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13

EMIL NOLDE 
“ DEMON OF 
THIS REGION” 
Felix Krämer

cottage gardens and north German landscapes as well as his 
numerous watercolours of fl owers were admired by a wide audi-
ence then as now, his religious and fantastic works provoked 
mystifi cation and violent rejection. He was a complex character 
who united a number of opposing qualities within his person. 
He could convincingly present himself as a simple, honest soul 
from the countryside. And at the same time he was a supreme 
master of all marketing mechanisms and devoted himself to the 
sale of his art with the skill of a practised businessman. He was a 
self-taught artist who had attended various art schools, a painter 
who did not tire of voicing his aversion to urban society and 
who nonetheless spent a great deal of his life in the city. And 
although he believed that his art was not suffi  ciently appreci-
ated, he was by far the most successful German artist of his gen-
eration. Nolde was a German nationalist with a Danish passport, 
who voted for the Social Democratic Party and later joined the 
National Socialist Party of North Schleswig (NSDAPN). He was 
someone who, despite the  defamation campaign, the destruc-
tion of works of art and being banned from working as an artist, 
nonetheless continued to place his hopes in Adolf Hitler. After 
the war, Nolde was re  garded as the epitome of the persecuted 
artist in spite of his ambivalent role during the Nazi period.

Friends and acquaintances described Nolde as having a 
complex personality. Carl Georg Heise was of the opinion that 
his “deliberate show of primitiveness was a sort of camoufl age, 
rather than corresponding to his slow but profound way of 
thinking that often contained a hidden meaning.” 13 Fehr ex -
plained: “I mean to say, in his pictures and in his comments he 

“It was unpleasantly loud in the rooms,” Emil Nolde reported 
to his friend Hans Fehr on the subject of his exhibition in the 
Galerie Commeter in Hamburg in 1913: “‘Dreadful, dreadful’, 
shouted one visitor. ‘Flogging would be too good for a fellow 
like that’, shouted another.” 1 This was not an isolated incident. 
Time and again the Expressionist artist’s exhibitions gave rise to 
tumultuous scenes and disputes. His presentations were casti-
gated as “torture chambers”,2 and Nolde himself was described 
as a “barbarian”,3 the “terror of the virtuous” 4 or as an “artistic 
anarchist of the most audacious kind”.5 For a seasoned art critic 
like Julius Meier-Graefe, Nolde’s works were nothing but “archa-
ism” and “historical socialism from the catacombs”.6 But even 
then there were numerous positive opinions too, describing 
the particular fascination which Nolde’s paintings radiate. Many 
people revered the artist as an “inwardly profoundly serious 
painter” 7 or even as a “very unusual personality of genius” 8 and 
saw in his pictures the works of “an endlessly rich spirit”.9 For 
them, a visit to his exhibitions was “one of the most festive occa-
sions of our time”.10 Kurt Freyer observed in 1912: “The essential, 
the depth of his sensibility, the power of his experience, the 
 solemn feeling in his works defi es all attempts at description.” 11

What is remarkable is the highly emotional nature of the 
reviews. Very few critics were immune to the intense eff ect pro-
duced by Nolde’s art; its glowing colour harmonies, exuberant 
imagination and atmospheric landscapes continue to enchant 
the viewer today. “There are only two possible attitudes towards 
the work of the sixty-year-old north German painter Emil Nolde: 
for and against,” summarised the Kasseler Neueste Nachrichten 
newspaper in 1928.12 Although his decorative representations of 

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

1887, executed by Emil Nolde during his apprenticeship in 

Flensburg
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was the epitome of strength, and yet on the other hand he also 
displayed what I could almost describe as a hint of anxiousness 
or hypersensitivity.” 14 These contradictions corresponded, in 
fact, with Nolde’s self-perception. Before his engagement with 
Ada Vilstrup he sketched his idea of an artist thus: “Someone 
who loves both nature and culture, who can be divine and yet an 
animal, a child and yet a giant, naive and yet sophisticated, soul-
ful and yet intellectual, passionate and dispassionate, bubbling 
with life and silently contemplative. That is the able artist who 
does not cling one-sidedly to something, but who creates great 
art.” 15

To this day, our view of the artist and his art is determined 
to a large extent by the four volumes of his autobiography, 
which was published from 1931. Although Nolde was still con-
vinced in 1913 that he could not explain his works – “Art itself is 
my language, and the only one in which I can say in full what 
drives and moves me” 16 – he later spent a great deal of time 
explaining his life and his art to the public through his writings. 
Since then his autobiography has served countless art historians 
as historical evidence, frequently without allowances being made 
for Nolde’s strong self-styling.17

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

Fig.  2  Arnold Böcklin, Deianira and Nessus, 1898, Museum Pfalzgalerie Kaiserslautern
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It was during this period that he created his fi rst painting,  
Mountain Giants (cat. no.  1), on which he worked for about two 
years and with which he applied unsuccessfully to the annual 
exhibition in Munich in 1897. This fi rst painting is surprising for 
its large format of 93.5   x 151.5    cm. The subject of the work is 
also unusual: it shows several grotesque heads smirking and grin-
ning at each other. This “strange early work”,20 which the artist 
would later hang over the door of his home in Flensburg, lacks 
the authority and dynamism of his mature paintings. The subject 
is rough and direct, the brushwork ponderous. The artist feels 
his way tentatively. Although Nolde’s Mountain Giants do not 
disguise their kinship with the trolls of Scandinavia, it is evident 
which artistic model they are following: like many of his contem-
poraries, Nolde was an enthusiastic admirer of Arnold Böcklin, 
whose art was celebrated at that time as the alternative to 
French painting. Nolde even regarded the Swiss artist as one of 
the “most important artists” of the time.21 Böcklin’s threatening 
landscapes are contrasted with wild-looking fabulous creatures 
which greatly infl uenced Nolde’s art with their unbridled fantasy 
(fi g.  2). Nolde’s enthusiasm for the fantastic and the grotesque 
runs like a common theme through his work. “For him, the prefi x 
‘proto-’ was a sign of quality; his passion was for the uncivilised, 
the archaic, the antemundane, and elves and sorceresses were 
closer to him than the gods of ancient Greece,” commented 
Walter Jens.22

Although a painting like Mountain Giants seems surprising at 
the beginning of an artist’s career, it is also directly related to 
Nolde’s biggest commercial success, which formed the material 
basis for his artistic career. The breakthrough occurred with his 
Mountain Postcards – a series of watercolours in which Nolde 

pany his master to a trade fair in Munich. From there he went to 
Karlsruhe to work in a famous furniture factory. For him, the les-
sons at the local college of arts and crafts were more important 
than his job. A year later he continued to Berlin, where he sup-
ported himself with casual jobs until he found a position as 
draughtsman and model builder in a fashion-accessories factory. 
However, Nolde did not stay here for very long either. At the 
beginning of January 1892 he was appointed to the Museum of 
Industries and Trade in St. Gallen in Switzerland as a teacher of 
ornamental and colour drawing.

Nolde seemed to have arrived at last. He joined enthusiasti-
cally in the life of the prosperous little town. He took out a life 
insurance policy, joined the bowling association and the Swiss 
Alpine Club and climbed the Matterhorn. The mountaineer from 
north Germany became a local celebrity as a result of his sport-
ing achievements. He became friends with his pupil Hans Fehr, 
and travelled to Milan, Vienna and Munich. They visited muse-
ums, exhibitions, and theatre and opera performances. But life 
as a teacher did not satisfy him in the long term and he sought 
other challenges. Nolde’s artistic ambitions came increasingly to 
the fore. On several occasions he participated in exhibitions at 
the local art association, presented drawings after paintings by 
the Salon artists Carl Theodor von Piloty and Bruno Piglhein and 
turned in vain to potential patrons in the hope of a scholarship: 
“And yet, I continued to live in hope.” 19   

Fig.  3  Emil Nolde, The Matterhorn Smiles, 

Mountain Postcard, 1896, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll

Fig.  4  Emil Nolde, compositional studies after 

Arnold Böcklin, 1899, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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drawn, like all people from the north.” 23 Nolde stayed in the 
city for nine months, but this was not his world: “Paris gave me 
very little, and I, of course, had expected so much.” 24 In early 
July 1900 Nolde returned from Le Havre via Hamburg to North 
Schleswig on a cargo ship.

