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In January 1927, Galerie Alfred Flechtheim presented its first comprehensive exhibition 
of works by Georg Kolbe, marking the beginning of their business relationship.1 By this 
time, Kolbe had developed from a young unknown artist into one of the most important 
German sculptors of the 1920s, supported by the constant encouragement of the art 
dealer Paul Cassirer.2 The fact that Kolbe entered into an association with Galerie Alfred 
Flechtheim after Cassirer’s tragic death in January 1926 may in turn be related to the 
latter’s importance for Flechtheim.3 Knowledge of this development is crucial to under-
standing not only the beginning but also the end of the business relationship between the 
sculptor and his gallerist. Thanks to the newly discovered partial estate of Georg Kolbe4 in 
the holdings of the Georg Kolbe Museum and the correspondence it contains concerning 
Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH, it is now possible for the first time to complete and 
concretize research into the history of the company, especially from 1933 onwards.

The Transformation into a Serious Art Dealer

“There are artists who are creators, but there are also creative art dealers.”5 With this 
quotation, attributed to Pablo Picasso, Alfred Flechtheim began his obituary of his mentor 
Paul Cassirer, who had repeatedly provided essential impetus for his rise to become one 
of the most important gallerists of modern art in Germany. In retrospect, Flechtheim at-
tributed the decision to open a gallery in Düsseldorf in 1913 to Cassirer’s encouragement. 
On the occasion of the Sonderbund exhibition in Cologne in 1912, Cassirer had urged 
him to “finally […] become a serious art dealer.”6 However, the beginnings of Galerie 
Alfred Flechtheim were soon interrupted by the outbreak of the First World War. The 
gallery premises are said to have been converted into a military hospital during the war; 
in any case, the gallery’s stock was auctioned off by Paul Cassirer and Hugo Helbing on 
June 5, 1917.7 At Easter 1919, the gallery was reopened at Königsallee 34 in Düsseldorf 
on the second floor of the banking house B. Simons & Co.8

Shortly thereafter, Cassirer supported Flechtheim’s expansion plans, which included a 
second venue in Berlin in addition to the main gallery in Düsseldorf.9 Two additional inves-
tors, Max Lefson and Gustav Kahnweiler, were found to realize these plans.10 Max Lefson 
was co-owner of the publishing house Imberg & Lefson, where the Kunstsalon Paul Cassirer 
had most of its catalogs printed.11 Gustav Kahnweiler was the younger brother of the Paris-
based art dealer Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, with whom Flechtheim had already been in con-
tact at the time of the Cologne Sonderbund exhibitions.12 The increase to three partners 
also made it possible to expand from two to three locations, so that the two additional 
galleries in Berlin and in Frankfurt am Main could be opened in October and November 
1921, respectively.13 The latter was managed from the outset by Gustav Kahnweiler, who, 
however, like Max Lefson before him, left Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH as a sharehold-
er in November 1925 and was relieved of his duties as managing director. The gallery in 
Frankfurt am Main remained open for business, albeit no longer as part of the Flechtheim 
GmbH.14 Kahnweiler’s shares were taken over by Flechtheim, who thus became the sole 
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shareholder of the GmbH, which was now limited to the Düsseldorf and Berlin locations.15 
After his formal departure from the company, Gustav Kahnweiler continued to run the gal-
lery in Frankfurt, which now bore the name Galerie Flechtheim & Kahnweiler, until he fled 
the NS regime to London in 1933.16 What contractual format underlay the further connec-
tion to the Flechtheim company conveyed by the name is unknown, but the collaboration 
is evidenced by joint advertisements and the organization exhibitions (fig. 1).17 This is also 
reflected in a letter from Paul Alexander Vömel, known as Alex, to Georg Kolbe on the 
occasion of the sculptor’s comprehensive exhibition in Düsseldorf in January 1927, when 
he asked “to send some of the sculptures to Galerie Flechtheim & Kahnweiler in Frankfurt 
am Main, as our exhibitions are usually shown there as well.”18

