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Preliminary Note

During his more than forty-year career as an artist, the sculptor Georg Kolbe worked
with more than thirty different art dealers in Germany and abroad.! With each of these
galleries, he developed very different business relationships. While many relationships re-
mained episodic, others developed into long-term and intensive business partnerships.
The surviving sources on this subject are as varied as the individual collaborations be-
tween the sculptor and “his” art dealers. The estates of many of the gallerists who were
relevant to Kolbe have either survived only in fragments, are not publicly accessible, are
not known, or—as in the case of Alfred Flechtheim—nhave been almost completely lost.
For many years, there were also large gaps in the sculptor’s estate with regard to the art
trade. With the acquisition of the estate of Kolbe’s granddaughter Maria von Tiesenhausen
by the Georg Kolbe Museum in 2020, these gaps were significantly reduced. The more
than 500 business documents and correspondences preserved in the holdings provide
new perspectives on Kolbe’s marketing strategies and his relationship to important pro-
tagonists of the German art trade during the VWeimar Republic and the period of National
Socialism, and reveal the continuities and caesuras associated with them.?

l. “Artists and the Modern Art Trade”

Georg Kolbe repeatedly commented on aspects of the art market in prefaces and articles.
In one of his most comprehensive statements on this subject, he formulated his ideal con-
ception of an art dealer in the art magazine Der Kunstwanderer in 1928. For the January
and February issues, the magazine had invited sixteen artists “of the most diverse ‘tenden-
cies” to an “enquéte” (survey) entitled “Kiinstler und moderner Kunsthandel” (Artists and
the Modern Art Trade)? and was able to win over Kolbe, one of the most successful and
sought-after sculptors at the time.

His solid position on the art market around 1928 was demonstrated, among other
things, by the fact that he had the financial means to purchase a 2,000-square-meter plot
of land in Berlin’s Westend and to build a modern studio and residential ensemble on it in
the same year.* Gallery exhibitions in New York, Berlin, Cologne, Frankfurt am Main, and
London,® acquisitions by museums, such as the purchase of a Kauernde (Squatting Female
Figure, 1927) by the City of Detroit for the Detroit Institute of Arts through Galerie
Flechtheim,® and public commissions, such as the so-called Rathenau fountain in Berlin’s
Volkspark Rehberge,” completed in 1928, also attest to his national and international
reputation at this time.

These successes were largely linked to the commitment of various gallerists; and
Kolbe’s contribution to the Kunstwanderer survey documents that he, too, was aware of
the importance and necessity of a progressive and risk-taking art trade for the successful
marketing of his own work:
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“Artists make a clear distinction between the two representatives of the art
trade: the one that deals only with old, long-recognized art and the one that
takes care of living artists. It is the latter that is important to us. He should not
only show accountability to the buyer, but above all to the artist. He must be a
passionate friend not only of art, but also of the artists as people. This requires
a strong, highly talented fellow. The expertise of even the most renowned mu-
seum professional cannot help him. This is not about the authenticity of a name,
but the authenticity of an emerging talent that is still being discussed. His task is
to believe in this talent himself and to inspire such belief in others. And whoever
is able to do that, and is proven right, should also make a lot of money. No, this
is not profiteering! Of course, he has to be a man of rank. Not like ninety per-
cent of his colleagues, who conveniently grab only big names and open a shop
with them. No, an art dealer must not only ‘undertake, he must also ‘take over’
In this way, he becomes a friend and indispensable helper of art and artists; he
becomes a guide for art lovers. How often have we met such a man?”®

In addition to all the appreciation for the “indispensable helpers,” the text reveals a hi-
erarchical understanding of roles in which “the art dealer” is primarily obligated to the
artists. A possible obligation of the artists to the dealers, on the other hand, does not
seem to exist. The article also reveals reservations about much of the art trade at the
time by suggesting that a large group of “comfortable entrepreneurs” faced off against in-
dividual “helping friends of the artist as a person.” Comparable dichotomous views of the
art market can also be found among other artists and art dealers of the time and attest
to the competitive situation in which they saw themselves—depending on their point of
view—with French or “old” art.? Kolbe’s business partner at the time, Alfred Flechtheim,
also repeatedly propagated this competition.!® In his “Zuschrift aus dem Kunsthandel”
(Letter from the Art Trade)," published in the March issue of Kunstwanderer in response
to the artist survey, he was able to report from his perspective that a “large number” of
the “living German [artists]” he represented “[...] make a more or less good living from
the conversion of their output into money,” but he, too, lamented the “misfortune” that
“in the prominent Bellevue-, Viktoria-, and Tiergartenstrasse only Old Masters, French
Impressionists, Chinese tomb figures, and signed chests of drawers were traded.” Accord-
ing to Flechtheim, there was still “too much propaganda for old art” through exhibitions
and the press; however, it was the exhibitions of “n e w” art that spread the word “that it
is also ¢ h i ¢ to own a Kolbe or a Klee.”?

Although Flechtheim was undoubtedly the type of dealer Kolbe had positively sketched,
in his definition the sculptor may well have initially had the late Paul Cassirer in mind,
whom Kolbe had similarly characterized in his obituary for the gallerist two years earlier:
“God grant young art a mediator of equal potency, a dealer who is both resourceful and
passionate, who as a whole represents an artist’s man like Paul Cassirer.”!3

166 "l am by no means in the position of having to sell my few bronzes at dumping prices.”

https://dol.org/10.5771/9783786175261-164 - am 18.01.2026, 14:30:58. https://www.Inllbra.com/de/agh - Open Access - IR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783786175261-164
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Il. Georg Kolbe and Paul Cassirer

