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ABSTRACT 
 

The history of art and politics are inextricably linked. This paper builds upon that fact and 

examines Chancellor Adolf Hitler’s desire to acquire the Ghent Altarpiece, which I link to a 

desire to express the supremacy of Germany in reparation for the humiliation the country had 

suffered at the end of the First World War. First, I show how Hitler’s acquisition of Van Eyck 

work is not atypical throughout history. In fact Hitler expressly mimicked his aspiration to build 

the foremost collection of art after Napoleon’s reign. Hitler drew on a rich history of looting and 

the power that he believed one could contrive from such thefts. Furthermore, the historical nature 

of the Ghent Altarpiece intensified Hitler’s desire for it. I also explain the mechanisms and 

institutions Hitler created to ensure he acquired it, demonstrating the importance placed on art, 

more specifically the altarpiece, to signify authority over conquered regions. Ultimately, through 

a focus on one instance of art looting, this research will demonstrate the effort leaders have been 

willing to exert during times of war to gain what appears to simply be a piece of art – 

demonstrating the important role art plays within politics during war. Clearly the seizure of art 

was believed to demonstrate a leader’s power and authority.  
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Introduction 

 

Throughout history, political leaders have used art as symbols of power and as a method 

for legitimizing their authority, an act that has carried on until the present. Furthermore, rulers 

have used the pillaging of cities and the acquisition of artworks from conquered cities as a way 

to display their power. Chancellor Adolf Hitler serves as a compelling example of this. Hitler 

specifically modeled his looting practices and motives after the extensive looting undertaken by 

Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte during his reign. While various forms of looting exist, most often 

for economic purposes, some leaders, like Napoleon and Hitler, used looting as a tool to further 

their political power.1 These rulers and their citizens have justified the acquisition of historical 

objects by arguing that looting is simply a symptom of war. Even today the reparation of looted 

artworks is highly contested and some still believe that looting during wartime is just.2  

Hitler is a fitting example of political looting because he frequently strategized as to 

which pieces were a priority to obtain during his reign. He created many institutions, including 

the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg (ERR), as discussed later, to systematize the looting of 

countless artworks and personal objects during his time in power. In general, Hitler’s looting of 

art from conquered territories, including France, the low countries, and Poland, demonstrates his 

                                                
1 Ioanna Antoniadou, “Reflections on an Archaeological Ethnography of ‘Looting’ in Kozani, Greece,” Public 
Archaeology: Archaeological Ethnographies 8 (2009): 246-261.  
2 Natalie Haynes, “The Elgin Marbles: Could Returning Them be the Thin End of the Repatriation Wedge?” The 
Independent, October 14, 2014, accessed November 13, 2015.  
http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/the-elgin-marbles-could-returning-them-be-the-thin-end-of-the-
repatriation-wedge-9794529.html 
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belief that art was an important nationalist symbol. Ultimately, he used art to demonstrate his 

authority and as a political weapon against other nations. 

One of Hitler’s most poignant examples of this was the looting of the Adoration of the 

Mystic Lamb, also known as the Ghent Altarpiece (see figure 1). As I argue, Hitler desired this 

specific piece because it allowed him to exact revenge from the humiliation he felt Germany had 

suffered as a result of the Treaty of Versailles that ended World War I (WWI). At this time, the 

German government was forced to return to Belgium two panels from the Altarpiece that had 

come to be owned by the German government.3 The Ghent Altarpiece must have had special 

relevance to his imperial desires, as supported by the fact that it was Hitler who specifically 

sought the piece and not his museum director, Hans Posse. This piece exemplifies Hitler’s 

political motives throughout his campaign for dominion over Europe. As demonstrated in this 

paper, he must have felt that this specific piece demonstrated his authority over conquered states 

that had previously forced Germany to suffer. Furthermore, the piece’s religious message sat 

well with Hitler’s apparent narcissism. Finally, the altarpiece’s Northern Renaissance virtuosity 

fit into his beliefs about the superiority of the Aryan race. By specifically utilizing government 

resources to acquire the Ghent Altarpiece, he further humiliated and exerted his power over 

conquered peoples and states. 

 

History of the Ghent Altarpiece 

 

                                                
3 Noah Charney, Stealing the Mystic Lamb: the True Story of the World’s Most Coveted Masterpiece (New York: 
PublicAffairs, 2010), 140. 
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 The Ghent Altarpiece, a 20-piece polyptych, was completed in 1432 by Jan van Eyck.4 

Joos Vijd and his wife Elisabeth Borluut, whose images rest on the outermost panels kneeling in 

prayer to Christ, commissioned the altarpiece for the radial chapel they established in St. Bavo’s 

Cathedral in Ghent, in present-day Belgium.5 Fittingly, the painting’s subject is Christ. The 

outside panels reflect the Annunciation of the Virgin. Here, the angel Gabriel visits the Virgin 

and announces the conception of the Christ Child. The image of the Annunciation evokes 

Flemish pride as demonstrated by the city of Ghent outside of the window (fig. 2) instead of 

Nazareth.6 The interior upper panels delineate a vision of Christ in Majesty at the center, with the 

Virgin to the viewer’s right and John the Baptist to his left.7  Furthermore, the lower inner panel 

reflects the Adoration of the Lamb, in which blood is pouring from the lamb’s heart into a 

chalice from which the figures surrounding the lamb will drink. The image serves as a reminder 

that the blood and body of Christ, often referred to as the sacrificial lamb, will ensure the 

salvation of God’s people. The focus on Christ and his promise of salvation were chosen by van 

Eyck and Joos Vijd to serve as an extra reminder of Vijd’s service to God, so that when the daily 

mass was occurring, those in the chapel would pray for Vijd and Borluut’s salvation.8  

 The iconography described above resonated with Hitler for two reasons. First, the image 

of Ghent was painted to demonstrate Northern European pride. This fit with Hitler’s grand plan 

for the Aryan race, which would be composed of the Northern Europeans that Hitler believed 

exemplified the ideal race. Because of this, the image of Ghent instead of Nazareth must have 

meant a great deal to Hitler. Furthermore, by owning a piece that was of Ghent origin, it allowed 

                                                
4 Elisabeth Dhanens, Van Eyck: The Ghent Atlarpiece (New York: Viking Press, 1973), 13. Some scholars have also 
associated the painting with Hubert van Eyck, Jan’s brother, but it remains unclear how much work was completed 
by each of the brothers. For simplicity I will refer to it as completed by just Jan van Eyck.  
5 Ibid., 22. 
6 Ibid. 
7 See Psalm 110:1, 5, Mark 16:19, Luke 22:69, Matthew 26:64, Acts 2:33.  
8 Dhanens, Van Eyck, Ibid.  
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Hitler to demonstrate his control over the region after Germany conquered the territory. The 

second reason Hitler enjoyed the piece so much was because of its iconography of the Adoration 

of the Lamb. While Hitler was not particularly religious, he must have been a narcissist, as his 

his ultimate desire was to have the entire human race recognize his greatness. Therefore, while 

Hitler did not care about the representation of Christ, the Lamb could have served as a symbol 

for himself because he would ultimately give life to the Aryan race and rule over it, just as God 

rules in majesty in the altarpiece.  