The beginning of Kolbe’s regular participation in exhibitions at the Flechtheim galleries 
coincided with the beginning of 1927, a period in which the structures of the art dealer-
ships were once again changing. Alex Vömel was promoted from procurator to managing 
director in mid-February 1927, so that from then on, he represented the company on 
an equal footing with Flechtheim.19 Vömel’s promotion was accompanied by the decision 
to expand the gallery’s Berlin operations, and not just in terms of space. In addition to 
Flechtheim’s niece Rosa Hulisch, known as Rosi, Curt Valentin was soon hired as an em-
ployee.20 Valentin’s presence in the gallery was very important to Kolbe, as expressed in a 
letter to Valentin in which Kolbe wrote: “For me, you represented Flechtheim!”21

1 Advertisement of the Flechtheim galleries 
in the magazine Der Querschnitt 6, no. 1, 
January 1926
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From Crisis to Boycott

After the comprehensive presentation of works by Georg Kolbe in the Düsseldorf gallery 
in January 1927, there was a solo exhibition in the Berlin space in the spring of 1930 
and one at the end of 1931.22 In the months between these two exhibitions, the effects 
of the Great Depression had reached Germany in dramatic fashion: in June 1931, the 
entire German banking system had collapsed, international capital had been withdrawn, 
and Germany had switched to a forced foreign exchange economy.23 There are many 
indications that, with the beginning of the Great Depression, Galerie Alfred Flechtheim 
GmbH fell into deep financial difficulties.24 In addition to the material worries, however, 
anti-Semitic attacks on Alfred Flechtheim’s person increased. For example, in December 
1932 and January 1933, his likeness was used for racist campaigns in the weekly maga-
zine Illustrierter Beobachter to evoke impending doom and to promote National Socialism 
(fig. 2).25 During the critical months of the NS seizure of power, Kolbe was represented 
for the last time in an exhibition co-organized by Galerie Flechtheim and presented under 
the title Lebendige Deutsche Kunst (Living German Art) at the Kunstsalon Paul Cassirer.26 
The last known exhibition activity of the Flechtheim galleries can be dated to mid-March 
to early April, 1933.27 In Düsseldorf, Vömel had his own company registered in his name 
in the commercial register at the end of March 1933, the address of which was identical 
to that of the former Galerie Flechtheim.28 The founding of Galerie Alex Vömel and the 
end of the Flechtheim galleries’ exhibition activities thus coincided with the empire-wide 

2 “Die Rassenfrage ist der Schlüssel zur Welt-
geschichte” (The Question of Race is the Key to 
World History) on the cover of the magazine 
Illustrierter Beobachter 7, no. 12, December 1932
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boycott of Jewish businesses and the appearance of an inflammatory article in the Na-
tional Socialist magazine Die Volksparole demanding that the entire art scam be brought to 
bankruptcy and “the Flechtheim – Waetzold – Kaesbach system be exterminated.”29

To the Creditors of Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH 

These developments must have led Alfred Flechtheim to believe that it was no longer 
possible to continue his business.30 When Thea Sternheim introduced him to the auditor 
Alfred Emil Schulte in early September 1933, the decision seems to have been made to 
entrust him with the liquidation of the company.31 Even before Schulte’s role became 
official, the works on consignment available in Berlin were returned to Georg Kolbe on 
October 21, 1933.32 At this time, Flechtheim himself was no longer in Berlin. On Sep-
tember 29, 1933, he had arrived in Paris with Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, with whom he 
arranged to work for the Mayor Gallery in London by November 1933 at the latest.33 To 
date, the last verifiable contact between Flechtheim and Kolbe was a letter Flechtheim 
sent from Paris in December 1933, in which he asked the sculptor for loans for a planned 
exhibition.34 This document remains indicative of Flechtheim’s forced professional reorien-
tation abroad, but it has now become apparent from the newly discovered partial estate 
that between 1933 and 1934 there was lively correspondence with Kolbe regarding the 
matter of Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH, and that the company’s continued existence 
ultimately depended on his goodwill. 

