
Open Access 1/2026 - 1

Marketing Open Access – Making Topics Matter
Recent debate within the scholar-led Open Access

community, notably in the humanities and cultural sci-

ences, is focusing on the common perception of an

unforeseeable, potentially very difcult future for digi-

tal academic publishing. Refecting on by now about

25 years of Open Access, its limitations and possibili-

ties, practitioners and providers alike still address it as

an “organizational and institutional challenge”, em-

phasize the multitude of “infrastructural requirements

for [Diamond] Open Access Journals”, and ask “what

Open Access promises – what Open Access costs –

what can be expected of Open Access”, to cite just a

few rather telling titles of workshops ofered at the

2025 Open Access Days.1 Facing the realities of limit-

ed, for most projects only temporary funding in times

of shrinking budgets and the ensuing needs to econo-

mize, the question of how to achieve long-term sus-

tainability for science-driven Open Access infrastruc-

tures fgures prominently.

Besides issues of fnancing and funding,

questions of governance, communication, quality as-

surance, and the impact of artifcial intelligence are

widely discussed. In reaction to these structural de-

velopments, calls for a decentralized pooling of re-

sources via improved governance and better coordi-

nation are getting louder. However, to achieve sus-

tainability while holding on to fair, free of charge pub-

lishing models, i.e. to provide Diamond Open Access,

the establishment of “consortial Open Access solu-

tions” seems to be the most promising strategy.2 With

Diamond Open Access meanwhile being generally ac-

cepted as the ‘true and only’ way – and thus often

forming a basic requirement to raise public third-party

funding – corresponding projects developing consor-

tial strategies, ofering expert advice, professional co-

ordination and public promotion to achieve better visi-

bility for the manifold local Open Access publishing

infrastructures and individual publication platforms

while likewise determining the necessary funding

guidelines seem to become of key importance.3 Con-

sequently, said projects will probably exert a strong

infuence in further defning what precisely is to be un-

derstood by ‘Diamond Open Access’, and hence also

in how far emerging concepts of Libre Open Access4

will be integrated in or rather separated from the for-

mer model.

This rather level-headed, methodical reaction

towards the structural problem of sustainability may

inspire confdence. It does not, however, ofer much

of an answer to what still seems to be one of the most

striking problems of Open Access publishing, espe-

cially in the humanities: lacking reputation. As long as

the printed book is still fervently celebrated as a supe-

rior object of cultural heritage, while PDF, HTML and

EPUP, in this respect, are not even talked about, as

long as reference libraries full of undigitized ‘Rara’

continue to be propagated as focal-points of academ-

ic exchange, and, more importantly, as long as pub-

lishing with old-established commercial print-publish-

ers is seen as a major indicator of academic quality

and respectability, taking up the cudgels for Open Ac-

cess will remain challenging. Conversely, as long as

investing a considerable amount of time and efort

into the compilation, digitization and open electronic

publication of Research Data – in doing so not only to

provide a valuable basis for future research but also

to underpin one’s own fndings with much enhanced

transparency – does not go along with an increase in

academic reputation,5 the future of Open Access pub-

lishing might indeed be a difcult one.

Before this background, it seems obvious that

a comprehensive  re-alignment  of  Open Access with

the established economy of scholarly reputation is still

as necessary as before. To achieve this, closer coordi-

Florian Schönfuß

transfer – Zeitschrift für Provenienzforschung und 
Sammlungsgeschichte / Journal for Provenance Research 
and the History of Collection



Florian Schönfuß transfer kunsttexte.de            1/2026 - 2

nation and communication between Open Access in-

frastructure providers, funding institutions, and leading

scholars in the various research fields would certainly

be  beneficial  (well-designed  Advisory  Boards could

play  a  crucial  role  here).  The  same  applies  for

strengthening  Interdisciplinarity, especially in view of

the many ‘smaller subjects’ in the humanities, a goal

for which e-publishing already provides a solid basis.

There is, however, another, much more fun-

damental aspect here: Open Access is about ethics.

When about 25 years ago, the Open Access move-

ment, yet under very diferent conditions, initiated its

agenda, the Global Democratization of Academic

Knowledge (and research data) stood, and still

stands, at its core. Hence, it should go without saying

that research topics demanding particularly high ethi-

cal and moral standards, evoking public debate far

beyond academia, reaching out into low-income

countries and/or those sufering from insufcient aca-

demic infrastructure or even politically motivated cen-

sorship form excellent ‘arenas’ for Open Access to

demonstrate its capabilities – and thus to achieve

higher reputation within academia as a whole. To put

it bluntly, there are certain research topics which are

extremely well-suited to promote (Diamond) Open Ac-

cess, and focusing on these might be of mutual bene-

ft. Merging the great potential of Open Access with

the very dynamic feld of Provenance Research does

ofer welcome synergies, as will be shown below.