Paul Cassirer’s contribution to Georg Kolbe’s artistic and economic rise is undisputed.**
Therefore, only a brief outline of their common path will be given here. Around the turn
of the century, the art dealer had taken on a young generation of sculptors, whose most
prominent representatives included Georg Kolbe, Ernst Barlach, Wilhelm Lehmbruck, and
August Gaul.'® The first solo exhibition in November 1904 marked the beginning of the
business relationship between Kolbe and Cassirer.'® Like other sculptors of his generation,
Kolbe strove for artistic autonomy far removed from the Wilhelminian commissioned
sculpture that was prevalent at the time."”” Through Cassirer, he gained the necessary
access to the private art market and the corresponding circles of collectors. After the
First World War, the gallerist remained an important partner for Kolbe, who became
increasingly successful. The sculptor’s works were repeatedly exhibited at the renowned
Kunstsalon on Viktoriastrasse.'® When Paul Cassirer committed suicide in January 1926,
Georg Kolbe paid him a last tribute by taking his death mask and designing the art dealer’s
grave. His connection to the Kunstsalon and Verlag Paul Cassirer, both of which were con-
tinued by Grete Ring and Walter Feilchenfeldt, remained after the death of the art dealer.

During his time with Cassirer; Georg Kolbe developed into not only a successful artist
but also a professional businessman and relentless negotiator. Not least for this reason, it
can be assumed that the collaboration with the art dealer was formative and fundamental
for Kolbe’s later actions on the art market. The progressive form of presentation of the
Cassirer exhibitions, which differed in their systematics and concentration from the often
overloaded exhibitions of conventional galleries in the German Empire, the close coop-
eration with private collectors and Secessionist exhibition institutions, and the marketing
through high-quality photographic reproductions, as in the case of the joint publication
Bildwerke in 1913, probably provided Kolbe with lasting standards for the successful
positioning of his own work on the art market. Kolbe had pushed for a photographic doc-
umentation of his own works early on, and his preoccupation with Auguste Rodin most
likely furthered this idea.2® The Cassirer book, however, was the first professional use
of his work photographs for a comprehensive marketing of his “Bildwerke” (sculptures).
It can be observed that, from then on, Kolbe attached great importance to controlling
and securing the distribution and use of his work photographs on the art market.?! Later
illustrated book projects in which Kolbe was involved, such as Rudolf Binding’s book, pub-
lished in 1933 and subsequently reprinted several times, Vom Leben der Plastik. Inhalt und
Schénheit des Werkes von Georg Kolbe (On the Life of Sculpture. The Content and Beauty
of the Work of Georg Kolbe)?? and the volume Bildwerke. Vom Kiinstler ausgewdhlt (Sculp-
tures. Selected by the Artist),2® published in 1939 as part of the Insel-Biicherei series, may
also have been influenced by his experiences with the early Cassirer publication. With
the hiring of Margrit Schwartzkopff as his photographer in the late 1920s, Kolbe finally
professionalized this area.

In addition, it can be assumed that Kolbe recognized the importance of a private art
market in the years of the German Empire, which could offer economic security in times
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of restrictive state cultural policies, and the advantages of his own independence in this
market. Even though Cassirer acted as Kolbe’s main dealer of sorts for the years between
1904 and 1926, the sculptor opted early on for the lifelong principle of not tying himself
exclusively to a single art dealer.* This independence gave him the freedom to sell numer-
ous casts directly to collectors, museums, and other galleries, which in turn led to greater
financial autonomy as his successes grew.

lll. Georg Kolbe and Galerie Flechtheim

After Cassirer’s death, Kolbe intensified his collaboration with Galerie Flechtheim (fig. 1).
In March 1926, Flechtheim, who himself had received support from Cassirer in 1921 when
he founded his Berlin branch,2® donated a cast of the Cassirer portrait created by Kolbe
(1925) to the Nationalgalerie in Berlin, which can be interpreted on the one hand as a
posthumous tribute to the deceased and on the other hand as a symbolic prelude to the
collaboration.2¢ The correspondence between the sculptor and the gallery, which was
preserved in the new estate, began shortly thereafter, in October 1926, with the prepa-
rations for the first joint exhibition at the Dusseldorf branch in 1927.27

From this point on, a collaboration developed that lasted more than six years and
resulted in two solo exhibitions,?® several group exhibitions, and numerous sales in Ger-
many and abroad. Despite this successful partnership, the new sources document an oc-
casionally strained relationship between Georg Kolbe and Alfred Flechtheim, who had in
any case delegated Kolbe’s day-to-day supervision to his two employees, Alex Vomel and
Curt Valentin. In July 1930, the relationship between the sculptor and the gallery seems
to have almost broken down. Kolbe’s threat to withdraw from the business relationship
and the reasons for the conflict can be reconstructed from a conciliatory letter written
by Curt Valentin:

“We spoke at length about the Maillol affair. We both agreed that it was outrageous
that you and Maillol did not meet. Flechtheim is also in complete agreement with
us on this—and | must repeat that, in this case, Flechtheim did what was in his
power. The fact that he did not have this power cannot be blamed on him.

Nor is there much point in talking in detail about Flechtheim himself; we have
done that often enough. But if | may say one more wordon his behalf,
| would like to repeat that the many mistakes, which every sensitive person must
take offense at, do not change anything or little about the fact that he stands up
for the things he ‘represents'—and he is perhaps the only art dealer in Germany
today who is also willing to make sacrifices for the affairs of art. [...]

If the abundance of exhibitions he organizes gives the impression that he is, as
you say, like a department store, ‘interested in everything,’ then, basically, there
are not too many artists for whom he stands up and t r u | y stands up. [...]
Even if Barlach were now to join Galerie Flechtheim, | do not think that this
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1 (left to right) Alfred
Flechtheim, André Gide, and
Georg Kolbe in front of Galerie
Flechtheim in Berlin, 1930,
historical photograph

could be a reason to draw your final conclusions about Flechtheim. [...] If you
are not convinced of Flechtheim in this respect, then | may perhaps say that
Voémel and |—if | may say so—will really and with all our love and friendship and
in any case stand up for you and your work. That, at least, you know!"??

