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Abstract: On 5 August 1937, fulfilling the orders of the 
Chairman of the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts (Reichskammer 
der bildenden Künste), a confiscation committee showed 
up at the City Museum in Stettin, and demanded to be 
presented by the Director of the institution the Museum’s 
collection in view of ‘degenerate art’. While ‘hunting’ 
for the Avant-garde and ‘purging museums’, the Nazis 
confiscated works that represented, e.g. Expressionism, 
Cubism, Bauhaus Constructivism, pieces manifesting the 
aesthetics of the New Objectivity, as well as other socially 
and politically ‘suspicious’ art works from the late Belle 
Époque, WWI, German Revolution of 1918–1919, or from 
Weimer Republic Modernism of the 1920s and 30s. The 
infamous Munich ‘Entartete Kunst’ Exhibition turned into 
a travelling propaganda display, presented in different 
variants at different venues. A three-week show (11 Jan.–
5 Feb. 1939) was also held in Stettin, in the Landeshaus 
building (today housing the Municipality of Szczecin).

Provenance studies: biographies of the existing works, 

often relocated, destroyed, or considered to have been 
lost, constitute an interesting input into the challenging 
chapter on German and European Avant-garde, Szczecin 
museology, and on Pomerania art collections. Side by side 
with the artists, it was museologists and art dealers who co-
created this Pomeranian history of art. The Szczecin State 
Archive contains a set of files related to ‘degenerate art’, 
revealing the mechanisms and the course of the ‘museum 
purge’ at the Stettin Stadtmuseum. The archival records 
of the National Museum in Szczecin feature fragments of 
inventory ledgers as well as books of acquisitions, which 
provide a particularly precious source of knowledge. The 
published catalogue of the works of ‘degenerate art’ from 
the Museum’s collections covering 1081 items has been 
created on the grounds of the above-mentioned archival 
records, for the first time juxtaposed, and cross-checked. 
The mutually matching traces of information from Polish 
and German archives constitute a good departure point for 
further more thorough studies.

Keywords: ‘Entartete Kunst’, ‘degenerate art’, Museum der Stadt Stettin, City Museum in Stettin, National Museum in 
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In December 2018, twenty years passed since the sign-
ing and adoption by 44 countries (Poland included) of the 
Washington Principles1 related to the art works confis-
cated by the Nazis. In 1999, ICOM,2 and soon afterwards 
the Council of Europe,3 formulated similarly spirited doc-
uments, confirmed by subsequent declarations.4 In com-
pliance with the Washington agreement owners of public 
collections should investigate the provenance of their collec-
tions whose history throughout 1933–45 is doubtful, insuf-
ficiently known, or almost entirely unknown, and publicize 
the results. In the event when the pre-war owners (or their 
heirs) cannot be identified with perfect certainty, honest 
attempts should be made to solve the restitution claims. 
It was decided that the return of the looted cultural goods 
of European Jews to their original owners or heirs, or the 
countries in which they lived is important, since it allows to 
recreate the place and role of the Jewish culture in Europe.

The above-mentioned documents are quite particular 
about recommending provenance studies of museum 
collections: investigation that has constituted part of 
the rudimentary duty of museologists taking care of the 
collections, and which has not been cancelled despite the 
dynamic changes occurring in contemporary museology 
and new activity areas being assigned to museums. 
Although today this may sound like truism, in view of the 
poor investigation of the provenance issues of collections, 
reminding that apart from various scholarly, research, 
exhibition, and dissipation tasks, a reliable research into the 
history of museum exhibits is within the canon of curators’ 
responsibilities seems an essential must. Particularly when 
one wants to get to know the role, importance, as well as 
custom- and idea-related context of the studied art work.

Twenty years after the signing of the Washington 
Principles, on 10 April 2019, for the first time the Day of 
Provenance Research5 was celebrated in five European 
countries. In different activities within the framework of the 
newly established museum holiday, falling on the second 
Wednesday in April, over sixty European institutions par-
ticipated; in subsequent years the list of participants shall 
undoubtedly grow longer. Both the development of con-
temporary research trends in the humanities, as well as the 
advancing digitizing of museum inventories and of various 
archival sets constitute an impulse to deepen our outlook 
on the provenance of an artwork, and to critically reflect on 
the cultural legacy, collectorship, nationalization processes, 
reprivatisation, and restitution,6 helping to modify museum 
procedures and legal solutions, as well as to transform the 
art work market.

On 28 February 2012, customs officers entered the 
Munich flat of Cornelius Gurlitt, and confiscated the col-
lection of over 1.500 pieces of art collected by his father 
Hildebrand Gurlitt, one of the few trusted art dealers of 
Adolf Hitler. The German prosecutor’s office began sus-
pecting that what was to be later called the Schwabinger 
Kunstfund and Salzburger Fund collection, namely the 
works purchased in the Third Reich, had been looted by 
Nazis. What started was an interesting, still ongoing frag-
ment of the contemporary history of provenance research. 
‘The Gurlitt’ case: media smear campaign against Cornelius 
Gurlitt, reporters’ speculations as for the collection’s worth, 
bluntly formulated suspicions of the illegal provenance of 