Researching Provenance – Rethinking Open Access

As a highly specialized subfeld of art and cultural his-

tory, provenance research has become increasingly

important over the last two decades. Investigating the

history of ownership of an artwork or other cultural

property, it is primarily conducted by scholars from

the felds of art history, archaeology, ethnology, histo-

ry, archival science, and library science working at

universities, museums, libraries, archives, and other

public institutions.6 Moreover, there is a growing num-

ber of provenance researchers working in the art

trade. Provenance research primarily occupies itself

with unlawfully acquired art and cultural assets in their

respective historical contexts, the focus hitherto lying

on lootings and confscations during the time of Na-

tional Socialism,7 in formerly colonized countries,8 in

the GDR and Soviet Occupation Zone,9 as well as on

the illicit trade in archaeological artifacts.10 Placed in a

global and cross-epoch perspective and closely relat-

ed to other highly specialized subfelds, for example

collection history,11 art market studies,12 legal histo-

ry,13 and cultural sociology,14 it is progressively an-

chored in academia, politics and society.15 Refecting

the fervent restitution debate, notably about Nazi-

looted art and cultural objects stemming from colonial

contexts of acquisition, this dynamic development

has recently been labelled the “Provenancial Turn”.16

In this regard, provenance research indeed aims at

contributing to the transfer of art and cultural property

in connection with issues relating to restitution and re-

turn. It is therefore closely associated with moral and

ethical issues, and in particular with a Culture of Re-

membrance as an expression of collective memory as

well as various aspects of reconciliation and repara-

tion.17 

Spanning a multitude of academic subjects,

felds of research and historical epochs, and being vi-

able only in often far-reaching international coopera-

tion, the publication of provenance research thus de-

mands a very high level of transparency, accessibility,

quality assurance, and openness towards digital

methods of investigation.18 The requirements for a

corresponding publication platform likewise result

from the, to say the least, ‘heterogeneous’ conditions

under which provenance research is conducted. On

the one hand, the creation of dedicated positions for

provenance researchers at public museums and the

ongoing establishment of the feld itself at universities

promises consistent research. On the other hand, this

research is still often carried out at collecting institu-

tions which only dispose of temporary, project-related

third-party funding, primarily granted by the German

Lost Art Foundation,19 yet rarely for longer than three

years. There is a dynamically growing research com-

munity, prominently represented by the Arbeitskreis

Provenienzforschung e. V. (with currently more then

600 members),20 intensely engaged in complex, long-

term research questions. However, in many cases,

there is simply no continuity in research. This problem

particularly arises for smaller museums, as they often
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lack the human resources, time and expertise to pur-

sue unresolved questions after the project funding

has ended.

As a consequence, many of the results are

preliminary, remain hidden in the archives of the re-

spective institutions, and are neither accessible nor

searchable or otherwise usable for the community. In

view of research transparency and the value of the re-

sults generated, it is therefore imperative to promote

research dissemination via a quality-assured Open

Access online platform that enables scholars all over

the world to publish articles of fexible length refect-

ing the current state of research. Especially said

smaller museums outside metropolitan areas not only

face the problem of their research lacking visibility

and accessibility, but also sufer from difcult access

to research themselves, as many of the existing mu-

seum periodicals are neither published online nor in

Open Access. Adding to this challenge, their own

budget for literature acquisition is rarely sufcient to

subscribe to expensive journals. For institutions and

scholars in the Global South, forming an important

part of the research community not only with respect

to colonial contexts of acquisition, this problem is

even more pronounced. Above all, Open Access to

provenance research is of fundamental importance for

the victims, including their descendants and families,

of unlawful confscations, forced sales, loot and plun-

der, be it due to Nazi-persecution, colonial power-im-

balance, Communist dictatorship, or other forms of

historical injustice.

Devising an E-Journal – Dismantling Barriers

Encouraged by calls from within the research commu-

nity  for  a  dedicated  publication platform and after  a

systematic survey of already existing periodicals, Ulri-

ke Saß (until 2022 Junior Professor for Art Historical

Provenance  Research)  and  Christoph  Zuschlag  (Al-

fried Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach Chair for Modern

and Contemporary Art History with a Focus on Prove-

nance Research and the History of Collecting) both at

the University of Bonn took on the task and developed

a concept for an e-journal which would meet the above

stated needs in that this journal would …

… publish valuable research quickly and straightfor-

wardly while maintaining academic standards and of-

fering authors high visibility.