A few weeks later, the restless artist travelled to Copenha-
gen. Again he enrolled as a student at a private art school. “I reg-
istered at the Zahrtmann School but I was only able to attend a 
few lessons. My eyes could not bear it.” 25 Nolde was lonely and 
did not make friends. His eff orts to achieve professional recogni-
tion were all the greater. He tried to apply here what had been 
successful in St. Gallen. He had ten views of Copenhagen printed 
as postcards, but sold only a small number. Nolde considered 
writing newspaper articles about young Danish art, which 
enjoyed international interest at the time. He visited the best-
known protagonists – including Vilhelm Hammershøi, whose 
works were celebrated at the World’s Fair. The two taciturn 
painters had little to say to one another: “He spoke slowly and 
quietly, we all spoke calmly,” Nolde summarized the meeting.26 
The tone of his paintings from this period is as reticent as Ham-
mershøi’s (fi g.  6). Nolde painted Copenhagen’s canals in muted 
colour, a fi shing village and several seascapes (Light Sea Mood; 
Dunes; Canal (Copenhagen), cat. nos.  3 – 5), which anticipate his 
Autumn Seas (cat. nos.  29 – 31), executed from 1910 on  wards, in 
their remarkable reduction. Light, which in its delicateness is 
reminiscent of the Skagen paintings of Peder Severin Krøyer 
(fi g.  7), is the protagonist of these atmospheric paintings.

The painting Before Sunrise (cat. no.  7), created in 1901, 
stands in contrast to this nuanced atmospheric painting. Loud, 
garish and grotesque: “Two strange animals, one sitting on a 
rock nest and the other fl ying out to hunt,” is how the painter 
described the scene in which he built on his representation of 
Mountain Giants.27 During the months of July to September 
1901 Nolde withdrew to the remote fi shing village of Lildstrand 
in North Jutland. Here he created drawings with visions of crea-
tures from the realms of ghost stories and myths (cf. p.  37, 
fi g.  1), as though in a state of intoxication, but also wrote letters 
whose confusion caused Fehr to fear that Nolde had lost his 
mind. He was also in close contact through written exchange 
with the Danish pastor’s daughter Ada Vilstrup. The actress, 
twelve years his junior, and the ambitious painter had met 
shortly beforehand. Their engagement followed just a few weeks 
after Nolde’s return to the Danish capital, and they were married 
in February 1902. Their marriage remained childless. Ada, whose 
life was overshadowed by countless stays in hospitals and sana-
toriums, remained at her husband’s side until her death in 
November 1946, and was a tireless advocate of his art. She sup-
ported him actively by cultivating contacts, travelled to visit col-
lectors with his paintings, engaged in correspondence in his 
name, and organised exhibitions. Without her commitment it is 
impossible to imagine Nolde’s success as an artist.

produced caricatures of the Alpine peaks as human fi gures from 
myths and fairy tales (fi g.  3). Two of the subjects were repro-
duced in colour in the magazine Jugend. Nolde had the post-
cards printed at his own expense in a run of 100,000. It was 
enormously successful: the entire print run was sold out after 
only ten days. Nolde’s profi t – 25,000 francs – was enough to 
last for fi ve years. Nolde moved from St. Gallen to Munich. His 
application to the Akademie der Bildenden Künste (Academy of 
Fine Arts) to join Franz von Stuck’s class was unsuccessful, 
whereupon he tried his luck at the private schools of painting. 
His Dachau-based teacher Adolf Hölzel encouraged him to study 
the composition of paintings (fi g.  4; p.  167, fi g.  3). In order to 
analyse the visual structures behind the eff ects, he used repro-
ductions to create compositional studies after works by George 
Frederic Watts and Böcklin, Francisco de Goya, Max Liebermann 
and other artists. Even at this early stage, it is possible to see 
how much the trained craftsman Nolde was interested in optical 
eff ect in the liberal arts, too.

Paris was at the time the undisputed capital of the arts. 
Nolde travelled to the French capital in October 1899 and took 
lessons at the renowned Académie Julian, as well as attending 
exhibitions – including the World’s Fair – and museums. In the 
Louvre he made a copy after Titian’s Allegory of Alphonse d’Ava-
los (fi g.  5), and painted religious paintings and nudes in the aca-
demic manner. Paris was full of young, ambitious artists. Paula 
Becker, who would later marry Otto Modersohn, wrote to her 
sister Milly of the “farmer’s son from Schleswig”, who had 
“worked for a long time as a craftsman”: “Now he has taken up 
the cause of true art, and a serious ambition. He is also with-

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

(Musée du Louvre), 1900, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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materialise was all the greater. The couple was affl  icted with 
fi nancial diffi  culties: their monetary reserves were almost 
entirely depleted following Nolde’s nomadic years. He raised 
a loan on his life insurance, and Ada attempted a career as a 
music-hall singer in Berlin. Accompanied by a trained goose she 
performed a stage show that ended in a fi asco (p.  282, fi g.  3). 
Ada suff ered a physical and mental breakdown.

Following a joint recuperation retreat in Italy, Nolde trav-
elled back to Als in the summer of 1905, and on to Berlin in the 
autumn. From this point onwards, he would spend half of the 
year in the capital, generally accompanied by Ada. He created 
prints (cf. p.  73, fi g.  1) in order to introduce his art to a larger 
audience. He simultaneously attempted to systematically con-
struct a network. “It can only be of advantage if one seeks out 
acquaintanceship,” as he wrote to Ada.31 He established contact 
with the infl uential gallerist Paul Cassirer – who showed several 
of his works that same year – as well as with the president of the 
Berlin Secession, Max Liebermann, and Julius Meier-Graefe. 
A few years later, they were among his most outspoken critics.

The Noldes were constantly on the road, cultivating their 
contacts. In 1906 the artist received an emphatic letter from 
Karl Schmidt-Rottluff . “Let me explain immediately why I am writ-
ing. ‘Brücke’, our local artists’ group, would consider it an hon-
our to welcome you as a member.” As a “tribute to your riots of 
colour” Nolde was invited to join the association, which had 
been established in Dresden the previous year.32 Ada reacted 
with “jubilant happiness”, whereas her husband was noticeably 
reserved in comparison. He was concerned about his artistic 
freedom. In addition to the “curiously pronounced joy […] in not 
being alone”, membership of the association also off ered com-
mercial advantages.33 Nolde was about 15 years older than the 

FIRST SUCCESSES
The painter changed his name when he married. With offi  cial 
approval, he would from then onwards call himself after his 
place of birth: Nolde. In this way the artist emphasised both his 
origin and his close connection to his homeland, which he would 
highlight as a characteristic of his art.28 The next destination 
after the wedding was Berlin, then Jutland, until in the autumn 
of 1902 the couple rented a fl at in Flensburg. By the following 
May, they had moved again, to the Baltic island of Als. They 
would fi nd their home for the following 13 years in a vacant 
 fi sherman’s cottage. A shack on the beach served as his studio: 
“My little studio, how happy I was! – Through the window the 
eyes swept freely across the ocean, and there was nothing to be 
seen except for the water and the clouds and, on bright days, 
beyond that the narrow strip of land of the Danish islands.” 29 
His happiness spread to his easel, too. Paintings such as Two on 
the Beach and Springtime in the Room (cat. nos.  6, 9) communi-
cate a harmony and intimacy absent from Nolde’s earlier work. 
The interior that shows Ada in the living room of the fi sherman’s 
cottage, fl ooded with sunlight, is a milestone in Nolde’s artistic 
development with its light colourfulness and unrestrained brush-
strokes. Both the lively, almost shimmering application of paint 
and the emphasis on the light as a constitutive element of the 
painting reveal his intense study of French Impressionism. These 
impressions are echoed in Nolde’s paintings of gardens, which 
he painted from 1903 onwards (fi g.  8).

The fi rst occasions on which he participated in exhibitions in 
Kiel, Berlin, Lübeck, Cologne and even Brussels were cause for 
optimism. Between 1902 and 1905 he was mentioned in 32 exhi-
bition reviews, as Ada proudly reported to her husband.30 The 
disappointment when the sales that they had hoped for did not 

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

private collection

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

Skagens Museum
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“There is so much in the ‘Brücke’ group that I wish were diff er-
ent, and these thoughts concern me much more than they 
should. I have to concentrate very hard in order to be able to 
work, and every distraction is of disadvantage to my art.” 34

“ORGIES OF COLOUR”
Nolde discovered the potential of colour for his painting in the 
summer of 1906 with the series of garden and fl ower paintings. 
In the space of two years, 28 of these works, painted with 
vibrant brushwork, were executed in rapid succession. Plants 
spread out over the entire canvas like a carpet in paintings such 
as Flower Garden: Pansies and Flower Garden, without Figures 
(cat. nos.  15, 17). Nolde was less interested in the individual 
fl owers, however; his focus was on the atmospheric overall 
impression, in which colour becomes the primary medium of 
expression, as in the works of Claude Monet and, more impor-
tantly, Vincent van Gogh. The artist developed an increasingly 
dissipated, dynamic painting style in which the contours recede 
further and further. When Nolde exhibited some of these “orgies 
of colour” 35 in 1908 at the Galerie Cassirer in Berlin, the critic 
Max Osborn was impressed by the “boldness and intensity of the 
eff ect”.36 Ludwig Pietsch expressed his annoyance at the same 
time: “It is not possible for me to speak seriously of the […] 
 garden landscapes, fl ower paintings […] of Emil Nolde. How 
 people who call themselves artists can paint stuff  such as this, 
and how they can have the audacity to exhibit it, is incompre-
hensible. But perhaps they know their public better. After all, 
one already sees scraps of paper with the word ‘Sold’ attached 
to some of the pitiful blotches!” 37

