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In 1938, the gallerist Ferdinand Möller became a dealer 
in “degenerate” art (fig. 1).1 By 1941, he had received eighty-nine paintings, ten sculptures, 
and nearly 700 works on paper from the holdings of the Reich Ministry for Popular En-
lightenment and Propaganda, most of them by artists he had represented as a gallerist 
since the 1910s and continued to do so.2 He did not take on the only work confiscated by 
Georg Kolbe as “degenerate,” a print from the portfolio Siebzehn Steinzeichnungen (Seven
teen Lithographs) published by the Freie Secession in 1921 in an edition of a hundred.3 
Having previously been involved in the publication of the portfolio, he already owned the 
print. Möller is known for his involvement in the “exploitation” of “degenerate art.” In fact, 
before and during the 1940s, several thousand works from other contexts passed through 
his hands. Among them were sculptures by Kolbe in the mid two-digit range. Their number 
cannot yet be quantified more precisely, since titles, motifs, and editions of his casts are not 
clearly known. In 1938, Möller had possession of works with the titles General von Einem, 
Kniende (Kneeling Woman), and Stehende (Standing Woman). These were consignments 
from a deaccessioned stock of the art collections of the City of Düsseldorf, from the col-
lection of a Jewish family, and from the possession of an air force officer.4 Business-wise, 
Möller and Kolbe went their separate ways at this time. Even before 1933, the sculptor co-
ordinated the direct sale of his freshly cast sculptures with other dealers. An examination 

1 Ferdinand Möller, ca. 1928; in the background on the desk is the small sculpture Sitzende 
(Seated Woman) by Georg Kolbe, historical photograph
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192 General von Einem, Kniende, Stehende

of the three consignments cannot, therefore, add a new facet to the artist’s attitude to-
ward National Socialism. Instead, it sketches the contemporary day-to-day business of the 
gallery and the politically conditioned redistribution processes of Kolbe’s small sculptures in 
the late 1930s. Both point to broader tasks. They concern the difficult clarification of the 
identity of Kolbe’s figures. Especially for the period between 1933 and 1945, it is only pos-
sible to a limited extent to determine who owned or had possession of the casts, exhibited 
them, or offered them for sale. The Georg Kolbe Museum is working on these questions 
in the course of the inventory of Kolbe’s sculptural works. Provenance and art-market 
research can support this mission and should share its results with the museum.

Parameters

In 1949, the contemporary witness Paul Ortwin Rave reported that “degenerate” art had 
been traded here and there along “secret and hidden paths.”5 As a result of the reappraisal 
of the so-called “Schwabing Art Trove” from the apartment of Hildebrand Gurlitt’s son, 
this report is now attributed to post-war strategies of exoneration.6 At the same time, 
recent art-market research no longer assumes that even works of a moderate Expres-
sionism were traded “under the counter” from the second half of the 1930s at the latest.7 
Despite all the state and ideological interventions in the art business, paintings, sculptures, 
and graphic works by “ostracized” artists were in demand, offered in writing, sent for 
viewing, and subsequently sold, even beyond the “Degenerate Art” campaign.8 Potentially, 
the entire production created up to that time was available, and the ongoing provenance 
research on NS-confiscated cultural property, which requires examining every work of art 
created before 1945, is particularly aware of this material dimension.9

Georg Kolbe’s oeuvre includes about 1,000 sculptures.10 Beginning in the late 1890s, 
he worked with renowned art salons and galleries, participated in the sales exhibitions of 
the important artists’ associations, and sold works directly from his studio.11 The number 
of casts he put into circulation by the late 1930s is unknown. The frequency with which 
they returned to the market from the possession of the first buyers and were offered 
there again is also unknown. From the late 1920s onward, his works appeared continuously 
at auctions, where they were offered until the end of 1943, when trade was restricted 
due to the war.12 After 1933, when owners of artworks wanted to or were able to avoid 
public sale through an auction house, the results of which were difficult to predict, they 
relied on the assistance of gallerists who were still accessible and active in this field. 

