
INSTITUTS FOR CHRISTIAN STUDIES

COMPASSION AND PROTEST 

IN THE ART OF KAETHE SCHMIDT ROLLWITZ

A Thesis Submitted to 
Dr. Calvin G. Seerveld 

In Partial Fulfillment of 
The Requirements for the Degree 

Master of Philosophical Foundations 
in Philosophical Aesthetics

By
Priscilla Beth Reimer

Toronto, Ontario, Canada 
November 19S9



CONTENTS

Acknowledgments/3 
Introduction/4

PART I: ON POLARITIES AND METAPHOR/13

PART II: THE KOLLWITZIAN WORLD-AND-LIFE-VISION/2C)
1 The Formative Years: Formation and Transformation/21
2 Interdependence: The Force of Life/30
3 The Cycles of Life: "Seed-Grain Should not be Ground."/34
4 Metamorphosis: "Life Hides Everything Within Itself and it 

is Life That I Contend With Through My Art."/38
5 Excursus: "Never Again War!"/48
6 Cultural Resonance: "A Talent is a Task."/54
7 Summary/60

PART III: KOLLWITZ ICONOGRAPHY: THE BODY LANGUAGE CF 
COMPASSION/61

PART IV: INTERDEPENDENCE: COSMIC DISSONANCE WITH A HINT OF 
DEEPER LIFE/91

9 Macrocosm and Microcosm: The Butterfly Effect/92
10 Passion and Compassion: A Recovery/97

Conclusion/111 
Bibliography/I15



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

When I knew that this thesis was going to be a reality and not a 
dream, I made a mental list of all the people who helped me get 
to this point. At least three names on that list must be 
mentioned here.

Dr. Lambert Zuidervaart's seminar in Marxian Aesthetics 
offered at the Institute for Christian Studies during the winter 
of 1987, provided the occasion and the opportunity for my initial 
study of Kaethe Kollwitz. Thank you Lambert for recommending an 
artist and a woman whom I have grown to love and respect; your 
suggestions and encouragement helped transform my thesis work 
into a labour of love rather than mere drudgery. Thank you also 
for your advocacy on my thesis committee.

Dr. Calvin G. Seerveld, Senior Member in Aesthetics, 
deserves credit and my deep gratitude for making room on his 
academic agenda for Kaethe Kollwitz, and for his Cartographic 
Methodology for Art Historiography which has, consciously or not, 
been my working matrix. Thank you Cal, mentor and friend, for 
your always dependable and penetrating advice and for walking 
this phase of my journey with me.

Elizabeth Coffman, thank you for not asking me to get a 
steady, paying job before this thesis was finished. Thank you 
for sustaining me.

There is a fourth person who deserves acknowledgment. Thank 
you to Gloria Kittleson, Curator of Collections at the Minnesota 
Museum of Art for allowing me to examine the Museum's collection 
of Kollwitz prints.

And, to all those people— women, mostly— whose love and 
respect for Kaethe Kollwitz have been a constant source of 
reassurance, thank you.



INTRODUCTION

The Current Status of Kollwitz Studies 
Kaethe Schmidt Kollwitz, graphic artist and sculptress (b. 
Koenigsberg, 1867; d. Moritzburg, 1945) is one of the best known 
women artists in the western world.1 She enjoyed success as an 
artist in her own lifetime and her work received wide public 
attention: in 1893 art critic Julius Elias called attention to 
the young artist’s work; in 1899 she received a gold medal for 
her Ein Weberaufstand; in 1907 she was awarded the Villa-Romana- 

Preis endowed by Max Klinger; in 1917 there were numerous 
exhibits of Kollwitz work in honour of her fiftieth birthday; in 
1919 the artist was appointed to the Prussian Academy of the Arts 
and simultaneously awarded a professorship which she held till 
1933; in 1920 a retrospective show of Kollwitz's work was mounted 
in Berlin; in 1924-25 she was represented in the first exhibition 
of German art in the USSR; in her sixty-fifth year the artist was 
honored by exhibits in Moscow and Leningrad; in 1933 Kollwitz 
resigned from the Academy under pressure from the Nazis and in 
1937 her work was included in the exhibition of 'Degenerate

1 Martha Kearns, Kaethe Kollwitz: Woman and Artist (New 
York: The Feminist Press, 1976), p. xv.

This essay employs the Anglicized vowel form throughout, 
even where sources quoted used the German umlaut form (eg. 
Kaethe, Koenigsberg).



Art. '2
Ever since Kaethe Kollwitz submitted three prints to the 

Great Berlin Art Exhibition in 1893, at least two components of 
her work have been undisputed: it was clear from the beginning 
that she was a superior printmaker and that she was an artist 
worthy of attention. The reasons cited by critics and writers 
varied, but all agreed that she was deserving of wide public 
reflection and distribution. And, with the exception of the 
years 1933-45, Kollwitz has been exhibited somewhere in the 
world every year since 1893. The artist has had an extensive and 
often affirmative public reception.

Scholarship has not been as generous. Beyond the early 
consensus regarding the quality and significance of her work, the 
reception of Kollwitz' art has been haunted by biased 
interpretation and the polarization of opinion. This 
polarization may be linked to two tendencies in her work that 
were also apparent from the beginning: Kollwitz was a socially 
committed artist whose work carried the mark of human conscience 
and of political protest. The "'high art1 mainstream" attempted 
to distance itself from the element of protest in the artist's 
work and emphasized its humane qualities instead. This tendency 
is evident as early as 1903, in the first catalogue of Kollwitz' 
work by Max Lehrs, Director of the Dresden Kupferstichkabinett.

2 This is a representative sample of Kollwitz's achievements 
as an artist. For a more detailed chronology see Kaethe 
Kollwitz: Graphics, Posters, Drawings, ed. Renate Hinz, trans. 
Rita and Robert Kimber (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981), p. 132-
4.
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Even as it was being produced, therefore, critics lifted 
Kollwitz-art out of the concrete social milieu and immediate life 
context which inspired it and raised it to the level of the 
"Ueberpersoenliche," the transcendant.3

This position was countered by historians and critics who 
argued that the socially critical tendency, the element of 
protest in Kollwitz' work could not be denied. When Wilhelm 
Worringer introduced the expression "proletarian art" to refer to 
Kollwitz' work in 1931— even though he introduced it only to 
discount it— it became clear that mainstream interpretation could 
no longer lay sole claim to Kollwitz-art.4

"In the midst of the antifascist struggles of the 1930s and 
'40s, she [Kollwitz] was compared worldwide to Daumier, Goya, and 
even Rembrandt."3 After 1945, Kollwitz interpretation underwent 
a further split between East and West, "Left" and "Right."

Because of the "revolutionary" nature of Kollwitz' early 
print cycles which established her as an important artist and for 
which she is still remembered, mainstream art criticism and 
history writing has had to struggle to lay convincing claim to

3 Georg Bussmann and Bettina Schlegelmilch, "Zur Rezeption 
des Werkes von Kaethe Kollwitz," Kaethe Kollwitz (Frankfurt am 
Main: Frankfurter Kunstverein, 1973), n.p. Max Lehrs catalogue, 
Kaethe Kollwitz was published in Vienna as vol. 26 of Die 
graphischen Kuenste.

4 Wilhelm Worringer, "Kaethe Kollwitz" Bilderhefte des 
deutschen Ostens 10 (1931) , as interpreted by Bussmann and 
Schlegelmilch.

5 Lucy R. Lippard, "Foreword," Kaethe Kollwitz: Graphics, 
Posters, Drawings, ed. Renate Hinz, trans. Rita and Robert Kimber 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1981), p.vi.



7
Kollwitz-art. The discussion has often crystallized into a
debate, with the "Right" taking a defensive position against
"Left" interpretation.

In the '50s, with the triumph of McCarthyism, her work 
became 'illustrational,' 'obvious,' 'emotional,' and 
'literary.' Kollwitz's art-world invisibility in the 
midst of the political upheavals of the late 1960s is 
far more problematic. She has in some curious way been 
removed from history. . . . She is remembered 
primarily in the framework of Left culture rather than 
within the 'high art’ mainstream."6
This statement is confirmed by a quick survey of the four 

most popular texts used in North American undergraduate art 
history classes; only two mention Kaethe Kollwitz. Gardner's Art 
through the Ages included her among the German Expressionists for 
the first time in its 5th, 1970 edition, and the reader is led to 
believe that Kollwitz worked only in woodcut. Janson's History 
of Art included no women artists until its recently published,
3rd edition. Kaethe Kollwitz is not among them. The Story of 
Art, E. H. Gombrich's survey of western art also does not mention 
Kollwitz. Frederick Hartt's 1985 Art; A History of Painting, 
Sculpture, Architecture is the first art history survey to give 
Kollwitz a fair and critical representation.7

6 Ibid.
7 Helen Gardner, Gardner's Art Through the Ages, 8 th ed., 

revised by Horst de la Croix and Richard G. Tansey (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., 1986). I was unable to locate a 
copy of Gardner's 1959 edition to check whether Kollwitz had been 
included there. H. W. Janson, History of Art, 3rd ed., revised 
and expanded by Anthony F. Janson (New York: Abrams, 1986); E. H. 
Gombrich, The Story of Art, 14th ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N J : 
Prentice-Hall, 1986); Frederick Hartt, Art: A History of 
Painting, Sculpture, Architecture (New York: Abrams, 1985).



The manner in which Kollwitz-art has been dealt with,
especially since 1945, "has prevented a truly unbiased, impartial
acquaintance with the most celebrated of all German women
artists."8 Adolf Hitler, it seems, " . . .  was surer about
Kollwitz's place in art history than many art historians have
been: he specified that her works be included in the notorious
Degenerate Art exhibition of 1937— possibly the greatest
retrospective of modern art ever held."9

Until that 1937 exhibition, academic discussion revolved
primarily around the political intention of Kollwitz' art. When
the first edition of her journal and letters appeared in 1948,
another picture of Kollwitz emerged to complicate the debate
already in progress. The autobiographical writings seemed to
reveal a woman different from the Kaethe Kollwitz evident in her
artistic work. Tom Fecht writes:

The picture of the artist's personality that has 
emerged thus far in published excerpts from her 
autobiographical writings has always been richer and 
more complex than what we have been able to gather 
from the necessarily selective commentaries about her 
as an artist. It has always been obvious that her 
biography leaves a more "youthful" and vital impression 
than the progressively "heavier" thematic and stylistic 
burden of her work. Besides the 1923 Erinnerungen 
(Memoirs) and the often-cited Looking Back of 1941 the 
ten thick notebooks bound in oilcloth, the irregular 
entries in her diaries between 1908 and 1943, and her 
numerous letters have provided an indispensable source

8

8 Tom Fecht, Kaethe Kollwitz: Works in Color, trans. A. S. 
Wensinger and R. H. Wood (New York: Schocken Books, 1988), p. 4.

9 Alessandra Comini, "Gender or Genius? The Women Artists of 
German Expressionism," Feminism and Art History: Questioning the 
Litany, ed. Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard (New York: Harper & 
Row, Publishers, 1982), p. 271.



for a quite different understanding of Kollwitz's art.
Future publication of the complete source material
promises much in this regard.10
Since 1948 the graphic works and drawings of Kaethe Kollwitz 

have been thoroughly documented. August Klipstein's catalogue 
raisonne of Kollwitz-prints appeared in 1955 and it was followed 
by Nagel and Timm's catalogue of the drawings in 1972. The two, 
together with discoveries made since their publication include 
approximately "1,370 drawings, sketches, and study sheets as well 
as 267 etchings, lithographs, and woodcuts, some in as many as 
fifteen distinct versions."11 A substantial portion of her 
autobiographical writings have also been published. An English 
translation, albeit a poor rendition of the 1948 Taqebuchblaetter 
und Briefe, has been available since 1955. Out of print for a 
time, it has just been reprinted; unfortunately, even the most 
conspicuous errors have not been amended.12 There are, in 
addition, numerous volumes of reproductions and exhibition 
catalogues with introductory essays in a variety of languages.

Justification for the Study

9

10Fecht, p. 4.
11Fecht, p. 4.
12 For the autobiographical sources and the catalogues 

raisonnes see the selected bibliography on page 114. 
Unfortunately, the complete diaries were not available for this 
study. They are in preparation: Die Taqebuecher 1908-1943, ed. 
Jutta Bohnke (Berlin: Siedler Verlag), to be published in 1988 
or 1989; see Tom Fecht, p. 112. The Diary and Letters of Kaethe 
Kollwitz, have been reprinted by the Northwestern University 
Press, Evanston, Illinois, 1988.



A genuine Kollwitz renascence did not occur until thirty years
after Hitler's exhibition of 'degenerate' art. Renewed interest
in the artist was not primarily due to a re-evaluation of her
philosophy of art or of her merits as an artist. It coincided
roughly with the centenary of her birth and with the first
feminist critique of art history as a discipline, and generated a
number of academic essays, new exhibitions, and a biography from
a feminist perspective.13 As recently as 1984, however, it was
possible for Antony Griffiths to write that

. . . the student of Kollwitz is not well served by the 
existing literature. There is a large number of 
volumes of reproductions and exhibition catalogues with 
introductory essays of variable quality. Many confine 
their appreciation to the moral worthiness of her 
subject-matter, and say next to nothing about her art.
More ambitious studies are usually written from a 
Marxist or feminist standpoint, and rarely concern 
themselves with the evidence for Kollwitz's own 
philosophy which is revealed in her letters. . . .14

In spite of renewed and now ongoing academic interest in Kaethe
Kollwitz' place in the story of art, the lacuna in Kollwitz
studies which Griffiths describes, continues to exist.
Scholarship continues, also, to fall into the trap of black and
white, either/or thinking, thereby turning Kollwitz-art into
either "pure art" or an instrument of ideology, and Kollwitz
herself into either active or passive, melancholy or joyful,
hopeful or despairing.

10

13 Martha Kearns, see n. 1.
14 Antony Griffiths, "Kaethe Kollwitz," The Print in Germany 

1880-1933: The Age of Expressionism (New York: Harper & Row, 
Publishers, 1984), p. 60-1.



Now that both her artistic work and a substantial portion of 
her autobiographical writings are widely available, it is 
reasonable to expect that a unified picture of Kaethe Kollwitz, 
woman and artist, may finally emerge.

Statement of Intent 
When they are examined independent of each other, it is possible 
to argue that the autobiographical literature and the artistic 
work each mirror a quite distinct picture of the artist. If one 
reads with Kollwitz' journal and letters in one hand and her 
graphics in the other, however, a unified picture emerges. My 
study will assume the integrality of Kollwitz' art and her 
persuaded vision-of-life. Because finally, it is her letters and 
diary that "express, as well as explain, much of the spirit, 
wisdom, and internal struggle which was eventually transmuted 
into her art."13

This underlying premise will be supported, firstly, through 
a careful reading and interpretation of the available source 
material. My analysis will address the issue of Kollwitz' own 
philosophy of life and of art. It will be demonstrated that 
Kollwitz' autobiographical writings reveal an integrated world- 
and-life-vision.

Part III of my study will examine whether or not the same 
vision shines through in Kollwitz' artistic work. It will be

11

13 Quoted from the back cover of the paperback edition of the 
recently reprinted Diary and Letters.



shown that the two, her graphics and her writings, support each 
other. Thirdly, this insight will be employed in an effort to 
mediate the one-sided interpretations of Kaethe Kollwitz' 
artistic contribution, that have characterized Kollwitz- 
scholarship. Kollwitz' art as well as her writings and life show 
an integrated, committed vision of protesting compassion intended 
to heal and deepen human living. That vision is deserving of 
critical reflection and of the widest possible distribution.



PART I

ON POLARITIES AND METAPHOR



Kaethe Kollwitz did not create a cheerful body of work. There 
are glimpses of joy— "serious joys, but joys nevertheless"— but 
her artistic vision is a somber, a heavyhearted one. Only once 
in her art does she hint at her love of nature, of the out-of- 
doors, and then it is as the backdrop for a rape.16 It is only 
in her pictures of mothers, or parents, and children that real 
joy shines through (Fig. I).17 The qualities of her work that 
hold attention, therefore, and that linger with the viewer are 
not happy ones: an unremitting bleakness; a preoccupation with

16 Bauernkrieg (Peasants' War), plate 2: Vergewaltigt 
(Raped), 1907. K1 . 97. The first reference to a Kollwitz work 
of art in this essay will give the German title in italics with 
English translation in parenthesis. Further references to the 
same work will be in English and in italics. The abbreviation 
"Kl." refers to August Klipstein's catalogue raisonne; see the 
bibliography.

17 Mother with Child on Her Arm, 1916. Kl . 132.
In response to a retrospective exhibition at the Paul 

Cassirer gallery in Berlin, on the occasion of Kollwitz's 
fiftieth birthday, her sister, Lisbeth Stern wrote: "Diese 
wirkliche innere Not des Lebens . . . ist wie ein Stempel auf 
ihrem ganzen Werk. Nur manchmal aus den Zeichnungen vom Mutter 
und Kind spricht etwas wie Froehlichkeit, aber auch da mit einer 
gewissen Scheuheit und Fremdheit." Stern's short essay was first 
published in Sozialistischen Monatsheft, Band 23, 1917, Part II, 
p. 499ff. Stern is quoted here from a reprint of that essay in 
Fritz Schmalenbach1s Neue Studien ueber Malerei des 19. und 20. 
Jahrhunderts (Bern: Rota-Verlag, 1955), p. 38.

The Sekreta, a series of erotic drawings, were not intended 
for public viewing. "[Die Sekreta] . . . verkaufe ich nicht und 
zeige auch nicht. Ich weiss nicht, was mit denen nach meinem Tod 
geschehen soll," wrote Kaethe in April, 1920. Kaethe Kollwitz, 
"Ich sah die Welt mit liebevollen Blicken", (Hannover: 
Fackeltraeger-Verlag, 1968), p. 296; entry for April 8, 1920.

Many were destroyed after she died in 1945, but seven of the 
drawings were reproduced in the catalogue raisonne of her 
drawings in 1972, and now in Tom Fecht, Works in Color. One 
wonders whether Kollwitz would have approved. There is no doubt 
that the drawings " . . .  testify most eloquently to the artist's 
belief that sexuality can make one 'almost suffocate for the joy 
it brings.'" Martha Kearns, "A Secret Life," Connoisseur 
(February 1985) : 22.



death; the absurdity of war; a transforming zeal, a passion for 
social change. Kollwitz1 language is an iconography of human 
suffering.

Suffering was no stranger to Kollwitz. In the First World
War she lost a son and in the Second, a grandson.

"In Berlin she saw the collapse of the Monarchy, the 
violence of the November Revolution, lost everything 
she had in the Deflation, watched the Weimar Republic 
decline. Political assassination, street fighting, 
were daily occurcences until the Nazis assumed power, 
and then the solutions they found were not only 
personally repugnant, but brought an art policy which 
branded her."18

These were times that seemed determined to push the capacity for 
human suffering to its very limits.

The sensitive, conscientious artist could not escape the 
effects of life events, nor did she remain untounched in spirit. 
Kollwitz' life rhythm was marked by the turmoil and the 
contradictions, the aspirations and the despair that surrounded 
her. She vacillated between periods of inertia and productivity, 
between hope and despair, between self-assurance and self
doubt. Yet it is the periods of nothingness, as she called them, 
and the unresolved inquiry that fuelled her creative energies, 
that kept the seeker in her alive.

There are two things then, at least two, that someone 
familiar only with her art would not necessarily know about 
Kollwitz. "Menschen, die sie nur erlebt haben mit ihren guten 
traurigen Augen . . ., oder die sie nur von ihren Arbeiten her

18 Frank Whitford, "Kaethe Kollwitz," Studio International 
174, 895 (December 1967) : 262.
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kennen, kennen nur einen Teil von ihr, und nicht den, der Freude 
hatte . . .," wrote her son Hans in the introduction to the first 
release of autobiographical literature in 1948.19

Published excerpts from Kollwitz' journals and letters 
established what Hans must always have known about his Mother: 
she was a woman who affirmed life; someone who found deep 
satisfaction in her work, even though results did not come easily 
to her; she experienced deep joy in her children and 
grandchildren, in laughter and in play. One of her greatest 
pleasures was congeniality shared. Nature did not arouse her 
creative drive but it was in the out-of-doors, on a holiday at 
the sea or on long hikes, that she found relaxation and 
renewal.2 0

The autobiographical writings also disclose that the life 
and work of Kaethe Kollwitz were "singularly integrated;" the 
identity of art and artist was almost complete.21 For Kollwitz, 
living and working, etching and breathing were almost synonymous 
processes. That too would be unknown to someone familiar only 
with her work, because a work of art alludes to the process of

19Kaethe Kollwitz, Tagebuchblaetter und Briefe, ed. Hans 
Kollwitz (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 1948), p. 9.

20Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 138, entry for March 1923 ; 
p. 338, entry for January 1, 1926; and Hans Kollwitz, 
Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 11.

21 Carl Zigrosser, "Introduction," Prints and Drawings of 
Kaethe Kollwitz (New York: Dover Publications, 1969), p. VII, 
and Guenter Feist, "Zur Methodik der Kollwitz-Forschung," 
Anschauung und Deutung, Willy Kurth zum 80. Geburtstag. Studien 
zur Architecktur- und Kunstwissenschaft (Berlin: Akademie-

16

Verlag, 1964), p. 93.



its conception; it is the nature of art to convey its import in a 
suggestive way. Again, it is Kollwitz' writings that express and 
explain the spirit, the wisdom, and the internal struggle that 
formed and informed her art.

This raises the question: how is it that a woman whose life 
and creative rhythm are so conspicuously turbulent, achieves 
such singular wholeness? Kollwitz scholarship has, till now, 
fallen short of answering that question, it seems to me, because 
we have stopped short of actually uncovering the artist's 
Weitanschauung.

Guenter Feist in his article Zur Methodik der Kollwitz- 
Forschung suggests that the remarkable fluctuation in 
psychological well-being, the extraordinary vacillation, and the 
sometimes hopeless introspection noticeable in Kollwitz' diaries 
and letters, indicate deep going, unresolved contradictions in 
her worldview {Grundwidersprueche or Grundpolaritaeten), which 
carry over into artistic practice.22 He explains Kollwitz-art 
as conflict rendered corporeal, as the pendular resolution and 
counter-resolution of fundamental polarities. In so doing, it

17

22 Feist's essay, "Zur Methodik," first appeared in a 
somewhat abbreviated and altered form as "Kaethe Kollwitz; 
Weltanschauung und Kuenstlertum," Bildende Kust (1963) : 291-99. 
There he used the expression Grundwidersprueche instead of 
Grundpolaritaeten; the terms are used interchangeably.

" . . .  Bei der Pruefung [der Tagebuecher und Briefe, und] 
des Werkes wird man feststellen . . . dass . . .
Grundpolaritaeten sich von den ersten bis zu den letzten Werken . 
. . hindurchziehen, so dass die Entwicklung der Kollwitz-Kunst 
bis zu einem gewissen Grade in nichts anderem besteht als im—  
natuerlich gesellschaftlich bedingten— staendig erneuerten 
Austarieren der eigentlich immer existierenden Seiten," p. 87.



seems to me, Feist imposes a dualism on Kollwitz' life and work 
that the primary sources themselves disprove.

It is impossible to deny the internal struggle that marked 
Kollwitz' life and creative process, but there is a vast 
difference between conflicting, contradictory forces at work in a 
life and dualism. Polarities characterize life experience; 
dualism construes polarities as an irreducible principle of 
reality. Dualism distorts rather than clarifies the Kollwitzian 
conflict.

How then may this tension be explained? Recent analysis of 
the manner in which metaphor functions in everyday life, seems to 
offer a new approach to Kollwitz' life and art.23 Metaphors are 
pervasive . . . not just in language, but in thought and action. 
Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think 
and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.'24 The word 
metaphor originates from the Greek word meaning "to transfer." 
Metaphors provide the means by which we transfer knowledge, the 
means by which we speak about something as if it were something 
else. They are the means by which we think about something that 
we are seeking to understand in terms of what we already 
understand, or in terms of what we understand better. Metaphors

23 See, for example, On Metaphor, Sheldon Sacks ed. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1978).

24 George Lackoff and Mark Johnson, "Conceptual Metaphor in 
Everyday Language," Journal of Philosophy, 77 (August 1980), p. 
454, quoted in Douglas Diekema, "Metaphors, Morals, and Medicine" 
(Mimeograph of an unpublished paper presented at the Institute 
for Christian Studies, 1987), p. 1.

18



19
are a way of seeing the world, a way of seeing which is at the 
same time a framework for interpretation and understanding of the 
world.

"Not only do we perceive and understand the world 
and our experience within the world in terms of 
metaphors, but the metaphors we adopt will profoundly 
affect our very behavior, or response to the world and 
others in the world: 'In all aspects of life . . .  we 
define our reality in terms of metaphor, and then 
proceed to act on the basis of the metaphor. We draw 
inferences, set goals, make commitments, and execute 
plans, all on the basis of how we structure our 
experience, consciously and unconsciously, by means of 
metaphor.12 3
The efficacy of metaphor, its power to shape a life, is the 

key to an understanding of Kaethe Kollwitz. She was an artist 
and not a thinker; there is little in either her work or her 
writings for systematic "theory mongering." It can be shown, 
however, that Kollwitz’ letters, journals and prints reveal a 
basic set of beliefs which take on distinct contours with a 
recognizable and consistent logic. This framework of beliefs 
illuminated her experience and guided her action in the world; 
she saw, interpreted and ordered her experience by means of a 
primary metaphor. The argumentation presented here will comply 
with the metaphor itself, moving freely between the image, its 
aspects or tenets, and its consequences in life praxis.

23Diekema, p. 1-2. The internal quotation is from Lackoff 
and Johnson, p. 485.



PART II

THE KOLLWITZIAN WORLD-AND-LIFE-VISION



1 The Formative Years: Formation and Transformation

The formative kernels of Kollwitz' mature world-vision lay in the 
home environment of her family of origin.26 Kaethe Ida Schmidt 
was born in 1867 into an educated and a privileged, middle-class 
family with a keen interest in contemporary problems and social 
issues. The tone was set by the artist's grandfather Julius Rupp 
(1809-1884)— educated in history, philosophy and theology, 
qualified as a teacher in the German Gymnasium, and became, at 
the age of thirty-three, a "celebrated pulpit orator." Rupp was 
a progressive thinker willing to express an opinion contrary to 
the political persuasions of Friedrich Wilhelm IV, and was 
eventually dismissed from his teaching post. He went on to 
establish the first Free Religious Congregation in Germany.
"This group rejected the authority of the state church and was 
committed to combining the ideals of early Christianity with the 
democratic impulses of the period."87

88 Weltanschauung and its English equivalent "worldview" 
will, from this point in the essay onwards, retain their 
rationalistic overtones. "World-and-life-vision" or the 
abbreviated version "world-vision" will refer to a framework of 
basic beliefs which may be more or less consciously held by a 
person but always acquires recognizable contours in life praxis.

Quotations from the autobiographical literature are 
presented primarily in the original German. When a translation 
from the Diary and Letters has been used, that is indicated in 
the footnotes. In a few instances quotations will be presented 
in English with notation from a German text. In that case the 
translation is my own.

27Renate Hinz, "Introduction," Kaethe Kollwitz: Graphics, 
Posters, Drawings, ed. Renate Hinz, trans. Rita and Robert Kimber 
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1981), p. xvi. On June 30, 1918



Rupp died when Kaethe was seventeen and her father Karl 
Schmidt took over the leadership of the congregation. Schmidt 
had by this time also distinguished himself as unusual for a man 
of his social and economic position. Intrigued by theoretic 
socialism, he joined the Social Democratic Party 
(Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, or SPD). Unwilling to 
make the moral and political compromise necessary to practise law 
in the political climate of the day, he became a stonemason and 
the owner of a construction firm.

The Schmidt children followed their parents' lead.
Kaethe's older brother Dr. Konrad Schmidt (1863-1932) and his 
friends joined the SPD when they were still schoolboys. Konrad 
made the acquaintance of Friedrich Engels in London and became 
editor for the newspaper Vorwaerts, official voice of the Social 
Democrats.28 Among Konrad's socialist friends was Kaethe*s 
future husband, Karl Kollwitz, who became Kassen-Arzt and in 1891 
they married and moved to a working-class district of Berlin 
where they lived and worked for the rest of their lives.29

Her family left Kollwitz a cultural legacy rich in

Kollwitz made the following journal entry: "Karl erzaehlt, dass 
in einem Aufsatz in den Monatsheften auf Grossvaters Wirken 
hingewiesen ist, es soil da gesagt sein, dass was Marx fuer die 
Arbeiterbewegung gewesen ist, Rupp fuer das religioese Leben der 
Gegenwart bedeutet. Oder wenigstens bedeuten sollte." Ich sah 
die Welt, p. 36-37.

28 Feist, p. 87; Hinz, p. xvi.
29 Germany was one of the first countries to introduce a type 

of unversal medicare and in contemporary terms, Dr. Karl Kollwitz 
would be considered a welfare doctor. He was attached to a 
Berlin factory and in charge of medical services for employees.
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possibility. "They did not regard German classical literature, 
which is bourgeois in origin, and socialist theory as 
irreconcilable opposites but rather as related phenomena, both of 
which had valid exemplary characteristics."30 The artist was 
also singularly fortunate to have had in her father a parent who 
recognized her giftedness when whe was still a child, and who 
provided for her artistic education. Kollwitz came to believe, 
as her home environment taught her, that "a talent is a task 
(Eine Gabe ist eine Aufgabe)," or, priviledge is a social 
responsibility.

Kollwitz considered it self-evident that she should have 
been totally caught up in the socialist movement as a young 
artist and her early work reflected the revolutionary agenda of 
Marxian philosophy: "die Befreiung der Arbeiterklasse als Werk 
der Arbeiterklasse selbst," the self-liberation of the working- 
class.31 As a child she dreamt of dying at the street 
barricades and as a young woman she portrayed herself as the 
fiery Black Anna in Losbruch (Outbreak or Revolt; Fig. 2), whose 
strong body, outstretched from the toes of her foot to the
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30Hinz, p. xvi.
31 See Ich sah die Welt, p. 274, entry from the artist's 

"Rueckblick auf Fruehere Zeit," 1941; p. 312, from a response to 
a questionnaire on the Wuerde, the dignity of art sent to a 
hundred prominent artists in the years 1942-43; the quotation is 
from Albrecht Dohmann et al., Bild der Klasse. Die deutsche 
Arbeiterklasse in der bildenden Kunst (Berlin: Verlag Tribuene, 
1968), p. 12.



fingertips of her upraised arms, signals the peasants' revolt.32
Life events began gradually, however, to transform 

Kollwitz' revolutionary zeal. The working-class sick came to her 
husband's clinic on the ground floor of their Berlin apartment 
and so, incidentally, came also to her. Unsolved problems, the 
multiple and varied difficulties and tragedies of the urban poor 
"grieved and tormented" the artist. She was compelled, for the 
first time in her life, to put a human face on "proletarian 
life," and nearness changed the artist irrevocably. Kollwitz 
began to realize that the dislocation of the working-class was 
not strictly a matter of economic considerations.33

It was in this milieu that she worked on the Peasants' War 
series and even as she gave visual form to the revolutionary 
spirit that once moved her, she knew that the spirit had already 
left her. The hatred of the disinherited toward the propertied, 
the need for retribution no longer compelled her.34 Social 
change, Kollwitz began to think, would not come as a dramatic, 
revolutionary redirection of the historical process, but as a

32 Peasants' War, plate 5, 1903. Kl. 66. See the entry from 
"Erinnerungen," Ich sah die Welt, p. 161, c. 1922. Otto Nagel, 
artist and friend of Kollwitz, writes that "Kaethe once told me 
that she had portrayed herself in this woman [Black Anna]."
Kaethe Kollwitz, trans. Stella Humphries (London: Studio Vista 
Ltd., 1971), p. 33.

33 See Ich sah die Welt, p. 274, from "Rueckblick," 1941; p. 
179, entry for September 19, 1908; p. 275, from a 1907 (?) letter 
to Bonus-Jeep; and the Simplicissimus drawings of 1908-11 which 
depict urban life.

34Kollwitz, Briefe der Freundschaft, p. 135-6; an entry from 
the diary of Hans Kollwitz dated October 12, 1920 in which he 
recalls a conversation with his mother.



gradual transformation.
This shift in orientation, this new consciousness is 

registered in a stylistic change which divides Kollwitz' oeuvre 
into two broad groupings. The second phase was evident in 
individual, precursory plates as early as 1903, but the first 
period was not concluded till approximately 1910. A detailed 
examination of this change is beyond the scope of this essay; an 
overview of the dominant characteristics will need to suffice.

Round about 1910, therefore, Kollwitz began more and more to 
take her subjects from her own life context rather than from 
literary sources. The artist discovered Black Anna in a reading 
of Zimmerman's account of the Peasants' War;30 now she began to 
take her models from among the working-class women who waited for 
her doctor-husband. In the same year that she completed 
Outbreak, she also executed the colour lithograph Brustbild einer 
Arbeiterfrau mit blauem Tuch (Half-Length Portrait of a Working- 
Class Woman with a Blue Shawl).36 There are numerous examples of 
this overlap between her new and old styles, but the point to be 
made is that the artist began more and more to work her way into 
the nexus of life itself; human life events and experiences 
became her sole focus. In the course of this change her line

33Kollwitz, Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 142; an undated
letter from the early 1920s addressed to Arthur Bonus. The
reference is to Zimmerman's Geschichte des qrossen Deutschen
Bauernkrieqes, 1844, cited by Renate Hinz in her Introduction, p. 
xx. Kollwitz' second major print cycle dealt, retrospectively, 
with the violent peasant war fought in Germany during the mid
1520s within the context of the 16th century Reformation.
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38 Lithograph in three colors, 1903. K1 . 68, Illb.
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became less angular, the movement in her compositions less 
aggressive. She abandoned the spatially detailed, narrative, 
story-telling aspect of her earlier work and moved towards a more 
rudimentary composition, eliminating all superfluous detail, and 
focussed almost exclusively on the human figure. Black Anna left 
the sidelines, as it were, to join the ranks of those whom the 
social order ignored and exploited. She began to walk with the 
oppressed.3 7

37 Fritz Schmalenbach offers a more complete analysis of the 
two dominant Kollwitzian periods, though it too is cursory; pp. 
27, 29-30, 35. He refers to the two periods as two "types" of 
Kollwitz-art, the first as "erzaehlerischen Bilderzyklus," 
narrative picture cycles and the second as "Abwandlungen eines 
Themas," the development or unfolding of a major theme. A visit 
to the Kollwitz collection at the Minnesota Museum of Art in 
Minneapolis-Saint Paul, in January 1988, confirmed the 
authenticity of these two dominant intervals in Kollwitz' art. 
Elizabeth Coffman, Art Educator made the immediate observation 
that the artist's early work is "descriptive, story-telling, 
detailed, spacially specific, compositionally linear and 
progressive," and her later work "less detailed, more 
metaphorical, and compositionally circular."

Schmalenbach suggests that from the point of view of 
creative technique the Kollwitz-oevre may be seen to fall into 
four segments: 1) till 1910, primarily etching. 2) 1911-1919, 
primarily attempts at sculpture, a few prints which were 
primarily lithographs; these were generally unproductive years.
3) 1920-1935, a dramatic rekindling of the creative urge in 1920, 
primarily lithography. 4) after 1935, sculpture, p. 30, footnote
27. Zigrosser's periodization follows Schmalenbach's though he 
does not emphasize artistic technique to the same extent.

There is general agreement that after 1910 Kollwitz' 
"creative powers went into partial eclipse." She offers the 
following explanation in a letter to Arthur Bonus: "Sie fragen 
woher die Luecke zwischen 1910 (eigentlich 12) bis 1920 kommt.
Ja, das war eine kritische Zeit. Ich hab noch radiert, aber fast 
nichts mehr fertiggebracht. Es versagte fast gaenzlich. . . . 
Zugleich war es die Zeit der ungeheuer wichtigen Umstellung. 
Damals habe ich manchmal gedacht, ich wuerde rappelig." Beate 
Bonus-Jeep, Sechzig Jahre Freundschaft mit Kaethe Kollwitz 
(Berlin: Karl Rauch Verlag, 1948), p. 217-18. The correction 
that Kollwitz offers, that her unproductive period began in 1912 
not 1910, suggests that these years coincide roughly with the War
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Then came the First World War and Kollwitz own great sorrow.
Wie war mein Leben stark in Leidenschaft, in 
Lebenskraft, in Schmerz und Freude. Damals kaempfte 
ich wirklich in der Sonne. . . . Dann kam das 
allmaehliche Altern. Dann kam der Krieg. . . .Das 
Opfer Peters. Mein Opfer Peters. Sein Opfertod. Und 
dann fiel ich auch. . . .Ich geh im Halbdunkel, nur 
selten Sterne, die Sonne lange und ganz untergegangen.
. . .Es ist der Krieg, der einen bis auf den Boden 
drueckt,3 8

Kollwitz' practical politics were unalterably affected by the

years. Her sense that she might be going mad was closely linked 
with Peter's death and the general atrocities and insanities of 
the War. That Kollwitz underwent a traumatic period during the 
decade 1910-20 is beyond question. Even her monogram reflects it 
(Kl., p. VII).

Real life encounters or events played an unusually important 
role in Kollwitz' life. Viewed from that perspective a five-part 
Kollwitz-oevre suggests itself: 1) till approximately 1908 when 
she completed the Peasants' War and began the Simplicissimus 
drawings; a young artist's coming to terms with ideological or 
theoretical socialism. 2) 1908-1912, the years of the 
Simplicissimus drawings, the portraits of working-class women, 
and other significant single prints; an artist's and a woman's 
coming to terms with the real life conditions of the urban 
worker. This is the period in which the old and new styles most 
obviously merge and mesh. It must be remembered that historical 
beginnings and endings are never definitive. 3) 1912-1919, the 
"unproductive" years; a woman and mother's reaction to war. 4) 
1920-1933, a rekindling of creative energy, primarily in woodcuts 
and lithography; a woman, mother, and artist's coming to terms 
with war, revolution, and counter-revolution. 5) after 1933, a 
twentieth century Dance Macbre; a woman and an artist facing 
death, and proffering her last will and testament.

Unfortunately, I was unable to locate a copy of Gerhard 
Strauss' monograph Kaethe Kollwitz (Dresden, 1950) for the sake 
of comparison. Strauss also identifies five periods in the 
Kollwitz-oeuvre (Referred to in Guenter Feist, Methodik, p. 87).

38Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 59-60; entry for July 1,
1918. See also p. 35; entry for March 23, 1917. Peter's death 
left a deep mark on Kollwitz' life and work. She struggled for 
almost twenty years to come to terms with her grief in a memorial 
sculpture that would, at the same time, capture the grief of all 
German parents who lost sons in the War. It was finally 
completed in 1932 and located in the Belgian cemetery where Peter 
lay buried.



death of her younger son, by the War, by the process of aging.
In the face of war the artist found that "she could no longer 
maintain her 'revolutionary hatred.' . . . She could no longer 
condone killing for any belief system."39 What she had begun to 
believe had now been confirmed: there is human suffering of a 
sort, a privation of the human spirit that goes above and beyond 
physical, bodily privation. Separation and death, for example, 
are inevitable in every life.40

By the end of the First World War Kaethe Kollwitz' world- 
and-life-vision was firmly grounded. It was not, however, an 
unaltered version of the framework of belief that she had 
inherited. Matters of Church dogma Kollwitz rejected outright 
When she left home and encountered Materialism, Kollwitz rejected 
everything "that went by the name of religion"— she thought 
— and there is little evidence in her journals of orthodox 
Christian practise. Yet, Kollwitz was, as we shall see, if not a 
"religious" individual, then someone with a spiritual view of 
life in the world that transcended the partisan concerns of both 
Church dogma and Socialist orthodoxy. She may have spoken more 
truthfully than she knew, when she wrote: "Bis heute weiss ich 
nicht, ob die Kraft, die meine Arbeiten hervorgebracht hat, etwas
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39Lippard, p. x.
40 Ibid., p. 312; from the artist's response to the 1942-43 

questionnaire.



ist, was mit Religion verwandt ist, oder gar sie ist."41
29

41Kollwitz, Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 143; from an 
undated letter, Easter, c. 1922. Arthur Bonus, husband to the 
artist's friend Beate Bonus-Jeep, believed that Kollwitz' work 
was religious art and tried to establish his thesis in the 
introduction to a collection of her prints, Das Kaethe Kollwitz 
Werk (Dresden: Carl Reissner Verlag, 1930) . Kollwitz authorized 
the selection of prints and indulged Bonus' theological 
reflections. This is the only instance in which the artist 
addressed the question of religious influences on her work in 
writing, and it is a question that she never resolved for 
herself. On the one hand, she told her son Hans, "I am not a 
religious person even if Bonus is at pains to establish it," and 
on the other, she wrote Bonus, "Ich bin neugierig, was Sie da 
herausfinden werden. Ich weiss nur, dass es [die Religion] 
tatsaechlich eine Kraft ist, oder wenigstens war." Briefe der 
Fruendschaft, p. 136 and Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe. p. 143.

