monuments of the City of 
Gdańsk (Kunstdenkmäler der Stadt Danzig).

During WW II, together with Prof. Erich Volmar, he 
supervised the action of protecting and evacuating art 
works from the City Museum, Town Hall’s Red Room, Artus 
Manor, Uphagen’s House, as well as from churches and other 
historic facilities. Directly following the end of WW II, Drost 
stayed on in Gdańsk, helping Polish art historians to recover 
art works hidden in the city and its vicinity. Having left for 
Germany in the spring of 1946, he was professor at Hamburg 
and Tubingen universities. Until his last days he continued 
to promote the cultural heritage of Gdańsk. In recognition 
of his merits, Drost was honoured with numerous awards 
in Germany, while in 1992, on the 100th anniversary of his 
Birthday, a plaque commemorating him was unveiled in front 
of the building of the former City Museum (Stadtmuseum), 
today housing the National Museum in Gdańsk. The paper’s 
goal is to popularize Drost’s endeavours as a museologist, 
and to recall all he did for Gdańsk.

Keywords: Free City of Gdańsk, City Museum in Gdańsk, Stadt- und Provinzialmuseum, Willi Drost (1892–1964), National 
Socialism, war losses, provenance studies, Nazi looting of artworks.

The Gdansk resident Willi Drost1 was the last Director 
of the Stadtmuseum (City Museum) in Gdansk. Already 
as of 1 February 1930, when he returned to his native 
city from Konigsberg, he was employed at the Gdansk 
Museum as a curator substituting Paul Abramowski.2 On 
1 June 1938, he was appointed the Museum’s Director, 
and at that point he moved together with his family from 

his domicile in Ogarna Street to the Museum flat on the 
premises of the former Franciscan monastery. On 16 June 
1945, a special commission made up of Polish experts 
inspected the Museum building, and informed Drost he 
was no longer Director. He was succeeded on the posi-
tion by Tytus Bieniecki.3 Willi Drost and his family had to 
leave the Museum flat.
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***

The period spanning 1930–45 was the most intense in Willi 
Drost’s career. The present paper focuses on this individual, 
who continues perceived as controversial, showing him as 
a museologist, and reminding of his services to Gdansk. 
Drost’s work as an academic teacher at the Technischer 
Hochschule, Director of the inventorying of art monuments, 
conservator of works of art and artistic craftsmanship, 
as well as his social activism at the Kunstforschende 
Gesellschaft and Kunstverein require a separate study.

Born in Gdansk on 10 September 1892,4 Willi Ludwig 
Otto Drost began his education in 1901 at the Humanist 
Gymnasium in Gdansk, and passed his baccalaureate at the 
Ducal Gymnasium in Schleiz. He was a student of history 
of art, philosophy, and Germanic and Romance studies at 
Leipzig and Marburg. In 1919, he crowned his Leipzig studies 
with the doctoral dissertation Lehre vom Rhythmus in der 
heutigen Ästetik der bildenden Künste (Study of Rythm in 
Today’s Aesthetics of Fine Arts). A junior lecturer at the 
universities in Leipzig and Cologne in 1922–23, he continued 
his academic work at the University of Konigsberg, where in 
1926 he defended his post-doctoral title with two theses: 
Barockmalerei in den germanischen Ländern5 (Baroque 
Painting in Germanic Countries) and Motivübernahme bei 
Jakob Jordaens und Adriaen Brouwer6 (Adoption of Motifs 
by Jakob Jordaens and Adriaen Brouwer). Thanks to a grant, 
between October 1927 and April 1928, Drost held lectures 
at the Bibliotheca Hertziana in Rome. Married to Erna 
Wollschon, he had two children: Ewa, born on 3 November 
1923, and Wolfgang, born on 16 August 1930.

