
Introduction
In his publication Die Fälschung1, the former Austrian 
journalist and publisher Hubertus Czernin explored why 
several works by Gustav Klimt had not been restituted 
to the legal heirs of Holocaust victims, even decades 
after Austria’s annexation in March 1938 and the subse-
quent Nazi expropriation. Czernin highlighted the case 
of Nazi filmmaker Gustav Ucicky2, observing: “To this 
day, no art historian or Klimt expert has undertaken the 
task of reconstructing Ucicky’s plunder in ‘Aryanized’ 
Vienna.” Ucicky had acquired most of his Klimt collec-
tion from Jewish owners, either directly (through forced 
sales) or indirectly (as Nazi-looted art). From November 
2014 to January 2015, the Filmarchiv Austria3 held a 
retrospective of Ucicky’s work, made possible with 
support from the Klimt Foundation4 founded by Ucicky’s 
last wife, Ursula Ucicky.

The restitution of artwork plundered during the Nazi 
era remains a complex and contentious issue, even 
decades after the end of World War II. The systematic 

1	 Hubertus Czernin, Die Fälschung. Der Fall Bloch-Bauer und das Werk Gustav Klimts, Wien 1999.
2	 Stadt Wien / Magistratsabteilung 8, MA 8 – zu B-MEW-1560352/214 (Hist. Meldeunterlagen). Gustav Ucicky (1899–1961) is 

considered the first illegitimate son of Gustav Klimt (1862–1918).
3	 Christoph Brecht / Armin Loacker / Ines Steiner, Professionalist und Propagandist: der Kameramann und Regisseur Gustav 

Ucicky, Wien 2014.
4	 Gustav Klimt, Wien 1900-Privatstiftung (Klimt Foundation), founded by Ursula Ucicky (August 2013). Private foundation 

registered under Austrian law.
5	 The victim thesis was a widespread argumentation pattern in Austria after World War II.
6	 Sweden, Records of the Foreign Service Posts of the Department of State (RG 84).

plunder of art and cultural property during the Nazi 
era represents one of the most extensive and devas-
tating cultural crimes in history. The return of these 
looted artworks to their rightful owners or their heirs 
is fraught with legal, ethical, and historical challenges. 
The success of restitution efforts is often contingent 
upon a complex interplay of factors, including political 
will, public perception, and cultural memory.

This article offers a comparative analysis of restitution 
policies and practices in Austria and Sweden, two coun-
tries with vastly different experiences during the war. 
The study explores how the “victimization narrative” 
(“Opferthese”5) in Austria and the “neutrality narra-
tive” (“Neutralitätsnarrativ”6) in Sweden have shaped 
the restitution landscape in each country, impacting 
both political will and public perception. The central 
thesis posits that these differing cultural memories 
and narratives have significantly influenced the imple-
mentation of the Washington Conference Principles on 
Nazi-Confiscated Art (1998) and the Terezin Declaration 
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on Holocaust Era Assets and Related Issues (2009).7 
The complexities of the restitution process in both 
countries are examined, highlighting the challenges and 
obstacles that persist in achieving justice for victims of 
Nazi persecution. The analysis also delves into specific 
case studies to illustrate the practical implications of 
these differing narratives.

Art as Ideology and National 
Socialist Instrument of Power
The Nazi regime’s manipulation of art to serve its 
ideological agenda forms a crucial backdrop to the 
restitution debate. The concept of “degenerate art” 
(“Entartete Kunst”)8 used to suppress modern art forms 
that did not conform to Nazi ideals, while art that 
glorified Aryan identity and Nazi values was promoted. 
The regime’s systematic looting of art from Jewish col-
lectors and institutions was integral to its campaign of 
persecution and genocide. The Nazis’ blatant disregard 
for international and national laws protecting cultural 
property underscores the extent to which art was 
weaponized in their pursuit of power and racial purity.

The mechanisms of Nazi art theft were multifaceted 
and systematic. The establishment of the Reich Cham-
ber of Culture (Reichskulturkammer 1933)9 served to 
control artistic expression, while the organization of 
“degenerate art” exhibitions publicly humiliated and 
condemned modern art. The “Great German Art Exhi-
bition” of 1937 (“Große Deutsche Kunstausstellung”),10 
opened by Hitler himself, exemplified this manipulation 
by showcasing art that adhered to Nazi ideology while 
denouncing modern art as degenerate and morally 
corrupt. The regime’s control over the art world ex-
tended to the forced expulsion of Jewish artists and 
the confiscation of their works, effectively erasing their 
contributions from the cultural landscape.

