Packing up the French Nation 1939-1945
As the storm clouds gathered over Europe in the late summer of 1939, Jacques Jaujard, the
Director of the French Musees Nationaux, made the decision to move the treasures of over
200 museums in France, including the Louvre, to safety.
At this point, it was not fear of German occupation of France that was the threat - that was
unthinkable; it was the threat from bombing.
Jaujard had experience of packing up a museum as he had helped supervise the removal of
works of art from the Prada in Madrid during the Spanish Civil War just a year previously.
On 25th August 1939 the Louvre was closed, as the task of packing up its precious contents
began, with the help of shop assistants from Paris department stores expert at wrapping
expensive items.
Between August and December 1939, two hundred trucks carried the treasures of the
Louvre - in total nearly 1,900 boxes; 3,690 paintings, thousands of statues, antiquities and
other priceless masterpieces. Each truck had to be accompanied by a curator.
When one was hesitant, Jaujard told him “since the noise of canons frightens you, I will go
myself then.” Another curator volunteered.

The crates were marked with circles to identify the importance of the item - green, yellow,
red. The Mona Lisa achieved three red circles.
The destination of these works of art were vaults of provincial museums, but in the case of
the great paintings, the destinations were chateaux in the Loire Valley. Here they were safe
from bombing, but also from theft, damage from vermin, mould and in the care of people
who understood their value. The Mona Lisa went to Chambord, though she was
subsequently moved further south several times, ending the war at the Abbaye de Loc

Dieu. There were considerable difficulties; for example, The Raft of the Medusa was too big
to fit in a van so it was put on the back of a truck and covered with blankets.

The Venus de Milo and the Winged Victory of Samothrace presented more difficult
problems on their journey to Valencay.

The problems of saving the national treasures became even more difficult after the
occupation of France in 1941, though Jaujard was able to protect art held by the French
nation.
As well as this very public role, Jaujard was a member of the Resistance.
Hitler was eager to acquire art treasures for a new museum - the Fuhrenmuseum in Linz,
Austria. The Nazis were keen to have “Germanic art”, that is Dutch and Flemish art. They

were very much against “degenerate” art. Degenerate art included anything by Picasso,
Matisse, Braque etc.
Any property owned by a Jewish family could be confiscated; that included not only
businesses, but furniture, clothes and household goods, which were taken back to Germany
for those families who had lost their belongings in bombing raids, as well as works of art.
Anything of Jewish religious significance was just destroyed.
The Jeu de Paume in Paris was empty of its treasures and it was to this building that the art
treasures were bought to be sorted and redistributed. The French civil servant in charge of
this museum was Rose Valland, an unassuming 42 year old woman.

Bruno Lohse, in charge of the operation, kept Rose as an assistant, not realising that she
could understand German. Works of art were sorted as to their value to the Reich.
Degenerate art was put in the cellars or even burnt. (Yes - that did involve Picassos). Then
exhibitions were arranged for Goering amongst others to come and choose what to send to
Germany for Hitler’s planned museum, as well as to private collections.
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And all the time Rose was keeping her own catalogue of everything that came in - name,
previous owner and destination. She listened to telephone calls, chatted to drivers about
where they were going and photographed the paintings.

Rose Valland’s Catalogue

Note by Rose Valland about The Astronomer by Vermeer, found in the Austrian salt
mine by Rothschild’s son Paul, serving in the USA’s art recovery team.
All this was not without risk; several times Rose was nearly caught out.
"Lengthy conversation with Dr Lohse who, unfortunately, surprises me in the act of trying to
decipher an address. He takes advantage of the situation to point out that every person in
the museum is sworn to secrecy and that there are serious risks involved in discussing what
is taking place on site. Looking me straight in the eye he announces that I could be shot. I
calmly respond that anyone here would be stupid not to realise the risks he or she is facing.”

Just one of the great private collections that fell into Nazi hands was the Schloss Collection
of 333 Dutch and Flemish paintings, over 260 of which went to Germany.
Amongst the Schloss
treasures
The Deposition
By Petrus Christus
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In 1944, as the armies of liberation approached Paris, there was a last attempt to clear the
Jeu de Paume of its art. This time the crates contained paintings by Picasso, Cezanne,
Braque, Gaugin, Modigliani, Utrillo and Toulouse- Lautrec to be used for bargaining. The art
was loaded onto train 40044. Rose informed Jaujard, who informed his colleagues in the
Resistance, who destroyed the railway lines and the art was saved.
Rose was threatened with being taken to Germany to be shot because she knew too much
and then by the forces of liberation, for collaborating with the enemy.
Her next role was to be seconded to the American army’s unit for tracking down stolen
works of art. Their story was filmed as The Monuments Men, with Leonardo di Caprio,
George Clooney and Cate Blanchett as Rose. Over the next eight years, using her records,
Rose would track down 40,000 of the 70,000 looted works of art. Some art did find its way
to the USA and it was very difficult to get art back from the Russian occupied zone.
Discovered in a salt mine in Austria:

The Astronomer by Vermeer

The Jew in a Fur Hat by Rembrandt

Also in that salt mine was the great Jan van Eyck masterpiece the Ghent Altarpiece.
Taken from Belgium for safe keeping at the start of the war to be placed in a French bank
vault, it was stolen and taken to Germany.

It has very recently been restored and now hangs behind bullet proof glass in a climate
controlled chapel and when the Covid restrictions are over, you can see it in all its glory.

