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Hildebrand Gurlitt and the
Art Trade during the Nazi Period

Katja Teriau

WHILE conducting a research projec: on acquisitions made at the Wallraf-Richartz-
Museum:Fondation Corboud in Cologne during the years 1933 to 1945, [ came across the
name Dr, Hildebrand Gurbitt (1895-19561.¢ Through Curlitts single-handed ¢iforts, the
Wallrai-Richartz-Museum (WRM] procured 32 maior works of art. sculptures as well as paint-
ings. from 1941 through 1944, These new additions came from France. almost all from former
private collections in Paris. The name of the previous owner was noticeable on only a few
examples. Most were retrned to France alter the Second Waorld War, however, a few remain
in the museum and their origins rematn unknown.

While | was conducting this research at the Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, there were several
cases in the Federal Republic of Germany—in which art deater Flildebrand Gurlite had played
a role—involving return of artworks vo their rightful beirs. Here are three examples from
Cologne.

The painting Zicei weibiiche Halkokt: {Two Female Hall Acts) by Otlo Mueller, 1919, was
confiscated by the Cestapo frum the coflection of Ismar Littmann in Breslau. This
painting. then labeled as “degenerate,” did nov sell at the Galerie Fischer auction in
Lucerne in 1939, [t made its way back to Cermany in 1940 and into the hands of
Hildebrand Gurlat. He sold it o Cologne collectnr Josef Haubrich who donated his
collection o the Wallraf-Richartz-Museurn in 1946, The Museurn Ludwig in Cologne
returned the painting to the rightful owners heirs in 1999,

The painting Lawdschaft mi2 zerborstener Briicer {Landseape with Broken Bridgel by Meindert
Hobbema was sald to the Wallraf-Richarrz-Museum by Gurlits for 125,000 Reichsmarks
IRM3 in 1941 It came to Gurlitt following a forced sale from the collection of Frederico
Gentili di Guiseppe in Paris. The painting was returned to the rightful owners heirs in
2000.

The picture Die Weistraube (1.2 Grappa de Raisin} by Louis Marcoussis, 1920, was on foan
from the Kippers-Lissitzky Collection ta the Provinzial Museum in Hanover. In 1937, the
work was confiscated from the museum and fell into Guelit's hands. Later. the painting
was bought by the collector Haubrich and given as 2 iy to the city of Colegne in 1950.
Alter the true origin of the painting was discovered i 1999, it was restored 1 its rightful
owner, Jen Lissitzky,

These restitutions of paintings handied by Gurlits raise a number of auestions: Who was this
dealer? Where did he acquired the artworks that landed in the Wallrat-Richartz-Museum? Was
his acquisition of these works harmless and irrelevant. as he claimed after the war? Or was it
the result of seizure and forced sale?
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During my research, a colleague at the museum cane meo conact with a history teacher i
Wesseling, near Cologne. who has a file with various business documents from Hildebrand
Gurlitt from 1943-44. He had acquired the documents irom his $0-year-old uncle. a freclance
artist living in Diisseldorf. who recovered the files in 1966 ot 1967 from the former hame of
the Disseldorfer Kunsthalle museum, one day before it was demolished. Touring the building,
he spotted the documents in a Tocked room. With only enough clearance to fit his hand. he
reached in and grabbed a small stack of papers. He took rthe dusty documents and read them
the very same evening and decided to return and recover additiona! documents. But when he
returned to the museum the next day he found only rubbie. He is certain that the rest ol the
documents in the room were destraved. This interesting tale provided me with an additional
moftive to further acquaint mysell with Hildebrand Gudjie.