the works, boosted emotions, however the suspicions 
were not fully confirmed later by the research conducted 
by the international team of specialists headed by Ingeborg 
Berggreen-Merkel, and officially completed in December 
2015.7 A peculiar summing up of the Gurlitt case was the 
exhibition prepared by Agnieszka Lulińska, shown in two dif-
fering versions: first in Bern as ‘Bestandsaufnahme Gurlitt. 
Entartete Kunst – beschlagnahmt und verkauft’ (Gerliutt’s 
Inventory. Degenrate Art: Confiscated and Sold), presented 
at the Kunstmuseum Bern, and later in Bonn as `Der NS- 
-Kunstraub und die Folgen‘ (Nazi Looting of Works of Art, 
and Its Results), this version displayed at the Kunst- und 
Ausstellungshalle der Bundesrepublik Deutschland. Later, 
the Bonn variant was shown at the Martin Gropius Bau in 
Berlin.8 Apart from the aspect of coming to know the part 
of Gurlitt’s collections, the Bonn and Berlin editions actually 
had a great educational value. The exhibition revealed nu-
merous contradictions of Hildebrand Gurlitt’s attitudes and 
actions, in many a case showing the recreated history of the 
work, in others leaving the issue of the provenance open, 
while multiplying Cornelius Gurlitt- related questions. At the 
same time, they inspired the debate on ethics and moral-
ity. There is no dout that ‘Gurlitt’s scandal’9 demonstrated 
the need to consistently conduct provenance research also 
in relation to public collections. It made the debate leave 
the circle of academic congress discussions and museum of-
fices, bestowing upon it a broad social dimension, inscribing 
it in a general social awareness. At the same time, the very 
display of the Gurlitt collection, similarly as the exhibition 
from several years ago: ‘Raub und Restitution’ (‘Robbery and 
Restitution’)10 and ‘Gute Geschäfte. Kunsthandel in Berlin 
1933–1945’ (‘Good Business. Trading in Art Works in Berlin 
in 1933–45’),11 or the recently opened, actually opposite in 
its assumptions and character, the display of Emil Nolde’s 
works at the Berlin Hamburger Bahnhof: Museum für 
Gegenwart,12 showing that the studies related to the ques-
tions of art in the Nazi period, particularly the provenance 
questions are difficult, not obvious, full of ambiguities, re-
quiring investigative insight, and restraint of judgments.13

The Reich Chamber of Culture created in September 
1933 (Reichskulturkammer, RKK) headed by Joseph 
Goebbels, made up of 7 departments: Reich Chamber 
of Fine Arts (Reichskammer der bildenden Künste), 
Reich Chamber of Filmaking (Reichsfilmkammer), Reich 
Chamber of Music (Reichsmusikkammer), Reich Chamber 
of Theatres (Reichstheaterkammer), Reich Chamber of 
Press (Reichspressekammer), Reich Chamber of Writing 
(Reichsschrifttumskammer), and Reich Chamber of the 
Radio (Reichsrundfunkkammer), together with other gears 
of the Nazi machine effectively transformed culture into 
the propaganda tool serving exclusively the current ideas 
of the state.14 Official restrictions doomed Avant-garde art-
ists, similarly as other victims of the Third Reich, to persecu-
tion, indignation, exclusion, migration, their art, in turn, to 
non-existence, both through flat police searches, seizure of 
works, and ban on the works: Schaffensverbot.

The Munich ‘Entartete Kunst’15 Exhibition has permanently, 
though infamously entered the world history of exhibitions, 
and was one of the three stages of the ‘Degenerate Art’ 
Action, conducted on the Ordinance of the Nazi dictator as of 
30 June 1937. It consisted, first of all, in the confiscation from 
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the collections of German museums and galleries of those 
works of art which according to the theoreticians of National 
Socialism were a manifestation of political and cultural 
decadence, anarchy and artistic Bolshevism; secondly, 
a propaganda exhibition of the confiscated works was 
mounted; and finally, they were to be destroyed or auctioned, 
and the profit was to benefit the Reich’s war budget. Worth 
remembering is the fact that the term today unequivocally 
associated with the policy of the Third Reich, namely 
‘Entartete Kunst’, translated as degenerate art (sometimes 
also as perverse art), refers to the concept applied to living 
organisms, and it was originally used in biological or medical 
contexts. At the turn of the 19th century, attempts were 
made by the German Romantic Friedrich Schlegel, one 
of the creators of linguistics, and the 19th-century Swiss 
humanist Jacob Burckhardt to transfer it it the domain of 
art. In the 1890s, the Jewish doctor and writer Max Nordau 
published a two-volume study Entartung in which he called 
e.g. Richard Wagner, Charles Baudelaire, Étienne Mallarmé 
degenerates of literature, music, and painting. He considered 
their works to be ridiculous, riotous, and socially harmful. The 
next sense of the term was born due to the development 
of eugenics. In the 1920s, the American historian, lawyer, 
politologist, and journalist Lothrop Stoddard observed, as a 
matter of fact correctly, that simplifying form to emphasize 
the content made Expressionists’ works resemble the art of 
African tribes. He defined the works of contemporary artists 
as an activity of unadjusted and degenerate individuals. 