 Following its creation in 1432, the piece was heralded for the intricate details Jan van 

Eyck took so much care in creating, with one of the best examples being the jewels that rest on 

Christ’s crown (fig. 3).9 The attention to detail was unprecedented.10 This is due in part to the 

fact that earlier works put little emphasis on linear perspective and human likeness; however, 

with the invention of oil paints, such technical virtuosity was finally possible.11 The Ghent 

Altarpiece was Jan van Eyck’s first foray into the public art world and the largest oil painting 

ever completed at that time.12 The piece became a site of pilgrimage for young artists and 

remains so today, serving as an inspiration throughout five centuries.13 Furthermore, the piece is 

known as the pinnacle of Northern Renaissance art for its astounding use of realism.14 The 

adoration surrounding the Adoration resulted in its receiving  the honorary title as the most 

stolen piece of art throughout history, with an impressive thirteen attempts to steal it.15 Notably, 

                                                
9 Charney, Stealing the Mystic Lamb, 2. 
10 Ibid.  
11 Dhanens, Van Eyck, 22.  
12 Charney, Stealing the Mystic Lamb, 3. 
13 Ibid.  
14 “The Ghent Altarpiece,” The Met, accessed January 13, 2017, 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/ghnt/hd_ghnt.htm 
15 Charney, Stealing the Mystic Lamb, 3. 
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prior to being stolen by Hitler, the piece was stolen by French troops during the Revolution and 

eventually put on display in the Musée Napoleon after Napoleon took control.16 

 The van Eyck altarpiece is still heralded for its meticulous attention to detail, which 

fueled Hitler’s desire for the piece even more. Hitler’s main desire was not a piece of Italian 

Renaissance origin. His desire for a work of Northern Renaissance origin is of great importance. 

He desired recognition for the Aryan race’s greatness, which historically had been so often 

glossed over. Within the context of art history, Italian Renaissance art is the main focus of study, 

and this must have irked Hitler. Sitting in Ghent was one of the most heralded pieces of art, yet, 

far more people made pilgrimages to Italy to see Michelangelo’s Creation of Adam (fig. 4), 

which is what often comes to mind when thinking of Renaissance art. Above all, Hitler desired 

admiration for his heritage, for the race he was building, and the Ghent Altarpiece provided a 

mechanism to gain such admiration.  

 

A Short Fuse Casts a Long Shadow 

 

In 1792, the French declared war against Austria. France then occupied, and later 

annexed, Flanders, which included what is now known as Belgium, and more importantly, 

Ghent.17 In 1794, the French began to dismantle all religious institutions within French-occupied 

territory and to confiscate all art possessed by churches, including the Ghent Altarpiece.18 The 

French Republic Army, under control of General Charles Pichergru, removed the altarpiece from 

St. Bavo’s Cathedral, although they left behind the two exterior side panels for reasons that 

                                                
16 Ibid., 109.  
17 Ibid., 81. 
18 Ibid., 86. 
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remain a mystery.19 Soon after the poaching (word choice) of the altarpiece, Citizen Antoine 

Alexandre Barbier, a lead figure of the French Revolution and in charge of propaganda, 

announced that these newly acquired masterpieces, including the altarpiece, had, up to this point, 

been “sullied by the gaze of serfs … [and they would now rest] in the home of the arts and of 

genius: [France].”20 The acquisition of such pieces and propaganda surrounding them denote the 

acceptance and importance the French Revolutionaries placed on looted art. The Ghent 

Altarpiece would arrive in Paris a few days after Citizen Barbier’s speech and remained on 

display at the Louvre, later called the Musée Napoleon, for several years.21  

 Napoleon began his reign in 1799, with the altarpiece sitting comfortably on display in 

the Louvre, when he backed a coup d’état of the French Parliament and became the First Consul 

of the new government.22 From there he began his assent to becoming the Emperor of France.23 

One of the goals most emphasized during his rule was making Paris the art hub of the world.24 

His hope was that it would become known as the ‘New Rome.’25 In order to complete his vision, 

he had every intention of utilizing what is now the Louvre. The museum had just opened in 

1793, and during Napoleon’s reign it became known as the Musée Napoleon.26 He hoped to fill 

his museum with the very best art objects that Europe and Egypt had to offer; the history of 

civilization would be in Paris, which was now the peak of civilization as far as Napoleon was 

concerned and ruled by one man who sought to be viewed as the most powerful.27 Furthermore, 

Napoleon drew on Citizen Barbier’s remarks and linked art to civility. Acquisition of such works 

                                                
19 Ibid.  
20 Ibid., 87. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Petra ten-Doesschate Chu, Nineteenth-Century European Art, (Prentice Hall: 2012), 119. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Margaret M. Miles, Art as Plunder: The Ancient Origins of Debate About Cultural Property (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press: 2008), 320.  
25 Diana Rowell, Paris: The ‘New Rome’ of Napoleon I (London: Bloomsbury Press: 2012), 11.  
26 Ibid., 8.  
27 Miles, Art as Plunder, 320.  
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further instilled the concept of France’s civility and ability to own and appreciate such works like 

the altarpiece and also the Laocöon, which Napoleon desired in the same way Hilter desired the 

Ghent Altarpiece.  

 Napoleon and his arts advisor, Dominique Vivant Denon, created the strategy of 

acquiring pieces that served as the bedrock of great civilization as a way to legitimize the new 

French Empire.28 Overall, the works he sought for his collection were created during the heights 

of varying civilizations and each piece represented power and skill; the works stood for 

everything for which Napoleon wanted to be known. Many of the objects he desired had ties to 

rulers who had expansive empires and all of the riches they could imagine. At the very height of 

Napoleon’s reign over 400 antique statues were exhibited in the Louvre, which depicted the 

history of Western civilization.29 This allowed him to also display his military power, as this was 

the means by which he was successfully able to acquire these pieces. It also allowed Napoleon to 

show his people and visiting dignitaries just how great he was; after all, he now owned the pieces 

that exemplified civilizations that had been greatly admired for centuries.  