Schulte first contacted Kolbe on October 28, 1933, as the “authorized representa-
tive of Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH, Düsseldorf/Berlin and of Mr. Alfred Flechtheim, 
Berlin,” to inform him that it had become impossible to continue the art gallery due to 
the circumstances that had arisen, “in particular, however, due to the changes in the art 
market of which you are aware.”35 Under the circumstances, he explained, liquidation of 
the company was the only option; in any event, the company as such would have to be 
dissolved. However, during the attempt to resolve existing liabilities, it had become appar-
ent that the freely available and non-pledged assets consisted of art objects that had been 
completely devalued, as well as uncollectible accounts receivable. Thus there was no possi-
bility of settling the claim that Kolbe had against the gallery.36 Schulte therefore asked him, 
as well as all creditors, to waive the claim, since the only other option would be “to have 
bankruptcy proceedings instituted against the assets of Galerie Flechtheim and Mr. Alfred 
Flechtheim.”37After three weeks had passed without a reply, Schulte again asked Kolbe for 
a waiver, convinced that they agreed that “there is no point in making an inconclusive bank-
ruptcy” that would only cause inconvenience and costs.38 Instead, Schulte proposed “an 
out-of-court liquidation settlement, i.e., a settlement in which all existing assets would be 
at the disposal of the creditors.”39 The out-of-court settlement sought by Schulte was to 
be a private, voluntary agreement between the debtor and his creditors aimed at averting 
bankruptcy and keeping the company in business. Further advantages would be that a set-
tlement ratio could be determined independently, and no court costs would be incurred.
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As Schulte explained to the creditors on February 1, 1934, the galleries in Düsseldorf 
and Berlin had been closed, relinquished, and rented to other parties between October 
and November 1933, and all but one of the employees had left the company by Novem-
ber 1, 1933. Flechtheim had also no longer received any remuneration or been able to 
make any withdrawals. Thus, the assets established at the end of October 1933 would be 
at the disposal of the creditors. However, since a number of the gallery’s claims against 
debtors abroad were difficult to collect, the possibility of a liquidation settlement would 
only be possible through the waiver of a large part of the creditors.40 Schulte had been 
promised a waiver of an estimated 120,000 RM by these creditors, dated February 1, 
1934, should this have the effect of avoiding bankruptcy. The “pre-entitled claims (sala-
ries, taxes, and other levies)” amounting to approximately 4,500 RM were offset by the 
assets of the gallery amounting to a maximum of 4,500 RM. What remained were “other 
receivables” amounting to approximately 20,000 RM.41 In order to persuade the creditors 
of this remaining 20,000 RM to waive their claims, a friend of Flechtheim’s had declared 
himself willing, “for purely personal reasons,” to provide a cash sum that would enable the 
payment of a twenty percent quota in the event of a liquidation settlement.42

An “invoice statement” from Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH to Georg Kolbe shows 
that, as of September 30, 1933, the gallery owed the sculptor 1,828.35 RM (fig. 3).43 The 
request for a waiver ultimately referred specifically to 1,815 RM.44 Since Kolbe was one of 
the creditors for whom a quota of twenty percent was to be paid out, he could expect 
to receive 363 RM. In addition, in September 1933, he had already been assured that he 
would receive 1,340 RM, which the film director Josef von Sternberg still owed Galerie 
Flechtheim for the receipt of a bronze.45 Kolbe had verbally promised to agree to the 
settlement, but made this conditional on the receipt of the promised 1,340 RM.46 A letter 
from Rosi Hulisch from the beginning of March 1934 clearly shows the distress he caused 
all those involved at Galerie Flechtheim. She emphatically stressed to Kolbe her fear that 
the out-of-court settlement they were seeking might not come about because of him. 
Appealing to him that this could not be in his interest, she repeatedly asked for an early 
declaration of consent, not without referring to artists such as Paul Klee, Ernst Barlach, 
Hermann Haller, and Ernesto de Fiori, who had even waived their claims altogether.47

By March 12, 1934, Schulte had succeeded in obtaining the agreement to a settlement 
from all creditors—with the exception of Kolbe.48 After Kolbe had also declared the 
communication to be over by hanging up the telephone receiver, Schulte was only able 
to react irritably to the sculptor. Kolbe’s view that Flechtheim had treated him immorally 
even provoked him to ask whether Kolbe’s behavior could be called “morally right”: 

