Provenance: Tracing an
Artwork’s Ownership History

Course purpose: reconstruct, evaluate, and document
ownership using primary evidence

Why it matters in 2026: title, restitution, insurance,
tax, customs, market value, authenticity

Professional stakes: due diligence duties and the
revised ICOM Code of Ethics (2026)

Course coverage: definitions, records, methods, red flags,
law, cases, reporting

Key distinction: provenance (ownership) vs. provenience
(findspot), chain of title, uncertainty




Key Terms and Concepts

@ Provenance: documented ownership and custody
history, including past owners, locations, and
transfer methods

e Provenience: the findspot or place of origin,
distinct from ownership history

e Provenance vs. custody vs. ownership: physical
possession and legal title can diverge

e Due diligence: thorough assessment of authenticity,
ownership, and provenance, including gaps

e Core records: catalogue raisonné, accession record,
certificate of authenticity, export licenses

e Legal terms: stolen art, cultural property, replevin,
statutes of limitation, good faith, right of possession
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Where Provenance Records Live: Source Types

Primary sources: invoices, receipts,
— auction catalogues, dealer ledgers,
exhibition labels, shipping documents

A Institutional records: accession files,
@ loan agreements, registrar databases,
conservation reports, correspondence

Private archives: family papers,
correspondence, photo albumes,
marks on the object itself

B

Public records: customs documents,
estate inventories, bankruptcy filings,
parliamentary publications

Object autopsy: verso marks, stamps,
and labels often give the best clues
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Key Databases and Digital Resources in 2026

Getty Provenance Index
12 million open-access records, transitioning to linked open data

Stolen art registries

INTERPOL (image-matching), Art Loss Register, Lost Art,
Central Registry 1933-1945, Spoliivres (April 2026)

Nazi-era sources

Lost Art, Provenienzdatenbank.Bund, Proveana,
Munich Central Collecting Point, Spolia image search

Auction catalogues

German Sales, Art Sales Catalogues Online, SCIPIO,
Paul Mellon Centre, National Gallery of Art

Colonial and Chinese contexts

Colonial Collections Datahub, Dutch Museum Acquisitions from 1933,
ResProvMus
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Research Methods and Tools:

Building a Chronology

® Record every ownership event in order: DOCUMENTS
date, owner, transfer method CONNECE

: HISTORIES
® Cross-reference archives, catalogues, and

databases to close gaps

A CELEARER: PASTE

® Use CMOA/AAM standards and thesauri A BRIGHTER FUTURE
for machine-readable records i

® Apply source criticism: author, audience, e
purpose of each document TR :

® Respect privacy limits when contacting
collectors, dealers, and descendants




Prioritization and
Risk Assessment
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® No collection can be researched at once:
set staff, time, and budget limits early

® High priority: 1933-1945 acquisitions,
conflict-period gaps, colonial objects,
export-sensitive origins

® Scoping question first: does research
start from the object, archives, or a
genealogical trace?

® Frameworks: RCE Draft Assessment
Framework, Provenance Reliability Index,
museum risk checklists

® Capacity gap: 77% of surveyed institutions
have no trained provenance research staff
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Red Flags and Risk Indicators

Unexplained ownership gaps, especially
1933-1945 and conflict periods

Missing, vague, or altered catalogue entries;
forged documents; backdated labels

Dealers linked to looting networks,
including OSS ALIU Red Flag Names

Objects in looted-art databases, restitution
claims, or mismatched storage photos

High-risk categories: antiquities, war-era
European art, colonial-era objects

Works by enslaved makers with no
voluntary origin chain
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Ethical and Legal Frameworks

 NATIONAL
STATUTES
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France's Law No. 2026-351 (9 May 2026)
enables restitution by decree

Revised ICOM Code of Ethics adopted
25 June 2026; explicit on repatriation

UNESCO 1970 and UNIDROIT 1995
anchor international obligations

U.S. doctrine shift: HEAR Act of 2025,
signed 13 April 2026, no expiration

Museum policies require warranties,
indemnities, and published findings




Restitution and

OBJECTS

A FAIRER

Repatriation in Practice
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e Claim routes: negotiated settlement, arbitration bodies, national
commissions, litigation

e 2025-2026 outcomes: Bern (Sachs/Sisley), Munich (Heilbronner, Rosenthal),
Tate (Hartveld), SPK (Littmann), Pompidou (Léwenstein)

e Cross-border recovery: Argentina ordered Portrait of a Lady returned to
Goudstikker heir

e Nahmad must return Modigliani’s Seated Man with a Cane to Stettiner heirs
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e Institutional readiness: clear claims procedures, documentation,
trained points of contact



Case Studies:

How Provenance Research Works

e Sisley painting: Bern museum's archival
detective work closed gaps decades later

e Lowenstein paintings returned to family,
September 2025, after records traced

e Art Loss Register and INTERPOL checks
stop tainted objects at purchase

e Forged provenance: unbroken chain
cannot be established, consequences follow

Record every source consulted, including
dead ends: negative results are results



Documenting Findings:

The Provenance Report

. Core structure: chronology, sources,
gaps, uncertainty statements,
conclusions

Ty, Support every entry with citations, __
¢ scans, and chains of custody N 2]

Gapg
Q Assess document authenticity: 2

author, audience, purpose—forgeries

exist 5
fcertainty, Statemen s
¢ : ; ’ ] !:_- Possipyy, PFObably_ a
2 Signal uncertainty: possibly, probably, ¥ nverifieq
e unverified; state search limits

Redact donor names, addresses,
and prices under institutional policy

@ Publish provenance online—a core
transparency standard in 2026
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Practical Exercise: Trace a Sample Provenance File *

N Trace a sample artwork's :
ownership from provided o
invoices and catalogue entries /

Flag gaps, red flags, and

Q missing links in the mock

provenance file

Draft a short provenance

% summary with caveats !
and source citations e
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Test the acquisition decision

QE against ICOM ethics and ]
due diligence rules N
? =

Record negative results:

D where you searched, and
when to escalate

N

e



Tools, Training, and

Staying Current

s .

@ CAS in Provenance Research (Neuchéatel),
University of Denver ACE program,
ARCA/HARP courses

Free options: JDCRP online seminar,
digital provenance courses, ICOM resources

Reference works: German Lost Art manual,
IFAR guide, AAM and Spectrum standards

Log every search: date, keywords,
databases, languages — negative results count

e Findings are never final: databases and laws
keep changing




Practical Exercise and Assessment

Practice case: match a sample provenance
record against course databases

Written task: draft chronology, source list,
gaps, and caveats

Oral brief: justify conclusions to a mock
acquisitions committee

Peer review: apply a checklist and flag
overstated claims

Next steps: continue with CAS, ACE, ARCA,
and JDCRP programs




PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
personwise.ai/t/ddd20059/public


https://personwise.ai/t/ddd20059/public?entry_surface=public_courseware_pdf

