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Abstract

Under the postwar American occupation of Germany, art produced by the Staffel der bildenden
Künstler (German Combat Artist Unit) of Nazi Germany was sent to US military sites for storage under
the direction of Captain Gordon Gilkey. Gilkey was head of the GermanWar Art Project, the arm of the
Historical Division of theUS army taskedwith confiscating German “propaganda andwar art.”This art,
considered a dangerous instrument of Nazi revival, was not protected by laws prohibiting art looting.
Yet American officers were sympathetic to many of the paintings created by combat artists, and the
German combat artists themselves were torn about their roles in Nazism, perceiving themselves as
either victims or survivors merely attempting to make a living. This article traces the history of this
artwork from its seizure in postwar Germany through its internment in the United States up to later
attempts in the 1950s and 1980s to restitute the works to their creators.

Keywords: Nazi art; looting; museums; memory; postwar

Introduction

On 13 August 1947, a letter arrived at the headquarters of the Historical Division of the US
European Command in Berlin from Heinrich Amersdorffer, a painter who was active during
the Nazi regime. It was addressed to former US Army Air Force Captain Gordon Gilkey:

Herr Luitpold Adam [head of the German Combat Artist Division] … informed me that
the works of art of the war-painters in the former GermanWehrmacht administered by
him have been taken over by your office. He pointed out that you were kind enough to
declare that you – on a special desire – would return the works to the painters. … I
would be very much obliged to you if I could also get these works back. May I draw
your attention especially to the fact that I never received any compensation for these
works[?]1
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1 Letter fromHeinrich Amersdorffer to Gordon Gilkey, 13 August 1947, box 55, GordonW. Gilkey Papers, Portland
Art Museum.
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Amersdorffer’s petition was a reaction to Gilkey’s 1946 confiscation of nearly 9,000
paintings and sketches from government buildings and private artist studios in Germany
and Austria deemed “militaristic” or “propagandistic” in nature, known as the “GermanWar
Art Collection.” These works of art, which had been produced by Nazi-era artists and
Kriegsmaler (combat artists), sent to the front to record the war experience, were then sent
to sites in the United States for safekeeping. All but 450would be returned only in 1953, 1986,
and 2005. Amersdorffer’s letter embodies questions plaguing the US army’s collection of
Nazi-era artwork following the war. His plea of innocence to the crimes of Nazism compli-
cates the question confronted by US occupying forces in 1945 of which type of art comprised
“Nazi and militarist activity or propaganda,” according to the vague definitions laid out in
the Yalta and Potsdam agreements.2 Importantly, his letter concludes on a legal appeal,
arguing that the United States did not in any way partake in art looting following the war:
“[I’ve attached] a political certificate regarding…my proprietary rights of the works kept in
the former Army Museum.”3

Amersdorffer’s story is significant not because it was an outlier but, rather, because it was
so common. Dozens of German painters were in contact with the US government following
the seizure of their works in hopes of regaining custody of their paintings and sketches. The
focus on Kriegsmaler is also intentional. Gilkey and his men were also in charge of excavating
and collecting paintings from the private holdings of the Nazi elite; much of that artwork,
comprising classicist nudes, still lifes, and landscapes that adorned the walls of Nazi
dignitaries and art exhibitions, embodied stereotypical aesthetic ideals of Nazi-era art,
including the conservative nineteenth-century figurative paintings favored by Adolf Hitler
and the aesthetically regressive ideologue Alfred Rosenberg. The collection’s most recog-
nizable painting – Hubert Lanzinger’s Der Bannerträger (1935) –which features the messianic
figure of Hitler in a suit of armor with the Nazi flag swelling behind him, remains in the
hands of the US army to this day.

Paintings of the Kriegsmaler, on the other hand, often varied in content and style, as the
combat artists were allowed a relative degree of flexibility in both. These paintings and
drawings challenge the persistent notion that a specific Nazi aesthetic was prescribed to
artists producing works during the Nazi period. Along the lines of Gregory Maertz’s recently
published tome on modernist styles on painting and sculpture produced under the patron-
age of the Third Reich, this article, in examining several specific works of art produced by
combat artists, argues that the perceived censorship of modernist artists and artistic
tendencies is actually a persistent myth. Instead, the notion of Nazi-era art as monolithic
or retrogressive in style has been exaggerated since the 1930s.4 Maertz’s understanding of
Gilkey, however, frames the American as a man with a “personal appetite for retribution”
during his assignment in Germany, determined to rectify the wrongs done to the interna-
tional art world by the Germans.5 However, the interactions that Gilkey had with combat

2 The Potsdam Agreement, Part 2, Section A.3.iii, Potsdam (Berlin) Conference, 17 July – 2 August 1945. Part 2 of
the accord addresses the principles to govern Germany in the initial postwar control period and also lays forth the
principles of democratization, demilitarization, disarmament, and denazification, calling for the prevention of
“Nazi and militarist activity or propaganda,” opening the door for the US War Department to carry out the
confiscation of paintings, drawings, prints, and sculpture within the American zone of occupation that were
produced by Nazi military and propaganda artists.

3 Letter from Amersdorffer to Gilkey, 13 August 1947. An attached letter from an attorney claims that at least
three of Amersdorffer’s paintings of cathedrals from the 1930s were taken from an exhibition in Vienna in 1944 and
that the works, signed by Amersdorffer, were the painter’s rightful property: “Alle diese Arbeiten sind rechtlich
noch Eigentum des Herrn Amersdorffer.” Walter Freier, Dr. jur. “Letter of Confirmation” (“Bestätigung”), unspe-
cified recipient, 16 April 1945, B86/1493, Politisches Archiv, Auswärtiges Amt, Berlin.

4 Maertz 2019.
5 Maertz 2019, 143.
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artists during his time in Germany, and his writings from this period and later, reveal a man
with a fraught, complicated relationship to both combat artists and their art, often even
empathizing with both.

Drawing on letters by several Kriegsmaler, responses from the US military, and the
recollections of Gilkey, this article argues that these combat artists – and their commander,
Hauptmann Luitpold Adam – understood themselves as separate from other artists working
in the Third Reich. It also contends that, because theUS army had a large squadron of combat
artists of their own during the war, groundwork was laid for a certain degree of ambivalence
– even empathy and recognition – toward their works’ purpose and potential historical
legacy by not only Gilkey but also other Army officers and even political actors as well. The
article begins by tracing the story of these paintings and drawings from their production to
their seizure in postwar American-occupied Germany under Gilkey’s German war art
program, an offshoot of the Historical Properties Division of the US army. The nebulousness
of the orders leading to the seizure of the paintings is highlighted, an imprecision that led to
confusion amongst the Kriegsmaler and legal problems that the US army worked for years to
subvert. The final section examines the internment of the artworks in Washington, DC,
arguing that the postwar US policy toward West Germany and its cultural properties may
have initially incorporated art looting. On a broader level, the US army both influenced and
mitigated the process of “struggling to cope with the past” through its treatment of the
German War Art Collection, suggesting that the historical trajectory of the artworks was a
mirror for the United States’s own fears and desires regarding the relationship between
West Germany’s past and the United States’s present.6

Luitpold Adam and the war art program in Nazi Germany

In 1942, the High Command of the Wehrmacht founded the Squadron of Visual Artists
(Staffel der bildenden Künstler Propaganda Abteilung [SdbK]). The tradition of combat art
went back toWorldWar I in Germany; in his official war art report, Gilkey noted that German
soldiers produced combat art for the Nazi regime prior to the war’s beginning, with artist
soldiers using military subjects from World War I and exhibiting or selling their works to
Nazi dignitaries.7 With the invasion of Poland in 1939, the number of combat artists swelled;
though they were not yet officially part of their own unit, artists often tagged along as “war
correspondents” with magazines and newspapers. Gilkey even claimed that artists occa-
sionally “cooked up” images from the comfort of their own ateliers to illustrate the war
effort, a practice that Adam later hoped to eliminate with the SdbK. According to Gilkey, war
art from 1939 to 1941 was “over the top” and meant to galvanize the viewing public and