… provide the international, interdisciplinary, mostly

academic readership with easy and free of charge, i.e.

Open Access to this research.

… abstain from article processing or other charges to

preclude barriers for authors, notably from low-in-

come economies or in precarious employment.

… pursue a low-threshold approach towards early ca-

reer-researchers, including Masters- and PhD-stu-

dents, yet also museum staf, curators, archivists, li-

brarians, collectors, art dealers etc., i.e. individuals

conducting provenance research, yet often quite inex-

perienced in academic publishing.

… ofer Pre- and Post-Docs a high-reputation plat-

form to facilitate their academic careers by publishing

peer-reviewed articles.

… guarantee good e-publishing practice, i.e. long-

term preservation of content and metadata, fndability

in WebOPACs, full-text searchability, machine-read-

ability, and thus interoperability with (future) digital re-

search techniques.

… feature and clearly indicate a high degree of ‘open-

ness’ to enable maximum reusability while granting

authors full rights to re-publish their articles.

… be profciently guided and supervised along schol-

arly, transparent, and clearly specifed governance

rules.

From the very beginning, it was clear that the realiza-

tion of such an ambitious project would need strong

partners, as well as sufcient funding, at least for the

set-up and establishment phase. Grasping the

project’s high potential, these partners were quickly

found and convinced. Firstly, Heidelberg University Li-

brary, as a major and highly experienced provider of

Open Access infrastructure especially in the arts,

agreed to conduct the webhosting, to lend technical
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and librarian support and to provide a customizable e-

publishing software (OJS 3) via arthistoricum.net.21

Secondly, an international and multi-disciplinary Advi-

sory Board was formed, for which seven senior re-

searchers and two major associations in the feld

could be obtained,22 lending their expert advice to the

editors and supporting them in further developing the

project and supervising its governance. Thirdly, a

funding grant application to the German Research

Foundation (DFG) was drafted and submitted within

the funding program Scientifc Library Services and

Information Systems (LIS),23 which was eventually ap-

proved. Thanks to the generous third-party funding, a

position for the journal management (since then held

by Florian Schönfuß) as well as the necessary funds

for professional graphics design, for the acquisition of

image copyrights, for technical equipment and for

travel expenses could be secured for the frst three

years.

Starting in 2021, transfer – Zeitschrift für

Provenienzforschung und Sammlungsgeschichte /

Journal for Provenance Research and the History of

Collection bears one important aspect of its concep-

tion already in its bilingual title, as it publishes articles

in English and German. To permit the submission of

articles written in German may, for an explicitly inter-

national journal, at frst glance seem counterproduc-

tive. The decision to do so, however, primarily refects

the fact that Germany, Austria and (to a growing de-

gree) also Switzerland constitute major players in and

promoters of provenance research. Moreover, being

able to write in their native language considerably

lowers the threshold for many of the addressed au-

thor groups while German constitutes a major source

language and is still widespread also in Eastern Euro-

pean academia. Not only in view of the journal’s inter-

disciplinary character, but also aiming at a high level

of fexibility for interested authors, a variety of clearly

defned text categories was chosen, representing

generally established as well as feld-specifc for-

mats.24

This  flexible  approach  was likewise  chosen

with respect to the forms of quality assurance. While

the considerably larger and more comprehensive Re-

search Articles and Research Reports are subject to a

double-blind  peer-review  process  (two  reviews),  the

Case-Studies,  Miscellanea,  Interviews, and  Book Re-

views receive  an  editorial  review,  which  lowers  the

threshold  for  submission  and  enables  quicker  deci-

sion-making by the editorial board. In identifying and

recruiting qualified reviewers, the Advisory Board, with

its scholarly expertise in various fields and the inter-

connectedness  of  its  members  within  different  re-

search  communities, plays a key role. Experience of

the first four annual issues has clearly shown that at-

tracting  qualified  peer-reviewers,  all  over  the  globe

and from many different academic subjects, is challen-

ging. However,  according to many of  our reviewers’

feedback,  transfer is greatly helped by the fact that it

publishes  all  its  content  in  Diamond  Open  Access.

More and more reviewers no longer seem to be willing

to provide their unpaid expertise for the evaluation and

improvement of publications which then end up behind

a paywall.

