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!
Restitution	

Ukraine returns Koenigs’ drawings	

But the 139 works go to Dutch State, not collector’s heirs	
!
BACKGROUND 	

“A group of 139 looted Old Master drawings has been returned from Ukraine to the Netherlands” 
wrote Martin Bailey in The Art News Paper in July 1994. !
April 14, 2014 the Restitution Committee confirms Martin Bailey’s prescient insight, by submitting 
June 17, 2014 their advice on the restituted Koenigs drawings (RC 1.35) to the Dutch Minister of 
Culture.	
!
Outcome: the collector’s heirs are denied restitution.	
!
EXHIBITION OF THE KOENIGS DRAWINGS FROM KYIV	

On July 8, 2004 President Kuchma transferred title of the Koenigs drawings from Ukraine to the 
Netherlands. Their return was celebrated by an exhibition of the 139 Koenigs-Kyiv drawings at the 
Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum in Rotterdam. President Kuchma accompanied by Prince (now 
King) Alexander and Princess (now Queen) Maxima opened the exhibition. As soon as the 
Netherlands Government learned of the drawings’ return, they contracted the Rotterdam Boijmans 
Van Beuningen Museum to care for the Koenigs-Kyiv drawings on a long-term loan basis. ‘The 
Loot’ restored to the Netherlands, thus seemed to follow a circular course back to its source, 
returning to the very museum the collector had entrusted his world famous collection with in the first 
place; all’s well that ends well.  !
And so it would be, were it not for the fact that the Franz Koenigs drawings were not looted by 
Hitler’s agent, as reported, but were instead sold voluntarily to Hitler for an enormous profit, only 
not by their rightful owner.	
!!
A DISASTER FOR THE MUSEUM	

In 1935 Franz Koenigs (1881-1941) loaned his fully catalogued and inventoried collection of Old 
Master Drawings (2014) and Old Master Paintings (46) to the Rotterdam Museum. So it was this 
museum which held the key to his collection when, in September 1939, after the declaration of war, 
Franz Koenigs announced that his collection would be leaving the museum the following year. His 
main concern at the time was to safeguard his collection from Hitler's predations. A few months 
before, in February 1939, he already had symbolically denounced the Nazi regime by changing his 
nationality from German to Dutch, thus ensuring that the famous Franz Koenigs Collection was part 
of Dutch Cultural Heritage as of that date.	
!
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The Rotterdam Museum's director, after Franz Koenigs had informed him of his decision to remove 
the collection, alerted the board members of the museum. In their meeting of 26 October 1939 the 
director described the importance of the collection for the museum and flagged the disastrous 
consequences were it to leave.	
!
In between times, with Franz Koenigs' approval, various avenues had been explored for the museum 
to buy the collection; to no avail.	
!!
FOR FREE	

Months later, with time running out, one of the museum’s board members, Mr. D.G. Van Beuningen, 
decided to buy the Franz Koenigs Collection. His covert intention was to sell off part of the Koenigs 
collection to Hitler and then to donate the remainder to the Boijmans Museum. The museum director 
acceded to Van Beuningen’s proposal realizing that this was his chance to get a significant part of the 
world famous Franz Koenigs Collection for free.	
!!
THE LUMP SUM OF 1 MILLION	

At the time, the Franz Koenigs Collection was insured by the Rotterdam Museum for DFL 4.5 
million. In 1931 and as a direct consequence of the German financial crisis, Franz Koenigs’ bank 
was in need of liquidity and received a loan of DFL 1.5 million from a group of Jewish bankers from 
Hamburg, Germany, associates of the Lisser & Rosenkranz (L&R) bank in Amsterdam. Franz 
Koenigs put his collection up as collateral for the loan.	

So when Franz Koenigs announced that he wished to remove his collection from the museum in 
September 1939, it was clear that not only his collection, but also the interests of the Jewish partners 
of L&R needed to be safeguarded. L&R though financially sound, decided to wind up their company 
to escape detection by the Nazi regime. This liquidation took effect on April 2, 1940, the very same 
day Franz Koenigs signed his collection over to L&R. Nota bene, the collection was worth 
considerably more than his outstanding debt.	
!!
TRANSPORT TO LISBON	

The plan was for L&R to ship the collection to Lisbon and accordingly, the museum was notified to 
make the necessary preparations. Why Franz Koenigs did not transport the Collection in his own 
right? Franz Koenigs planned to stay in the Netherlands, with the collection abroad in his own right, 
the nations linked with the UK would consider his collection enemy property as soon as the 
occupation would be fact and at best the collection would be frozen by any nation supporting the war 
effort. However if it belonged to L&R in liq. of which the main directors were abroad, it would be 
treated more benevolently.  But the Rotterdam Museum, aware of the impending disaster were the 
collection to leave the museum, prevaricated, did not prepare the collection for transport and instead 
started bidding for it. A week later on April 9, 1940, the day Hitler invaded Norway and Denmark, 
museum board member Van Beuningen, supported by the director of the Museum, offered a lump 
sum of DFL 1 million in an ultimatum offer that would expire at 10 p.m. that evening. Within 2 
hours, L&R had sold the entire collection not to the museum but to Van Beuningen, who paid DFL 1 
million for 2140 drawings and 12 paintings (4 by Hieronymus Bosch and 8 by Rubens).	
!!!
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DO NOT LOOK A GIFT HORSE IN THE MOUTH	