6 Aside from amonograph on the war artists of Germany published in the 1970s, studies of war art paintings and
the GermanWar Art Collection have generally receded into the perceivedmonolith of “Nazi artwork,” reinforced by
the visibility of works from the Reichsbesitz until the early 2000s, when GregoryMaertz, Roger Griffin, and Jonathan
Petropoulos addressed the topic again. Yet the deeper implications of the dialectic between the United States and
Germany regarding not only this collection but also paintings in the Reichsbesitz are yet to be explored. Most
recently, Maertz’s Nostalgia for the Future: Modernism and Heterogeneity in the Visual Arts of Nazi Germany examines
modernist styles in painting and sculpture produced under the patronage of the Third Reich, arguing that the
perceived censorship of modernist artists and artistic tendencies is actually a persistent myth. He examines several
works, including some from the German War Art Collection, contending that the notion of Nazi-era art as
monolithic or retrogressive in style has been exaggerated since the 1930s.

7 Painter Roman Feldmeyer, for example, made several paintings around Fromelles, France, where Hitler had
famously boasted of his experience on the front lines. According to Gilkey, Hitler bought several of the paintings,
though this is unconfirmed in the archives. See Gordon W. Gilkey, “German War Art,” Report to the Office of the
Chief Historian Headquarters, European Command, 25 April 1947, Charles Parkhurst Papers, T981, National Gallery
of Art, Gallery Archives, Washington, DC.
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glorify the war effort. Gilkey implied that this situation changed at least marginally under
Adam after 1942.8 US forces had shared this tradition of combat art (since 1917), though the
program during World War II was largest and best developed in Germany.9 The army’s
familiarity with the program and goals of combat art programs certainly contributed to the
high level of interest in – and respect for – the German War Art Collection following its
seizure.

The man appointed head of the SdbK, Luitpold Adam, had served as a Kriegsmaler during
the previous war.10 In June 1941, Adam was assigned to the Propaganda Center in Potsdam,
where he oversaw the output of the group of “War Painters and Newspaper Artists.”11 This
group was the foundation for the SdbK. When Adam took his post in Potsdam, these artists
were in dire need of equipment and space. Adamwent to work, ordering the construction of
an art supply depot and gathering new supplies for the artists in preparation for their
deployment.12 He also secured a “safe space” in vacated rooms of the Society of Berlin
Artists, to be used as an archive and exhibition area for the paintings arriving from the
front.13 By the spring of 1942, the nascent SdbK comprised 80 combat artists, a number that
would reach 300 by thewar’s end, with half of them assigned to theHeer (army) and the other
half to the navy and Luftwaffe.14 Their art was exhibited throughout Germany and occupied
Europe for “educational and cultural purposes.”15 Quick sketches produced by artists were
sent back and used to produce large-scale studio paintings that adorned the walls of army
museums and the offices of Nazi dignitaries.16 A purchase commission also met with Adam
and some of the painters regularly and selected their favorite paintings to hang in the
German army headquarters and museums. In the expected event of an Allied defeat, the
works were designated to narrate the German victory, commemorative visual reminders of
the Wehrmacht’s successful struggles over the Allied forces.17

The artists were enticed not only by monetary and equipment compensation but also by
the promise that they would be allowed relative freedom in the expression of their ideas.18

8 Gilkey, “German War Art.”
9 For more on the American war art program as well as a brief intro to the German and Japanese war art

programs, see McNaughton 1979. McNaughton notes that the US army combat art program began during World
War I when the War Department decided to make a visual record of “terrain, uniforms, equipment, and actions of
the war” (328). The impetus for the program was the deployment of eight artists, handpicked by famed “Gibson
Girl” artist Charles Dana Gibson, to France to pictorially record the activities of the American Expeditionary Forces.
The resultant war art (paintings and some drawings) was deposited in the Smithsonian Institution. The combat art
program grew exponentially during World War II – the Associated Americans Artists (founded in 1939) recruited
experienced artists for the War Art Unit, founded by the Army Corps of Engineers in late 1942. Some of the most
high-profile painters of the 1930s and 1940s were selected to enlist in the program, including Reginald Marsh, Jack
Levine, and Henry Varnum Poor.

10 Gilkey, “German War Art,” 10.
11 Michael Reese and Diane Weathers, “The Pentagon’s Nazi Art,” Newsweek, 22 February 1982, 31.
12 Weber 1979, 44–45.
13 Gordon Gilkey, Unpublished/untitled manuscript, 1980, 89, box 55, Gordon W. Gilkey Papers.
14 Gilkey, Unpublished/untitled manuscript.
15 Bess Hormats, “Art of the Götterdämmerung: The United States Army’s Strange and Little-Known Collection

of Nazi War Art,” ARTnews, January 1975, 69.
16 By 1944, the army and army museums had acquired 320,000 Reichsmark (RM) worth of Kriegsmalerei. Sol

Goldstein 2002, 186.
17 Weber 1979, 41–42. Notable exhibitions of the paintings include one held personally by Hitler in December

1943 and a final showing organized by Goebbels at Berlin’s Propaganda Ministry building in January 1945. Weber
notes that “another German war art show was staged at the Jeu de Paume in Paris, but poorly attended because
Picasso’s war pictures were not on exhibition.”

18 There is evidence of a willingness to help compensate for living accommodations as well; a letter from Adolf
Eichmann to Johannes Hentschel, a Hausmeister for Hitler’s apartments in the Reichskanzlei, confirmed a transfer of
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Adam initially had no control over the artists’ subject matter or output, as this was left up to
the leader of each individual so-called Propaganda Company (Propaganda-Kompanie [PK]),
though Adam later reviewed each piece of art as it arrived in Potsdam.19 This promise both
combats the long-held idea that Nazi visual ideology was rigidly defined and controlled by
the Reich Chamber of Culture (Reichskulturkammer [RKK]) and confirms newer research
that characterizes the RKK as a trade union rather than an organization that inflexibly
prescribed a specific aesthetic to artists. It also continues the tradition of relatively newer
scholarship that challenges the conception of “Nazi artwork” as thematically and stylisti-
cally ill-defined, varied, and malleable.20

Each PK employed one “fine artist” and two commercial artists. Because war painters
sometimes found themselves in need of new subjects if their company had been stationary
for a long period of time, Adam pushed for company leaders to send their war painters to
the front while battles were in progress in order to record more stirring narratives.21

Adam often fought with PK leaders on this point, as many of them preferred to keep their
Kriegsmaler away from the front lines, instead “cook[ing up] pictures” removed from the
scene. According to Gilkey’s recollection, Adam was ultimately successful in receiving
authorization from higher command (of the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht) for an
operational procedure that allowed the artists three months in the combat area to paint
or draw and then required a return to Potsdam to register their watercolors or drawings,
pick up supplies, and work on finishing their paintings in the studio for another three
months. Like Gilkey and the Americans, Adam viewed the role of the Kriegsmaler and their
immersion on the front as vital not only to history and future audiences but also to the
spirit of the troops on the front lines. In his support of embedding artists on the front,
Adam emphasized that the war artists were expected to visualize “not just the horrible
side of war, but war’s episodical [sic] and lyrical moments.”22 Adam’s understanding of the
Kriegsmaler as combatant and artist – as someone who not only took part in and contrib-
uted to the action and war effort but also experienced and then visually rendered the war,
immortalizing it for generations to come – was echoed by war artists and, ultimately, the
US occupying forces.