Prominent Nazi figures such as Hitler, Goering, and 
Goebbels amassed vast collections of looted art, fur-
ther demonstrating the regime’s exploitation of art for 

7	 https:/www.state.gov./Washington-conference-principles-on-nazi-confiscated-art (17.02.2019); https:/www.state.gov./pra-
gue-holocaust-era-assets-conference-terezin-dec (17.03.2019).

8	 By 1937, the concept of degeneracy was firmly entrenched in Nazi policy.
9	 Reich Chamber of Culture Act of 22 September 1933; Supplementary Act of 15 May 1934 (RGBl. I), p. 413.
10	 Adolf Hitler, Speech at the opening of the “Great German Art Exhibition” in Munich (18/07/1937, p. 26; Jonathan Petropoulos, 

Art as Politics in the Third Reich, Chapel Hill 1996.
11	 Hans Christian Löhr, Der eiserne Sammler. Die Kollektion Hermann Göring. Kunst und Korruption im ”Dritten Reich”, Berlin 

2009. 
12	 Birgit Kirchmayr, Adolf Hitlers ”Sonderauftrag Linz” und seine Bedeutung für den NS-Kunstraub in Österreich, in: Gabriele 

Anderl / Alexandra Caruso (Hrsg.), NS-Kunstraub in Österreich und die Folgen, Innsbruck 2005.
13	 Aleida Assmann, Das neue Unbehagen an der Erinnerungskultur: eine Intervention, München 2016.
14	 The Moscow Conference, October 1943: JOINT FOUR-NATION DECLARATION.

personal gain and ideological reinforcement.11 The scale 
of the plunder was immense, with estimates suggesting 
that the Nazis looted over 600,000 artworks during 
their reign. The various channels through which looted 
art was acquired included confiscation, “forced sales” 
(“Zwangsverkäufe”), and the “Aryanization” of Jewish 
businesses. The complicity of art dealers, auction 
houses, and even museums in facilitating the trade of 
looted art is a stark reminder of the pervasive nature 
of Nazi ideology and its corrosive impact on ethical 
standards.12

The legacy of Nazi art theft continues to reverberate 
today as countless looted artworks remain scattered 
across the globe, their rightful owners still unknown or 
unable to reclaim their stolen property. The restitution 
of Nazi-looted art is a complex and ongoing process, 
fraught with legal, ethical, and historical challenges.

Memory Culture in the Austrian 
Context: The Victimization  
Narrative and its Impact on 
Restitution

The country’s post-war memory culture was domi-
nated by the “victimization narrative,” a narrative that 
portrayed Austria as the first victim of Nazi aggres-
sion.13 
This narrative was reinforced by The Moscow Con-
ference, October 1943,14 in which the Allied powers 
declared Austria the “first free country to fall a victim 
to Hitler aggression.” While this declaration aimed to 
distinguish Austria from Germany and to facilitate its 
post-war reconstruction, it also inadvertently provided 
a convenient excuse for Austria to evade responsibility 
for its role in the Holocaust.

The dominance of the “victimization narrative” in 
the immediate post-war period led to widespread 
amnesia about Austria’s complicity in Nazi crimes. The 
restitution of looted art was often seen as a secondary 
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concern, overshadowed by the more pressing issues of 
economic recovery and political stability. 

However, the late 1980s and 1990s witnessed a grad-
ual shift in Austria’s memory culture. The “Waldheim 
Affair”, in which former UN Secretary-General Kurt 
Waldheim was exposed for his involvement in Nazi war 
crimes, served as a turning point in Austria’s reckoning 
with its past. The affair sparked a national debate about 
Austria’s role in the Holocaust and its responsibility to 
address the legacy of Nazi persecution.