To this day, these paintings are among the artist’s best-loved 
works, thanks to their highly sensuous quality. Nolde was second 
to none in heightening colouristic eff ect through colour combi-
nations so that the luminosity of his works immediately catches 
the viewer’s eye. When Nolde was fi rst able to exhibit four paint-
ings in 1905 in Berlin in a group exhibition at Cassirer’s gallery, he 
proudly told Fehr: “Liebermann’s sun spots, which were so 
greatly admired, look almost like moonlight next to the embers in 
my painting, but obviously his painting has great beauty all 
the same. V. Gogh’s painting has a freshness and power equal 
to mine, but all the other paintings recede into a sort of grey-
ness.” 38 Liebermann and van Gogh – these were the artists 
against whom Nolde measured himself. Colourfulness went on to 
become the artist’s trademark. Purple and orange, green, blue 
and yellow suddenly collide. Nolde discovered “colour as his true 
means of expression”, commented Manfred Reuther, the former 
director of the Nolde Stiftung Seebüll.39 The importance Nolde 
attached to the eff ect of colour becomes clear in his detailed 
account of his colours to the chemist Carl Hagemann, collector 
of Expressionism: “The paints that I have used for 8 years are 
‘Behrend Paints’ (Grafrat near Munich). […] In order to examine 
their resistance to light, air, humidity, etc., I painted stripes of the 

“Brücke” artists. In May, Schmidt-Rottluff  accepted Nolde’s 
 invitation to visit Als, and in the following year Nolde went to 
Dresden. Their artistic infl uence on each other remained limited, 
however, and was largely confi ned to exchanges on issues 
related to print-making techniques. Nolde introduced the idea of 
attracting passive Brücke members, who would support the 
group with their contributions and contacts, in addition to the 
active ones. And yet it was primarily Ada who worked tirelessly 
to gain supporters for her husband. It was also she who visited 
the collector and patron Karl Ernst Osthaus in Hagen, initially on 
her own. He acquired Nolde’s Springtime in the Room for his pri-
vate Folkwang Museum. This was Nolde’s fi rst signifi cant paint-
ing sale, achieved at the relatively advanced age of 39. The next 
important meeting took place only a few weeks later, in May 
1906: the Noldes met Gustav Schiefl er, director of the Hamburg 
District Court, and the latter’s wife Luise. The renowned collec-
tor of works on paper and art publisher became enamoured 
with Nolde’s work and henceforth one of Nolde’s most impor-
tant supporters – also as the author of the catalogue raisonné 
of his works on paper. In addition to private collectors, public 
museums began to take an interest in the north German paint-
er’s art. The Westfälisches Landesmuseum Münster was the fi rst 
of these, with its purchase of Burchard ’s Garden of 1907 (cat. 
no.  16). Even before the First World War, the circle of Nolde’s 
supporters read like a “Who’s Who” of the German Expressionist 
scene: Rosa Schapire, Botho Graef, Ernst Gosebruch, Harry Graf 
Kessler, Max Sauerlandt, Ludwig Justi and Heise. Although Nolde 
participated in numerous Brücke exhibitions during the course 
of his membership of the group, which lasted almost two years, 
this was not where he showed his most important works. He 
was presumably more interested in continuing to receive signifi -
cant attention beyond the context of Brücke. On November 9, 
1907 Nolde announced his withdrawal from the artists’ group: 

Fig.  8  Emil Nolde, Little Rose-Garden, 1903, private collection
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something like an addition to the human, and I can speak of him 
as I would of something other than the self.” 42 Nolde had inter-
nalised the Romantic conception of the artist-genius who, 
 furnished with special gifts, is condemned to walk his path in sol-
itude as a “prophet” or “martyr”. As early as 1919, Heise inter-
preted the fi gure of the Free Spirit as an identifi cation of the art-
ist and the suff ering Christ.43 In art criticism, too, Nolde was 
described as an outsider. “Alone, able to rely only on himself,” it 
said in the publication Kunstblatt in 1918, for example, “he suf-
fered the derision and hatred of his fellow human beings for dec-
ades, striding forward unperturbed and assured of success along 
the thorny path of the pioneer.” 44 Nolde’s frequently repeated 
admission that he painted without any purpose or any theoreti-
cal underpinning also corresponds to his view of himself as a 
genius: “When I painted badly, I was a human being […] with 
desires and knowledge; when I painted well, I was nothing but an 
artist […] Painter, paint! To think is not even a substitute.” 45

Nolde’s works are carefully composed (fi g.  10).46 Prepar-
atory underdrawings can be seen with the naked eye (cf. Christ 
in Bethany; Exotic Figures (Fetishes I), cat. nos.  36, 57): “Eight 
large canvases lean against the wall, drawn upon with the pen.” 47 
While Nolde arranged his landscapes like stage areas, the repre-
sentations of fi gures are generally conceived from the centre of 
the composition, which provides them with optical stability. 
According to his autobiography, Free Spirit, too, was created 
without a fi rm plan, subconsciously, while he was actually in the 
process of working on his garden paintings: “Unexpectedly and 
suddenly I was driven towards something quite diff erent”, he 
wrote. “I painted the Free Spirit. The air behind was still fl aky, 
but the fi gures were painted in quite simple areas of colour […] 
In later years I often surprised myself with what I had painted, 
and occasionally I also created beyond myself, as in the case of 
Free Spirit, where I could grasp that which was entirely involun-

paint from my palette onto a strip of canvas, cut this strip length-
wise, placed one half in the sunshine outdoors, and the other in a 
dark cupboard. Two months later I could see, and was pleased to 
fi nd, that the colours had lost little of their luminosity. […] My 
method of painting is without any artifi ce, I do not mix the paints 
at all, or only very little, and paint the piece I have begun wet on 
wet, and give the paintings no varnish.” 40

Nolde would continue to paint fl ower and garden paintings 
time and again. Although his subjects initially consisted of neigh-
bouring fl ower beds, his focus soon shifted to his own garden. 
After moving to Utenwarf, a farmhouse near Tønder on the west 
coast in 1916, the Noldes also planted their own garden (cf. 
Flower Garden G (Blue Watering Can); Autumn Garden, cat. 
nos.  85, 95). And when they moved once again ten years later, 
acquiring the vacant property at Seebüll in order to build a 
house on the opposite mound with a large studio and picture 
gallery in line with Nolde’s ideas, this also included a kitchen gar-
den and fl ower garden (fi g.  9). In addition to the paintings, the 
gardens inspired Nolde to paint a series of countless fl ower 
watercolours (cat. nos.  87– 94).

It was important to Nolde for his view of himself as an artist 
not to allow himself to be infl uenced by the judgments of others. 
His painting Free Spirit (cat. no.  10) of 1906, which he himself 
considered to be central to the development of his oeuvre, takes 
up this aspect. The brilliantly colourful depiction features four 
people who, wearing long, colourful gowns, act as though they 
were on a stage. The second fi gure from the left is accentuated, 
and represents, as he wrote in his autobiography, the painter 
himself: “Praise on the left, grumbling and criticism on the right, 
none of this moves him.” 41 Nolde was convinced that, as a 
“true” artist, he stood above his fellow human beings. He wrote 
to Fehr: “You know of my inclination to want to distinguish 
between the artist and the human being. The artist is to me 

Fig.  9  Haus Seebüll with garden

Fig.  10  Emil Nolde, Frau A, c. 1902, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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turning them into cash,” one label above the work read. The fact 
that in his religious paintings Nolde actually represented the dis-
ciples as “strong Jewish types” 53 was simply ignored. He claimed, 
however, that he had quite naively followed “an impulse for 
truth”, and that he “presented Jewishness as it was and as it has 
never before been painted in art. – The Apostles and biblical 
people were appropriated in past artistic periods, always painted 
as Italian or northern sages and citizens. I returned them and 
Christ to their people.” 54 In the group of religious paintings one 
can see Nolde’s attempts to counteract his reputation as a 
painter of gardens and fl owers. He was convinced that he had 
successfully completed a development “from the optical external 
appeal to the perceived inner value”.55 With this subject matter, 
he simultaneously tapped into the growing desire for a new spir-
ituality on the eve of the First World War. By positioning himself 
in opposition to the materialism of the bourgeoisie, he became 
the herald of a new spirituality that in the rawness of its form 
had nothing in common with traditional religious painting.

