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FOREWORD
There have been a large number of exhibitions on Emil Nolde’s
work in Germany and Denmark during recent decades; few other
representatives of modern art are as omnipresent in museum
presentations. It is therefore all the more surprising that the last
Nolde retrospectives in Germany and Denmark took place many
years ago. With the exhibition conceived by the Städel Museum,
which will be shown both in Frankfurt and at the Louisiana
Museum of Modern Art in Humlebæk, Nolde will once again
take centre stage in a major event. We aim to present new and
surprising views of the artist with over 140 exhibits, including his
main works and a large number of previously unknown paintings
and graphic works. This retrospective, supported by a large
number of lenders and the Nolde Stiftung Seebüll, provides an
opportunity not only to focus on speciﬁc aspects of his oeuvre,
but also to assemble the results of recent research on Nolde,
thereby permitting a nuanced survey of his extensive work.
The images that Nolde created are characterised by repetition of subjects and at the same time demonstrate fascinating
changes in perspective. The varied selection of works shows
clearly how the artist approached his wide-ranging motifs.
Expressive representations of remote stretches of the countryside are juxtaposed with brightly coloured scenes of the intoxicating nightlife in the cafés of Berlin; the works of the South
Seas series, suggesting a primitiveness untouched by Western
inﬂuences, are contrasted with Nolde’s religious pictures, which
he regarded as the expression of his innermost being. The
survey of Nolde’s works from 1895 – 96 until 1948 reveals how
he experimented with diﬀerent ways of painting until he found
his personal style. Further core aspects of the exhibition are the

reception of Nolde’s oeuvre and his portrayal of himself. Nolde
had a considerable part in shaping his own image as an “unappreciated painter”, thereby contributing to the mythologisation
of his personality as an artist. From the very beginning of the
project in 2011, it was one of our aims to examine critically
Nolde’s stance on National Socialism for the ﬁrst time in the
framework of a retrospective and to present it to a wide public.
We consider it essential to take into account not only the defamation of his works as “degenerate” art, but also to study his
political views in a nuanced manner.
We are delighted that this Nolde exhibition is being shown
at two venues. In this way we take account of the artist’s German-Danish roots for the ﬁrst time. He was born Hans Emil
Hansen in 1867 in the border region of Schleswig. Only three
years previously the area had been placed under Prussian administration following Denmark’s defeat in the Second Schleswig
War. Nolde’s mother was a native of Schleswig; his father came
from Frisia. South Jutlandic was spoken in the family home,
while the language of trading and everyday life was Low German.
Lessons at school were taught in High German and religious
instruction took place in Standard Danish. From the early years
of his artistic career, Nolde was inﬂuenced by Danish painting as
well as by the most famous German artists. During long sojourns
in Copenhagen and on the coast of Jutland he met Danish fellow
artists and studied their work. However, he failed to establish
the close contact he hoped for or to achieve recognition, so
that Berlin then became his second place of residence in addition to his native region of North Schleswig.
The question of national identity occupied Nolde throughout his life. In the end he hoped that his art would be recognised
as playing “a mediating role in northern Europe” and that the
national boundaries between the peoples would disappear.
To date this position as a mediator has not attracted much
attention, because Nolde is regarded primarily as a German
artist. Both museums involved in the exhibition share the
common aim that this retrospective should consciously cross
the borders of national art history rather than appreciating
Nolde as an artist of one particular nation.
We received considerable support for this extensive project
from numerous colleagues and were also assisted by private
collectors with important loans. First of all, we would like to
extend our heartfelt thanks to them all. The wealth of exhibits
has only been made possible as a result of their remarkable generosity. We would like to make especial mention of the Nolde
Stiftung Seebüll, without whose numerous loans this retrospective could not have taken place. In the execution of this exceptional exhibition project we were also supported by patrons and
partners from industry and the media.
First I should like to thank the Fazit-Stiftung and its management, in particular the managing directors Prof. Wolfgang
Bernhardt and Michael Spankus, who have, on numerous occa-

Fig. 1 Paul Senn, Emil Nolde in Switzerland, 1948, FFV,

Kunstmuseum Bern, deposit Gottfried Keller-Stiftung
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sions, supported the educational programme for major exhibitions at the Städel Museum. Furthermore my thanks are due
to the Georg und Franziska Speyer’sche Hochschulstiftung and
its committee, with the chairman Salomon Korn and the management under Günter Hampel, for their commitment. We
should of course also like to thank Frankfurt City Council, and
in particular Mayor Peter Feldmann and Cultural Oﬃcer Felix
Sammelroth, for their ongoing support of our work. In addition,
we are especially grateful to the Süddeutsche Zeitung and the
Verkehrsgesellschaft Frankfurt am Main, with whom we have
been able to develop media partnerships once again. Likewise
we should like to thank our cultural partner hr2-kultur and our
mobility partner, Deutsche Bahn AG, from whose commitment
the exhibition has derived additional support.
This retrospective is the result of close cooperation
between all the departments of the Städel Museum. We would
like to thank the staﬀ of the departments for exhibition organisation, conservation, technical and installation services, exhibition design, external partners and international relations, and
education, as well as staﬀ responsible for marketing, graphic and
corporate design, press and PR, sponsoring, fundraising, administration, IT, events, the museum shop, the library, the management oﬃce and catalogue management for their enthusiastic
and professional commitment. In Frankfurt the exhibition project and catalogue production was accompanied at all levels by
the project manager Felicity Grobien together with Brigitte
Sahler and with the assistance of Julia Bremer, Sandra Gunzelmann, Maureen Ogrocki, Nerina Santorius and Esther Stang.
We thank them all for their forward-thinking approach as well as
their creativity and reliability.
At the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art we would like to
thank all the members of staﬀ who contributed to the realisation
of the exhibition and the catalogue. Our particular thanks are
due to Marianne Ahrensberg and Jesper Lund Madsen.
Prestel Verlag were retiable partners throughout the work
on the catalogue. We thank the authors Christian Ring, Aya Soika
and Bernhard Fulda in particular for their illuminating contributions.
And ﬁnally, of course, we oﬀer special thanks to Felix Krämer, who as Head of Modern Art at the Städel Museum curated
the exhibition and developed the catalogue. As in a succession
of other projects in recent years, he has evolved a new approach
to the work of an important painter of the twentieth century
through his sensitivity, expertise and energy. The project was
organised in Humlebæk by Kirsten Degel, curator at the Louisiana Museum. We thank her for her excellent and professional
work on this exhibition project.
Max Hollein
Director,
Städel Museum
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Poul Erik Tøjner
Director,
Louisiana Museum of Modern Art