The subsequent establishment of the Austrian Histori-
cal Commission15 and the passage of the Art Restitution 
Law16 1998 marked significant steps towards addressing 
the issue of Nazi-looted art. The Historical Commission 
was tasked with investigating the provenance of art-
works in Austrian federal museums and collections and 
identifying those—Jews and others —who had been 
victims of the systematic confiscation of property in 
the Nazi era. The Art Restitution Law provided a legal 
framework for the return of looted artworks to their 
rightful owners or their heirs. 

The complex legal and bureaucratic framework, cou-
pled with the lingering influence of the “victimization 
narrative,” has resulted in delays and obstacles for 
claimants seeking the return of their stolen property. 
The case of the Beethoven Frieze,17 which was only 
recently restituted to the Lederer heirs after decades 
of legal battles, exemplifies these difficulties. 

The restitution process in Austria is further compli-
cated by the issue of “forced sales” during the Nazi 
era. Many Jewish families were coerced into selling 
their artworks at far below market value, often under 
duress or threat of deportation. These transactions, 
while technically legal, were often tainted by the 
circumstances under which they occurred. The Aus-
trian Art Restitution Law recognizes the injustice 
of forced sales, but the burden of proof lies with 
the claimants, who must demonstrate that the sale 
was made under duress. This can be a difficult task, 
especially given the passage of time and the loss of 
documentation.18 

15	 The Historical Commission of the Republic of Austria 1998–2003 (Österreichische Historikerkommission).
16	 Kunstrückgabegesetz 1998, amended in 2011.
17	 The Beethoven Frieze (German: “Der Beethovenfries”) by Gustav Klimt, Secession Building, Vienna.
18	 Sophie Lillie, Was einmal war. Handbuch der enteigneten Kunstsammlungen Wiens, Wien 2003.
19	 Marian Bisanz-Prakken, Gustav Klimt. Der Beethovenfries, Geschichte, Funktion und Bedeutung, Salzburg 1977.
20	 Katalog zur XVIII. Ausstellung der Vereinigung bildender Künstler Österreichs. Secession Wien, Gustav Klimt Kollektiv-Aus-

stellung 1903.

The Handling of the Beethoven 
Frieze: A Case Study for  
Restitution in Austria
The case of the Beethoven Frieze, a monumental work 
by Gustav Klimt, serves as a poignant illustration of the 
complexities and challenges inherent in the restitution 
of Nazi-looted art in Austria.19 Following the “Anschluss” 
in 1938, the frieze was seized by the Nazi authorities, 
marking the beginning of a protracted struggle for 
its rightful return. The frieze’s eventual acquisition by 
the Austrian state in 1972 under questionable circum-
stances further illustrates the power dynamics at play 
in the restitution process. 

The Beethoven Frieze and its 
Historical Significance 
The Beethoven Frieze, a 34-meter-long and over two-
meter-high painted frieze, is considered one of Gustav 
Klimt’s most significant works and a masterpiece of 
Viennese Art Nouveau. Created in 1901/02 for the 
14th Secession exhibition in Vienna, the frieze was 
designed as a temporary installation to complement 
Max Klinger’s polychrome Beethoven sculpture.20 The 
frieze depicts a complex allegorical narrative inspired 
by Richard Wagner’s interpretation of Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony, exploring themes of human suffering, the 
struggle against evil, and the redemptive power of art 
and love. Klimt’s distinctive style, characterized by bold 
colors, intricate patterns, and erotic symbolism, often 
provoked controversy and challenged the conservative 
artistic establishment. The Beethoven Frieze, with its 
allegorical narrative and innovative use of materials, 
embodied the spirit of the Viennese Secession, a move-
ment that sought to break free from the constraints 
of traditional academic art. The frieze’s temporary 
nature, however, meant that it was not intended to be a 
permanent fixture. After the exhibition, it was acquired 
by the industrialist and art collector Carl Reininghaus, 
who later sold it to August Lederer in 1915.
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Nazi Seizure and the Lederer 
Family’s Struggle
August Lederer, a prominent industrialist and art 
collector, was a key figure in Vienna’s cultural scene at 
the turn of the 20th century. He and his wife Serena 
were avid supporters of the Secession movement 
and amassed a significant collection of modern art, 
including works by Klimt, Schiele, and Kokoschka. The 
Lederers’ patronage played a crucial role in fostering 
the development of Viennese modernism.21 The “An-
schluss” of 1938, which saw Austria annexed into Nazi 
Germany, marked a turning point for the Lederer family 
and their art collection. As Jews, they were subjected 
to persecution and discrimination under the Nazi 
regime. Their art collection was seized, and they were 
forced to flee Austria, leaving behind their beloved 
artworks and their once-vibrant cultural life.

