Originalveröffentlichung in: Haxthausen, Charles W. (Hrsg.): The two art histories : the museum
and the university, Williamstown, Mass. 2002, S. 162-182

A Tormented Friendship: French Impressionism in Germany
Michael F. Zimmermann

Without the Nazi terror, German museums could have become very rich in

Impressionist paintings. That many examples existed in German private collec
tions from around 1900 onward is becoming apparent through such sources as
the archives of the art dealer Paul Cassirer (not yet fully known to the public),
who founded his Berlin gallery in 1898. And the publications of Walter

Feilchenfeldt on the acquisition of works by Paul Cezanne and Vincent van
Gogh yield astonishing insights into the richness and quality of his country’s pri

vate collecting of this era.1
Because of Nazi politics, however—that government’s brutal suppression

of any manifestation of modern art, as well as its devaluation, and also of even

the French and German Impressionist paintings that were not denounced out
right as “degenerate”—most of the works that had been in private collections in

Germany never found their way into German public collections.2 What remains

in the museums of Berlin, Munich, Bremen, Hamburg, Mannheim, and Essen

are the paintings that were acquired for public collections relatively early.
These acquisitions resulted from the close cooperation of an artistic elite

among museum curators—including Alfred Lichtwark, Hugo von Tschudi,

Gustav Pauli, Fritz Wichert, and Georg Swarzenski—and art critics and art his
torians such as Richard Muther and Julius Meier-Graefe. United by a strong

belief in artistic progress as well as in the liberal spirit of art history, they were

willing to encounter the opposition of conservative followers of the emperor
Wilhelm II, whose aesthetic taste privileged neo-Romanesque grandeur and a

neo-Stauffic “Nibelungen” style over what traditionalists regarded as naturalistic
“gutter” art.3
While relatively rare, the first attempts to collect Impressionism in

Germany were nonetheless an important precondition for the later acquisitions

for public museums. The earliest such collection was that of the Berlin law pro
fessor Carl Bernstein, which was shown in 1883 at the Berlin gallery of Fritz
Gurlitt.4 From this point on, the better-informed artistic circles were able to get

acquainted with the new painting. It took a long time, however, before the col
lecting of Impressionism became fashionable for the rich Berlin bourgeoisie who

had made their fortunes during the Griinderzeit, the period of rapid industrial
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development that followed German unification in 1871.
Prominent among them was Eduard Arnhold, who began

as an apprentice and made his fortune from mining coal
in Silesia. Initially he collected Arnold Bocklin, Hans von

Marees, and the German artists in Rome and elsewhere
in Italy; later he bought works of the Munich and Berlin
Secessionists, and after 1898 he was one of the most regu

lar clients of Cassirer’s gallery. Occasionally, he was
advised by Hugo von Tschudi. Views of Arnhold’s apart

ment (figs. 1 and 2), dating from around 1920, say more

about Impressionism in Germany than lengthy lists of
paintings. Edouard Manet’s portrait of Marcelin Desboutin,
visible in both photographs, was acquired in 1910.5
Fig. I . Eduand Arnhold in his home, Regentenstrasse
19, in front of Edouard Manet's The Artist
[Marcelin Desboutin], 1875, acquired in 1910 from

Cassirer was also the highly influential secretary
of the Berlin Secession, founded in 1898 and led by Max

the collection of Auguste Pellerin (today in the
Museu de Arte Modema, Sao Paolo). Photograph

c. 1920, Ullstein Bilderdienst, Berlin

Liebermann. The Secessionist exhibitions almost always

included foreign (mostly French) art along with works by

Liebermann, Lovis Corinth, Max Slevogt, Walter
Leistikow, and others. At his gallery, Cassirer offered the same program of the

French and German avant-garde in smaller shows.

As important as the role of Cassirer was another factor that helped to

form high-quality collections of Impressionism in Germany early in the last cen
tury—namely, a new type of professional museum director. Art history had only

recently acquired the status of an independent disci
pline in universities. As the gradual evolution of rig

orous stylistic analysis took place, spawning scholars
with an entirely different approach, Hermann

Grimm (professor in Berlin since 1875 and founding
director of the university’s department of art history)
and Carl Justi were among the last writers to capture

the artistic ethos of a period in the work of heroic

figures such as Michelangelo or Diego Velazquez.
Fig. 2. A view of Eduard Arnhold’s apartment,

Regentenstrasse

19, featuring Manet's The Artist

Modern psychology, strongly influenced by recent

research in the physiology of the senses and the nerv

[Marcelin Desboutin] at far left. Photograph c. 1920,
Ullstein Bilderdienst, Berlin.

ous system, inspired new ways of describing stylistic
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consistency and developmental tendencies from linear to painterly modes, from
closed to open forms, and so on.6 This “scientific” study of “the history of vision”
culminated in the book Principles ofArt History, published in 1915 by Heinrich
Wolfflin, who had succeeded Grimm as head of

the art history department in Berlin.7 For other
art historians, however—those whose founda

tion was Jakob Burckhardt’s all-encompassing
vision integrating artistic and social history—a
less progressive version of connoisseurship

became the context of art historical professionalism.

