The MFAA in World War 1l
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World WarIlis considered tobe one of thelargestand bloodiest
conflicts inthehistory of mankind. With wartime casualties hitting
approximately 80 million people, it’s easy to see why it is rightly considered
so.! However when tallying up thehuman costof war, it is easy to forget the
cultural and historical lossesas well as the sacrifices certainmen took in
order to preserveartifacts and buildingsimportanttoanation’s cultural
heritage. This group, the Monuments, Fine Arts and Archives (MFAA) men
alsofaced many challenges throughout the war, but their quick and decisive
action as well as prewar experience, was often the saving grace for many of
the cultural properties they encountered. As members of the MFAA section,
four men, George L. Stout, James Rorimer, Robert Posey, and Frederick
Hartt wereableto find, protectand preserve works of art, historical
documentsand buildings from wartime damagesand looting in any way
they could, having an immense impact on the cultural heritage of many
European Nations for yearsto come.

The Monuments, Fine Artsand Archives (MFAA)section was
established in 1943 under the Civil Affairsand Military Government
Divisions of the Allied Armies.2 The American runorganization recruited
185 men and women from more thannineteen different countries, but only
had about thirty-five members on duty at the height of operations.? Only two
membersofthe MFAA werekilled in the line of duty during the entirety of
thewar, Major Ronald Balfour (British) and Captain Walter . Hutchthausen
(American). The MFA A spent a majority of the war searching Europe for
cultural treasures looted by the Nazigovernment, and assessing damage
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doneto cultural propertiesthat couldnot be moved, such as churches and
other buildings. +

According to the Army’s Historical Archives, the duty of a MFAA
member included but wasnotlimited to:

Record(ing) and assess(ing) war damage suffered by historic
monuments prior to our occupation; take or advise the steps
necessary to prevent further deterioration; supervise and pass
estimates for repairs. Prevent damage by troops; affix notices, close
buildings or procure guards; check billeting; interest the troops by
lectures or otherwise; and investigate charges of wanton damage
brought against the Allied troops and report proved cases. Prevent
the looting, sale or removal of objects of art. Establish the fact of
looting by enemy troops.®

Even though the position required the MFAA members tospend a
vast majority of timein the field, attending to buildings, statues or artwork, a
large partof thejob wasbasicbureaucracy, education of Allied troops, and
trustbuilding with the citizens of a belligerent nation. George L. Stout, a co-
founder of the MFAA once wrote:

In areas torn by bombardment and by fire, are monuments
cherished by the people of those countryside’s or towns: churches,
shrines, statues, pictures, many kinds of works. Some may be
destroyed; some damaged. All risk further injury, looting or
destruction. In areas of operation also, monuments now unknown
may be accidentally revealed.®

A World Warlveteranand anart conservationistat Harvard’s Fogg
Art Museum, George L. Stout washighly important to the founding of the
MFAA. Stout also researched several different methods of chemical
conservation, thusinitiating a longline of studies of art conservation

* Treasures included but were notlimited to; books, furniture, paintings, jewelry, sketches,
watercolors, historical archives, photographs, sculptures, tapestries and e ven items like
silverware and china.
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revolving around rudiments, degradation, andreparations.” During the
beginning of the Second W orld W ar, Stoutbecame informed that many
European museums were evacuating and storing their collections, preparing
for an immediate attack from Nazi armies. This, doubled with the attack on
Pear]l Harbor on December7,1941 caused a great deal of paranoiaamong
museum officials and American’s in general. Stoutbegan giving seminars

and passingout informativeleaflets to American Museum officials, on
proper safeguarding techniques for their art collections.® He also encouraged
them to safely store more valuable pieces, while displaying those of lesser
importance.

Stout also understood the importance of diplomatic relations during
and post wartime, and the damage that propagandacancause. He states in a
proposalwritten to the United States Government, over the importance of
the Preservation of Monuments, “To safeguard these things [ cultural
properties] will not affect the course of battles, butit will affect therelations
of invading armies with the peoples whose lands they occupy andit will
effect to therelationshipbetween those peoples and the governments of the
United Nations.”?