Today, however, the term ‘Entartete Kunst’: ‘degenerate art’, 
seems to be permanently connected with the Nazi ideology 
and ‘racial purity’.16

The unprecedented action of ‘museum purge’ of 
‘degenerate art’ had been preceded by the symbolic act of 
book burning at almost all university towns of the Reich (10 
May 1933), the latter particularly spectacular in Berlin at 
former Opernplatz (today Bebelplatz). In the propaganda, but 
also ‘educational’ contexts, the character of the 1937 Munich 
exhibition, and its subsequent versions in different cities of 
the Reich, had been preceded by a series of relatively smaller 
displays, known as Schreckenskammer (chambers of horrors 
of art) which in a way had been meant to prepare the ground 
for the ‘appropriate’ social reception of the Munich project. 
The first of such exhibitions was inaugurated at Mannheim’s 
Kunsthalle on 4 April 1933. There were over 20 similar displays 
of ‘degenerate art’ in 1933–37, e.g. in Munich, Nuremberg, 
Erlangen, Karlsruhe, Bielefeld, Ulm, Darmstadt, Dortmund, 
Hagen, Regensburg, Frankfurt, Ingolstadt, Dresden, Breslau 
/ Wrocław, Halle an der Saale – Moritzburg, Dessau,17 and 
later in 1942 in Litzmannstadt / Lodz,18 incorporated into the 
Third Reich as a part of the Warthegau (Land of the Warthe) 
on 3 November 1939.

You can see around you the products of madness, 
rudeness, lack of talent, and degeneration […] what this 
exhibition offers shocks us all and disgusts. We would not 
have enough trains to purge German museums of all that 
junk. We will lead to that and the fastest possible. It is 

1. Museum der Stadt Stettin, Kunst- u. Kunstgewerbemuseum, Erwerbungs-Inventar der Sammlung von Originalen neuerer Kunst. Werke der Plastik, Gemäl-
de und Handzeichnungen, 1910–1944 (City Museum in Stettin, Museum of Art and Artistic Crafts. Inventory of Acquisitions Covering the Collections of Newer 
Art. Sculpture, Paintings, and Drawings, 1910–1944)
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terrifying when I, as a front soldier, see how the name of 
today’s German soldier is tarnished and insulted. Or when 
in other works the swine mock the German mother, showing 
her either as a horny whore or a great-grandmother with 
an expression of thick stupidity on her face. Companions, 
I do not have enough time to present you all the crime 
against German art committed by those individuals acting 
on the instructions of German international Jewry. What is 
the most trivial and spiteful has gained a high value. The 
utmost refined ugliness has become the beauty ideal.19 The 
scornful words of Adolf Ziegler, graduate from the Academy 
of Fine Arts in Weimar, NSDAP member as of 1925, Party’s 
advisor on fine arts, in 1933 appointed Professor at the 
Royal Bavarian Academy of Fine Arts in Munich, yet first and 
foremost President of the Reich Chamber for Fine Arts as 
of November 1936 and plenipotentiary for the ‘Degenerate 
Art’ Action, unequivocally define the attitude of the Third 
Reich to the Avant-garde and its artists.

On 12 July 1937, in the Spain Pavilion during the Paris 
International Exposition, Pablo Picasso displayed his 
Guernica. Meanwhile, not even a full week later, precisely 
on 18 July, in Munich distanced 850 km from Paris, at the 
House of German Art, designed by Paul Ludwig Troost 
following the style of monumental Neo-Classicism in 
Prinzregentenstasse, on the verge of the English Garden 
(Haus der Deutschen Kunst, currently Haus der Kunst, a 

prestigious venue for international display projects), the First 
Great German Art Exhibtion was launched. It featured about 
900 works representing artists accepted by the Party and the 
government circles of the Nazi state.20 On the following day, 
19 July, when opening the ‘Entartete Kunst’ Exhibition, Adolf 
Ziegler, that extreme naturalist, by critics named the Master 
of German Pubic Hair, used his scornful language to comply 
with Adolf Hitler’s declaration: The works of art which are 
incomprehensible in themselves, yet require a huffy manual 
to finally find someone who is confused enough to accept 
the whole stupid and insolent nonsense, from now on will 
not have access to the German nation.21 The Exhibition was 
shown in the garden arcades of the Munich Royal Residence 
(Münchner Hofgarten), not far from the House of German 
Art, actually across the street, close to Odeonplatz. The 
works of ‘degenerate art’ were displayed in 9 narrow spaces 
of the then Archaeological Institute at 4 Galeriestrasse where 
the collection of plaster casts of ancient sculptures was 
presented (currently the building houses the Munich Art 
Society, Kunstverein München e.V.). Among the ‘forbidden 
works’ there were pieces by artists born in the last two 
decades of the 19th and early 20th centuries, who due to the 
expression means they applied, their aesthetical choices, 
and political views, did not fit the ideals of art valid in the 
Third Reich. While witch-hunting the Avant-garde, the Nazis 
seized works created after 1910, covering Expressionism, 