“If you want to throw moral principles into our conversation, then I would also 
ask you to look at the matter the other way around and consider whether 
you can justify the consequences of your behavior. If you persist in your re-
fusal, bankruptcy procedures will have to be initiated. In this case, none of the 
creditors would get even a penny. Thus, by your behavior, you would harm all 
the others who need the money as much as you do, and there are certainly 
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3 “Statement of Account as of September 30, 1933,” Galerie Alfred Flechtheim, Düsseldorf, 
to Georg Kolbe, October 9, 1933, Georg Kolbe Museum Archive, Berlin
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4 Copy of the declaration of consent to the liquidation settlement (handwritten note “signed on 
March 19”), Georg Kolbe Museum Archive, Berlin
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creditors who need the money much more than you do. If you consider this fact 
and then still stick to your—from a purely commercial point of view—incom-
prehensible line of action, then I may once again raise the question of what is 
morally right.”49

Only a few days later, Schulte was forced to apologize for his words and reiterated that 
he had in no way wanted to coerce or pressure Kolbe: 

“I also realize, dear Professor, that the agreement of the other artists, like yours, 
which I still hope for, means a great concession, for which I have to thank each and 
every one in the name of Mr. Flechtheim. Thus, if—I repeat—I have used a tone 
here and there that is out of place toward an artist, I hope you will excuse it.”50

To legally secure the promised cession, Schulte enclosed a statement assuring that Galerie 
Alfred Flechtheim had waived its claims against Josef von Sternberg in favor of Kolbe.51 
Only now did Kolbe give his consent to the liquidation settlement, and Schulte was able 
to announce on March 28, 1934 that the approval of all creditors had made it possible to 
withdraw the opening of judicial settlement proceedings in time, and that the out-of-court 
settlement had been successful (figs. 4 and 5).52 Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH was thus 
free of debt and could continue to exist for the time being. 

5  Letter from Alfred Emil Schulte to Georg Kolbe, March 28, 1934, Georg Kolbe Museum Archive, Berlin
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The Aftermath of the Sternberg Case

Although Georg Kolbe had been able to note the receipt of the quota of twenty per-
cent in the amount of 363 RM in the “Flechtheim settlement case,”53 he continued to 
wait in vain for the claim against Josef von Sternberg that had been transferred to him. 
The Hollywood director’s debt to Galerie Alfred Flechtheim was based on the transfer 
of the bronze Ruf der Erde (Call of the Earth) by Curt Valentin in March 1933, payment 
for which had been made only in part. Even before the auditor appeared officially on the 
scene, Valentin had asked Sternberg to transfer the outstanding 1,340.10 RM directly to 
Kolbe.54 The “Invoice Statement per September 30, 1933”55 accordingly already reduced 
Kolbe’s credit balance by the expected transfer from Sternberg.56 Since Kolbe did not 
want to give his consent to the settlement procedure until the payment had actually been 
received, the urgency to persuade Sternberg to act was extremely high. Accordingly, re-
quests for assistance from Valentin and Hulisch were regularly addressed to him;57 Schulte 
even seemed to threaten legal action.58 After Kolbe had finally agreed to the settlement 
procedure despite the outstanding receipt of payment and this had come to a successful 
conclusion, Valentin had to revise his assessment of Sternberg as an “absolutely secure 
customer”59 and admit that the latter was not even thinking of paying Kolbe what he still 
owed Flechtheim.60 Instead, Sternberg took the view that he owed Kolbe nothing, “but 
rather to the Flechtheim company, which, as far as I know, no longer exists.”61 Moreover, 
he even had no recollection of the sum in question.62 Valentin, who had closed the deal in 
March 1933, found himself in an awkward situation: “[…] I am liable—along with Galerie 
Flechtheim, which, as the present representative, Miss Hulisch, will inform you in parallel, 
does indeed still exist—for the receipt of the justly existing claim.”63

Valentin’s request to Kolbe to once again contact “Galerie Flechtheim, Attn: R. Hulisch” 
regarding the assigned claim64 was commented on by the latter with an exasperated 
“Damnation!”65 He was outraged by the whole affair and subsequently saw his doubts 
about the debt forfeiture confirmed. Disappointed, he informed Valentin: 