Hence, transfer’s openness already ‘pays off’,

at  least  in  terms  of  academic  sustainability.  This  is

equally true with respect to the articles’ re-usability af-

ter their initial publication. Aiming for maximum rese-

arch transparency and the widest possible spreading

of  the  publications,  transfer wants  its  audience  not

only to be able to freely read and download articles,

but also to copy, distribute, print, search, and link to

the full texts, to use them for teaching, in presentati-

ons, in public workshops etc. Adding to this, authors

retain their  full  rights for a possible re-publication of

their articles in other periodicals (as long as they obey

the  rules  of  good  academic  practice  and give  refe-

rence to  the first  publication in  transfer).  Being fully

non-commercial, transfer in those cases is not in a po-

sition of competition; to the contrary, as it for its part

profits from the additional promotion of the articles by

the re-publishing platform. Admittedly, transfer itself is

bound to a policy of only accepting first publications,

i.e. texts which have not been previously published or

are, at the time of submission, under consideration el-

sewhere – this being a precondition for receiving DFG

funding.

It was therefore clear from the outset that to

precisely indicate this liberal policy of granting full

rights of reuse, only a Creative Commons License,

and in this case nothing less than a CC-BY 4.0 for the

whole journal content would serve.25 This entails that
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reuse for commercial purposes is also permitted –

which does, however, in fact imply nothing else than

rendering third parties a further option to disseminate

research which at the same time is freely available in

Diamond Open Access via transfer itself. In conjunc-

tion with this approach, transfer deliberately decided

against providing a print-version of its articles, fully

aware of the countless web-based print-on-demand

services, being able to make full use of transfer’s pro-

fessionally designed article PDFs. Beyond that, trans-

fer’s explicit endorsement of Libre Open Access also

addresses its clearly indicated self-archiving policy,

which allows for the accepted manuscript version to

be deposited in an institutional or other repository as

long as the initial CC-BY 4.0 license is further applied

and the article is made openly available without any

embargo period. To index that its publications are not

only free of charge for readers and authors alike, but

also enable wider use through Open Licenses – and in

this way to distinguish it from less open variants of

‘Open Access’ – transfer has recently applied for

membership in the Directory of Open Access Journals

(DOAJ).26

Making (the) transfer – Mobilizing Research

Since its start as a project, transfer is well-received by

the research community. The number of submissions

went  far  beyond what  the editors  had anticipated  –

and what could realistically be published, even when

subtracting article submissions which either did not fit

into the journal’s scope, did not make it through peer-

review and/or internal evaluation, or had been verified

as already published elsewhere and therefore had to

be rejected. Editorial author support had to be intense,

though,  as the journal’s  transdisciplinary  concept  as

well as technical and legal aspects of e-publishing of-

ten had to be outlined in detail while a close guidance

and mentoring for early career researchers proofed in-

evitable.  Bringing together international  authors from

many different academic subjects frequently necessi-

tated to compromise and to explain content, methods

and approaches in more detail  to enable mutual un-

derstanding, which again required close coordination

by the editorial team.

By now in its second phase of (meanwhile

augmented) DFG funding, transfer since its launch in

2022 has published four annual issues with altogether

84 articles by 107 authors for which it obtained the –

gratuitous but invaluable – support of 104 external

peer-reviewers.27 Starting in 2026, the journal will

consequently increase its frequency of publication to

a semi-annual cycle, and likewise be ofering top-

ic-specifc Special Issues in cooperation with guest-

editors, who are welcome to apply to the editorial

board with their own concepts and collections of arti-

cles. In line with transfer’s overall strategy for foster-

ing research transparency and facilitating re-usability

of published research, it now also ofers the imple-

mentation of Open Research Datasets for individual

articles, including the retrospective addition of

datasets to articles already published in earlier issues.

In practice, this aims at the publication of processed,

i.e. ‘secondary’, research data, like sales catalogue

entries, museum inventory lists, transcriptions of

archival sources, photographs, geodata – to name

just a few possible formats. First dataset submissions

have already reached the editorial ofce and are, after

having been subject to peer- and/or editorial review,

to be considered for publication via the Open Re-

search Data platform heiData,28 together with corre-

sponding metadata and explanatory notes, linked to

the article proper and under a separate DOI.

Which  audience  transfer addresses  has  al-

ready been specified above. However, which and how

many readers it  actually has is hard to assess. OJS

download statistics, showing yearly, monthly and total

numbers as well as the countries from which the dow-

nload was conducted, at best provide an approximati-

on (as these statistics do, of course, not depict the PD-

F’s potential circulation via e-mail, upload to and dow-

nload from other websites/repositories, re-publication,

printouts etc., all  explicitly permitted by the  Open Li-

cense).  What they nevertheless do show, is that:  a)

the  number  of  downloads  varies  quite  considerably

between individual articles; b) articles written in Eng-

lish do not (as one might expect) achieve higher ave-

rage  download  numbers  than  German  ones;  c)  the

countries from which the download is conducted dis-

tinctly reflect the articles’ subject and authors’ location;

and d) many of the earlier articles, i.e. in the first two

annual  issues  of  2022  and  2023,  indeed  achieved

markedly higher annual download numbers for 2024
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and 2025 – a fact which suggests reading synergies

between issues/articles and probably indicates that the

journal itself is becoming increasingly well-known.