The Beethoven Frieze, then in the Lederer’s posses-
sion, was initially stored in a furniture depot in Vienna. 
In 1938, it was seized by the Nazi authorities and 
declared a “national treasure” subject to an export ban. 
The frieze was subsequently moved to various locations 
for safekeeping during the war, eventually ending up in 
the Lower Belvedere Palace in Vienna.

After the war, the Lederer heirs, led by Erich Lederer, 
embarked on a long and arduous journey to reclaim 
their stolen property, including the Beethoven Frieze.22 

Key Turning Points in the  
Restitution Process
In 1950, Erich Lederer offered to donate the frieze to the 
Austrian state in exchange for an export permit for the 
rest of his family’s art collection. This offer was rejected, 
as the Austrian government deemed the collection too 
valuable to relinquish.

In the 1960s, negotiations for the sale of the frieze 
to the Austrian Gallery Belvedere began. However, the 
negotiations were marred by disputes over the frieze’s 
valuation and the allocation of restoration costs. The 
Austrian government, eager to acquire the frieze for a 
fraction of its market value, employed various tactics 
to pressure Lederer into accepting a lower price. These 

21	 Jewish Vienna: The Formation of Modernity symposium, Föreningen för judisk kultur i Sverige, Stockholm, 22–23 March 2014.
22	 Marian Bisanz-Prakken, Erich Lederer, Die acht Reisen des Beethovenfrieses, o. J. (unveröffentlichtes Transkript).
23	 Bruno Kreisky was an Austrian Social Democratic politician who served as foreign minister from 1959 to 1966 and as chancel-

lor from 1970 to 1983.
24	 The Vienna Secession, contemporary art and modernist site.

tactics included threats of exorbitant storage fees and 
claims of outstanding tax liabilities.

The turning point came in 1972 when Chancellor 
Bruno Kreisky23 intervened in the negotiations, recog-
nizing the importance of the frieze for Austria’s cultural 
heritage and the moral imperative of restitution. 
Kreisky’s involvement led to a breakthrough, and the 
frieze was finally purchased by the Austrian state for 
15 million Schillings, a sum considerably lower than 
its estimated market value. However, this “purchase” 
was arguably under duress, as Lederer faced signifi-
cant financial and legal pressures from the Austrian 
government.

The Frieze’s Restitution  
and its Implications
The acquisition of the Beethoven Frieze by the Aus-
trian state in 1972 marked a significant moment in the 
country’s history of art restitution. However, it was not 
until 2001 that the frieze was finally restituted to the 
Lederer heirs. 

The restitution of the Beethoven Frieze was a victory 
for the Lederer heirs and a testament to their persever-
ance in the face of adversity. The frieze’s return marked 
a step towards healing the wounds of the past and 
restoring a sense of justice and dignity to the victims 
of the Holocaust. It also underscored the importance of 
upholding ethical principles and moral responsibilities 
in the art world, even decades after the crimes of the 
Nazi era.

The frieze’s long journey from Nazi seizure to its 
eventual return to the Lederer heirs underscores the 
importance of persistence, legal advocacy, and inter-
national cooperation in achieving justice for victims of 
Nazi art theft. Since 1986, the wall cycle, on permanent 
loan to the Vienna Secession24 from the Austrian Gallery 
Belvedere (Österreichische Galerie Belvedere), has 
been on public display in the building for which it was 
originally created.

Since the end of the war, Austria had been endeav-
oring to return property confiscated during the Nazi 
era, but bureaucratic hurdles and the “victim thesis” 
elevated to state doctrine prevented the conflict-free 
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and swift processing of restitution claims. The report 
of the Austrian Historical Commission (1998–2003), 
Austria’s acknowledgment of its complicity in the crimes 
of World War II, the confiscation of two paintings by 
Egon Schiele, and the international agreement on the 
Washington Principles ultimately paved the way for 
Austria to come to terms with its Nazi past. 