 Napoleon worked tirelessly to acquire artworks through a legal veneer. In two 

circumstances he was able to obtain massively large collections with legally binding treaties.30 

For example, Napoleon placed his brother Joseph Bonaparte on the throne in Spain, which added 

new looting opportunities.31  He used a treaty with the Duke of Parma in 1796 to secure control 

of the Spanish Court’s collection and put it in the Musée Napoleon. The next year, he signed the 

Treaty of Tolentino with the Papal States in order to gain access to the Papal Archives and move 

                                                
28 Rowell, Paris, 11.  
29 Francis Henry Taylor, The Taste of Angels: A History of Art Collecting From Rameses to Napoleon, (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Company: 1948), 557.  
30 Miles, Art as Plunder, Ibid., 319-320.  
31 Ibid. With his brother controlling Spain, the Emperor was able to gain important works of Velasquez, Ribera, 
Murillo, and Ribalta.  
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the collection, including the Laocoön, to Paris.32 Thus, any works coming from these two 

collections may have been obtained questionably but they were obtained legally. This is not 

unlike Hitler who at several times utilized peace treaties to gain desired works for his collection.  

 Others, however, were not.33 As Napoleon’s soldiers marched through Europe trying to 

gain as much power and land as possible, they gathered paintings from churches across Europe, 

as well as acquiring pieces from private collections.34 The pillaging of such sites and private 

collections allowed Napoleon’s collection to grow and truly stand out. Perhaps his only rival in 

vastness and greatness of collection would occur a century later in Adolf Hitler.35 Additionally, 

Napoleon desired the acquisition of a large amount of Egyptian works to further legitimize his 

rule and connect it with other great civilizations.36 While Napoleon was gathering his desired 

works from Egypt, the British Army defeated Napoleon’s Army in Egypt. They then collected 

the pieces Napoleon’s forces had already looted, appropriating these for the British Empire.37  

 Despite setbacks in Egypt, Napoleon was able to create a vast collection that truly 

encompassed all great empires before him and these works resided in Paris, emphasizing that 

Paris was indeed the new bedrock of civilization, with Napoleon at the center of it all. In Hubert 

Robert’s Architectural Capriccio with the Laocoön (fig. 5), the viewer can see what Paris must 

have looked like during that time period. As seen in the image, ancient statues were sitting 

around the streets of Italy and the desire of the French people to emulate the Italian people and 
                                                
32 Ibid.  
33 Miles, Art as Plunder, Ibid., 321. 
Some of the more infamous pieces that Napoleon’s soldiers stole were the Bronze Horses of San Marco that resided 
in Venice. Ironically, the horses were actually taken from Constantinople as trophies and brought to Venice. The 
Aphrodite from the Uffizi in Florence and the Dying Gaul from the Musei Capitolini were also taken by Napoleon’s 
soldiers. 
34 Ibid.  
35 Sidney Kirkpatrick, Hitler’s Holy Relics: A True Story of Nazi Plunder and the Race to Recover the Crown Jewels 
of the Holy Roman Empire, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010).  
36 Ibid.  
Napoleon brought with him 167 scientists and specialists to collect artifacts in Egypt and is frequently credited with 
beginning a scholarly interest of Egypt and pioneering the foundation of Egyptology. 
37 Ibid.  
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their history. The Laocoön and His Sons is in the center right and is the only recognizable statue, 

relaying its importance not only to Napoleon, but also to Parisian artists.  

Similar to Napoleon, Hitler also needed to dream up a place to store the priceless 

collection he would scour Europe for and he decided upon his hometown of Linz.38 Through his 

travels to France, Florence, and Rome, Hitler felt that Berlin was inadequate in architecture and 

historical greatness, so he was determined to make Linz a “German Budapest” that would 

surpass every great city in Europe.39 Even more, Hitler felt that the works that made up the 

German collection at the time were not adequate enough to fill up his new museum: the 

Führermuseum.40 Hitler even hired his own museum director, Hans Posse, not unlike Napoleon, 

to ensure that his collection was representative and possessed the great works necessary to build 

an outstanding collection.41 Furthermore, much like Napoleon, he hoped to utilize the 

Führermuseum to demonstrate the civility of the chosen Aryan race that would ultimately 

conquer every other population.  

 Napoleon’s desire to loot impressive collections, including the Papal Archives, was 

inspired by his tenuous relationship with the Catholic Church and the Pope. However, the Pope 

represented an authority that had existed since the first century and that Napoleon desired. The 

Catholic Church had the ability to legitimize rulers and for this reason Napoleon needed the 

Pope’s approval, yet he continued to work to undermine the Pope’s power. Perhaps the best 

example of this power struggle is exemplified in Jacques-Louise David’s The Consecration of 

the Emperor Napoleon and the Coronation of Empress Joséphine on December 2, 1804 (fig. 6). 

                                                
38 Charney, Stealing the Mystic Lamb, Ibid., 41. 
39 Ibid.  
As Hitler was traveling through the Uffizi, the director continued to try and hurry Hitler and Mussolini along, for he 
feared that Mussolini, who did not care much for art, would give a priceless work to Hitler as a gift and it would 
never be recovered.  
40 Ibid., 42. 
41 Ibid. 
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David’s scene depicts the moment that Napoleon takes Joséphine’s crown from the Pope and 

moves to place it atop her head himself during Napoleon’s Consecration, which served as a tool 

to legitimize his reign. David’s Coronation, marks the beginning of the modern empire and a 

larger change in France, in which the church played a much smaller role in everyday affairs.42  

 Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte needed the Catholic Church, but he did everything possible 

to diminish its role. One of the greatest examples of his efforts to diminish the power of the 

Church was taking an object that inspired centuries of artists and placing it in Paris. The Laocoön 

and His Sons heavily influenced Italian Renaissance artists and it is partially because of the 

influence the sculpture played in Italian art that Napoleon coveted the piece. Additionally, 

through his acquisition he was able to successfully undermine the Catholic Church, because he 

was taking a piece that inspired pieces they commissioned and that resided in its space. 

Napoleon’s looting of the Laocoön, and the rest of the Papal Archives, dealt a successful blow to 

the Catholic Church and reinforced the power that Napoleon sought.  

Napoleon’s pillaging of the Papal Collection occurred after he legally acquired it as part 

of the Treaty of Tolentino with the Papal States in 1797.43 Though he gained access to the 

entirety of the Papal Collection, much was lost during the transportation of the collection from 

Rome to Paris.44 However, through the Treaty of Tolentino Napoleon was able to procure both 

the Apollo Belvedere and the Laocoön.45 Both pieces served as a symbol for the new foundation 

of France.46 At the time Laocoön and His Sons was one of the most famous and admired 

                                                
42 Margarete Bieber, Laocoon: The Influence of the Group Since Its Rediscovery, (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1942), 4. 
43 Ibid.  
44 One of the worst losses was the documentation of the trial of Giordano Bruno of Nola.  
Sidney Kirkpatrick, Hitler’s Holy Relics: A True Story of Nazi Plunder and the Race to Recover the Crown Jewels 
of the Holy Roman Empire, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2010), 324.  
45 Ibid., 321.  
46 Ibid.  
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sculptures from Classical Antiquity.47 Napoleon was able to attain what was considered one of 

the finest sculptures in the entire world and his image of Paris becoming the ‘New Rome’ was 

finally starting to become a reality.  He had taken a piece that had inspired the Italian masters 

and served a reminder of the great civilizations that had come before him and he finally 

possessed it.48 His state was the one that would now inspire artists. Napoleon had successfully 

taken away power from the Pope and he now had control.  