This paper will summarize the results of my investigations 10 date into Curlitz's art-deafing
activities. T will not revisit the frequently remarked-upon theme of “degenerate art” but rather
will bring to light Curlit's connections to France in the early 194105 and his work as an art deal-

er and special emissary for Linz

Early Biography

Hildebrand Paul Theodor Ludwig Guiditt was born on Sept. 15, 1895 in Dresden 2 Fe was the
second and yaungest son of the art historian Dr. Cornelius Gurlite (18301939} and a cousin of
the equally well-known Berlin are dealer Wolfgang Curite {188§-1965), whose collection is
located today in Linz.3 In National Socialist (NS racial terminology, both Wolfgang and
Hildebrand were dubbed “second-degree mixed fews” ar “quarter Jews."t

Abter his malitary service {1974- 183, Mildebrand Gurlitt began his studies in music and the
fine arts in Bedin, Frankfure, Dresden, and Heidelberg, He complered his course work in
Frankturt-Main with a doctoral thesis on architeciure in Saxony. In the early 1920s he worked
as an assistant at the Provincial Conservatory in Brandenburg and wrote critiques for various
peripdicals, including Vost, Detscle Allgencive, Franlfurter Zeshong, and several newspapers in
Dyresden. From 1933 to 1925 he was assistant for the architecture collection and for the art his-
tory institute at the Technical University of Dresden.

In 1923 Mildebrand Gudlite married Helene Harke, a dancer from Dresden, who later gave
birth to a sonand a daughter. He became director of the Konig-Albert Museum in Ziwickau in
1923, and took over the business dealings of the Zwickau Art Sociery the following vear
Through his initiative 2 new myuseum was opened in Zwickau that same year. With a modern
sensibility, Gurlitt patronized artists such as Pechstein, Klee, Kolbwitz. Barlach. Nelde, and
Schmidt-Rottluff. Due & growing pelitical pressare against collecting and exhibiting modern
art, he was forced to resign his post, ostensibly because of the poor financial situation of the
city of Zwickau. He took a temporary position teaching at the Kunsigewerbeakademie
{Applied Arts Acaderay) in Drresden, 1929:30.

In 1930 Gurline became director and chairman of the Kunstverein {Ans Society’ in
Hamburg, but he was again retieved of his post by the NS party in 1933 The coanaisseur and
patron of modern art had (o setsle for working as an art dealer in Hamburg. Gurlitt was one of
anly four deafers commissioned to tade in "degenerate art” {slong with Bernhard A, Bochmer,
Karl Buchholz, and Ferdinand Matler) 5 He gor access to the Berdiner Reichslager storage
facility) for confiscated art from which legitimare drawings, watercolors. paintings. and sculp-
tures were sold to various collectors after 1937 It is worth noting thae Mildebrand Gurlitt was
never an NS party member.
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The 1940s

Alter German forees invaded and occupied France in 1948, Gurlite began practicing his vade
ay an are dealer there. e purchased works of art around France, but especially s Paris, for var-
ious Cerman museums. Several travel documents dating from the summer of 1941 point to this
fact. Another travel document from Jan. 20, 1942, reads: “Reichs-German Dy, Guelivt is pus-
chasing artworks of greay artistic and matevial value, commissioned by major Germran museums
in France.” All such documents bear the signature of Mr. Geringk. In all probabitity. this is the
signature of musicologist Dr. Heribert Ceringh. He was head of the Sonderstrab Musik (spe-
cial music uniyl in France as of 1940,

1n spring 1942 Caurlitt closed his gallery in Flamburg {Alte Rebenstrasse 6), but continued
conducting business from his hometown of Dresden {Kaftzerstrasse 26). Somezime after relo
cating his business to Dresden, Gurlive entered inta a business astangenment with Herman Voss
of the Staatliche Gemildegalerie (State Gallery of Paintings)

Voss and Gurlist were close [riends. The two men shared similar forwnes; bath had to resign
fromt previods positions as a result of poliucal pressure. Their friendship wined into a very
imporiant working relationship in March 1943 when Voss was called upon o direct the
Sraatliche Gemitldegaleric Dresden as well as to work as txe special agent {Sonderbeaulivagier
des Fiihrers) of the Fahrermuseuns Linz project. Among the first decisions Voss made was to
stop any more purchases irom Karl Haberstock. Instead, Voss named his trusted friend Cudit
his accredited buyer in 1943, From that time on Gurlitt was, next to a flack of up 1o 50 art deal.
ers who bought for Mitler, the most imporrant supplier to the Linz Museum. His cousin
Wolfgang Curlitt alsy was commissioned by Voss for a time as a buyer for the Linz collection,
although he was not quite as successte! or active a3 Hildebrand.



