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THE story of the Nazi burning of 
Jewish books is all too familiar. What 
is much less well-known is the story 
of the Nazi’s systematic plunder 
of collections of tens of millions of 
Jewish books and their concealment 
and eventual recovery. This book 
recounts this fascinating and often 
tragic story. The recent success of the 
film The Monuments Men, based on 
the book by Robert M. Edsel,1 con-
centrated on recovering art treasures 
but failed to consider books and 
literary collections.

Looting of collections
The Nazis recognised that Jewish 
families and institutions owned 
many important and valuable books 
and, spearheaded by Alfred Rosen-
berg, they methodically set about 
collecting them for posterity. 

The story of how collections 
throughout Nazi-occupied Europe 
were looted and then hidden is well 
illustrated with plenty of examples. 
For instance, in Vilnius, Lithuanian 
Jewish workers tried to rescue books 
and smuggle them into the ghetto. 
Although the ghetto was subse-
quently destroyed and they were 
discovered and executed, some of 
the books survived and were buried 
in an underground bunker. This 
moving story of courage in the face 
of adversity is typical of what was 
happening all over Europe.

Although Allied bombing de-
stroyed many of the hidden caches 
of books, a lot survived.  How these 
books were discovered makes fasci-
nating reading, and their stories are 
often fraught with complications. 

Initially, the United States Army 
rescued and sorted the books but 
then worked closely with Jewish 

Cultural Restitution Inc. to distrib-
ute the books from the warehouses. 
The main difficulty was identifying 
the books and deciding what to do 
with them. 

Tracing original owners was 
extremely difficult and complicated 
by the post-war political situation 
in Eastern Europe as well as Soviet 
 anti-Semitism. In some cases, the 
story was intensely personal: Walter 
Lackman was reunited with a 
book that he had left in Germany 
as a child when his family fled to 
America. 

To place the importance of the 
 looted collections in context, the 
book begins with a substantial 
 introduction to the history of Jewish 
literary history with particular refer-
ence to the collections at the Strashun 
Library in Vilnius. Its cruel fate and 
that of its librarian sets the scene. 

Information work 
Immensely readable, this moving 
and remarkable story reminds the 
reader that despite the evils that 
were perpetuated, there is light at 
the end of the tunnel. The discovery 
and the process of restitution of these 
valuable works of Jewish culture is a 
testimony to tenacity and meticulous 
detective work. The thorough sorting 
and classifying of millions of books 
by an American army archivist is a 
tribute to professional information 
work of the finest quality. 

1 Robert M. Edsel with Bret Witter. 
The Monuments Men: allied heroes, 
Nazi thieves and the greatest treasure 
hunt in history. London: Preface 2009. 
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