Combat art: between realism and immortalization

A glance at the paintings and sketches produced reveals a tension felt by the Kriegsmaler
between exalting the war and documenting day-to-day horrors and malaise felt by those on

more than 2000 RM to make adjustments to a Marinemaler’s apartment in Berlin. Letter from Adolf Eichmann to
Johannes Hentschel, R43/II 1250a, Bundesarchiv-Berlin-Lichterfelde.

19 The job announcement pledged: “Es wird hierbei gleichzeitig darauf hingewiesen, dass bezüglich der
Gestaltung der Ideen dem Künstler freie Hand gelassen ist.” Center of Military History Archive, Fort Belvoir, VA
(uncategorized), reprinted in Weber 1979, 43; see also Gilkey, untitled/unpublished manuscript.

20 See Steinweis 1996; Petropoulos 1996, 2014; Potter 2016. In his seminal book, Steinweis challenges previous
assumptions (many crystalized during the height of the Cold War era) about totalitarian power and control in Nazi
Germany, presenting Reich Chambers like the Reich Chamber of Culture (Reichskulturkammer [RKK]) as part of a
period of professionalization that began in German during the Weimar Republic. Though he does not consider
Adam’s squadron, Steinweis does emphasize the benefits and prime living and working conditions offered to those
in arts professions during the period, arguing that in order to attain these benefits, artists had to embrace
neocorporatism (in other words, professionalization that eschewed or overcame social or political boundaries in
their artistic communities). Potter and Petropoulos support Steinweis’s thesis that the RKK was less about
totalitarian control and more about professionalization.

21 Weber 1979, 44.
22 Gilkey, “German War Art,” 19.
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the front. Adam’s artists produced art with style and subject matter that both reinforces and
challenges expectations often prescribed to Nazi-era art. Stylistically, the works that Gilkey
encountered in 1946 ran the gamut from portraits of noble military leaders and triumphant
soldiers to melancholic and abstracted images that attempted to convey both the trauma of
war and a certain degree of introspection. Importantly, the works also fit into a broader
canon of war art produced during the period by other combatants.23 Specifically, the combat
paintings of the German soldiers sharedmuchwith the art of its US counterparts. There is no
written evidence that Luitpold Adam explicitly set rules to what the soldier artists could and
could not record, andmany of the works are typical by the standards of the 1930s and 1940s,
as evidenced by analogous works of US combat art.

Kriegsmaler Olaf Jordan, for example, specialized in realistic and probing portraits of
volunteer Cossack soldiers as well as likenesses of German army leaders, such as his portrait
of Generalmajor Helmuth von Pannwitz. Wilhelm Wessel made several heroic charcoal
portraits of soldiers from the Afrikakorps (Figure 1). These bear a resemblance to the gallant
portraits of American combat artists like Peter Hurd, who painted the famed 8th Air Force
Bomber Command (Figure 2). The stylistic similarities challenge the notion of a monolithic
“Nazi art,” even among German artists, suggesting instead that the heroic realism of officer
portraits was an international trend understood by artists on both sides of the Atlantic.24

More broadly, a survey of US war art suggests that, while there may have been a slightly
greater degree of variation in terms of style and subject matter within American combat art
than in German war art, the variation is not striking enough to separate them into two
entirely discrete art historical traditions based simply on the political situations that
produced them. The fact that there existed more similarities than differences in paintings
produced by a democracy and those produced under a dictatorial regime seemed to both
intrigue and trouble American officers like Gilkey.

Other works, such as the melancholic watercolors of German combat artist Rudolf
Hengstenberg, deviate from the figurative realism of portraiture, approximating more
closely impressionistic forms also present in some US combat art (see Figure 3). Several
sketches of Herbert Agricola employ near-abstracted forms to convey the smallness of
German troops seeking shelter on the face of amountain (Figure 4). Heinrich Amersdorffer
specialized in picturesque landscapes and townscapes, his works unfettered by the horrors
of war until one notices small details – for example, a black blot approximating a battleship
– that allude quietly to the ongoing violence (Figure 5). Still others, including Bavarian
artist Otto Bloß in his eerily apocalyptic Landscape of War (undated), seem to have taken
inspiration from the fetid color palette of Otto Dix to render the nightmarish deathscape of
war, even if the purpose of their renderings arguable diverged (Figure 6).25

A sketchbook titled Tagebuch eines Kriegsmalers by Helmut Bibow, a combat artist on the
Eastern Front in PK 693, presents grotesqueries that would not be out of place in a George
Grosz exhibition: a horse, stomach bulging, dying in a trench; the metal corpse of a Panzer; a
jumbled pile of Wehrmacht bodies; a disembodied hand, fingers curled unnervingly, laying
in a field while storm clouds gather overhead (Figures 7–8). Admittedly, the sketchbook also
contains caricatures of drunken Cossacks, sometimes contrasted with the capable bodies of

23 For example, see Ikeda, McDonald, and Tiampo 2012.
24 More recently, scholars have worked to challenge this persistent notion, notably art historian James van Dyke

(2010), whose biography of painter Franz Radziwill examines an artist whose style (and often beliefs) before and
during the Nazi period often defied categorization. Radziwill’s successes during the Weimar era working in the
Expressionist and Neue Sachlichkeit styles also assisted with his image rehabilitation post-1945, especially consid-
ering the connection of “modernist art” to “the art of democracy” (and, therefore, “good art”) following the war.

25 See Otto Bloß, Landscape of War, undated.
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Wehrmacht soldiers. Yet even the German soldiers are rendered anonymous, with inter-
changeable faces, swathed in darkness, suggesting the “heroic Aryan” victor did not always
triumph.

Figure 1. Wilhelm Wessel, Afrikakorps Trooper, charcoal, 1942 (G.P.1.8235.47, US Army Art Collection, NARA).
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The sketchbook’s introductory dedication, penned by a Kriegsberichter named Hans
Huffzky, emphasizes Adam’s idea of the war artist as a mythic figure whose task of visually
rendering life in battle for posterity set him apart from war reporters and photographers:

His [the Kriegsmaler’s] studio was a meadow, his roof a tarpaulin, stretched between the
trees, or simply the empty sky, his stool, a petrol canister. …We, the other members of
the Propaganda Company, wrote our reports, took photographs, shot footage, broad-
cast – but good God, our work wasmissing something, whichwewould not have known,
had our “Comrades of the Palette” not been with us. Just as they do not create their
work in a fleeting instant, they also do not create their work for a fleeting instant.26

Here, the war artist is a humble but great servant of the German war effort, at home in
nature and the company of his fellow soldiers. The dedication visualizes a nazified “heroic
landscape” in which the landscape – peaceful and bucolic – interacts with emblems of war or
technological might.27 Yet, again, it would be a mistake to construe this romantic

Figure 2. Peter Hurd, Portrait of Captain
W.W. Foster, Navigator and Operations
Officer, oil, 1943 (RG 9C1, Gallery Pub-

lications, Temporary Exhibition Cata-

logues, National Gallery of Art, Gallery

Archives).

26 Helmut Bibow, “Tagebuch eines Kriegsmalers,” June 1941, NS571/179, Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv, Freiburg,
Germany (“Ihr Atelier war eine Waldwiese, ihr Dach eine Zeltbahn, gespannt von Baum zu Baum, oder der blanke
Himmel, ihr Stuhl ein Benzinkannister …Wir anderen PK –Männer haben unsere Berichte geschrieben, wir haben
fotografiert, wir haben gekurbelt, wir haben gerundfunkt – aber weiss Gott, unserer Arbeit fehlte etwas, wenn wir
nicht wüssten, dass unsere ‘Kameraden von der Palette’ bei uns wären…Wie sie nicht aus demAugenblick schaffen,
schaffen sie auch nicht für den Augenblick”) (translation by author).