Soon after taking the position of the curator at the City 
Museum in 1930, Drost was appointed a history of art lec-
turer at the Architectural Faculty of the Higher Technical 
School of the Free City of Danzig.7 He was quickly promoted, 
and in 1932 the Senate of the Free City of Danzig conferred 
upon him the Associate Professor’s title,8 and on 25 July 
1939 the Full Professor’s title.9

In 1934, Drost was appointed conservator of works of art 
and artistic craftsmanship in the Free City, next to the con-
servator of monuments of architecture Prof. Otton Kloeppl, 
and his deputy Prof. Erich Volmar.10

Inventorying covered survey and historical documentation 
of the buildings of the Main City and all the Gdansk churches. 
Due to staffing shortages, in 1935 Willi Drost commissioned 
the inventorying of tenement houses to Georg Münter,11 
a graduate from the Faculty of Architecture, Technische 
Hochschule, and Prof. Kloeppel’s student. According to the 
investigation of Barylewska-Szymańska PhD, Willi Drost was 
helping Münter out in this way since the latter had just lost 
his job at the University.12 After Münter had left for the posi-
tion of architect in 1938, the responsibility was assumed by 
Ernst Witt PhD and the Museum’s employee Gregor Brutzer.13

The Conservation Office continued the renovation of the 
Church of Our Lady, Artus Manor, Golden Gate, Great Mill, 
as well as of the gallerian house by the Holy Trinity Church. 
Numerous renovations of middle-class tenement houses in 
the main streets of Gdansk were conducted: in Długa Street 
(Langgasse) and Długi Targ Street (Langer Markt), clearing them 
of construction alterations and 19th-century ornaments.14

Position of Curator at the City Museum in 
Gdansk

Continuing and extending the collection of the Gdansk 
merchant Jacob Kabrun, which engendered the Museum 
collections, an expert in Netherlandish and Flemish painting, 

1. City Museum in Gdańsk, view ca 1930 until 1945; source: Herder-Institut 
Archive, Bildkatalog, Sammlung Drost, Inventarnummer 200011

2. Prof. Willi Drost, photo 1942; source: Danzig. Eroberung, Zerstörung, Flucht. 
Erlebnisse aufgezeichnet von Willi, Eva und Wolfgang Drost, Siegen 2000
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Drost aimed at finding reference to the tradition of Dutch 
painters, architects, and stonemasons, and their contribu-
tion to the city culture.

It was Drost’s decision to dedicate the first City Museum 
exhibition in August 1931 to Gdansk painting from 1530–1750. 
Thanks to his personal contacts, he was able to acquire for it 
also exhibits from the museums in Dresden and Stockholm. 
Through the intervention of the USSR Consul General in the 
Free City of Danzing Dr Ignatiy Kalin,15 Drost borrowed Daniel 
Schultz’s Tatarenfamilie from the Hermitage, which remained 
deposited at the City Museum until 1936. Through the Free 
City Senate he was trying to purchase that valuable artwork for 
the Museum. Regrettably, the Soviet party did not authorize 
the transaction, so the work was returned to the Hermitage.16 
The Exhibition was accompanied by an illustrated catalogue17 
with the introduction by Willi Drost, who did not only 
present famous artists from Gdansk and active there: Martin 
Schöninck, Anton Möller, Hermanna Hahn, Daniel Schulz, 
Bartolomäus Miltwitz, but also less known ones, such as: Adolf 
Boy, Helmich van Thweenhuysen II, or Enoch Seemann.

Beginning from 1933, the policy of the new National 
Socialist government of Gdansk gradually imposed control 
over all the institutions and offices, these including museums. 
What became the supreme priority was documenting 
and promoting the German character of Gdansk. As of 
1933, the permanent exhibition at the Stadtmuseum,18 
supposedly based on the rich tradition of native art,19 

was being rearranged. The Museum boasted numerous 
Modernist pieces, including paintings and prints by German 
Expressionists. The reorganization of the Museum’s 
resources and display resulted in the fact that the works, 
which in compliance with the National-Socialist state did not 
correspond with the dignity of art either in their content or 
form, were removed from the collections.20

In May 1935, the exhibition of two leading New 
Objectivity (Neue Sachlichkeit) artists: Otto Dix and Franz 
Lenk,21 was brought to Gdansk from Berlin’s Neumann 
Nierendorf Gallery. The Nazis had already in 1933 regarded 
Dix’s art as ‘degenerate’, and this probably may have been 
the decisive factor why the display was shown to a narrow 
circle of guests by invitation only.22

From 1933 the Museum collections were extended with 
works of 17th–19th-century artists, including prints and 
drawings. Furthermore, the collection of craftsmanship was 
added pieces of glassware, pottery, particularly Delftware, 
liturgical vessels of metal, silver, and of amber, as well as 
guild items of tin and brass. The collection of furniture was 
completed with pieces of Late German Neo-Classicism, until 
then missing in the Museum.23 The purchase of new paint-
ings for the collection of painting in 1936–37 was limited 
due to the Museum’s modest budget and an additional loss 
of value of the Gdansk guilder. The extension of the collec-
tion was possible mainly through purchases of prints at auc-
tions in the German Reich, numerous at the time.24