Kollwitz' friend and colleague Otto Nagel wrote: "Attempts 
have been made to find a religious meaning in the work of Kaethe 
Kollwitz, but there is absolutely no foundation for this, either 
in her life, her work, or her utterances. Her art rings with a 
noble humanism that owes much to the strong influence of Goethe, 
who meant so much to her." Nagel, Kaethe Kollwitz, trans. Stella 
Humphries (London: Studio Vista Ltd., 1971), p. 96.

An analysis of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's influence on the 
artist is beyond the scope of this study, but his influence as 
Nagel suggests, was undoubtedly considerable. Goethe was 
Kollwitz' life-long literary companion (See especially her 1938 
letter to Wilhelm Loth, Briefe der Freundschaft, p. 43).

Goethe himself may well have been more "religious" than 
Nagel recognized. His famous remark: 'We are pantheists when we 
study nature, polytheists when we poetize, monotheists in our 
morality,' suggests an ambiguous but fertile theology. Quoted by 
Arnulf Zweig, "Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von," The Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy. ed. Paul Edwards, 8 vols. (New York: Macmillan 
Publishing Co., Inc. and The Free Press, 1967), 3 : 364.



A group show was opening at the Prussian Academy of the Arts in
Berlin in 1933, and Kollwitz was among the artists on exhibit.
When she saw her own work amidst that of her colleagues she was
prompted to draw the following analogy and recorded it in a
letter to her friend, Beate Bonus-Jeep:

Das Mitschwingenkoennen ist so schoen und lebendig, und 
traurig ist es, ausgeschlossen zu sein. Man ist doch 
eben ein Blatt am Zweig und der Zweig gehoert zum 
ganzen Baum und wenn der Baum hin und her weht, ist das 
Blatt befriedigt, auch mitzuwehen . . .42
Kollwitz drew her comparisons from plant life and she

understood her own life by arguing from analogy. Primary amongst
the connotations of this organic metaphor was the notion of
interdependence, das Mitschwingenkoennen, to resonate with the
whole, to vibrate to the same pulse that throbs through the
whole. All of life, she believed, is interconnected in the same
way that a leaf is vitally attached to a tree. The leaf cannot
sustain itself apart from the tree, nor the tree apart from its
leaves; the tree draws its nourishment from the soil in which it
is rooted and from the air that surrounds it. And that is how
Kollwitz saw and understood her life and work: as inextricably
bound to the larger social fabric. The forces at work in the
world were the energies that moved her as well. Life, really
living could only occur in bonding with the whole and a life's

2 Interdependence: The Force of Life

42Kollwitz, Tagebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 150-51; from a 
letter dated 1933.



work only had meaning within the larger context.
This consciousness of interdependence permeated Kollwitz' 

existence and her letter to Jeep takes on added significance in 
light of the fact that it was penned shortly after she resigned 
from the Academy under pressure from the Nazis. She held that 
Academy position for fourteen years (1919-1933), precisely the 
fourteen that Hitler now labelled the degenerate ones. Yet there 
is not a hint of reproach or of self-pity in the artist's letter. 
Personal grief, it seems, often moved her less deeply than events 
within Germany itself; Kollwitz believed that personal, human 
concerns are political concerns.43 She was never able to dismiss 
life events as simply personal or as merely political. That sort 
of dichotomy was foreign to her frame of reference.

"Everyone shares a part in this monstrous guilt," she wrote 
about the first World War, and she felt the same about Nazism.44 
She did not disclaim her country even when Hitler and his policy 
branded her work. The destiny of the German people was her lot 
in life too and she chose to stay and share in their dilemma and 
in their lives, rather than a safe exile in North America.43 The

43 The same is true of her art. . . es wird sehr selten
auf diesen [Kollwitz] Blaettern gejammert Oder geweint. Wenn die 
Klage einmal laut ist, so ist sie ein gellender Schrei." Fritz 
Schmalenbach in "Kaethe Kollwitz," Neue Studien ueber Malerei, p. 
23.

44Kollwitz, Briefe der Fruendschaft, p. 94; letter to Erna 
Krueger dated March 22, 1918.

43Zigrosser writes that "about 1938-1939 Erich Cohn of New 
York offered to get Kaethe Kollwitz out of Germany by providing 
passports and necessary guarantees," p. XVIII. The artist was 
grateful but declined the offer for fear of the reprisal her



will to autonomy that has come to characterize our world was 
anathema to Kollwitz.

Choices did not always come easily to the artist, however. 
"Es ist mir furchtbar schwer, Stellung zu nehmen," she wrote, and 
"ich schaeme mich, dass ich noch immer nicht Partei nehme und 
vermute fast . . . das der eigentlich Grund dazu Feigheit 
ist."46 "Statements like these do not reflect a lack of 
commitment to the fundamental socialist ideals Kollwitz always 
held, but rather indicate her independence and her political 
honesty."47 And she was certainly never a coward. The artist 
vacillated when faced with partisan alternatives, but 
equivocation must not in this instance be interpreted as 
indecisiveness because the artist always knew what she was for: 
Kollwitz cast her vote in favour of humanity and all people, she 
believed, should be permitted to live.48

Life was an important concept for the artist. She 
understood it to mean something more than mere survival, more 
than subsistence living. Nor did she understand living, really
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family might suffer.
46 From a Kollwitz letter quoted in Beate Bonus-Jeep, Sechzig 

Jahre Freundschaft mit Kaethe Kollwitz (Berlin: Karl Rauch 
Verlag, 1948), p. 163, and Ich sah die Welt, p. 198; entry for 
October 1920.

47Lippard, p. x i .
48Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 198; entry for October 1920.



living, as a principle of economic prosperity or privilege.49 
Really living involved all the Grundgefuehle, all the basic 
passions of a full life— birthing and mothering, camaraderie, 
joy, love, work, death and separation— these, Kollwitz believed, 
were basic, genuine life experiences; this was the stuff that 
being human was made of.30 Really living had to do with the love 
of life itself: "I lived as a human being must live, interested 
in everything with a passion."31 But really living also 
encompassed the love of others' lives and their right to dignity 
and a full and meaningful life.

33

49"She could have wrung a fortune from her art," wrote 
Agnes Smedley, "for she is famous throughout Continental Europe; 
but she considers that she is a product of the working class and 
that her talent belongs to the masses." "Germany's Artist of the 
Masses," Industrial Pioneer 2 (September 1925) : 9.

It is interesting in this context to call attention to 
Kollwitz' journal entry of November 1922: "Herr Boettger vom 
Verlag Emil Richter teilt mir heut mit, dass bei einer Auktion 
die Carmagnole auf 90 000 Mk hochgetrieben ist. So werden meine 
Blaetter Spekulationsokjekt." Ich sah die Welt, p. 301.

Kollwitz did not hesitate to turn privilege into an 
advantage, however; Lina Maekler was a member of the Kollwitz 
household as maid for over thirty years in order to free the 
artist for her work. Hans Kollwitz, "Introduction" to Briefe der 
Fruendschaft , p. 9-10.

30Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 61; entry for September 28,
1919. And, Briefe der Freundschaft, p. 49, letter to Joseph 
Faassen dated August 28, 1940; p. 65, letter to Gertrud 
Weiberlen, Easter 1936; p. 137, from the diary of Hans Kollwitz 
dated January 1926.

31Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 277; entry for April 1910.



3 The Cycles of Life: "Seed-Grain Should Not Be Ground.”

Kollwitz' notion of a full life, of permitting the people to
live, introduces another aspect of the metaphor that shaped the
artist's life. It is the belief that life, all of life moves
through rhythmic, organic, seasonal cycles. Just as a plant
goes through cycles and through seasons of growth, flowering,
fruition and harvest, so humanity spirals through the seasons of
life: childhood, maturity and old age. Just as a seed must be
placed in the ground where it dies, even as new life springs
forth from it, so all living things have their cycle of life,
death and transformation. On May 4, 1914 Kollwitz wrote: "Doch
rueckt wohl die Zeit immer naeher, wo es wirklich nicht mehr so
schade ist, wenn man stirbt. Wie das Blatt im Herbst sich ganz
sacht loest und vom Stengel abgestossen wird, weil es eben nicht
mehr gebraucht wird."52

Kollwitz honoured death as an integral part of living but
she was not a fatalist.83. "I do not want to die," she wrote
almost a year later, in a notable journal entry:

Bevor ich nicht treu mit meinem Pfund zu Ende gewuchert 
habe und das in mich gelegte Samenkorn bis in den 
letzten kleinen Zweig zu dem entwickelt habe, wozu es 
bestimmt ist, will ich nicht abtreten. Das 
widerspricht nicht dem, dass ich— laechelnd— fuer 
Peter . . . gestorben waere die Wahl mir gestellt

S2Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 79.
33 She honoured it as an integral part of the life cycle and 

death was in truth, an integral part of her life's experience. 
That explains, in part, her lifelong "dialogue with Death," that 
she carried on through her art.



worden- . . . Peter war Saatfrucht, die nicht 
vermahlen werden sollte. Er selbst war die Aussaat.
. . . Da ich nun aber Traeger [und Entwickler eines 
Samenkorns] sein soll, will ich treu dienen.34

Life, Kollwitz believed, must be fully lived out; it must be
allowed to move through its entire cycle, just like a plant which
is allowed to germinate and grow to fruition.33

Germany was a recently united country, but an internally
divided one and the First World War gave people a common cause.36
Kollwitz' son Peter was among the early volunteers. He was an
eighteen year old, killed during his first night in action. The
artist struggled to keep faith with her son, with all the young
men who gave their lives voluntarily. She wanted to believe that
there was a reason worthy of the sacrifice and in the early
stages of the war she was able to find some meaning in the
conflict when she viewed it within the horizons of her ultimate
vision for life.

Mir will scheinen, als ob hinter all den Kaempfen, die 
die Welt jetzt durchmacht, doch schon eine neue 
Schoepfung sich ankuendigt. Und das millionfach 
geflossene geliebte Blut, es ist geflossen, um die 
Menschheit hoeher zu heben, als sie stand. Das ist

35

34Kollwitz, Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 57; entry for 
February 15, 1915.

33"Dass das Leben einem nicht gehoert, als ob man es 
jederzeit weglegen koennte, man duerfte das erst tun, wenn man 
sein Leben ganz ausgelebt haette, wie eine Pflanze bis zum 
letzten Rest ihrer Keimkraft sich ausgewachsen und entfaltet 
haette." Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 349; entry for August 
15, 1915.

36 The various German states were united as a country in 1871 
after winning the Franco-Prussian War in 1870.



mein Politisieren . . . es kommt auf Glauben heraus.37 
Just as dissonance sometimes resolves in harmony, musically 
speaking, so there is some purpose in war if it is a stepping 
stone to a better world.

But her hope that open conflict might usher in a new and 
better world was transformed during the course of the war into a 
firm conviction that war is an insanity. Violence she concluded, 
will never bring in a better world. Instead, it represents 
premature death, mistaken sacrifice, the grinding of human life, 
the crushing of the human spirit which sheathes the kernel of a 
genuinely better world. Peter was seed for the planting which 
should not have been ground and by the end of the War, it had 
become Kollwitz's pacifist slogan: 'Saatfruechte sollen nicht 
vermahlen werden.138

This quotation from Goethe, this image helped Kollwitz to 
understand and solidify how it was that she had really begun to 
perceive war. And the quotation, "Seed-grain must not be

36

37Kollwitz, Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 138; letter to 
her son Hans dated April 22, 1917.

38 This is a quote from Goethe, as were many of Kollwitz’ 
catch phrases. In fact, the artist may well have been indebted 
to Goethe for her primary metaphor. There is no indication that 
Kollwitz was familiar with his "Essay on the Metamorphosis of 
Plants" but ideas from this essay, in all likelihood, carried 
over into his other writings and it was Goethe, according to 
Arthur Bonus, who suggested that the kernel of Nature is 
implanted in the heart of humanity. Arthur Bonus, Das Kaethe 
Kollwitz Werk, p. 18.

See also Kollwitz’ brief essay to Richard Dehmel, printed in 
Vorwaerts in the fall of 1918, where she pleads for an end to 
war, and quotes Goethe as a closing directive. Ich sah die 
Welt, p. 189-90.



ground," became the "metaphoric bridge" which enabled her as 
artist to pass between life events and the creative act. It 
was, in short, an example of how metaphor came full circle in her 
life and artistic work, how she saw and interpreted immediate 
experience by means of metaphor and how the metaphor itself was 
eventually transmuted into art objects. Kollwitz-art could be 
described as the metamorphosis of immediate experience.

37



4 Metamorphosis: "Life Hides Everything Within Itself And It 
Is Life that I Contend With Through My Art.”

Kollwitz-art was born out of a significant gestation period; 
there was seldom an immediate reflection of life experience in 
her work. H er1s was a "typically expressionist dilemma:" she 
was a very sensitive person who needed emotional stimuli in 
order to work, but in the face of a truly devastating life 
experience— the death of her son— she was unable to create.39 
"Stillstand in der Arbeit," she wrote on August 22, 1916.

Wenn ich so duerr fuehle, sehne ich mich fast nach 
dem Schmerz zurueck. Und wenn er wieder kommt, dann 
fuehle ich, wie er koerperlich alle Kraft nimmt, die 
zur Arbeit noetig ist.

Eine Zeichnung gemacht . . . ich koennte hundert 
solche Blaetter machen, und doch komme ich ihm so nicht 
naeher. Ich suche ihn. Als ob ich ihn in der Arbeit 
finden muesste. Und doch ist alles, was ich machen 
kann, so kindisch schwach und ungenuegend. Ich fuehle 
dunkel, dass ich das heben koennte, dass in der Arbeit 
der Peter liegt und ich ihn finden koennte. Aber 
zugleich das Empfinden: ich kann es nicht mehr. Ich 
bin zu zerstoert, zerweint, geschwaecht. Es geht mir 
wie dem Dichter bei Thomas Mann: er kann nur dichten; 
zugleich das Gedichtete leben, dazu langen seine 
Kraefte nicht. Ich umgekehrt. Ich habe keine Kraefte 
mehr, um das Gelebte zu praegen. Ein Genie koennte das 
und ein Mann. Ich wohl nicht.

Zur Arbeit muss man hart sein und das, was man 
gelebt hat, aus sich heraussetzen. Wenn ich beginne, 
das zu tun, so fuehle ich wieder als Mutter, die den 
Schmerz nicht von sich lassen will. Manchmal ist das 
alles so schwer.60
The creative process began for Kollwitz when this tide of 

nothingness receded: "wenn man anfaengt zu fuehlen, wie die

39 Victor H. Miesel, ed., Voices of German Experssionism 
(Englewood Cliffs, N J : Prentice-Hall, Inc.), p. 165.

60Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 283-84.



Gleichgueltigkeit nachlaesst, eine Art Auftauen und wieder 
Fuehlenkoennen eintritt."61 The notion of Gefuehl is crucial to 
an understanding of Kollwitz' creative process but Gefuehl must 
not be set in oppostion to rationality.82 That is to say, 
Kollwitz-art must not be perceived as aroused or stimulated by 
emotion rather than intellectual reason. The artist was only 
able to work when she was able to feel (Fuehlenkoennen), and she 
was only able to create when feeling had deepened into Gefuehl. 
Her art was an emotional outpouring, but it was artistic 
expression held in check by rigorous intellectual analysis and 
reflection, and by much preliminary work and technical 
refinement. Both, feeling and rationality, were human faculties 
by means of which the artist opened herself to life.63 She 
perceived the world and life in it both emotionally and 
intellectually; she understood it experientially, that is, as a 
living force. "Nie habe ich meine Arbeit kalt gemacht . . . 
sondern immer gewissermassen mit meinem Blut."64

Gefuehl held normative status for Kollwitz: "Wenn dieses, 
was noch halb Wunsch, halb Vorstellung ist, wirklich Glaube wird,

61 Ibid., p. 288; entry for January 30, 1918. For a 
description of the nothingness see also p. 328; entry for April
1921.

62"Das Gefuehl, das Kaethe Kollwitz hier ganz offen ihrem 
Verstand gegenueberstellte und das sie zu ihrem Ratgeber erhob, 
spielte in ihrem Leben eine ungeheure Rolle." Feist, p. 91.

63Kollwitz, Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 125; a letter to 
the artist's two sons dated July 11, 1914.

64 Ibid., p. 137; a letter to Hans dated April 16, 1917.
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so dass ich es fuehle, dann muss ich auch in diesem Leben schon 
etwas davon erfahren."63 It was to lived reality and to life 
praxis that Kollwitz ultimately appealed for meaning and value, 
and it is out of that nucleus or nexus that she created.66

Kollwitz conceived of the artist as a midwife, as a kind of 
two-way funnel. The artist must be brutal, she said, and "thrust 
outside oneself," give outward form that is, to what has been 
lived through.67 On the one hand, she "took life into herself" 
and, on the other, she sought to give it back in her art.68 The 
two processes converged on Gefuehl, where she allowed what had 
been lived through to "work upon" her. Extracting its expressive 
potential, she called it, and understood it as a distillation of 
the "idea" immanent in experience. Or, inspiration might present 
itself as an "idea" seen by the "inner eye," begging to be 
pursued to its aesthetic conclusion.69
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63Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 352; entry for October 21,
1916.

66"It always comes back to this: that only one's inner
feelings represent the truth." Kollwitz, Diary and Letters, p. 
70; entry for Good Friday, April 20, 1916. And: "Wie gut es 
ist, wenn die Wirklichkeit einen auf Herz und Nieren prueft und 
einen ohne Beschoenigung an die Stelle stellt. . . . "  Kollwitz, 
Ich sah die Welt, p. 199; entry for June 28, 1921.

67Kollwitz, from the quotation on page 37, n. 60.
68 Hans Kollwitz, "Introduction," Diary and Letters, p. 8.
69Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 198, entry for October 

1920; and Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 97, entry for November 
1, 1925: "Bahr spricht in einem Aufsatz ueber Stifter sehr gut 
aus, was mir das Wesentliche im Kunstwerk zu sein scheint. Er 
sagt: Stifter waere als Maler treu bemueht gewesen, 'entweder 
Erfahrung zu der ihr einwohnenden Idee zu steigern oder Idee, 
wenn er eine mit seinem inneren Auge zu erblicken meinte, nicht



To put it another way, art was for Kollwitz a process of 
mediation.70 She was not experimental, not an innovator; the 
artist had a driving need to "dispel polarities," to forge lost 
connections, to bind up wounds. The artist winnowed life 
experience, so to speak; she filtered events through her 
consciousness of mutual interdependence and what came most 
clearly into focus for her, was human brokenness. Her hope was 
that her art would hide within it full and meaningful life, that 
it would hint at reconciliation— life transformed into art and 
life transformed through her art.71 Life itself was both the 
stuff of, and the goal of her art.

Zigrosser may be an honest spokesperson at this juncture 
when he suggests that Kollwitz ". . . had the gift of 
generalizing from the particular into the universal, of creating 
types."72 The artist seems, at times, to corroborate such a view
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als blossn Reiz auf sich wirken zu lassen, sondern ihrer tiefsten 
Sehnsucht, der nach Verwirklichung, zu genuegen.'"

70 While I agree with Lucy Lippard's (p. vi-vii) intent, I 
find her choice of "synthesizer," as a word to describe Kollwitz, 
unfortunate. There is a subtle but important distinction between 
synthesis and mediation. To synthesize means to form a 
"composition or combination of parts or elements so as to form a 
whole." The mediator, on the other hand, "occupies a middle 
ground." To mediate is "to interpose between parties in order to 
reconcile them; to reconcile differences; to bring accord 
(Webster's)." The latter is a more accurate description of 
Kollwitz, I think.

71"Das Genie kann wohl vorauslaufen und neue Wege suchen, 
die guten Kuenstler aber, die nach dem Genie kommen— und zu 
diesen rechne ich mich— ,haben den verlorengegangenen Konnex 
wieder zu schaffen." Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 282; entry 
for February 21, 1916.