Immediately after the signing of the Washington 
Principles on December 3, 1998, the Art Restitution Act 
(KRG 1998/2009/2023) on the restitution of works of 
art and other movable cultural property from Austrian 
federal museums and collections and from other federal 
property was passed by the National Council.

The establishment of the Austrian Commission for 
Nazi Provenance Research was a game changer. Its 
mission is to proactively research collection holdings 
and transfer movable art and cultural assets to their 
former owners or their legal successors. The results 
are forwarded to the Art Restitution Advisory Board, 
which makes recommendations regarding restitution 
to the responsible federal minister. More than a dozen 
collections have been researched to date. The Art 
Advisory Board is affiliated with other committees in 
five European countries, such as SAP in the UK, but 
Austria is unique in international comparison due to 
its ex officio approach, from proactive research to the 
legislative Art Restitution Act for collections owned by 
the federal government. 

After twenty-five years of provenance research, it 
is clear that this is not a temporary project but an 
ongoing task. Since its inception, the Commission has 
made 400 recommendations to the Art Restitution 
Advisory Board.

Although a large proportion of restitution cases involve 
famous collections, such as those of Louis Rothschild, 
Oskar Bondy and Ferdinand Bloch-Bauer, with works by 
Gustav Klimt and Egon Schiele, the majority of these 
spectacular cases have now been dealt with. What 
remains to be dealt with now are less spectacular cases, 
but these are more numerous and their provenance is 
much more difficult to establish, requiring extensive 
biographical research and collection reconstruction.

25	 Klas Åmark, Att bo granne med ondskan, Sveriges förhållande till nazismen, Nazityskland och Förintelsen [Übersetzung], 
Stockholm 2016.

26	 Kent Zetterberg, Den tyska transiteringstrafiken genom Sverige 1940–1943 [Übersetzung], Stockholm 1986.
27	 Rolf H. Lindholm, Sveriges neutralitet: Swedish neutrality, Phil. Diss. Lund University, 1987.
28	 SOU 1999:20, ”Rövade tillgångar”, Art Looting Investigation Unit, Final Mission to Europe (1946). Kommissionens dnr 219/9.

The challenge of the next quarter of a century will be 
to address these problems, on the part of the claimants, 
the temporal, often spatial and generational distance 
from those who were once victims, and on the part of 
the Republic of Austria, the progression of forgetting. 

It can thus be said that, in addition to the events of 
Nazi persecution and property confiscation that are 
to be researched, the politics of the past of the Sec-
ond Republic itself is a central subject of provenance 
research. 

Memory Culture in the Swedish 
Context: Neutrality and its 
Implications
In stark contrast to Austria’s narrative of victimization, 
Sweden’s historical experience during World War II 
is framed by a narrative of neutrality. This narrative 
emphasizes Sweden’s non-involvement in the conflict 
and its efforts to maintain independence and territo-
rial integrity. While this narrative has contributed to 
Sweden’s image as a humanitarian and peace-loving 
nation, it has also fostered a sense of moral distance 
from the events of the Holocaust and hindered efforts 
to confront the country’s role, however indirect, in the 
Nazi regime’s crimes.25 While Sweden remained officially 
neutral during the war, its neutrality was not absolute. 
The country engaged in trade with both the Allies and 
the Axis powers, and it allowed the transit of German 
troops and war materials through its territory.26 Further-
more, Sweden’s restrictive refugee policies during the 
war limited the number of Jewish refugees who were 
able to find a safe haven within its borders. 

The “neutrality narrative” has served to obscure these 
complexities and to create a perception of Sweden as 
a benevolent and uninvolved observer.27 This narrative 
has hindered efforts to confront the country’s role in 
the Holocaust and to address the issue of Nazi-looted 
art in Swedish collections.28 Sweden’s reluctance 
to proactively investigate the provenance of its art 
collections and to return looted artworks reflects a 
deeper unwillingness to grapple with its own complicity, 
however indirect, in the events of the Holocaust.

The Restitution of Nazi-Looted Art: The Divergent Paths of Austria and Sweden
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The Moderna Museet Cases:  
A Turning Point
The Moderna Museet in Stockholm, a prominent insti-
tution in the Swedish art world, has found itself at the 
center of this complex issue, facing two high-profile 
restitution claims in recent years.

