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German Expressionist work is reunited with Ludwig and Rosy Fischer Collection at VMFA 

Kirchner painting currently on view at museum 
 
A major painting by German Expressionist artist Ernst Ludwig 
Kirchner (1880–1938), which the Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA) in New York recently returned to the family of its 
rightful owner, has been reunited with works from the Ludwig 
and Rosy Fischer Collection at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts 
in Richmond.  
 
Sand Hills in Grünau was at the center of a 10-year restitution case 
that sought to prove MoMA’s painting had once been owned by 
the son of Ludwig and Rosy Fischer under a different title. Its 
journey from Frankfurt, Germany, in the 1920s to VMFA today 
involves the family’s dedication and support of Kirchner and 
other German Expressionist artists, Nazi-era confiscation of 
“degenerate” art, provenance research, and a postcard.  
 
Ludwig and Rosy Fischer were forward-thinking collectors in 
Frankfurt, Germany, who collected German Expressionism 
between 1905 and 1925. Their sons, Ernst and Max, inherited 
the collection of approximately 500 works in 1926. After the Nazis gained power in Germany, Ernst left 
the country in 1934 and eventually settled in Richmond, Va., with his half of the collection. When Max 
left the following year, he was able to take only a few works out of Germany, and the rest were presumed 
lost, stolen, or destroyed by the Nazis. However, members of the Fischer family have long wondered if 
some of these works had made their way into private collections or were sold.  
 
In 1949, MoMA acquired a Kirchner painting from the Weyhe Gallery in New York. The work, then 
titled Dunes at Fehmarn and dated 1912, was presumed to portray a German island, one of the primary 
sites where Kirchner painted. In 1967, MoMA changed the title to Sand Hills in Engadine and the date to 
1917–18, based on the advice of a Kirchner scholar, Donald Gordon, who thought the painting depicted 
a Swiss landscape in an area that Kirchner moved to during the final years of World War I.  
 
Decades later, the lawyer representing the Fischer family, David Rowland, argued that the painting 
belonged to Max Fischer. Due to the confusion over titles and dates, it was not immediately clear that 
this was a work Max Fischer owned before he left Germany. Through provenance research and a 
historical postcard of the dunes near Grünau, it was concluded that the painting was of an area outside of 
Berlin, where Kirchner also was known to paint. After determining that a painting titled Sand Hills in 
Grünau was listed in the original records of Ludwig and Rosy Fischer’s collection, MoMA agreed that it 
mostly likely belonged to Max Fischer. Upon returning the painting to his surviving heirs—Eva Fischer 
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Marx and George Fischer—in November 2015, MoMA produced an extensive document that outlines 
the history of the painting and the reasons for returning it to the Fischer family. 
 
Before news of the restitution was announced, the Fischer family informed VMFA that they wished to 
reunite the painting with approximately 200 other works of German Expressionist art that their mother, 
Anne Fischer, had given the museum through a gift/purchase agreement in 2009. The painting, now 
titled Sand Hills in Grünau and dated 1913, corresponds with the list Rosy Fischer made of her collection 
around 1925. Additionally, Anne Fischer’s son, George, and his wife, Marylou, donated Emil Nolde’s 
South Seas Landscape to VMFA in 2014, one of the few paintings Max Fischer was able to bring with him 
to America. 
 
“Having grown up in a home surrounded by these vivid works of art, it was a natural decision to send 
Sand Hills in Grünau to join the Ludwig and Rosy Fischer Collection at the Virginia Museum of Fine 
Arts,” Eva Marx said. “By reuniting this work with the rest of the collection, we honor our grandparents’ 
vision and our parents’ dedication to sharing these works with the public.” 
 
Director Alex Nyerges said: “The painting is a vibrant example of Kirchner’s landscape painting and adds 
significantly to our collection of Die Brücke works. The Virginia Museum of Fine Arts is honored to 
have Sand Hills in Grünau and to continue the stewardship of Ludwig and Rosy Fischer’s extraordinary 
collection of German art.”  
  
History of the Ludwig and Rosy Fischer Collection at VMFA 
Ludwig and Rosy Fischer acquired examples of German Expressionism between 1905 and 1925 and their 
collection included works by artists who were key figures in the Die Brücke movement: Max Beckmann, 
Peter August Böckstiegel, Otto Dix, Conrad Felixmüeller, Erich Heckel, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, and 
Emil Nolde. Die Brücke (“the Bridge”) was a pivotal movement within German Expressionism, 
comprised of artists who responded subjectively to the changing world around them. Their style was 
defined by vivid colors, strong lines, and distorted forms—characteristics that have come to symbolize 
German Expressionism as a whole.  
 
The Fischer’s collection was divided evenly between their sons, and after Ernst and his wife, Anne, left 
Germany and settled in Richmond, Virginia, their half of the collection was preserved for more than 70 
years in their home. In 2009, the Fischer Collection became the last refugee collection of German 
Expressionism to enter a U.S. museum when it was acquired by VMFA through a gift-purchase 
agreement with Ernst’s widow, Anne Fischer. 
 
About the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts 
VMFA’s permanent collection encompasses more than 35,000 works of art spanning 5,000 years of 
world history. Its collections of Art Nouveau and Art Deco, English silver, Fabergé, and the art of South 
Asia are among the finest in the world. With acclaimed holdings in American, British Sporting, 
Impressionist and Post-Impressionist, and Modern and Contemporary art – and additional strengths in 
African, Ancient, East Asian, and European – VMFA ranks as one of the top comprehensive art 
museums in the United States. Programs include educational activities and studio classes for all ages, plus 
lively after-hours events. VMFA’s Statewide Partnership program includes traveling exhibitions, artist 
and teacher workshops, and lectures across the Commonwealth. VMFA, a certified Virginia Green 
attraction, is open 365 days a year and general admission is always free. For additional information, 
telephone 804-340-1400 or visit www.vmfa.museum. 
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