Upon arrival, the pieces that Napoleon had acquired were carried into Paris in a triumphal 

procession, reminiscent of those described by Roman authors, which once again underlines how 

Napoleon was trying to assert himself within the same context of great Roman rulers. 49 In 

Pierre-Gabriel Berthault’s, Triumphal entry of monuments of science and art into France, (fig. 7) 

the artist depicts the grandeur that emanated through such a parade and the joy Napoleon 

Bonaparte must have felt. The image delineates a parade of camels, lions, and exotic plants, all 

of which are reminiscent of Popey’s Triumph of 61 BCE, along with several new art pieces 

Napoleon had successfully looted.50 This parade was also commemorated through the creation of 

an Etruscan-type vase, by Antoine Béranger, titled The Entrance into Paris of the Works 

Designed for the Musée Napoléon (fig. 8). Here, the Laocoön is once again at the front and 

center of the parade. This reveals the art community’s joy with the Laocoön now residing in 

Paris, as well as the emphasis placed on Roman and Greek antiquity, as the artist chose to paint 

his image on an Etruscan style vase. The most prominent piece displayed on the vase is that of 

Laocoön and His Sons, the piece that Napoleon was the most proud of. It is clear that Napoleon 

wanted to emulate the Roman Empire, first, throughout the use of typical triumphal processions, 

                                                
47 Ibid.  
48 See Baccio Bandinelli’s marble statue after the Laocoön, Titian’s Polyptych of the Resurrection, and several of 
Michelangelo’s drawings.  
49Ibid.,323. 
50 Ibid.,324. 
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and also in later depictions of the event that were created in a classical style.51 It also cannot be 

forgotten that the acquisition of these pieces was seen as military booty.52  

In order to fully show off his ever-growing collection, and thus might, Napoleon 

frequently used the Musée Napoleon as a reception hall for the great dignitaries that came to 

Paris.53 There are many images of Napoleon touring the Musée Napoleon and the crowds all 

lining up to catch a glimpse of his pride and joy: the Laocoön. Benjamin Zix’s, Salle de Laocoön 

(fig. 9) demonstrates just this and conveys to the viewer just what the acquisition of Laocoön and 

His Sons meant for Napoleon.  The piece was his shining joy. The French crowds also adored the 

piece and felt that it rightfully belonged with them in the ‘New Rome.’ Additionally, other 

pieces, like the Ghent Altarpiece were also displayed, allowing Napoleon’s museum to claim the 

title of the greatest museum in Europe, which created a greater sense of power in Paris, while 

further diminishing the authority of the Pope and Catholic Church.54 It is Napoleon’s Musée 

Napoleon that ultimately inspired Hitler’s Fuhrermuseum and his own quest to build the greatest 

collection of art known, which further motivated Hitler’s desire to loot pieces that possessed a 

large amount of political capital. 

 Finally, Napoleon specifically looted, commissioned, and displayed works that would 

invoke a sense of nationalism and duty within viewers. The story of Laocoön struck a special 

chord with Napoleon. Not only did Laocoön try and warn his people of the tragedy that would 

ultimately befall them, he also ended up dying for his country. It reminded his people and 

himself of the nationalism that he was trying to inspire throughout his country.  If a soldier died 

in battle it was for the good of the country. Napoleon Bonaparte loved Jacques-Louis David’s 

                                                
51 Ibid.  
52 Ibid.  
53 Francis Henry Taylor, The Taste of Angels: A History of Art Collecting From Rameses to Napoleon, (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Company: 1948), 551.  
54 Ibid. 
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The Oath of the Horatii (fig. 10) for the same spark of patriotism that was ignited within the 

piece. The three brothers took an oath to kill the Curiatii brothers and would not return until the 

task was completed.55  Ultimately, only one brother survived the battle and  returned victorious, 

and the three Horatii brothers upheld their vow to their father.56 David’s Oath  displays the exact 

moment that the three Horatii brothers took their oath and serves to remind the viewer of the 

oaths they have vowed to uphold.57 The piece served as an excellent reminder of the necessity to 

fight for one’s country, even if it results in death. Both the Laocoön and His Sons and the Oath 

of the Horatii reminded viewers of the patriotism that Napoleon hoped to elicit in similar acts 

from his people and their duty.  

 While Napoleon had a much greater interest in looted art from the Papal Archives, with 

an important emphasis placed on Laocoön and His Sons, his arts advisor, Denon, was enthralled 

with the Ghent Altarpiece and the promise it held of ensuring that Denon was able to create a 

world class collection. Because of this, the altarpiece took center stage at the Musée Napoleon, 

since it already resided in the French collections due to the looting of St. Bavo’s Cathedral by 

French forces.58 Despite, Denon’s love of the piece, he was infuriated that the French Army had 

not also taken the side panels from St. Bavo’s in 1794 and requested the Cathedral hand over the 

panels that  had been left behind; they  declined.59 As the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815) raged 

on, the Bishopric became more fearful that they would be forced to hand over the last two 

remaining panels.60 Thankfully for the Bishopric, the Battle of Waterloo ended Napoleon’s 

conquest and ensured the two remaining panels stayed in Ghent. 

                                                
55  Chu, Nineteenth-Century European Art,  Ibid., 119. 
56  Ibid.  
57  Ibid.  
58  Charney, Stealing the Mystic Lamb, Ibid., 97. 
59  Ibid. 
60 Ibid., 99. 
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During Napoleon’s reign, a vast majority of the French elite appreciated that treasured 

works resided in the Musée Napoleon, thanks to Napoleon’s battle prowess and legal 

agreements, which allowed him to ‘legally’ acquire works after conquering a territory. The 

French were hopeful to attain more works in the future. Nevertheless, there was dissent against 

Napoleon’s acquisitions.61 Antoine-Chrysostôme Quatremère de Quincy was amongst those that 

heavily criticized Napoleon.62 Quincy’s beliefs began a debate within the art community that still 

lives on in contentious modern ownership issues.63 He asserted that the best art had a universal 

quality and should not be possessed; instead it should be displayed in the original context in 

which it was created.64 He expounded his argument even further by saying that art has a context 

and it needs to be in its original setting in order to fully understand and appreciate it.65 This 

opinion became more important as Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte slowly began to lose his grip 

on his holdings.66 

Following the Battle of Waterloo, the Duke of Wellington, the leader of the allied army 

that defeated Napoleon, declared that art plundered by Napoleon in Italy should be returned to its 

rightful owners.67 This decision is quite admirable, considering that he could have very easily 

chosen to take these works, like the British did with the Egyptian artifacts that they gained after 

defeating Napoleon in Egypt. Despite the Duke’s meritorious decision, he did take with him 

several artifacts that still remain in the British Museum’s possession – most notably, the Rosetta 