GREETING
“An art scholar [Max Sauerlandt] once said that Emil Nolde’s art
would be able to build a bridge of understanding between Scandinavia and Germany. If this should happen, then it would be – in
addition to my art – a ﬁne fulﬁlment of my life”, observed Emil
Nolde in his will, which contains the deed of foundation for the
Stiftung Seebüll Ada und Emil Nolde.
The fact that the retrospective of Emil Nolde’s works will be
shown in Frankfurt am Main and in Humlebæk thus serves to fulﬁl
Nolde’s hope that his art might form a link between Germany and
Denmark. With regard to Seebüll, the house and studio in North
Frisia which Nolde designed himself, the artist’s wish has largely
been fulﬁlled. Changing annual exhibitions have been held here
since 1957, revealing to visitors the entire breadth and diversity
of his oeuvre. Every year a large number of visitors come from
neighbouring Denmark and the other Scandinavian countries in
order to view Nolde’s masterpieces in the setting in which he
originally lived and worked, and to see the magniﬁcently ﬂowering garden which the artist himself created.
Nolde’s origins and the close interaction between Germany
and Denmark in his biography had a lasting inﬂuence on his
approach to art, the content of his pictures and his painting.
He saw himself as closely linked to both nations, regarded his
art beyond all doubt as “Nordic” and felt closely connected to
northern Europe. Even before 1900 Nolde spent long periods in
Denmark and also worked there. He painted the heathlands of
Jutland, ﬁshing villages in North Zealand, townscapes of Copenhagen and Viborg, and time and time again the vast expanse of
the sea. Denmark was extremely important for his artistic development.

Frankfurt am Main, on the other hand, is not one of the German
cities in which Nolde spent any length of time. Nor are views
of this city represented in his oeuvre. And yet, Frankfurt is also
linked to Nolde’s breakthrough and his recognition as an artist:
in particular, it was personalities like the Jewish couple Rosy and
Ludwig Fischer, Carl Hagemann and the art dealer Ludwig Schames who valued, collected and promoted Nolde’s art.
The ﬁrst exhibition by Emil Nolde, consisting of 16 paintings
and 42 prints, was held in Frankfurt am Main during February
1907 in the Galerie Hermes. The reviews were withering, and
the gallery owner “scolded the citizens of Frankfurt, who had no
interest in great art”. Viggo Forchhammer, a Danish singing
teacher who was a friend of the Noldes, reported on February
24, 1907 after visiting the exhibition: “What I heard from the
visitors as they passed was mostly such comments as ‘hideous,
ghastly!’, uttered with superﬁcial eﬀrontery.” Several years
would pass before Nolde’s works were shown again in Frankfurt.
“We were walking down the street in Frankfurt when suddenly we
saw colourful pictures by Heckel and Kirchner displayed in a window. We were very surprised. When we entered the shop, an
elderly Jew came towards us. He had a full white beard and a limp
handshake and spoke with sensitivity and understanding. – He,
Ludwig Schames, was highly appreciated by artists because he
never took advantage of them, and was esteemed by art-lovers
too, because he was their most reliable advisor,” was how Nolde
described his ﬁrst meeting with the Frankfurt dealer of modern
art, who presented extensive solo exhibitions of his works almost
annually from 1915. Nolde had an ambivalent, even a hostile
relationship with many art dealers, but he was very grateful to
Ludwig Schames in particular for recognition of his work and
support in his continued success as an artist. In a letter of condolence to Schames’s son Manfred dated July 7, 1922 Nolde wrote:
“Working with the elder Mr Schames was extremely pleasant,
without any problems or petty irritations. His relationship to the
trade, to art and to artists was truly balanced and courteous.”
During the same year Grønningen, the Copenhagen artists’
association which had been established in 1915 by a group of
young artists in protest against the Danish Secession Den Frie
Udstilling, invited Nolde to show 28 paintings at their exhibition
as a guest with his own room. It was the ﬁrst major presentation
of his work in Denmark. And ﬁnally it was in Frankfurt in 1925,
also in Schames’ gallery, that the ﬁrst major exhibition of Nolde’s
work (46 paintings and 181 works on paper) took place; it could
be described as a retrospective.
89 years after this ﬁrst comprehensive exhibition in Frankfurt, the Städel Museum is now dedicating a retrospective to the
art of Emil Nolde. It will subsequently be shown at the Louisiana
Museum of Modern Art in Humlebæk, an establishment in which
the Nolde Stiftung Seebüll is delighted to be a guest and where
in 1967–68 and 1986–87 major, highly regarded exhibitions,
were on view.
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Nolde felt strong personal links with Denmark. His life and
work are closely bound up with the country. He himself had
some Danish roots, his wife Ada was Danish, and from 1920
until his death Nolde was a Danish citizen, although he lived in
Germany from 1927. In his will, the artist left eight key paintings
to the Statens Museum for Kunst in Copenhagen, “in memory of
my late beloved wife Ada Nolde, née Vilstrup”. Since then there
have been a number of exhibitions in Denmark, the last major
one being held in 1996 in the Arken Museum of Modern Art.
Since then, shows have focused on particular subjects, including
the “Journey to the South Seas” (2005–06) and the subject of
“Nolde and Denmark” (2009–10). The Stiftung Seebüll Ada und
Emil Nolde continues to this day to attach great importance to
maintaining the close links between Nolde and Denmark through
regular exhibitions.
The most recent major retrospective in Germany was
arranged in 1987 for the Württembergischer Kunstverein Stuttgart, when the distinguished writer Walter Jens gave the opening speech. As in his 1967 speech in Seebüll on the centenary
of Nolde’s birth – and both speeches retain their unconditional
validity and topicality to this day – Jens referred to Nolde’s
ambivalent relationship to National Socialism and to the appropriate distinction to be drawn between the man and the artist.
He pointed out that the National Socialists “were not interested
in the man, a Party comrade; […] they looked at his works, and
these appeared to them to be so threatening that they persecuted with particular malice the man who would have liked to
be their champion, of all people, because his art spoke against
him – No thrones could be set up on this sort of painting; and
although there were those in Party circles who wanted to grant
Nolde and Barlach special rights – the fanatics won […].” In his
speech in Stuttgart Jens expanded on these ideas: “To put it
brieﬂy, the art lover has good reason to mistrust the apologist
of an austere and pure, an undaunted and fresh German art – all
the more decisively, in fact, because there can hardly be another
painter in art history whose ideology is disavowed in such a
salutary manner by his [artistic] practice as in the case of Emil
Nolde, a painter who goes into raptures about Germania, yet
who uses the paintbrush of a highly-strung cosmopolitan in Max
Reinhardt’s theatre to reproduce rapidly and elegantly an artiﬁcial world which is literally without borders.”
Since then a long succession of essays, contributions and
newspaper articles devoted to various aspects of the subject
“Nolde and National Socialism” have been published in both Germany and Denmark. Many of them have a sound academic basis,
but some also fail to draw distinctions and are careless, sometimes even sensationalist. It is time to examine this topic in
detail and from all sides, and to gather together what is known.
In Aya Soika and Bernhard Fulda the Nolde Stiftung Seebüll has
acquired the services of two distinguished academics who are
taking on this complex and sensitive subject in all its aspects.
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I am extremely grateful to them. In the years to come, working
independently of the Nolde Stiftung Seebüll but with full support
and free access to the archive, they will adopt an open-ended
approach towards establishing in which section of the grey
area Nolde moved. I am delighted that we can publish the ﬁrst
preliminary ﬁndings here in the catalogue accompanying the
exhibition.
With the world’s largest collection of paintings, watercolours, drawings, prints, sculptures, ceramics and craft works by
Nolde, as well as its archive, Seebüll is the central research location for the life, work and inﬂuence of Emil Nolde as well as of
German Expressionism. One of the tasks of the Stiftung Seebüll
Ada und Emil Nolde is the initiation of research projects which
reappraise Nolde’s life, work and writings. Through his art Emil
Nolde had a decisive inﬂuence on the development of modern
German art. We have been entrusted with the task of administering his legacy in accordance with the terms of his will, that is
of preserving for future generations this rich and diverse oeuvre
of consistently high artistic value, and making it accessible the
world over.
From the outset, the Stiftung Seebüll Ada und Emil Nolde
has been pleased to support this exhibition project in its two
locations, and has provided a very large number of the topquality loans. I should like to take this opportunity of thanking
Max Hollein and Poul Erik Tøjner, the directors of the two museums, and their staﬀ for their professional cooperation. They
have made it possible to see the works of Emil Nolde in new contexts. As Nolde observed, “these pictures are not intended to be
some pleasing, enjoyable entertainment – no; I should very
much like them to be more than that, to uplift and move, to
impart to the viewer the full harmonies of life and of human
existence.”
Christian Ring
Director, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll

ESSAYS

EMIL NOLDE
“DEMON OF
THIS REGION”
Felix Krämer

“It was unpleasantly loud in the rooms,” Emil Nolde reported
to his friend Hans Fehr on the subject of his exhibition in the
Galerie Commeter in Hamburg in 1913: “‘Dreadful, dreadful’,
shouted one visitor. ‘Flogging would be too good for a fellow
like that’, shouted another.” 1 This was not an isolated incident.
Time and again the Expressionist artist’s exhibitions gave rise to
tumultuous scenes and disputes. His presentations were castigated as “torture chambers”,2 and Nolde himself was described
as a “barbarian”,3 the “terror of the virtuous” 4 or as an “artistic
anarchist of the most audacious kind”.5 For a seasoned art critic
like Julius Meier-Graefe, Nolde’s works were nothing but “archaism” and “historical socialism from the catacombs”.6 But even
then there were numerous positive opinions too, describing
the particular fascination which Nolde’s paintings radiate. Many
people revered the artist as an “inwardly profoundly serious
painter” 7 or even as a “very unusual personality of genius” 8 and
saw in his pictures the works of “an endlessly rich spirit”.9 For
them, a visit to his exhibitions was “one of the most festive occasions of our time”.10 Kurt Freyer observed in 1912: “The essential,
the depth of his sensibility, the power of his experience, the
solemn feeling in his works deﬁes all attempts at description.” 11
What is remarkable is the highly emotional nature of the
reviews. Very few critics were immune to the intense eﬀect produced by Nolde’s art; its glowing colour harmonies, exuberant
imagination and atmospheric landscapes continue to enchant
the viewer today. “There are only two possible attitudes towards
the work of the sixty-year-old north German painter Emil Nolde:
for and against,” summarised the Kasseler Neueste Nachrichten
newspaper in 1928.12 Although his decorative representations of

cottage gardens and north German landscapes as well as his
numerous watercolours of ﬂowers were admired by a wide audience then as now, his religious and fantastic works provoked
mystiﬁcation and violent rejection. He was a complex character
who united a number of opposing qualities within his person.
He could convincingly present himself as a simple, honest soul
from the countryside. And at the same time he was a supreme
master of all marketing mechanisms and devoted himself to the
sale of his art with the skill of a practised businessman. He was a
self-taught artist who had attended various art schools, a painter
who did not tire of voicing his aversion to urban society and
who nonetheless spent a great deal of his life in the city. And
although he believed that his art was not suﬃciently appreciated, he was by far the most successful German artist of his generation. Nolde was a German nationalist with a Danish passport,
who voted for the Social Democratic Party and later joined the
National Socialist Party of North Schleswig (NSDAPN). He was
someone who, despite the defamation campaign, the destruction of works of art and being banned from working as an artist,
nonetheless continued to place his hopes in Adolf Hitler. After
the war, Nolde was regarded as the epitome of the persecuted
artist in spite of his ambivalent role during the Nazi period.
Friends and acquaintances described Nolde as having a
complex personality. Carl Georg Heise was of the opinion that
his “deliberate show of primitiveness was a sort of camouﬂage,
rather than corresponding to his slow but profound way of
thinking that often contained a hidden meaning.” 13 Fehr explained: “I mean to say, in his pictures and in his comments he