An obvious beginning for the MFAA, as well as one of the greatest
challenges faced was of course, finding the items that were carefully
‘relocated’ by the Nazis. One specific group appointed by Nazileadersto
head up the confiscation of artisticproperty was called the Einsatzstab
Reichsleiter Rosenberg (referred to as the ERR), and wasknown to target
civilians and museumsalike.'The ERR looted books, artwork, archives, as
well as furniture, silverware and anything of value ownedin German
occupied countries.! Luckily, throughout their operation which lasted until
1944, they took very tedious records, which were of great help tothe MFAA
when once Germanoccupied territories werereclaimed by the Allied
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Armies.2 ]t is estimated that the ERR collected roughly 40,000 pieces of
assorted goods and scattered them throughout salt minesin Germany.!s The
stolen treasures were often thrown into crates, rolled up without the frames,
and hastily taken to the depositories. The mines used for storage maintained
a consistent temperature and humidity that wasidyllicfor the time worn
masterpieces. The mineswere also safe from Americanbombers, being deep
underground and concealed within the area’s mountains. ¢ Thelargest mine
used was the Altaussee salt mine, and was stumbledupon by the American
MFAA officer, Robert Posey. The mine contained approximately 12,000
pieces of artwork thathad beenlooted for the sole purpose of being placed
in a Nazi heritage museum, whichwould have been the German equivalent
of theLouvre.1s

Robert Kelly Posey originally enlisted in 1942, and w orked in
Northern Canadabuilding airstrips. Heeventually ended up in Normandy,
right after D-day andtraveled to the front line of Patton’s Third Army. He
was assigned an assistant, Pfc. Lincoln Kirstein, in early 1945. Kirsteinwasa
writer and founder of the Schoolof American Ballet, and worked diligently
with Posey to expand the knowledge of those men stationed alongside them.

Education of the allied troops was exceedingly important part of the
MonumentsFine Arts, and Archives men. Posey and Kirstein worked
together and published a series of army pamphlets discussing basic
information on cultural pieces located in the towns of Nancy, Luxembourg,
Metz and Trier, as wellas a short tidbit on the historical significance and
short interesting facts about the town. The pamphlets were extremely
popular and helped in the conservations efforts greatly, because allied
infantrymen were more likely to be more cautious with their actions when
they understood theimportance of the area around them.¢

The Monuments, Fine Arts, and Archivesalso produced a series of
maps for the Army Air force, which designated historical aswell as artistic
monumentsthat were important to a region and might be threatened by
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military operations.!” Allof these efforts combined allowed for the damages
donetoartworkor cultural properties by American hands to be severely
lessened and subsequently lightened theload of the understaffed
MonumentsMen as well.

Posey wasalsoknown for another significant discovery, whilehe
was theleading MFAA officer in the Third Army. On theborder of
Luxembourg and France, he wassurveying an eleventh century church when
he stumbled upon the Annunciation, a twelfth century painting, whichhad
been hidden away for centuries.!®

One of thebetter known factsabout many of the men and women
recruited for the MFAA wasthat they werenot from a military background
but rather froma culturalone. Due to this many of the MFAA membershad
trouble adjusting to the Military lifestyle, adding more to their daily
struggles. Ralph W. Hammett, wrote about dealing with other military men
asa MFAA member during wartime. He stated:

Occasionally officers [non MFAA members] were found who were
unwilling to take the responsibility for protection of valuable
works of art; these were forced to move on. Sometimes our
soldiers were not warned of the value of their surroundings in
time; and in spite of directives and orders, they often installed
themselves first and consulted afterwards.!®

Although they were a section of the United States Army, many of
the MFAA membershad issues getting other military membersto assistin
their operations. This was mainly due to alack of ranking and rare
promotionsto higher positions within the military.20

Captain James]. Rorimer an extremely prominent manin theart
world and madea hugeimpacton therestitution of artworks after the war.
Rorimer wasresponsible for the creation of the Cloisters, a collection
belonging to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which focuses on artand
architecturein Medieval Europe. Hewas drafted in 1943 as a private into the
United States Army and wasselected to become a member of the MFAA in
1944. His first deployment was to Normandy to help assess damage on
French monuments there, before he was sent to Paristo continue his w ork.
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In Paris, he focused largely on relocating artworks looted previously from the
Louvreand fromprivate citizensby the ERR. He was sent to the western
front, withthe Seventh Army in 1945andw as able to discover, with thehelp
of a member of the Frenchresistance, Rose Valland. A “rugged, enthusiastic,
painstaking, deliberate scholar wasan assistantat the Jeu de Paume when
the Germans arrived and turned the building into the central clearing house
for the finest of the confiscated worksof art...[She] had risked her life
working with the French Resistance. Shehad not confided her most valued
information to anyone, induding the French.”2! She worked atthe Jeu De
Paumein Parisduring the war and took down secretrecords of artwork
being removed from the museum. By using her notesandrecords, Rorimer
was abletotrack downartdepositories all throughout Germany and
Austria. Immediately after the warhealsohelped establishthe Munich
Collecting point, which wasresponsible for processing, preserving and
restituting thousandsupon thousands of pieces artwork.2