72Zigrosser, p. XXIV.
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of her work. "Ich finde immer, man kann sehr weit an die 
konkrete Natur sich halten und doch das Ueberpersoenliche, 
Ueberzeitliche heraus holen," she wrote to a fellow artist.73

It would not be quibbling, however, to argue that Kollwitz 
did not aim to create "types;" she did not universalize beyond 
the experiences that life itself offered. Her subjects become 
universal not because they are "types," but because they capture 
human passion so intensely and so truthfully that all who view it 
share the emotion.74 Kollwitz herself left it for her viewers to 
decide whether or not she had acted as go-between— between people 
and something transcendent, something primal— time, she 
believed, would vallidate her work, or diminish it. Overwhelmed 
by the favourable response to a retrospective show in honour of

73Kollwitz, Briefe der Freundschaft, p. 61; letter to 
Gertrud Weiberlen dated September 25, 1931.

74 Martha Kearns, Kaethe Kollwitz, p. 81.
Brenda Ueland suggests that " . . .  a 'type' is never 

convincing and never comes to life. . . . The more you wish to 
describe a Universal the more minutely and truthfully you must 
describe a Particular." She goes on to say: "The truth, life 
itself, is always startling, strange, unexpected. But when the 
truth is told about it everybody knows at once that it is life 
itself and not made up." If You Want to Write, 2nd ed. (Saint 
Paul, Minn.: Graywolf Press, 1987), p. 104; 108, footnote #4.

Such a statement could have come from Kaethe Kollwitz and 
that, life itself, is the difference not the similarity, between 
a Kollwitz and Jean-Francois Millet (Zigrosser, p. XXIV).
"Millet . . . created types. Both his human figures and their 
natural environment have a feeling of permanence, because he 
wished to raise them above the petty details of present life and 
link them with the eternal peasant he found in the Bible and in 
classical literature." Robert Herbert, Barbizon Revisited 
(Boston: Museum of Fine Art, 1962), p. 45.

Kollwitz’ urban workers were drawn from life itself. 
Kollwitz’ workers will never add their "Amen!" to our North 
American table grace as Millet's peasants have so easily been co
opted to do.
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her fiftieth birthday, the artist wrote:

. . . Ich kann mir kaum denken, dass ich so imstande 
gewesen sein soll, mich mitzuteilen oder— mehr als das- 
-direkt Mittler gewesen zu sein zwischen den Menschen 
und irgend etwas ihnen nicht Bewusstem,
Uebersinnlichem, Urgruendigem. Da wirkt doch wohl 
Suggestion mit. Bleiben meine Arbeiten so in ihrer 
Wirkung— auch nach Jahrzehnten— , ja, dann habe ich sehr 
viel erreicht. Dann sind durch mich die Menschen 
bereichert worden. Dann habe ich mitgearbeitet am 
Aufbau. Was uebrigens jeder tut, aber mir waere es 
zugefallen in einem hoeheren Grade wie vielen anderen, 
es zu tun.73
In short, Kollwitz simply proceeded on the assumption that 

what she knew best in life was her own experience of life and her 
aim was to describe visually, as truthfully as she knew how, what 
had actually been lived through.

Visual honesty must not in this instance be confused with 
verisimilitude or slavish adherence to nature. Kollwitz worked 
in a realistic, descriptive idiom but it was not her artistic aim 
to transpose retinal images. "Expression is all I want," she 
wrote.76 In its broadest definition, the term "expression" or 
"expressionism" has been used to apply to all art which 
subordinates nature and natural form to the emotional experience 
and vision of the artist. Kaethe Kollwitz is, in this sense, a 
"typical expressionist" and that is the meaning she seems to 
intend when she writes that expression is all she really wants in 
her art.

73Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 285; entry for May 13,
1917.

76Kollwitz, Diary and Letters, p. 98; entry for June 25,
1920.



When an upper-case 'E' is used, "Expressionism" usually
refers to the artistic movement that was the dominant force in
Germany between roughly 1905 and 1930. The term "Expressionism"
was first employed in 1911 to describe an exhibition of Fauvist
and Cubist paintings in Berlin.77 It is this group, the
Expressionists, from which Kollwitz sought to differentiate
herself: "Wenn ich doch noch lernen koennte von der neuen
Richtung [Expressionisten, Kubismus, Futurismus] und doch
selbstaendig bleiben."78

German Expressionists are known for an art that deliberately
distorted natural form and used violent, exaggerated colour to
heighten emotional content. "I am no expressionist in that

sense [italics mine]," the artist explained. Kollwitz referred
to Expressionism as a "pure, hyperbolic studio art," and rejected
it in favour of "realistic art." But again, the artist is at
pains to explain that realism must be understood in the
Kollwitzian sense:

" Sie [die Form] darf nicht realistisch sein und sie 
kann nicht eine andere sein als die uns bekannte 
menschliche Form. Eine Form zu finden . . .  is fuer 
mich unmoeglich, ich bin kein Expressionist in dem 
Sinne. Also bleibt nur die mir bekannte menschliche
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77 This is the approach to "expressionism" and 
"Expressionism" described by Harold Osborne, et al. in the 
The Oxford Dictionary of Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1988), p. 171 and adopted, for example, by John Willett in his 
book Expressionism (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1970); 
see his introduction.

78Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 279; entry for November
1913.
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Form, die aber ganz destilliert sein muss."79
Kollwitz was in search of an expressive realism: an artiste 

image that made visible her invisible emotional response to a 
thing, and yet, an image that was recognizably drawn from nature. 
Art must be derived from life; it must have "living roots." And 
life offered enough of everything— emotional hysteria, conflict, 
suffering— life offered everything Kollwitz needed for her art. 
She wanted to distill life's expressive or emotional content 
without exaggeration or embellishment. That is the one thing, 
she believed, that remained consistent throughout her long 
career. Even her early, her revolutionary art which she later 
found "painfully anecdotal," hid within it life itself.80

Art, according to Kollwitz, must have "living roots" but it 
must also "form living roots [italics mine]." She shared the 
Expressionist longing to ''. . . transcend both the individual 
artist and art itself. That is, the artist conceived as a genius 
cut off from the 'common herd1 and art as a precious object to be 
enshrined in a museum."81 They all agreed that art should

79Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 247, entry for November 7, 
1917; Ich sah die Welt, p. 282, entry for February 21, 1916.

The best way to gain an understanding of what Kollwitz was 
after in seeking to differentiate herself from other 
Expressionists would be to restage the 1937 exhibition of 
'Degenerate Art.’ Kollwitz was one of the very few, if not the 
only discredited artist who worked in a realistic idiom.

80Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 284, entry for March 1917; 
Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 138, letter to Hans dated May 
1917: "Das Leben ist es, was alles in sich birgt und mit dem ich 
mich auseinanderstezte durch die Arbeit."

81Miesel, p. 11.



somehow work towards the betterment of a world that was drifting
into chaos. But Kollwitz considered Expressionism, "pure art,"
incapable of forming living roots. A "pure studio art" that is
preoccupied with its own aesthetic problems— an art that refused
to be about anything but itself— alienated the uninitiated public
and therefore inhibited social change.

And Kollwitz wanted people, non-artists to have access to
her iconography. She sought to establish a living connection
between herself, as artist, and the public.

Kunst fuer den Durchschnittsbeschauer braucht nicht 
flach zu sein. Sie wird ihm noch gefallen, auch wenn 
sie platt ist. Sicher aber wird ihm wahre Kunst 
gefallen die einfach ist. Es ist ganz meine Meinung, 
dass zwischen Kuenstler und Volk Verstaendnis sein 
muss. . . ,82
Life was always more important to Kollwitz than art. Such a 

Statement does not mean to suggest that life and art counteracted 
each other. Even a superficial reading of her diaries reveals 
that her artistic work was of utmost importance for her. But an 
"art for art's sake" was foreign to her. Art was her "second 
act": "Ich fuehlte, dass ich mich doch nicht entziehen duerfte 
der Aufgabe, Anwalt zu sein. Ich soll das Leiden der Menschen, 
das nie ein Ende nimmt, das jetzt bergegross ist, aussprechen.
Ich habe den Auftrag."83 Art production was preceeded by the 
recognition of deep going, unresolved problems in the world that

82Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 282; entry for February 21,
1916.

83Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 293; entry for January 5,
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demanded a commitment from her to work towards their demise— in 
the creation of a just world— and commitment implied an art 
engaged with life issues.84 She noted in 1922 that, unlike 
Schmidt-Rottluf, her art had a purpose: "Freilich reine Kunst .
. . ist meine nicht. Aber Kunst doch. . . . Ich bin 
einverstanden damit, dass meine Kunst Zwecke hat. Ich will 

wirken in dieser Zeit, in der die Menschen so ratlos und 
hilfsbeduerftig sind."83 Kollwitz made her artistic talent 
available when and where she was needed, posters not excluded.

In short, Kollwitz " . . .  firmly integrated her social 
experience, her ethics, and her politics with her art. This in 
itself was enough to set her apart from her contemporaries— and 
to confuse the chroniclers."86 Contemporary historians generally 
include the artist among the German Expressionists, but in 
truth, Kaethe Kollwitz still occupies that independent space that 
she so carefully reserved for herself.
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84 The expression 'second act’ is borrowed from the South 
American liberation theologian Gustavo Gutierrez and used here as 
explicated by Carter Heyward, Our Passion for Justice: Images of 
Power, Sexuality, and Liberation (New York: The Pilgrim Press, 
1984), p. 227.

83Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 302; entry for November
1922. See also Briefe der Fruendschaft, p. 95; letter to Erna 
Krueger dated December 29, 1922.

86 Lucy Lippard, p. v i .



5 Excursus: "Never Again War!”

Kollwitz sought to visually distill the spirit, or vitality of 
the basic experiences of a full life. If she spoke for others 
then it was by speaking from within herself. She addressed 
pervasive issues by focussing minutely and truthfully on her own 
experience of life events. Her treatment of war, for example, 
arose out of her maternal grief, but it was sorrow enlarged 
beyond a mother's grief for her son: "just as I want to make 
these parents— simplicity in feeling, but expressing the totality 

of grief."37

The years between 1916 and 1922, when Kollwitz was able, 
finally, to distill the tragedy and horror of war into a series 
of prints, were not years of inactivity. She worked in 
sculpture during those years and, "as usual, a tremendous amount 
of preliminary work was expended before she hit upon the final 
form."B8 The prints were begun as conceptual drawings and 
sketches, and trial prints were pulled from copper plates and 
lithographic stone. But neither medium offered the simplicity of 
form she desired for a definitive treatment of war.89 She found 
her medium in woodcut, a technique she had taught herself, also

87Kollwitz, Diary and Letters, p. 87; entry for December 17,
1917. The reference to "the parents" probably refers to the 
Memorial Sculpture for Peter.

88Zigrosser, p. XIV.
" S e e  Kollwitz's journal entry for 25 June 1920 which 

describes her struggle to find the right medium and method for 
the series on war. Ich sah die Welt, p. 297.



in the intervening years.
It is the sixth print in the series, Die Muetter (The 

Mothers; Fig. 8),90 which is of particular interest in terms of 
Kollwitz's anti-war slogan, "Seed-grain should not be ground," 
because it is here that the protective mother grouping appears, 
explicitly, for the first time. The other impressions deserve 
mention, however, because together they form a series and each 
print builds on the ones that precede it.

However hard she may have tried, for Peter's and for 
Germany's sake, to see significance and just cause in the war, 
there is no trace of approval, only outrage, in the Krieg (War) 
series. In the first print, Das Opfer (The Sacrifice; Fig. 3),91 
a young, nude mother holds out her sleeping baby, innocent and 
oblivious, in the strong, protective crook of her elbow. Both 
mother and child are enclosed in a black, womb-like space; only 
their heads protrude into the white arch that frames them. It is 
not a halo, but a protecting shield through which they are being 
drawn, wrenched from the womb, against the mother's will. The 
mother's eyes are closed, but not in sleep. Closed eyes shut out 
the horror. She sacrifices the life she has borne, reluctantly.

Die Freiwilligen (The Volunteers; Fig. 4)92 captures the 
peak of prewar hysteria. A line up of volunteers, caught up in 
the patriotic frenzy of a war parade, marches to the loud,

9°Krieg (War), plate 6, 1922-23. K1 . 182.
91 War, plate 1, 1922-23. K 1 . 177.
9 2 War, plate 2, 1922-23. K1. 178.
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hypnotic beat of the drum. Two figures on the far right shriek 
nationalistic fervor, arms crossed over their chests in a gesture 
of absolute devotion. The two volunteers next to them are also 
caught up in the delirium of the moment: arms interlocked, their 
heads thrown back, one with his mouth open. They appear to be 
intoxicated; they are madmen. All are pulled in the direction of 
the drummer but the fifth figure leans over, as if to pay special 
attention to the rhythm. "The great swings of the drummer's 
hands— one stretched high above [his] head as the other rebounds 
from the beat— create an image of a powerful, unstoppable, and 
cruel cadence."93 The drummer is Death itself.

A rainbow— symbol of unity and of judgment— arches over the 
volunteer's heads. They march united, in league with Death; 
united in their common cause and their collective doom. 
Nationalism has turned these volunteers into mindless and 
unseeing automatons— all are presented with eyes closed—  

stepping to the mechanical beat of a sightless and cruel master. 
The Volunteers is a twentieth century Danse Macabre and deserves 
to be ranked with the most powerful of antiwar art.94

The women in The Mothers (Fig. 8) stand in a tight, 
protective circle around their children. This image seems to 
recapitulate the three that precede it— Die Eltern (The Parents;

93 Kearns, p. 169.
94Zigrosser interprets the first two prints as the "ecstatic 

mood of dedication and idealistic self-sacrifice" (p. XIV), thus 
mapping the psychological progression as follows: idealism, 
grief and despair, protest, and hope. I have followed Kearns' 
interpretation (p. 169).
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Fig. 5), Die Witwe I (The Widow I; Fig. 6) and Die Witwe II (The 
Widow II; Fig. 7)93— as if the artist were urging the parents 
and widows to relinquish their sorrow and trade it in for 
defiance.

Kollwitz takes the pyramidal mass of the grieving parents
(Fig. 5) and turns it into a simple, but imposing cluster of
protective Mothers (Fig. 8). Widow I's large, work worn hands
once rested gently on her breasts and abdomen, protecting the
life of her unborn child. Now, in the protective Mother
grouping, those same hands are thrust forward, palms outward, in
a gesture that is meant to stop the approaching intruder.96 The
prostrate Widow II with her dead infant sprawled on her chest
has also joined the vigilant women and children. She, along
with the others stand upright, in a protective huddle. Here no
heads hang in grief. And eyes, once closed to shut out the
anguish and the terror, stare at the intruder with defiance held
in check only by fear. Sacrifice and tragedy have turned into
protest: "Seed for the planting should not be ground."

The women in Kollwitz's War series have become the
"ueberlebenden Muetter," the survivors. Zigrosser describes the
final image so faithfully, that he is worth quoting:

The final block, The People [Fig. 9], was an 
affirmation of faith, symbolized by the mother 
shielding her offspring, and plagued by phantoms of 
hate, poverty, and ignorance. She stands there

9 3 War, plates 3,4 and 5, 1922-23. K1 . 179,180, and 181.
96 The artist's large-knuckled, work-worn hands became known 

as 'Kollwiz hands.' Kearns, p. 171 and Nagel, p. 32.
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steadfast: woman as creator, Mater-Genetrix, begetter 
of the human race, link between past and future. In 
the person of the mother, the artist voiced her faith 
that the people will carry on.97
It was a great relief for Kollwitz to finish the War series. 

The seven woodblocks represented a year's hard work and she felt 
that in completing them she had come to artistic terms with the 
1914-18 War.98 Her coming to terms with the War did not, 
however, put an end to war. With Nazism came the second great 
war and in 1941, as a seventy-four year old woman she wrote:

Wie seltsam sich dies alles wiederholt.
Ich beschliesse noch einmal— zum dritten Mal—  

dasselbe Thema aufzunehmen und sagte zu Hans vor ein 
paar Tage: "Das ist nun einmal mein Testament:
'Saatfruechte sollen nicht vermahlen werden!'" In 
diesen Tagen war mir unerhoert schwer ums Herz.

Ich zeichnete also noch einmal dasselbe: Jungen, 
richtige Berliner Jungen, die wie junge Pferde gierig 
nach draussen wittern, werden von einer Frau 
zurueckgehalten. Die Frau (eine alte Frau) hat die 
Jungen unter sich und ihren Mantel gebracht, gewaltsam 
und beherrschend breitet sie ihre Arme und Haende ueber 
die Jungen.

Saatfruechte sollen nicht vermahlen werdenJ [Fig.
23.] Diese Forderung ist wie "Nie wieder Krieg!" kein

97Zigrosser, p. XVII.
"Kollwitz, Briefe der Fruendschaft, p. 95; letter to Erna 

Krueger dated 29 December 1922. See also her letter of 23 
October 1922 to Romain Rolland, p. 56: "Diese Blaetter sollen in 
alle Welt wandern und sollen allen Menschen zusammenfassend 
sagen: so war es— das haben wir alle getragen durch diese 
unaussprechlich schweren Jahre." Also, the entry for November 
1922, Ich sah die Welt, p. 301: "Wenn ich jetzt sterbe, ist das 
wenigstens gemacht."

It should be noted that the drawing reproduced on page 97 of 
Briefe der Fruendschft is not the one for the poster commissioned 
by the International Association of Labour Unions to which 
Kollwitz refers in the December letter. That poster, completed 
in 1923 was called Die Ueberlebenden; Krieg dem Krieg (Kl. 184).



sehnsuechtiger Wunsch, sondern Gebot, Forderung."
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"Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 311-2; entry for December 
1941. "Nie wieder Krieg!" refers to an antiwar poster 
commissioned by the Leipzig SPD, and completed in 1924.



6 Cultural Resonance: "A Talent Is A Task."

Kaethe’s anguish at the premature death of Germany's young men 
highlights another aspect of the image that shaped her life.
Each seed, each individual she believed, is a significant part of 
the whole, a gift to the world; each person is born at the 
appointed time, at the appropriate place, and with a unique task 
to fulfill. Birthdays the artist said, are singular days on 
which people were given on loan to the world.100 And that is why 
the grinding of seed-grain, roused the fierce, the protective 
mother in her. The grinding of grain intended for planting 
robbed the world or humanity of something that was rightfully 
theirs.

Kollwitz went on to write, in the entry of February 15th,
1915:

Ich darf nicht nur meine Arbeit vollenden— ich soll sie 
vollenden. Das scheint mir der Sinn von alle dem 
Gerede ueber Kultur. Sie entsteht nur durch Ausfuellen 
des Pflichtenkreises durch den Einzelnen. Wenn jeder 
seinen Pflichtenkreis erkennt und ausfuellt, kommt 
echtes Wesen heraus. Die Kultur eines ganzen Volkes 
kann schliesslich auf nichts anderes aufgebaut sein.101
The artist's sense of duty must be interpreted as a

consciousness of vocation, or as a sense of calling.102 Each
individual, she believed, is provided with the competence— in

100Kollwitz, Briefe der Freundschaft, p. 129; letter to the 
artist's sister Lisbeth Stern dated October 14, 1940.

101Kollwitz, Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 57.
102 It was Kollwitz' grandfather, Julius Rupp, who said: 'Man 

is not born for happiness, but to do his duty.’ Diary and 
Letters, p. 73; entry for August 27, 1916.



kernel form— necessary for a specific cultural task in the 
world. It is the responsibility of the individual to recognize 
"the plan" or to hear the call inside of them and to carry it out 
in their own lifetime, with generousity and with integrity. 
Kollwitz did not enumerate the various spheres of responsibility 
necessary for a healthy culture but she, herself, did not wish to 
die before she had brought her artistic talent, the seed placed 
in her, to fruition.

This sense of vocation must not be confused with eccentric 
self-indulgence. Everyone, Kollwitz believed, was called to 
respond culturally and the call to artistic creativity was not, 
in Kollwitz' mind, a special call that set her apart from the 
rest of society. It was a specific calling, but art work was 
just one of a variety of ways that people are called to be 
socially and culturally responsible.103

Cultural resonance, or harmony, Kollwitz believed, would 
follow upon genuine self-discovery. It is out of the true self, 
out of an inner passion that the individual must contribute 
toward the good of the whole.104 Personal meaning and a sense of 
purpose, in turn, could come only from collaboration. Such 
creative, cultural interchange of gifted individuals is the 
meaning of genuine interdependence. Seed-grain should not be

103 See the quote on p. 42, n. 75, where Kollwitz says:
"Dann habe ich mitgearbeitet am Aufbau. Was uebrigens jeder tut. 
. . [italics mine]."

1917.
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ground because in the seed, in human creatures lies the kernel of
culture. Just as a healthy human body requires that each cell
perform its specific task, so a genuine, meaningful and
worthwhile culture can emerge only if every member fulfils his,
or her cycle of obligations.103

"And what, in fact, is the goal of humanity?" Kollwitz asked
rhetorically. "That humanity become happy?"