Fig. 1 Heinrich Sauermann, desk for Theodor Storm (design),

1887, executed by Emil Nolde during his apprenticeship in
Flensburg
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Fig. 2 Arnold Böcklin, Deianira and Nessus, 1898, Museum Pfalzgalerie Kaiserslautern

was the epitome of strength, and yet on the other hand he also
displayed what I could almost describe as a hint of anxiousness
or hypersensitivity.” 14 These contradictions corresponded, in
fact, with Nolde’s self-perception. Before his engagement with
Ada Vilstrup he sketched his idea of an artist thus: “Someone
who loves both nature and culture, who can be divine and yet an
animal, a child and yet a giant, naive and yet sophisticated, soulful and yet intellectual, passionate and dispassionate, bubbling
with life and silently contemplative. That is the able artist who
does not cling one-sidedly to something, but who creates great
art.” 15
To this day, our view of the artist and his art is determined
to a large extent by the four volumes of his autobiography,
which was published from 1931. Although Nolde was still convinced in 1913 that he could not explain his works – “Art itself is
my language, and the only one in which I can say in full what
drives and moves me” 16 – he later spent a great deal of time
explaining his life and his art to the public through his writings.
Since then his autobiography has served countless art historians
as historical evidence, frequently without allowances being made
for Nolde’s strong self-styling.17

14

NOLDE BEFORE NOLDE
Hans Emil Hansen was born on August 7, 1867 in the village of
Nolde in the marshes near the North Sea, in the region surrounding the border between Germany and Denmark. He was the
Hansens’ sixth child. Like his father and his three older brothers
he was destined to continue the family tradition and work on the
farm. After primary school, which he completed with mediocre
results, he was compelled to help out at home. In this environment, which was characterised above all by hard physical work,
little attention was paid to his creative interest. He took refuge in
religion. First of all he wanted to become a missionary, and then
an artist. “I often sat up in the hayloft, dreaming of the big wide
world. Or I imagined I was with Dürer and Makart”, he later
remembered: “I had read a little book about Dürer. And Makart?
When Makart died the village newspaper published a notice
about his huge paintings, which travelled to all the big metropolises. I was riveted by the fact and especially to learn that art was
still alive during that time.” 18 A few months before the news of
the death of the Viennese Salon artist Hans Makart, who was
celebrated at that time like pop stars today, Nolde had begun a
four-year apprenticeship as a wood carver in Flensburg (ﬁg. 1).
Alongside his training he also took lessons in commercial drawing. At the end of his apprenticeship he was allowed to accom-

Fig. 3 Emil Nolde, The Matterhorn Smiles,

Mountain Postcard, 1896, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll

pany his master to a trade fair in Munich. From there he went to
Karlsruhe to work in a famous furniture factory. For him, the lessons at the local college of arts and crafts were more important
than his job. A year later he continued to Berlin, where he supported himself with casual jobs until he found a position as
draughtsman and model builder in a fashion-accessories factory.
However, Nolde did not stay here for very long either. At the
beginning of January 1892 he was appointed to the Museum of
Industries and Trade in St. Gallen in Switzerland as a teacher of
ornamental and colour drawing.
Nolde seemed to have arrived at last. He joined enthusiastically in the life of the prosperous little town. He took out a life
insurance policy, joined the bowling association and the Swiss
Alpine Club and climbed the Matterhorn. The mountaineer from
north Germany became a local celebrity as a result of his sporting achievements. He became friends with his pupil Hans Fehr,
and travelled to Milan, Vienna and Munich. They visited museums, exhibitions, and theatre and opera performances. But life
as a teacher did not satisfy him in the long term and he sought
other challenges. Nolde’s artistic ambitions came increasingly to
the fore. On several occasions he participated in exhibitions at
the local art association, presented drawings after paintings by
the Salon artists Carl Theodor von Piloty and Bruno Piglhein and
turned in vain to potential patrons in the hope of a scholarship:
“And yet, I continued to live in hope.” 19

It was during this period that he created his ﬁrst painting,
Mountain Giants (cat. no. 1), on which he worked for about two
years and with which he applied unsuccessfully to the annual
exhibition in Munich in 1897. This ﬁrst painting is surprising for
its large format of 93.5 x 151.5 cm. The subject of the work is
also unusual: it shows several grotesque heads smirking and grinning at each other. This “strange early work”,20 which the artist
would later hang over the door of his home in Flensburg, lacks
the authority and dynamism of his mature paintings. The subject
is rough and direct, the brushwork ponderous. The artist feels
his way tentatively. Although Nolde’s Mountain Giants do not
disguise their kinship with the trolls of Scandinavia, it is evident
which artistic model they are following: like many of his contemporaries, Nolde was an enthusiastic admirer of Arnold Böcklin,
whose art was celebrated at that time as the alternative to
French painting. Nolde even regarded the Swiss artist as one of
the “most important artists” of the time.21 Böcklin’s threatening
landscapes are contrasted with wild-looking fabulous creatures
which greatly inﬂuenced Nolde’s art with their unbridled fantasy
(ﬁg. 2). Nolde’s enthusiasm for the fantastic and the grotesque
runs like a common theme through his work. “For him, the preﬁx
‘proto-’ was a sign of quality; his passion was for the uncivilised,
the archaic, the antemundane, and elves and sorceresses were
closer to him than the gods of ancient Greece,” commented
Walter Jens.22
Although a painting like Mountain Giants seems surprising at
the beginning of an artist’s career, it is also directly related to
Nolde’s biggest commercial success, which formed the material
basis for his artistic career. The breakthrough occurred with his
Mountain Postcards – a series of watercolours in which Nolde