Aoty Assacaatign ¢

mi

Tie Fenale Half Acts, 1919, Qua
jer, Museinm Lodwig

{Cologne, Repnntid saith
ion frpey Retnisciws

i Kot

permi

Rildarc!

According to my previous research into his dealings, Gurlitt bought mainly from other art
dealers and very rarely from private collecrors. Afier the war, he mainiained that ke never dealr
inn art that was net vohmtarily put up for sale, As a dealer he had contacts with sumernus trust-
ed middiemen, beginning with his own family. lis business contacts ultimately included
numerous museums and dealers. In France, Gurline had consaces with Hugo Engel. Theo
Hermses, Etienne Ader, and Gustav Rochfitz. among others

After the war, the Ant Looting Investigation Unit {ALILE concluded that Curlit was of no
particular importance as a boyer, According to S, Lane Faison's Comsolidated hitervogation Repost No
¢ Line Hithrs Musziene and Uibrary, “The importance of Gurlitt as an agent for Linz scems to have
been exaggerated in previaus reports. The quantity of his purchase is not very large, and his
name daes not appear in Regers register.” Many subsequent publications support the report,

Birgit Schwarz’s recent publication, Hitlers Musean: The Phote Al of the Linz At Gallery, sheds
new light on the exact deails of Gudlites purchases for the Fihrermuseum in Linz. According
w Sehwarz, Gurlitt wok part in at Jeast 23 purchases of paintings for the Linz gallery. Almost
all of these paintings originated from private collections in France, as did many of his purchas-
es for the Wallraf-Richartz-Museum. The first and last of the purchases for Linz were on Sept.
3, 1943, and June 28. 1944, respectively. The Gurlitt correspondence found in Ditsseldort cov-
ers precisely this time period (1943-44} and provides information ahout purchases for museums
and collectars, bank transactions, currency dealings by the exchange control office (Dresdner
Bank, DresdenParis and Crédit Lyonnais, Paris), other agents. and art deaters.




Vitakizing Mewmory 1R

1 for the Fithrer's pur-
poses,” as Vass noted in a lerter writien to Cuslit in Dresdea on Sepr, 4, 1944, These five
incliuded four paintings and a plaster bust by Houdon.” Apart from a few leads about the
regional origing of the artworks, the documents include almost no formation on the previous
swners. As in Cologne, most of the works were returned 1 France after the war.

Voss's papers reveal that five ather works were alt "acquired fram [H.G

Purchases for Museums

The Diisseldor! documents include evidence of business transactions with numerpus museums.
These include the Stadelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankiury;, Museum fir Kunst und
Kulmrgeschichie {Muscum for Art and Culwral Histore), Dortmund, Bayerische
Staatsgemildesammlungen  (Bavarian Suate Collection of Arr), Mumich;, Kunsthalle und
Museem fir Hamburgische Geschichte, Hamburg; Herzogliche Anstaken fir Kunst und
Wissenschaft (Ducal Institation {or Art and Sciencel, Gotha; Museum der Bildenden Kianste
{Museum of the Fine Ans?, Leipzig, S{éd’.ische Museen, Cotogne; Natonalgalesie, Beitin, and,
of course, the Swatliche Cemildegalerie State Gallery of Paintings}, Dresden. As the head
office of the Dresdner Bank in Berlin noted in 1944, *Dr. Gurlite works mainly with leading city
and national museums, Tt is especially to he noted that substantial contracts are currently being
finalized with the special emissaries of the Fohrer in Linz at the State Gallery of Paintings in
Dresden.*® Works traded to these museums include those of well-knowsn artisss such as Moner,
Roucher, Caurbet, Coror, Denis, Maillol, Murillo, Rodin, Tiepolo, Spranger, van Dyek, Thoma,
and Rayski.

