The art of German printmaker, sculptor, and teacher Kéthe Kollwitz (1867-1945)

bears witness to experiences of poverty, injustice, and loss in a society troubled
by turbulent political change and devastated by two world wars. Spanning all five
decades of her career, Kollwitz’s prodigious graphic work—notable for its affecting
imagery and technical virtuosity—asserts her commitment to social advocacy

and her pursuit of artistic excellence.

Kollwitz’s reputation flourished during a printmaking renaissance in late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century Germany. The artist embraced the print’s capacity to
disseminate her designs to a wide audience. As she explored the formal and expressive
possibilities of different processes, Kollwitz generated numerous preparatory sheets,
including drawings, trial prints, and working proofs. These rich sequences of images

vividly document the evolution of her ideas, both artistic and political.

All works in the exhibition are from the Dr. Richard A. Simms Collection of Prints and Drawings by Kathe Kollwitz
and Other Artists at the Getty Research Institute. Partial gift of Dr. Richard A. Simms
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KATHE KOLLWITZ

Born Kéthe Schmidt in a conservative region of the German Empire,
Kollwitz grew up in a politically active Socialist household. She studied
painting at schools for women artists in Berlin and Munich in the 1880s,
but she did not receive formal instruction in printmaking. Learning
from artists, printers, manuals, and her own restless experimentation,
she produced a remarkable 275 etchings, lithographs, and woodcuts. In
1919, Kollwitz became the first woman elected as a full member to the
Academy of Arts in Berlin but was forced to resign in 1933, following
the Nazi Party’s seizure of power. She died at the age of seventy-seven
in Moritzburg, near Dresden.

Kollwitz’s graphic output responded to the economic and political
turmoil that disrupted German society from 1870 until 1945. In her
search for a visual language that would appeal to discerning collectors
and engage an ever-broadening public, she remained largely indepen-
dent of avant-garde movements such as expressionism. Kollwitz
evolved her early realist style toward a greater simplification of form.
While she moved from a descriptive to a more suggestive aesthetic,
she never abandoned the human figure.
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DR. RICHARD A. SIMMS
COLLECTION

The Dr. Richard A. Simms Collection of Prints and Drawings by
Kéthe Kollwitz and Other Artists, which comprises more than 650
nineteenth- and twentieth-century works on paper, was a partial
gift to the Getty Research Institute in 2016. After acquiring 121 prints
that came from Kollwitz’s estate in 1978, Dr. Simms continued to
seek works to chronicle her printmaking career, bringing together
exceptional sequences of preparatory sheets. His collection, which
expanded to 286 works by Kollwitz, also represents artists in her orbit,
including George Grosz, Max Klinger, and Ludwig Meidner.

Four decades ago when I began collecting, I was moved by Kollwitz’s
images of the downtrodden, victims of war, and the underclass. But, 1
quickly understood that she was as dedicated to the artistic process as
she was to humanism and social justice. I saw Kollwitzs genius in the
chalk, pencil, and wash emendations that cover the numerous working
proofs I collected. . . . I wanted to build a masterpiece study collection
that would encourage us to explore the depth of her thought, technique,

and creativity.
—Dr. Richard A. Simms, 2016
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PROLETARIAT

The three sheets in Kollwitz’s fourth and smallest graphic cycle offer
bleak portrayals of the plight of the working class. The artist, who
became more politically active in the 1920s, pointedly titled the series
Proletariat—a Socialist and Communist term—rather than workers.
The series was issued in 1926 by Emil Richter, a Dresden-based art dealer
who published Kollwitz’s prints from around 1910 to 1930. Richter,
who also financed the publication of two catalogs of her print oeuvre in
1913 and 1927, was a crucial figure in the dissemination and appreciation

of her work.

Following World War I and throughout the 1920s, woodcut became
Kollwitz’s preferred print medium. She was drawn in particular to the
woodcut’s unique capacity to render fields of unmodulated, saturated
black. Working from dark to light, the artist used areas of unprinted, bare
paper to produce a white design within a dense black plane. In the
Proletariat series, she developed a compelling, reduced syntax, in which

white line designs are sparingly hewn out of a dominant black ground.
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KARL LIEBKNECHT

Following the dissolution of the German Empire and the signing of the
armistice agreement to end World War I in November 1918, left and
right factions struggled for political power. Karl Liebknecht and Rosa
Luxemburg, founders of the Communist Party of Germany, participated
in the Spartacist Uprising in Berlin in January 1919. After the provisional
government led by the Social Democratic Party brutally suppressed
the uprising, Liebknecht and Luxemburg were arrested and murdered
by right-wing paramilitary forces. With the Communists in crisis, a
coalition of parties established Germany’s first democratically elected
parliamentary government, known as the Weimar Republic, which
lasted until Adolf Hitler ascended to power in 1933.

Although she was not a member of the Communist Party, Kollwitz
was moved to create a memorial print for Liebknecht. The artist labored
to find the technique that would best express her sentiment, writing:
“The immense impression made by the hundred thousand mourners
at his grave inspired me to a work. It was begun and discarded as an
etching, I made an attempt to do it anew, and rejected it, as a lithograph.
And now finally as a woodcut it has found its end.”
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KOLLWITZ'S
FINAL YEARS

After 1929, Kollwitz abandoned woodcut and returned to lithography.
While the artist made lithographs throughout her career, her approach
to the technique evolved as she simplified intricate applications of
crayon, brush, pen, scraper, and spatter—at times paired with etching—
to more economical crayon and brush works. Her lithographs from
1930 to the early 1940s (when she ceased making prints) were almost
exclusively in crayon. In these late works, she often used a transfer
method, which entailed drawing on specially prepared paper and relay-
ing the image from sheet to lithographic stone. This turn to a more
expedient technique coincided with a rising dedication to sculpture in
her last decade.

In 1933, under the Nazi regime, Kollwitz was expelled from the Prussian
Academy of Arts in Berlin and forbidden to exhibit. During World
War 11, in the late fall of 1943, her Berlin home was bombed and
completely destroyed, and numerous works, studio materials, and

documents were lost.
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This material was published in 2019 to coincide with
the Getty Research Institute gallery exhibition Kathe
Kollwitz: Prints, Process, Politics, on view at the Getty
Center from Decemeber 3, 2019 to March 29, 2020.
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