2. Museum der Stadt Stettin, Zugangsbuch der Druckgraphik, 1912–1938 (City Museum in Stettin, Book of Receipts of Prints, 1912–1938)
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Fauvism, Cubism, Abstractionism, those representing the 
aesthetics of the New Objectivity (Neue Sachlichkeit), 
Bauhaus Constructivism, and others from the period of WW 
I, November Revolution, or the Modernity of the Weimer 
Republic in the 1920s and 30s, whose social and political 
undertones were ‘suspicious’. Within the space of the Munich 
display, 730 works of 112 banned artists were displayed, e.g.: 
Ernst Barlach, Maks Beckmann, Marc Chagall, Lovis Corinth, 
Lyonel Feininger, George Grosza, Wassily Kandinsky, Otton 
Freundlich, Paul Klee, Heinrich Campendonk, Erich Heckel, 
Karl Hofer, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Oskar Kokoschka, Wilhelm 
Lehmbruck, Piet Mondrian, Otton Müller, Emil Nolde, Maks 
Pechstein, Pablo Picasso, Christian Rohlfs, Karl Schmidt- 
-Rottluff, Oskar Schlemmer, Kurt Schwitters, and many others.

The Exhibition’s scenario assumed 9 thematic sequences: 
Transposition/ Disorder of the Sense of Form and Colour 
(Versetzung des Form- und Farbempfindens), Religious 
Topics (Religiöse Thematik), Propaganda of Class Struggle 
(Klassenkampfpropaganda), Protest of Conscience 
(Wehrpflichtverweigerung), Moral Programme of Bolshevism 
(Moralisches Programm des Bolschewismus), Degeneration 
/ Racial Distortion (Rassische Entartung), Mental Degeneration 
(Geistige Entartung), Jewish Art (Jüdische Kunst), and Total 
Madness (Vollendeter Wahnsinn). The Munich display 
visited by 2.009.899 people in the period between 19 July 
1930 to 30 November 1937 turned into a propaganda 
travelling exhibition, presented in different variants in 
several dozen centres. The shows were held subsequently 
in: Berlin (Haus der Kunst, 4 Königsplatz 4, today Platz der 

Republik, 26 Feb.–8 May 1938, 500.000 visitors), Leipzig 
(Grassi-Museum, 13 May-6 June 1938, 60.000 visitors), 
Düsseldorf (Kunstpalast, 18 June – 7 Aug.1938, 150.000 
visitors), Salzburg (Festspielhaus, 4 Sept.–2 Oct.1938, 
40.000 visitors), Hamburg (6 Schulausstellungsgebäude, 
Spitalerstr., 11 Nov.–30 Dec, 1938, 136.000 visitors), Stettin  
/ Szczecin (Landeshaus, 11 Jan.–5 Feb.1939, 82.000 visitors), 
Weimar (Landesmuseum, 23 March–24 April 1939, 50.000 
visitors), Vienna (Künstlerhaus, 6 May–18 June 1939, 147.000 
visitors), Frankfurt (Kunstausstellungshaus, 8 Bockenheimer  
Landstr., 30 June–30 July 1939, 40.000 visitors), Chemnitz 
(Kaufmännisches Verreinshaus, 1 Moritzstr., 11 Aug. 
–26 Aug. 1939), Waldenburg / Wałbrzych (Gebäude der 
Kreisleitung der NSDAP, Adolf-Hitler-Aue, 18 Jan.–2 Feb. 1941), 
Halle a.d. Saale (Landesanstalt für Volkheitskunde, Wettiner 
Platz, 5–20 April 1941).22 The above-given number of visitors 
clearly testifies to the scale of the impact of the Nazi propaganda 
in its xenophobic undertone on average German citizens.

According to the Exhibition’s organizers, one of the 
iconic works both in Munich and in its wandering variants, 
embodying the degeneration of visual arts, was the Crucifix 
by Luwdig Gies, created in 1921 as commemoration of the 
fallen in WW I for the Marian Church in Lübeck, today only 
known from archival sources, photographs, pre-war books 
and papers, old press reports, and other records.23 The 
Expressionist wooden sculpture showing a blue-green body 
of Jesus stands out against the red cross and the golden 
halo, with a face reminding of non-European primitive 
masks or gas masks used during the war. Finally, though 

3. Ludwig Gies, Crucifix, 1921; 1922/1923 purchased by the Stettiner Mu-
seumsverein (Stettin Museum Society) in Berlin from a private collector for 
M 2 000 000 and deposited with the Museum, 10 July 1937 confiscated, from 
Nov. 1941 at the disposal of the Reich Ministry for Public Enlightenment and 
Propaganda, in storage at 50 Königstrasse, Berlin, possibly burnt down during 
the storage’s fire, currently generally considered as unpreserved