The week before Valentin’s letter, the French sculptor Aristide Maillol had visited Berlin
and, on that occasion, met Ernst Barlach at Galerie Flechtheim. The meeting was docu-
mented photographically and later used by the gallery for promotional purposes.?® Be-
cause Barlach was able to meet Maillol, whom Kolbe greatly admired,?' while he himself
was denied this privilege, Kolbe apparently felt slighted and no longer worthy of being
represented by Flechtheim.

Kolbe’s subjective perception, however, was at odds with the actual commitment
that Galerie Flechtheim had shown to him during this period, far beyond the borders
of Germany. The previous year, for example, Flechtheim had sold another work, Assunta
(1919/21), to the City of Detroit for the Detroit Institute of Arts.3? An exhibition at the
Weyhe Gallery in New York in May 1929 also seems to have been realized in cooperation
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with the Berlin gallery.3® In addition, a comprehensive and much-discussed solo exhibition
of Kolbe’s work took place at Galerie Flechtheim in Berlin in March 1930.34

Another reason for Kolbe’s irritation was obviously the contract for an extensive cast-
ing program, which Flechtheim and Barlach had signed shortly before the Maillol meeting
and which henceforth bound the presumptive competitor more closely to the gallery.3®
There was a pronounced rivalry with Barlach in particular, which was further expressed in
the fact that Kolbe not only cut out and collected articles about himself, but also articles
about his sculptor colleague.3¢ An increasing presence of Barlach in the gallery’s program
apparently led Kolbe to a verbal all-out attack against the alleged Flechtheim “department
store”7 in order to strengthen his own market position.

The contractual agreement between Barlach and Flechtheim has been preserved in
Barlach’s estate as a summary in letter form.3® Meanwhile, a 1928 contract between Kolbe
and Flechtheim has been made available to researchers through the estate of Maria von
Tiesenhausen (fig. 2).3° A comparison of these two “sculptor’s contracts” reveals two
different philosophies of self-promotion: while Barlach concluded a comprehensive frame-
work agreement with Flechtheim, granting the latter exclusive distribution rights for six-
teen works from the years 1907 to 1930, Kolbe granted the gallerist only the nationwide
distribution rights for a Sitzende (Seated Woman)*®—with all other works remaining sub-
ject to negotiation. In contrast to Barlach, Kolbe also retained control over the production
and quality of the casts and only passed the bronzes on to Flechtheim on commission. The
fact that Kolbe himself limited his business partners’ scope of action with such restrictive
contractual conditions, while at the same time placing exaggerated expectations on the
representation, once again demonstrates his utilitarian relationship to the art trade. The
extent to which Kolbe’s actions were guided by careerist and egocentric thinking remains
to be examined in greater detail, especially with regard to his actions in the art industry
during the National Socialist era.

Despite the obvious tensions, the collaboration between Kolbe and Galerie
Flechtheim continued after 1930, as is well known, which may have been due in no small
part to Curt Valentin’s conciliatory actions.*' In 1931, another solo exhibition followed
at Galerie Flechtheim, Berlin.#> One year later; presumably with the help of the gallery,
Kolbe received a commission from the city of Dusseldorf for a monument to Heinrich
Heine.*® The fact that the gallery took on much more far-reaching tasks than simply
the mediation of sales is further demonstrated by the Kolbe exhibition held by the
Kestner-Gesellschaft in Hanover in January 1933. With fifty sculptures and numerous
works on paper, it was one of the most comprehensive presentations of Kolbe’s work
during his lifetime.** From the surviving correspondence in the archive of the Kestner-
Gesellschaft, it is clear that Curt Valentin played a major role in the organization of the
exhibition and the catalog, and that he clarified all questions in advance with the exhibi-
tion director at the time, Justus Bier.*® In his correspondence with Bier, Valentin always
had Kolbe’s sensibilities in mind:
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“The exhibition has been put together with a great deal of care and effort, and
it is my wish that it will be a real success, hopefully also in material terms. In any
case, | would like to ask you to refrain from exhibiting Barlach bronzes at this
time. If you have created a new room on the ground floor, it would be good if
the Kolbe exhibition could be placed so generously that it would gain even more
weight by being presented in all of your rooms.”#¢

Some time later, Valentin confirmed receipt of the Kestner-Gesellschaft’s room plan,
which was to be supplemented with the respective positions of the exhibits and returned
to Hanover.#” This plan has not survived in the archive of the Kestner-Gesellschaft; how-
ever, a copy was found in 2020 in the new estate holdings at the Georg Kolbe Museum
(fig. 3). Together with the exhibition views preserved in the estate (fig. 4), this plan doc-
uments Kolbe’s last major retrospective before the NS era and completes the picture of
an intensive collaboration between the gallery and the artist. It can also be proven that
Curt Valentin took over the staging of the bronzes for the subsequent exhibition at the
Kunsthitte Chemnitz.*® Although Kolbe had also repeatedly collaborated with Galerie
Gerstenberger in Chemnitz, most recently in 1932, there was no question that Valentin,
and not Gerstenberger’s managing director Wilhelm Grosshennig, should represent the
sculptor’s interests locally, which points to the leading role of Galerie Flechtheim and
Valentin in Kolbe’s network of art dealers.

IV. Georg Kolbe and the Art Market between 1933 and 1945

The exhibition at the Kestner-Gesellschaft opened in the last days of the Weimar Republic
on January 19, 1933, when it was already clear what the new political reality in Germa-
ny would be with the transfer of power to the National Socialists eleven days later° It
ended as scheduled on March 5, 1933, the day of the Reichstag elections, which were
preceded by massive and brutal persecution of political opponents of National Socialism
after the Reichstag fire and in which more than fifty percent of the eligible voters voted
for the NSDAP and national conservative parties. The profound repercussions of the new
power relations were also quickly felt in the art market. State-organized anti-Semitism
and ever-increasing repression led to a wave of emigration, with many German art dealers
and collectors of Jewish origin leaving the country. Galleries closed or suspended their
exhibition activities.5! As a result, numerous collections and business structures no longer
existed or were absent from the German art market.