                                                
61 Taylor, The Tast of Angels, Ibid., 326. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid.  
65Ibid.  
66 Miles, Ibid., 329 
67  Miles, Ibid. 
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Stone, which remains a contentious issue between the British and Egyptian governments today.68 

Clearly, there was a great desire for the pieces, but the Duke is quoted as saying that “the 

property should be returned to their rightful owners.”69 The French public reacted negatively. A 

drawing, titled French Artist Mourns the Fate of War (fig. 11), completed by an anonymous 

artist, shows another artist weeping as the Laocoön and other spoils are carted away to Italy.70  

 Although the Duke of Wellington and others agreed the pieces acquired by the French 

needed to be returned, M. Hippolyte argued that it was simply the cost of war and that the 

artifacts should remain in Paris. In order to expand the argument, Hippolyte drew upon parallels 

of Cyrus, Pompey, and other acts of looting that occurred during war.71 This highlights the 

concept of the conquest of art simply being a symptom of war, while the dissenters firmly 

believed that the pillaging of art should not be simply another price people are forced to pay 

during war. Despite the disagreement in what should be done, the Ghent Altarpiece, Laocoön, 

and several other pieces were returned to their homelands. The entirety of the Adoration of the 

Lamb was finally back home in St. Bavo’s Cathedral (and reunited with its side panels). It would 

not remain in place for long.  

 

Creating a Motivation for Reparation  

  

Germany’s ties to the Ghent Altarpiece began in the early nineteenth century when 

Germany was still a part of Prussia prior to its collapse.72 The renowned Nieuwenhuys art 
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dealing family asked Vicar-General Le Surre in Ghent to sell the altar’s wings. He did so 

because St. Bavo’s was in need of funds and he believed the wings were the least important part 

of the piece. He was paid a sum equal to about $3,600 today.73 The Vicar-General was later 

accused of theft, as some claimed he did not have the authority to sell the pieces. He countered 

that he was acting on behalf of the bishopric, something scholars still debate.74 Additionally, Le 

Surre argued that the wings were mere periphery pieces for the altarpiece, making it acceptable 

to sell the pieces on behalf of the Church.75 Despite questions of the legality of the sale, the 

Nieuwenhuys identified a buyer, Edward Solly, who was based in Berlin and willing to purchase 

the panels.76  

The Ghent panels then entered Solly’s collection, which was later purchased by the 

Prussian King Frederick Wilhelm III in 1812.77 Following the end of the Napoleonic Wars, 

Wilhelm, along with the Vatican and other European political leaders, felt the need to refortify 

their royal collections due to the looting that Napoleon conducted.78 The need to regrow the 

collections was based on losses suffered at the hands of Napoleon, as well as a fear that Prussia’s 

cultural patrimony was diminished following the Wars.79 Ironically, it is partly because of 

Napoleon that Prussia and then Germany ever came to own select panels of the Ghent Altarpiece, 

which fueled Hitler’s desire for the complete Altarpiece even more. From this point forward, the 

two altar wings remained in the Prussian, and then German, Collection, while the rest of the 

altarpiece was housed in St. Bavo’s Cathedral in Ghent, Belgium.  
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In 1907, the Hague Convention declared that states could not loot artworks, nor could 

they destroy monuments even if it provided a military advantage.80 World War I (WWI) would 

test the Convention. Quickly after Germany conquered Belgium in 1914, the German 

government appointed Dr. Paul Clemen, a German, to safeguard Belgium’s monuments.81 To the 

surprise of the international community, which was doubtful of the German’s commitment to the 

1907 Hague Convention, Clemen worked tirelessly to ensure that the works under his care 

remained safe and were not displaced. Nevertheless, during Clemen’s oversight some works 

were destroyed.82 However, as the war raged on, the German Army, despite Clemen’s best 

efforts, began to destroy monuments in several cites. The cities of Louvain and Malines were the 

first among a growing list of cities in which Germany violated the Hague Convention so that the 

Army could gain control.83  

 The bishopric within Ghent began to fear for the safety of the altarpiece after hearing 

about the looting and destruction of monuments in other Belgian towns. It recognized the 

importance of the painting remaining in the hands of the Belgians. They feared it would never 

return to Ghent if it left with the Germans. So, the group arranged to remove it quickly before the 

Germans arrived in Ghent.84 The three main actors –  Canon Gabriel van den Gheyn, 

Burgomaster Baron Emile Braun, and Bishop Emile-Jan Seghers – agreed to keep the Ghent 

Altarpiece out of the hands of the Germans, even if it meant death, as outlined in Noah 

Charney’s research.85 While the Cathedral was closed during the lunch hour, four aides and 

Gheyn quickly moved the altarpiece to the adjoining Episcopal Palace.86 Later, under the light of 
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the moon, the Canon and several others used a horse cart to remain inconspicuous and loaded the 

panels into the cart.87 From there, the panels were separated and taken to four different homes, 

where they were hidden between walls and underneath floorboards.88  

Upon arriving in  Ghent, the German Army began asking where the altarpiece was 

located.89 The Canon was prepared with a story that the piece had been shipped to England for 

safekeeping; he even produced counterfeit paperwork to legitimize his story.90 Nevertheless, the 

Germans remained suspicious and throughout the occupation, several German soldiers and 

officials questioned members of the Cathedral about the Ghent Altarpiece’s whereabouts; 

however, everyone remained mum.91 In 1918, the Gheyn was forced to once again move the 

panels due to a large number of German soldiers quartering themselves in homes near where the 

panels were hidden.92 Later that year, the Germans withdrew from Belgium and the bishopric 

sighed in relief – the altarpiece was safe.93  

 Following the withdrawal of the German troops, a question arose amongst political and 

art elites – what reparations would Germany be forced to pay? The Napoleonic Wars set an 

interesting precedent. The model created by the Duke of Wellington in the 19th century meant 

that France and Belgium, who had suffered occupation by German forces, would receive the 

return of art that had previously been owned by their respective governments. While the debate 

surrounding what the French would receive was more contentious, it was clear from the outset 

that the Germans would return the two panels of the Ghent Altarpiece that were purchased by the 
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Prussian King Frederick Wilhelm III.94 Although the pieces were not acquired during the War, 

they had been taken from St. Bavo’s under questionable circumstances and the bishopric wanted 

the panels to be returned. WWI provided an opportunity for the panels to be reunited with the 

rest of the altarpiece.95   

The return of the side panels, which the German state believed it rightfully owned after 

the fall of Prussia, would serve as a reminder to Hitler of the losses his country faced at the end 

of WWI. These losses culminated in the Treaty of Versailles, signed May 7, 1919, and serving as 

a great humiliation to the Germans (fig. 12). They were forced to pay significant financial 

reparations for damages along with several cultural reparations, including the two panels from 

the Ghent Altarpiece and several French pieces that the Germans believed had been acquired 

legally.96 Furthermore, the Treaty did nothing to solve the problems that led to the start of WWI, 

meaning that a Second World War (WWII) was imminent. However, for the time being, the 

Adoration of the Lamb was reunited with its missing parts in its home of St. Bavo’s Cathedral – a 

fact that would have immensely pleased Quincy and due in no small part to the efforts of Canon 

Gheyn and the rest of the bishopric.  

