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The debate on museums’ responsibility in the context of glob-
al problems has been ongoing for years, yielding different re-
sults. It was also tackled in the talks conducted on ICOM’s forum, 
for example, when adopting the resolution on climate change 
(2016). Among the global topics that recur also those connected 
with ‘collection decolonisation’, display of war booty, and mu-
seums’ responsibility in these respects can be named.1 The 
question of war spoils has also been tackled in Poland, most 
commonly with respect to Poland’s potential claims to Sweden 
for the objects looted in the mid-17th century. 

The paper’s main goal is to answer the question what narra-
tive Swedish museums present with respect to the war booty 
and trophies that have ended up in their collections. Can their 
actions in this context be regarded as appropriate? Do museum 
curators have any moral or legal responsibility to be accounted 
for […] other people’s actions,2 particularly as the looting in 
question took place over 360 years ago? 

The paper has been divided into two parts. In the first one 
brief principles of war waging valid in the latter half of the 17th 
century are outlined, while the second discusses the means 
Swedish museum curators have worked out for communica-
tion on this fragment of the difficult heritage. In the last part, 
playing the role of a conclusion, I refer to the Polish museum 
experience with war booty and trophies. 

The analysis covers the objects looted by Swedish troops 
from the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
during the ‘Deluge’, as well as war spoils and trophies which 
come from the pre-industrial era kept at selected Polish units. 
I will use the basic historical method for the narrative, i.e., 
description. 

The context

International law in the shape that we know today is the re-
sult of agreements concluded after the end of WWII. In ear-
lier periods, people based themselves on philosophers’ and 
lawyers’ writings. One of them being Hugo Grotius (1583–
1645), a diplomat, adviser to Louis XIII, and later a repre-
sentative of the Swedish Court of Queen Christina in Paris. 
His work De iure belli ac pacis placed him among the fathers 
of international law.3 In the three books, the author analy-
ses means and tools for war waging, he introduces, among 
others, the concept of a just war, etc. He also tackles the 
issue of robberies, basing himself on natural law, making 
references to the Bible and ancient as well as mediaeval 
authors. Of basic importance is his claim that a war can be 
started only if it is just, so in a way it turns into a certain 
procedure of exercising one’s rights.4 This view coincides 
with Cicero, St Augustine, or St Thomas Aquinas. According 
to Gropius, the law of nations5 introduced a definite form of 
war and that form, if it is maintained by force of the law of 
nations draws peculiar effects. Hence the distinction which 
Gropius wants to use: between a formal war (bellum solen-
ne) which is called a just war, namely a full war, according to 
the law of nations, and informal war (bellum non solenne). 
As for the latter, Gropius continues, although its cause may 
be just, the law of nations does not support such wars, but 
does not impede them.6

A just war was a defensive one or such whose goal was 
to regain unlawfully robbed territories; it also had to be 
approved and declared by the ruler, this additionally 
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legitimizing looting.7  Basing himself on the war concept of 
Grotius’s ‘higher necessity’, Charles X Gustav convinced the 
Swedish Parliament (1654/1655) that the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth who were involved in the war with Russia 
at that time, were planning to declare war on Sweden. Such 
an approach to the issue unequivocally gave it the status of 
a just war, at least as perceived from the perspective of the 
Riksdag and the army, which also gave them the approval of 
looting.8 Not having sufficient financing, the Swedish mon-
arch borrowed money from magnates and nobility, while the 
still missing rest of the financing was to be supplemented 
with extraordinary taxes (tributes) in the seized territories, 
so the war should be able to ‘feed’ itself.9

Running a war on credit lured Charles X Gustav, however 
it entailed a risk: once it is over, the loans have to be paid 
back. One of the methods seemed to divide war spoils, that 
is why during the ‘Deluge’ their seizure was organized cen-
trally. Swedish troops robbed deliberately and methodically, 
while the looted items: valuables, everyday objects, book 
collections, archives, or arms, were treated both as a pay 
and as enriching Sweden’s culture.10

Swedish museums
The objects robbed in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
were dispatched to Warsaw which during the ‘Deluge’ fun-
ctioned as the place of reloading the spoils, thus it was a pe-
culiar ‘central repository’. Following this, the objects were 
transported on the Vistula to Toruń, Elbląg, Piława (currently 
Baltiysk), up to the Royal Castle in Stockholm.11 Militaria, 
both booty and trophies seized in the battlefield, were pla-
ced in the Royal Armoury, where in their majority they have 
been retained till this verry day; meanwhile, art works, book 
collections, and archives were sent to the royal residence 
where they were classified: some were translocated to uni-
versity libraries, others were given to some individuals.12 

Until the early 21st century Swedish museum curators had 
not worked out a single communication format with respect 
to the war booty in their collections. This applies not only 
to the objects which came from the Commonwealth, but 
also from Germany or Denmark. In 2008, the Royal Armoury 
(Livrustkammaren)13 mounted an exhibition, symposium, 
and an international conference summing up a several-years’  
project dedicated to war booty and trophies in museums, 
libraries, and archives.14 Fifty participants from 11 European 
countries tackled the topic of institutions’ responsibility for 
the heritage of this difficult provenance;15 they discussed how 
to narrate the war trophies as museum exhibits, and they at-
tempt at outlining the directions of future research. 