AN ARTIST SURROUNDED BY SCANDAL
After he withdrew from the Brücke artists’ group, Nolde was sur-
prised to fi nd that he was accepted as a member of the Berlin 
Secession, battered by internal turmoil as it was, in 1908. He 
took part in several of its exhibitions, although its president Max 
Liebermann made no secret of his dislike for the north German 
artist, whom he accused of pathological ambition.56 Almost 90 
per cent of the 3000 submissions for its spring exhibition had 
been rejected by the jury. When Nolde heard of the rejection of 
his painting Pentecost (fi g.  12), he lost his composure, because 
this was the fi rst time that he had wanted to show one of his 
 religious paintings to the public in Berlin. He held the president 
himself responsible for the decision: “Everything was infl uenced 
by Max Liebermann. In charming words, and under the pretence 
of goodwill, the assertion was constantly repeated that they 
wanted to support young artists, but in reality our suppression 
was all the more forceful.” 57 Nolde launched a fi erce attack on 
Liebermann in an open letter, accusing the latter of primarily pur-
suing his own business interests in all that he did for the Seces-
sion: “He causes as much as possible to be written and published 
about himself, he does and paints and exhibits as much as he 
possibly can. The result of this is that the entire young genera-
tion, oversated, cannot bear to look at another one of his works, 
that it recognises how deliberate this all is, how weak and kitschy 
not only his present works are, but also a number of his earlier 
ones.” 58 Nolde’s expulsion from the Secession was decided by a 
vote of forty votes to two, with three abstentions. “What was 
probably the most spectacular art scandal of the pre-war period” 
was stoked by the capital’s press, which made Nolde known 
throughout Germany as an artist  surrounded by scandal.59 In the 
second volume of his auto biography, Jahre der Kämpfe (Years of 
Struggle), Nolde later sketched himself not so much as the trig-

tary only later.” 48 For Nolde, this painting marked out his path 
from the fl eeting and detailed brushstroke of Impressionism 
towards a summary, planar painting style.

RELIGIOUS PAINTINGS
Free Spirit is also a key work in the sense that it anticipates the 
group of religious paintings that in the artist’s view represented 
the high point of his oeuvre. Although Nolde initially numbered 
the painting among his “biblical and legend paintings”, it no 
longer features in the later list of these works, totalling 51 alto-
gether.49 Other contemporaries saw this painting style as an 
 indication that Nolde had not followed pictorial tradition, but 
instead painted the works “as personal revelation” and “incar-
nated experience”.50 Some writers expressed their incomprehen-
sion: “His religious epics are bizarre, questionable, inconsistent,” 
Hans Harbeck, for example, wrote in 1911, attacking the paint-
ings as “a witty buff oonery”.51 The approachable representation 
of Adam and Eve (Paradise Lost, cat. no.  43) looks surprisingly 
provocative even to present-day viewers. The couple sit side by 
side, strangely detached. The representation of Holy Night, too, 
with a black-haired Mary and a newborn Baby Jesus still surprises 
the viewer today (Holy Night, side panel from The Life of Christ, 
cat. no.  42). The painting is part of the nine-part The Life of 
Christ of 1911–12, which marks the high point of the group of 
religious paintings. This polyptych reminiscent of a medieval 
winged altar was created without a specifi c commission, and 
only “a few of the few who saw it were able to grasp entirely the 
subtlety and impact at the same time”, Nolde was convinced.52 
Biting scorn was heaped upon the work at the defamatory exhi-
bition Degenerate Art of 1937–38 (fi g.  11): “Painted witches’ 
spells, carved pamphlets were passed off  as ‘revelations of Ger-
man religiosity’ by psychopathic smearers and enterprising Jews, 

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

February 1938
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origin, and that it serves Jewish interests that culminate in their 
attainment of world domination through their fi nancial power 
and the power of masses of people unable to take responsibility.” 
On a more soothing note, he adds: “None of this is to say any-
thing bad about Jewry. The self-interest of every race expresses 
itself according to the degree of the life force that inhabits it.” 63 
Three years later, the artist published anti-Semitic comments 
in Jahre der Kämpfe: “Jews have little soul and creative gift. 
Jews are very diff erent people from us.” 64 He went further than 
this value judgment about people, stating that it was equally 
important to know in assessing a work of art whether this “is the 
work of a Jewish creator and whether it is of Jewish intellectual 
origin”.65

“THE PRODUCT OF A SICK MAN”
Two days after his expulsion from the Berlin Secession, Nolde 
joined the Neue Secession (New Secession). The latter had been 
founded some months before, but it would be no more than a 
short episode in Berlin’s artistic life. Nolde’s fi rst presentation at 
the Neue Secession was met with massive criticism: “There is no 

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

Fig.  12  Emil Nolde, Pentecost, 1909, Berlin, Staatliche Museen Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Nationalgalerie
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lot in common with the colour drawings by my husband, so that 
one might say: they knew one another, and yet this was not the 
case. […] His sister[s], whom we visited, gave us half each of 4 
drawings, we take great pleasure in strange works that are in the 
studio here.” 69 Hoff mann suspects that the many religious works 
by Josephson made Nolde aware of the potential of biblical 
 subjects, and that they served as inspiration for the works that 
he then painted in rapid succession.70 Nolde’s contemporaries 
shared his euphoria, and one year later, a large selection of 
Josephson’s drawings was exhibited at the Berlin Secession.

A PAINTER OF THE CAPITAL
Although Nolde spent several months each year in Berlin from 
1905 onwards, he did not like to exhibit his work in the capital 
as a reaction to his dispute with the Berlin Secession. And so the 
most extensive Nolde exhibition, comprising 460 exhibits, took 
place in 1927 on the occasion of his 60th birthday in Dresden, 
followed by Hamburg, Kiel, Essen and Wiesbaden. It was not until 
after this touring exhibition that an exhibition of his watercolours 
and drawings was presented at Galerie Ferdinand Möller in Berlin 
which aroused greater attention. Paul Ferdinand Schmitt, editor 

way of avoiding the thought that Nolde’s Christ in Bethany is the 
product of a sick man, a very sick man”, wrote Johannes Sievers, 
who worked at the Kupferstichkabinett (Prints Collection) of 
the Berlin museums, in the art journal Cicerone.66 Sievers can 
hardly have known that the work of a “mentally ill” artist was 
indeed an important source of inspiration for Nolde. In 1908, 
and thus one year before he created the fi rst of the religious 
paintings, Nolde travelled to Sweden. The visit to the painter 
Ernst Josephson’s sisters was the highlight of the trip, “when we 
were allowed to dig through the portfolios containing hundreds 
of drawings by their brother. […] All material things in the world 
may have been without interest to him in the twelve years during 
which he continued to live in this way, and perhaps this is the 
very reason why the drawings he created could often become so 
strangely pure and beautiful.” 67 Thomas Röske and Karl-Ludwig 
Hofmann have pointed to the fact that Josephson’s work served 
as a model for the German Expressionist (fi gs.  13, 14).68 Nolde 
saw confi rmation of his own deliberations in the Swedish artist’s 
drawings, which were liberated from all social convention. This 
enthusiasm is also tangible in Ada’s report, which confi rms the 
two artists’ close connection: “Some of his things have quite a 

Fig.  14  Ernst Josephson, The Holy Sacrament, 

1889 –90, Nationalmuseum, Stockholm

Fig.  13  Emil Nolde, Resurrection, side panel from 

The Life of Christ, 1912, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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want to have soaking-wet clothes.” 75 Time and again, he con-
trasted the “people of nature” with the “spoiled big-city peo-
ple” 76 with their “impotent bitumen lions and hectic demi-mon-
daines” 77 in his writings.

IMAGES OF LONGING
Nolde regularly spent the summer months in North Schleswig, 
where he could work undisturbed, away from the bustle of the 
capital city. It was here that his numerous landscape paintings 
were created, with their expansive skies, low-lying horizons and 
lonely farm buildings (cf. Close Evening; Autumn Garden, cat. 
nos.  86, 95). These paintings are to this day among his most 
admired works, and ensure that Nolde’s name remains tightly 
intertwined in public perception with North Schleswig. “The 
infl uence of the broad plains of his homeland beside the North 
Sea, its expansive views as far as the horizon and at the same 
time the conscious, intense observation of individual events, the 
fl owing, unobstructed transition between close-up and pano-
ramic views and the close correspondence between heaven and 
earth or water – all these were absorbed within him and had a 
lasting eff ect on his perception”, is how Reuther describes these 
paintings.78 In these works in particular, the longing for a simple 
life close to nature can be felt. These are idealised landscapes, 
painted utopias. Telegraph poles, chimneys and railways are 
nowhere to be seen in them.