Despite all the fascination with download sta-

tistics, which remain somewhat blurred anyway, the

editorial board is grateful for individual readers’ (and

authors’) critical feedback. Hitherto, this feedback

ranged from much praise for the articles being down-

loadable free of charge, for the ‘nice and appealing’

layout and graphics design, for the implicit permission

for repository use and re-publication to noticeable re-

gret regarding a much desired print-version, a lacking

option to publish whole books or, actually quite often,

for not being allowed to submit articles already pub-

lished elsewhere. Readers’ e-mails to the editors hith-

erto include also quite a few voices from beyond

academia, most notably those of descendants and

family members of victims of Nazi-persecution and

-confscation, asking the editors to establish contact

with the authors whose article’s these persons proba-

bly would never have read nor taken notice of, were

they not published in Diamond Open Access by

transfer.

In June 2025, we had the honor to welcome

a new editorial board member in Dr. Felicity Boden-

stein (Maîtresse de conférence en Histoire de l’art

contemporain et patrimoine at the Paris Sorbonne

University and Primary Investigator of Digital Benin).29

Her expert expertise, notably in the felds of colonial

contexts of acquisition and African art, together with

her extensive interconnectedness in francophone

academia already serve to greatly extend the efective

outreach of transfer. This enables and at the same

time obliges us to think about opening the journal also

for French as a third publication language, while prob-

ing what technical adaptions this step would entail for

an OJS 3 based platform. Our explicit goal to further

advance transfer’s internationalization is already re-

fected in the recent composition of the Advisory

Board, for which we albeit hope to fnd additional

members on a global level. Last but certainly not

least, we of course have to address the need to se-

cure future funding, as the current DFG funding will

expire in 2028 (and cannot be prolonged for a second

time). As the experience of the last four years has

clearly shown, putting transfer behind a paywall, be it

by author fees of any kind and/or subscription

charges for readers, would immediately dry out the in-

ternational fow of submissions, discourage peer-re-

viewers, disappoint readers and thus vastly impede

the journal’s successful transdisciplinary concept.

However, it is precisely there, on the international and

cross-institutional level, where we think the projects’

greatest potential lies and, consequently, where

chances for the acquisition of vital long-term funding

are the most promising. 
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Abstract

The 1998 Washington Principles on Nazi-Confiscated

Art, the Gurlitt case of 2012, the 2017 speech of Presi-

dent Emmanuel Macron at  the University  of  Ouaga-

dougou fueling a fervent restitution debate about art

and cultural objects stemming from colonial contexts –

these are just a few well-known milestones of a deve-

lopment  recently  labelled  the  “Provenancial  Turn”,

which  at  present  is  clearly  reflected  in  a  downright

booming of provenance research and collection histo-

ry. Spanning a multitude of academic subjects, fields

of  research  and historical  epochs,  and being  viable

only  in  often  far-reaching  international  contexts,  the

publication of provenance research puts high require-

ments on transparency, accessibility, quality assuran-

ce,  interdisciplinarity  and connectivity  towards digital

methods  of  investigation.  Since  its  launch  in  2021,

transfer –  Zeitschrift  für  Provenienzforschung  und

Sammlungsgeschichte  /  Journal  for  Provenance Re-

search and the History of Collection, edited by Felicity

Bodenstein, Ulrike Saß and Christoph Zuschlag, there-

fore serves to meet the rapidly growing community’s

demand for a Diamond Open Access publication plat-

form.  Funded  by  the  German  Research  Foundation

(DFG) and webhosted by Heidelberg University Libra-

ry  via  arthistoricum.net,  the  e-journal  successfully

practices  a  double-blind  peer-review  policy  closely

supported by its multinational Advisory Board. Howe-

ver,  it  also  provides  close  guidance  and  mentoring

support for young, early career researchers like gra-

duate students gaining their first experiences in acade-

mic publishing.  By now in  its  second funding phase

and based on a constantly high number of submissi-

ons, transfer is increasing its frequency of publication,

offering the publication of topic-specific Special Issues

in  cooperation  with  guest  editors  as  well  the  imple-

mentation of open research datasets for individual ar-

ticles.  The various challenges going along with this,

the experiences made so far in providing a Diamond

Open Access  e-publishing  platform to  a widespread

and morally very sensitive international research com-

munity and, last but not least, the overall concept of

the journal are addressed by the report at hand.
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