One of the seminar’s participants was Prof. Bénédicte 
Savoy of Technische Universität Berlin, an expert on art 
translocation in Europe in the 18th and 19th centuries, col-
lection histories, and looted art works. In her address she 
pointed to the fact that war booty can be analysed from 
different perspectives, e.g., legal, object movement, and 
changes in their provenance, or history of the tastes of the 
period. She treated a museum as a place in which things 
are legitimized. She distinguished three areas of interest to 
museum curators: 

1.	 The iconography. How is the war booty displayed and 
what part does the museum play in this?

2.	 Museum practice. Why does museum activity legiti-
mise the victor’s annexation practice?

3.	 Rhetoric. How was the museum described, in words 
and pictures, in connection with the debate on war 
booty.16

Prof. Savoy’s paper, but also the accompanying debates yiel-
ded collective recommendations to Swedish cultural insti-
tutions, addressed to the participants of the international 
conference as well. It was the emphasis on the responsibi-
lities of museums, archives, and libraries that was of key 
importance. In this case the responsibility was understood 
as proper storage, studying, conservation, and display of 
war booty and trophies as well as securing access to them, 
both the originals and their images (on-line databases). 
The objects were treated as a part of common heritage ad-
ministered by the current owners.17 Agreement was also  
reached that it was essential to show the past period’s con-
texts and realities not only in historical museums, but also, 
albeit to a limited extent, in art museums. Leaving infor-
mation on a looted object inspires visitor’s confusion, and 
only a broader context allows the public to correctly get to 
know the past and the history of the collection itself. Such 
an approach is strictly related to the philosophy of Freeman 
Tilden, an American researcher into natural and cultural he-
ritage.18 The author actually says what Swedish museum cu-
rators worked out: Information as such is not interpretation. 
Interpretation is revelation based upon information. But they 
are entirely different things. However all interpretation in-
cludes information […] Interpretation should aim to present 
a whole rather than a part, and must address itself to the 
whole man rather than any phase.19

Thus museums presenting war booty and trophies should 
relate history, yet they can do it on various levels, e.g., in 
a succinct caption under the objects (extended in a curato-
rial text), a recording in an audio guide, an exhibition cata-
logue, or as a supplementary note in the online database. 
The principle has been introduced in many Swedish muse-
ums. When visiting the display of the National Museum in 
Stockholm or the Royal Armoury, in the textual layer we 
will be informed about the provenance of the objects, and 
the supplementary texts will show their broader context. 
Additionally, online databases users have been provided 
with an another functionality allowing to search for objects 
through keywords, in this case, e.g. war booty (krigsbyte).20

Why was it decided that such a solution should be ad-
opted? According to the symposium participants, honesty 
and transparency of the message conveyed are our muse-
ums’ responsibility, and we assume it for visitors to be able 
to enjoy admiring objects.21 Furthermore, such actions har-
monize with the policy of the ‘history of things’ and return 
to them22 which based on a thoroughly investigated and 
studied provenance of objects. This is a key activity that has 
for many years been emphasized in Swedish, but also many 
foreign museums. 

Instead of a conclusion
The format of communication on war booty based on 
the principles of heritage interpretation worked out by 
Swedish museum curators allows to conduct a transparent 
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communication policy of museums, also in the context of 
the collection’s past. This is particularly important in the 
times of social media and creating institutions’ long-term 
communication and advertising strategies. What has always 
been a key element permitting transparency are the activi-
ties aiming at studying the collections and a thorough inve-
stigation of their provenance. 

In Polish museums war booty and/or trophies are also 
found, which is no reason for feeling ashamed, but which 
demonstrates that we have been and continue being a part 
of Europe’s history. The Wawel Orientalia brought by John 
III Sobieski after the Battle of Vienna or single objects 
from the collection of the Polish Army Museum (MWP) in 
Warsaw23 are merely some of the examples. Detailed prov-
enance studies are something MWP can boast of: they have 
in their collection e.g., the Radziwiłł cannon. It was cast in 
1638 when Birże was remodelled, at the same time artillery 
reform was being implemented; afterwards, looted by the 
Swedes in the course of the Second Northern War (after 
26 September 1704), and then having been seized by the 
Russians, it was taken to St Petersburg. It reached MWP only 
on 17 March 1963.24

More Polish museums could be named which have war 
booty in their collections. However, no coherent message 
format on that category of objects has been worked out. 
This can result from many problems, yet the most worri-
some one is delays in collection studying and unused op-
portunities for provenance studies, or considering the latter 
to be an unimportant supplement to the current museums’ 
operations. Without deepened knowledge of our collections 
the working out of communication policy for which such 
provenance studies form the grounds is entirely out of the 
question. 

Article 2 of the currently valid Act on Museums in Poland 
stipulates in point 2 that the museums shall implement their 
goals by ‘cataloguing and scientific classification of collec-
tions’; organization of exhibitions comes only in point 5, 
while educational activities are mentioned in point 7. I pro-
pose that we ‘turn to things’ again, and precisely that we 
treat collection studying as a priority activity, since this ex-
presses our responsibility for our common heritage. It is 
only through collection studying and studying of objects’ 
provenance that we can obtain the full image and under-
standing of our institutions.

Abstract: The paper’s goal is to attempt to show what 
narrative Swedish museums conduct on spoils of war and 
trophies which are in their collections, how this strategy was 
worked out, and how to understand the responsibility versus 
the visitor watching such objects. Materials from a sympo-
sium and a conference held in Stockholm in 2008 have been 
analysed, and so have current texts (labels, curatorial texts, 

entries in online catalogues). Swedish museum curators have 
considered their responsibility to be proper preservation, 
studying, conserving, displaying those objects, making them 
available to the public (exhibitions, online bases), thus the ba-
sic museum activity has turned into a synonym of modern re-
sponsibility. The key activity which enabled the working out of 
this joint policy is to be found in detailed provenance studies.

Keywords: spoils of war, trophies, Swedish museums, Swedish ‘Deluge’, collection provenance.
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