
Art Break: Provenance
May 26 and 29
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Provenance: the history of ownership 
of an artwork

Mia has over 90,000 artworks.
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Do visitors ever wonder “how did Mia 
get all this art?”

What responses have you given to that 
question?

How do museums acquire artworks?
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● Keri Ataumbi and Jamie 
Okuma, Ring, from 
Pocahontas jewelry set, 2014, 
Gift of Funds from the Duncan 
and Nivin Macmillan 
Foundation

● Italy, Knife and fork, late 16th 
century, Gift of Funds from 
The Decorative Arts Council 
with Proceeds from The 2008 
Antiques Show And Sale

How do museums acquire artworks?



5

● Aliza Nisenbaum, Morning Security 
Briefing at the Minneapolis Institute 
of Art, basement door open onto 
the Guard Lounge Pet Wall, 2017, 
The Mary Ingebrand-Pohlad 
Endowment For Twentieth Century 
Paintings.

How do museums acquire artworks?
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The images ran in the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune in 
1958 as part of a feature on local collectors.

(Right) Kirchner, View of Zurich, 1926, Bequest of Bruce B. Dayton

(Below) Modigliani, Little Servant Girl, c. 1916, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Samuel Maslon

https://new.artsmia.org/stories/once-at-mia-a-masterwork-at-home/

How do museums acquire artworks?

https://new.artsmia.org/stories/once-at-mia-a-masterwork-at-home/


Provenance: the history of 
ownership of an artwork
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(2005-2006) “A scandal 
surrounding the looting of 
ancient artifacts deepened 
...when it emerged that 350 
items worth $100 million held 
by one of America's leading 
museums are of dubious 
provenance.”
 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/jun/19/arts.usa and 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/the-curator-who-vanish
ed/2015/08/19/d32390f8-459e-11e5-846d-02792f854297_story.html

8

Issues with provenance have caused numerous scandals for 
museums.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/jun/19/arts.usa
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/the-curator-who-vanished/2015/08/19/d32390f8-459e-11e5-846d-02792f854297_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/the-curator-who-vanished/2015/08/19/d32390f8-459e-11e5-846d-02792f854297_story.html
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Why might a curator 
knowingly purchase a 
looted artwork?



“The palace at Nimrud 
was excavated between 
1845 and 1851 CE by Sir 
Austin H. Layard working 
on behalf of the British 
Museum. This panel was 
...acquired at that time for 
private and public 
collections in the United 
States….”
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Assyrian, Winged Genius, 
c. 883–859 BCE (from 
Nimrud)

 2015, destruction of 
Assyrian reliefs in Nimrud 
by Isis militant.



The coffin of Nedjemankh (detail) was 
returned by the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
to Egypt in early 2019. 

The art dealer supplied fake provenance 
records including a forged Egyptian export 
license dated 1971, but according to an 
investigation, it appeared that the coffin had 
been stolen from its homeland in 2011.
https://www.artnews.com/artnews/news/african-art-repatriation-american-museums-12750/
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Issues with provenance have caused numerous scandals for 
museums.

https://www.artnews.com/artnews/news/african-art-repatriation-american-museums-12750/
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J-WDjZvvyD4
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https://icom.museum/en/resources/red-lists/

Cultural property is being stolen...

https://icom.museum/en/resources/red-lists/


The UNESCO 1970 Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing 
the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property is an 
international treaty. The treaty was drafted to combat the illegal trade in 
cultural items, and was signed on November 14, 1970.

Per AAMD: “Member museums normally should not acquire a Work unless 
provenance research substantiates that the Work was outside its country of 
probable modern discovery before 1970 or was legally exported from its 
probable country of modern discovery after 1970.”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/UNESCO_Convention_on_the_Means_of_Prohibiting_and_Preventing_the_Illicit_Import,_Export_and_Transfer_of_Ownership_of_Cultural_Property and 
https://museum.cornell.edu/provenance-research
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What guidelines do museums follow? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/UNESCO_Convention_on_the_Means_of_Prohibiting_and_Preventing_the_Illicit_Import,_Export_and_Transfer_of_Ownership_of_Cultural_Property
https://museum.cornell.edu/provenance-research
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Association of Art Museum Directors (AAMD) object registry 

https://aamd.org/object-registry/new-acquisitions-of
-archaeological-material-and-works-of-ancient-art/1
037

https://aamd.org/object-registry/new-acquisitions-of-archaeological-material-and-works-of-ancient-art/1037
https://aamd.org/object-registry/new-acquisitions-of-archaeological-material-and-works-of-ancient-art/1037
https://aamd.org/object-registry/new-acquisitions-of-archaeological-material-and-works-of-ancient-art/1037
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Artworks purchased or looted by the Nazis

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portrait_of_Adele_Bloch-Bauer_IPortrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I by Gustav Klimt, 1907