Nein, oder jedenfalls nur nebenbei. Das Ziel ist 
dasselbe wie fuer den einzelnen Menschen. Der Einzelne 
erstrebt erstens Glueck in gewoehnlichem Sinne,
Liebesglueck usw. Auf einer schon hoeheren Stufe steht 
das Glueck des Sichentfaltens. Alle Kraefte zum Reifen 
austragen. Noch darueber das Einswerden mit Gott "bis 
wie eine singende Schlange einst dein Leben den vollen 
Schall findet im Zusammenhange." Dies Einswerden kann 
in einem langen ausgetragenen Leben erreicht werden und 
in einem ganz kurzen. Auf die Menschheit uebertragen 
heisst das: ihr Ziel ist ueber die erste Stufe des 
Gluecks hinausgehend— keine Armut, Seuchen usw., auch 
ueber die allseitige Entfaltung der in ihr liegenden 
Kraefte herausgehend, dass sie aus sich heraus die 
Gottheit entwickelt, das Geistige.106
This September 1915 excerpt from Kollwitz's diaries stands 

in stark contrast to the background of war in opposition which it 
was written. Surrounded by human hostility, the complete 
breakdown of human interdependence, Kollwitz envisions a 
different world. She longed for an international "brotherhood" 
of the people brought about by "world socialism," a world no 
longer dominated by the spirit that nurtures war. Such a world, 
she knew, lay in the future and it would not be realized without

103 Ibid., p. 280; letter to Hans dated Sunday, February 2,
1915.

1915.
106Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 349; entry for September



work, hard work. She describes the steps, the process of 
becoming, the evolution of human consciousness, necessary to 
achieve that vision.107

The stages in the realization of this vision, Kollwitz 
believed, are the same ones that an individual must go through 
in order to realize personal fulfillment. The first stage to be 
achieved is a level of human well-being that goes beyond mere 
survival. Translated to the national and international levels, 
it would mean a commitment to social equity that would do away 
with poverty, illness, and the like, a socialism that would let 
people live.1 0 a

Joy in self-development, would mark the second phase. This 
is the stage in which human potential, the kernel of talent in 
each individual, the creative cultural forces within a people, 
would be cultivated and brought to fruition. The process of 
cultivation would be unique to the vocation, but cultivation—  

tilling and weeding and pruning— regardless of the talent, is 
hard bodily and intellectual labour. For the artist it meant 
honing the technique necessary for artistic expression.

There were, Kollwitz believed, at least two prerequisites: 
strong Gefuehl and a good foundation of technical ability. The

107Kollwitz, Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 161-62, letter 
to Ottilie dated February 2, 1944; p. 191, recollections of Jutta 
Kollwitz, "Aus der letzten Zeit."

108Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 198, entry for October, 
1920; Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 137-38, letter to Hans 
dated April 22, 1917; p. 143-44, letter to Arthur Bonus undated, 
ca. 1922.

57



constitutive elements of the former— intellectual and expressive 
energy— have already been clarified. What she meant by technical 
ability may best be understood in recognizing that Kollwitz was a 
self-taught printmaker. She supplemented her basic education in 
drawing and painting by mastering the technical aspects of 
etching, soft-ground, aquatint, lithography, and woodcutting, all 
for the sake of achieving the "outward form," the "expression" 
that finally satisfied.109 On several occasions, the artist 
taught herself a new technique in mid-project, in order to 
achieve what the old medium had failed to accomplish, as in the 
War series, for example. Her catalogues raisonne also confirm 
the tremendous amount of preliminary work that went into the 
final print. Concepts and composition were worked out in 
preparatory drawings and numerous trial proofs were pulled before 
the artist authorized an edition.

The third and final stage, humanity's ultimate goal, was 
spiritual unity or union with God. In terms of her primary 
metaphor, Kollwitz believed that the life-generating sap that 
flowed through the tree of culture was a spiritual force or 
Weltgeist, which embodied itself in creation and flowed through 
the individual into the whole of humanity and became corporeal in 
culture. The movement of Spirit was two-directional: Spirit 
actualized itself in human culture and the goal of humanity was 
to attain unity with Spirit, or with God. Kollwitz saw life,
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really living, as a kind of spiritual enlargement of the human 
spirit, which might best be described as panentheism. Not, 
pantheism, which declares that 'everything is God and God is 
everything,’ but panentheism: 'God is in everything and 
everything is in God.’
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7 Summary

There were, in summary, at least three strands that were woven 
into the fabric of Kollwitz's world-and-life-vision, threads that 
were never broken. One was her consciousness of
interdependence. It was at the heart of all that she considered
important in life. This strand was interwoven with her belief
that a world in which people suffer, for whatever reason, is a
world torn apart by deep going, unresolved inequity. A suffering
world is a world in which the Spirit is prohibited from moving
and working according to its inclination. A third thread in the
fabric of her vision was a deep-seated conviction that the world
would see an end to inhumanity, the misery that human beings
inflict on each other. The faith expressed in The People and
the determination that shines through the eyes of the old woman
in Saatfruechte, is trust, a fierce hope and unyielding
confidence that peoplehood would become a lived reality. It was
in Kollwitz' judgment, only a matter of time and a question of
how it could best be achieved, but also of how many generations
of people would be sacrificed on behalf of this ideal:

'. . . someday a new ideal will arise and there will be 
an end of all wars. . . .  I am dying in this faith.
People will have to work hard for that new state of 
things, but they will achieve it. . . .  It is a new 
idea, the idea of human brotherhood.’110

110Kollwitz in conversation with her granddaughter Jutta 
(Kollwitz) Bohnke in "The Last Days of Kaethe Kollwitz," Diary 
and Letters, p. 198-99; cf. "Aus der letzten Zeit," Ich sah die 
Welt, p. 373-75.



PART III

KOLLWITZ ICONOGRAPHY: THE BODY LANGUAGE OF COMPASSION



A careful reading of the journals and letters reveals that human 
interdependence, an indissoluble belonging to one another is the 
hinge on which Kaethe Kollwitz' world turned. This is the 
reality, the sensibility that embraced and gave meaning to 
everything she did. A question that remains, however, is whether 
or not the artist's lifelong commitment to "pure socialism" left 
a mark or stamp upon her art work.111

A quick leafing through of any substantial selection of 
Kollwitz-art will leave the viewer with a number of significant 
first impressions.112 The artist's use of darkness and light, 
for example, creates an immediate effect. The light in her 
prints generally emanates from an artifical light source which 
produces sharp contrasts, brightly illuminating some parts of a 
work and throwing others into darkness. Gentle gradations, or 
grays are the exception in Kollwitz-art. The artist's use of 
light is dramatic and often creates a disturbing effect. All of 
this suggests that the artist manipulated or controlled light in 
order to make a specific point.

She uses light and dark, first, as a device to guide the eye 
of the viewer through the visual composition. In her early, 
narrative cycles the action in the story is spotlighted and

111Renate Hinz suggests that it did not: "The idea of a pure 
socialism based on brotherly feeling, an idea to which Kollwitz 
remained true all her life, is not often represented in her 
work," p. xxiv.

112Renate Hinz' own selection Kaethe Kollwitz: Graphics, 
Posters, Drawings is a good cross section of the artist's work, 
as is Otto Nagel's Kaethe Kollwitz.
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invarialby, in both her early and her later work, light is 
focussed on the faces and hands of her subjects. Secondly, dark- 
light is a medium of psychological expression. It depicts the 
dark side and the lighter side, emotional well-being and 
depression or grief, life and death, joy and deep sadness, hope 
and despair. One could say that the manner in which she uses 
blacks and whites, light and darkness sets up the polarties, the 
broken connections that she sought to reconcile through her 
art.113

Another observable characteristic of Kollwitz-art is the 
manner in which the art work withholds significance from the 
viewer, only gradually, bit-by-bit revealing its full import. It 
is the nature of art to let go of meaning only gradually, almost 
reluctantly, but Kollwitz builds this quality into the individual 
composition and into her life's work. We can only hint at this 
phenomenon here but deeper understanding would follow upon 
tracing the evolution of one of the artist's dominant themes from 
its inception, through its many recurrences in the Kollwitz- 
oeuvre, and on to its final distillation. Each of her themes was 
a slice of life itself which acquired new meaning, new

113Fritz Schmalenbach suggests that the sharp contrast of 
darkness and light is the dominant expressive medium of 
Kollwitz' first period, which dissolves into a more even gray—  
the gray of the lithographic crayon— in the second. Apart from 
a brief visit to the Kollwitz collection at the Minnesota Museum 
of Art, I have had to rely on reproductions for my analysis and 
it is difficult for me to either varify or disprove 
Schmalenbach's observation. I can only draw attention to the 
fact that dramatic lighting continued to play a role, even in 
Kollwitz' later work, as my analysis of her 1934-35 lithograph 
The Call of Death demonstrates (See page 84ff).

63



significance in the light of recent events. Each artistic 
recurrence, each new handling of a theme added another nuance of 
meaning, another shade of suggestion.114

Kollwitz' passionate portrayal of human suffering is the 
aspect of her art that makes it difficult to endure; it is hard 
to take a sustained look. If the viewer persists long enough to 
catch the full import of her work, however, hope overrules. It 
is as if the artist were saying: 'This is reality— shameful and 
ugly. It must be faced. It can be altered.'113 She achieves it 
through her iconography of compassion. Compassion is a mark of 
Kollwitz' art; it is the definitive seal set upon her work.

Several features of her iconography of compassion standout. 
First is the manner in which the people in her work relate to one 
another. They stand together, shoulder to shoulder. Kollwitz- 
people are united, inextricably bound to one another, absorbed in 
a common task. " . . .  Her figures . . . are compact and 
earthbound, held together by a suggested solidity/solidarity."116 
Seldom does a human figure stand alone or apart in Kollwitz' art.

When human figures do stand alone the artist establishes 
immediate communication between the solitary figure and the

114"In beiden Perioden beginnt sie oft mit einem sehr 
zufaelligen, d.h. noch ganz ungestalteten, wirren,
unkonzentrierten Lebensausschnitt. Und in beiden Perioden laeuft 
die gestalterische Arbeit auf ein immer weiteres Steigern der 
Wirksamkeit der Formulierung durch Konzentrierung,
Dramatisierung, Zuspitzung hinaus." Schmalenbach, p. 29.

113Keith Hartley, Kaethe Kollwitz 1867-1945: The Graphic 
Works (London: University of Cambridge, 1981), p. 21.
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viewer through a "body language of the oppressed."117 The faces 
of Kollwitz' subjects are the psychological map in which the 
viewer "reads" the effects of oppression. Arms and hands are the 
tools or the implements of action for social change. Hands and 
arms also enable human beings to reach out and touch one another.

The reaching hand. No wonder that the artist should be 
remembered for her 'Kollwitz hands,' because hands are an 
explicit feature of her iconography. Hands reaching out, 
touching, pointing, holding, supporting. Arms outstretched, 
searching, enfolding, encircling, holding, protecting. Head 
propped up by a strong arm; calloused worker's hand supporting a 
tired and careworn visage. "This proximity of hand and head is a 
recurrent motif throughout her work. . . . Again and again she 
creates effects of monumental tragedy by variations on this 
simple theme."118

Heads and hands and arms play a key role in Kollwitz' 
compositions; they often form the major axes in a work. An 
analysis of a number of Kollwitz-graphics will support the 
suggestion that they are the symbol of interdependence.

These uniquely Kollwitzian iconographic innovations occurred 
within the context of an artistic movement that began in France 
in the middle of the nineteenth century. Until 1343 peasants at

117Renate Hinz, p. xix.
11flA sense of personal discovery was displaced by a faeling 

affirmation when I realized that I was not, after all, the first 
to recognize the significance of the reaching hand in Kollwitz 
work. Robert Smith remarked on it in "Kaethe Kollwitz and the 
Nature of Tragic Art," ART and Australia (March 1972) : 352.



work in the fields were as 'natural' a feature of western 
landscape art as the birds and the trees.119 Peasants hardly 
existed as a social group. But that year marked the "abrupt 
appearance of socially conscious pictures."120 For the first 
time, artists treated rural labour as the central theme of their 
paintings.

Two simultaneous develpments were notably instrumental in 
bringing about this change, the industrial revolution and the 
western move towards democratization. Industrialization was 
accompained by mass migration of rural labourers in search of new 
job opportunities in the cities. But for many the promise of 
work in the cities turned into immediate disappointment. 
Unemployment was high, working conditions were inhuman, and there 
was a chronic shortage of adequate housing. And, workers still 
had no means of making their views prevail in government. The 
French Revolution of 1789 had freed the peasantry from feudal 
servitude, but by the 19th century they had become the urban 
worker, the prey of "free enterprise." All the Parisian workers 
could do was to overthrow the government through direct action. 
This they did in Paris, in February of 1848.

In June of the same year the French government mobilized the 
National Guard in order to control the disorder in the streets.

119 For a cursory treatment of "Art and the Peasantry," see 
John A. Walker's essay of that title in Art & Artists 12 
(January 1979) : 25-35 and 13 (February 1979) : 14-17.

120 Robert L. Herbert, Barbizon Revisited (Boston: Museum of 
Fine Art, 1962), p. 27.
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The workers erected barricades as usual. Among those who went to 
the barricades were many French artists who had been doing 
independent battle with the Academy and the Salon. They linked 
their professional aspirations with the political and social 
ideals of the workers and won for themselves a jury-free Salon 
for at least two years, 1848 and '49. The insurrection itself 
was totally crushed.

Jean-Francois Millet (1814-75) was one the aritsts on the 
barricades during those June Days and that experience changed his 
career as an artist. Millet's early style had established him as 
a master of the female nude. In the Salon of 1848, Millet 
"showed the spoiled Parisiens the first real peasant picture,"
The Winnower.121 A year later, in June of 1849, Millet moved to 
Barbizon, a small rural village, in order to escape the dramatic 
upheavals being wrought by rapid, urban industrialization. There 
he carried out the self-appointed task of preserving pre
industrial agricultural life in his paintings. These peasant- 
paintings, especially The Angelus, The Sower, and The Gleaners, 
were until recently, "among the best-known painted images in the 
world . " 1 2 2

Millet "paints the apotheosis of physical work and makes the
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121 Paul Brandt, Schaffende Arbeit und Bildende Kunst, 2 vols. 
(Leipzig: Alfred Kroener Verlag, 1927) 2 : 220. Brandt offers a 
generous repertoire of work motifs in art from the time of the 
Pharaohs to the early 20th century.

122 John Berger, "Millet and the Peasant," About Looking (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1980), p. 69.



peasant the hero of a new epic."123 His peasants are 
"reincarnations" of the grand, heroic figures of Michelangelo.
The Sower (Fig. 10),124 striding downhill, scattering seed-grain 
as he goes, almost fills the picture-frame, a figure symbolising 
the permanence of burdensome human labour. For Millet the Sower 

. . represented not a cry for change, but the age-old struggle 
of man for existence, a struggle which would continue forever, 
unchanged.1,1 2 3

The socio-political conditions that inspired Millet's 
peasant paintings, prevailed in all of Europe's major cities and 
the hopes that were raised and suppressed at the street 
barricades in Paris had immediate repercussions abroad and with 
similar consequences. Berlin workers went to the barricades in 
March. The revolt was violently crushed and the repression which 
followed interrupted artistic development as well. But the 
people's voices could not be silenced for long.

The influence of Barbizon reached Germany through Max 
Liebermann (1847-1935), who spent four years, 1874-78 in the 
French village, where he was especially influenced by Millet.
The young Kollwitz must have known Liebermann's

123 Arnold Hauser, The Social History of Art, 4 vols. (London 
Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1972) 4:63.

i2«Jean-Francois Millet, painting, 1850.
129 Robert L. Herbert, "City vs. Country, The Rural Image in 

French Painting from Millet to Gaugin," Artforum VIII (February 
1970) : 47. Herbert provides a careful and interesting 
contemporary analysis, especially of Millet; see the select 
bibliography on page 114, for his other essays.
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"characteristically neutral treatment" of peasant subjects when
she turned to The Weavers in 1893 (Figs. 11, 12),126 because in
that very year both Kollwitz and Liebermann were turned down by
the jury for the Great Berlin Art Exhibition and they, together
with nine other artists, organized a "Free Exhibition."127

It is possible that she wanted to measure herself 
against Liebermann, the acknowledged leader of German 
Naturalism, and perhaps to show that the type of 
'objective' naturalism which scrupulously avoided 
taking sides and showing emotion was not enough.128

Significantly, it was Liebermann who nominated Kollwitz for the
gold medal in 1898, when her Weavers were exhibited at the Great
Berlin Art Exhibit.129

When the movement of class-conscious art resumed in the
1880s, Kaethe Kollwitz quickly became one of its most convincing
"spokespersons." She was working on a series of illustrations
for Zola's novel Germinal when, in 1893, she saw the premier

126 Max Liebermann: The Weaver, painting, 1882; The Flax 
Shed in Laren, painting, 18 87.

127 Georg Bussman and Bettina Schlegelmilch, "Zur Rezeption 
des Werkes von Kaethe Kollwitz," Kaethe Kollwitz (Frankfurt am 
Main: Frankfurter Kunstverein, 1973), n.p.

128Keith Hartley, p. 27.
129 Max Liebermann in seiner Zeit (Berlin: The National 

Gallery, 1979), p. 131. Liebermann was President of the Prussian 
Academy of the Arts (1920-1933) during Kollwitz's tenure there 
(1919-1933). In 1899 Liebermann was appointed President of the 
newly founded Berlin Secession of which Kollwitz was a member.
It is also significant to note that the Paul Cassirer Gallery in 
Berlin, opened in 1898 with an exhibition of Liebermann, 
Constantin Meunier (the Belgian sculpture who translated Millet's 
peasants into bronze), and Edgar Degas; see John Willett’s 
Expressionism (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1970), p. 36- 
37. Cassirer hosted a retrospective of Kollwitz' work on the 
occasion of her 50th birthday in 1917.



performance of Gerhart Hauptmann's (1862-1946) play The Weavers, 
based on the Silesian Weavers' Revolt of 1844. The drama was 
performed under police surveillance; it had not been released for 
public appearance because it was simply a too forthright 
portrayal of the misery and 'inevitable' revolt caused by a free- 
enterprise economy.

That performance was a "milestone" in the young artist's 
life. She abandoned Germinal and began work on her six-part 
cycle A Weavers Rebellion. When it was exhibited in Berlin in 
1898, the Weavers instantly established Kollwitz as one of 
Germany's foremost artists. The Weavers and her second print 
cycle begun in 1903, the Peasants’ War, remain among Kollwitz' 
best known works. Together they form "a landmark of class
conscious art."130

Already in her early work, therefore, Kollwitz took a 
radically different approach to the plight of the worker. In 
her Weavers Rebellion and Peasants' War she created some of the 
most memorable images of revolt. Both print-cycles follow a 
narrative sequence or "dramatic pattern:" the artist identifies 
the provoking causes of rebellion; the reaction to them, the 
conspiracy; the outbreak of open, armed revolt; and the 
consequences of revolt.131 In contrast to Kollwitz, Liebermann

130Zigrosser, p. IX.
131 The narrative series of prints is a device developed by 

Max Klinger (1857-1920). Klinger must also be credited with the 
revival of interest in social issues in the arts, in the 1880s, 
and with the revival of the print media as a viable art form. He 
was a strong influence on the young Kollwitz on both counts.
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and Millet's peasants do indeed seem neutral and we instantly 
perceive why they should be remembered by "Right-leaning" art 
interpretation, and why Kollwitz was claimed by the "Left." 
Because both of Kollwitz' early print series appear to address 
Karl Marx's life-changing diagnosis of culture: the oppressed 
must set their own agenda for social change. The liberation of 
the working-class is the task of the working-class itself.

Kollwitz began the Peasants' War series with Outbreak (Fig.
2), which is the fifth episode in the narrative.

