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Who owns the property that Jews were forced
to sell under value during Nazi rule or which was
confiscated from them? The controversies accom‐
panying recent transfers of famous art work to
the heirs of their former Jewish owners show that
more than six decades after the end of World War
II, there is still no consensus as to whether and
how the former ownership should be restored.
This suggests that the idea of restitution is not
deeply rooted in the collective conscience of Ger‐
mans, argues Jürgen Lillteicher in his new mono‐
graph. Lillteicher opens his book with a descrip‐
tion of the outcry following the return of Ernst
Ludwig Kirchner's famous painting "Berliner
Straßenszene" (1913), which for many years had
held a prominent place in Berlin's Brücke Muse‐
um before finally being transferred to a descen‐
dant of its former owner, Alfred Hess, in 2006.
Hess's widow had been forced to part with the
painting seventy years earlier. The Berlin senate
had not been able to provide sufficient proof that
the sale in 1936 had been voluntary and fair, and
therefore acted according to the legal guidelines.

Despite this having been a restitution case in
which international guidelines had been followed
according to the textbook, the Berlin senate was
fiercely attacked by prominent political figures
and important institutions in the art world for its
alleged "dilettantism" and "pre-emptive" moral be‐
havior, which critics claimed had led to the un‐
warranted loss of a major artistic and financial as‐
set. These arguments in turn elicited sharp criti‐
cism of the Zentralrat der Juden in Deutschland,
which had emphasized the moral obligation of
restitution. This episode tellingly illustrates that
the past is interpreted in a different light, accord‐
ing to the position between the poles of morals
and money, between which the respective sets of
interests inevitably find themselves torn. There‐
fore, Lillteicher points out, the analysis of how
restitution was dealt with can offer valuable in‐
sights into the mentality of West German postwar
society and its relationship with the Nazi past.
Raub, Recht und Restitution builds on Lillte‐
icher's previous work, including his unpublished
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According to Lillteicher, restitution efforts were
made to satisfy Allied demands and the dominant
interpretation of the Nazi past remained largely
unchallenged.
The combination of well-chosen case studies
and clear-cut reasoning makes Lillteicher's book a
relevant, readable addition to the fast-growing
field of the history of restitution in postwar Eu‐
rope. It also contributes interesting insights into
the wider question of how the legacy of the Third
Reich was dealt with in West Germany.
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