27 Formore on the notion of the Nazi “heroic landscape” in painting, seeMichaud 2004, 116. The termwas coined
by Nazi architect Paul Schultze-Naumburg around 1940–41. These were scenes that juxtaposed the unique beauty
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understanding of the combat artist’s role as specifically “German” or of the Nazi era. US
combat artists, and institutions that exhibited their work, shared this hyperbolic language
lauding the importance of the war artist to the tides of history, noting that the destructive
beauty of war must be immortalized.

The foreword to a 1943 show of US war artists commissioned by Life Magazine expressed:
“[I]t is inescapable to military men and civilians alike that there is also in war a certain
desperate beauty” and that “in these days it is not only the opportunity but the inescapable
duty of the war artist to see one in terms of the other.”28 Other exhibitions emphasized that
the role of the war artist was not simply to “glorify” war but also to portray “the realism of
the day.”29 Like the Tagebuch, which celebrated the artist as an exceptional figure grounded
by the raw experience of war, exhibitions of US combat artists praised “courage, skill, [and]

Figure 3. Rudolf Hengstenberg, Boatload of Wounded Soldiers, watercolor, undated (G.W.1.2748.47, US Army Art

Collection, NARA).

and appeal of that Nordic landscape with scenes of worksites and war images – from granite quarries, to bridges, to
the Autobahnen, and to renderings of Panzers embedded in a grassy meadow. This imagery gained popularity in
paintings and drawings from 1939 to 1942, coinciding with several of the most stunning military successes of the
Third Reich.

28 Francis Henry Taylor, ed., War Art: A Catalogue of Paintings Done on the War Fronts by American Artists for “Life,”
1943 (publication information not available), National Gallery of Art Gallery Archives, Washington, DC.

29 Elinor F. Morgenthau, ed., The Army at War by American Artists: Paintings and Drawings Lent by the War Department
to the Treasury Department, 1944 (publication information not available), National Gallery of Art Gallery Archives,
Washington, DC.
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watchfulness” as important attributes of both soldiers and artists.30 Ultimately, in the words
and images that they produced, the combat artists of the US and German battalions were
more alike than different. This is perhaps another reason that Gilkey, as well as subsequent
viewers and consumers of German war art, often felt a certain closeness to the art that was
seized following the war – it was familiar. And if it seemed familiar, perhaps the enemy was
closer than once imagined.

The confiscation of the German War Art Collection

Originally trained as a printmaker, Gordon Gilkey’s interest in thewar had always focused on
protecting Europe’s artistic legacy. Eventually, with pressure from Harvard art historians
and the American Council of Learned Societies, President Franklin Roosevelt sanctioned the

Figure 4. Herbert Agricola, Bivouac Near Cliff, Italy, charcoal, undated (G.P.1.161.47, US Army Art Collection, NARA).

30 Morgenthau, Army at War.
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Figure 5. Heinrich Amersdorffer, Waterfront – Balaclava, Crimea, watercolor, 1942 (G.W.1.355.47, US Army Art

Collection, NARA).

Figure 6. Otto Bloß, Landscape of War, undated (probably 1942) (G.O.2.221.50, US Army Art Collection, NARA).
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formation of the Roberts Commission, comprising officers who worked with the US army to
protect specific “cultural treasures of Europe, collect information on cultural property
looted by the Axis Powers, and promote its restitution.”31 In 1945, Gilkeywas deployed to the
headquarters of the European theatre in Frankfurt. There exists a certain symmetry to the

Figure 7. Helmut Bibow, Tagebuch eines Kriegsmalers, ink, late 1941 (N591/179, Bundesarchiv-Militär Archiv).

Figure 8. Helmut Bibow, Tagebuch eines Kriegsmalers, ink, late 1941 (N591/179, Bundesarchiv-Militär Archiv).

31 The literature on the Roberts Commission and the activities of the so-called “Monuments Men” is vast. It
ranges from popular histories (such as Edsel 2009), to country-specific manuscripts (such as Brey 2010), to
biographies (such as Bouchoux 2006).
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stories of Hauptmann Adam and this US captain in charge of the German war art program.
Both were artists who understood their task – protecting the story of war as captured on
canvas – as a calling of the highest importance. Both also understood the role of the combat
artist as morally elevated, a calling existing, perhaps, outside of any specific political
framework. Following the war, Adam expressed his desire to “[make] the artists’ intellectual
and art contributions … available to the German people, who by nature are inclined to
meditate on and assimilate the spiritual-cultural values of a nation.”32 This sentiment is
reflective not only of statements that Gilkey made in the years following the war but also of
his interactions with some of the artists whose ateliers he visited and then raided, including
Agricola, who remembered Gilkey as interested in both the subject of his war paintings and
the high quality of their workmanship. These sympathies were not limited to Gilkey. Indeed,
high desirability among members of the US army to “borrow” art from the German War Art
Collection to adorn office walls, the army’s willingness to loan out works to military
museums, and later, specific political figures’ investment in returning paintings to their
original creators in Germany indicate a level of admiration for the artwork that is not
inconsequential.

As part of his assignment to lead the Germanwar art program, Gilkeywas put into contact
with the headquarters’ Allied Restitution Missions and assigned the specific task of finding,
collecting, and then transporting objects “dealing with Nazi propaganda.”33 Of specific
interest to Gilkey were the paintings of the Kriegsmaler, which he believed were “of more
historic significance.”34 Precisely to whom their work was of higher value, Gilkey never
specified; his personal correspondence with several of these artists through the decades
suggests that Gilkey regarded them as distinct from court painters like Adolf Ziegler or
portraitist Fritz Erler, whose work he denigrated as “a summer re-run of German art of the
19th century.”35 This suggests he viewed some of the combat art as somehow less artificial
and more truthful, a shared account of universal realities of war.

Gilkey’s orders to collect works of visual art related to “Nazi propaganda” had their roots
at Yalta, where Allied leaders called for the removal of all “Nazi and militaristic influences
from public office and from the cultural and economic life of the German people,” an order
echoed by the PotsdamAgreement later that summer, which was codified in Control Council
Directive no. 30 the following year.36 Gilkey emphasized that, with the accords, the Allies
were “united in declaring German militarism and Nazism would be destroyed and that such
references would be removed from the cultural life of the German people.”37 While hidden
Nazi-looted masterpieces were the priority of the officers of the US Monuments, Fine Arts
and Archives (MFA&A),38 heaps of art seen as propagandistic or militaristic in nature

32 Interview with Luitpold Adam, (undated), reprinted in Weber 1979, 51.
33 Gilkey described his role as “head of the U.S. War Department Special Staff Art Projects in Europe.” Gilkey,

Unpublished/untitled manuscript, 1.
34 Letter from Captain Harold E. Potter to Gordon Gilkey, 8 February 1946, unspecified folder, German War Art

Collection, US Center of Military History Archive, Fort Belvoir, VA.
35 Gilkey, Unpublished/untitled manuscript, 13.
36 Yalta Communiqué, Appendix II, 11 February 1945 (accessed online); Potsdam Agreement (“[t]he planning,

designing, erection, installation, posting or other display of anymonument, memorial, poster, statue, edifice, street
or highway name marker, emblem, tablet, or insignia which tends to preserve and keep alive the German military
tradition, to revivemilitarism or to commemorate the Nazi Party, or which is of such a nature as to glorify incidents
of war … will be prohibited and declared illegal. … Every existing monument, poster, statue, edifice, street or
highway name marker, emblem, tablet, or insignia … must be completely destroyed and liquidated.”