. . . die Motive zu den Bauerndriegblaettern sind 
nichts literarisch irgendwoher Geholtes. Nachdem ich 
das kleine Blatt mit der darueber fliegenden Frau 
gemacht hatte, beschaeftigte mich dasselbe Thema noch 
laenger und ich hoffte, es einmal so darstellen zu 
koennen, dass ich damit fertig waere. Damals las ich 
den Zimmermannschen Bauernkrieg, und da wurde von der 
'schwarzen Anna' erzaehlt, einer Bauerin, die die 
Bauern angetrieben hat. Ich machte nun das grosse 
Blatt mit dem aufbrechenden Bauernhaufen. Auf dieses 
hin bekam ich den Auftrag zum Zyklus. Alles schloss 
sich an dies schon fertige Blatt an. . . .13 2

The artist herself draws attention to the "Bauernhaufen,"
the peasant heap; the individual is subsumed by the group. A
"tangled mass of peasants" is presented as a "united, unanimous
force." "Kollwitz emphasises the effect of strong forward motion
by forming the group into a semi-wedge shape; the men at the back
fill the horizon, at the front they are below it. . . .1,13 3 This
is a pictoral device already seen in the earlier Weberzug (March
of the Weavers; Fig. 13)134. The weavers march from left to

132Kollwitz, Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 142.
133Hartley, p. 29.
134 Plate 4: A Weavers' Rebellion, 1897. K 1 . 32.



right across the picture space; they take the same route that we
are accustomed to taking in reading print. But in Outbreak the
march becomes a headlong charge from right to left, which makes
concrete the counter-movement that their revolt represents
socially. These peasants are a "spearhead:" every line
represents movement and action for change.

Cutting across the line of action, near the apex of the
wedge and standing somewhat to one side of it, is a female figure
seen from the rear. This is Black Anna, the peasant woman who
harangued her comrades and motivated them to revolt.

She sways in the direction of the wedge as if forced 
over by its impetus but at the same time her body cuts 
across it. Her bodily movement and arm gestures urge 
the peasants forward; she directs them to a crescendo 
as if she is conducting an orchestra.133
Kollwitz did not invent the pictoral language of solidarity 

and revolt, but she did more than any other artist to make it 
truly convincing.136 In an earlier print Aufruhr (Uprising; Fig. 
14),137 the artist employed the traditional, allegorical, nude, 
flying Victory giving comfort and encouragement to the struggling 
peasants. Black Anna herself, harks back to Delacroix's Victory- 

Leading the People. Yet, we immediately observe the artistic 
development that has occured and how Kollwitz brings a new import 
to the tradition. Black Anna is no ordinary Victory, no ordinary 
conductor. She is a real peasant woman and she is immersed in

135 John A. Walker, p. 15.
136Hartley, p. 30.
13 7 Etching, 1899. K1 . 44.
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the actual event. While Kollwitz was not an ideological 
feminist, just as she was not an ideological socialist, it is in 
fact impossible to discuss her life and work without reference to 
her feminism. It can only be hinted at here: Kollwitz always 
pictured the side of the struggle she herself identified with 
and, as so often in her work, she openly identifies with the 
female protagonist.

Not unusal is the fact that Black Anna faces her orchestra. 
The players are armed with instruments of revolt— pitch forks, 
pruning hooks, knives, and clubs— "an unmistakable determination 
to fight on their haggard faces."138 If Kollwitz had not 
identified Black Anna in her autobiographical writings, the 
female agitator would have remained anonymous, because in facing 
the peasant mob, she turns her back on the audience. Rembrandt 
used this pictoral device in his drawing Christ Crucified Between 
Two Thieves, in which a prominent, nameless figure guides the eye 
of the beholder into the scene. This strengthens the 
involvement the viewer feels with the action being portrayed. 
Black Anna serves the same function. We are made to feel as 
though we were seeing the peasant revolt through her eyes.

This analysis of Outbreak shows that Kollwitz' first concern 
was to establish the unity and solidarity of the peasants in 
their headlong charge towards emancipation. Further, in openly 
identifying herself with Black Anna, Kollwitz posits her view of 
the peasant struggle, as if to sanction it. To merely endorse

138 Nagel, p. 33.
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liberation, however, is not enough according to Kollwitz.
There was never a more vigorous conductor than Black Anna;

she is nothing like Liebermann's passive, subdued flax spinners.
As the eye of the observer travels upward from Anna's expoused,
bare heel, along her strong back to her flailing, upraised arms,
the viewer suddenly becomes aware that the artist is suggesting
that we step inside the peasant dress of Black Anna. There at
the apex of the activity are Black Anna's large, worker's hands,
thrown back over her head, extending every muscle in her massive
body. Her hands are claw-like; they are not the hands of a
victim. They belong to a bird of prey. It is particularly
through Anna's hands that we are ultimately made to feel as
though we are being called to join the action for social change,
as though we were actually urging the peasants onward. Even at
the emotional peak of battle Kollwitz achieves a sense of
interdependence, a harsh interdependence bro-ught on by
necessity, but interdependence nevertheless.

The narrative series allows the artist to develope and
sharpen her theme, which she does to great effect in Beim Dengeln
(Whetting the Scythe; Fig. 15).139

As in the Weavers series, Kollwitz lays the blame for 
the uprising on the peasants' catastrophic living and 
working conditions. The preliminary studies for 
Whetting the Scythe, which include the etching 
Inspiration [Fig. 16], show the artist honing [sic] in 
on her theme. As she gives up the whole figure to 
concentrate on the head and upper body, she captures 
the psychological moment, the moment during the 
sharpening of the scythe when it suddenly occurs to the
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mower that she can use this tool as a weapon against
inhuman working conditions.140

Whetting the Scythe, perhaps more than any other print, supports 
the suggestion that Kollwitz believed that the oppressed must 
free themselves.

This particular plebeian revolt ended in defeat, however, 
and in Schlachtfeld (After the Battle; Fig. 17)141 Kollwitz 
creates one of her most tragic scenes and one of her most 
memorable examples of the reaching hand. "In this case it is the 
ministering hand of the bereaved."142

After the Battle is a transformation of an earlier etching, 
Woman with Dead Child (Fig. 18).143 Kollwitz drew the earlier 
work in front of a mirror with her son Peter in her arms. Here 
the emphasis is on the monumentality of the simple figures and on 
the enormity of the anguish. The Mother, brutalized by grief, 
clutches the fragile body of her dead son. Together they fill 
the picture frame, creating a "secular" Pieta.

In After the Battle, the Mother steps over dead bodies, 
under the velvety black cover of night, torch in hand, looking 
for her son. Light from her lantern finally falls on the face of 
the boy (Kollwitz has drawn the face almost identical to the one 
in the earlier etching.). The Mother hunches over to take a

140Hinz, p. xx.
141 Plate 6: Peasants' War, 1907. K1. 96.
142 Smith, p . 352.
1 4 3 1903 , Kl. 72.
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76
closer look. She stretches out her left hand, so that the torch 
light falls full on the face of her son, and with the other, she 
reaches out to touch, to identify, to grieve.

Grief is heightened by the fact that the print is primarly 
black in color. The lantern is the only source of light and it 
focusses the composition on the two central figures- This 
spotlighting of hand and head is a choice example of Kollwitz' 
use of dramatic lighting to create the effect of monumental 
tragedy.144

Even though this peasants' war ended in defeat, it remains 
clear that Die Gefangenen (The Prisoners; Fig. 19)143 of the 
final picture in the series are destined eventually to bring 
about their own liberation.146 Significantly, the hands of the 
"prisoners" are bound or, as in one of the central figures, their 
arms lashed to their bodies. Even though their hands and arms 
are tied, they do not seem impotent; Kollwitz depicts them in a 
manner which endows them with strength.147 Even though they are 
fenced in, these powerful, peasant bodies do not speak of "death

144This print in particular, loses much in restriking and a 
reproduction only hints at its richness. I do not, however, 
concur with Linda Sokolowski's suggestion that restriking has 
turned this print into a 'night scene.' The Mother's use of the 
torch to find her son implies, it seems to me, that the action 
takes place under cover of darkness. Linda Robinson Sokolowski, 
"The Original Prints and Restrikes from the Plates of Kaethe 
Kollwitz" (Masters Thesis, University of Iowa, 1970), p.51.

143 Plate 7: Peasants’ War, 1908. K1. 98.
146Hinz, p. xx.
147 Lucy Lippard writes that "Kollwitz managed to depict 

victims in a manner that endowed them with strength," p. ix.



and defeat," or of the "Nutzlosigkeit der Empoerung," the 
uselessness of revolt.148 They speak of energy held in check, of 
active waiting, of a temporary setback.149

In summary, this analysis of the Peasants' War shows that 
all the themes of Kollwitz' mature vision were already there in 
her early work. Interdependence is rendered visual in the 
solidarity of the peasant groupings, especially in Outbreak and 
The Prisoners. Even though they stand together as a social 
group their lives are marred by serfdom, by brokeness and 
injustice {The Plowers and Raped). There is a larger, an 
exploitative world beyond their own against which they must 
rebel in order to really live in the Kollwitzian sense. Through 
the figure of Black Anna the viewer is made to see the plight of 
the peasants from a peasant woman's perspective. The artist 
pulls the viewer into the action, thereby enlarging the sense of 
interconnectedness to include the observer. In so doing,
Kollwitz holds the larger world responsible for oppression and 
challenges the viewer to join in the action for social justice.

Small wonder then, that Kollwitz was immediately labelled a 
"socialist agitator." The element of protest in her art is 
undeniable. But the "other side of Kaethe Kollwitz" is also 
there in the Peasants' War. There is a kind of crude justice, a

148Schmalenbach, p. 22; Zigrosser, p. X.
149Keith Hartley (p. 31-32) rightly suggests that these 

massive figures reveal the influence of Rodin, whose studio 
Kollwitz visited twice in 1904, around the same time that she 
took up sculpture.
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sense of compassion, present even in Outbreak. Kollwitz achieves
it through her masterly composition, through her ability to
involve the viewer. The themes of suffering and compassion are
self-evident in After the Battle, and hope shines through in the
powerful bodies of the undefeated prisoners.

In the 1920s, Kollwitz devoted more and more of her time to
producing commissioned posters that made a direct appeal for
social change. Some commentators felt the need to excuse her for
what they considered a misguided application of artistic talent.

Man hat ihr die Plakate fuer die Kommunistische Partei 
und andere Dinge mehr vorgeworfen. Es mag 
undiplomatisch und ungeschict von ihr sein, sich in den 
Dienst einer bestimmten politischen Idee zu stellen.
Aber an ihrer Bedeutung als Künstlerin aendert das 
nichts. Wer Kaethe Kollwitz kennt, wer die Echtheit 
und innere Wahrheit ihrer Kunst begriffen hat, der 
weiss ganz genau, dass sie sich auch hier nur von 
Idealen leiten liess, dass sie gar nicht daran denkt, 
irgendwelche politische Propaganda zu machen.150

Such statements reveal the contradictions and half-truths that
have haunted Kollwitz' reception.

Kaethe Kollwitz did not accept poster commissions against
her own will. In December, 1922 she wrote to a friend and
colleague:

Vom internationalen Gewerkschaftsbund habe ich den 
Auftrag bekommen, ein Plakat gegen den Krieg zu 
arbeiten. Das ist eine Aufgabe, die mich freut. Mag 
man tausend Mal sagen, dass das nicht reine Kunst ist, 
die einen Zweck in sich schliesst. Ich will mit meiner 
Kunst, solange ich arbeiten kann, wirken.1 5 1

78

1s°Karl Vonderbank (1927) quoted in Bussmann and 
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131Kollwitz, Briefe der Freundschaft, p. 95; from a letter to 
Erna Krueger dated 29 December 1922.
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Only a month earlier she had made the following entry in her
diary: "In solchen Augenblicken, wenn ich mich mitarbeiten
weiss in einer internationalen Gemeinschaft gengen den Krieg, hab
ich ein warmes, durchstroemendes und befriedigendes Gefuehl."132

Kollwitz here expresses a hard-fought sense of peace and
well-being. The matter of her political involvement had come to
a head over her memorial print to Karl Liebknecht. When
Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, leaders together of the Spartacus
Party, were murdered in 1919, the Liebknecht family asked
Kollwitz to do a portrait of the dead man. Her numerous
preliminary drawings which she made at the morgue, reveal the
depth of personal feeling, shock, and sympathy that Kollwitz is
capable of.133 When the finished woodcut was issued two years
later, Kollwitz was attacked by hardliners for making the print
without being a communist herself. She replied:

. . . Man haette mich eben ganz in aller Stille lassen 
sollen. Man kann ja auch von einem Kuenstler, der noch 
dazu Frau ist, nich erwarten, dass er sich in diesen 
wahnsinnig komplizierten Verhaeltnissen zurechtfindet.
Ich hab als Kuenstler das Recht, aus allem den 
Gefuehlsgehalt herauszuziehen, auf mich wirken zu 
lassen und nach aussen zu stellen. So hab ich auch das 
Recht, den Abschied der Arbeiterschaft von Liebknecht 
darzustellen, ja, den Arbeitern zu dedizieren, ohne 
dabei politisch Liebknecht zu folgen. Oder nicht?!154
Statements like this one do not reflect a lack of commitment

I32Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 302; entry for November
1922.

133Hinz, p.xxii.
134Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 198; entry for October

1920 .



to the fundamental socialist ideals that Kollwitz held all her 
life, but rather indicate her independence as an artist and a 
socialist, and reveal her political honesty. More than any other 
single statement from her autobiographical writings, this one 
summarizes Kollwitz' view of art and its role in society. And 
the completed woodblock, the Karl Liebknecht Memorial (Fig.
20)133 shows that she may have been more capable of sorting it 
all out than she herself realized.

Kollwitz called the memorial print Die Lebenden dem Toten 
(The Living to the Dead), a deliberate reference to Freiligrath's 
poem "Die Toten an die Lebenden" (The Dead to the Living), which 
was dedicated to the victims of the democratic revolution of 
1848. Kaethe was not sure just when her father had read the poem 
to the family, but it left a deep impression on her: "This poem 
made an indelible impression upon me. Fighting at the 
barricades— Father and Konrad taking part, and I loading their 
rifles,— those were heroic fantasies."136

The artist remembered, and every year on March 18th she 
walked in the ranks of the workers who paid their respects to 
those who had died in Berlin in 1848. In 1913 Kollwitz did a 
simple commemorative lithograph Maerzfriedhof (March 
Cemetery),137 in which a single, self-contained line of workers, 
women and men, is seen filing past the graves of those who fought

1331919-20. Kl. 139.

13 7 Kl. 125.
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so hard for their liberation. Their heads are unitedly bowed in
respect; one of them points to the graves. These strong, stocky
laborers recall the bound but undefeated peasants in The
Prisoners and foreshadow the line of mourners in the Liebknecht
Memorial.138 It is the mourners that inspired Kollwitz:

Der gewaltige Eindruck, den die Trauer der 
Hunderttausende an seinem Grabe machte, hat sich mir 
schon damals umgesetzt in eine Arbeit. Als Radierung 
begonnen und verworfen, versuchte und verwarf ich es 
von neuem als Steindruck. Nun hat es als Holzschnitt 
endlich seinen Abschluss gefunden.139
Kollwitz employs a simple foreground-middle-background 

composition for her first woodblock print. The dead leader of 
the working-class is laid out on his bier in the foreground.
The middle-ground is taken up by five party faithful and the 
background is filled by the hundreds of thousands who came to 
mourn Liebknecht's death. Their faces and bodies express the 
deep grief and pain they feel at the death of their leader and 
companion.

The action in the scene occurs in the middle-ground which 
links the fore- and backgrounds. The observer is pulled into the 
scene from the left in a step-by-step progess along the line of 
mourners at the bier. As their turn approaches to pay last 
respects, so each figure is more deeply bowed down with the 
weight of sorrow. The entire composition focuses on the worker 
who is in the act of leave-taking. His bare head is bent over

13 8 Peter Feist, p. 708-12.
139Kollwitz, quoted in Peter Feist, p. 718; from a letter to 

Anna Karbe, dated January 21, 1921.
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Liebknecht's body; in his left hand he clutches a worker's cap; 
his large-knuckled, calloused, right hand rests gently, almost 
tentatively on the shroud which covers the corpse. This 
'Kollwitz hand’ visually bonds the middle- and foregrounds, the 
living and the dead and symbolizes the act of parting.

All of the movement in the memorial print is ultimately 
pulled in the direction of Liebknecht's head in the bottom right- 
hand corner. Only Kollwitz’ exceptional skills with composition 
prevent the action from slipping off the page. The worker on the 
right who is in the act of turning away from the bier, balances 
the downward movement and leads the eye of the viewer back into 
the scene. His head is bowed in grief; he raises his left hand 
which clutches a cap, to hide his face. His bent back and right 
arm direct the observer back to the focal point of the 
composition. There, once again, we see a deeply moving gesture 
of anguish in the proximity of hands and heads. Once again, 
Kollwitz pulls the viewer into the action and makes us feel as 
though we were seeing the mourners through her eyes.

The picture seems to be a religious one. Liebknecht . . 
lies like a dead Christ mourned by his Disciples."160 Renate 
Hinz and Keith Hartley agree that the Liebknecht Memorial 
represents an expression of socialist faith. Kollwitz, they 
suggest, links the murdered communist leader with human 
salvation. In the tradition of Jacques-Louis David who, in his

160Hartley, p. 33. Kollwitz’ deliberate allusions to 
traditional Christian iconography are too numerous to remark upon 
here, as are reference to her own previous works.
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Marat (1793) created 'the Pieta of the Revolution,' so Kollwitz 
turns the memorial print into a socialist pieta.

Kollwitz' first woodcut print is "the touchstone of her 
art." It may also prove to be the touchstone of Kollwitz- 
scholarship because the Liebknecht Memorial brings the issue of 
political versus human tendecies in her life and her art work 
into clear focus. It raises the questions: Who is the true 
Kollwitz? Which is the more reliable, the more trustworthy 
source for interpretation, the diary and letters or the art 
itself? Brief reflection on these issues will have to suffice.

The artist's choice of title The Living to the Dead.

Memories of 15 January 1919 rather than Karl Liebknecht 
Memorial, as it is now called, suggests at least two things.
The deliberate allusion to the Freiligrath poem suggests that 
Kollwitz wanted, firstly, to reaffirm her commitment to 
international socialism, to the democratic spirit of 1848. It is 
not implausible that she viewed the print as an updating of 
revolutionary art in the tradition of David, and in that sense 
the woodblock is indeed an expression of socialist faith. Both 
her writings and the print itself indicate that Kollwitz 
considered Liebknecht's death a deeply tragic event, especially 
as it related to the plight of the workers. She dedicated the 
woodblock to the working-class and put it at the disposal of the 
Workers' Art Exhibition to help raise money for its projects.161

Secondly, it seems that the artist wanted to minimize any

1 61 Nagel, p . 47.
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immediate or obvious references to the murder of the communist
leader. Such a suggestion is supported by the woodblock itself.
My visual analysis has shown that the central focus of the print
is the act of leave-taking. Kollwitz depicts a memorial
service, and were it not for the subtitle of the work, Memories

of 15 January 1919, it could be almost any funeral service. So,
while she wanted to disassociate herself from Party politics, the
artist did not hesitate to assert explicitly the connection
between the actual assassination and the genesis of her print.
From this perspective, the woodblock seems to be "saying" almost
exactly what Kollwitz wrote in her diary:

Das Kommunistenreich, das sich darauf aufbaut, [auf 
Morden, Luegen, Verderben, Entstellen] kann nicht 
Gottes Werk sein. . . . Ich habe als Kuenstler das 
recht, aus allem den Gefuehlsgehalt herauszuziehen, . .
. auch . . . den Abschied der Arbeiterschaft von 
Liebknecht darzustellen . . . ohne dabei politisch 
Liebknecht zu folgen.562
Kollwitz' first woodblock print was occasioned by historical 

events which help to explain her approach to parting and grief. 
But, "it was in the human face and figure rather than in 
specific political events that Kollwitz saw the world 
reflected."163 Keith Hartley suggests that the Karl Liebknecht 
Memorial is a "Socialist pieta." My interpretation of the print 
and of the autobiographical texts--both, in my opinion, give a 
reliable picture of Kollwitz and the two pictures compliment one

162Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 198; entry for October
1920.

16 3 Lippard, p. x.
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another— both imply that the Memorial is a socialist Pieta, not a
"Socialist" one.