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portrait_of_Adele_Bloch-Bauer_I
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Artworks purchased or looted by the Nazis: Benedetto da  
Rovezzano’s Saint John the Baptist, 1505 

https://new.artsmia.org/stories/honoring-the-monuments-men-art-saviors-of-worl
d-war-ii-with-a-self-guided-tour-at-the-mia-part-i/

https://new.artsmia.org/stories/honoring-the-monuments-men-art-saviors-of-world-war-ii-with-a-self-guided-tour-at-the-mia-part-i/
https://new.artsmia.org/stories/honoring-the-monuments-men-art-saviors-of-world-war-ii-with-a-self-guided-tour-at-the-mia-part-i/
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Artwork purchased or looted by the Nazis

https://artdaily.cc/news/62450/Rare-Renaissance-bust-by-sculptor-Benedetto-da-
Rovezzano-acquired-by-Minneapolis-Institute-of-Arts#.Xsf5SBNKigQ

*By 1901, Personal collection of the Marchesa Serafini of 
Florence. 
*By 1923, Collection of Michiel Onnes van Nijenrode of 
Groningen, Netherlands. 
*In 1923, sold at auction to Dr. Otto Lanz of Amsterdam. Upon his 
death in 1935, his widow inherited his collection.
*In 1941, the bust and the rest of the Lanz collection were sold to 
Hitler for 2 million Swiss francs. In 1945, Allied forces recovered 
art bought and stolen by the Nazis. 
*In 1946, the Lanz Collection was repatriated to the Netherlands 
Art Property Foundation in Amsterdam. 
*In 1951, the foundation sold the Lanz Collection at auction and 
the Rovezzano bust was bought by Lanz’s son Georg G. Lanz. 
*In the 1970s and 1980s, the bust was held in a number of private 
collections in Switzerland and in France. 
*In 2012, dealer Guy Ladrière showed it publicly in his gallery, 
where it was bought by dealer Sam Fogg. 
*The Minneapolis Institute of Arts reserved the sculpture during 
the preview of the TEFAF art fair in Maastricht on March 14, 
2013.

https://artdaily.cc/news/62450/Rare-Renaissance-bust-by-sculptor-Benedetto-da-Rovezzano-acquired-by-Minneapolis-Institute-of-Arts#.Xsf5SBNKigQ
https://artdaily.cc/news/62450/Rare-Renaissance-bust-by-sculptor-Benedetto-da-Rovezzano-acquired-by-Minneapolis-Institute-of-Arts#.Xsf5SBNKigQ


When an artwork is considered for acquisition, 
rigorous research is performed to ensure that all 
available information about the artwork is known, 
including:

•Its past and current ownership
•Documented proof of an artwork’s legal export from 
its source country
•Any outstanding ownership claims on the artwork
•Whether it is a sacred object currently venerated by a 
cultural or religious group
https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/building-the-collection/
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https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/building-the-collection/
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Managing Mia’s Collection

https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/

https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/
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“The museum has completed an assessment of the European 
paintings and Judaica acquired by Mia since 1932 to determine 
whether any artworks currently in the collection may have been 
stolen during this period.”

https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/

https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/
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Fernand Leger, Smoke over Rooftops, 
1911 

https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/deaccessioning-artworks/smoke-over-rooftop
s/

Acquired in 1961 as a bequest 
of Putnam Dana McMillan. He 
had purchased it a decade 
earlier from a gallery in New 
York. In 1997, the Kann 
Association contacted Mia to 
claim this painting had been 
looted by the Nazis from the 
collection of Alphonse Kann.

In 2008, Mia returned the 
painting.

https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/deaccessioning-artworks/smoke-over-rooftops/
https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/deaccessioning-artworks/smoke-over-rooftops/
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Artworks with Unclear Provenance 1932-1946

https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/researching-provenance-at-mia/

These artworks’ 
“provenance is unclear 
during the crucial years of 
1932 to 1946. Mia has 
made this information 
public...to manage its 
collection responsibly and 
to participate in the 
worldwide effort of 
identifying artworks looted 
during World War II.”

https://new.artsmia.org/art-artists/managing-mias-collection/researching-provenance-at-mia/


What if an artwork or belonging was never meant to 
be owned by a museum? What are the ethics to 
consider in holding known looted artworks or 
belongings taken during times of colonialism?

How would you respond to a visitor who asks how 
the museum acquired these cultural belongings?
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Top: India, Yogini with a jar, early 
10th century
Left: Edo, Memorial Head, 
1550-1650; Water pitcher, 18th 
century

https://artstories.artsmia.org/#/o/1358 and 
https://artstories.artsmia.org/#/o/1380

https://artstories.artsmia.org/#/o/1358
https://artstories.artsmia.org/#/o/1380


Final thoughts or questions?
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