The extent to which these repercussions also affected Kolbe is made clear by the
biographical research on the Kolbe collectors listed in Ludwig Justi’s Kolbe monograph
published in 1931532 Of these forty-five representative names, thirty-one were living in
Germany in 1933. More than one-third of these individuals were subject to systematic ex-
clusion and persecution after 1933. In addition, Alfred Flechtheim, Kolbe’s most important
gallerist at the time, fled Germany in October 1933.
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Zwischen lerrp Geory Kolbe, Berlin-W.10, Von der
Heydistr.7, und der Gulerie Alfred Flechtheim Gum.b.i.,
Disseldory und Berlin, wurde heoute Jolgender Vertirgy
abgeschlogsen:

§ 1

derr Georg Kolbe uberyibt der Galerie Alfred
Fleentheim Gom.bolla, Disseldorf und Berlin den Allein-
vertriedb der Plastik "Sitzende" fir Deutschland. Als
Wedropreis der Flastik in Bronze werden X,1000,- festge-
seist und als Verkeufepreis %.1500.~. Bei Verkiufen an
dindler hai die Galerie Flechtheim 207 Rabett zu geben,

godass in diesem falle der Verkaufspreis £.1200.- ist.

58
Es werden im Gunzen, von
net, 10 Exemplare dieser Bronze herycs

Galerie dlfred Flechtheim G.m.b.i., Digseldorf und Berlin
zum Alleinveririeb tbergeben werden.
g8
Transpori~ Versicherungs- Verpackungs- und Ree
klame-Unkosten, die durch den Verkauf der Bronzen ent-
stehen, gehen zu ;astea der Gaelerie Flschtheinm GamabaHe,

Disseldorf und Berlin.

2 Contract between Georg Kolbe and Galerie Alfred Flechtheim for the exclusive right to distribute the
sculpture Sitzende (Seated Woman), 1928, Georg Kolbe Museum Archive, Berlin
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4

Georyg Kolbe gibt der Galerie dlfred Flechthein
Gomeboll, die 10 Bronzen in Kommission; d.h. dieselben
bleiben Eigentum von Georg Kolbe bis zur Bezohlung. Bei
Barverkiufen ist der Nettobeirag sofort an Kolbe abzu-
Jihren; bei Verkiufen auf fRaienzehlung sind die Netio-
Raten~Betrige sofort neeh Eingang absufihren. Im letsteo-
ren Falle dbernimmt die Galerie dlfred FPlechtheim G.m.b.0
das Obligo fur den Kiufer, Ldngeren Kredit ols £ Fonate

su geben, isi der Galerie Flechtheim nicht gestattet,

J. 5
lach Verkauf dieser 10 Gusse stehi es der Galeria
Fleehtheinm frei, eine weitere Anzahl unter gleichen be-
dingungen in Kommisasion su nehmen, also den Fertrag au
verlingern., Steigerung der Gusspreise wirde eine Adende-

rung der Netto~ wie Verkaufspreise zup folge haben.

Jan Giebel 173

https://dol.org/10.5771/9783786175261-164 - am 18.01.2026, 14:30:58. https://www.Inllbra.com/de/agh - Open Access - IR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783786175261-164
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

=l =d o
z % =]
> -
s % =
2 % 2 o
g 2 A E
—_ [ = FENSTER =
i? i Iq‘-— = B
\ v - X e
| o2 = =
2 5 X
2 E
{-] \ g Lg
$ - <5
X 5
e rod o A
S b
WL TS e =
Y&~ yaanigddl = — R
1 e £ &pn 12
| o zud o
g =0 o
- z i )
=\ = ) -
h—JI‘. ‘EB;_N\J{L 1‘_1:2: .:-:: . ) :a::"
< [ R v A5
=2 = 1y W =z
i 8 wh =
‘ 5 3 =< &
dwnvigvad 19vTAC 1 o ™ g OTSs
N : [®2s
Dz - i
\ ::.‘L i o o3 o
=\
logﬁ Fotus v ZEICHMNEEN ~
‘;9\( |
d I
I <« L

' £
b 3
g aunbE FRAV 20 oo iiuncen @

3 Two-page plan of the exhibition at the Kestner-Gesellschaft in Hannover, 1933, drawn up by
Curt Valentin, Georg Kolbe Museum Archive, Berlin
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4 Exhibition views in the rooms of the Kestner-Gesellschaft in Hannover, 1933, Georg Kolbe Museum
Archive, Berlin, historical photographs from Georg Kolbe’s exhibition album compiled by Margrit
Schwartzkopff
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5 In the upper display window of
Galerie Buchholz in Berlin is the
Kniende (Kneeling Woman, 1930)
by Georg Kolbe, ca. 1934, historical
photograph

Despite Flechtheim’s emigration, however, personal continuity prevailed in Kolbe’s
network of art dealers, which is why there was no major break. Flechtheim was re-
placed by his former employees, who had already worked closely with Kolbe while Galerie
Flechtheim was still in existence as such. In the spring of 1933, Alex Vémel opened his
own gallery at the Diusseldorf premises.®® Shortly thereafter, Kolbe’s assistant, Margrit
Schwartzkopff, sent him photographs of six available Kolbe bronzes and an updated price
list with the cautionary note: “Professor K o | b e expects the gallery to be satisfied with
a moderate commission.”** Curt Valentin®® continued to work from Berlin. In November
1933, he wrote to the painter Paul Klee: “I will, of course, cooperate with Vomel. [...] The
German sculptors (Kolbe, Marcks, Sintenis, etc.) are allowing me to represent them.”
The following year, he moved to the Berlin bookshop and gallery of Karl Buchholz (fig. 5),
which placed an emphasis on sculpture in its program and from then on regularly exhib-
ited Kolbe’s work (fig. 6). After Valentin’s emigration in 1937, the gallery also represented
the sculptor on the American market. The distribution of Kolbe’s works in Germany
continued almost seamlessly in 1933, as galleries such as Gerstenberger in Chemnitz and
Nierendorf and Mdller in Berlin also remained as business partners.
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AUSSTELLUNG VOM 27, OKTOBER BIS 24. NOVEMBER 1954