3. Fritz A. Pfuhle, Erna Drost, oil painting 1935; source: family archive of 
Prof. Wolfgang Drost

4. „Gdańsk Painting 1530–1750“ at the City Museum in August 1931/
„Danziger Malerei 1530–1750”. Ausstellung August 1931 im Stadtmuseum 
Danzig, Exhibition catalogue; source: Library of the National Museum in 
Gdańsk, 805 Accession No. II 805
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Stadtmuseum Director

Upon taking over after Walter Mannowsky25 the 
Stadtmuseum Director position, and following the review of 
the items collected in the Museum’s storage, Drost mounted 
exhibitions that were thematically the closest to the sphere 
of his interest: Netherlandish, Flemish, and Gdansk painting. 
During the first of them, launched on 27 May, he showed 
Netherlandish Baroque prints, while the subsequent exhibi-
tion’s topic in August/September was ‘Gdansk in 19th-Cen-
tury Painting’ by such artists as: Johann Carl Schultz, Fritz 
Hildebrandt, Michael Carl Gregorovius, Eduard Meyerheim, 
and Eduard Hildebrandt. Drost supported contemporary 
Gdansk painters, and collected their works, e.g.: Fritz August 
Pfuhle, Bruno Paetsch, Paul Dannot, Stanisław Chlebowski, or 
Felix Meseck. He made efforts for the works of Gdansk paint-
ers to be featured in exhibitions at museums and galleries in 
the Reich: in 1940 in Berlin, two years later in Munich, and in 
1943 at the Silesian Museum of Fine Arts in Wroclaw.

Thanks to Drost’s contacts the gallery was enriched with 
precious deposits of Italian and Flemish Painting from 
Berlin’s Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum. The works by painters 
of the Venation School of the 15th and 17th century: Paris 
Bordone, Francesco Montemezzano, Jacopo Bassano, Palma 
Vecchio, and Giorgio Vasari, as well as Flemish painting, in-
cluding the works by Jacob Jordaens, were displayed to 
the public26 in May 1939 in a specially prepared Painting 
Gallery Hall.27 Thus Drost’s long-standing dream to make 
our Museum achieve its due prestige thanks to Italian paint-
ings came true.28

During the monographic exhibition of the works of Felix 
Meseck in September 1940, it was quite sensational that 
the Museum displayed illustrations in pen to Gulliver’s 
Travels by Jonathan Swift which the Museum had purchased 
for the collection.29 Moreover, the overview of works by 
Stanisław Chlebowski30 organized by Drost in July 1941 
attracted much of the public interest. ‘Danziger Neueste 
Nachrichten’ defined Chlebowski in the article’s headline 
as the poet of colour.31 The article’s author, when discussing 
the Exhibition, remarked that already thirty years ago the 
City Museum in Gdansk purchased a still life of the then 
30-year-old disciple of Fritz Pfuhle, trusting in his painterly 
talent. (…) Chlebowski has demonstrated that he has not 
betrayed the trust put in him.32

In the summer of 1942, the Museum purchased Hitler’s 
bust, obligatory for offices and institutions of the Reich, one 
of the two foreseen for the planned display of Josef Thorak’s 
works. By the end of the War, it was decided that the bust 
should be hidden before the approaching front, and it was 
buried in the Museum’s garth.33

Willi Drost versus National Socialism
Drost’s expertise, his vision of developing the Museum and 
creating a major gallery of European painting in it appealed to 
Gauleiter Albert Forster and other Nazi officials. They would 
often ask Drost for his opinion on professional issues, and sup-
ported his activity, as of 1940 gradually increasing the Museum’s 
budget for the purchase of new exhibits for the collections.

Willi Drost was NSDAP member from 1 May 1938. 
After the War, he explained his decision to join the party: 

I wouldn’t have been able to continue my work, and that 
move was a required confirmation of my Germanness.34 
When following WW II denazification began, Drost too had 
to be verified. With the verdict of 4 March 1949 he was freed 
of charges.35 In the justification, the Commission wrote that 
Drost’s scholarly publications were strictly academic studies. 
Witnesses’ testimony confirmed that Drost had not pressed 
his co-workers to join the party. From among 20 of Drost’s 
subordinates, only 6 were NSDAP members. An important 
role in the acquitting was played by the testimony of Polish 
officials, confirming Drost’s proper and tolerant attitude to 
Polish interests and the fact that there was no objection to 
him leaving Gdansk.