Death is the only adversary that Kollwitz actually depicted
in her art work; apart from Death itself, the opponent is always
implied rather than identified. Kaethe Kollwitz created some of
the most gripping human reflections— both visual and literary— in
her lifelong "dialogue with Death."164

She was particularly preoccupied with Death during the year
1915, the year following her son Peter's death. In her journal
entry for 15 February, 1915 she wrote:

"I do not want to die . . . .  I do not want to go 
until I have faithfully made the most of my talent and 
cultivated the seed that was placed in me until the 
last small twig has grown. . . . Peter was seed for 
the planting which should not have been ground."163

Six days later, on Sunday the 21st she wrote:
"My dear Hans! . . . Everyone who is vouchsafed life 
has the obligation of carrying out to the last item the 
plan laid down in him. Then he may go. Probably 
that's the point at which most people die. Peter was 
"seed for the planting which must not be ground."166

And on August 15, 1915:
Dass das Leben einem nicht gehoert, als ob man es 
jederzeit weglegen koennte, man duerfte das erst tun, 
wenn man sein Leben ganz ausgelebt haette, wie eine 
Pflanze bis zum letzten Rest ihrer Keimdraft sich
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164 In February 1945, just two months before she died, Kaethe 
wrote to her sister Lise: " . . .  You say that all my life I have 
had a dialogue with Death. --Oh, Lise, being dead must be good, 
but I am too much afraid of dying of being terribly afraid at the
the moment of death. --Your old, old Kaethe." Diary and 
Letters, p. 195.

165Kollwitz, Diary and Letters, p. 64.
16 6 Ibid., p. 146.



ausgewachsen und entfaltet haette. . . . Wenn es keine 
Werte mehr schafft, kommt die Frage von neuem: leben 
oder sterben? In diesem Falle scheint mir das 
Vornehmere das Sterben.167 

To live or to die? That is the question Kaethe Kollwitz faced as
a sixty-eight year old woman in her lithograph Ruf des Todas (The
Call of Death; Fig. 21).168

Death was not always a welcome intruder; he appeared
throughout the Kollwitz' oeuvre in all his terror and cruelty.
In Tod und Frau (Death and Woman; Fig. 22),169 for example, a
powerful Mother figure struggles with Death in the tradition of
the Danse Macbre, of death encountered as the enemy. A terrified
child clings to the Mother's body.

If we take Kollwitz’ view of life into account— she 
believed that people should be allowed to live, to really live, 
and that their lives should not be cut sort but allowed to bear 
fruit— then we must assume that the struggle depicted here, is a 
struggle for more than mere survival. Just as life itself is 
more than a struggle against mortality, so Death is more than the 
end of life. Life in the Kollwitzian sense, was a struggle 
against spiritual death. If the struggle against spiritual death 
is fought and won, if one’s task has been accomplished, then 
Death may be welcomed as a friend. This is an insight that 
Kollwitz had expressed in writing as early as 1915, but she did 
not introduce it into her visual language until she had lived a

167Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 349.
16 8 Plate 8: Tod (Death), 1934-35. K 1 . 263.
16 9 Etching, 1910. K 1 . 103.
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full, meaningful, fruitful and sorrowful life.170 This life 
experience shows in The Call of Death and gives it conviction.

Kollwitz captures a seated, old woman in a moment of quiet 
self-absorption. The ordeal of living is written in her careworn 
visage; her facial features are those of Kaethe Kollwitz herself.

The artist, once again, uses a number of pictorial devices 
which make for a startling composition. The sharp contrasts 
created by Kollwitz' dramatic use of light suggest a light side 
and a dark side, symbolizing life and death. The highlights pull 
the eye of the viewer along the line of action and help to 
enhance the focal point of the picture.

Most surprising perhaps, is the manner in which the artist 
adapts a theatrical convention for her Call of Death. The call 
comes from offstage. The figure of Death remains invisible; we 
see only the hand of Death reaching in to gently tap the shoulder 
of the old woman, as though extending an invitation, as if to 
pose the question. Life, not Death has the final say here. The 
woman turns to see who it is that has beckoned her. She sees, 
not a frightening, skeletal hand, but the aged hand of a friend.

Death offers the invitation but it is the woman who decides 
whether or not to grasp the reaching hand. Kollwitz captures 
that moment of indecision. The lines in the composition entwine 
the focal point: the exhausted face of an old woman which is 
framed on one side by her own workworn hand, and on the other by

170Note the title of Plate 6 in the Death series: Tod wird 
als Freund erkannt (Death Recognized as a Friend), 1934-35. K1. 
261.
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the hand of Death. The lines of action coil around her, but are 
not threatening. They suggest pent-up energy. If the woman were 
to extend her right hand ever so slightly, thereby indicating 
that she was prepared to leave, she would be pulled, in a spiral 
movement, into the arms of Death. The Call of Death suggests 
that Kaethe Kollwitz brought the same attitude of acceptance to 
death, that she brought to life itself.

At times Kollwitz felt that she had accomplished everything 
that she was capable of in her artistic work, and at such times 
in particular, her thoughts turned to death and departure. Such 
was the case in the summer of 1935: "Aus niedergedrueckter 
Stimmung und dem Gefuehl, doch nichts mehr zu sagen zu haben in 
meiner Arbeit. . . . "  Little did she know that she would "speak" 
again, more powerfully perhaps than she ever had before, in her 
final will and testament: "Seed-Grain Must Not Be Ground" (Fig. 
23). The lithograph has already been discussed in a different 
context and a brief visual analysis will suffice.

The survivor and protective Mother themes preoccupied 
Kollwitz all her life. These two concerns coalesce in Seed- 
Grain and the urgency with which the artist speaks in her final 
lithograph recapitulates and surpasses all previous versions of 
the motif. Kollwitz appropriates her Turm der Muettar (Tower of 
Mothers)171 and transforms it into a single, powerful Mother 
figure, who forms the bulk of the trianglular composition.
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Whenever an artist organizes a composition around a 
triangular or pyramidal structure, that construction speaks of 
stability, courage, and endurance. But Kollwitz does not allow 
the observer to "read" the composition the way an artist normally 
might: upwards along the axes of the pyramid to its apex. 
Instead, she interrupts the ascending motion by creating a 
powerful counter axis in the shape of two massive Kollwitz-arms. 
These arms form a canopy over the heads of three boys and compel 
the viewer to focus on the children.

If Kollwitz had placed the woman's hands at her side, the 
eye would move directly to the peak of the triangle, the Mother's 
head. Now the focus is primarily on the children and only 
secondarily on the Mother, who is noticeably distraught by an 
unseen adversary. The powerful arms create the tension and the 
connection between the invisible adversary and the children, 
between life and death, the present and the future.

The equilateral triangle is the symbol which suggests three 
equal parts joined into one. "Three was called by Pythagoras the 
number of completion, expressive of a beginning, a middle, and an 
end."172 The past, the present, and the future. "This time the 
seed-grain— sixteen year old boys— stand all around the Mother, 
peering out from under her mantle, and wanting to break free."
The boys form the base of the triangle, the foundation of the 
future. The protective Mother stands as a link between the past-

172 George Ferguson, Signs & Symbols in Christian Art (London 
Oxford University Press, 1954; reprint ed., 1976), p. 153, 154.



-the horror of war— and the future. She says: "No! You stay 
here! For the present you may play rough-and-tumble with one 
another. But when you are grown, you must set your minds on life 
and not prepare for war again."173

Only after Kollwitz has won the empathy of the viewer on 
behalf of the children, does she allow the eye to move upward to 
the pinnacle of the triangle where the full impact of the unseen 
terror is felt. There in the dilated, bulging, panic striclien 
eye of the Mother we read the command: "Nie wieder Krieg!"
”Sead-grain must not be ground!”
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PART IV

INTERDEPENDENCE: COSMIC DISSONANCE WITH A HINT OF DEEPER LIFE



9 Macrocosm and Microcosm:

If the foregoing argument is convincing then a case may also be 
made for the recovery of the idea of Macrocosm-Microcosm as a 
legitimate view of life in the world. Or, to put it another way, 
Kollwitz' view of life is an example of the ongoing, historical 
efficacy of the notion of microcosm. Though the artist makes no 
overt use of the microcosm as an idea, it is a way of seeing, a 
consciousness that permeated her life and she openly suggests the 
identification in a 1926 conversation with her son Hans:
"Zuweilen habe ich das Gefuehl der Zusammengehoerigkeit des 
Kosmos, seines Hereinstroemens in jeden Menschen und jede 
P f l a n z e . 7 4

There are as many variations on the theme of macrocosm and 
microcosm as there are people who espouse this view of the world, 
but a pattern remains discernible. It is the belief that the 
human being is an embodiment, a condensation, a recapitulation, 
or copy of the universe and that " . . .  there exists between the 
universe and the individual human being an identity both 
anatomical and psychical."173 Not only between the human being

174Kollwitz, Briefe der Fruendschaft, p. 137; a conversation 
with his Mother recalled by Hans dated January 1926.

Many of the ideas in this and the following section of my 
essay were aroused by Matthew Fox, Original Blessing (Santa Fe, 
New Mexico: Bear & Company, 1983), pp. 66-80, 277-292; and by 
Carter Heyward, Our Passion for Justice.

173 George Boas, "Macrocosm and Microcosm, Dictionary of the 
History of Ideas, ed. Philip P. Wiener, 4 vols. (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1973), 3:126.



and the universe, however, but between the universe and each of 
its parts. Each part is inseparably interconnected with the 
whole and with each of its other parts, and the same life force 
flows through them all; there is one world and "the whole 
penetrates each of its parts."

The microcosm, then, is the 'little world;’ it is the 
abbreviated version of the macrocosm. Typically, the macro-micro 
thinker argues from analogy, using the human being as a "basic 
metaphor of something larger and not obviously human."176 
Knowledge of the little world, it is assumed, leads by analogy to 
an understanding of the larger world; what is true in the 
microcosm is true also in the macrocosm.

Kollwitz perceived and understood the world and her 
experience in it terms of plant life— her primary metaphor. She 
drew inferences from this image in order to understand both 
herself and her place in the world, and to comprehend the larger 
picture as well. Her primary metaphor served as a bridge between 
herself and immediate experience, between life experience and her 
art, and between herself and the unseen world.

Macrocosm, on the other hand, is the 'great world’ or the 
universe as a whole in contradistinction to the 'little world’ or 
microcosm. The world or the universe is a Cosmos; kosmos is the 
Greek word for order and harmony: the opposite of chaos. The 
Cosmos or macrocosm is an orderly or harmonious system, governed 
by cosmic principles or energies: interconnectedness, justice

176 Ibid., p. 127.
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and peace, a spiritual life force.
Both the macrocosm and the microcosm describe a real state 

of affairs. That is to say, the microcosm, at any given point in 
time, is the way things are in the world, in the little world. 
Macrocosm, on the other hand, is the way things really are in the 
greater world, in the universe. What keeps the pair from 
coexisting in harmony and peace, what stops the cosmic principles 
from flowing in, around, and through the micro-MACRO-cosm is the 
deep-going unresolved injustice in the world. Were it not for 
this injustice, the cosmic energies already mentioned would flow 
uninterrupted and cosmic principles would be operative. The 
universe would then, in truth, be a Cosmos.

Unsolved problems— unemployment, prostitution, illness, 
alcoholism, child-mortality, hunger, war— these are the marks of 
injustice and injustice is a rupture in the harmony, the 
balance, the interrelatedness of the Cosmos. Suffering is a 
symptom of broken connections, a manifestation of rotting at the 
core of the tree and a rotten tree cannot channel life-generating 
sap. A rotten tree hinders the becoming of Zeitgeist; it thwarts 
the flow of Cosmos. And so, Kollwitz, pursued an iconography 
that would restore lost connections. Restoration does not speak 
of something completely new, of something never before seen in 
the world but of reconciliation, of the bringing together of 
enduring realities that have been broken or separated.177 In
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calling attention to the brokeness, Kollwitz' art pleads with the 
viewer to acknowledge the interdependence that is already there 
in the larger world, an interdependence that would let the people 
live together in peace in the little world.

Kollwitz' vision of a harmonious, peaceful coexistence 
suggests "an ideal world," but that ideal must not be conceived 
as an abstract perfection.178 She did not envision an existence 
cleansed of its mortality, its creaturliness or its humanness.
Her self-portraits speak eloquently to this truth. Whenever 
Kollwitz portrays herself she "always catches the ambiguous 
seriousness of being human:" large, "grieving and hooded eyes" 
set in a strong, wrinkled and careworn face; her inner directed 
gaze looks out of the print and deeply into the eyes of the 
beholder; eyes sometimes shielded by large-knuckled, workworn 
'Kollwitz hands.’ Photographs of the artist authenticate her 
self-portraits: the unidealized, normal state of affairs runs 
deep in Kollwitz1 iconography.179

This raises a question: how may a self-portrait repair 
broken connections? In an interdependent world, the world seen 
as Cosmos, self-knowledge expands into cosmic knowledge, because 
ccsmic wisdom permeates each of its parts. Self-knowledge, cr 
the self-portrait is a portrait of the other just as surely as it

178Zigrosser suggests that Kollwitz "projected a way of 
life, envisaged a noble world. An ideal world . . . not the 
whole story, not realistic. . . p. XXIV.

17q"Kaethe Kollwitz was so like her pictures, serious, almost 
ascetic." Erna Vogler quoted in Nagel, p. 11.
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is a portrait of the self. This reality is rendered visual in a 
number of ambiguous portraits of working-class women in which 
Kollwitz has used her own features. The artist saw herself in 
the faces of working-class women and their concerns are reflected 
in her own countenance. The pursuit of self-knowledge was, for 
Kollwitz, always on behalf of the other and in portraying herself 
as a working-class woman she creates a visual symbol of the 
reality of interdependence. Schmalenbach speaks to the point 
when he suggests that Kollwitz must have considered her own face 
the embodiment of the same intention that she pursued in her 
other prints.180

All her self-portraits must be seen in this light. They 
chronicle a journey of self-discovery, a process of becoming on 
behalf of the other. Kollwitz believed that in embodying who she 
really was, herself Kaethe Kollwitz, and in performing the task 
to which she had been assigned in the cosmic scheme of things, 
she was being most truly there for the other.181 When that duty 
had been fulfilled Death could be welcomed as a friend.
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180Schmalenbach, p. 24. It is a mistake, I think, to see 
Kollwitz' self-portraits as an "adjunct to her creative life" 
(Senate Hinz, p. xviii). The self-portraits are an integral part 
of her oeuvre and must be interpreted as such.

181Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p.353-54; entry for February 
1917..



10 Passion and Compassion: A Recovery

The ideas embodied in the couple macrocosm-microcosm fell into 
disuse with the advent of Newtonian science. "Modern science has 
depended upon the abandonment of all such ideas and has seen the 
universe as a mechanism completely independent of humankind 
except insofar as mankind modifies it."182 And for almost three 
hundred years scientists have focused on specific parts of the 
natural universe without attending to how the parts are 
interrelated, or how the parts are related to the whole. In a 
post-Newtonian world, however, scientists, especially 
physicists, are rediscovering the cosmic principle of 
interdependence.183 Understanding is still in its infancy but 
the principle is known as 'the butterfly effect.' The expression 
is based on the belief that the interrelationships in the 
universe are so sensitive that an injured butterfly's pain is 
felt at the far reaches of the galaxies.184

How it is that Kollwitz retained a way of seeing the world 
that had become "obsolete" is a moot question, but in light of 
the case being made here, George Boas sounds an ironic tone when 
he writes: "It [the microcosm] is one of those ideas that go 
underground and then emerge from time to time as the ideas of

i8 2 Boas, p . 126.
18 3 Fox, p. 279.
1 84 Madeleine L'Engle, A Stone for a Pillow (Wheaton Illinois: 

Harold Shaw Publishers, 1986), p. 42. L'Engle quotes the 
expression from an article by astrophysicist Dr. Paul Brand.



self-taught philosophers. But to all intents and purposes it is 
obsolete except as a figure of speech."185 Because it is 
precisely this "figure of speech" that served Kollwitz as a 
framework for belief and for acting in the world.

Reclaiming the macrocosm and microcosm as an authentic way 
of seeing the world, also offers an integrative approach to 
Kollwitz-art: the artist's life and work may itself be 
interpreted as an act of recovery, as the reclamation of the 
principle of interdependence. Such an interpretation requires 
that we also reclaim the original meaning of "passion" and 
"compassion," two words sometimes used of Kollwitz but seldom 
understood. The original meaning of passion— "suffering or 
affliction generally"— is far more appropiate to the power of the 
artist's life and work than either "pessimism" or the current 
meaning of passion— strong feeling about something. What has 
been lost to the meaning of the word "passion" and therefore also 
to life praxis, is the understanding that suffering may encompass 
more than pain and distress. "Rather, suffering means to bear 
up, to go with, to permit something that is happening.M1 8fi It 
is Kollwitz who said: "Kraft! das ist, das Laben so zu fassen, 
wie es ist, und ungebrochen durch es— ohne Klagen und viel 
Weinen--ir.it Staerke seine Arbeit tun."187

18 5 Boas, p. 131.
186Heyward, p. 235.

1917 .
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Passion or suffering is a reminder of creaturely mortality, 

but it is more importantly also a reminder of life itself. The 
person who is passionate is the one

". . .who drinks deeply from the wellspring of all 
that is given and all that is received. . . .To live 
with passion is to live not above, or apart from, but 
within the dynamics of contradiction: in joy and 
sorrow, in caring and indifference, in courage and 
fear, in friendship and alienation. . . .1,18 8
Is there a better description of the artist? Kollwitz was

never detached.189 She was always the participant, always
passionately involved in life. Passion is the spark that leaps
from the face of the old woman in "Seed for the planting" and
burns with a commitment that humankind is not finished yet, that
for all its brokeness the world is not a Chaos but a Cosmos.

Yet the bearing up, living within the dynamics of
contradiction and allowing what was happening all around her,
very nearly overwhelmed the artist. Only in the "repeated,
ongoing portrayal of lowly folk" did Kollwitz find "an outlet or
opportunity" which helped her "bear with living."190 Such a
statement is not the expression of guilt which

" . . .  urges action to relieve a bad conscience. It 
is rather the expression of a tragic vision of life.
. . The artist with a tragic vision . . . feels that

188 Heyward, p. 235-36.
189Z.igrosser suggests, p. XXV, that Kollwitz achieved a

". . . degree of philosophical detachment. From this height she
could look on other with understanding and compassion." Nothing 
could be farther from the truth. If Kollwitz was compassionate, 
and she was most certainly compassionate, then it was because she 
was deeply, passionately immersed in life.

190KoHwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 274.
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much of life is and always will be suffering and that 
it is made bearable only if the tragedy is 
acknowledged and expressed."191
What Gertrud Mander calls a "tragic vision" I will refer to 

as a compassionate vision. Because compassion is passion with 
others— "suffering together with another"— to participate in 
suffering. "Compassion is that attitude or quality of being that 
people of passion reflect in their relationships and work."192 
The compassionate person lives out the interdependence that is 
already there in the world. Again, this is a far more 
appropriate description of Kollwitz and her work than the 
meaning of compassion which prevails in our time. It has come to 
mean "a feeling or emotion" aroused by the distress of one person 
in another, someone who is "superior," someone who is free of 
distress, and wishes to alleviate suffering. Compassion is no 
longer considered a relationship "between equals or 
fellowsufferers." Such an emotion might best be described by a 
word other than compassion: humanitarianism.1 93

1 9 1 Gertrud Mander, "The Other Side of Kaethe Kollwitz," Art 
& Artists 182 (November 1981) : 20.

)92Heyward, p. 236.
193 All quotations in this paragraph unless otherwise 

indicated, are from The Compact Edition of the Oxford English 
Dictionary. Both passion as suffering and compassion as 
suffering with another are, according to Oxford's , obsolete. It 
is significant to note that the German retains the original 
meaning of both words. Passion is Leidenschaft and leiden means 
to suffer. To be passionate is to be leidenschaftlich. 
Similarly, compassion is Mitleid. Again, Laid is suffering and 
mit is with. Mitleid is quite literally, therefore, to suffer 
with. Tie might recall Kollwitz1 words: " . . .  Ich . . . lebte 
wie ein Mensch leben muss, mit Leidenschaft an allem 
interessiert;" see footnote #51.



It was Kollwitz who wrote: "I do not want to shut my eyes 
but to create a counterpoise to the horror, the pain," and her 
son Hans wrote of her: " . . .  Sie hat nie in ihrem Leben 
fremdes Leid wahrnehmen koennen, ohne es in sich aufzunehmen.niq4 
The artist used the talent and the tools that she had been given, 
the technique that she had mastered through hard work: the lead 
pencil, the etching needle, lithographic crayon, the woodblock. 
She focused on suffering not because she was a pessimist, but as 
an act of compassion. Her art was an act of suffering-with the 
downtrodden and the oppressed as a protest against suffering 
itself.