Apart from sales to museums, Gurlist also dealt imporant works of ast 1o Hans Lange,
Hermann (53 Reemtsma, Josef Faubrich, Carl Neumann, Margic and Bernbard Sprengel, and
loseph Goebbels, amang others. In July 1943 he received an order stating that, as a result of
new aurrency control regulations, it is required that these imported paintings and drawings are
solely to be used for purpeses pertaining to sate and local museums or other facilities. Private
sales are prohibited 9

Banl¢ Transactions
By carly 1943 Gurlit's banking was carried out through 2 newly created accotnt with the
Dresdner Bank in Dresden.'® Cuirency authorizations for the purchases in France also were
caleulated ar this bank. Reviewing a request from Guelit for 2 foan in February 1944, the
Dresdner Bark noted that he was “in possession of great personal means.” Tt is also noted that
not long after the account was opened over 3.7 million RM alrcady had passed through the
account. The loan was authorized for 100,000 RM and permission for more than this was grant.
od for a skort time, Numgerous statements from the Dresdner Bank document Curlitls active
trading of art during this time. During a few months in the summer of 1944 he traded or
arranged sales o purchases of works of art warth several million Reichsmarks, caring a com-
mission from cach transaction. As a tesult of these transacuians, CGurlit managed 1o amass &
remarkable wartime fortune.

In addition to his accoumt with Dresdner Bank, Gurfitt also banked with the Bankhaus
Wilhelm Réc in Hambarg, where he kept a large deposit and enjoved a healthy credit line of
200,000 RM.

The Postwar Years

In Mareh 1945 Gurlitt fled with his family from Dresden 1o the castle of Baron von Poliniiz in
Aschberg, near Bamberg. Baron von Pollnitz. a tuftwaffe officer, was considered the represen-
tative of the Paris art dealers. At this ime the art dealer Karl Haberstock, another [ricnd of the
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baron, temporarily resided in Aschberg,
Couritt remained at the Aschberg castle under house arrest during the Ailied pccupation. ‘and
«ction. 3rd U.S. Army, tn June

gave a sworn statement to representatives of Judge Advocate
1945, Mis statement “included an itemized fist of more than 20 boxes of works of art transport-
od from Driesden, which he states are his own. Some of these are heirlpoms. but many were
bought during the war in Paris or Amsterdam. The boxes are at Aschbach.” 1 have not been able
to determine the contents of these 20 boxes or the present locition of the objects they con-
tained. Curlitts 1956 obituary, however, refers to his splendid privare collection. which con-
tained watercolors by modern and German expressionist painters. it is believed that he acquired
¢hese works during the National Socialist years. The collection was exhibited several times
internationally and even toured the United States in 1933 R

Hildebrand Curlitt remained in Aschbach-Oberfranken unal 1947, In the summer of that
vear he asked Prof. Oto H. Forster—the former director of the Wallraf-Richartz-Museum,
who had been relieved of his duties in 1945—t0 give a sworn statement in connection with 2
public fawsuit against him. Forster already had been helping Gurlin find new work, The former
museum director now confirmed that he had helped Gurlitt obtain a French visa. The follaw-
ing grounds were given by Gurlite: "1) because you Lnew me as an expert of the field who wuly
understood your anti-Nazi museum plans. 2} because you knew, that as an anti-fascist and a
pixed Jew, that | would behave in a tactful manner in France. 3} because you knew that, as a
mixed Jew, [ was in extreme danger and hardship and could keep myself Midden mueh casier in
France.” Gurlitt arranged fos Forster to give this deposition te prove that he went to France not
as a result of his Nazi contacts, but as one who was against the Nazis and persecuted by them
The court case in which the deposition was to be given also concerned Karl Haberstock:
notably, Haberstock clainied in his defense that Curlite and he were the same. 12

At the end of 1947, Gurlitt was appointed director of the Society of the Arts for the
Rhincland and Westhalia in Diisseldorf. Ot H. Férster was instrumental in securing this
appointment. 3 In 1953 Curlint made great efforts to organize restitutions to France from the
Waliraf-Richartz-Miscum in Colagne. '3 On Nov. 9, 1936, he passed away at the age of 61
alter a setious automobile accident. la his obituaries and subsequent biographies, his acuvities
during the Nazi era were fargely omited. His abituary in the Diisseldorfer Nachrichten {Disseldor!
News) stated: “Gurlitt weathered the years of darkness through his humble work as an ar deat-
ee” At the end of the 19305, a street in the old town of Disseldorf was named afier the
“beloved” Hildebrand Gurlitt.