37 Gilkey “Germany War Art,” 2.
38 It is important to note that Gilkey was also in charge of tracking down and collecting some paintings from the

special holdings of the Nazi elite, a collection of 754 non-militaristic paintings known as the NS-Reichsbesitz (see
Maertz 2007, 63–65). These works were assessed by the trained professionals of the US Monuments, Fine Arts and
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remained hidden away by Nazi leadership for Gilkey’s crew to find and mine.39 By the last
weeks of the war, more than 800 art repositories, from Keller to Schlösser, had been
reported.40 Gilkey’s investigation began with his acquisition of every exhibition catalogue
of the Haus der deutschen Kunst’s Great German Art Exhibitions between 1937 and 1944 as
well as catalogues of traveling exhibitions of war art and popular art magazines. Impor-
tantly, Gilkey also used the last known addresses of artists registered as Kriegsmaler to track
down those remaining in the US zone of occupation. It was through these lists that Gilkey
met some of the artists in person, including Amersdorffer and Agricola, who were by then
living quietly outside of Munich. During these visits, Gilkey both raided private ateliers and
established personal contact with some of the war artists. According to the recollection of
some artists, he was apparently unable or unwilling to keep the art seizures strictly
professional, often complimenting the high quality of the works and promising to return
the paintings as soon as possible.41

These lists led Gilkey to Luitpold Adam, who had escaped Berlin during the last months of
the war, hoping to preserve not only his life but also the legacy of the works created by his
squadron of artists. When Gilkey tracked Adam and his wife down in the Bavarian village of
Frauenau, the former head of the SdbK guided him to a cache of paintings at Schloss
Oberfrauenau as well as a sizable stash in a woodcutter’s mountaintop hut straddling the
German-Czech border.42 According to Gilkey, Adam willingly helped him pack the artwork,
realizing that “my arrival saved the total collection from destruction via the mice or the
moisture.”43 Though he might have embellished the German captain’s graciousness, it is
clear that Gilkey understood their goals as similar: two armymen and art lovers who viewed
art as a mode of communicating with future generations, trying to save paintings from
disintegrating into the dustbin of history.

Gilkey and his team classified 8,722 paintings and drawings as “Nazistic” or “militaristic”
in theme. According to his official record, had theseworks remained in Germany, theywould
“have been a potential threat to the world through [their] future reinstallation and German
misuse,” a claim that corroborated an initial goal of denazifying the area through obliter-
ation of visual remnants of the Third Reich.44 Despite his task to collect and confiscate the

Archives (MFA&A) and assigned to the legal custody of Bavaria’s Ministerpräsident and stored within the imposing
walls of the Hauptzollamt in Munich, also the storage site for one of the most infamous paintings of the Nazi era,
Alfred Ziegler’s The Four Elements (1937). Much more research has been done on the Great German Art Exhibitions,
including an exhaustive catalogue of art provenance, which can be found at http://www.gdk-research.de (accessed
20 August 2019).

39 Gilkey, “German War Art”; “Returned of Captured Paintings to Germany,” memorandum from E. M. Harris,
Lt. Colonel G. S. C. executive, to the Judge Advocate General of the US Army, 6 November 1950, box 72, folder 17, RG
319, National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). NS-Reichsbesitzwere stashed in Alt Aussee’s famous salt
mines as well as in a castle and dance hall in Austria; the Luftgaukommando VI’s private collection was transported
to a castle near the Tegernsee in Bavaria; much of Himmler’s and Martin Bormann’s private collections of
propaganda and war paintings were stored in the basement of the Führerbau (now the Hochschule für Musik) at
Munich’s Königsplatz. Gilkey’s team also discovered several crates of war paintings hidden behindmore innocuous-
seeming nudes and landscapes in the basement of the Haus der deutschen Kunst. See Lauterbach 2015, 157.

40 Gilkey, “German War Art,” 23; “Returned of Captured Paintings.”
41 See, for example, letter fromHerbert Agricola to the ArmyWar College inWashington, DC, 30 December 1948,

B323/349, Bundesarchiv-Koblenz (BAK).
42 According to Adam, he, his wife, and a local boy had spent the nights leading up to the armistice carrying the

bundles of art up themountain into the hut for safekeeping. The collection included paintings and a large number of
sketches by war artists that had been sent back to Potsdam and Berlin to be turned into studio paintings. The cabin
at Frauenau had apparently been caught in American-SS crossfire during the last days of the war, but the structure
and the art inside survived. The men did not.

43 Gilkey, Unpublished/untitled manuscript, 4–10.
44 Gilkey, “German War Art,” 29.
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paintings, or perhaps because of it, Gilkey felt empathy for the Kriegsmaler as soldiers, artists,
and keepers of history, not necessarily enemy combatants. His emotional response to the
skill and plight of German combat artists is evidenced in both his words and his continued
correspondence with many of them in the decades following the war. Yet this empathy was
tempered by an ambivalence, at least in the two years after the war, to other characteriza-
tions of the artwork by Gilkey as “monument[s] of German baseness.” There is no clear
answer for Gilkey’s conflicting narratives about the art that he collected and confiscated,
though it might be interpreted as a tension between his human and artistic desire to
empathize with “the other” and his role as a military man during and immediately after
the war for whom “the other” was prescribed as the enemy.45

Gilkey’s fascination with the paintings also manifested in a 1946 exhibition in the
basement of Frankfurt’s Städel Museum, open to US military personnel and any “interested
Germans.”46 Gilkey selected a “representative” group of 103 paintings, toeing the line
between celebrating the spoils of war and a genuine respect for the paintings of the
Kriegsmaler. “Very few” Germans showed up, but the exhibition did attract 1,500 US military
personnel. All of the paintings and prints were sent to Washington, DC, three months later.
There, several works ended up adorning the office walls of high-ranking military officers,
blurring the line between an understanding of the paintings as war trophies, incendiary
tools capable of reigniting the spirit of Nazism, artistic documents, and soldiers’ records of
the universal experience of wartime.47

Kriegsmaler and confiscations post-1946

Gilkeymade amoral demarcation between three categories of artwork: those that “[showed]
the Nazi emblem, [and] Nazi military victories attained through inhumanity towards
individuals,” the nudes and landscapes in the Haus der deutschen Kunst (which he did
not see as politically meaningful), and the visual records left by Kriegsmaler. Yet he did not
make the distinction between the former and latter group until after he had completed his
confiscations, and his art raids cast a wide net, often ensnaring combat artists who felt that
their works were far from propagandistic. And sometimes the law was on their side.

Heinrich Amersdorffer’s case, and the confusion about whether works of art seized by
American forces during and following the war were US property or stolen property of the
artists, was just one of several that emerged in the years following Gilkey’s raids. Herbert
Agricola also took up correspondence with the Office of Military Government, United States
(OMGUS) after the war to retrieve his paintings. Agricola was not as well known as
Amersdorffer, though his paintings from the front in Russia, Yugoslavia, and Italy were
exhibited at several smaller German museums as “Wehrmacht property.”48 According to
Agricola, his paintings were “an artistic standpoint in contrary [sic] to Goebbels’s Nazi
propaganda art” and not intended to invoke “a new German heroism, as these pictures
showed our desperate situation as well as destroyed landscapes.”49 Furthermore,

45 Gilkey, “German War Art,” 24.
46 Gilkey, Unpublished/untitled manuscript, 16. For more on the Städel Museum and its history during the Nazi

period, see Fleckner and Hollein 2011.
47 Two unspecified Nazi-era paintings hung on the wall of a General Ward’s office, and another decorated the

wall of Lieutenant Colonel James’s office. See Sol Goldstein 2009, 167.
48 Letter from Herbert Agricola to Murray van Wagoner, director of the Office of Military Government, United