ZEICHNUNGEN
DEUTSCHER
BILDHAUER

DER GEGENWART

AUSSTELLUNGSRAUM DER BUCHHANDLUNG KARL BUCHHOLZ
Berlin W 8. Leipziger Stralle 119/120, Fernruf A1 Jiger 5645

(ewischen Mauer- und Wilhelmstralle

Kuolbe

6 Exhibition catalog Zeichnungen deutscher Bildhauer der Gegenwart (Drawings by Contemporary German
Sculptors), Galerie Karl Buchholz, Berlin, 1934

It can therefore be assumed that Georg Kolbe had a relatively solid market position at
the beginning of the National Socialist era. Even in the following years, in which the NS
state intervened massively in the cultural sector, this established position and the economic
successes on the private art market were to change little. Kolbe’s figurative sculptures
could be publicly exhibited and traded in galleries throughout the entire period of National
Socialist rule. Although today there is a broad consensus in art-market research that the
market could continue to function well even for artists defamed by the National Socialist
state—as long as they were members of the Reichskammer der bildenden Kiinste (Reich
Chamber of Fine Arts)*’—Kolbe’s status nevertheless seems comparatively privileged.
Despite the fact that individual works by Kolbe that were on public display, such as his
Heinrich Heine monument in Frankfurt am Main, were attacked,®® there is no evidence of a
comprehensive defamation of Kolbe’s art. On the contrary: with the probably best-known
art-political diatribe of the so-called Third Reich, the book Sduberung des Kunsttempels
(Purging the Temple of Art) published by Wolfgang Willrich in 1937, there is evidence
that there was also recognition for Kolbe in vélkisch, i.e., national-racial circles. Although
the sculptor was mentioned in denunciatory enumerations because of his membership in
the Arbeitsrat fir Kunst (Workers’ Council for Art), as well as in the monograph written
by Ludwig Justi in the series Junge Kunst (1931), Willrich went to great length to clarify in
these passages that Kolbe had nevertheless “remained healthy” as an artist and was “of
significance.”?

178  “l am by no means in the position of having to sell my few bronzes at dumping prices.”

https://dol.org/10.5771/9783786175261-164 - am 18.01.2026, 14:30:58. https://www.Inllbra.com/de/agh - Open Access - IR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783786175261-164
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Thus Kolbe was able to continue working under the new cultural-political condi-
tions without major restrictions. Since many of his business relationships had existed
continuously since the years of the Weimar Republic, it is not surprising that there was
likewise little change in his collaboration with individual gallerists. He continued to cir-
culate his bronzes, prints, and photographs among art dealers in order to be present
in as many regions of Germany as possible. At the same time, he carefully controlled
which works and groups of works were shown when and in what context. Not every
art dealer received the loans and consignments he requested. In May 1937, for example,
Kolbe declined to have his solo exhibition in M&énchengladbach taken over by Galerie
Vémel: “This collection is, however, not suitable for Disseldorf—the objects have long
been known. | do not have anything new, and besides, I'm tired of exhibitions.”¢® This
control and circulation could repeatedly put gallerists in the position of temporarily not
having any of the sculptor’s works on commission. Whether this temporary scarcity was
partly Kolbe’s intention must remain speculative. In any case, working with several art
dealers at the same time created a competitive situation conducive to marketing, which
strengthened Kolbe’s position and often relegated the galleries to the role of supplicants.
The sculptor continued to retain extensive control over the new casts of his bronzes,
which he either passed on to the art trade on commission or explicitly on order at
fixed prices and commissions, or sold directly from the studio. Prices and commissions
initially remained largely the same before and after 1933, rising by ten to twenty percent
in 1941, possibly due to the wartime shortage of materials and the resulting ban on
casting.®!

Deserving dealers and those who sold well, such as Alex Vomel, could also hope for a
price concession—depending on the work and availability. However, the available sources
also show how rigid Kolbe could be in financial matters. When the Basel collector Richard
Doetsch-Benziger wanted to purchase a cast of the Junge Frau (Young VWoman, 1929)
through Vomel in December 1933 and asked for a discount, Kolbe wrote to the dealer:
“please do not bother in this case. — | am by no means in the position of having to sell my
few bronzes at dumping prices. It would be sinful for me to accept such underbidding.”¢?
When Vémel nevertheless made the—ultimately successful—attempt to find a compro-
mise and was initially unsuccessful with the collector, Kolbe reprimanded him: “you had
bad luck—I had warned you strongly against it.”¢* Towards Vomel in particular, Kolbe re-
peatedly acted in an authoritarian and reprimanding manner, underscoring the asymmetry
of the relationship between the sculptor and the art dealer.