Summary

Hildebrand Gurlitt was one of the inost impostant and active art dealers during the Nazi ¢ra
Nonetheless, his activities in France at the beginning of the 1940s have yet to be closely exam-
ined, perhaps because the magnitude of his dealings for museuns aind privare customers has
fong been underestimated. The inventory of ohjects that passed through Gurlitt to Germany
beginning in the carly 1940s also requires thorough investigarion. In addition te the numerous
paintings and sculptures he traded, it is yer to be determined how many drawings and graphic
arts objects also passed through his hands That said, we can certainly conclude that
Hildebrand Gurlitt not only dealt in "degenerate art” but also in looted art on a large scale.
More works of art are now believed to have made their way from France to Germany through
his activities than was previously thought. For this reason, all works that were been procured
by him should he treated with the utmost attention, parricularly with regard to the conditions
of their procurement, and should be researched for evidence of torced sales




Vitafinng Nemury 171

Notes

1. Katia Terlay, “Das Wallral-Richartz-Museurs between 19331943, Museer 2 Zwiekicht, Magdeburg
2002, pp. 2139,

N

2. Exhibition Catalogue Zwickau 1999: Hildehraud Gueliit.
3. Sec also www linz.atarchuwguditifinhalehem.

4. See www.linzat/archuv guriitt’probleme.hom.

Ny ¢ 2, 5 e

5, Eugen Blume aned Digter Scholz, Ulerbriicke, Ssthetische Madere il N dsoZiation s K| ke
wud Eitsstler 1923-1937, Cologne 1999, p. 281, Zaschlag, Christoph, Eurartete Kunsi. Worms 1995, pp. 215+
i6.

6. S. Lane Faison. Consolidated Iiderrogation Report Mo ¢ Linz. Hitlers Musewm aud Library. OSS Report,
Washington, D.C., Dee. 15, 1943, p. 51,

7. Joseph Vernes, Nachdiche Haforszene, RM 40.000; A. L Ciroder-Trioson, Bilduis der Kewigin Hortense,
RAG 25.000, Willem van Dies, Seescliacht; RM 25,000, Osterreichischer Meister um 1830, funges Madchen
wit Lichlsber. R 10.000; Houdon, Gipsbilee des Prinzes von Prenssen, RM 17.500. The painting by Vernet
later found itseif at WRM.

3. Filialhiiro Dresden A-G. Historical Archive of Dresdner Bank, Dresdner Bank A.G. Frankiurt am
Main, Document of Berliner Dirckgion der Dresdner Bank vom §.2.1944.

. Business Correspondence Files of Gurlite, Private, Correspondence Dyresdner Bank, Paris, from:
July 12, 1943 to Dr. Gurlive

10, Branch office Dresden A-G, Historic Archive of the Dresdner Bank. Dresdner Bank A G
Frankfurs am Main, Statement of Berfinér direcror of Dresdner Bank fram $.2.1944.

{1. Rinasische Post, Nov., 10, 1936

12. Historic Archives of the City of Cologne, Best. 1232 Nr..71, BE, Leteer Dy H. Curlist 1o Forsiey
from June 12, 1947,

13.% . Owo Heimu Forster - . fet it be known that Dr Hildebrand Gurlite, former duector of the
Hamburg Society of the ants, is secking work.” From the file “Gurhit, Disseldorf Saciety of the Arts.

14. Corespandence from Oct.. 37, 1953, Prof. Dr. Reidemeister to the Administration for the Ans
and Culure of the City of Cologne, file "Restitutions to France-General Correspondence,” p. 205,
WRAM Archive.