The Time Together

In 1913, Möller began working at Galerie Ernst Arnold in Dresden and, after a short 
period of training, managed the Breslau (now Wrocław, Poland) branch of the long-
established art dealer. Möller may have met Georg Kolbe in 1916, when he exhibited at 
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the main gallery in Dresden.13 It is possible that a first business contact took place there. 
After Möller opened his own gallery in Breslau in 1917, where he wanted to “put myself, 
in particular, in the service of local art,”14 the Freie Secession in Berlin was interested in 
collaborating with him and appointed him as its managing director in 1918. Möller moved 
his gallery to Potsdamer Strasse in Berlin, one of the capital’s early art centers, and quickly 
established himself there as a respected dealer and publisher of modern German art. His 
work for the Freie Secession intensified his contact with Kolbe, who had exhibited with 
the association since 1914 and served on its executive board from 1919 to 1921. The 
fact that, in the year of his appointment, Kolbe granted him the right to distribute an 
edition, initially limited to fifteen casts, of the small sculpture Kauernde (Squatting Female 
Figure), which he had designed in 1917, is evidence of his initially good relationship with 
the young dealer (fig. 2).15 In 1921, he created a portrait of Möller’s wife, the painter Maria 
Möller-Garny, which was cast in bronze immediately afterwards (fig. 3).16 In June of that 
year, the portrait was exhibited as Kopf M. M. (Head of M. M.), along with a selection of 
his figures, in the exhibition Potsdamer Kunstsommer (Potsdam Art Summer), conceived by 
Möller and the painter and art writer Erich Hancke in the Orangerie in Park Sanssouci.17 
Möller-Garny shared Kolbe’s interest in modern dance, and a cast of the 1919 figure 

2 Brochure for the small sculpture Kauernde (Crouching 
Woman) by Georg Kolbe, Galerie Ferdinand Möller, 
1919

3 Georg Kolbe, Maria Möller-Garny, 1921, 
bronze, h. 36 cm, Georg Kolbe Museum, 
Berlin
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Tänzer Nijinsky (The Dancer Nijinsky), installed in the courtyard of the Möller family’s 
spacious home in Potsdam, underscored this connection (fig. 4).18 

With the Potsdamer Kunstsommer, Möller had already positioned himself as an exhibi-
tion organizer beyond his ongoing gallery work, and the following year he also proved to 
be an internationally oriented organizer. In 1922, together with the art historian Wilhelm 
Reinhold Valentiner, who was already well connected in the United States, he began 
preparing the exhibition A Collection of Modern German Art. The Anderson Galleries in 
New York were chosen as the venue. The show was announced to the invited artists as 
the first “representative exhibition of new German art in America.”19 Kolbe, to whom 
Valentiner had dedicated the most important publication on his work to date in 1922, 
was to participate. In March 1923, he participated in the exhibition Kreis der Brücke (Circle 
of Die Brücke), which was important to Möller and during its run granted him the right 
to distribute another small sculpture, the newly created small Sitzende (Seated Woman), 
which, like the Kauernde before it, was initially to be cast in an edition of fifteen.20 

The exhibition opened in New York in October 1923. In addition to Kolbe, the sculp-
tors Herbert Garbe, Emy Roeder, Milly Steger, Richard Scheibe, and Renée Sintenis, as well 
as the painters Maria Caspar-Filser, Heinrich Campendonck, Lyonel Feininger, Heinrich 
Nauen, Emil Nolde, and Max Pechstein took part.21 In total, the invited artists submit-
ted more than 270 paintings, sculptures, and works on paper. Kolbe sent the sculptures 

4 Georg Kolbe, Tänzer Nijinsky (The Dancer 
Nijinsky), 1919, bronze, h. 65 cm, historical 
photograph
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Assunta, Klage (Lament), and Meerweib (Mermaid), as well as several drawings.22 With 
this selection, he achieved a good success. Although Valentiner particularly emphasized 
Assunta, it remained unsold and was ordered back to Berlin in January 1924.23 Klage and 
Meerweib, on the other hand, found new owners after only a short time.24 The response 
to the new German art was generally good, but the sales of The Anderson Galleries did 
not generate the expected income for the artists. They had assumed that they would be 
able to achieve the same prices in the American market as they had in Germany. This 
proved to be a false conclusion, since not only was the price level of French art, which 
had long been established there, lower, but so was that of contemporary American move-
ments. Moreover, because the rapidly rising inflation in Germany made it difficult to con-
vert the value of the German mark into dollars according to the daily exchange rate, The 
Anderson Galleries, while maintaining their commission, ended up selling at prices that did 
not yield the net proceeds the artists had expected. When Möller arrived in New York 
after the opening, he organized a follow-up exhibition in the rooms of the book dealer 
Erhard Weyhe. He hoped to achieve better results under his own direction, but soon re-
alized that the artists’ price expectations made it impossible for him to work economically 
in New York and cover his own expenses.25 He therefore came to the conclusion:

“that the market for German art can only be won if we are at least not more 
expensive than the well-known talented young American artists […]. The Ger-
man artists, who demand such high prices today, assume that people are waiting 
here for their works. This is a misconception!”26 

Meanwhile, the monthly rent of the Berlin gallery had risen to 71,250,000,000 [!] marks.27 
There were disagreements among the members of the Freie Secession about future ex-
hibitions; the association’s assets were losing value, and Möller was criticized for his ab-
sence.28 Finally, the idea was floated that Alfred Flechtheim should replace him as manag-
ing director.29 Upon his return to Berlin in January 1924, Möller resigned from the Freie 
Secession. Since his business opportunities had collapsed as a result of inflation, he also 
closed the gallery a short time later. He retired to his home in Potsdam and continued 
to run the business there in the style of a salon. Kolbe remained present with sculptures 
but was apparently no longer available for closer collaboration. When Möller reopened 
his gallery in Berlin in 1927 under improved economic conditions, works by the sculptor 
could still be seen sporadically in group exhibitions. However, after the controversial exhi-
bition 30 deutsche Künstler (30 German Artists) in the summer of 1933, which contribut-
ed to the heated discussion about modernism in National Socialism and provided a stage 
for National Socialist students oriented toward Expressionism, these participations also 
ceased. Kolbe opted for representation by other dealers.30
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“I only produce large figures…”

In 1937, the newly founded Buchholz Gallery Curt Valentin in New York offered Georg 
Kolbe a new perspective for the American market. With his henceforth regular participa-
tion in the Große Deutsche Kunstausstellung (Great German Art Exhibition), he appeared 
at the same time alongside the leading illustrators of the National Socialist worldview. 
His sculptures could be seen in public spaces, and with the photographs by his assistant 
Margrit Schwartzkopff, more recent figures were “repeatedly paraded as prime examples 
of the Aryan race” in the politically conformist press.31 Kolbe was an established artist; and 
in November 1938, he also modeled the portrait of the Spanish General Francisco Franco. 
The year before, when his large bronze Genius der Verkündung (Große Verkündung) [Genius 
of the Proclamation (Large Proclamation), 1937] was presented in the tower hall of the 
German pavilion of the Exposition Internationale des Arts et des Techniques dans la Vie 
Moderne in Paris, the Spanish Republic exhibited in its pavilion Pablo Picasso’s impressively 
accusatory painting of the bombing of the city of Guernica. And while prominent German 
exiles showed solidarity with the Republic, Kolbe agreed to portray the fascist dictator on 
behalf of the head of the Compañía Hispano-Marroquí de Transportes Limitada (HISMA), 
which handled arms and raw materials transactions between Spain and the German Reich. 
Unlike Kolbe, who was gaining recognition and received commissions, Möller found the 
art political climate turning against him in 1937, threatening the existence of his gallery. He 
had been a strong advocate of German art since 1917, and after the “seizure of power,” he 
had initially seen himself in harmony with active National Socialists who shared his interest 
in modern art. In March 1937, however, Wolfgang Willrich listed him among the leading 
art dealers and publishers of the “Red System” in his diatribe Säuberung des Kunsttempels 
(Purging the Temple of Art).32 Beginning in July 1937, the “Entartete Kunst” (Degenerate 
Art) campaign discredited the artists most important to him, and his previously regular 
exhibitions were declared “undesirable.”33 When the exhibition Entartete Kunst came to 
Berlin in February 1938, the press wrote: 

“It [the exhibition] aims to demonstrate the common root of political and 
cultural anarchy, to expose the decay and degeneration of art as cultural 
Bolshevism in the fullest sense.”34 