Although the episode ended with the sale of the sculpture to Doetsch-Benziger, it also
shows that the sculptor was in the privileged position of not having to sell at any price.
This was not least due to the continued high demand for his works, which did not cease
in the years that followed. Alex Vémel, for example, reported in March 1940: “hardly a
day goes by without people asking for your works.”¢4

The business correspondence with the Vémel, Buchholz, and Franke galleries preserved
in the new estate sheds light on which of Kolbe’s works were requested by art dealers and
private collectors in the years after 1933 and which were offered by the sculptor when
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7 Georg Kolbe, Sitzende (Seated Woman), 1926, 8 Georg Kolbe, Kniende (Kneeling Woman), 1926,
bronze, h. 28.5 cm, historical photograph bronze, h. 54.5 cm, historical photograph

only a general interest in buying was expressed. An analysis of the correspondence with
the three galleries shows that more than two-thirds of the sculptures mentioned date from
the time of the Weimar Republic. In the actual sales of these three galleries that can be
reconstructed, works from the 1920s and early 1930s also predominated. This may not
be surprising for the years 1933 and 1934, since there were hardly any recent works by
Kolbe available at that time, but it is nevertheless remarkable for the following years. The
surviving invoices of the Noack foundry®® also document a constant production of small
sculptures from the time of the Weimar Republic between 1933 and 1940. In particular,
the frequently cast sculptures Sitzende (1926, fig. 7) and Kniende (1926, fig. 8) were often
requested or actively offered by Kolbe. There was also repeated interest in sculptures that
had been planned as one-offs or had long since been discontinued due to their limited
editions, such as Adagio (1923), Einsamer (Lonely Man, 1927), and Klage (Lament, 1921).
Accordingly, there were continuities not only in the art dealers and marketing strat-
egies, but also in the works that were demanded and traded. One possible hypothesis
is that the successes of the 1920s had already established a “Kolbe brand” before 1933,
with which the public associated above all the female figures, mostly depicted in dancing
poses, which had ultimately helped the sculptor to achieve his great popularity and rep-
resented his work in museum collections and in public spaces. This “brand” continued to
function after 1933, and the art market was consequently less interested in innovations
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than in works that were perceived as prototypical of Kolbe. lllustrated books with large
print runs, such as Rudolf Binding’s 1933 publication,®® may also have contributed to this
entrenched perception.

In contrast, Kolbe increasingly appeared in public projects and state exhibitions with
large-scale, sometimes larger-than-life, muscular figures that reflected a changed ideal of
the body that was compatible with NS ideology. This suggests that Kolbe—whose self-
image may have been to continue to be perceived as one of Germany’s most important
sculptors—was primarily striving for success in the state cultural establishment with his
new works, while a functioning art market provided him with security without much pres-
sure to innovate. The new emphasis is also reflected in a quote by Kolbe that appeared
in an exhibition catalog for the Haus der Kunst in Berlin in May 1938, which affirmed
distorted images of National Socialist propaganda due to the use of the ideologically
charged term “new Germany” and the irritating distinction between museums and private
collections on the one hand and “the people” on the other: “While in the past, my works
went to museums and private collections, today—thanks to the commissions of the new
Germany—they find their way to the people.”¢’

Kolbe’s oscillation between the independent art market and the state exhibition busi-
ness was also evident in 1941 during preparations for a solo exhibition at Glnther Franke’s
Graphisches Kabinett in Munich (fig. 9). When planning began, the sculptor insisted that
the “show had to be staged before the opening of the big Munich art exhibition [meaning
the Grofle Deutsche Kunstausstellung (Great German Art Exhibition) of 1941, at which
Kolbe was represented with only one sculpture,®® author’s note], that is, in May.”¢® In
addition, Kolbe made it a condition that no works by other artists be shown in parallel.7®
Both of these measures were probably aimed at minimizing the competition for his own
exhibition in Hitler’s proclaimed “capital of German art””! and thus attracting as much
attention as possible. This strategy apparently worked, for the surviving documents on the
exhibition attest to the sale of almost all of the works on offer (fig. 10)—in this case, too,
works from before 1933 predominated’2—and Franke regularly reported large numbers
of visitors, occasionally also from abroad.

With twenty-three sculptures and seven chalk drawings, this was, according to current
knowledge, the last major presentation of Kolbe’s work to take place in the German art
trade during his lifetime. The decline in business activities after 1941 is also reflected in the
surviving art-dealer correspondence, which is significantly less frequent and extensive than
in previous years. The main reason for this was the wartime ban on the casting of bronze,
introduced in 1940, which led to a shortage of available works, especially since Kolbe
refused to have designs already executed in bronze cast in zinc.”® As evidenced by Kolbe’s
handwritten correspondence instructions to Margrit Schwartzkopff on a letter from
Vomel dated October 1941, the sculptor began to withdraw consignment works from the
art trade at this point at the latest: “What is still with Vomel? | demand back: bronzes!"7*
For the following period, only a few correspondences with Vomel and Buchholz have
been preserved. They indicate that, from 1942 on, the sculptor did not provide the two
remaining gallerists’® with any sculptures or drawings, and that he concentrated only on
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GEORG KOLEBE

DREIUNDZWANZIG AUSGEWAHLTE BRONZEN

KREIDE-ZEICHNUNGEN

AUSSTELLUNG MUNCHEN MAT 1941

BEI GUNTHER FRANKE

9 Catalog of Georg Kolbe’s solo
exhibition at the Graphisches Kabinett
Giinther Franke in Munich, 1941

exhibitions and commissions in the state art business until he left Berlin for Hierlshagen
at the end of 1943.

Kolbe did not return until January 1945 and experienced the end of the war in Berlin.
For the two years after the war until his death in November 1947, there is little infor-
mation and correspondence regarding the art trade. Judging by the numerous works that
Georg Kolbe sold directly from his studio to Allied military personnel and other interest-
ed parties after the end of the war, he was probably his own best art dealer during this
period.”¢ In October 1946, Kolbe was represented with two sculptures in the opening
exhibition of Galerie Franz, Berlin.”” Ferdinand Mdller had resumed contact as early as
April 1946.7® However, his works were not included in the exhibition Freie Deutsche Kunst
(Free German Art), which was co-organized by Méller the following August.” The corre-
spondence with Curt Valentin, who supplied the sculptor with care packages from New
York, could also be continued after having been interrupted by the war8® In May 1947,
Alex Vémel contacted him full of energy: “Dear Mr. Kolbe, when will it finally be possible

to show your works here again? The good old collectors are always asking for you.”8!
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KUNSTVEREIN