The City Museum during WW II
Following the German invasion of Poland, Gdansk was 
incorporated into the Third Reich, and made the capital of 
the Gdansk-Western Prussia Province. Drost was appointed 
Museum Collections Curator of the Province, while Stadt- und 
Provinzialmuseum was renamed Stadt- und Gaumuseum für 
Kunsthandwerk zu Danzig.

From the very beginning of WW II, systematic looting 
of cultural heritage by Third Reich institutions was begun. 
The process of ‘securing’ German cultural heritage in the 
Eastern territories incorporated into the Reich started. The 
action was directed centrally from Berlin, while in Gdansk 
it was supervised by SS-Untersturmführer J.W. Dettenberg 
based at 8 Nowe Ogrody as the representative of the Special 
Delegate for Securing of Artistic Treasures in the Gdansk- 
-Western Prussia Province SS-Obersturmführer Dr Alfred 
Kraut. The looted items were inventoried, protected on site, 
or transported, and stored at the nearest museum.36

In July 1941, for example, the art works ‘secured’ at the 
Pelplin Cathedral were brought to the Gdansk Museum,37 and 
they were stored in the Museum’s cellars. The looted library of 
the Seminary was transferred to the City Library in Gdansk.38

The looting of art works also took place at Waplewo’s 
Sierakowski Palace, which contained rich art work collection 
amassed over centuries, and ranking among the most 

5. City Museum, exhibition of Italian painting in May 1939; source: Archive 
of the Library of the National Museum in Gdańsk 
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6. Verdict of the Political Office of 4 March 1949 declaring Prof. Willi Drost innocent; source: family archive of Prof. Wolfgang Drost 
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precious in Eastern Prussia.39 Drost made efforts to keep the 
collection integrated,40 this being difficult because of the 
territorial competence division of Third Reich institutions.41 
The Museum cellars also received art works from places on 
the Eastern Baltic Coast (e.g. the treasury of the Brotherhood 
of Blackheads from Riga).

Collection policy of the City Museum
Hitler’s attack on the European countries started a system-
atic looting of art pieces. Works confiscated at museums, 
church institutions, and from private individuals, ended up in 
auction houses, antique shops, and galleries. Financially sup-
ported by the Nazi authorities of Gdansk, Drost found it hard 
to resist the opportunities of an easy purchase of art works. 
In the reporting period 1941–42, the Museum acquired 72 
paintings, 30 prints and drawings, and 4 sculptures for the 
total of RM 550.000.42 In 1943, A.W. Kafemann, a Gdansk 
Publishing House, released the catalogue by Willi Drost of 
the new acquisitions of the Painting Gallery from 1940/41.43 
The publication was received with much interest by muse-
ologists throughout Europe because of such precious pieces 
as Crucifixion by Anton van Dyck, works by Ferdinand Bol, 
Pieter de Hooch, Jan Steen, Philips Wouwerman, Jan van 
Goyen, and Jacob van Ruisdael. In the following 1942/43 
reporting year, 14 oil paintings, 6 drawings and print port-
folios were purchased for RM 64.537.54.44

On several occasions Drost left for the Netherlands in order 
to purchase art works for the Museum collection. In the 
summer of 1943, he bought, among others, Child’s Portrait  
by Jacob Jordaens and a portrait of Hendrik Pot for the to-
tal of RM22.950.45 In March 1944, he brought paintings by 
Jacob Jordaens, Adriaen van Ostade, and Lucas van Uden. 
Moreover, he was able to acquire paintings of the old and 
newer group of Gdansk painters, e.g. The Artus Manor by 

Johann Carl Schultz. The paintings, furniture, and the pot-
tery came mainly from Amsterdam’s galleries: Kunsthandel 
Goudstikker46, Kunsthandlung J. Denijs47, Kunsthandel P. de 
Boer,48 as well as the Dorotheum,49 an auction house in 
Vienna. In March 1944, Drost bought 3 Renaissance ward-
robes. 2 oak chests, a desk, 3 faience vases, and 2 Delft vases 
for the total of RM 22,95050 from the Amsterdam-based 
J. Denijs antique dealer. From Drost’s note of 5 July 1944 it 
can be learnt that he purchased 12 paintings and 14 draw-
ings for the total of RM 98.569.51

The last year of Willi Drost in Danzig
Drost took part in the evacuation of art works; he also assisted 
the Polish authorities following the end of WW II in the 
process of bringing back the hidden exhibits to the Museum. 
Fearing the approaching war front, he sent inventory 
documents and photographs of Gdansk monuments to 
Hamburg; these would serve him later as the base to prepare 
the 5-volume publication on the monuments of major Gdansk 
churches titled Kunstdenkmäler der Stadt Danzig.