In August 1937, Möller initially assumed that there was no longer any possibility of selling 
certain works “at the moment.”35 However, despite the fact that the Reich Chamber of 
Fine Arts was monitoring the gallery, he continued to deal with consignments almost 
without interruption, and in November 1937, for example, he sold works by Emil Nolde, 
Erich Heckel, and Paul Klee.36 With the beginning of the “exploitation” of “degenerate art,” 
his first viewing of confiscated works in December 1938 at the latest, and a larger deal he 
successfully initiated, it became clear that Möller would be involved in further sales. This 
cemented his position as a dealer in modern art. If his work could previously be seen as 
promoting “cultural Bolshevism,” after his involvement in the “exploitation” of “degenerate 
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art” it could also be seen as supporting National Socialist policies. With Kolbe, it seems, 
he hoped to return to an exhibition business that was no longer “undesirable” to the 
leaders of the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts. The sculptor Günter von Scheven, who had 
accompanied Kolbe on his visit to Franco and had exhibited with Möller as late as 1936, 
probably encouraged him to submit a request to this effect in early December. In this 
request, Möller referred to the portrait of the dictator, but Kolbe’s reaction was brief and 
dismissive: 

“thank you very much for your kind letter and the offer of an exhibition. – 
What Scheven had in mind for new works, however, is not clear to me. I only 
produce large figures—no small sculptures were made—and I have already 
promised the Franco head to the upcoming academy exhibition. However, I 
would be pleased to welcome you at any time.”37 

After this rejection, Möller did not continue his earlier exhibition activities and concen
trated his business on the already advertised buying and selling of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century masterpieces (fig. 5). In April 1939, he once again moved into a new gallery space 
not far from the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts. It is not known how he presented his offer 
there. According to his account books, a Kniende—which he sold to the Berlin banker and 
diplomat Heinz von Böttinger for RM 2,500 on December 24, 1940—was the only work 
that he again settled directly with Kolbe until the end of the NS era.38 

General von Einem

Despite his mention in Willrich’s diatribe, Möller was to sell works from the art collec-
tions of the City of Düsseldorf that were to be deaccessioned beginning in March 1937.39 
The deaccessions concerned the holdings of the Galerie der Neuzeit, which had only 
opened in 1935. The building had been established as a museum of twentieth-century art 
but was closed again only one day later because visitors found the works on display too 
progressive.40 After it proved difficult to make a compliant selection, it was decided to 
transform the institution into the Rheinisch-Westfälische Galerie. According to the name, 
only works by native Rhinelanders and Westphalians were to be shown there, and works 

5 Advertisement of Galerie Ferdinand Möller in the magazine Die Weltkunst XII, no. 50,  
December 11, 1938
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by all other artists were to be deaccessioned. Among other modern painters and sculp-
tors, Otto Dix, Paula Modersohn-Becker, Edvard Munch, Max Pechstein, and Emil Nolde 
were affected.41 The decision to sell the works had already been made in December 
1936,42 but its implementation continued beyond the “Entartete Kunst” campaign. The 
temporal proximity to the confiscation campaign suggests that the works from the Gal-
erie der Neuzeit should be classified as “degenerate” and that the sales should be seen as 
anticipatory obedience in the “purging” of the Düsseldorf collections. There is no doubt 
that their sale was a reaction to the political rejection of modernism, but the ultimate rea-
son for the intended sales from this collection was the lack of affiliation of the artists con-
cerned with the Rhine-Westphalian region. This explains why not only was the stylistically 
and thematically unsuspicious portrait General von Einem (1915, fig. 6) by the Saxon-born 
Kolbe discarded, but another of his formerly three sculptures in the collection, Badende 
(Bather, 1919), was sold without an intermediary to Annelies von Ribbentrop, the wife of 
Joachim von Ribbentrop, Reich Minister of Foreign Affairs.43

Möller received the portrait General von Einem on April 27, 1938, along with works by 
Renée Sintenis, Karl Albiker, Ernesto de Fiori, and Hermann Haller (fig. 7).44 The portrait 
had been modeled in 1915 at the general’s headquarters in the French Ardennes. As 
early as 1916, it had already been exhibited as a lead cast at the Freie Secession in Berlin, 
as well as at Galerie Ernst Arnold in Dresden, so that Möller was probably familiar with 
it.45 Düsseldorf acquired the cast on April 15, 1933, and Kolbe learned on May 6, 1933, 