The first case involved a painting by Emil Nolde, 
“Blumengarten (Utenwarf)”,29 looted from the Jewish 
collector Otto Nathan Deutsch. The museum initially 
resisted restitution claims, arguing that it had acquired 
the painting in good faith30 in 1967 from the Ketters 
Gallery in Lugano, Switzerland. However, after years of 
legal battles and international pressure, the museum 
finally agreed to return the painting to the Deutsch 
heirs in 2009. 

The second case, involving the portrait “Marquis Jo-
seph de Montesquiou-Fezensac” by Oskar Kokoschka,31 
demonstrates the potential for successful restitution 
when there is clear evidence of Nazi looting and a 
willingness on the part of the museum to engage in 
good-faith negotiations with the heirs. The painting 
was looted from the renowned Jewish art dealer Al-
fred Flechtheim32 and eventually made its way to the 
Moderna Museet. In 2018, after extensive research and 
discussions with the Flechtheim heirs, the museum 
agreed to restitute the painting. 

These cases, while representing positive steps to-
wards justice, also reveal the limitations of the current 
restitution framework in Sweden. The lack of clear 
legal guidelines and the reliance on voluntary meas-
ures by museums can lead to protracted negotiations 
and delays in restitution. Furthermore, the “neutrality 
narrative” continues to influence public perception 
and political will, making it challenging to address 
the issue of Nazi-looted art in a comprehensive and 
proactive manner. The Moderna Museet cases demon-
strate that even in a country with a strong reputation 
for human rights and social justice, the legacy of the 
Holocaust and the complexities of restitution remain 
unresolved.

29	 Emil Nolde, Reisen – Ächtung – Befreiung, Stiftung Seebüll Ada und Emil Nolde (Hrsg.), Köln 2002.
30	 According to the Washington Principles, the principle of bona fide judgement is not legally binding.
31	 Johann Winkler / Katharina Erling, Oscar Kokoschka. Die Gemälde 1906–1929, Salzburg 1995; Vollständiger Online-Werkkata-

log mit sämtlichen Gemälden von Oscar Kokoschka 2017, Foundation Oskar Kokoschka.
32	 Ottfried Dascher, ”Es ist was Wahnsinniges mit der Kunst”, Alfred Flechtheim. Sammler. Kunsthändler und Verleger, Wadens-

will 2011.
33	 Commissions report (SOU 1999:20).

The Need for a Paradigm Shift
In Sweden, provenance research has been largely 
reliant on the voluntary efforts of museums and 
individual researchers. While some institutions have 
made significant strides in recent years in terms of 
digitizing archival materials and facilitating access 
to provenance information, the lack of a centralized 
governmental body dedicated to restitution efforts has 
hindered progress in this area. Apart from the SUAV 
research project (1971–1986), the SweNaz research 
project (final report 2006) and the Commission’s report 
(SOU 1999:20), there had previously been no generally 
accessible reports on Nazi art theft and restitution. 
The suspicion expressed by the state commission 
that Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring had used his 
Swedish contacts to bring assets such as looted art to 
Sweden aroused particular interest. The name Henry 
Koux, head of the German Chamber of Commerce in 
Stockholm and personal friend of Nazi air force chief 
Hermann Göring, appears in this context. A report by 
the American Legation in Stockholm in May 1945 sug-
gests that C. G. von Rosen, the son of Eric von Rosen, 
very probably helped Göring smuggle art and jewelry 
to Sweden. The commission33 was unable to confirm 
this suspicion but has not ruled out the possibility that 
further investigations in foreign or private archives of 
persons close to Göring could lead to other results. 
These investigations are still pending.

The Legal Framework for  
Restitution in Sweden
Sweden’s legal framework for restitution is based on 
a combination of international agreements, national 
laws, and ethical guidelines. The country is a signatory 
to the Washington Conference Principles on Nazi-Con-
fiscated Art, which provide a non-binding framework 
for restitution efforts. 

In May 2019, the Swedish government decided to 
commission the Riksantikvarieämbetet (Swedish Na-
tional Heritage Board) to initiate investigations into the 
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extent to which special measures should be taken to 
ensure the implementation of the Washington Principles 
(1998) and the Terezin Declaration (2009) concerning 
Nazi-persecution-related confiscation of cultural prop-
erty. In connection with this, it was decided to build 
a Holocaust museum which will focus on eyewitness 
accounts from survivors in a Swedish context. 