Nolde’s fantasy depictions, too, make a strangely detached 
impression, far removed from the current artistic production of 
his contemporaries: “Just one more tiny step and we arrive at 
Böcklin, Stuck and the other alchemists of a bygone age, whose 
inner voice once endangered our eardrums,” according to Meier-

of the Berlin-based publication Abend, hoped that the artist 
would decide to “bury the hatchet once and for all” following this 
presentation.71 Not only the “the provinces” should be allowed to 
value him with exhibitions of his work, but “we all have the right 
to get to know one of our greatest painters at home”. Despite 
the fact that Berlin was a permanent place of residence for him, 
Nolde remained ambivalent about the city. His autobiography 
gives the impression that Berlin played only a subsidiary role. Life 
there is sketched on just a few pages, while even his hikes in the 
Alps are described in detail. In 1913 more than two million people 
lived in the German capital. In July alone, the overground and 
underground trains transported 4,574,374 people. Nolde was 
at the heart “of the tempestuous, billowing big-city life”.72 Enor-
mous retail palaces transformed shopping into an experience. 
People lived on credit – and Nolde, too, had more than 5000 
reichsmarks of debt.73 He lived in a  studio-fl at in Tauentzien-
strasse (p.  125, fi g.  1). His move to  Bay ern  allee in the fashionable 
district of Charlottenburg took place in 1929, although the artist 
actually wanted a villa by the star architect Ludwig Mies van der 
Rohe (fi g.  15). The fi rst designs had been drawn, and the prop-
erty near the Botanical Garden in Dahlem had been purchased, 
but the plans were dashed.

Nolde’s participation in the social life of the capital was also 
refl ected in his art, which related to current events on occasion. 
A whole year before the First World War broke out, Nolde 
painted several military depictions, thus accommodating the 
increasing appetite for war (cf. Soldiers; Battlefi eld, cat. nos.  
54 – 55). In the travelling exhibition Die Kunst im Kriege (Art in 
Wartime) organised by Karl Ernst Osthaus in 1916, which was 
held from February 27 until March 26, 1916 on the premises of 
the Berlin Secession, the paintings were presented as patriotic 
examples of modern war art. Two years later the atmosphere 
had shifted: enthusiasm was followed by disillusionment. In the 
year of the October Revolution Nolde painted Agitated Gather-
ing, to which he later gave the new title Revolution (cat. no.  56). 
This is one of the most political paintings by the artist, who in 
1919 was elected by the business committee of the Arbeitsrat 
für Kunst (Workers’ Council for Art) to join its Artistic Working 
Party, but who did not actively participate in this left-wing union 
of visual artists.

Like other Expressionist artists and writers, Nolde saw the 
city and the countryside as opposing spheres: “A greater con-
trast to the distant summery rural life was impossible to imag-
ine. There was the peaceful forest with its singing birds, all the 
sweet little animals and the great clouds resting above the high 
crowns of its beech trees; here were the petrol roads, the ciga-
rette fumes emerging from taverns, the pale cheeks of human 
slaves.” 74 As early as 1902 the artist complained: “Let me fl ee, 
away from here, far away! I long for nature’s pure life. For sun-
shine, for the west wind that beats the waves against the shore. 
Thunder clouds. I want the spray to sweep across my face, and I 

Fig.  15  Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, fl oor plan of Nolde House, 

1929, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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activities. Nolde describes these impressions in a series of 
17 paintings (cf. Dance II; In the Box; In the Coff eehouse, cat. 
nos.  47– 49). As an uninvolved observer he studied nocturnal 
social gatherings, which he committed to canvas with bright 
 colours and a small number of bold brushstrokes. In these 
works, the protagonists are reminiscent of caricatures (fi g.  17). 
These are distorted pictures of a society that fascinated Nolde, 
but which remained foreign to him. Together with the depictions 
of Hamburg’s harbour, which were created virtually simultane-
ously (cf. Tug-Boats on the Elbe; Smoking Steamers, cat. nos.  
27– 28), these are the only works in the north German painter’s 
oeuvre that focus his gaze on life in the metropolis.

Like many other artists at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, Nolde was also interested in non-European art. He 
made studies in the Königliches Museum für Völkerkunde in 
 Berlin (Royal Ethnological Museum). He acquired numerous 
exotic fi gures and objects as well as modern kitsch objects, 
which he made use of in his still lifes (cf. Exotic Figures (Feti-
shes I); Still Life (Victoria and Albert), cat. nos.  57, 60). After his 
attempt to make a voyage of several weeks on a German warship 
failed in May 1912, an opportunity for long-distance travel pre-
sented itself almost one year later. As participants in an expedi-
tion of the Reichskolonialamt (Imperial Colonial Offi  ce), the 
Noldes travelled through Russia to Southeast Asia (fi g.  18). Vari-

Graefe’s conviction in 1924.79 When Nolde was born, Otto von 
Bismarck was chancellor. The artist was 47 years old when the 
First World War broke out. His early art-historical references 
were the artist-stars of the late nineteenth century. Hans Thoma, 
who at the time was highly appreciated in bourgeois circles, was 
among them. Nolde called on him during a stay in Karlsruhe in 
1911, in order to show him his woodcuts with representations of 
fairy tales: “He in particular, I believed, must understand these 
and like them a little bit. Perhaps I, too, as an artist, could be of 
some small signifi cance to him. – I was not admitted. The port-
folio was returned, with a few cool words. This was a mistake on 
my part, and a disappointment.” 80 Nolde’s displeasure is under-
standable in view of what the two artists had in common. Their 
shared interests were not limited to their enthusiasm for Böcklin 
and rejection of German Impressionism. The parallels are to be 
found primarily in their art and choice of subjects. Their oeuvres 
are both dominated by idealised landscape and fantasy depic-
tions, in addition to portraits and religious works, while current 
social issues and nude painting are almost entirely absent. The 
north German artist appears repeatedly to make direct refer-
ences to the work of “the German people’s favourite painter”, 
as Thoma is described in Meyer’s Grosses Konversations-Lexikon 
of 1909. Although Nolde’s restless application of paint funda-
mentally distinguishes his work from Thoma’s paintings, there 
are astonishing parallels: comparing Thoma’s Children Dancing in 
a Ring of 1884 (fi g.  16) with Nolde’s painting Wildly Dancing 
Children (cat. no.  18), the infl uence can also be seen in the child 
holding a baby in its arms, positioned in the background. In their 
multi-volume autobiographies the two artists present them-
selves as simple, honest souls from the countryside. Their ori-
gins play a decisive role in the reception of their work. On the 
basis of their rural backgrounds, a deeper understanding of 
homeland and nature is attributed to them, which is why their 
representations – despite their idealisation – were felt to be 
authentic. Direct, unaff ected, honest: these characteristics were 
ascribed to both artists by their followers. It was not unknown 
for collectors such as Hagemann or art historians like Justi 
to become enthusiastic about both Thoma and Nolde. In his 
 memoirs the director of the Nationalgalerie reports that he had 
inspired Liebermann’s “hatred of an Old Testament magnitude” 
by not only “daring to resist” his “lust for power”, but also “hon-
ouring German masters through acquisitions and exhibitions, 
not only the younger ones, the hated Corinth and Nolde, but 
also older ones, such as Thoma and Böcklin”.81

Nolde’s landscapes are juxtaposed with the group of Berlin 
pictures, whose subjects he found in variety shows, the cabaret 
and theatre. The director Max Reinhardt allowed him and Ada to 
attend the dress rehearsals and all performances at the Deut-
sches Theater and Kammerspiele for free. Nolde captured the 
events on stage in dozens of watercolours and drawings. The 
couple also went to cafés and dance halls in the course of their Fig.  16  Hans Thoma, Children Dancing in a Ring, 1884, location unknown
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ous paintings, watercolours and drawings were created in New 
Guinea (cf. Tropical Sun; Nusa Lik; South Sea Warriors; Mother 
and Child (Blue Skirt); Native (Tattooed Face), cat. nos.  66 –70). 
The couple set out on their journey home after fi ve months, 
learning about the  outbreak of the First World War on the 
return trip. Unlike Paul Gauguin, whom he admired, Nolde did 