Already in August 1939, Willi Drost decided to transfer 
the major exhibits from higher storeys and the attic to the 
garth.52 The fire protection was improved and modernized; 
a special room was prepared as the strongroom.

Preparation for the collection to be evacuated outside 
Gdansk was started in 1942. Each item was photographed 
for the inventory file; moreover, evacuation lists of museum 
exhibits in several copies were prepared. One of them was 
submitted to the Allianz insurance company with whom 
Drost insured all the exhibits evacuated from the City 
Museum. The items from the Museum collections were 
stored in churches, manors, and palaces in localities near 
Gdansk, such as Grabiny Zameczek (Herrengrebin), Orlinki 
(Wordel), Sobowidz (Sobowitz), Żelisławki (Senslau), Rusocin 
near Pruszcz (Russoschin), Pręgowo (Prangenau), Przywidz 
(Mariensee), Pawłowo (Paglau), and Rzucewo (Rutzau). 
The most precious Museum’s exhibit Portrait of Johann 
Schwarzwaldt by Hans Holbein (the Younger) was deposited 
in the strongroom of the Gdański Bank, and according to 
Drost’s information, by the end of the war it was transferred 
to the cellars of the Grand Armoury. Currently, the miniature 
is most likely in Moscow.53 In February and March 1944, 
a portion of the items evacuated in 1941–43 outside 
Gdansk, were brought back to the Museum.

Upon the instruction of Gauleiter Albert Forster, as of 
1 September 1944 the most precious works of art were trans-
ported from Gdansk to Thuringia.54 On 7 November 1944,  
the last, third load was dispatched for the Reinhardsbrunn 
Castle near Gotha.55 China and silverware had been trans-
ferred to the vicinity of Halle in October 1943 and in 
September 1944.56

Stay in Gdansk from March 1945 until the 
departure in 1946
In early 1945, the Drosts were preparing to flee Gdansk. 
However, in February Willi Drost unexpectedly changed his 
mind, and decided to stay on in Gdansk with his family.57 
When on 23 March 1945 he was granted an official 
permit to leave the city signed by Albert Forster,58 he did 

7. City Museum, paintings prepared for transportation, photo before 1945;  
source: Herder-Institut Archive, Bildkatalog, Sammlung Drost, Inventarnum-
mer 249544 
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not take advantage of it. After the Russians had entered 
Gdansk, Drost was taken to the Russia headquarters, 
following which in a group of around 100 individuals, he 
was marched out of Gdansk. His goal was, as he claimed, to 
establish contacts with higher officers interested in finding 
the works of art for whose sake I have stayed in Gdansk.59 
During a stop in the march he managed to escape and 
return to the city. Lieutenant Marciniak from the Main 
Headquarters controlled by the Polish Army in Oliwa 
recognized Drost as the Director of the City Museum, and 
informed him that a representative of the Ministry from 
Warsaw was already in Gdansk, looking for him. Drost’s 
comment on the situation was: The one seeking me was 
Prof. Jan Kilarski60 I had once helped. Now he was trying 
to help me out in return.61 Several days later Drost was 
arrested again by the Soviets and imprisoned in the cellars 
of the GPU Schießstange. He shared the cell with Henryk- 
-Oskar Grüner62 whom he told where the monuments 
had been hidden. The following are the recollection of the 
fact63 by Prof. Małgorzata Gruener,64 daughter of Henryk- 
-Oskar Grüner: Working in forestry, my Father helped to find 
monuments. According to Maciej Kilarski,65 in the summer 
of 1943 the evacuation of endangered works of art was 
begun: furbishing of historic interiors (altars, epitaphs, 
pulpits, sculptures, paintings, etc.). The action was run by 
Gdansk conservators, i.e. Prof. Willy Drost and Erich Volmar. 
In April 1945, when my Father together with many others 
was arrested, he was for many days in touch with Willy 
Drost, who too had been arrested, and spoke a lot about 
where particular monuments had been placed. They were 
Forestry Commissions my Dad knew well.66