4. Ernst Barlach, Mother Earth (model), 1920; donation of Richard Biesel, 
6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, intended for sale, purchased by Bernhard Böhmer 
for USD 50, collection of Friedrich Schult, Güstrow; wrongly considered as part 
of Ernst Barlach’s legacy, Güstrow; currently: Ernst Barlach Stiftung, Güstrow 
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originally displayed in the Lübeck Cathedral, already in 1923 
it was purchased for M 2.000.000 from a private owner by 
the Stettin Museum Society (Stettiner Museumsverein), 
and transferred as a deposit to its collection. In the deposit 
inventory book of pre-war Stettin Museum, the sculpture 
was item No. 1. In the City Museum (Museum der Stadt 
Stettin) run by Walter Riezler located in the sumptuous 
building on Haken Terrace (Hakenterrasse, today the 
famous Wały Chrobrego Oder Embankment), for years 
suspended in the Dome Room, in 1933 it was taken off 
the display, and hidden in the storeroom. On 8 July 1937, 
Otto Holtze, appointed Stettin City Musem Director in 
1934, an art historian, earlier working at the Museum as 
a curator of artistic craftsmanship, and an NSDAP member, 
which is of relevance, following a phone conversation with 
Adolf Ziegler, immediately confirmed by a cable, sent the 
Crucifix to Munich. Already on 10 July, the 3-metre wooden 
sculpture reached its destination thanks to Gebrüder 
Wetsch, a transportation company. Gies’s work, No. 16.232 
item in the ‘degenerate art’ inventory (EK- Inventar), in 
November 1941 was transferred to the Reich Ministry for 
Public Enlightenemnt and Propaganda (Reichsministerium 
für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda), and placed in the 
storeroom at 50 Königstrasse in Berlin (Berlin-Mitte). It is 
generally believed that the work was burnt down during 
the fire of the storeroom.

From among all the confiscated works from German mu-
seums and galleries, 125 particularly precious ones were 

selected; three of them came from the Stettin collection: 
two paintings by Lovis Corinth (Self-portrait in the Studio and 
Death and the Woman) and one by Christian Rohlfs (Poppy 
Field); they were all put up for the infamous auction mounted 
by Theodor Fischer at the Grand Hotel National in Lucerne on 
30 June 1939.24 Pieces of degenerate art were also auctioned 
on several occasions in Switzerland.25 Earlier, on 20 March 1939 
at the Main Fire Station, 42 Lindenstrasse, Berlin-Kreuzberg, mi-
nor pieces of ‘decadent art’ (‘Verfallskunst’) were burnt down. 
A great number of paintings taken from their rightful owners 
were also destroyed. Others were deposited in storerooms and 
repositories, e.g. Berlin Kreuzberg in the Victoria granary that 
belonged to the Berlin Port and Repository Society (BEHALA) 
at 24 Köpeniker Strasse, as well as the Baroque Schönhausen 
Castle at Pankow, at the time near Berlin (today Berlin’s 
District). Later on they were sold artificially underpriced to se-
lected antiquaries and galleries who conducted war business-
es,26 to mention here Hildebrand Gurlitt,27 Bernhard Böhmer,28 
Karl Buchholz,29 Ferdinand Möller, as well as Paul Graupe,30 
Karl Haberstock, or Hansjoachim Quantmeyer.

On 15 February 1933, Käthe Kollwitz and Heinrich Mann 
were forced to leave the Prussian Academy of Art, a year later 
in April 1934 Walter Riezler, from 1910 Director of the City 
Museum in Stettin, was forced to retire early, having spent 
the year before on a forced leave. A letter dated 13 April 
1923 addressed to Riezler written by the Mayor of Stettin 
with a brief and meaningful content, has been preserved: In 
response to your letter dated 10 April 1933, let me inform you 

5. Lovis Corinth, Self-Portrait in the Studio, 1914; 1921 purchased for 
the Museum with the financing from the Keddig Foundation for M 8000, 
5 Aug. 1937 confiscated, intended for sale, purchased by Theodor Fischer 
for CHF 200, 30 June 1939 put up for auction at the gallery of Theodor Fis-
cher, Lucerne, and sold for CHF 3000, currently: Bayerische Staatsgemälde-
sammlungen – Pinakothek der Moderne, Munich

6. Lovis Corinth, Portrait of a Woman (Woman in Red), 1917; 1925 donated 
to the Museum as part of a collection by Wilhelm and Frieda Doering (the 
work assessed at RM 4000), 5 Aug. 1937 confiscated, intended for exchange, 
collection of Bernhard Böhmer, Güstrow, current whereabouts unknown
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that your leave has been in effect for fundamental reasons. 
The concept of art that you represent contradicts, in my view, 
education required in every domain by the national state.31 
Riezler was forced to leave also because, when running 
the Museum, he expressed his views on art, both through 
the policy of amassing collections directed at modernity 
and Avant-garde accomplishments and through organizing 
temporary exhibitions and lectures open to the public, as 
well as the didactic activity at the School of Artistic Crafts 
in Stettin. The fact that the Nazis came to power did not 
only deprive the author of Die Form ohne Ornament of the 
director’s position, but also of the function of the Editor-in-
Chief of the ‘Die Form’ magazine that was the press organ 
of Werkbund. In the context of the impact of politics on 
the Stettin Museum in the period preceding the ‘museum 
purge’ action can be recalled with the anecdote on the 
present which Hermann Göring was given on the occasion 
of his marriage to Emma from the city of Stettin and its Mayor 
Werner Faber on 10 April 1935. It was the painting Village 
on the Oder (oil technique, canvas, 200 x 102 cm) by Hans 
Hartig, removed from the Museum’s inventory, purchased 
from the artist by the Pomeranian Society for Arts and Crafts 
(Pommerscher Verein für Kunst und Kunstgewerbe) for 
M 1.500, and donated to the Museum.32