 

Hitler’s Culture War 

  

During World War I, Hitler briefly evaded military service but was soon forced to join 

the military ranks.97 However, historians argue it is because of his military career during the war, 
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and the war itself, that Hitler had the opportunity to become Chancellor.98 As Kershaw argues, 

“without the trauma of war, defeat, and revolution, without the political radicalization of German 

society that this trauma brought about, the demagogue would have been without an audience for 

his raucous, hate-filled message.”99 Following the end of WWI and Germany’s humiliation at the 

signing of the Treaty of Versailles, which included two-hundred twenty-six thousand million 

Gold Marks to be paid as reparations, Hitler began to make his mark within the 

Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, or Nazi Party, as a propagandist.100 He spent the 

next nine years writing speeches and rising through the ranks.101 On January 30, 1933, Adolf 

Hitler became Chancellor of Germany and soon consolidated power and destroyed the rather 

new German democracy.102 Three months later, the Nazi Party secured the majority through 

elections and a suspension of civil rights.103 He took full control of the German government, 

ousting opposition parties and creating the power structure he so fully desired.104 

Hitler quickly began to control art in Germany through the appointment of Joseph 

Goebbels, whose chief mission was to regulate anything connected to arts.105 This vague job 

description ultimately put Hermann Göring, a member of the Hitler’s inner circle, in charge of 

regulating the creation of all art, including ridding Germany of all “fake” and “unfinished 

pieces.”106 This art later became known as degenerate art and included anything painted by a 

Jewish artist or abstract in nature. Artists like Chagall, Nolde, Matisse, Manet, and hundreds of 
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others were blacklisted from the German government’s collections or patriation.107 Any art that 

the government had in its possession by these artists was sold in 1939 at the infamous Fischer 

Gallery Auction House in Lucerne, Switzerland, prior to the beginning of the war.108  

Furthermore, through legislation like the Re-establishment of the Professional Civil 

Service law, Goring and Hitler had the ability to remove anyone from any public art position, 

including academy teachers and curators, with which they did not agree or who were not in 

alignment with the Nazi Party.109 Moreover, the Nazi Party now controlled all art commissioned 

within Germany and specifically advocated for the creation of Nationalist-inspired works, like 

Arno Breker’s Comrades, which is rigid in nature and reminiscent of Neo-Classical works.110 

This is similar to Napoleon, who commissioned works like David’s Coronation to invoke a sense 

of nationalism. The control of art worsened from this point.  

Hitler and other party elites began to further establish views of needing to ‘Aryanize’ 

Germany and any territories it controlled – these ideas would ultimately culminate in the mass 

genocide that was the Holocaust.111 The process of Aryanization occurred when Jewish people or 

people of non-Aryan descent first chose and were later forced to sell their shops and goods to 

people of Aryan descent, so that everything, including art and shops, were controlled by the 

Aryan population.112 Hitler and the rest of the German government utilized the creation of 

several harsh laws to ‘legally’ loot goods from prominent non-Aryan families and other 

governments.113 This tactic is similar to Napoleon including the right to certain cultural goods 

and collections following the invasion of states.  
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Prior to Hitler’s power grab, the international community attempted to further enforce the 

international norm understood in the 1907 Hague Convention condemning the looting of cultural 

property during war.114  This attempt was pushed through the mechanism of the League of 

Nations in the format of a draft of the Convention on the Repatriation of Objects of Historical or 

Scientific Interest, Which Have Been Lost, Stolen, or Unlawfully Alienated or Exported.115 While 

the Convention was never approved due to the weakness of the League of Nations, it signified an 

understanding that cultural property rights should be recognized even during times of war – 

something Hitler would ignore fully.116  

Party elites quickly pushed for harsher forms of Aryanization in Germany and it 

continued to spread. Shortly following the invasion of Austria, prominent Jewish families, 

including the Rothschilds, the Haas, the Kornfields, and many more, were forced to surrender 

their priceless collections to ensure their safety and ability to leave occupied Austria, which 

became known as the Kristallnacht or Night of Broken Glass.117 Furthermore, families like the 

Bloch-Bauers, who owned Klimt’s Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer, fled prior to the Nazi arrival 

and were later found guilty of tax evasion, the entirety of their property was seized by the Army 

illegally.118 Once collections were taken, Nazi elites began to divvy up the plunder. Paintings, 

porcelains, and other goods were taken to Nazi elites for their private collections and given to 

citizens as gifts to earn favor.119 The system of looting art and other goods owned by non-Aryans 

that occurred in Austria was so effective that it became known as the Vienna Model and was 

                                                
114 Thomas Fleming, The Spoils of War, (New York: Putnam, 1985), 103. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibid. 
117 Nicholas, The Rape of Europa, Ibid., 38-39. 
118 Sophie Lillie and Georg Gaugusch, Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer, (New York: Neue Galerie: Museum for 
German and Austrian Art), 68. 
119 Ibid., 70. 



  
 

xxvi 

used throughout conquered territories.120 The Vienna Model culminated in the creation of the 

ERR which was led by Alfred Rosenberg.121  

The ERR’s main job was to identify important works to be included in Hitler’s collection 

and then take works not only from Jewish families through the process of Aryanization, but also 

anything that was a cultural good of Germany.122 As such, anything that possessed even the most 

tacit link to Germany was fair game according to Hitler, Rosenberg, and any other party 

ideologues.123 The ERR worked diligently to tangentially tie any piece of high value or historical 

greatness to the Aryan race. This lead to many pieces, including the High Altar of St. Mary by 

Viet Stoss in Poland, if they could be imaginatively linked to a piece of German history.124 Even 

greater, artists like Albrecht Dürer, whom Hitler liked and had German lineage, would be 

‘repatriated’ to Germany whenever soldiers came across such pieces.125  It is for the same reason 

that Hitler enjoyed Dürer’s work so much that he sought the Altarpiece. Hitler chose a Northern 

Renaissance piece to be his crown jewel, not an Italian piece. This is due in part because he 

could link Van Eyck to the same Aryan heritage, whereas he was unable to do this with Italian 

Renaissance masters. The ERR was created, not only so that Hitler could construct the greatest 

museum in the world, but so that Hitler could demonstrate what true Aryan art was and prove 

that Germany was as powerful and significant to the history of art as he believed it to be. 