Drost was released from the prison in Kurkowa Street only 
following two interventions of Soviet officers, members of 
the Committee on the Arts at the USSR Council of Ministers, 
so-called trophy brigades.67 They were: Lieutenant-Colonel 
Leontiy Denisov, head of the group responsible for finding 
cultural goods in Pomerania, and Major Leonid Kharkov. 
Denisov worked for the Leningrad Hermitage, Kharkov 
was professor of numismatics at the Pushkin Museum 
in Moscow.68 Denisov’s group were trying to reach the 
individuals who had dealt with art works’ evacuation,69 
such as Profs. Willi Drost and Erich Volmar who provided 
information on where Gdansk art works had been deposited.

Drost had had the most precious items which stayed 
within Gdansk bricked up in the cellars of the Armoury. 
Denisov’s group reached a part of the preserved cellars and 
took out everything that had survived. Drost recalls: They did 
not want me to be present. I guess they suspected it would 
be safer for me if I did not witness that plunder. Only a part 
returned to the Museum (…). The most valuable sculptures, 
(…) but first of all the precious miniature by Hans Holbein Jr.70 
were flown to Moscow, provided I correctly understood the 
officer’s wink.71 Thanks to the information provided by Drost 
and Volmar paintings, sculptures, prints, furniture, artistic 
craftsmanship items, and parts of library collections were 
recovered. Regrettably, many objects had been plundered 
or destroyed. Out of 7 crates of Berlin, Meissen, and Chinese 
porcelain dispatched to Przywidz (Mariensee) on 6 July 1943 
and stored in a church, only shattered pieces remained.72

On 1 August 1945, 131 oil paintings, 65 sculptures, 82 
bas-reliefs, and 13 historic wardrobes were returned to the 

City Museum.73 The majority of the recovered art works 
were taken to the Soviet Union by Denisov’s group. On 29 
September 1945, Douglas-20 flew on board 17 crates of the 
most precious art works which ended up at the Pushkin 
Museum of Fine Arts in Moscow. In March 1946, further 80 
crates were transported by rail.74

In the 1950s and after 1990, the Russian government 
made restitution of a part of the works. In 1956, around 
12.518 items were returned to Poland, however before 
1989 identification of works that were Polish property and 
remained in USSR’s collections proved impossible. It was 
only in 1992–94, upon concluding a bilateral agreement, 
that a Polish-Russian expert commission was established. 

8. Jan Kilarski’s Gdańsk 45 Notebook, manuscript; source: family archive

9. Jan Kilarski’s notes in the Gdańsk 45 Notebook informing that the data pro-
vided by Drost and Volmar in 1945 are in green ink; source: family archive
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Preliminary research in Russian archives allowed to gain 
information on the vicissitudes of the works from Gdansk, 
however only a portion of them have been reclaimed.75 
When searching for the art works, Drost was often 
accompanied by Soviet officers and Prof. Kilarski. The 
moment of getting out from the Artus Manor rubble tiles 
of Georg Stelzener’s Renaissance stove, was recalled by 
Drost several years later: Suddenly Major Kharkov rose, and 
looking at the ruined Długi Targ and Town Hall said: Here we 
are rummaging through rubble and dust: a Russian officer, 
a Polish commissioner, and a German professor, and we have 
forgotten about the world around, the national hostility, and 
the war, united by the shared desire to put an old stove back 
together. May this be a good sign for the future. He may 
have believed in what he was saying.76

Prof. Jan Kilarski used to frequently visit Drost at the 
Museum, trying to help him as much as he could. Drost 
received 1.000 zlotys from Kilarski for works on clearing 
rubble on the Museum premises, and for several months, 
as the former Director, he was paid a symbolic salary.77 
Drost gave Kilarski all the evacuation registers, and provided 
detailed information on the whereabouts of the hidden 
works. Jan Kilarski’s notes record in detail dates and locations 
to which he went to discover the works hidden there. In the 
Notebook 45, he marked the information provided by Drost 
and Volmar in green ink.78

On 16 June 1945, a special commission of Polish experts 
inspected the Museum building, and informed Drost that his 
responsibilities had been assumed by Tytus Bieniecki. The 
Soviets suggested they could transfer Drost and his family to 

Moscow or to the Soviet Occupation Zone, however Drost 
decided to move to his daughter’s near Lübeck. Shortly be-
fore the departure from the Museum, the Drost family were 
detained by the militia, while the packed belongings were 
thoroughly inspected. Since the chests did not contain any 
valuables, but only books, sheets, and kitchen utensils, two 
days later the Drost family were permitted to move to a new 
location, namely Siedlce, so-called Russian colony in Gdansk.