States (OMGUS) in Bavaria, 28 April 1949, B323/349, BAK.
49 Letter from Agricola to the Army War College, 30 December 1948.
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Amersdorffer pointed out in his letter to Gilkey that Agricola seemed surprised that a
“considerable number” of his artworks had not been returned, despite Gilkey’s promise to
do just that:

One day I came in touch with Captain Gilkey. … He asked me to give him 5 or
10 paintings. … I [wanted] to do him a favor and offered him all my works for this
purpose. He was very friendly to me and promised to return all paintings … as soon as
possible. Some day[s] later in my absence from home, CIC [Counterintelligence Corps]
personnel checked my rooms for war pictures and confiscated them by order of the
Munich Collecting Point. … All my requests not to confiscate them were in vain.50

Gilkey never left a list of the exact paintings he and his men seized from Agricola during
their art raids with the MFA&A officers working at the Munich Central Collecting Point
(CCP), so the exact artworks in US custody were unknown. Furthermore, as Jonathan
Petropoulos has pointed out, art was not always treated with care at the CCP and was,
indeed, destroyed by some officers of the MFA&A (Gilkey excluded). Lane Faison, a professor
of art history at Williams College, who became the director of the CCP in Munich between
1949 and 1951, and Theodore Heinrich, cultural affairs adviser in the office of the High
Commissioner on Germany, oversaw the immolation of some art – up to 500 objects – in both
Munich and Wiesbaden that was seen as “explicitly” National Socialistic in theme as well as
art created by Nazi leaders such as Alfred Rosenberg and Julius Streicher.51 The decision by
US occupying forces to destroy art by burning it is of note (and one that Faison later
regretted, according to Petropoulos) considering the Nazis’ propensity for burning not only
books but also modern artwork. However, the choice was never explicitly called into
question as violating the 1907 Hague Convention.52

Agricola’s complaints made their way to H. Stewart Leonard, chief of the MFA&A in
Bavaria. However, after noting that more than 100 watercolors had been returned to
Agricola in 1947, that there was no documentation of his remaining artworks at the CCP
in Munich, and that Gilkey was never officially part of the MFA&A while carrying out his
confiscations, the MFA&A determined that they bore no responsibility.53 Agricola appealed
the decision in 1949, writing to the head of the OMGUS in Bavaria and again characterizing
his paintings as “stolen,” pleading that “the character of all my lost works has nothing to do
with militarism nor Nazi-propaganda.”54 His initial appeals were denied, though Gilkey
struck up correspondence with him in the 1970s and recalled conversations that he and
another officer had about several of Agricola’s paintings, claiming to have had the “highest
regard for your artistry.”55 Gilkey assured Agricola that “it has never been the policy of the
U.S. to destroy great or lesser works of art” and that, if any of Agricola’s art had been
destroyed, it was merely a consequence of the war.56 By 1988, ostensibly with Gilkey’s
assistance, Agricola informed Gilkey that his war paintings had been returned after filing a
claim at a Bavarian court, and he repeated his claim that his art was not purposefully or

50 Letter from Agricola to the Army War College, 30 December 1948. These details are laid out in a letter from
Helen Koslowski to Stefan Munsing, chief of MFA&A, Bavaria, 5 July 1949, B323/349, BAK. As Koslowski notes in the
letter, Gilkey did not leave a list of the paintings from Agricola that he confiscated at the Munich Central Collecting
Point, so the exact artworks are unknown.

51 Petropoulos 2017, 128–29.
52 Hague Convention (IV) Respecting the Laws and Customs of War on Land (1907) 187 CTS 227.
53 Letter from Koslowski to Munsing, 5 July 1949.
54 Letter from Agricola to van Wagoner, 28 April 1949.
55 Letter from Gordon Gilkey to Herbert Agricola, 15 March 1978, box 55, Gordon W. Gilkey Papers.
56 Letter from Gilkey to Agricola, 15 March 1978.
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inherently political: “I think you know, I was never a militaristic or political fan [sic]… [and]
my endeavors, to become [a] war painter were obvious: I did not kill ore [sic] hurt anybody,
and I came fairly through [sic]. This is quite a lot!”57

Another Kriegsmaler, Olaf Jordan, saw his paintings reproduced in a 1950 issue of Life
Magazine and sent an emotional appeal to the Department of the Army, upset by his
characterization as a “Nazi” by the periodical:

I wish to point out that the discovery of some of my works in Life Magazine was more
painful tome than happy when reading the text below them: “War Through Nazi Eyes,”
which I must feel as a bitter injustice tome. I was never amember of the Nazi Party, but
the fact that I preferred, during the Nazi war, to paint than to shoot … or to be shot
myself cannot be put up as a blame to me.58

Like Agricola’s letter, Jordan vehemently distanced himself from ties to Nazism through his
role as a combat artist and the art itself, arguing that his art was somehow separate from the
crimes committed by the Nazi Party, an understandable position to take, whether con-
sciously or subconsciously, in the postwar period. Gilkey eventually learned of Jordan’s plea
and helped arrange an art exhibition at Carnegie-Mellon of his paintings. Jordan’s appeals
for his paintings’ return were denied in the following decades by various army personnel,
whomaintained that the paintings were the property of theWehrmacht during the war and,
thus, “legitimate war booty.”59 Jordan died before his exhibition opened, and any of his
works were returned. The fate of Amersdorffer’s paintings followed the same path: in the
1970s, the army responded to his pleas with a final decision, stating that his works in US
custody displayed “propagandistic” imagery (without clearly defining what it was) and was
subject to seizure by the US army.60

Spoils of war or looted artwork?

The war art program’s directives and Gilkey’s actions were cause for legal concern not just
among the Kriegsmaler but also in Washington. As soon as the art began to arrive in the
United States in 1946, military lawyers cautioned that the army could be holding them in
violation of Article 56 of the 1907 Hague Convention prohibiting the seizure of cultural
property during times of war.61 A memorandum from the OMGUS’s Legal Division to the
chief of the Restitution Branch retroactively answered the question of whether the works
might be considered legal “war booty” as opposed to illegally confiscated cultural property.

57 Letter from Gordon Gilkey to Herbert Agricola, 16 June 1988, box 55, Gordon W. Gilkey Papers. Gilkey also
promised Agricola in 1978 that his previous letter would be forwarded to the chief of the Office of Military History.

58 Weber 1979, 104. Jordan, a portrait painter and Sudetendeutscher by birth, was transferred into the Squadron of
Visual Artists (Staffel der bildenden Künstler Propaganda Abteilung) in 1942, then enrolled as a Kriegsmaler in the
Kosaken-Kavallerie-Division I. He spent three years following the Cossack legions, until his division surrendered to
the British in Austria on 8 May 1945. After spending nearly two years as a prisoner of war, Jordan settled outside of
Stockholm, Sweden, and began a postwar career as a children’s portraitist.

59 Weber 1979, 106.
60 Letter from Colonel Robert Fechtman, chief of the Historical Services Division to Heinrich Amersdorffer,

16 April 1970, B86/1493, Politisches Archiv, Auswärtiges Amt, Berlin. The rest were finally returned in 1986, with
two paintings remaining in US custody to this day.