Fig. 4 Emil Nolde, compositional studies after

Arnold Böcklin, 1899, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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produced caricatures of the Alpine peaks as human ﬁgures from
myths and fairy tales (ﬁg. 3). Two of the subjects were reproduced in colour in the magazine Jugend. Nolde had the postcards printed at his own expense in a run of 100,000. It was
enormously successful: the entire print run was sold out after
only ten days. Nolde’s proﬁt – 25,000 francs – was enough to
last for ﬁve years. Nolde moved from St. Gallen to Munich. His
application to the Akademie der Bildenden Künste (Academy of
Fine Arts) to join Franz von Stuck’s class was unsuccessful,
whereupon he tried his luck at the private schools of painting.
His Dachau-based teacher Adolf Hölzel encouraged him to study
the composition of paintings (ﬁg. 4; p. 167, ﬁg. 3). In order to
analyse the visual structures behind the eﬀects, he used reproductions to create compositional studies after works by George
Frederic Watts and Böcklin, Francisco de Goya, Max Liebermann
and other artists. Even at this early stage, it is possible to see
how much the trained craftsman Nolde was interested in optical
eﬀect in the liberal arts, too.
Paris was at the time the undisputed capital of the arts.
Nolde travelled to the French capital in October 1899 and took
lessons at the renowned Académie Julian, as well as attending
exhibitions – including the World’s Fair – and museums. In the
Louvre he made a copy after Titian’s Allegory of Alphonse d’Avalos (ﬁg. 5), and painted religious paintings and nudes in the academic manner. Paris was full of young, ambitious artists. Paula
Becker, who would later marry Otto Modersohn, wrote to her
sister Milly of the “farmer’s son from Schleswig”, who had
“worked for a long time as a craftsman”: “Now he has taken up
the cause of true art, and a serious ambition. He is also with-

Fig. 5 Emil Nolde, copy after Titian’s Allegory of Alphonse d’Avalos

(Musée du Louvre), 1900, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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drawn, like all people from the north.” 23 Nolde stayed in the
city for nine months, but this was not his world: “Paris gave me
very little, and I, of course, had expected so much.” 24 In early
July 1900 Nolde returned from Le Havre via Hamburg to North
Schleswig on a cargo ship.
A few weeks later, the restless artist travelled to Copenhagen. Again he enrolled as a student at a private art school. “I registered at the Zahrtmann School but I was only able to attend a
few lessons. My eyes could not bear it.” 25 Nolde was lonely and
did not make friends. His eﬀorts to achieve professional recognition were all the greater. He tried to apply here what had been
successful in St. Gallen. He had ten views of Copenhagen printed
as postcards, but sold only a small number. Nolde considered
writing newspaper articles about young Danish art, which
enjoyed international interest at the time. He visited the bestknown protagonists – including Vilhelm Hammershøi, whose
works were celebrated at the World’s Fair. The two taciturn
painters had little to say to one another: “He spoke slowly and
quietly, we all spoke calmly,” Nolde summarized the meeting.26
The tone of his paintings from this period is as reticent as Hammershøi’s (ﬁg. 6). Nolde painted Copenhagen’s canals in muted
colour, a ﬁshing village and several seascapes (Light Sea Mood;
Dunes; Canal (Copenhagen), cat. nos. 3 – 5), which anticipate his
Autumn Seas (cat. nos. 29 – 31), executed from 1910 onwards, in
their remarkable reduction. Light, which in its delicateness is
reminiscent of the Skagen paintings of Peder Severin Krøyer
(ﬁg. 7), is the protagonist of these atmospheric paintings.
The painting Before Sunrise (cat. no. 7), created in 1901,
stands in contrast to this nuanced atmospheric painting. Loud,
garish and grotesque: “Two strange animals, one sitting on a
rock nest and the other ﬂying out to hunt,” is how the painter
described the scene in which he built on his representation of
Mountain Giants.27 During the months of July to September
1901 Nolde withdrew to the remote ﬁshing village of Lildstrand
in North Jutland. Here he created drawings with visions of creatures from the realms of ghost stories and myths (cf. p. 37,
ﬁg. 1), as though in a state of intoxication, but also wrote letters
whose confusion caused Fehr to fear that Nolde had lost his
mind. He was also in close contact through written exchange
with the Danish pastor’s daughter Ada Vilstrup. The actress,
twelve years his junior, and the ambitious painter had met
shortly beforehand. Their engagement followed just a few weeks
after Nolde’s return to the Danish capital, and they were married
in February 1902. Their marriage remained childless. Ada, whose
life was overshadowed by countless stays in hospitals and sanatoriums, remained at her husband’s side until her death in
November 1946, and was a tireless advocate of his art. She supported him actively by cultivating contacts, travelled to visit collectors with his paintings, engaged in correspondence in his
name, and organised exhibitions. Without her commitment it is
impossible to imagine Nolde’s success as an artist.