6 Georg Kolbe, Karl von Einem, 1915, iron, 
h. 34.5 cm, historical photograph
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in a letter from Curt Valentin on the letterhead of Galerie Alfred Flechtheim, “that the 
Einem head was purchased in Düsseldorf at the price of RM 400.”46 Valentin concealed 
the actual circumstances of the acquisition. Contrary to what he wrote, the portrait 
had been accepted as a partial payment for a loan from the City of Düsseldorf to Alfred 
Flechtheim.47 According to correspondence at the time, the sculpture was an iron casting 
that was inventoried as an “anonymous gift.”48 In 1938, however, Möller did not receive an 
iron casting but, according to the transfer list, a bronze.49 He was able to sell some of the 
works that had come to the gallery along with the portrait General von Einem; he sent the 
rest back in two crates in April 1939.50 It is possible that one of the crates also contained 
the portrait, since General von Einem can still be found in the art collections under the 
inventory number 0.1952.55. Not in iron or bronze, but as a lead casting.51

Kniende

In 1937, the Reich Chamber of Fine Arts noted that Möller had a “conspicuously high 
proportion of Jewish visitors.”52 This presumably included quite a few of his long-time cus-
tomers, who were forced to sell under increasing persecution and deprivation of rights. 
Among them were members of the family of the Breslau-based textile manufacturer Carl 
Lewin. During the First World War, Lewin produced uniform fabrics for the German 
army. Max Liebermann painted portraits of him and other members of the family; and by 
1921 at the latest, Kolbe was also a guest of the Lewin family (fig. 8).53 In 1925, he cre-
ated a portrait of the entrepreneur (fig. 9).54 Portraits of other family members are also 
known. Lewin’s children and their partners shared their father’s interest in art. His son Leo 
Lewin was one of Möller’s early and important collectors. From Georg Kolbe, he acquired 
casts of the figures Kauernde, Victoria, Capriccio, and Kniende II.55 Further purchases can be 
assumed. On March 6, 1933, his wife Helene Lewin wrote to Kolbe: 

“As you will probably know, our financial situation has changed a great deal. We 
were forced to give up our house and also have to sell our art objects. Since we 

7 Goods receipt ledger of Galerie Ferdinand Möller, entry dated April 27, 1938, regarding the receipt of 
the portrait General von Einem by Georg Kolbe 
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do not know the current value of your sculptures and do not wish to sell the 
objects below value, I would like to ask you to let me know what you think the 
large kneeling dancer is now worth.56 

Contrary to what Mrs. Lewin probably expected due to the long-standing connection, it 
was not Kolbe himself who replied, but rather Margrit Schwartzkopff, who had apparently 
been unknown to her until then. She remained noncommittal and without empathy with 
regard to the collector’s fate, held out the prospect of a sales price of approximately RM 
2,500 in the “current economic situation,” and kept the photos of the sculpture that had 
been sent along with the letter.57 

On December 8, 1938, Lewin’s sister-in-law, Susanne Lewin, approached Möller and 
handed over to him a Kniende from her collection.58 It was a bronze for which Möller 
noted no net proceeds to her. In doing so, he was possibly responding to Article IV of 
the “Ordinance on the Use of Jewish Property” of December 3, 1938, which prohibited 
Jewish citizens from freely selling jewels, precious metals, and works of art worth more 

8 Page from the guest book of the Breslau-based 
textile industrialist Carl Lewin, at whose home 
Kolbe was a guest in 1922, Georg Kolbe Museum 
Archive, Berlin

9 Georg Kolbe, Carl Lewin, 1925/26, bronze, 
h. 34.5 cm, Georg Kolbe Museum, Berlin
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than RM 1,000.59 According to the information that Margrit Schwartzkopff gave Helene 
Lewin in 1933 about the Kniende Tänzerin (Kneeling Dancer) and the RM 2,500 paid by 
Heinz von Böttinger for his Kniende in 1940, Susanne Lewin’s Kniende would have fallen 
within the scope of the ordinance. Möller was unable to sell the sculpture and returned 
it to Mrs. Lewin on February 13, 1939. Shortly thereafter, Jewish citizens were required, 
under threat of punishment, to surrender objects covered by the ordinance to the state 
purchasing offices by March 31, 1939. Susanne Lewin and her husband were able to emi-
grate. Part of the family collection was saved.