61 David D’Arcy, “The Army’s Hidden Collection of Nazi Art,” Art Newspaper, February 2007. Article 56 of the 1907
Hague Convention states: “The property of municipalities, that of institutions dedicated to religion, charity, and
education, the arts and sciences, even when state property, shall be treated as private property. All seizure or
destruction of, or willful damage to, institutions of this character, historic monuments, works of art and science, is
forbidden, and should be made the subject of legal proceedings.”
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The response was that the paintings in question could not be considered “trophies of war”
andwere thus not legally seized.62 Thememo led to a series of internal debates regarding the
legality of the actions of Gilkey’s men; in the end, there was a tenuous agreement that,
though the Allied powers may have violated international law, the removal of the property
was justified if an authority demonstrated “an overriding public interest” in removing the
artwork. This again favored the argument that works believed to stoke “militarism or
Nazism” in a German viewing public must be removed.63

Gilkey’s attitudes toward the artwork muddied the waters. He alternately referred to the
paintings and drawings he collected as “art” or “historical documents,” a notable dichotomy
when considering “art” was protected by Article 56 and “historical documents” may not
have been. Even when he did not articulate it, Gilkey felt a tension between several
competing factors: his background as an artist and art historian, his duty as an army officer
working to rebuild Germany and protect the world from the shadow of Nazism, and his very
human empathy for the task of both the Kriegsmaler and Luitpold Adam, the German officer
who had a similar appreciation for the artworks’ importance to historical collective
memory.64 Gilkey’s battles with these questions were also indicative of the US army’s –
and the US government’s – larger-scale ambivalence toward this artwork. This struggle is
reflected by the army’s confiscation of the paintings and drawings as “dangerous,” the
widespread use of the paintings to decorate government offices, and the exhibitions of the
paintings once they had been safely sequestered back in the United States.

As letters from aggrieved war artists poured into Gilkey’s office and the Historical
Division Offices, further debates in 1947 and 1948 enfeebled the army’s decision that there
had been an “overriding public interest” for Gilkey to remove these works during his raids.
Once again, the question of exactly what might constitute “incendiary” artwork was left
open, implying that many in the army were still uncertain. In late 1950, informal talks with
the Department of State began with the goal of returning more than 1,600 “non-political”
and “non-military” paintings, though the 8,000-plus works in the custody of the Office of
Military History were retained as trophies of war.65 As JohnWeber points out, the historians
had an ulterior motive: they hoped that if they offered up the return of innocuous works to
their rightful owners in West Germany, they might quell the influx of questions from the
Kriegsmaler and their heirs and preserve most of the collection with “immense potential
historical value,” a phrase used often by both Gilkey and Adam, for an impending National
Military Museum.66

In 1951, the confusion reached a breaking point, and the entire German War Art
Collection was reexamined, though it was maintained that the German Wehrmacht owned
any works executed by artists in the Propaganda Division and that their title had passed to
the United States at the time of seizure. The collection was divided into three categories:
those exhibiting an official stamp denoting their status as property of theWehrmacht, those

62 Memorandum from Charles Fahy, director of Legal Division, OMGUS, to Colonel John H. Allen, GSC, chief,
Restitution Branch, 14 February 1946, reprinted inWeber 1979, 62–63. Charles Fahy, director of the Legal Division at
the OMGUS, argued that when legal authorities stated that publicly owned properties of the enemy found on “the
battlefield”might be appropriated and considered property of the victor, they were never speaking of works of art,
of which Article 56 explicitly forbade all seizure.

63 Weber 1979, 75.
64 Weber 1979, 134. Gilkey also suggested allowing the retention and display of a representative group of works

in Germany. Though there exists no documentation that the OMGUS or the MFA&A ever seriously considered this
proposal, as Weber points out, the political climate in the immediate postwar period was certainly not ripe for
concessions of this nature.

65 Memorandum from Orlando Ward, major general, to the chief of staff of the Office of Military History,
4 October 1950, reprinted in Weber 1979, 92.

66 Memorandum from Ward to the chief of staff, 4 October 1950.
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with “obvious military of Nazi subject matter” (and, therefore, legally subject to confisca-
tion, as determined three years earlier), and those neither stamped nor confirmed to be of
“propagandistic” nature.67 The works set aside for repatriation were found to have been
“taken in error,” and their owners simply “temporarily deprived of legal possession.”68

GregoryMaertz rightly suggests that the reversal of attitude toward the art had less to do
with the military’s desire to open a National Military Museum and more with warming
diplomatic relations between the United States andWest Germany. Both the US government
and military officials were increasingly wary of potential comparisons to the Soviet
occupiers, who infamously looted their way from East to West during the final weeks of
the war, keen to take any objects related to the German armed forces as their own war
plunder.69 Furthermore, the Soviet military administration’s attitude toward the fine arts
immediately after the war was more draconian than the Americans’, even though the
Americans also approached cultural production, including fine arts, as inherently political
and, therefore, vulnerable to exploitation as propaganda.70 In 1951, US army officials were
keen to improve their relations with the nascent Federal Republic of Germany (West
Germany), especially as the Korean War had hit a bloody impasse. Maertz argues that
“placating” West Germany by returning the contentious artwork (rather than focusing on
the restitution of Holocaust assets) took precedent in this period, prompting action from the
State Department.71

Military officials and political figures in the United States favorable to repatriating the
German War Art Collection may also have believed that the return of the artwork would be
welcomed because of the West German myth of the “clean Wehrmacht,” the idea that the
Wehrmacht was an apolitical organization, innocent of the crimes of Nazi Germany.72 The
notion that German soldiers comported themselves as honorably as the Western Allies was
widespread, as illustrated by Gilkey’s emotional connection to the plight of the combat
artists and the fact that many combat artists were not forced to testify before courts during
denazification. Even President Dwight Eisenhower publicly enforced the notion of a clean
Wehrmacht, proclaiming in 1951 that “there was a real difference between the German
soldier and Hitler and his criminal group,” an argument that claimed the German people as
Cold War allies by clearly drawing a line between the “misled” public and their ill-inten-
tioned leaders.73 However, this theory does not quite pass muster when held against the
West German government’s response to the partial repatriation of the paintings.

67 Memorandum fromWard to the chief of staff, 4 October 1950. Much of that work at the time had already been
distributed to army offices for decoration or to army schools for “practical use” in military study.

68 Weber 1979, 98.
69 Maertz 2007, 67.
70 Sol Goldstein 2009, 76–77. As part of their effort to revive German culture, from 1945 to mid-1946, the Soviet

military administration quickly (muchmore quickly than the American sector) organized art exhibitions of German
artists that featured works by those marked as “modernist” or “degenerate” under the Nazi regime. This aesthetic
tolerance ceased during the summer of 1946, following Andrei Zhdanov’s offensive against modernism
(as mandated by Stalin) in the Soviet Union and a new art policy that glorified Socialist Realism and condemned
modernist art.

71 Maertz 2007, 72–73.
72 This ideawould reach its apex in 1985with Ronald Reagan’s infamous visit to Bitburg, justmonths beforemore

artwork from the German War Art Collection was returned to West Germany.
73 This myth has its roots in German responses to the practice of “victor’s justice” during the denazification

period. Later, in 1950, at the call of Konrad Adenauer, a group of former senior Wehrmacht officers met at
Himmerod Abbey to discuss the possibility of rearmament, resulting in a memorandum that demanded the
historical rehabilitation of the Wehrmacht. In 1951, President Dwight Eisenhower publicly reinforced the myth,
stating that “there was a real difference between the German soldier and Hitler and his criminal group.” See Wette
2007, 236–38; Bark and Gress 1993, 283–84.
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In early 1951, the State Department drewup plans to formally deliver the stash of paintings
to West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer in Bonn. The plans included a ceremony
attended by press representation (particularly West German) and the presentation of a single
“symbolic” painting to Adenauer. From there, the paintings were to be systematically
distributed to their private owners or museums designated by the Bonn government.74