Fig.  17  Emil Nolde, In a Night-Bar, 1911, Nasjonalmuseet, Oslo

not strive for a new geographical centre for his life. He was in 
search of new impressions that he could use for his art. Nolde’s 
hope “of discovering fi rst nature, completely untouched by any 
form of civilisation” 82 would not be fulfi lled because Western 
infl uence had left its traces here, too: “The natives are a magnifi -
cent people, wherever they have not already been spoiled by 
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people”, as he wrote to the Norwegian art historian Henrik 
 Grevenor, would lead to a good outcome: “Many bad things 
seem to have been reported abroad about Germany; when and 
where might a revolution have been accomplished in such a 
restrained manner  without recourse to military actions. People 
who know Germany will not believe the horror stories in any 
case.” 90 Erna Hanfstaengl, the cousin of the new director of the 
Nationalgalerie, Eberhard Hanfstaengl, used her infl uence so 
that on November 9, 1933 the Noldes were invited by Heinrich 
Himmler to attend as guests of honour a reception celebrating 
the tenth anniversary of Hitler’s attempted putsch in Munich. 
They reported enthusiastically: “The Führer is great and noble in 
his aspirations, and a brilliant man of action.” 91 Nolde joined the 
newly founded Nationalsozialistische Arbeitsgemeinschaft Nord-
schleswig (National Socialist Working Association of North 
Schleswig; NSAN), which would later be merged with other Nazi 
organisations in the region to form the NSDAP Nordschleswig 
(National Socialist Party of North Schleswig; NSDAPN).92 When 
Joseph Goebbels asked artists for a declaration of loyalty to 
 Hitler in the summer of 1934, Nolde was among the signatories. 
At this time it was by no means decided how the new rulers, to 
whom the artist so eagerly off ered his services, would classify 
his painting. Unlike the work of Max Beckmann, Otto Dix, Karl 
Hofer and Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, his work was not socio-critical; 
he did not paint the consequences of the First World War or the 

contact with the culture of the whites.” 83 There are no sugges-
tions of colonisation in his portraits of the native populations or 
in his atmospheric landscapes such as Tropical Sun and Nusa Lik. 
Nolde depicts foreign lands as he does his own homeland, as an 
untouched idyll. In the South Sea works it is not his origin but his 
status as an eyewitness that makes these representations appear 
authentic to the naive viewer. When the artist exhibited these 
works even before the end of the First World War, the reaction 
to them was emphatic. After his return, Nolde painted additional 
exotic subjects, in some cases based on sketches. Some of these 
seem to confi rm beliefs about “barbaric natives” which were in 
currency in some places in Europe at the time; in Trophies of the 
Savages (cat. no.  71), for example, the blood of the decapitated 
heads drips towards the viewers.

“THE MOST GERMAN”
During the Weimar Republic Nolde cemented his reputation as 
one of the most important German artists. Numerous museums 
and collections acquired his works, and interest in the Expres-
sionist was on the rise in other countries, too. When he partici-
pated in an exhibition at the Anderson Galleries in New York with 
other German artists in 1923, it was euphorically declared that 
“Nolde is the great success, everybody proclaims him to be the 
strongest of them all.” 84 Nolde worship reached its apotheosis in 
1927, on the occasion of the artist’s 60th birthday. In this year, 
he was awarded an honorary doctorate in Kiel, a touring exhibi-
tion of 460 works celebrated his life’s work, Sauerlandt pro-
duced a volume of Nolde letters, Schiefl er published the second 
part of his catalogue raisonné of works on paper, and Rudolf 
Probst published a festschrift. This volume featured contribu-
tions by, among others, Paul Klee, Ernst Fuhrmann, Paul West-
heim and Kurt Breysig, whose essay set the tone for the cult of 
Nolde: “The people that has been given such a lord and master 
of its art must receive his work […] Criticism is foolish and inap-
propriate from the outset, applause almost presumptuous.” 85 
Despite his great success, the image of the doubting artist who 
struggles with himself persisted. Many saw Nolde as an elemen-
tal force and ineff able natural phenomenon. His art was consid-
ered by many to be typically German, tightly intertwined with 
the homeland. It was said to be the “experience of the blood” 86 
or the “voice of the blood […] that speaks out of Nolde’s compo-
sitions”.87 Christian Saehrendt has pointed to the fact that many 
right-wing forces in the Weimar Republic interpreted Nolde’s 
works of art as “harbingers of a ‘national uprising’”.88 This view 
was supported by museum directors such as Justi, who styled 
him the “master of German art true to its roots”.89

The National Socialists’ rise to power was greeted with 
euphoria by the Noldes. Emil Nolde submitted an application 
for admittance to the Kampfbund für deutsche Kultur (Militant 
League for German Culture) – which was rejected. He remained 
optimistic, however, that the “beautiful rising of the German 

Fig.  18  Among Native Women, photograph from the manu script 

Neuguinea. 1913 und 1914 (New Guinea. 1913 and 1914)
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Art exhibition in Munich on July 19, 1937. Nolde was one of the 
most prominently displayed artists in the exhibition, with a total 
of 33 paintings. In the confi scation campaign in German muse-
ums initiated by Goebbels on June 30, Nolde was at the top of 
the list, with a total of 1102 works, including 73 paintings.98 He 
interpreted the vilifi cation as a misunderstanding because he 
considered himself to be part of the “movement”. In a letter to 
Goebbels in which he demanded the return of his confi scated 
works of art, he emphasised that he had engaged as “virtually 
the only German artist in open combat against the fl ooding of 
German art by foreign elements”.99

In spite of the defamation, three exhibitions of Nolde’s 
work took place in Germany in 1937, including a show that was 
opened on June 12 by Rudolf Probst at the Mannheimer Kunst-
haus (fi g.  19).100 Although in accordance with the artist’s wishes 
the press had not been informed about the exhibition, the presi-
dent of the Reichskammer der bildenden Künste (Reich Cham-
ber of Fine Arts), Adolf Ziegler, became aware of the event dur-
ing a visit to Mannheim on July 8, and ordered that it be shut 
down immediately. Nolde’s paintings could not be shown pub-
licly in Germany, with a small number of exceptions, from this 
point onwards. The Munich-based art dealer Günther Franke 
reported that, after 1937, he camoufl aged the presentations of 
work by living artists as Romantic exhibitions. These included a 
1940 show featuring works by Nolde and Xaver Fuhr.101 Exhibi-
tions continued to take place in the USA. In October 1940 Time 
Magazine reported about a solo exhibition of the “father of 
 German Expressionism” at the Katherine Kuh Gallery in Chicago: 
“Artist Nolde, now 73, is still in Germany […] He is a Nazi Party 
member. Although he is offi  cially banned, he paints what he 
likes, sells it while Nazis look the other way. Reason:  Hermann 
Göring collects Nolde paintings.” 102

turmoil of the Weimar Republic. Furthermore, Nolde’s commit-
ment to social democracy in 1907 and to the Arbeitsrat für 
Kunst in 1919 had been mere episodes.

After their accession to power, the National Socialists’ atti-
tude to the visual arts was initially totally unclear. Numerous 
statements document this fact. Kessler noted in the summer of 
1933: “Flechtheim spoke. He told of the events in Berlin in the 
arts: the opposing directions among the Nazis, those who affi  rm 
modern art, also Nolde and Barlach, and those who want to 
stamp it out under the leadership of Schultze-Naumburg.” 93 
While Paul Schultze-Naumburg, Alfred Rosenberg and Hitler 
were opposed to Nolde, he was initially supported by Himmler, 
the NSD-Studentenbund (National Socialist Student Federation) 
and Goebbels. Albert Speer had hung a number of watercolours 
by Nolde in Goebbels’ offi  cial residence in Berlin: “Goebbels and 
his wife accepted them with enthusiasm – until Hitler came on a 
viewing, disapproved of them in the harshest of tones, and the 
minister immediately summoned me: ‘The paintings have to go 
at once, they are absolutely impossible!’”, Speer reported in his 
memoirs.94 The propaganda minister had already made enthusi-
astic pronouncements about the development of colour in 
 Nolde’s watercolours as early as 1924.95 In the fi rst years of 
the Third Reich, Nolde attempted to stage himself as a National 
Socialist through and through. Anything seemed possible – even 
that he would become the fi gurehead of German art. Nolde did 
not hesitate to denounce his colleagues: Max Pechstein was a 
Jew, he declared to the National Socialist authorities.96 For this 
behaviour he would later be ostracised by artists such as Karl 
Hofer, who proclaimed him a “disgusting Nazi and denouncer”.97

All of Nolde’s attempts to woo the National Socialists were 
in vain. He was deeply wounded when the rejection of his work 
became visible to everybody at the opening of the Degenerate 

Fig.  19  Invitation to the opening of the exhibition Emil Nolde at Kunsthaus Mannheim on June 12, 1937
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tures into oil (cf. Encounter II; Dream, cat. nos.  139, 141). He 
gave titles only to the 54 works which he painted in oil, after 
transferring them from paper onto canvas. The painting The 
Holy Fire (cat. no.  136), after a watercolour, depicts a lonely 
rider moving away from a narrow pyramid upon whose tip a 
f'lazes. Like the paintings Holy Sacrifi ce and Burning Castle 
(fi gs.  21, 22), also executed in 1940, the representation appears 
to take into account the National Socialists’ enthusiasm for a 
purportedly German-Nordic culture. It is possible that in these 
works, which he grouped with his “Viking pictures, ‘Warriors’, 
‘Nordic People’ and ‘Gaut’”,105 Nolde was attempting to move 
closer to a range of subjects that also corresponded to the ideas 
of the Nazis. Burning Castle hung alongside two other works at 
the home of Ilse Göring-Diels, who was the widow of Hermann 
Göring’s dead brother, where “it must be a particular delight to 
Hermann”.106 In 1944 Nolde’s works were brought to Hermann 
Göring’s summer residence in Austria, which served as a place of 
refuge for him at the end of the war.107