Despite the many pieces that Hitler desired for his collection, the acquisition of the Ghent 

Altarpiece was one of the German government’s highest priorities, so that retribution for the 

humiliation Hitler felt Germany was forced to suffer from after the signing of the Treaty of 
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Versailles could ultimately be achieved.126 Make no mistake, Hitler wanted the Ghent Altarpiece 

more than any other artwork in the world. He despised the Treaty of Versailles. Shortly 

following the invasion, and quick surrender of France by Marshal Henri Pétain, Hitler arrived in 

France ready to finally punish the powers that so embarrassed him and his country.127 The 

German delegation drove to Compiègne, the small French town in which the Germans had 

signed the Treaty of Versailles years earlier.128 Upon arriving, Hitler forced several German 

engineers to blast a hole through the wall that housed the train car in which the Treaty was 

signed.129 Once the train car was removed from the museum the French had housed it in, Hitler 

moved it to the exact location where the original Treaty had been signed and forced the French to 

sign a surrender of their own (fig. 13).130 Hitler’s peculiar demonstration exhibits his ardent 

desire to get even for Germany’s earlier humiliation. It also explains his desire for the Ghent 

Altarpiece, as it was part of the original terms of surrender during WWI.  

The piece struck a chord with him for three main reasons. First, the Annunciation’s 

setting tied the altarpiece to Belgium. The acquisition of the piece demonstrated Hitler’s 

dominion over Belgium, something that was important after the German Army took control of it, 

as it was necessary to squelch possible revolts and demonstrate that Belgium no longer existed 

and was instead a part of Germany. Furthermore, the piece was created by an Aryan and fit well 

into Hitler’s racist policies, which furthered his desire to obtain the piece for his collection.131 

After all, the altarpiece was one of the greatest technical achievements of the Renaissance and it 

belonged to the Northern Renaissance movement, something that Hitler could prove was part of 
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his Aryan race. It was made by the people he deemed acceptable. Finally, it is of the author’s 

belief that while Hitler was not devoutly religious, nor did he work as hard as Napoleon to 

diminish the value of the Church, he did desire the work due his narcissistic tendencies and felt a 

certain likeness to the lamb, which would ensure salvation of his people – much like Hitler 

hoped to do.  

The sense of inadequacy Hitler felt after visiting other European cities partly fueled his 

desire to continue looting from Jewish people and expand the looting to any great work that had 

ties to the great German nation.132 The list of works German authorities were to gather for the 

Führermuseum from countries Germany would ultimately invade were enumerated in the 

Kümmel Report.133 At the center of the Report and Hitler’s desired collection would be the 

shining star, the Ghent Altarpiece. Not only was it one of the most infamous paintings 

throughout Europe, but Germany had once owned a portion of it and other European powers had 

taken it away and unfairly, according to the Germans.134 The Altarpiece would serve as a symbol 

to all that Germany, and by extension Hitler, was a powerhouse to be feared and revered by the 

international community. 

 At the start of WWII, Belgian authorities already understood that their masterpieces were 

highly desired. Aware of Europe’s tumultuous past with looting, the Belgians decided to 

evacuate their most precious works prior to the invasion.135 As for their most prized possession, 

the Ghent Altarpiece, the bishopric quickly dismantled the work and put it in route to Italy where 

the Vatican could guard it.136 The Belgians were fearful that Hitler would specifically seek the 
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piece as reparations for the Treaty of Versailles.137 Unfortunately, Italy fell to Mussolini’s fascist 

regime soon after the truck carrying it departed, and the piece was diverted to France.138 The 

Altarpiece eventually found its home at the Sourches Château, a repository that the Louvre also 

used throughout the War.139 The Louvre’s store houses were clearly marked and well known, as 

is seen in the two photographs (fig. 14 and 15) in order to prevent bombing and possible damage 

to the collection. 

 In May 1940, Belgium and Holland were invaded by the German Army and soon after 

Heinrich Köhn, a German Officer of the Nazi Art Protection Department (NAPD), arrived at St. 

Bavo’s questioning the bishopric.140 Kohn was specifically commissioned by Joseph Goebbles 

and the NAPD to locate one of the panels, the Righteous Judges, that occurred in 1934.141 

Although the missing panel of the Righteous Judges location remains an unsolved mystery to this 

day, Kohn worked tirelessly to try and solve the mystery.142 His presence also verified the 

intense desire Germany had to ‘repatriate’ the Ghent Altarpiece.143 After all, why would the 

German government spend resources searching for the missing panel if they did not intend to 

unify the work in the Führermuseum?144  

 In 1942, Hitler appointed one of his early arts advisers, Dr. Ernst Buchner with the task 

of ‘repatriating’ the Altarpiece to Germany.145 Why the German government waited so long to 

reclaim the piece is still unclear.146 According to Nicholas, several correspondence letters 
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between Hitler and Buchner were sent discussing the need to remove the Ghent Altarpiece from 

France to protect the piece from air raids.147 Despite this, the Treaty of Versailles is mentioned 

within the letters several times, and it is clear Hitler was not concerned about the Altarpiece’s 

protection and instead was seeking retribution from the humiliation Germany suffered at the end 

of WWI.148 Soon after the correspondence ended, Buchner assembled a team of ten Germans and 

traveled to France to retrieve the piece. Upon arriving in 1942, Buchner along with his associates 

removed the work without permission of the French curators.149 After his retrieval of the 

altarpiece from its safety in France, Buchner excitedly wrote that “on the express orders of the 

Führerkanzlei [the] panels which were not earlier the property of the Berlin museum” were now 

in the hands of the Third Reich.150 The Ghent Altarpiece was stored in one of the largest 

repositories of the German government: Neuschwanstein (fig. 16).151 Almost a year later, 

curators to the Führermuseum’s fears began to increase and a vast majority of the repositories 

were moved to safer locations.152 The altarpiece was moved to the salt mine at Altausse (fig. 17) 

and it would remain there until the Allies discovered it at the end of the War, having never been 

displayed in Hitler’s never-realized Führermuseum, which remained only a dream.153 
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The American Response 

 

 American political leaders understood the immense looting of cultural property that 

Hitler and his German forces were undertaking, as well as the significance behind such 

looting.154 For this reason, on June 23, 1943, President Roosevelt created the American 