Fig. 6 Vilhelm Hammershøi, Frederiksholms-Kanal, 1892,

Fig. 7 Peder Severin Krøyer, Summer Evening on the South Beach of Skagen, 1893,

private collection

Skagens Museum

FIRST SUCCESSES
The painter changed his name when he married. With oﬃcial
approval, he would from then onwards call himself after his
place of birth: Nolde. In this way the artist emphasised both his
origin and his close connection to his homeland, which he would
highlight as a characteristic of his art.28 The next destination
after the wedding was Berlin, then Jutland, until in the autumn
of 1902 the couple rented a ﬂat in Flensburg. By the following
May, they had moved again, to the Baltic island of Als. They
would ﬁnd their home for the following 13 years in a vacant
ﬁsherman’s cottage. A shack on the beach served as his studio:
“My little studio, how happy I was! – Through the window the
eyes swept freely across the ocean, and there was nothing to be
seen except for the water and the clouds and, on bright days,
beyond that the narrow strip of land of the Danish islands.” 29
His happiness spread to his easel, too. Paintings such as Two on
the Beach and Springtime in the Room (cat. nos. 6, 9) communicate a harmony and intimacy absent from Nolde’s earlier work.
The interior that shows Ada in the living room of the ﬁsherman’s
cottage, ﬂooded with sunlight, is a milestone in Nolde’s artistic
development with its light colourfulness and unrestrained brushstrokes. Both the lively, almost shimmering application of paint
and the emphasis on the light as a constitutive element of the
painting reveal his intense study of French Impressionism. These
impressions are echoed in Nolde’s paintings of gardens, which
he painted from 1903 onwards (ﬁg. 8).
The ﬁrst occasions on which he participated in exhibitions in
Kiel, Berlin, Lübeck, Cologne and even Brussels were cause for
optimism. Between 1902 and 1905 he was mentioned in 32 exhibition reviews, as Ada proudly reported to her husband.30 The
disappointment when the sales that they had hoped for did not

materialise was all the greater. The couple was aﬄicted with
ﬁnancial diﬃculties: their monetary reserves were almost
entirely depleted following Nolde’s nomadic years. He raised
a loan on his life insurance, and Ada attempted a career as a
music-hall singer in Berlin. Accompanied by a trained goose she
performed a stage show that ended in a ﬁasco (p. 282, ﬁg. 3).
Ada suﬀered a physical and mental breakdown.
Following a joint recuperation retreat in Italy, Nolde travelled back to Als in the summer of 1905, and on to Berlin in the
autumn. From this point onwards, he would spend half of the
year in the capital, generally accompanied by Ada. He created
prints (cf. p. 73, ﬁg. 1) in order to introduce his art to a larger
audience. He simultaneously attempted to systematically construct a network. “It can only be of advantage if one seeks out
acquaintanceship,” as he wrote to Ada.31 He established contact
with the inﬂuential gallerist Paul Cassirer – who showed several
of his works that same year – as well as with the president of the
Berlin Secession, Max Liebermann, and Julius Meier-Graefe.
A few years later, they were among his most outspoken critics.
The Noldes were constantly on the road, cultivating their
contacts. In 1906 the artist received an emphatic letter from
Karl Schmidt-Rottluﬀ. “Let me explain immediately why I am writing. ‘Brücke’, our local artists’ group, would consider it an honour to welcome you as a member.” As a “tribute to your riots of
colour” Nolde was invited to join the association, which had
been established in Dresden the previous year.32 Ada reacted
with “jubilant happiness”, whereas her husband was noticeably
reserved in comparison. He was concerned about his artistic
freedom. In addition to the “curiously pronounced joy […] in not
being alone”, membership of the association also oﬀered commercial advantages.33 Nolde was about 15 years older than the
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“There is so much in the ‘Brücke’ group that I wish were diﬀerent, and these thoughts concern me much more than they
should. I have to concentrate very hard in order to be able to
work, and every distraction is of disadvantage to my art.” 34

Fig. 8 Emil Nolde, Little Rose-Garden, 1903, private collection

“Brücke” artists. In May, Schmidt-Rottluﬀ accepted Nolde’s
invitation to visit Als, and in the following year Nolde went to
Dresden. Their artistic inﬂuence on each other remained limited,
however, and was largely conﬁned to exchanges on issues
related to print-making techniques. Nolde introduced the idea of
attracting passive Brücke members, who would support the
group with their contributions and contacts, in addition to the
active ones. And yet it was primarily Ada who worked tirelessly
to gain supporters for her husband. It was also she who visited
the collector and patron Karl Ernst Osthaus in Hagen, initially on
her own. He acquired Nolde’s Springtime in the Room for his private Folkwang Museum. This was Nolde’s ﬁrst signiﬁcant painting sale, achieved at the relatively advanced age of 39. The next
important meeting took place only a few weeks later, in May
1906: the Noldes met Gustav Schieﬂer, director of the Hamburg
District Court, and the latter’s wife Luise. The renowned collector of works on paper and art publisher became enamoured
with Nolde’s work and henceforth one of Nolde’s most important supporters – also as the author of the catalogue raisonné
of his works on paper. In addition to private collectors, public
museums began to take an interest in the north German painter’s art. The Westfälisches Landesmuseum Münster was the ﬁrst
of these, with its purchase of Burchard’s Garden of 1907 (cat.
no. 16). Even before the First World War, the circle of Nolde’s
supporters read like a “Who’s Who” of the German Expressionist
scene: Rosa Schapire, Botho Graef, Ernst Gosebruch, Harry Graf
Kessler, Max Sauerlandt, Ludwig Justi and Heise. Although Nolde
participated in numerous Brücke exhibitions during the course
of his membership of the group, which lasted almost two years,
this was not where he showed his most important works. He
was presumably more interested in continuing to receive signiﬁcant attention beyond the context of Brücke. On November 9,
1907 Nolde announced his withdrawal from the artists’ group:
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“ORGIES OF COLOUR”
Nolde discovered the potential of colour for his painting in the
summer of 1906 with the series of garden and ﬂower paintings.
In the space of two years, 28 of these works, painted with
vibrant brushwork, were executed in rapid succession. Plants
spread out over the entire canvas like a carpet in paintings such
as Flower Garden: Pansies and Flower Garden, without Figures
(cat. nos. 15, 17). Nolde was less interested in the individual
ﬂowers, however; his focus was on the atmospheric overall
impression, in which colour becomes the primary medium of
expression, as in the works of Claude Monet and, more importantly, Vincent van Gogh. The artist developed an increasingly
dissipated, dynamic painting style in which the contours recede
further and further. When Nolde exhibited some of these “orgies
of colour” 35 in 1908 at the Galerie Cassirer in Berlin, the critic
Max Osborn was impressed by the “boldness and intensity of the
eﬀect”.36 Ludwig Pietsch expressed his annoyance at the same
time: “It is not possible for me to speak seriously of the […]
garden landscapes, ﬂower paintings […] of Emil Nolde. How
people who call themselves artists can paint stuﬀ such as this,
and how they can have the audacity to exhibit it, is incomprehensible. But perhaps they know their public better. After all,
one already sees scraps of paper with the word ‘Sold’ attached
to some of the pitiful blotches!” 37
To this day, these paintings are among the artist’s best-loved
works, thanks to their highly sensuous quality. Nolde was second
to none in heightening colouristic eﬀect through colour combinations so that the luminosity of his works immediately catches
the viewer’s eye. When Nolde was ﬁrst able to exhibit four paintings in 1905 in Berlin in a group exhibition at Cassirer’s gallery, he
proudly told Fehr: “Liebermann’s sun spots, which were so
greatly admired, look almost like moonlight next to the embers in
my painting, but obviously his painting has great beauty all
the same. V. Gogh’s painting has a freshness and power equal
to mine, but all the other paintings recede into a sort of greyness.” 38 Liebermann and van Gogh – these were the artists
against whom Nolde measured himself. Colourfulness went on to
become the artist’s trademark. Purple and orange, green, blue
and yellow suddenly collide. Nolde discovered “colour as his true
means of expression”, commented Manfred Reuther, the former
director of the Nolde Stiftung Seebüll.39 The importance Nolde
attached to the eﬀect of colour becomes clear in his detailed
account of his colours to the chemist Carl Hagemann, collector
of Expressionism: “The paints that I have used for 8 years are
‘Behrend Paints’ (Grafrat near Munich). […] In order to examine
their resistance to light, air, humidity, etc., I painted stripes of the