Adenauer, however, was not enthused by what the United States thought was a gesture of
friendship. In late 1951, ColonelW. S. Nye, chief of the USArmyHistorical Division, wrote: “We
still have the GermanWar Art… Bonn claims that they haven’t facilities for tracking down the
individual owners, which probably is true to some extent. And I suspect that for political
reasons they are avoiding accepting what is to them a partial restitution.”75 The works were
loaded onto a freighter bound for Bremerhaven, West Germany, only to be left unclaimed in a
warehouse near the harbor for two years. In 1953, Adenauer finally accepted the paintings,
sans ceremony, and the repatriated works were sent back to Munich, where they were stored
in the sameplace Gilkey andhismenhadonce assessed and catalogued them – theMunich CPP
in the former Nazi Party Verwaltungsbau.76

In 1947, Gilkey characterized the artwork he confiscated and send back to Washington,
DC, as visualizations of Hitler’s dreams of a “super-race built upon the bones of destruction
of all who opposed him.”77 In 1946 and 1947, working to collect these paintings and sketches,
Gilkey acknowledged that, though “perhaps the combat artists were sincere,” all fell within
the confines of “monumental realism” and that all whose views did not coincidewith Hitler’s
were “forbidden to paint, exhibit, or sell.”78 In his 1947 report, Gilkey condemned the arts
programs in Nazi Germany in no uncertain terms, writing that “a blindfoldwas placed on the
borders of Germany to keep the German people free from the contamination and influence
of contemporary culture and creative movements in other lands.”79 Though he had exhib-
ited a degree of empathy toward the Kriegsmaler, reporting back to the OMGUS headquarters,
Gilkey was vocal in his condemnation of all Nazi-era art as politically and stylistically
undemocratic and, therefore, antithetical to US art and values. Yet several years after his
work with the army was finished, Gilkey had complicated his views, perhaps as a result of
years of correspondence with the artists whose work he was tasked with confiscating:
“There is an inherent separate life in each art object, fully apart from the creator of the art or
the circumstances responsible for the object of art. Thus, the war art of that period of time,
in both the U.S. … and in Germany, is completely on its own, will sink or survive on the
individual artistic merits of each work … and not because of the politics or contemporary
occupation (such as soldier-artist) of the creators.”80

These tensions, embodied by Gilkey, would persist for the next four decades.81 They
continue today, as 456 of the artworks remain hidden in a warehouse that is closed to the
public. The ambivalences toward the artwork would also be echoed across the Atlantic even

74 Letter from Colonel W. S. Nye, chief, Historical Division, Headquarters, European Command, to the chief of
military history, 5 February 1951, reprinted in Weber 1979, 141.

75 Letter from Colonel Nye to General Orlando Ward, 26 September 1951, reprinted in Weber 1979.
76 For more on the postwar history of the buildings and their uses, see Lauterbach 2015.
77 Gilkey, “German War Art,” 23.
78 Gilkey, “German War Art.”
79 Gilkey, “German War Art,” 24.
80 Gilkey, Unpublished/untitled manuscript, 34. By this time, decades after his work for the OMGUS and

following an impactful career as a professor of art and chairman of the Art Department at Oregon State University,
Gilkey was serving as a curator of prints and then trustee at the Portland Art Museum in his home state. He and his
wife donated thousands of prints, some of them Gilkey’s own work, and art objects to the Portland Art Museum. By
the time of his death in 2000, he had accrued one of the most important collections of prints on the West Coast.

81 Several thousand more works of art were repatriated in 1986 to West Germany under a bill sponsored by
G. Willian Whitehurst, a Virginia congressman who had taken a keen interest in the paintings ofMarinemaler Claus
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more overtly than with Adenauer’s refusal to accept the repatriated paintings. Over the
following years, the initial batch of restituted paintings began to stir anxieties in Germans,
some dormant since the end of the war, about what this artwork might reveal. These
tensions would surface explicitly as a result of the 1968 movements – notably, in the first
major show exhibiting Nazi-era artwork in Frankfurt in 1974 called Documents of Oppres-
sion, which elicited controversy and protests – but even in the 1980s and early 1990s.82 Most
recently, as of August of 2019, Berlin’s Deutsches Historisches Museum had many of the
works in their possession transferred to a storage facility in the Spandau district of Berlin.
Proving that artwork’s ambiguous status is still far from settled, a reporter for Der Spiegel
recently wrote: “For quite some time, the ugly side of beautiful art has been covered up. A
thorough, scientific investigation of art from the Nazi periodwould complete our view of the
dictatorship.”83 Germany’s state minister for culture, Monika Grütters, now has purview
over the art; when questioned recently about her stance on the artwork, her office punted
responsibility to the Foreign Ministry, seemingly taking their cue from the Kohl adminis-
tration’s vague position on the same artwork 30 years earlier. At the Foreign Ministry, the
commissioner for foreign art, State Minister Michelle Müntefering, stated merely that it
would be the “wrong signal” for Germany to call for the return of the rest of the works in US
custody on the basis of the Potsdam Agreement.84

As Adenauer’s (non-)action attests, nearly a decade after the war, the German government
was not yet ready to look back in the mirror, let alone let the public gaze into the mirror as
represented by the return of these paintings. The combat art of the GermanWarArt Collection
was both exceptional and ordinary –while the artists working under the SdbK painted within
the auspices of the RKK, theywere also allowed a degree of freedom in style and subjectmatter
that challenges the comfortable assumption of amonolithic “Nazi art.”Due to their respect for
the German armed forces and familiarity with combat art from within their own ranks, some
in the US army, Gilkey included, were occasionally sympathetic to the visual renderings of
their enemy and perhaps even saw themselves in it. This empathy, or, at the least, ambiguity,
challenged the standard and accepted notion of art created under theNazi regimeas somehow
dangerous or incendiary and continues to challenge this idea into the present.

Gilkey’s reckoning with the art that he confiscated was just the beginning of the story.
Legally and ethically, who had the right to artworks produced under the Nazi regime? The
USmilitary and governmentwas clearly uncertain about the set of rules and regulations that
should apply to works of art that had been confiscated by Gilkey at the end of the war, at one
point choosing to legally categorize them not as “looted” art or even spoils of war but,
rather, as legally acquired property.85 What role did Gilkey’s own empathy toward the

Bergen. The Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin has housed many of these works since 2005, and, most
recently, several have been transferred to a storage facility in Spandau.

82 Staeck 1988. During this time, which coincided with the controversial attempts of Cologne chocolatier and art
collector Peter Ludwig to open a museum wing dedicated to the sculptures of Arno Breker, lawyer and political
artist Klaus Staeck edited a treatise arguing against placing Nazi-era art in art museums. The books called on
historians, curators, and artists to examine the eponymous question in a wide-reaching edited volume.

83 Ulrike Knöfel, “Time for a New Look at Nazi Art,” Der Spiegel, 14 August 2019.
84 Knöfel, “Time for a New Look.”
85 A similar decision was made regarding the Hungarian Holy Crown of St. Stephen, which had been transferred

to US custodianship at the Gold Reserve in Fort Knox, Kentucky at the end of the war, supposedly to protect it, first,
from the Germans and, later, the Soviets. Like the GermanWar Art Collection, the crownwas not legally considered
a spoil of war; rather, the US government framed itself as the crown’s protector until it might be returned at a later,
unspecified date. Like portions of the German War Art Collection, it was ultimately returned in the late 1970s as an
occasion to improve Hungarian-US relations. Further researchmight compare this and other similar aberrations in
the US policy regarding the restitution of artwork confiscated during wartime. For more on the history of the
crown’s restitution, see Sarros 2020, 137–50.
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combat artists play in legal confusions following the confiscation of the art? How precisely
can – or should – future generations decide what art is and is not “dangerous”? Ultimately,
the larger moral issue that once plagued the OMGUS and Gilkey would continue to haunt
government officials, heads of cultural institutions, and the public into the next decades:
what did it mean as an American or postwar German to understand or appreciate artwork
created under an oppressive and deadly regime. Perhaps “the other” was not as far away as
they wished to imagine.
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