Commission for the Protection and Salvage of Artistic and Historic Monuments in War Areas, or 

the Roberts Commission.155 This committee was tasked with the undertaking of creating a list of 

art and historical monuments throughout a war-ravaged Europe and trying to establish measures 

that would help to ensure the protection of such monuments.156 The best solution the Roberts 

Commission identified was the creation of the Monuments, Fine Arts, and Archives (MFAA) 

branch under a division of the Allied Forces.157 Over 3,500 MFAA officers were commissioned 

and all of the officers had a historical background with most being architects, art historians, 

conservators, and others in the field.158 Their primary task was to follow the Allied Forces front 

line and protect cultural heritage cites to the best of their ability.159 Among the forces were 

Robert Posey and Lincoln Kirstein, who were ultimately amongst those responsible for the return 

of the Ghent Altarpiece.160  

 Posey and Kirstein were tasked with hunting for the altarpiece.161 After spending several 

weeks without discovering any new information that was valuable to the Allied Forces in 
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locating such works, Posey became ailed with a toothache and went to a local dentist in Trier, 

Germany.162 After talking to the dentist, he insisted the two meet his son-in-law, Dr. Hermann 

Bunjes, who had previously been an art historian.163 Upon meeting Bunjes, he admitted he had 

worked for the Reich, but claimed to be a low-level member.164 However, he did provide Posey 

and Kirstein with valuable art intelligence, including the location of the Ghent Altarpiece in the 

mine at Altausse, which was one of the largest repositories in the German Reich.165 The two now 

simply had to wait until the Allies pushed into the region and they could finally rescue the 

altarpiece from the hands of the Germans. 

 Eventually, Posey and Kirstein arrived at Altausse and were able to enter the mine shaft. 

After walking through the first room, they entered the next room and “resting a foot off the 

ground, upon for empty cardboard boxes, quite unwrapped, were eight panels of the Adoration of 

the Lamb.”166 Generals Eisenhower, Bradley, and Patton visited the mine shortly after discovery 

and were heard latter joking about the good ol’ days when soldiers were allowed to keep the loot 

they found.167 Along with the Altarpiece, were 6,577 other paintings, 2,300 drawings, 954 prints, 

137 sculptures, along with many more items.168 While the numbers are staggering, this is simply 

a portion of the vast amount of looting that occurred during WWII under the Hitler regime. A 

year after the liberation of Brussels, the Ghent Altarpiece was formally accepted by the Prince 
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Regent of Belgium – the first piece returned at the end of the War.169 The return of the Altarpiece 

signified the end of the War and the fall of the Third Reich.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 Figures 18 and 19 show the Belgian Royal Court surrounding the package holding the 

altarpiece (fig. 18), as well as the crowd of people outside of St. Bavo’s awaiting the piece’s 

return (fig. 19) and to visit a symbol of their culture. The Ghent Altarpiece represented Belgian 

culture, something that had been all but lost during WWII. However, directly following the war, 

its return signified a new beginning. Throughout WWII, the altarpiece served as a symbol. Hitler 

desired the piece because it would provide justice following the humiliation Germany faced after 

signing the Treaty of Versailles. Furthermore, the piece fit within his Aryan canon and the 

iconography worked with his narcissistic desires. Ultimately, the altarpiece represents cultural 

patrimony and for this reason, Hitler desired the piece greatly. This also explains why thousands 

of people stood outside eagerly awaiting its return.  

  The precise number of looted works during WWII still remains unknown. Despite this, 

hundreds of thousands of objects were taken not only from states, but also from people that did 

not meet Hitler’s standard of Aryanism. Ultimately, sixteen and a half million people died in the 

Holocaust for not meeting such a standard.170 Their seizure of property represents the lives lost 

and the power that such cultural property has over civilizations. Hitler was a morally corrupt 

man, but he was not stupid. He learned from Napoleon and understood the power that art held 

and explicitly created mechanisms modeled after Napoleon to ensure the looting of conquered 
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states and people. Furthermore, Hitler specifically sought pieces like the Ghent Altarpiece to 

demonstrate his authority over states that had previously humiliated Germany following their 

defeat in World War II. One of the most important lessons to be understood is that art matters 

and sends a subliminal message of power. Even today, leaders use art to demonstrate their power 

and display their derision of power. Hitler was not the first to loot for political purposes, nor will 

he be the last. Ultimately, it is clear that both Napoleon and Hitler, along with countless other 

leaders, were willing to exert power during times of war to gain what appears to simply be a 

piece of art – demonstrating the important role art plays within politics during war. 
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Figures 
 

 
 

Figure 1. The 
Ghent Altarpiece. 
Jan Van Eyck. St. 
Bavo’s Cathedral. 
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Figure 2. The 
Ghent Altarpiece. 
Close up of Ghent. 
St. Bavo’s 
Cathedral. 

Figure 3. The 
Ghent Altarpiece. 
Close up of 
Christ’s Crown. St. 
Bavo’s Cathedral.  
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Figure 4. Creation 
of Adam. 
Michelangelo. The 
Vatican.  

Figure 5. 
Architectural 
Capriccio with the 
Laocoön. Robert. 
Fogg Art Museum.  

Figure 6. The 
Consecration of 
the Emperor. 
David. The 
Louvre.  
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Figure 7. 
Triumphal entry of 
monuments. 
Berthault. Fogg 
Museum of Art. 

Figure 8. The 
enerance into 
Paris. Béranger.  
Musée Nationale 
de Ceramique. 
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Figure 9. Salle de 
Laocoön. Zix. 
L'Erma di 
Bretschneider.  

Figure 10. The 
Oath of the 
Horatii. David. 
The Louvre.  
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Figure 11. French 
Artist mourns the 
fate of war. 
Anonymous. 
Bibliothèque 
Nationale de 
France. 

Figure 12. 
Photograph of the 
signing of the 
Treaty of 
Versailles. Musée 
de l’Armée. 
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Figure 14. 
Photograph of the 
Sourches Château. 
Louvre holdings 
warnings. Shelley 
Matthews.  

Figure 13. 
Photograph of the 
train car at 
Compiègne. Musée 
de l’Armée. 
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Figure 15. 
Photograph of the 
Sourches Château. 
Louvre holdings 
warnings. Shelley 
Matthews.  

Figure 16. 
Photograph of the 
repository at 
Neuschwanstein. 
Lynn Nicholas.  
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Figure 17. 
Photograph of the 
repository at 
Altausse. Lynn 
Nicholas.  

Figure 18. 
Photograph of the 
Belgian Royal 
Court accepting 
the return of the 
Ghent Altarpiece. 
Lukas: Art in 
Flanders.  
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Figure 19. 
Photograph of the 
crowds awaiting 
the return of the 
Ghent Altarpiece. 
Lukas: Art in 
Flanders.    
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