paint from my palette onto a strip of canvas, cut this strip lengthwise, placed one half in the sunshine outdoors, and the other in a
dark cupboard. Two months later I could see, and was pleased to
ﬁnd, that the colours had lost little of their luminosity. […] My
method of painting is without any artiﬁce, I do not mix the paints
at all, or only very little, and paint the piece I have begun wet on
wet, and give the paintings no varnish.” 40
Nolde would continue to paint ﬂower and garden paintings
time and again. Although his subjects initially consisted of neighbouring ﬂower beds, his focus soon shifted to his own garden.
After moving to Utenwarf, a farmhouse near Tønder on the west
coast in 1916, the Noldes also planted their own garden (cf.
Flower Garden G (Blue Watering Can); Autumn Garden, cat.
nos. 85, 95). And when they moved once again ten years later,
acquiring the vacant property at Seebüll in order to build a
house on the opposite mound with a large studio and picture
gallery in line with Nolde’s ideas, this also included a kitchen garden and ﬂower garden (ﬁg. 9). In addition to the paintings, the
gardens inspired Nolde to paint a series of countless ﬂower
watercolours (cat. nos. 87– 94).
It was important to Nolde for his view of himself as an artist
not to allow himself to be inﬂuenced by the judgments of others.
His painting Free Spirit (cat. no. 10) of 1906, which he himself
considered to be central to the development of his oeuvre, takes
up this aspect. The brilliantly colourful depiction features four
people who, wearing long, colourful gowns, act as though they
were on a stage. The second ﬁgure from the left is accentuated,
and represents, as he wrote in his autobiography, the painter
himself: “Praise on the left, grumbling and criticism on the right,
none of this moves him.” 41 Nolde was convinced that, as a
“true” artist, he stood above his fellow human beings. He wrote
to Fehr: “You know of my inclination to want to distinguish
between the artist and the human being. The artist is to me

Fig. 9 Haus Seebüll with garden

Fig. 10 Emil Nolde, Frau A, c. 1902, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll

something like an addition to the human, and I can speak of him
as I would of something other than the self.” 42 Nolde had internalised the Romantic conception of the artist-genius who,
furnished with special gifts, is condemned to walk his path in solitude as a “prophet” or “martyr”. As early as 1919, Heise interpreted the ﬁgure of the Free Spirit as an identiﬁcation of the artist and the suﬀering Christ.43 In art criticism, too, Nolde was
described as an outsider. “Alone, able to rely only on himself,” it
said in the publication Kunstblatt in 1918, for example, “he suffered the derision and hatred of his fellow human beings for decades, striding forward unperturbed and assured of success along
the thorny path of the pioneer.” 44 Nolde’s frequently repeated
admission that he painted without any purpose or any theoretical underpinning also corresponds to his view of himself as a
genius: “When I painted badly, I was a human being […] with
desires and knowledge; when I painted well, I was nothing but an
artist […] Painter, paint! To think is not even a substitute.” 45
Nolde’s works are carefully composed (ﬁg. 10).46 Preparatory underdrawings can be seen with the naked eye (cf. Christ
in Bethany; Exotic Figures (Fetishes I), cat. nos. 36, 57): “Eight
large canvases lean against the wall, drawn upon with the pen.” 47
While Nolde arranged his landscapes like stage areas, the representations of ﬁgures are generally conceived from the centre of
the composition, which provides them with optical stability.
According to his autobiography, Free Spirit, too, was created
without a ﬁrm plan, subconsciously, while he was actually in the
process of working on his garden paintings: “Unexpectedly and
suddenly I was driven towards something quite diﬀerent”, he
wrote. “I painted the Free Spirit. The air behind was still ﬂaky,
but the ﬁgures were painted in quite simple areas of colour […]
In later years I often surprised myself with what I had painted,
and occasionally I also created beyond myself, as in the case of
Free Spirit, where I could grasp that which was entirely involun-
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tary only later.” 48 For Nolde, this painting marked out his path
from the ﬂeeting and detailed brushstroke of Impressionism
towards a summary, planar painting style.
RELIGIOUS PAINTINGS
Free Spirit is also a key work in the sense that it anticipates the
group of religious paintings that in the artist’s view represented
the high point of his oeuvre. Although Nolde initially numbered
the painting among his “biblical and legend paintings”, it no
longer features in the later list of these works, totalling 51 altogether.49 Other contemporaries saw this painting style as an
indication that Nolde had not followed pictorial tradition, but
instead painted the works “as personal revelation” and “incarnated experience”.50 Some writers expressed their incomprehension: “His religious epics are bizarre, questionable, inconsistent,”
Hans Harbeck, for example, wrote in 1911, attacking the paintings as “a witty buﬀoonery”.51 The approachable representation
of Adam and Eve (Paradise Lost, cat. no. 43) looks surprisingly
provocative even to present-day viewers. The couple sit side by
side, strangely detached. The representation of Holy Night, too,
with a black-haired Mary and a newborn Baby Jesus still surprises
the viewer today (Holy Night, side panel from The Life of Christ,
cat. no. 42). The painting is part of the nine-part The Life of
Christ of 1911–12, which marks the high point of the group of
religious paintings. This polyptych reminiscent of a medieval
winged altar was created without a speciﬁc commission, and
only “a few of the few who saw it were able to grasp entirely the
subtlety and impact at the same time”, Nolde was convinced.52
Biting scorn was heaped upon the work at the defamatory exhibition Degenerate Art of 1937–38 (ﬁg. 11): “Painted witches’
spells, carved pamphlets were passed oﬀ as ‘revelations of German religiosity’ by psychopathic smearers and enterprising Jews,