Diseases, hunger, incessant struggle for survival, lack of 
prospects, and the deteriorating situation of the Gdansk res-
idents of German descent, prompted Drost’s decision to leave 
the city. Thanks to his command of French, assisted by the 
Swedish Red Cross, on 2 April 1946, Drost and his family left 
Gdansk for Gdynia, from where aboard a Swedish steamer 
they went to Gotland. Their final destination was Lübeck.79

***

Upon the arrival in Germany, and following a short impris-
onment, Drost and his wife went to live with their daugh-
ter. Drost revived contacts with his Hamburg university col-
leagues, however he was disappointed by their reaction. 
Gentlemen from the East are not welcomed, was a frequent 
reaction of Germany residents to fugitives and those ex-
pelled from the Eastern territories after 1945. In his ID is-
sued in Tübengen on 1 July 1948, the column: citizenship, 
nationality, reads: unclear, Danzig.

From the storage at the Hamburg port Drost regained 
chests with his books and the indispensable typewriter, sent 
a year before from Gdansk. What mattered to him most 

10. Letter of the architect Jerzy Stankiewicz to Prof. Willi Drost of 28 September 1958; source: family archive of Prof. Wolfgang Drost

� (Fot.  3, 6, 8-10 – I. Kramer-Galińska)
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were the notes on the Gdansk churches and numerous pho-
tographs of its monuments. On the grounds of the collected 
materials he elaborated five inventory monographs contain-
ing a full description of Gdansk churches’ architecture and 
interiors.80 They proved helpful to the architects and con-
servators rebuilding the city.

The acknowledgement of Drost’s work can be seen in the 
letter of the architect Jerzy Stankiewicz81 dated 28 September 
1958 in which he says: (…) I am full of admiration for your in-
ventorying work on all the Gdansk monuments of art which you 
conducted at such a difficult wartime. Two of your works on the 
Churches of St John and St Catherine are for us a precious help 
in the identification of many art works, which dispersed dur-
ing the war have been collected in the Oliwa Park Repository.82

A year later Stankiewicz sent Drost a monograph on 
Gdansk published by Polish scholars, and an issue of 
‘Rocznik Gdanski’ speaking of the archaeological works con-
ducted in the Churches of St Nicholas and St Catherine. In 
the introduction to the monograph on St Mary’s Church in 
the Kunstdenkmäler der Stadt Danzig series Drost thanked 
Polish professors of the Gdansk University of Technology: 
Jerzy Stankiewicz and Marian Osiński,83 for sharing with him 
plans, photos, and the paper on the reconstruction of St 
Mary’s Church after 1945; furthermore, he expressed hope 
that science and art will always form connecting bridges.84

After a short stay in Hamburg, Drost was given a job at 
the University of Tübingen where he ran courses in history 
of art. In recognition of his contributions, the University 
conferred the Honorary Professor’s title upon him in 1951. 
Moreover, he ran courses at the universities of Stockholm 
and Uppsala. For promoting and studying Gdansk monu-
ments, in 1962, Drost was awarded the Culture Prize by 
the Düsseldorf Municipality, and two years later the Georg 
Dehio Prize for his overall academic accomplishments.

Willi Drost passed away on 10 November 1964 in Bonn. 
The memory of this art historian, academic teacher, and au-
thor of numerous publications on the art of Gdansk85 has 
survived in the city. And both in the academic realm and 
the city’s history, and everyday life. Drost is the patron of 
the Student Research Group founded in 2003 at the History 
of Art Department at the University of Gdansk, as well as 
of one of the Gdansk tramways, namely line No. 10. On 10 
September 1992, on the 100th anniversary of his Birthday, 
at an event attended by his family and numerous guests, 
a plaque crediting the service to Gdansk rendered by the 
Director of the City Museum was unveiled in front of the 
building of the National Museum.86 The following is what 
Drost said about himself: I looked after works of art. They 
could not be saved for Germany, but at least the effort to 
prevent them from annihilation had to be made.87
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