FUR DIE RHEINLAND LEN -GEGR

DUSSELDORF

GCORG KOLBE

GEDACHTNISAUSSTELLUNG
IM EHRENHOF
VERANSTALTET I SSELDORF 11 Poster for the Georg Kolbe retrospec-
: tive at the Kunstverein fir die Rheinlande
und Westfalen, Dusseldorf, August 1—
October 31, 1948, organized with the
support of Galerie Vémel, Dusseldorf

12 Exhibition view with works by Georg Kolbe at Galerie Alex Vomel, Dusseldorf, 1952, historical
photograph
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Outlook

“The good old collectors,” of whom Alex Vomel reported, had to be patient for another
year before Kolbe’s works could be shown again in Disseldorf. In May 1947, Vomel could
not have foreseen that this would be a memorial exhibition for the sculptor, who had died
in the meantime (fig. 11), organized by the Kunstverein fiir die Rheinlande und Westfalen
in cooperation with Vémel. The group of stakeholders who henceforth endeavored to
trade posthumously in the sculptor’s works repeatedly showed clear continuities with the
years before 1945 and sometimes also before 1933. Thus gallerists such as Curt Valentin,
Alex Vémel, and Ferdinand Moller continued to represent the sculptor’s work after 1947
(fig. 12). The administration of the artistic estate was taken over by Kolbe’s former assis-
tant, Margrit Schwartzkopff.

In addition to the question of how Schwartzkopff organized the trade with objects
from the estate and posthumous new castings, there is a need for further research on the
continuities and breaks within the large group of collectors. The business correspondence
in the new estate provides the names of numerous buyers and interested parties who
acquired or inquired about Kolbe’s works through the art trade between 1933 and 1943.
Future research on these individuals, in comparison with the catalogue raisonné currently
in preparation, will provide a clearer picture of the contexts in which Kolbe’s works were
collected and the extent to which the collectors’ circles changed after 1933.
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Notes

1

186

To date, solo and group exhibitions and/or sales can
be documented for the following galleries and art
dealers (in alphabetical order): Ernst Arnold/Ludwig
Gutbier (Dresden), Dr. Andreas Becker & Alfred
Newman (Cologne), P. H. Beyer & Sohn (Leipzig),
Alfred Bodenheimer (Darmstadt), Karl Buchholz/
Buchholz Gallery — Curt Valentin (Berlin, New
York), Gebriider Buck (Mannheim), Bruno Cassirer
(Berlin), Paul Cassirer (Berlin), Commeter (Ham-
burg), Otto Fischer (Bielefeld), Alfred Flechtheim
(Dusseldorf, Berlin et al)), Glnther Franke (Munich),
Reinhard Franz (Berlin), Gerstenberger (Chemnitz),
M. Goldschmidt & Co (Frankfurt am Main), Hans
Goltz (Munich), Victor Hartberg (Berlin), Huize

van Hasselt (Rotterdam), Marie Held (Frankfurt am
Main), Dr. Jaffe — Alice Guttmann (Cologne), Keller
& Reiner (Berlin), Kleine Galerie (Berlin), Heinrich
Kuhl (Dresden), Carel van Lier (Amsterdam), Lutz
& Co. (Berlin), Ferdinand Méller (Berlin), Gustav
Nebehay (Vienna), Karl and Josef Nierendorf
(Berlin, New York), Manfred Schames (Frankfurt am
Main), Casimir Stenzel (Breslau, today’s Wroctaw),
Justin Thannhauser (Munich, Berlin), F. C. Valentien
(Stuttgart), Alex Vomel (Dusseldorf), Dorothy
Warren (London), Erhard Weyhe (New York),
Wildenstein & Co. (New York), Rudolf Wiltschek
(Berlin). There are also references to other art
dealers; for example, Kunstsalon Abels in Cologne
advertised the sale of Kolbe’s works in 1928; cf. Der
Kunstwanderer 10, nos. 1/2, August 1928, p. 511. In
many cases, Kolbe’s relationship to the individual art
dealers remains a desideratum.

| would like to express my sincere thanks to the
staff of the Georg Kolbe Museum, who have

greatly supported my research with information,
references, and digital copies: (in alphabetical order)
Elisabeth Heymer, Carolin Jahn, Thomas Pavel, and
Elisa Tamaschke.

“Kinstler und moderner Kunsthandel. Eine
Enquéte,” in: Der Kunstwanderer 10, nos. 1/2, January
1928, pp. 201204, here p. 202.

For more on the acquisition and construction history
of the property on Sensburger Allee, see: Ursel
Berger and Josephine Gabler (eds.), Georg Kolbe.
Wohn- und Atelierhaus. Architektur und Geschichte
(Berlin 2000); Julia Wallner (ed.), Moderne und Refu-
gium. Georg Kolbes Sensburg als Architekturdenkmal
der 1920er-Jahre (Berlin 2021).

A list of Kolbe’s solo exhibitions and more exten-
sive group exhibitions is published in: Ursel Berger,
Georg Kolbe — Leben und Werk, mit dem Katalog

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

der Kolbe-Plastiken im Georg-Kolbe-Museum (Berlin
1990), pp. 180-181.

Detroit Institute of Arts, inv. no. 28.113, https:/dia.
org/collection/squatting-female-figure-51126 [last
accessed June 10, 2023].

See: Thomas Pavel, “Steuerschraube oder Symbol
der Kraft?” in: Julia Wallner (ed.), Georg Kolbe
(Cologne 2017), pp. 112121, here p. 121.
Kinstler und moderner Kunsthandel 1928 (see note
3), p. 202 [translated].

For more on the market situation of “living German
artists” and their promotion by the Kronprinzen-
palais, and for two other examples of authors

(F. Moller and K. Nierendorf), see: Gesa Jeuthe, Kunst-
werte im Wandel. Die Preisentwicklung der deutschen
Moderne im nationalen und internationalen Kunst-
markt 1925 bis 1955 [Schriften der Forschungsstelle
“Entartete Kunst,” vol. 7] (Berlin 2011), pp. 35-37.
Flechtheim’s texts on the subject of art dealing are
published collectively in: Rudolf Schmitt-Foller (ed.),
Alfred Flechtheim. “Nun mal SchluB mit den blauen
Picassos!” Gesammelte Schriften (Bonn 2010), esp.
pp. 127-166.