Nolde’s work continued to sell well despite the diffi  cult polit-
ical situation: in 1940 his income was 52,151.34 marks. The head 
of the Reichssicherheitsdienst (Reich Security Service), Reinhard 

Suff ering from ill health – Nolde had undergone surgery in 
1935 in Hamburg, having been diagnosed with cancer of the 
stomach – the artist increasingly withdrew to his property in 
Seebüll. From 1941 the Noldes also gave up their regular 
sojourns in Berlin. Nolde began work on the series of so-called 
Unpainted Pictures in 1938 (cf. cat. nos.  120  –134). Until the end 
of the war, he created more than 1300 of these small-format 
watercolours, giving his exuberant imagination free rein. The 
viewer encounters mysterious fi gures from myths and legends, 
which Nolde assigned to a world “beyond rules and cool knowl-
edge”.103 The present makes only occasional appearances, when, 
for example, burning warships are depicted (fi g.  20). Nolde 
worked wet-on-wet on strongly absorbent Japan papers, so that 
– as in the watercolours of landscapes (cf. cat. nos.  99  –102) – 
chance, too, plays a compositional role in the running paint. He 
does not leave it at that: “I myself looked at them for a long time 
and often, and almost always repeatedly worked on each individ-
ual sheet, making changes, heightening them in terms of colour-
ing, drawing and expression.” 104 The importance to him of this 
particular series was already to be seen in 1938, when he began 
to transpose individual works from the series of Unpainted Pic-

Fig.  20  Emil Nolde, Warship and Burning Steamers, between 1938 and 1945, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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friends in Vienna, On the occasion of the arrival of this little 
branch to a rather large family tree, we are sending you a piece 
that has given us courage and joy in what has been a fairly diffi  -
cult time for us. But that which is proclaimed in the enclosed 
papers has occurred in opposition to all feelings and expres-
sions: the most German, Germanic, loyal artist has been 
excluded. This is the thanks he receives for his fi ght against inun-
dation by foreign elements and against the Jews, the thanks for 
his great love of Germany, although the cession of North 
Schleswig would have made it so easy for him to join the other 
camp. Most of all, it is the thanks for his great art, to which he 
has dedicated his life. It is the thanks for his affi  liation with the 
party, in which he does see the solution to the people’s prob-
lems, despite numerous mistakes […].” 112

In February that same year, an incendiary bomb destroyed 
Nolde’s Berlin home in Bayernallee. His art collection with works 
by Klee, Josephson, Lyonel Feininger and others was consumed 
by fl ames. Many of his own works were burned, too, including 
almost the entire collection of prints. The war could also be felt 
in Seebüll, although far removed from urban centres: “These air 
raids are frightening, with all their destruction and dangers to 
people. The swathes of bombs currently roll over our house 
every day or night,” the Noldes reported in late January 1944.113 
A few months later, Ada added that “the enemy planes attack 
our holiday trains and people who stand together. These are no 
doubt training fl ights for future terror pilots!” 114 And yet Nolde 
never considered leaving his homeland. He visited sanatoriums in 
Switzerland on several occasions during the National Socialist 
dictatorship, and also had good connections to Scandinavia. His 
Danish citizenship – he felt that he was part of the  German 
minority in Denmark115 – would have made it easy for him to emi-

Fig.  21  Emil Nolde, Holy Sacrifi ce, 

1940, Nolde Stiftung Seebüll

Fig.  22  Emil Nolde, Burning Castle, between 1938 and 1940, Nolde 

Stiftung Seebüll, watercolour from the series Unpainted Pictures, 

from which the now-lost painting Burning Castle was painted

Heydrich, ordered emphatically that the money supply of the 
“infamous art-Bolshevist and leader of degenerate art” should 
be cut off  once and for all.108 Nolde was excluded from the 
Reichskammer der bildenden Künste “because of a lack of relia-
bility”, and was banned from working as an artist as a main 
or subsidiary source of income (p.  44, fi g.  1). From this point 
onwards, Nolde was no longer able to buy paints or painting 
supplies. “A sword dangling above my head, I had been robbed 
of movement and freedom,” reported Nolde in his  memoirs.109 
Not only did the artist still obtain painting utensils through 
friends like the painter Hans Holtorf; dealers including Günther 
Franke, Hildebrand Gurlitt and Probst continued to sell his 
works, while his prices rose after 1933.110 Bernhard Sprengel 
acquired Verbascum and Lilies (cat. no.  119) directly from the 
artist in the summer of 1944.111 In addition to the Unpainted Pic-
tures – which Nolde had started to produce three years before 
the ban on working – Nolde produced several large-format 
paintings even after the prohibition. The majority are represen-
tations of fl owers, including seven works whose subjects were 
sunfl owers (cf. Sunfl owers in the Evening Light, cat. no.  137). 
The choice of this subject may have been a reference to van 
Gogh, an artist cast out by society.

How much Nolde suff ered in this situation is made clear in a 
private letter dated January 26, 1942 and addressed to the hus-
band and wife Hans and Ruth Gallwitz. In this letter, Emil and Ada 
congratulate the young parents on the birth of their youngest 
daughter and give them both a work and a typescript of their 
descriptions of their travels in the South Seas (cf. fi g.  23). 
Although the addressees had no connection to the National 
Socialist Party, Ada – who was also writing in her husband’s 
name – used the letter for very fundamental explanations: “Dear 
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shadowed by Ada’s fragile health. She died of a heart attack in 
the autumn of 1946. Only a few months previously, the Noldes 
had determined by will the founding of the Stiftung Seebüll Ada 
und Emil Nolde, which continues to administer the artist’s estate 
to this day.

To his friends’ surprise, Nolde remarried in February 1948. 
His second wife, Jolanthe, was 26 years old at their wedding, a 
student of German and the daughter of the composer Eduard 
Erdmann, a friend of Nolde’s. She accompanied the last years of 
Nolde’s life. The artist was perceived by a German public trauma-
tised by the National Socialist and war period as a prime example 
of the artist defamed by the Nazi dictatorship. Even during his 
lifetime, Nolde made an “application for compensation for the 
victims of National Socialist persecution”, in which he asserted 
that it would not have been possible to resign from the National 
Socialist Party “without thereby putting his life and work at 
 serious risk“.119 The application was, however, rejected on 
account of his membership of the party. “Those who advanced 
the National Socialist tyranny,” says the explanatory statement, 
have no right to receive payments.120 After the war Nolde was 
awarded numerous honours in rapid succession: in 1946 he was 
appointed professor by the regional government of Schles wig 
Holstein, in 1949 he received the Stephan-Lochner Medal of the 
city of Cologne, followed in 1950 by the prize awarded at the 
XXV Biennale in Venice for his graphic oeuvre, and in 1952 
by the Pour le Mérite order in the peace category and the Kultur-
preis of the city of Kiel. Nolde’s work was represented not only 
at the fi rst documenta exhibition in 1955, but also shown post-
humously at the second and third documenta (1959/1964).

Nolde died of bronchitis in Seebüll in April 1956. He was 
buried there in a kind of mausoleum, next to Ada. In accordance 

grate. As early as November 1933 Ada thanked Klee for his sug-
gestion as she declined it: “After all, Emil is subject to rigorous 
opposition, no holds barred, but it is as though none of this can 
touch him, and he is so much a part of Germany that one would 
tear out his roots without being able to fi nd other soil for them 
if he had to be replanted.” 116

AFTER 1945
At the end of the war, the Noldes were in Seebüll. More than 
100 paintings were created by 1951. “The liberation of the eyes 
and hands caused the entire human being to take a deep breath 
in new spirituality and increased creation,” the artist wrote.117 
The paintings depicted fl owers and landscapes, including Light 
Sea (cat. no.  142), as well as repeated representations of cou-
ples (cf. Dream, cat. no.  141). The restive, powerful paint appli-
cation of the pre-war works has given way to a gentler brush-
stroke. Some of the works feel almost mellow and playful, as 
when a purple-coloured child’s head gazes out at the viewer in 
Spring in Autumn (cat. no.  135). The countless watercolours 
of fl owers, which he continued to paint until 1955, do not diff er 
from his earlier representations.