Van Beuningen started negotiations with the Nazi-regime almost immediately and on December 3, 
1940, sold a quarter of the 2140 drawings (528 drawings) to Hitler’s agent for DFL 1.5 million, DFL 
500.000 more than he had paid for the entire collection and the twelve paintings. In 1942 the 
Rotterdam Boijmans Museum made public its acceptance of Van Beuningen's donation of the 
remains of the Franz Koenigs Collection.	

The year before, on May 6, 1941, Franz Koenigs was murdered in an incident described as an 
“accident”.	
!!
BOTH PERPETRATORS WERE WELL REWARDED	

Van Beuningen made an immediate profit of DFL 0.5 million on the sale of 528 drawings, whilst 
retaining a number of important paintings at no cost to himself. The director of the Rotterdam 
Museum was rewarded with the prestigious position of Head of Dutch Musea by the German 
Reichskommissar Seyss-Inquart and the Rotterdam Museum itself received much of the Franz 
Koenigs Collection for free, as a gift from Van Beuningen. In return, in 1958, the latter's name was 
attached to the museum, henceforth known as the Boijmans Van Beuningen museum. The Dutch 
State did not neglect the (late) director of the Rotterdam Museum either. He was subsequently 
installed as Lord of the Castle at ‘Castle Weldam’ in Goor and in 1958 ‘Castle Nijenhuis’ in Heino 
was put into his care.	

Fast forward to modern times, where the Dutch State, in its wisdom, has returned the looted 
drawings restituted from Ukraine back to the Boijmans van Beuningen, further enriching the 
Rotterdam Museum and adding insult to injury to the heirs of Franz Koenigs.	
!!
A CLASSIER ATTITUDE	

Most disappointing is the advice of the Restitution Committee	

In their advice RC 1.35 (as in the revision RC 4.123) the Restitution Committee argues that Dutch 
civil law arguments applicable at the time to protect citizens from undue influence are outside the 
scope of restitution policy and consequently outside the Committee’s terms of reference and 
therefore ultra vires. Clearly the Restitution Committee does not recognize the moral aspects 
involved.	

Once they found their mandate to be insufficient, the Committee should have returned the heirs' 
request for restitution to the Minister as ‘impossible to adjudicate within their mandate’. They did 
not do so. Yet, under Dutch law -though this was not recognized by the Restitution Committee- Franz 
Koenigs never lost title of his collection to L&R. In turn, their sale was made under duress, driven by 
the threat of imminent invasion by the Nazis and by coercive pressure from the museum's director 
and its patron board member, Van Beuningen.	
!!
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        THE MORAL ASPECT	


The moral aspect is clear. If the transfer of title to L&R was null and void, Franz Koenigs was still 
owner of his collection. He was in debt for DFL 1.8 million (interest included) to L&R, but the 
rightful owner nonetheless. Consequently, Franz Koenigs suffered prejudice  because his collection 
was not shipped to safety in Lisbon. He suffered prejudice when the Jewish bankers L&R, coerced 
by the imminent threat of Nazi invasion and pressure from Van Beuningen and the museum, sold his 
collection (insured by the museum for DFL 4.5 million) for only DFL 1 million. This financial 
prejudice was further compounded by the fact that the very outcome Franz Koenigs had been at  
pains to avoid- the sale of his collection to the Nazis- had now taken place. None of the foregoing 
was accepted by the Restitution Committee.	
!!

	
       THE 139 DRAWINGS FROM KIEV	

The works are mostly by 15th- and 16th- century German artists, including, inter alia, Holbein, Wolf 
Huber, Heinrich Aldegrever, Albrecht Altdorfer, Jost Amman, Hans Baldung, Barthel Beham, Jörg 
Breu, Hans Burgkmair, Hans Kaldenbach, Albrecht Dürer.	

In 1945, the Russians took the 528 drawings, sold by Van Beuningen to Hitler, to the Soviet Union as 
spoils of war. In 1947 Stalin presented Ukraine with 139 of the drawings, a further 309 drawings are 
still kept in the Pushkin Museum to this very day. 	
!
Amsterdam, June 23, 2014	

For further information  	

please contact Christine F. Koenigs	

tel: + 31206381023	

cell: +31651313488	

Christine@Koenigs.nl	
!
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