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Nazi-plundered art hiding artfully in plain sight? 
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Hiding in plain sight. 
 
That may well be the calling card for 
Raymond J. Dowd’s current mission. The 
New York attorney, who was in Cleveland a 
few weeks ago to give a talk on Nazi-looted 
art to lawyers and judges at the Federal 
Courthouse, represents the heirs of the late 
Austrian Jewish entertainer and cabaret star 
Fritz Grünbaum. 
 
Grünbaum was an avid art collector. Among 
his 449 known works of art, were 81 by 
Austrian expressionist Egon Schiele. Several 
Schieles are the particular objects of Dowd’s 
quest. 
 
First, a little art history. During World War 
II, massive looting of artwork in Europe took 
place, mainly by the Nazis, who desperately 
needed money to support the war effort. In 
1938 they inaugurated a law requiring all 
Jews who possessed 5,000 reichsmarks or 
more to file a detailed Jewish Property 
Declaration. Armed with that information and going through the motions of making their 
transactions seem legal and paid for, the Nazis then proceeded to “liquidate” Jewish property 
(paintings, drawings, sculpture, rare books) for cash. 
 
Grünbaum’s case was probably typical. In 1938, shortly after Germany annexed Austria, the 
cabaret entertainer was sent to Dachau. From Dachau, Grünbaum “voluntarily” gave his wife 
Lilly power of attorney to compile his property declaration and pay the regime for taxes levied 
against Jews. In 1942, after Lilly was deported to a concentration camp in Ukraine, 
Grünbaum’s property account was marked “Blocked and Closed.” 
 
“It means the stuff was taken by the Nazi government,” explains Dowd. 
 
Fast forward to the war’s end. Both Grünbaums had perished in the camps. The Allies were in 
charge of returning stolen art to surviving Jewish family members, but no mention was made 
of returning any art to the Grünbaums’ heirs before the Allies left in 1955. 
 
Then, in 1956, a major Schiele oil, “Dead City,” turned up in Bern, Switzerland. Hardly a fluke, 
since Switzerland had financed the sale of Nazi art (both stolen and otherwise) throughout the 
war. 
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Atty. Raymond Dowd seeks return of Egon Schiele’s “Girl 
with Black Hair” to heirs of Fritz Grünbaum. 
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Also in 1956, Swiss gallery owner Eberhard Kornfeld acquired 54 Schiele drawings from an 
“unnamed seller” who was paid in cash, notes Dowd. (Among Kornfeld’s purchases was 
Schiele’s “Dead City” and his drawing “Girl with Black Hair,” both previously owned by 
Grünbaum.) Later, that mysterious seller was identified, through a pencil-scrawled, barely 
legible signature as Mathilde Lukcas, Lilly Grünbaum’s sister. 
 
It’s unlikely, maintains Dowd, that in 1956, Lukcas, “a proper Viennese woman,” would have 
ever used anything but a pen to sign a transaction of such magnitude. More telling still, Lukcas 
and her husband were forced to flee Austria in ’38, and it is unlikely they could have crossed 
the Austrian border carrying 54 rolled-up paintings and drawings without being caught! 
 
The “real villain” of this story, claims Dowd, is Otto Kallir, owner of the Neue Galerie in Vienna, 
who in 1928 asked Grünbaum if he could borrow 25 of his Schieles for an exhibit to 
commemorate the artist’s death a decade earlier. (Dowd notes that Austrian Nazis liked 
Schiele’s “racy, almost pornographic” art, which is why they probably hid it from the 
Germans.) 
 
In 1939, Kallir moved to New York and opened Galerie St. Etienne. In 1956, four months after 
Kornfeld in Switzerland acquired his Schieles, he sold 20 of them, including “Dead City” and 
“Girl with Black Hair” to Kallir. Kallir, alleged to be a profiteer, certainly knew the works’ 
previous owner was Fritz Grünbaum and that the works had been stolen from him. 
 
Finally, there is the Ohio connection. In 1958, Oberlin College bought “Girl with Black Hair” 
from Kallir’s New York gallery. Oberlin paid $4,000 for the drawing, notes Dowd, “a bargain-
basement price for artwork coming from Europe with missing provenances.” He estimates that 
the drawing is “probably worth a couple of million” today. 
 
Dowd is trying to reclaim that drawing for Grünbaum’s heirs based on the common law 
jurisdiction in Ohio that “once there is a thief in the chain of title, no one, not even a good-
faith purchaser, can take from a thief.” Furthermore, Dowd alleges, Oberlin undoubtedly knew 
of the caveat emptor – buyer beware – rule (relating in this case to the Holocaust) that 
requires individuals and institutions to “look really carefully at artwork before they buy it to 
make sure it was not stolen.” 
 
Stephanie Wiles, director of the Allen Memorial Art Museum at Oberlin, where “Girl with Black 
Hair” resides, insists that “Oberlin takes provenance queries very seriously. We have no new 
information on ‘Girl’ and haven’t heard anything new from Raymond Dowd.” 
 
She confirms the drawing’s purchase from Galerie St. Etienne in 1958 but doesn’t have any 
provenance earlier than that. “People have researched ‘Girl with Black Hair’ before,” she 
admits, “and every single time we haven’t come up with anything.” For example, in 1998, 
Plain Dealer art critic Steven Litt wrote that Oberlin’s Schiele drawing “may have been stolen 
… from the collection of Fritz Grünbaum.” 
 
A pioneer in championing the return of Nazi-looted art was the late director of The Cleveland 
Museum of Art (CMA), Robert Bergman. “This is such a gigantic issue,” Bergman told the 
Akron Beacon Journal in March 1998. “We’re talking about hundreds of thousands of objects. I 
believe that for the rest of my professional career, this issue will face the museums of the 
world.” Fourteen months later, Bergman, 54, died of a rare blood disorder. (Ironically, notes 
Dowd, of the 883 works of European art the CMA acquired after 1933, some 425 have missing 
provenances.) 
 
“Girl with Black Hair” is another artwork in that category. But Dowd hopes that when his 
appeal is argued in June, “Oberlin will be responsive.” 
 
As he wrote in a monograph in The Federal Lawyer (July 2008), “If the United States does not 
respect the rights of property owners and cuts through the legalisms protecting holders of 
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stolen goods, no one else will.” 
 
cdettelbach@cjn.org 
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