Alfred Flechtheim, “Kiinstler und moderner Kunst-
handel. Zuschriften aus dem Kunsthandel,” in: Der
Kunstwanderer 10, nos. 1/2, March 1928, p. 298.

All quotes in this paragraph: ibid. [translated;
emphasis in the original].

Georg Kolbe, Auf Wegen der Kunst. Schriften,
Skizzen, Plastiken, mit einer Einleitung von Ivo Beucker
(Berlin 1949), p. 17 [translated].

See: Ursel Berger, “Wie publiziert man Skulpturen?
Die Kolbe-Monographie von 1913,” in: Ein Fest der
Kiinste. Paul Cassirer. Der Kunsthdndler als Verleger,
ed. Rahel E. Feilchenfeldt and Thomas Raff, exh.
cat. Max Liebermann Haus, Berlin (Munich 2006),
pp- 201-213, here pp. 210-211; Berger 1990 (see
note 5), p. 38.

For more on Cassirer and the sculptors of his
gallery, see: Ursel Berger: “Paul Cassirer und seine
Bildhauer,” in: Berlin SW — VictoriastraBe 35. Ernst
Barlach und die Klassische Moderne im Kunstsalon und
Verlag Paul Cassirer, ed. Helga Thieme and Volker
Probst, exh. cat. Ausstellungsforum und Graphik-
kabinett, Ernst Barlach Stiftung, Glstrow, 2003,

pp. 47-62.

For more on the exhibition, see: Bernhard Echte
and Walter Feilchenfeldt (eds.), Kunstsalon Paul
Cassirer. Die Ausstellungen 1901-1905, vol. 2

[“Man steht da und staunt”], (Wadenswil 2011),
pp. 571-598.
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17

18

19
20
21

22

23

24
25

26

27

28

29

30

See: Kolbe’s introduction to the exhibition Moderne
Plastik (Modern Sculpture) at the Kunsthalle
Mannheim (1912), published in: Kolbe 1949 (see
note 13), p. 9.

Including three larger exhibitions in October/
November 1921, October/November 1925, and
March 1928.

Georg Kolbe, Bildwerke (Berlin 1913).

See: Berger 2006 (see note 14), pp. 204-207.

From 1927 onwards, Kolbe collaborated with the
photographic archive of the Institute of Art History
at the University of Marburg. From the late 1920s
onwards, photographs were also distributed by
Galerie Flechtheim. The example of the exhibition
at the Kestner-Gesellschaft in 1933 reveals that the
gallery also selected the illustrations in exhibition
catalogs on behalf of the artist. Postcard from Curt
Valentin to Justus Bier, December 14, 1932, NLA
HA, dep. 100, no. 50; letter from Curt Valentin to
Justus Bier; December 29, 1932, NLA HA, dep. 100,
no. 50.

Vom Leben der Plastik. Inhalt und Schénheit des
Werkes von Georg Kolbe, mit einer Ausftihrung von
Rudolf G. Binding (Berlin 1933).

Georg Kolbe, Bildwerke. Vom Kiinstler ausgewdhlt,
Geleitwort von Richard Scheibe [Insel-Biicherei, no.
422], (Leipzig 1939). Significantly, the same title was
chosen here as in 1913 for the Cassirer publication.
See: Berger 1990 (see note 5), p. 38.

In 1921, Cassirer had temporarily made two rooms
available to Flechtheim. See: Ottfried Dascher, “Es
ist was Wahnsinniges mit der Kunst.” Alfred Flech-
theim, Sammler, Kunsthdndler, Verleger (VWéadenswil
2013), p. 153.

See: letter from Alfred Flechtheim to Ludwig Justi,
March 13, 1926, SMB-ZA, /NG 999, sheet 212.
See: letter from Alfred Flechtheim to Georg Kolbe,
October 11, 1926, MvT Estate, GKM Archive,
Berlin.

The exhibitions took place in March 1930 and
November/December 1931 at Galerie Flechtheim,
Berlin. See: Georg Kolbe, exh. cat. Galerie Alfred
Flechtheim, Berlin, 1930; Georg Kolbe, exh. cat.
Galerie Alfred Flechtheim, Berlin, 1931.

Letter from Curt Valentin to Georg Kolbe, July 20,
1930, MvT Estate, GKM Archive, Berlin [translated;
emphasis in the original].

“Flechtheim had cleverly used the morning to bring
Maillol to his gallery and photograph him there with
Barlach (who some time ago had refused to co-sign
the invitation to the Maillol exhibition)” [translated].
Diary entry (edition text) by Harry Graf Kessler,
July 15, 1930, in: Harry Graf Kessler. Das Tagebuch

31

32

33

34
35

36

37

38

39

4

1880-1937, online edition, ed. Roland S. Kamzelak
(Marbach am Neckar 2019), EdView version 1.0
beta 3 (February 2023), https://edview.dla-marbach.
de/?project=HGKTA&document=10373 [last
accessed June 10, 2023].

For more on Kolbe’s admiration of Maillol, see
Kolbe’s 1925 review “Zu einem Buch tber Maillol,”
in: Kolbe 1949 (see note 13), pp. 23-24 [errone-
ously dated 1928; information kindly provided by
Thomas Pavel].

Detroit Institute of Arts, inv. no. 29.331, https://dia.
org/collection/assunta-51116 [last accessed June 10,
2023].

The exhibition was advertised in the catalog of the
André Derain exhibition at Galerie Flechtheim,
among the “German exhibitions organized abroad
by Galerie Flechtheim.” See: André Derain, exh. cat.
Galerie Alfred Flechtheim, Berlin, 1929.

See: exh. cat. Berlin, 1930 (see note 28).
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