In the State Archives in Stettin a relatively small, however 
precious and interesting set of files related to ‘degenerate 
art’ has been preserved. It contains originals and copies 
of documents and official correspondence, various notes, 
newspaper clippings, as well as an extremely valuable item, 
namely detailed lists of works regarded for various reasons 
to be so-called degenerate art. The material reflects the then 
policy towards art; it provides information on mechanisms 
and methods of actions in the Nazi times, revealing the 
course of the ‘museum purge’ in Stettin.33 Several years ago 
this set was the object of reflection of Bernfried Lichtnau.34

At 1.30 pm on Thursday 5 August 1937 who arrived at 
the Stettin City Museum, on the order of the President of 
the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts was the Commission for 
Confiscation headed by Franz Hofmann from Berlin, Head of 
Department 9: for Visual Arts at the Reich Ministry for Public 
Enlightenment and Propaganda as the Commission’s chair; 
despite the absence of Mayor Werner Faber he instructed 
Director Otton Holtze to make the collections available to 
the Commission for the purge of ‘decadent art’. Apart from 
above-mentioned Franz Hofmann, the Stettin Commission 
was composed of: Emil Stahl, Director of the City Gallery 
in Nuremberg; Dr Hoffmann, Director of the Museum in 
Munich; Carl Meder of Berlin, the clerk responsible for the 

7. Lyonel Feininger, Benz VII (Village Church), 1914; 1919 purchased for the Museum with the financing of the Stettin Museum Society from Israel Ber 
Neumann for M 7000, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, intended for sale, purchased by Theodor Fischer for CHF 20, currently in the collection of John B. Holt in 
Georgetown, Maine, USA
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trade of works of art at the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts; 
Diebenow, head of the Culture District at the Stettin NSDAP; 
Straube, head of the Pomeranian national section of the 
Reich Chamber of Fine Arts; as well as Schröder, the clerk 
of the Chamber, the last two from Stettin. In the afternoon 
of 5 August, Coburg-born Kuno Popp, who had arrived in 
Stettin together with Franz Schwede in 1934, joined the 
Commission; he was head of the Pomeranian national sec-
tion of the Reich Ministry for Public Enlightenment and 
Propaganda, future member of the Pomeranian constitu-
ency in the Nazi Reichstag. The following is the report of 
Bernfried Lichtnau:

The Head of the Commission presented the power of at-
torney issued by the President of the Reich Chamber of Fine 
Arts Adolf Ziegler. The Commission, as if conducting an at-
tack, looked through all the art collections including the stor-
age in a day and a half.35 It was decided that 7 art pieces had 
to be immediately taken off the walls: three works by Lovis 
Corinth, one by Maks Slevogt, two by Albert Weisgerber, 
and the painting Avenue at Arles by Vincent van Gogh36 (re-
turned to the Museum on the following day). On the second 
day of the Commission’s activity, about 300 painting, draw-
ings, water colours, and prints were confiscated.

On Monday 9 August 1937, in compliance with the 
decisions, all the confiscated works left Stettin for Berlin 
to be further verified, as it was phrased. The works were 
transported by train, in a furniture carriage, and the process 
went smoothly run by two forwarding companies: the Berlin 
one of Gustav Kanuer, and the Stettin one of Carl Freese. The 
same date is featured on the letter of Mayor Werner Faber, 
summing up the course of the Commission’s visit, confirming 
the departure of the works from Stettin, addressed to 
three individuals in compliance with the principles of the 
official document circulation: Wilhelm Frick, Minister of the 
Interior of the Reich and Prussia (Reichs- und Preußischer 
Minister der Innern), c/o Gottfried Graf von Bismarck- 
-Schönhausen, Pomeranian Reich State Prime Minister 
(Regierungspräsident Pommern); Klaus Graf von Baudissin, 
Head of the Education Office at the Reich Ministry of Science, 
Education and Culture (Leiter des Amts Volksbildung im 
Reichserziehungsministerium); as well as Bernhard Rust, 
Minister of Science, Education, and Culture of the Reich and 
Prussia (Reichs- und Preußischer Minister für Wissenschaft, 
Erziehung und Volksbildung), c/o the Pomeranian State 
Prime Minister (Regierungspräsident Pommern).

Another interesting set of documents preserved at the 
State Archives in Szczecin is the correspondence related 
to removing the monumental murals in the Dome Room 
(above the Pompeii Cabinet, on the second floor, in the 
central part of the Museum building) and commissioned 
from Otton Hettner and Karl Hofer by Walter Riezler; they 
presented two Old Testament compositions: The Flood and 
the Breaking Down of Jericho Walls and The Trumpets of 
Jericho.37 In the letter dated 19 August 1937, Otto Holtze 
asked Mayor Werner Faber to decide whether the above 
works, which he had previously defined in a disrespectful and 
demagogic way as trial fresco pieces (ein Stück Probemalerei 
für ein Fresko) should be immediately painted over and thus 
removed. Under the letter in which Otto Holtze yet once more 
revealed his negative attitude to the policy of his predecessor 
and suggested for the whole room to be redecorated, there 
features a hand-written note: Following consultancy with the 
Mayor and his approval the removal has been conducted. 
Holtze. 1 April 1938.38