Compassion and protest. Both are elements of Kollwitz-art.
Admirers, patronizers, and scholars alike have focussed primarily
on one or the other of these two characteristics; seldom, if at
all, have they been recognized as constituents of the same
phenomenon. Fritz Schmalenbach for example, whose knowledge of
Kollwitz is beyond dispute, asserts that her art is basicly
unpolitical and seeks to capture its substance under the rubric
of "pessimism," "pity" and "a call for help." He writes:

In keinem der beiden Zyklen [Waberaufstand und 
Bauernkrieg] ruft sie aber aus: empoert euch, sondern 
bei beiden schliesst sie mit Blaettern, die die 
Nutzlosigkeit der Empoerung, ein blutiges Ende 
darstellen. . . .Sie klagt nicht an und ruft nich. zum 
Kampf auf, sondern sie ruft um Hilfe. . . .Kollwitz 
wendet sich mit ihrem Ruf um Hilfe an die, die helfen 
sollen.19 3
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194Kollwitz, Diary and Letters, p. 156, letter to Hans dated
Sunday, March 11, 1917; Hans Kollwitz, "Introduction," 
Taqebuchblaetter und Briefe, p. 13.

193Schmalenbach, p. 22.



Such an altruistic interpretation of Kollwitz is a 
misunderstanding, if not a denial of the "revolutionary impetus" 
that is as integral to Kollwitz’ life and iconography as 
compassion. Indignation and resistance, contrary to 
Schmalenbach, are drawn into every line of the powerful, captive 
peasant figures in Die Gefangenen (The Prisoners),196 and the 
same defiance recurs in the solidarity of workers in Friedhof 
der Maerzgefallenen (March Cemetery: Mourning the Dead of the 
1848 Revolution),197 the Liebknecht memorial print,198 and the 
lithography Solidaritaet— Das Propellarlied (Solidarity— The 
Propeller Song).199 The point is this: the socially critical 
component of Kollwitz' work spans her entire career. Her life 
may, in fact, be seen as a crescendo of protest which culminated 
in the determined face of the protective Mother of 1942, whose 
profile is Kollwitz' own. Any interpretation of Kollwitzian art 
that allows its humanitarian qualities to eclipse the element of 
social critique must be seen as a partial interpretation— both 
biased and incomplete.

Peter Feist justifiably calls Schmalenbach to account, but

196 Peasants' War, plate 7, 1908. K 1 . 98.
197 Lithograph in two colors, 1913. K l . 124.
1 98 Karl Liebknecht Memorial, 1919-20. Woodcut. Kl . 139.

The artist called it Die Lebenden dem Toten. Erinnerung an den 
15. Januar 1919 (The Living to the Dead. Remembering January 15, 
1919) .

199 Lithograph, 1931-32. K l . 248.
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his own effort to contain Kollwitz and her art within the rubric
of Marxian revolutionism is equally suspect.200 It is true, as
Feist argues, that Kollwitz' development as an artist was
decisively influenced by her relation to the working-class. By
her own admission, the artist's early work reflected a
revolutionary socialist agenda and it was indeed the artist's
specific intention to serve the working-class through her art.
But her nearness to working-class life may have been more
decisive for her art than Feist is willing to grant.201

Das Proletariat war fuer mich eben schoen. Der 
Proletarier in seiner typischen Erscheinung reizte mich 
zur Nachbildung. Erst spaeter, als ich Not und Elend 
der Arbeiter durch nahe Beruehrung kennenlernte, 
verband sich damit zugleich ein Verpflichtungsgefuehl, 
ihnen mit meiner Kunst zu dienen.202

The artist attributes her advocacy of the working-class to the
fact that she took up residence among the urban poor. It was
her real life encounter, and therefore her understanding of
working-class problems and social conditions, that motivated her.

There was, in short, never a time when Kollwitz discouraged
an interpretation that viewed her art from the perspective of
intellectual, socio-political, or economic history; often
specific, dated, political events help to explain her treatment

2 ° o peter Feist, "Die Bedeutung der Arbeiter-Klasse fuer den 
Realismus der Kaethe Kollwitz," Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift der 
Humboldt-Universitaet, Berlin. Gesellschafts- und 
Sprachwissenschaftliche Reihe 17 (1968) : 705-25. His specific 
critique of Schmalenbach is found on p. 706, 708-12.

201 Peter Feist, p.713.
202Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 312; response to the 1942- 

43 questionnaire. See also p. 274; from "Rueckblick," 1941.

103



of a subject.203 But to view her art as an adjunct to the 
revolutionary ideology of the working-class, or as visual 
documentation of the up-and-down of political working-class 
history is a reduction of her work that Kollwitz herself 
undertook to correct on several occasions:204

. . .Nun aber muss ich bemerken, dass, wenn Sie 
mich abstempeln zur ausschliesslichen Darstellerin des 
Proletariats, ich sage, Sie kennen meine Arbeit nur 
sehr unvollstaendig. Im Laufe langer Jahrzehnte 
erweiterte sie sich. Ich erlebte, dass neben 
leiblichem Kummer, leiblicher Not die Not des Menschen 
besteht, der unter den Gesetzen des Lebens steht.
Trennung, Tod, sind Begleiterscheinungen jeden 
Lebens.20 5
The point to be reiterated is that as early as 1903 the 

artist found she could no longer maintain her "revolutionary 
hatred" and by the end of the First World War she was an ardent 
pacifist. She had encountered life problems that could not, in 
her mind, be narrowly attributed to economic exploitation; 
problems that would not be solved through involuntary 
redistribution of wealth. The artist remained a "pure" or 
independent socialist all her life, but pacifism led her to 
abandon any belief system that condoned violence or killing as a 
means of altering social conditions.

This is a life-change that Peter Feist seeks to minimize, 
it seems. Rather than quoting the significant text from October

2 0 3 Renate Hinz, p. xvi.
204Peter Feist, p. 712; Guenter Feist, p. 86.
2 o s See n . 141.
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1920 in its entirity, he ends with Kollwitz' reflection that, 
were she still young, she would surely be a Communist. This is a 
conspicuous misrepresentation of Kollwitz' intention when it is 
viewed within the context of the entire passage.

Ich schaeme mich, dass ich noch immer nicht Partei 
nehme. . . . Eigentlich bin ich naemlich gar nicht 
revolutionaer, sondern evolutionaer. Weil man mich 
aber als Kuenstlerin des Proletariats und der 
Revolution preist und mich immer fester in die Rolle 
schiebt, so scheue ich mich, diese Rolle nicht weiter 
zu spielen. Ich war revolutionaer. Mein Kindheits
und Jugendtraum was Revolution und Barrikade. Waere 
ich jetzt jung, so waere ich sicher Kommunistin. Es 
reisst auch jetzt noch mich etwas nach der Seite . . .

This is the juncture at which Feist intercepts Kollwitz and he
must therefore be counted among those who, as Kollwitz says, wish
to push her into the role of revolutionary and proletarian
artist. But Kollwitz goes on to say:

. . . aber . . . ich hab den Krieg durchlebt und Peter 
und die tausend ändern Jungen hinsterben sehn, ich bin 
entsetzt und erschuettert von all dem Hass, der in der 
Welt ist, ich sehne mich nach dem Sozialismus, der die 
Menschen leben laesst und finde, von Morden, Luegen, 
Verderben, Entstellen, kurzum allen Teuflischen, hat 
die Erde jetzt genug gesehn. Das Kommunistenreich, das 
sich darauf aufbaut, kann nicht Gottes Werk sein.206
In short, Kollwitz refused an ideological solution to the

206Kollwitz, Ich sah die Welt, p. 198.
Peter Feist complies with Guenter Feist's analysis; he too 

dismisses this entry as an inconsistency in what he perceives as 
an otherwise fundamental commitment to ideological socialism. 
Ironically, he also reiterates Guenter Feist's counsel in this 
quotation from "Zur Methodik:" "Kein Historiker hat das Recht, 
solche Bekenntnisse eines Menschen zu ignorieren; er kann nur 
versuchen, sie zu erklaeren," p. 90.



problem of life.207 Her world-and-life-vision embraced the 
concerns unique to capitalist humanitarianism and to 
revolutionary Marxism, and surpassed them. Her life and her art 
were a reminder that life-strategies must focus on humanity and 
not become lost in dogma and doctrine. If she was sympathetic 
towards Communism, if she endorsed a specific cause, then it was 
because she felt it to be the only movement at the time which 
approached her vision of world socialism with most determination 
and then, she saw it only as a first step towards Cosmic unity, 
towards the becoming of Spirit.

Kollwitz achievement as an artist is severely diminished if 
it is limited to either one or the other of its two most salient 
features, compassion and protest. The two must be seen as 
elements of the same phenomenon, the principle of interdependence 
which by its very nature demands social justice. That Kollwitz- 
scholarship has generally failed to make this connection, 
corroberates the suggestion that a notion of compassion 
understood as a relation of equals has been lost to us. Ulrich 
Weisner, for instance, has written that "'it was a human rather 
than a political concern which led to the creation of works 
determined by politics.' Such statements ignore the fact that 
political concerns are human concerns, that what art and politics

2 0 7 Ideologies are " . . .  cover-ups serving . . . particular 
material interests or groups. Visions can easily become 
ideologies: 'not being transparent-to-oneself . . .  is the 
defining characteristic of 'ideology.' Visions as ideologies are 
disguises for ulterior motives, projections of unacknowledged 
fears, blinder hiding us from reality." James Olthuis, "On 
Worldviews," p. 8-9.
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have in common is their capacity to move us."208
That Kollwitz-art always has and continues to move the 

viewer is a truism. How it moves us seems to expose our stance 
towards social change. Philanthropy, born out of
humanitarianism, accentuates rather than challenges unjust social 
structures; it underscores "superior-inferior" social 
relationships. An altruistic interpretation regards Kollwitz' 
art of protest as a simple call for help directed at those who 
should help.209

Revolutionary socialism, in contrast to humanitarianism, is 
a call to radical social change; change that Kollwitz endorsed. 
But Peter Feist goes amiss when he identies Kollwitz' artistic 
protest with a revolutionary or ideological agenda.210 The 
society that she envisioned, the artist came to believe, would 
not be born of revolutionary hatred or out of an ideology of 
economic retribution. The artist's own words must indeed be 
allowed to stand: " . . .  ich bin entsetzt und erschuettert von 
all dem Hass, der in der Welt ist. . . . Das Kommunistenreich, 
das sich darauf aufbaut, kann nicht Gottes Werk sein."

2 o8 Lucy R. Lippard, p. vii.
209Schmalenbach, p. 22.
2 iopeter Feist, p. 712.
Kollwitz undermines at least two important principles of 

Marxist dialectics. Negation in the Marxist scheme of things is 
aimed at class-struggle, not at reconciliation. Second, she 
rejected "the causal notion of a one-directional dependence of 
culture on material production essential to Marxist theory." 0.
K. Werckmeister, "The Depoliticized, Attenuated Version," Art 
History 7, 3 (September 1984) : 347.
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True compassion is born out of a consciousness of 
interdependence, out of the belief that social injustice 
diminishes the well-being of everyone— the downtrodden and 
oppressor alike. The compassionate person cannot ignore what 
happens around her; to the compassionate Kollwitz, social justice 
was as necessary as food and shelter.211 And the compassionate 
person does not hesitate to take a stand which, implicitly or 
explicitely, carries judgment about what is right and wrong, just 
and unjust.212 The import of an art born of compassion is not 
always a welcome one, however.

The claim of the person calling for justice '. . . i s  
contingent upon the assumption that there is another person who 
has the responsibility to answer it. Justice . . .  is an 
interpersonal relationship, implying both a claim and a 
responsibility.'213 Kollwitz' call for justice was not 
overlooked; her success at making connections may be seen in the 
rejection of her art. In 1898 Kaiser William II vetoed the 
jury's award of a gold medal for her Weavers cycle, conceivably 
due to its political overtones. In any case, that was the reason 
given by the Berlin Kupferstichkabinett four years later, for not 
publicizing a purchase of Kollwitz prints.214 Thirty-five years

2 1 1 Lucy Lippard, p. x.
212Heyward, p. 23 9.
213 Abraham Joshua Heshel quoted in Matthew Fox, Original 

Blessing, p. 291.
214 Hinz, p.132.
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later the artist was relieved of her position at the Academy as 
director of the master studio of graphic arts when she signed the 
'urgent appeal’ against fascism.

The compassionate person will not hesitate to hold 
responsible those in society who exploit and oppress others but 
the claimant, the compassionate person will be ". . . someone 
who realizes the bond, the commonness, between herself and those 
whose actions or attitudes she challenges, criticizes, or 
condemns."213 It is this outlook that distinguishes Kollwitz’ 
call for justice.

Many, if not all well known artists of the period invested 
their talent in the hope that it would bear interest in social 
change. Only Kollwitz acknowledged the human bond between 
herself and those she condemned. Unlike Gerhart Hauptmann, she 
always pictured the side of the struggle she herself identified 
with;216 she conceived her art solely from the perspective of the 
downtrodden, " . . .  never wasting a glance on their opponents or 
making the slightest gesture towards impartiality."217 Unlike 
George Grosz, she did not confront or accuse the perpetrator. 
Kollwitz’ adversary is always unseen; the abuser is always 
faceless. The existence of an opponent is conveyed exclusively 
through the faces and gestures of her subjects. The voice of the 
adversary speaks from offstage. In this oblique way the cry for

213Heyward, p. 239.
215 Lucy Lippard, p. ix.
217Renate Hinz, p. xix.
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justice is more genuine, more sincere, and more dramatic than it
could possibly be in depicting a direct confrontation.218

Grosz’ art is confrontational. Kollwitz's compassionate.
Grosz’ cry is an accusation. Kollwitz's a cry of passion.
Grosz' turns his art on specific social institutions. Kollwitz-
art mirrors humanity. Kollwitz' call was not a simple call for
help. It was a call for social justice, a call for
reconciliation, a cry of compassion.

Kaethe Kollwitz' voice has often been silenced, either
through neglect or active repression. Considering the times in
which she lived, it is the Nazis who ultimately granted Kollwitz
the greatest honour in branding her a 'Degenerate:'

Since the National Socialist assumption of power, 
Volksgenossin [fellow citizen] K. has not endeavored in 
any way (not even for the sake of appearances) to 
accomodate National Socialist interests. She seems so 
influenced by communist ideas that a sincere conversion 
is out of the question. In the case of Volksgenossin 
K. there is no guarantee whatsoever that she will 
declare full allegiance to the National Socialist 
state. Heil Hitler!219

218 The only adversary the artist actually depicted is Death 
itself (Peter Feist, p. 706).

219 From the Gestapo files of the political wing of the Nazi 
Party stored in Berlin; quoted in Tom Fecht, p. 8.



Conclusion

There is no indication throughout the autobiographical 
literature or in her work, for that matter, that Kaethe 
Kollwitz' outlook on life underwent any major changes. The 
artist's life and work might best be characterized as a gradual 
enlarging or expanding of wisdom or insight, or as the 
intensification or focussing of vision. Her world-and-life- 
vision was analogous to a musical crescendo, a crescendo 
propelled by life itself. It was a crescendo marked from time to 
time by an outburst of sound, of dissonant sound— her relocation 
to a working-class district of Berlin, the First War and her son 
Peter's death, the November Revolution, the Second Great War and 
her grandson's death. But in hindsight Kollwitz described her 
own life as a gradual enlargement into Cosmos. Her Gafuehl, she 
said, had over the years, become more and more cosmic.220

Despite the fact that neither her work nor her personal 
life indicate any sudden ruptures or dramatic disjunctions, it is 
nevertheless reasonable to speak of an early "revolutionary" 
phase which is replaced by an "evolutionary" phase. This shift 
in orientation along with the stylistic changes that accompanied 
it, have been widely recognized by the chroniclers but the 
explanations offered defy consensus. Renate Hinz' argument, for 
example, suffers from a lack of precision in the use of terms.

220Kollwitz in conversation with her son Hans, "Aus dem 
Tagebuch von Hans Kollwitz," Briefe der Freundschaft, p. 135.



She asserts, on the one hand, that Kollwitz maintained a lifelong
commitment to "the idea of a pure socialism based on brotherly
feeling."221 That, it seems, is another way of affirming what I
have argued in this essay: that the artist sustained a
consistent and coherent world-vision. On the other hand,
however, Hinz suggests that the shift from the "revolutionary
principle" to a committed pacifism was a change in "the
philosophical position underlying her work."222 The two
statements appear to negate each other.

Tom Fecht depends for his explanation on the 1981 Kollwitz-
monograph by Uwe M. Schneede, when he states that

" . . .  we can speak of an early 'rebellious' phase 
which begins to be replaced by a 'melancholy' period 
about 1910. . . . The dramatic break in the style of 
her work . . . was described . . .  as being the product 
of the tension between 'rebellion and melancholy.'
. . . The break [in style] is seen as the end result of 
a long and smoldering conflict among her roles as wife, 
mother, and artist: 'Her anguish as a mother is too 
great to be absorbed by her role as the artist. . . .
The consequence: 'dreadful depression' and 'cessation 
of work. ” '223

In describing the shift as a resolution of conflict between the 
artist's various roles, Schneede adopts a modified version of the 
thesis that conflict is a mark of fundamental tension or 
contradiction. I have argued that the stylistic change in 
Kollwitz work marked a shift in her answer to the question: How 
may lasting social change be achieved with integrity and in a
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spirit of compassion? In the artist's own words, it was a shift 
from a "revolutionary" stance to an "evolutionary" position.

The organic unity of Kaethe Kollwitz, the woman and her 
work, the identity of art and artist, was born out of her micro- 
MACRO-cosm view of the world. She authenticated her own dictum: 
"If it really becomes belief, so that I feel it, then I would 
also have to experience something of it in this life, now."224 
Interdependence became belief, for the artist, and she lived out 
of this consciousness of interdependence. Such a view of the 
world denies that polarities are fundamental. Life is often 
contradictory but polarities, according to Kollwitz, are an 
indication of brokeness, of unreconciled evil in the world, a 
world which is fundamentally a Cosmos, a unity, an harmonious, 
unbroken, resonant whole.

And out of this realization, compassion is born. To the 
compassionate individual social justice is as necessary as food 
and drink, and protest is a way of life. Because compassion 
requires the liberation of those who suffer in the world and 
liberation implies protest. In portraying the oppressed over and 
over again, Kollwitz not only made life bearable for herself, she 
also spoke for those whom the social order ignores and exploits. 
She suffered with those who suffer as a protest against 
suffering.

The incredible complexity of the era in which she lived at 
times transfomed the artist's commitment to integration into an
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indeterminable struggle. Conflict and tension were, on the one 
hand, the mark of someone who was fully in touch with reality, 
immersed in the complexity of life itself. Kollwitz believed 
that she had been born into the world to be a responsible 
participant in all that life brought her way. The artist "lived 
into" matters of life and death. Thus the struggle that marked 
her life was due, on the other hand, to the constant challenge of 
events. The times in which she lived "added import" to her work; 
the times cast her commitment and her beliefs into doubt and her 
life-vision into jeopardy. But Kollwitz succeeded then, and her 
art continues to succeed as an example for those who care enough 
to live a full and integrated life.
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Figure I: Mother with Child on Her Arm 
Lithograph, 1916



Figure 2: Outbreak
Etching, pen-and-ink washout etching, textile 
texturing and aquatint, 1903



Figures 3 - 9 :  WAR

Figure 3: The Sacrifice
Woodcut, 1922/23



B’igure 4: The Volunteers
Woodcut, 1922/23



Figure 5: The Parents
Woodcut, 1922/23



Figure 6: Widow I
Woodcut, 1922/23



Figure 7 ; The Widow II
Woodcut, 1922/23



Figure 8: The Mothers
Woodcut, 1922/23



Figure 9: The People
WoodcutT_1322/23



Figure 10; Jean-Franeois Millet 
The Sower 
Painting, 1850
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Figure 11: Max Liebermann 
The Weaver 
Painting, 1882



Figure 12: Max Liebermann
Flax Shed in Laren 
Painting, 1887



Figure 13: March of the Weavers
Plate 4: A Weavers' Rebellion 
Etching, 1897



Figure 14: Uprising
Etching, 1899



Figure 15: Whetting the Scythe
Etching and soft ground, 1905



Fìguie 16: 
Inspiration 
Etching and 
soft ground 
1905



Figure Hi After the Battle
Etching and soft ground, 1907



Figure 18: Woman with Dead Child 
Etching, 190J



Figure 19: The Prisoners
Etching and soft ground with woven texture, 1908



Figure 20: Karl Liebknecht Memorial 
Woodcut, 1919/20



Figure 21: The Call of Death
Lithograph, 1934/35



Figure 22: Death and Woman
Etching and sandpaper soft ground, 1910



Figure 23: "Seed-Grain Must Not Be Ground 
Lithograph, 1942