Stehende

Erwin Braumüller lived in the Berlin district of Lichterfelde. On December 3, 1937, Möller 
received from him a Stehende by Georg Kolbe.60 Braumüller was an officer in the German 
Air Force.61 He rose to the rank of major general in a short time, was active in the ar-
maments business, and was probably as familiar with the business activities of HISMA as 
he was with the role and operations of the German Air Force in the Spanish Civil War.62 
Möller’s account books suggest that on February 17, 1938, he sold the Stehende from the 
Braumüller collection, along with watercolors by Franz Marc, Erich Heckel, and Christian 
Rohlfs, to the Jewish collector Alfred Rose, Hannover.63 Rose also acquired a “portrait” 
by Anton Graff on February 16 and a “landscape” by Gustave Courbet on February 19.64 
Rose had been a customer of the gallery since the 1920s and, like Möller, had supported 
the artists’ group Blaue Vier (Blue Four), founded by Lyonel Feininger, Alexej Jawlensky, 
Wassily Kandinsky, and Paul Klee.65 On December 17, 1937, he consigned the paintings 
Lote zur Welle (Plummets to the Wave, 1928) by Klee and Aufleuchten (Luminosity, 1927) 
by Kandinsky to Möller.66 On the same day, Möller offered Lote zur Welle to the Jewish 
painter and architect Heinrich Tischler in Breslau “as a particularly beautiful and typical 
work.”67 The offer included a number of other works, including Georg Kolbe’s “Stehende 
Frau [Standing Woman], bronze statuette, height 45 cm, one of the artist’s most charming 
small works.”68 Tischler probably did not purchase the works offered to him. In 1938, he 
was arrested and sent to the Buchenwald concentration camp. He died on December 
16, 1938, from injuries sustained there.69 Rose managed to escape to England in February 
1939, traveling on to Boston in 1941 and finally to New York in 1942.70 He was able to 
export at least some of his art. Lote zur Welle, possibly still in his possession, was included 
in a Klee exhibition at Nierendorf Gallery in New York in 1941. What further path the 
Stehende took is uncertain.

Consolidating Traces

The events described are “snapshots” of the art trade in the late 1930s. Each of them 
could be explored in greater depth. The protagonists involved could be better profiled 
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and the works contextualized in their respective ownerships. In the best case, the var-
ious castings could be clearly identified and their further paths traced. It remains to be 
seen whether Alfred Flechtheim owned an iron casting of the portrait General von Einem, 
whether Möller took on a bronze casting, and what happened to the lead casting exhibit-
ed at Galerie Ernst Arnold in 1916. The Kniende that Möller sold to Heinz von Böttinger 
in 1940 may have been a 1926 casting of the Kniende from 1926. This figure was one of 
Kolbe’s most popular sculptures at the time, and about sixty casts of the sculpture are 
known to have existed.71 Thanks to the research of Ursel Berger, we have the informa-
tion that Böttinger’s Kniende was a “kneeling girl figure with outstretched arms,” and thus 
probably the 1923 work entitled Victoria.72 But which Kniende was still in the possession of 
the Lewin family in 1938, and which Stehende was acquired by Alfred Rose? Was he able 
to export his casting, and did he eventually have to sell it in New York, perhaps through 
Valentin? Did it stay with his family or remain behind in Germany? After 1933, Kolbe’s 
figurative sculptures encountered a society in which respect for people became a rarity. 
At the same time, countless of his early figures were the subject of politically motivated 
redistribution processes. None of his sculptures were confiscated as “degenerate” art, but 
an as yet unspecified number became NS looted art and flight assets. The commendable 
reconstruction of the paths of his sculptures began decades ago. Tracing these also in 
the art trade during National Socialism was once almost impossible. Until recently, the 
contemporary market and its players had hardly been researched.73 Both have since be-
come the subject of art history, but the provision of clarifying sources still falls short of 
today’s possibilities. If the relevant business records are structured and digitally indexed, 
provenance and object-related art market research can efficiently deepen the view of in-
dividual works and transactions and complement previous research results. Georg Kolbe’s 
sculptures General von Einem, Kniende, and Stehende reveal connections of his oeuvre to 
persecuted Jews. If further traces of this context could be uncovered and condensed in a 
targeted manner, research on Georg Kolbe under National Socialism would be significant-
ly and multifacetedly expanded.
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