Some dozen documents preserved in the archival set 
relate to the auction sale in Lucerne of the afore-mentioned 
paintings from Stettin. In the letter of 11 July 1939, Holtze 
informed Mayor Faber about the results of the auctions at 
Lucerne’s Galerie Fischer on 30 June 1939; the sum obtained 
for the works calculated at the daily exchange rate of Swiss 
francs into Reichsmarks amounted to RM 6.344. The Self-
portrait in the Studio by Lovis Corinth was sold at CHF 3.000 
(RM 1.684), Death and the Woman by the same painter at 

8. Erich Heckel, Man Seated, 1921; 1922 purchased for the Museum with 
the financing of the City Deputation at the Berlin gallery of Fritz Goldschmidt 
and Victor Wallerstein for M 22 000, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, intended for 
exchange, Ferdinand Möller’s collection, currently: private collection, Germany 

9. George Grosz, Haridresser’s, 1925; 1926 displayed at the Alfred Flechtheim 
Gallery in Berlin, purchased by the Stettin Museum Society and deposited 
with the Museum, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, intended for sale, purchased by 
Hildebrand Gurlitt for CHF 20, currently: private collection, Germany
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CHF 7.100 (RM 3.987), while the Poppy Field by Christian 
Rohlfs at CHF 1.200 (RM 673).

The issue of the auction sale in Lucerne taken up by Holtze 
does not only relate to the chronological coincidence with 
the Ordinance on Revaluing of the Decline Art Works is-
sued on 17 May 1939 (Erlaß zur Verwertung von Werken der 
Verfallskunst). At the same time all the heads of state govern-
ments were sent the letter of the Reich Minister of Science, 
Education, and Culture, copied two days later in the circu-
lar letter of the State Secretary of the Government in Stettin 
reading as follows: To my knowledge, many confiscated works 
of degenerate art have already been sold. There is a chance 
that these museums from whom the works of degenerate 
art were confiscated can benefit from the sale revenues, and 
acquire promise of resources for the purchase of particularly 
important and valuable art works. Let me emphasize, how-
ever, that an appropriate application can be successful only if 
no other resources are available. Therefore, please send me 
such an application with a detailed justification, relevant of 
the circumstances, pointing to the actual status of purchase 
negotiations. Signed as authorized Zschintzch.39

Otto Holtze suggested to Mayor Faber taking up appropriate 
steps on the issue, and on 10 July he prepared the draft of the 
letter to Berhnard Rust, Reich Minister of Science, Education, 
and Culture. The letter was passed on to the Prime Minister 
of the State Government in Stettin on 12 July 1939: From 
the City Museum in Stettin works whose value amounted to 
51.324 golden marks and 215.630 paper marks have been 
confiscated. The Stettin Museum, founded in 1911, is one of 

the latest collections of German art, boasting a very modest 
collection of old German art, and it would be highly desirable 
to complete the collection through the purchase of prominent 
pieces of German painting and sculpture from the 19th 
century. .We are therefore kindly asking you to transfer the 
resources from the sale of degenerate art, if an appropriate 
opportunity for doing so arises. Signed: on the instruction 
of Dr Holtze.40 On 29 September, thus a month after the 
outbreak of WW II, a negative answer from the Pomerania 
state government was received: the Museum cannot receive 
any support, as the justification proved insufficient.41

The set of files Museum Purge in the Szczecin State 
Archives ends in 1940 with the documentation related to 
the efforts of the Stettin Mayor Werner Faber to obtain 
compensation for some of the confiscated paintings. It 
was thoroughly analysed by Bernfried Lichtnau: Under 
the date 3 April 1940 a description from the report on 
launching the Exhibitions of Saaraland-Palatinate Art at 
the Berlin Artists’ Home can be found (from the ‘Völkischer 
Beobachter’ paper dated 17March 1940). The report highly 
praises the works of the painter Albert Weisgerber fallen 
in 1915 on the western front. On 5-6 August 1937, seven 
paintings by A. Weisgerber were confiscated in Stettin;42 on 
6 April 1940, the Mayor of Stettin sent a protesting letter 
to Gauleiter and Pomerania President because in Stettin 
seven paintings by praised Albert Weisgerber had been 
confiscated. Where were the precious paintings taken, who 
sold them, and who has the money from their purchase, 
this is what the city of Stettin has not been informed 
about. Therefore, I would be grateful to you, Mr Gauleiter 
and President, if you could personally tackle the matter 
with Mr President of the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts, for 
the responsible to be punished. Heil Hitler. [handwritten 
signature] Faber. 43 On 19 June (!) 1940 the reply from 
the Office of Reich Propaganda, Pomerania State Section, 
Stettin to the Party member Mayor Faber: What has been 
given as the basis is the position of the Reich Minister 
of Information and Propaganda of 12 June 1940 that 
a positive assessment of the entirety of Albert Weisgerber’s 
oeuvre by the Office of Reich’s Propaganda in Neustadt 
cannot find any confirmation. A significant number of the 
newer works has features of decadent art. Apart from the 
above-mentioned 7 works from Stettin, further paintings 

11. Karl Hofer, The Trumpets of Jericho (design for a mural), 1920; 1922 pur-
chase for the Museum from the artist for M 5000 mediated by the Haeckl 
Foundation, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, at the disposal of the Reich Ministry 
for Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, current whereabouts unknown 