“I cultivated our business relationship because I was in need of protection 
against the business practices of the art trade—your cluelessness, for I cannot 
assume otherwise, is, however, frightening to me. […] Please consider what 
the obligations of a producer, a buyer, and his intermediary are. I have honored 
mine.”66

Valentin, who had lost his employment with Flechtheim in the fall of 1933 and had since 
attempted to engage in art dealing on his own before finally joining Karl Buchholz in 
the fall of 1934,67 was visibly anxious not to jeopardize the relationship, assuring the 
sculptor “that I always strive to and will represent your interests in connection with the 
art trade.”68 Whether and how the tangled affair was finally resolved cannot be recon-
structed. A payment deadline set by Hulisch for Sternberg of August 20, 1934 apparently 
passed, because as late as December 1934, the Düsseldorf branch of the Reichsbank 
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asked Kolbe about the current status.69 Although Kolbe explained the hopelessness of the 
levy,70 it can be assumed that, at least between Valentin and himself, an amicable solution 
could be found, because the connection between the two remained even after Valentin 
fled to New York at the end of 1936 due to NS persecution.71

The Liquidation of Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH 

The end of Galerie Alfred Flechtheim in Düsseldorf is commonly seen in the founding of 
Galerie Alex Vömel in late March 1933. However, this was not a takeover, but rather the 
creation of a separate company based in the former premises of Galerie Flechtheim.72 
From April 1933 onward, Galerie Alfred Flechtheim, Düsseldorf, and Galerie Alex Vömel, 
Düsseldorf, officially shared the same business address, and Hans Maassen, who had been 
an employee of Galerie Flechtheim in Düsseldorf since November 1922, was still veri-
fiably working there in his capacity until October 1933, for it was he who underwrote 
the invoice statements to Georg Kolbe and dated them “Düsseldorf, April 25, 1933” and 
“Düsseldorf, October 9, 1933,” respectively.73 It was not until October 21, 1933 that the 
Düsseldorf business was deregistered with the commercial tax office;74 a week later, the 
auditor Alfred E. Schulte introduced himself to Georg Kolbe as the general representative 
of “Galerie Alfred Flechtheim GmbH, Düsseldorf/Berlin” and expressly noted “that the 
liquidation of the company has already progressed to such an extent that, as of November 
1 of this year, no costs whatsoever will be incurred except for those for one employee.”75 
The “one employee” mentioned must have been Rosi Hulisch, who assisted Schulte and 
under whose private residential address the company’s office was temporarily registered 
after the abandonment of the Berlin gallery space.76

The fact that Schulte succeeded in averting the dissolution of Galerie Alfred Flechtheim 
GmbH was already evident from the commercial register,77 but the newly discovered par-
tial estate of Georg Kolbe can further substantiate the events. The documents testify to 
close cooperation between Schulte, Hulisch, and Valentin, with the goal of reaching an 
out-of-court settlement, which was actually concluded by the end of March 1934 at the 
latest, because all creditors had agreed to waive their claims.78 Galerie Alfred Flechtheim 
GmbH could therefore continue to exist. Since July 1934, its address had been the new 
home address of Alfred Flechtheim and his wife Bertha, known as Betti, at Düsseldorfer 
Strasse 44/45, Berlin:79 

“The company Galerie Flechtheim GmbH continues to exist after the settlement 
proceedings have been concluded. However, no more exhibitions etc. will be 
organized. Mr. Flechtheim as managing director works closely together with art 
dealers in Paris and London.”80

The decision to dissolve the company was finally made by Alfred Flechtheim on January 
18, 1936.81 Rosi Hulisch was appointed as liquidator; on February 20, 1937, she notified 
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the district court that the liquidation had been completed. Four days later, the company 
was deleted from the commercial register.82 Shortly thereafter, Alfred Flechtheim died as 
a result of severe blood poisoning in his right leg, which he had contracted in the winter 
of 1936.83 The international obituaries testify to the esteem in which his work was held, 
while in Germany he was attacked as a “grain Jew from Odessa” and held jointly respon-
sible for “degenerate” art.84 In contrast, his former business partner Alex Vömel managed 
to continue his business in Düsseldorf and—after initial disagreements—established a 
business relationship with Georg Kolbe.85 As a result, works by Kolbe were regularly on 
display at Galerie Vömel until the 1940s and enjoyed high demand: “There are visitors in 
my showrooms from morning to night, and hardly a day goes by without people asking 
for works by you.”86