As a former member of the NSDAPN, the artist was 
required to undergo a denazifi cation process. In August 1946 
the authorities offi  cially confi rmed that he “is not to be consid-
ered an activist. N. joined the National Socialist Party in 1935 
although there was no imperative to do so. His oppositional atti-
tude is unmistakably indicated by the Nazi regime’s assessment 
of his works of art, and this is to be viewed as a rejection of the 
regime.” 118 This statement amounts to the offi  cial proposition 
that, as the National Socialists rejected Nolde’s art, he cannot 
have been a National Socialist. This liberating message was over-

Fig.  23  Letter from Emil and Ada Nolde to Hans and Ruth Gallwitz, January 26, 1942, private collection
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Nolde’s Breakers (1936, Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kultur-
besitz, Nationalgalerie, cf. fi g.  24) crash above the heads of 
 visitors in the seating area in her offi  ce, while Flower Garden A 
(Thersen’s House) (1915, Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kul-
turbesitz, Nationalgalerie) is on display behind her desk.

With 1356 paintings, countless watercolours and drawings 
and more than 500 prints, Nolde’s oeuvre is remarkably large. 
And there are so many publications about this artist that it is dif-
fi cult to maintain an overview. The spectrum ranges from opu-
lent illustrated volumes via various exhibition catalogues to doc-
toral theses and excellent individual analyses. As Nolde correctly 
observed, he would actually have suited the National Socialists’ 
views on art policy with his close ties to the nineteenth century, 
fascination with Nordic mysticism and belief in homeland and 
nation. This may be surprising from today’s perspective, as 
our ways of looking at things are so profoundly shaped by the 
course of history that it is very diffi  cult to imagine Nolde as the 
offi  cial representative of the Third Reich’s visual arts. And yet 
just one small step prevented this from coming to pass. Unlike 
the Italian Fascists, who used Futurism to further their agenda, 
the Nazis did not use the visual arts to furnish themselves with a 
modern, contemporary image. If they had, Nolde would perhaps 

with the artist’s wishes, the house with the picture gallery and 
the garden were made accessible to the public after his death. 
Over the course of the years, the secluded dwelling developed 
into something like a place of pilgrimage for Nolde fans from 
the Federal Republic of Germany and Denmark. It received up to 
120,000 visitors per year in the 1980 s.121 Siegfried Lenz’s best-
seller Deutschstunde (The German Lesson), published in 1968, 
contributed to this success. It describes a painter harassed by 
being forbidden to paint and under Gestapo surveillance. While 
Nolde was long rejected for his “formalism” and “bourgeois dec-
adence” in the German Democratic Republic, some of the top 
politicians in the Federal Republic of Germany were full of enthu-
siasm: Chancellor Helmut Schmidt had a sign bearing the inscrip-
tion “Nolde Room” put up in front of his offi  ce in the Federal 
Chancellery in Bonn as a “small compensation”,122 and organised 
a Nolde exhibition at the Chancellery in 1982. He also joined 
Lenz on a holiday in Nolde’s footsteps on Als.123 The former 
chancellor’s private collection also includes several works by 
Nolde. President Richard von Weiz säcker wrote a personal intro-
ductory greeting on the occasion of the departure of the long-
time director of the foundation, Martin Urban.124 At the Chancel-
lery admiration continues to this day under Angela Merkel; 

Fig.  24  Angela Merkel in conversation with US Secretary of State John Kerry at the Federal Chancellery, February 2013. 

In the background is the painting Breakers (1936) by Emil Nolde
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have experienced a fate similar to that of Arno Breker and Leni 
Riefenstahl, who in the space of a few years reached the pinna-
cles of their careers thanks to offi  cial Nazi commissions, a fact 
that made their fall all the greater.

“Only if one accepts Nolde’s personality in all of its crude 
inconsistency can one […] truly do justice to his art,” as Florian 
Illies stated in 2008.125 The critic Adolf Behne summarised it as 
early as 1947: “Stylistically Nolde is one of the ‘degenerate’ art-
ists, this is certainly the case, but not as a character. […] If some 
writers give the impression that Nolde, as he was ‘degenerate’, 
was also a hero of intellectual resistance, this idea must be re  ject-
 ed. He was willing to off er up his art to the Nazis, and their rejec-
tion was the only impediment. He is a degenerate ‘degenerate’.” 126

Walter Jens’s lament, articulated as early as 1967, that one 
cannot “view Nolde with Nolde’s (or Sauerlandt’s) categories 
and meditate on his ‘thoroughly German art’ or the ‘Nordic 
nature’”, has lost none of its relevance to this day.127 Jens, how-
ever, suggests that Nolde’s oeuvre and the artist himself should 
be categorically separated in the reception of Nolde’s art. To do 
so would distort the view of the manifold relationships between 
artistic production and historical context, however. In retro-
spect, Nolde’s extensive written explanations, which create the 
closest of bonds between his art and his biography, may not 
have helped access to his work. His descriptions and interpreta-
tions impede understanding, separate from his views, of an 
oeuvre whose many-faceted nature leaves much to be discov-
ered. 

Today Nolde is without doubt one of the most important 
artists of the modern age. Not only is his standing higher than 
that of virtually any other painter; he also succeeds in casting a 
spell over his public. While some admire Nolde’s unique use 
of colour, others revere him for the uncompromising way in 
which he followed his chosen path. International artists like 
Karel Appel, Asger Jorn and Per Kirkeby have made a close 
study of his works – and also the “Junge Wilde” of German 
painting during the 1980 s would have been unthinkable without 
Nolde. The particular quality of his work lies in the way that 
opposites, such as the intense and the charming, the garish and 
the delicately coloured, combine to form a new tense entity 
without appearing to clash. Paul Klee, who valued “Nolde, the 
age-old soul”, contributed a text to the latter’s festschrift on 
the occasion of his 60th birthday. It puts into words both 
 Nolde’s ambivalence and also his particular fascination, and 
makes an appeal to the viewer’s attention: “Nolde is more than 
just earthy, he is also the demon of this region. Domiciled else-
where oneself, one is always aware of the cousin down there 
in the depths, the elective relation. One does not lie down to 
sleep with demons, the tension of their proximity is too 
great.” 128
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Cat.   no.   1  Mountain Giants, 1895 –96

Oil on canvas, 93.5  x 151.5    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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Cat.   no.   2  Self-Portrait, 1899

Oil on canvas, 41 x  32    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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Cat.   no.   3  Light Sea-Mood, 1901

Oil on canvas, 65  x  83    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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Cat.   no.   4  Dunes, 1901

Oil on canvas, 65  x  84    cm

Private collection
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Cat.   no.   5  Canal (Copenhagen), 1902

Oil on burlap, 65.5  x  83    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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Cat.   no.   6  Two on the Beach, 1903

Oil on canvas, 73.5  x  88.5    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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Cat.   no.   7  Before Sunrise, 1901

Oil on canvas, 84  x  65    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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Cat.   no.   14  Irises, 1907

Oil on canvas, 77 x  52    cm

Private collection
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Cat.   no.   15  Flower Garden: Pansies, 1908

Oil on canvas, 73.5  x  89.5    cm

Private collection
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Cat.   no.   16  Burchard’s Garden, 1907

Oil on canvas, 64  x  82.5    cm

LWL-Museum für Kunst und Kultur. Westfälisches Landesmusum, Münster
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Cat.   no.   17  Flower Garden, without Figures, 1908

Oil on canvas, 60  x 70    cm

Private collection
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85

Cat.   no.   18  Wildly Dancing Children, 1909

Oil on canvas, 71.5  x  87    cm

Kunsthalle zu Kiel
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Cat.   no.   19  Frisians, Man and Woman, 1910

Oil on canvas, 69.5  x  89.5    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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87

Cat.   no.   20  Bridge, 1910

Oil on canvas, 65  x  83.5    cm

Von der Heydt-Museum Wuppertal
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Cat.   no.   103  Portrait of Hermann Probst, 1921

Watercolour on Japanese paper, 345  x  455    mm

Private collection

5335_5336_5337_Nolde_s058-112_u_119-233.indd   1865335_5336_5337_Nolde_s058-112_u_119-233.indd   186 06.02.14   08:4306.02.14   08:43



187

Cat.   no.   104  Mrs. T with a Red Necklace, 1930

Watercolour on Japanese paper, 479  x  355    mm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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188

Cat.   no.   105  Portrait of a Lady (Purple Dress), undated

Watercolour and Indian ink on wove paper, 399  x  322    mm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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189

Cat.   no.   106  Young Mother, 1917

Woodcut on thick wove paper, 212  x 154   /  320  x  262    mm

Städel Museum, Frankfurt am Main
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224

Cat.   no.   135  Spring in Autumn, 1940

Oil on canvas, 57  x 70.5    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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Cat.   no.   136  The Holy Fire, 1940

Oil on canvas, 70  x 110    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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Cat.   no.   137  Sunfl owers in the Evening Light, 1943

Oil on canvas, 73  x  88    cm

Private collection
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Cat.   no.   138  Large Poppies (Red, Red, Red), 1942

Oil on canvas, 73.5  x  89.5    cm

Nolde Stiftung Seebüll
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