Some examples of pieces that were found in one of the salt mines
discoveredby Rorimer is The Bruges Madonna, a piece that holdsthe
distinction of being the only piece of art created by Michelangelo having left
Italy during hislifetime (1475 - 1564), and the Ghent Altarpiece, a religious
piece of artwork thatis immensely detailed and is often considered the first
oil paint masterpiece.» The MFAA would to look pastthe monetary value of
anitem and seethehistoricaland cultural significance thatit held toa
nation. These artworksalso allow for communitiesand nationstohavea
sense of unity as well asnational pride. Stout points out, “[t]hese
monumentsarenot merely pretty things, not merely valuedsign of man’s
creative power. They are expressions of faith and they stand for man’s
struggle torelatehimself to his pastand his God.” 2¢ It is key to draw
attentionto theserecords of‘'man’s struggle’ for they are, significantand
“bear witness thatthese thingsbelong not only toa particular peoplebut
alsototheheritage of mankind.”2

Propagandawasalsofairly large problem that arose while working
in the field. In a letter writtento his wife, Margaret Stout, Stout describes
encountering German citizens who were hidden within the Siegen mines.2¢
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He writes:

We were the first American’s they had seen. They had no doubt
been told that we were savages. The pale grimy faces caught up in
flashlights were full of fear and hate... ahead of us was the fearful
word halfway [whispered] — “Amerikaner”. That was the strange
part of this occurrence, the impact of hate and fear in hundreds of
hearts close about us and we were the targets of it all.?”

Theltalian government, for example, had a fairly efficient
propagandamachine, which pointedly accused the Allies of not respecting
the rich cultural ruins of ancient Rome, and defacing museum properties.
Italian citizenswere also told that the Allies were looting Italian artwork and
offering thebestand most valuable pieces to Generals for their personal
collections.?s

This all created a large amount of uneasiness, trustissues, and fear
geared towardsthe American soldiers, which in turn caused a steady
resistance from the civilian population. One MFAA man compared the
Northernand Southern Italian civilians in a letter home to hiswife, “The
peoplelook different.....up north they have not beenstarved, but they have
been sofilled with propaganda.....thatittakesseveral daysbefore they will
befriendly and smile.”2? Sumner Mck. Crosby, an art professor at Yale and
an expert on medieval artand architecture, knew thatthe MFAA would be
able disprove the propaganda and wrote in response to all the publicity, “It
will, nevertheless, be counteractedto a large degreeby the actionof the
American Commission, insupplying the Army and Navy withfactual
information that will assistin the preservation of cultural monuments
during theactual fighting andin their restoration or restitution in the post
war world.”30

It is crucialtoremember that a MFAA’s member dutiesin handling
the cultural property of a region would often be on the frontlinesor in a war
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zone. Amongst a stream of shells and artillery blasts, is where you often
found these men quickly and effectively trying to savea monument.
Frederick Hartt wasa Lieutenantin the Fifth Army, who wasa gentleman
scholar, withhisexpertise being mostly in Italian Renaissance art. He
worked for the Monuments, Fine Arts, and Archives Men that was deployed
toltaly, focusing a majority of his time in Florence.® He was later transferred
to Austriaand “like all MFAA personnel. He worked tirelessly tolocate and
salvage cultural monuments atevery location he visited.”3

In his 1949 war memoir, Florentine Art Under Fire, Hartt discusseshis
stationing in Florence as a MFAA member. He describes a particularly rough
day in August 1944 saying that, “The city was caught between two opposing
armies, and for all weknew mightbe ground tobitsbefore the deadlock was
broken. All day long over Florence the Allied shells whistled from guns
situated just outside the city, bombarding the German positions around
Fiesole and the city shook to the rumble of the Long Toms.”33
Thereport of the American Commission for the Protectionand Salvage of
Artisticand Historic Monuments in War Areas sumsup the MFAA war
experience stating, “The successful activities of these few men is out ofall
proportionto their number and their position within the military machine.
The task wasnothing less than to preserve as muchas they couldof man’s
creative past.”3* The MFAA w orked everywhere from private museumsin
France, towarravaged Florence, relying on their prewar experiences in the
art worldand their quick and decisive actionsin order to preserve and
protectmany of Europe’s cultural treasures, whichhad an immense impact
of the cultural heritage of many European Nations for yearsto come.
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