10. Otto Müller, Two Sisters (Russian Siblings); 1919 purchased for the Mu-
seum with the financing of the City Deputation in Berlin from Paul Cassirer 
for M 2000, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, intended for sale, purchased by Karl 
Buchholz for USD 90, currently: Saint Louis Art Museum, St. Louis, USA



135www.muzealnictworocznik.com MUZEALNICTWO 60

museum exhibits provenance studies

12. Karl Hofer, Country Farm (Landscape with Houses, Landscape from the Black Forest), 1920–1921; 1922 purchased for the Museum with the financing 
from the jubilee collection of the Stettin Museum Society from the artist for M 10 000, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, at the disposal of the Reich Ministry for Public 
Enlightenment and Propaganda, subsequently in the collection of Bernhard Böhmer, Güstrow, March 1947 secured as Böhmer’s legacy by Kurt Reutti, 1949 
transferred to Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, currently: Neue Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin Preussischer Kulturbesitz 

13. Christian Rohlfs, Landscape, 
1906; 1925 together with Red 
Poppy purchased for the Muse-
um with the financing of the City 
Deputation in Munich for RM 
500, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, 
at the disposal of the Reich Mi-
nistry for Public Enlightenment 
and Propaganda, subsequently 
in the collection of Bernhard 
Böhmer, Güstrow, current whe-
reabouts unknown
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by Weisgerber were confiscated in Magdeburg, Mannheim, 
and other towns as degenerate art, which the Act of the 
Reich of 31 May 1938 sanctioned. 44 Mayor Faber consulted 
the city solicitor whether it was legally justified to demand 
money from the sale of degenerate art, however this was 
the privilege of the Führer of the Reich and the government 
authorized by him.45 The last document dated 7 October 
1940 is the letter of Otton Holtze informing that the Mayor, 
having acknowledged the course of events, did not give 
any further instructions. Finally, it has to be added that on 
the grounds of the investigation by Christoph Zuschlag, in 
late 1941 and early 1942 the City Museum of Stettin was 
given compensation of RM 3.180.46

The archival records of the National Museum in Szczecin 
feature fragmentarily preserved old inventory ledgers as well 
as books of acquisitions,47 providing valuable information 
related to the history of the works, their provenance, value, 
and the mode of the acquisition by the Stettin Museum. 
Another source of information is a later inventory mounted 
by the team of Rolf Hetsch, featuring works confiscated from 
German museums and galleries in the action of eliminating 
‘degenerate art’ found today in Berlin’s Federal Archives in 
which also Stettin’s collections are recorded. The list has 
become the basis for the on-line database of the confiscated 
works,48 elaborated by Forschungsstelle ‘Entartete Kunst’ 
at Freie Universität Berlin. The so-called Harry Fisher’s list 
identified in 1997 by Andreas Hünek, kept at the London 
Victoria and Albert Museum, and put together in 1941, 

provides much of precious additional information on the 
vicissitudes of the works following their confiscation.49

For several years provenance research focused on so- 
-called degenerate art has been conducted at the National 
Museum in Szczecin. Apart from the present article, its 
summing up can be found first of all in the published 
source-based listing of the works from the collections of 
the City Museum in Stettin.50 The catalogue featuring 1.081 
items was created on the grounds of the archival records in 
Polish and German sources, for the first time juxtaposed, 
and cross-checked. It contains both works confiscated 
in 1937, as well as those regarded as degenerate art 
symptoms removed/ withdrawn from the collections of 
the Stettin Museum, and also removed from its inventory. 
The mutually matching traces of information from 
Polish and German archives constitute a good departure 
point for further more thorough studies currently being 
continued.51 The catalogue has allowed to create a fuller 
and more detailed picture of the history of the Szczecin, 
German, but at the same time European artistic heritage 
lost through the criminal action referred to as ‘museum 

14. Christian Rohlfs, Red Poppy, 1906; 1925 together with Landscape pur-
chased for the Museum with the financing of the City Deputation in Munich 
for RM 500, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, at the disposal of the Reich Ministry 
for Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, subsequently in the collection of 
Bernhard Böhmer, Güstrow, currently: private collection, Kiel 

15. Alexander Kanoldt, Still Life I, 1921; 1921 purchased for the Museum 
with the financing of the Stettin Museum Society from the artist for M 
6000, 6 Aug. 1937 confiscated, at the disposal of the Reich Ministry for Pub-
lic Enlightenment and Propaganda, subsequently in the collection of Karl 
Buchholz, current whereabouts unknown
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purge’ of the art considered by the Nazis as degenerate, 
resulting in the confiscation of 20.000 works by over 1.400 

artists at more than 100 German museums. The research 
into the provenance and future history of the works that 
had once belonged to the city of Szczecin, is not merely 
an attempt at restoring the blurred history of those works 
and their owners, but also contributes to the difficult 
chapter of the Avant-garde history in Germany, as well as 
to the history of Szczecin’s museology52 and Pomeranian 
art resources. Next to the artists, it was created by art 
dealers who contributed to the artistic performance at the 
time:53 Alfred Flechtheim,54 Hans Goltz, Fritz Gurlitt, Hugo 
Moses, Israel Ber Neumann, Karl Nierendorf, Heinrich 
Thannhauser, or Paul Cassirer,55 as well as museologists, 
such as Otto Holtze, but first of all Walter Riezler.56
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