Fig. 11 The Life of Christ in the exhibition Degenerate Art in Berlin,

February 1938
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turning them into cash,” one label above the work read. The fact
that in his religious paintings Nolde actually represented the disciples as “strong Jewish types” 53 was simply ignored. He claimed,
however, that he had quite naively followed “an impulse for
truth”, and that he “presented Jewishness as it was and as it has
never before been painted in art. – The Apostles and biblical
people were appropriated in past artistic periods, always painted
as Italian or northern sages and citizens. I returned them and
Christ to their people.” 54 In the group of religious paintings one
can see Nolde’s attempts to counteract his reputation as a
painter of gardens and ﬂowers. He was convinced that he had
successfully completed a development “from the optical external
appeal to the perceived inner value”.55 With this subject matter,
he simultaneously tapped into the growing desire for a new spirituality on the eve of the First World War. By positioning himself
in opposition to the materialism of the bourgeoisie, he became
the herald of a new spirituality that in the rawness of its form
had nothing in common with traditional religious painting.
AN ARTIST SURROUNDED BY SCANDAL
After he withdrew from the Brücke artists’ group, Nolde was surprised to ﬁnd that he was accepted as a member of the Berlin
Secession, battered by internal turmoil as it was, in 1908. He
took part in several of its exhibitions, although its president Max
Liebermann made no secret of his dislike for the north German
artist, whom he accused of pathological ambition.56 Almost 90
per cent of the 3000 submissions for its spring exhibition had
been rejected by the jury. When Nolde heard of the rejection of
his painting Pentecost (ﬁg. 12), he lost his composure, because
this was the ﬁrst time that he had wanted to show one of his
religious paintings to the public in Berlin. He held the president
himself responsible for the decision: “Everything was inﬂuenced
by Max Liebermann. In charming words, and under the pretence
of goodwill, the assertion was constantly repeated that they
wanted to support young artists, but in reality our suppression
was all the more forceful.” 57 Nolde launched a ﬁerce attack on
Liebermann in an open letter, accusing the latter of primarily pursuing his own business interests in all that he did for the Secession: “He causes as much as possible to be written and published
about himself, he does and paints and exhibits as much as he
possibly can. The result of this is that the entire young generation, oversated, cannot bear to look at another one of his works,
that it recognises how deliberate this all is, how weak and kitschy
not only his present works are, but also a number of his earlier
ones.” 58 Nolde’s expulsion from the Secession was decided by a
vote of forty votes to two, with three abstentions. “What was
probably the most spectacular art scandal of the pre-war period”
was stoked by the capital’s press, which made Nolde known
throughout Germany as an artist surrounded by scandal.59 In the
second volume of his autobiography, Jahre der Kämpfe (Years of
Struggle), Nolde later sketched himself not so much as the trig-

Fig. 12 Emil Nolde, Pentecost, 1909, Berlin, Staatliche Museen Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Nationalgalerie

ger for the conﬂict, but rather as a defenceless victim who, spontaneously and compelled by his conscience, “fulﬁlling a duty”,60
had been pushed to protest, and then had to defend himself
against the aggression of “the overpowering opposing forces”:
“What was the point of my bold rebellion against the Jewish
power that reigns over all of the arts. What did I, an awkward
boy from the countryside with my belief in what is right and in
humanity, think I was doing on this slippery, slick terrain!” And:
“Everything was twisted, lied about, distorted. […] What happened next was that I was decried as an angry anti-Semite, and
so the persecution began.” 61 Even though the media criticised
Nolde, this accusation is to be found in his autobiography alone.
Nolde did not present himself as an anti-Semite in his public
utterances before the National Socialists’ rise to power. His
stance was increasingly radicalised as he became older and
against the background of the economic and political conditions
of the Weimar Republic.62 As early as November 1931, the artist
reported to Fehr that he was following with consternation the
“cultural and political events, we cannot withdraw from them
entirely and we believe that the entire Soviet system is of Jewish

origin, and that it serves Jewish interests that culminate in their
attainment of world domination through their ﬁnancial power
and the power of masses of people unable to take responsibility.”
On a more soothing note, he adds: “None of this is to say anything bad about Jewry. The self-interest of every race expresses
itself according to the degree of the life force that inhabits it.” 63
Three years later, the artist published anti-Semitic comments
in Jahre der Kämpfe: “Jews have little soul and creative gift.
Jews are very diﬀerent people from us.” 64 He went further than
this value judgment about people, stating that it was equally
important to know in assessing a work of art whether this “is the
work of a Jewish creator and whether it is of Jewish intellectual
origin”.65
“THE PRODUCT OF A SICK MAN”
Two days after his expulsion from the Berlin Secession, Nolde
joined the Neue Secession (New Secession). The latter had been
founded some months before, but it would be no more than a
short episode in Berlin’s artistic life. Nolde’s ﬁrst presentation at
the Neue Secession was met with massive criticism: “There is no
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