Museum directors propose an expert council to 
handle art stolen by the Nazis. (Publ. 24 August 2018) 
Swedish museums need help dealing with art that 
was originally stolen by the Nazis and now hangs in 
Swedish museums. That is why a special council of 
experts should be appointed, according to two Swed-
ish museum directors in an opinion piece in Svenska 
Dagbladet. Museet´s Return Policy cites:

¨Special provenance means that there may be sus-
picions of a lack of information that ensures that the 
person who offers or has offered an object is or has 
been the legal owner of the object…. The museum 
works systematically with provenance research. In 
2021–2026, Moderna Museet intensifies its special 
Provenance research. During this five-year period, 
the museum, amongst others, collects and compiles 
documentation about a number of high-priority works. 

The Complexities of Memory 
and National Identity
The doctoral thesis’ analysis34 of the “victimization 
narrative” in Austria and the “neutrality narrative” in 
Sweden reveals the profound ways in which cultural 
memory and national identity can shape responses to 
historical injustices. 

In Austria, the “victimization narrative” has allowed 
the country to avoid confronting its complicity in Nazi 
crimes, portraying itself as a victim of circumstance 
rather than an active participant. 

In Sweden, the “neutrality narrative” has created a 
perception that Sweden was not involved in the plunder 
of art and therefore has no responsibility to address 
restitution claims. 

The analysis of these narratives underscores the 
importance of critically examining the ways in which 
nations remember and interpret their pasts. National 
narratives can serve as powerful tools for shaping 
collective identity and justifying political actions, but 

34	 Kunstrtaub und Restitution, Erinnerung – Enteignung – Entschädigung; Diss. Radegundis Lanser Eriksson, Innsbruck Univer-
sity, 2021.

35	 SIG demands to define “fugitive property” as Nazi-looted cultural property; cf. https://swissjews.ch/de/news/der-begriff-
fluchtgut-soll-ersetzt-werden (26.11.2011).

they can also obscure the complexities of history and 
perpetuate injustices. 

The Role of International 
Cooperation

While the Washington Principles have provided a 
valuable framework for restitution efforts, they are not 
without their limitations. The principles are non-binding 
and rely on the voluntary cooperation of participating 
nations. Furthermore, they focus primarily on artworks 
confiscated by the Nazis, leaving out other forms of 
cultural property loss such as forced sales, coerced 
transactions, and fugitive property (“Fluchtgut”).35

International cooperation is essential for overcoming 
the challenges of tracing looted art across borders and 
navigating complex legal systems. By working together, 
nations can create a more effective and equitable resti-
tution framework that honors the memory of the victims 
and ensures that their cultural heritage is restored.

The Challenges and  
Opportunities of the Digital Age
The digitization of archival materials and the develop-
ment of new research tools facilitate provenance re-
search and enable the identification of looted artworks 
in public and private collections. Online databases 
and platforms such as the Lost Art Database and the 
German Lost Art Foundation provide valuable resources 
for researchers and claimants. However, the sheer 
volume of looted art and the complexities of tracing 
ownership histories across borders and decades remain 
significant challenges. 

Conclusion
The restitution of Nazi-looted art is a moral imperative 
that transcends national borders and historical narra-
tives. It is a call to action for museums, governments, 
and individuals to confront the legacy of the Holocaust 
and to work towards a more just and equitable future. 
By acknowledging the past and taking concrete steps 
to redress its injustices, we can honor the memory of 
the victims and ensure that their stories are not for-
gotten. The restitution of looted art is not only about 
returning property; it is also about restoring cultural 
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heritage, preserving historical memory, and upholding 
the principles of justice and human dignity.

The restitution of looted art is a testament to the 
resilience of the human spirit and the enduring power 
of art to transcend even the darkest chapters of history. 

As the generation of Holocaust survivors dwindles, the 
responsibility to remember and to seek redress for past 
injustices becomes ever more urgent. The restitution 
of Nazi-looted art demands our continued attention 
and commitment.

Radegundis Lanser