Rosi Hulisch, who had remained in Berlin, received her deportation order on Novem-
ber 4, 1942, and took her own life together with her mother Klara.87 Betti Flechtheim had 
suffered the same harrowing fate a year earlier (fig. 6).88 

6 Betti Flechtheim and Rosi Hulisch, photo-
graphed by Thea Sternheim in the summer of 
1931, Deutsches Literaturarchiv, Marbach am 
Neckar, Heinrich Enrique Beck Foundation, 
Basel, historical photograph
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Concluding Remarks

In conclusion, two aspects remain to be noted for research. First, it is once again evident 
that the history of Galerie Alfred Flechtheim is much more complex and multifaceted than 
commonly described and, as a consequence, that it had a financial impact on other players 
in the art market, especially the company’s creditors. Second, Rosi Hulisch’s activities on 
behalf of Alfred Flechtheim should receive more attention in the future. In particular, the 
period after the successful settlement proceedings beginning in April 1934 and the appli-
cation for liquidation in January 1936 has so far gone largely unnoticed, although isolated 
activities testify to the fact that operations in Berlin did not cease completely.89
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Notes
1	� See: Jan Giebel, “‘Und jetzt hat ihn Flechtheim.’ 

Georg Kolbe in der Galerie Alfred Flechtheim,” in: 
Ottfried Dascher (ed.): Sprung in den Raum. Skulp­
turen bei Alfred Flechtheim [Quellenstudien zur Kunst, 
vol. 11] (Wädenswil 2017), pp. 389–410, here 
pp. 394 and 396.

2	� See: ibid., pp. 389 and 393.
3	� Paul Cassirer died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound 

on January 7, 1926. The fact that Georg Kolbe 
both took Cassirer’s death mask and designed his 
grave is a direct expression of the close connection 
between the two. Alfred Flechtheim had also re-
ceived substantial support from his dealer colleague 
and paid posthumous homage to him by donating 
Kolbe’s portrait head Paul Cassirer, created in 1925, 
to the Nationalgalerie in Berlin on the occasion of 
the fiftieth birthday of its director Ludwig Justi in 
March 1926. See: ibid., pp. 393 and 394; https://
id.smb.museum/object/965130/portr%C3%A4t-
paul-cassirer [last accessed March 17, 2023].

4	� This partial estate comes from the estate of Maria 
von Tiesenhausen, née Maria von Keudell, Georg 
Kolbe’s granddaughter, who directed the Georg 
Kolbe Museum from 1969 to 1977 and published an 
edition of his letters in 1987. After her death, the 
estate came to the Georg Kolbe Museum and with 
it many previously unknown documents, especially 
letters, which have since been reviewed, catalogued, 
and researched.

5	� Alfred Flechtheim, “In Memoriam Paul Cassirer,” 
in: Der Querschnitt, vol. 6, no. 2, February 1926, 
pp. 94f., here p. 94 [translated].

6	� Alfred Flechtheim, “Zehn Jahre Kunsthändler,” 
in: Der Querschnitt, vol. 3, nos. 3/4, Fall 1923, 
pp. 151–156, here p. 151 [translated].

7	� See: Christian Zervos, “Gespräch mit Alfred 
Flechtheim” [1927], quoted in: Rudolf Schmitt-Föller 
(ed.), Alfred Flechtheim. “Nun mal Schluß mit den 
blauen Picassos!”, Gesammelte Schriften (Bonn 2010), 
p. 57; Kunstsalon Paul Cassirer and Hugo Helbing 
(eds.), Galerie Flechtheim. Moderne Gemälde [auction 
catalog], Berlin, June 5, 1917.
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