The new approach to art history corre

sponded to a confidence in autonomous laws
of artistic development and progress. Both of
these phenomena lay behind the acquisition of

important works by Manet at a relatively early
Fig. 3. Leopold von Kalckreuth (German, 1855—
1928), Alfred Lichtwark, 1912. Oil on canvas, 99 x 86

date by German museum directors.8 The leading

officials often acted out of a deep professional

inches (251.5 x 218.4 cm). Hamburger Kunsthalle

consensus, sharing both friendship and common

ideas on cultural policy. One of the first was
Alfred Lichtwark, who from 1886 to 1914 served

as director of the Kunsthalle in Hamburg (fig. 3).
Aided in his task by the wealth of a relatively

independent, liberal community, he put forward
an ambitious program for collecting that

encompassed medieval

art

from

northern

Germany as well as nineteenth-century art in
Hamburg. It was toward the end of the century
Fig. 4. Hugo von Tschudi, c. 1910. Photograph by

C. von Diihren, Berlin. Published in vol. 33 ofJahrbuch
der Koniglichen Preussischen Kunstsammlungen (1912),
p. I. Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin

that Lichtwark’s views of latter-day painting
changed, leading him to purchase masterpieces

by the best German artists of the era. As his
interest deepened, he bought a still life by

Manet in 1897. But it was not until 1907 that he

became seriously committed to the modern French tradition, acquiring paintings

by Jean-Baptiste Camille Corot, Charles Daubigny, and Gustave Courbet, as
well as Pierre Bonnard and Edouard Vuillard.9
Although Lichtwark encouraged the civic pride of the wealthy Hanseatic
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Fig. 5. Edouard Manet (French, 1832-1883), In the Winter Garden, 1878-79. Oil on canvas, 45 '/< x 59 inches (I 15 x 150 cm).

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin-Pneussischer Kulturbesitz, Nationalgalerie

bourgeoisie, he gradually became more interested in affirming international artistic
progress during the modern era. Undoubtedly a highly influential model was his

Berlin friend Hugo von Tschudi (fig. 4), a scholar of Renaissance art who had
made his career within the Berlin Nationalgalerie and was named its director in

1896.10 Dedicated twenty years earlier as a temple of German art as well as hon
oring the glory of the ruling Hohenzollern family, the museum had long suffered

from the contradictions of its dual role.11 Tschudi s first step as director was a

bold stroke—equivalent to a coup d’etat: he immediately acquired a stock of

important Impressionist paintings, among them Manet’s In the Winter Garden
(fig. 5). Even before the founding of the Berlin Secession, he managed to get the
consent of the ministry, and of the kaiser, not only to accept the collection of

Impressionist paintings but even to finance it. Apparently, he knew how to per

suade Kaiser Wilhelm II, whose all-too-personal government was under ongoing
pressure also from the Reichstag. Soon Tschudi rearranged the collections so as
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to favor aesthetic criteria over osten

tatious display and dynastic propa

ganda. When, in 1902, the kaiser
ordered him to change this installa
tion, Tschudi decided to divide the

galleries that represented artistic
progress

from

those

illustrating

Hohenzollern glories. His plans for a
modern hanging were authorized
Fig. 6. Tschudi's hanging from early 1907 in the third floor of the

National Gallery, Berlin. Photograph

by Albert Schwarz,

1908,

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin—Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Zentralarchiv

only at the end of 1906; the new

hanging was realized early in 1907.
Foreign, mostly French, art was

arranged in a soberly bright room under skylights (fig. 6).12 Wilhelm II then tried
openly to force Tschudi into submission, but others such as the Secessionists and
Lichtwark encouraged him to resist.13
In 1908 the tension between Tschudi and the kaiser came to a head

over a dispute about acquisi
tions—a conflict that finally

made

Tschudi’s

position

impossible. Although handi
capped by a serious disease, he

accepted an offer to direct the
Bavarian state collections in
Munich. Here again, he pur

chased paintings for the muse
um such as Manet’s Lunch in

the Studio (fig. 7), acquired
along with others from the
Fig. 7. Edouard Manet, Lunch in the Studio, 1868. Oil on canvas, 46 % x 60 5/s inches
(I 18.3 x 153.9 cm). Bayerische Staatsgemaldesammlungen, Neue Pinakothek,
Munich

holdings of Auguste Pellerin.
This important collection had

been sold by Cassirer and Paul
Durand-Ruel, who sent it on tour to various cities in Austria and Germany. As
in Berlin, where Tschudi had relied increasingly on private sponsorship in order
to bypass government opposition, the new Munich collection was financed

exclusively by generous friends; it entered the museum only in 1912, shortly after
the director’s death.
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The passion of Tschudi’s engagement, which helped break the joint
resistance of conservative Munich artists and the government, was shared

by Georg Swarzenski, who had

been his colleague in the Berlin
museums. Shortly after accepting
the nomination as director of the
Frankfurt Stadelsches Kunstinstitut
in 1906, Swarzenski built up the
holdings

of Impressionist art

there. His intent was to acquire,
for relatively modest prices, a col
lection of such significance as to

have a positive influence on mod

ern art.14 Swarzenski served as

mentor to Fritz Wichert, who,
Fig. 8. Edouard Manet, The Execution of the Emperor Maximilian (3rd ver

sion), 1868-69. Oil on canvas, 99'/, x I l87/a inches (252 x 302 cm).
Stadtische Kunsthalle, Mannheim

after receiving a doctoral degree in
Berlin under Wolfflin, worked for
him in Frankfurt for two years.

Wichert then became director of the Mannheim
Kunsthalle in 1909, and the following year he

purchased Manets Execution of the Emperor

Maximilian (fig. 8) from the Pellerin collection.15
Both Swarzenski and Wichert were influenced by

Lichtwark in encouraging modern and applied

arts through the activities of their museums.

Another entrepreneurial spirit among
directors was Gustav Pauli (fig. 9). He had stud
ied with Burckhardt and worked in the Dresden

museums before he became, in 1899, director of
the Kunsthalle in Bremen. A champion of artis
tic innovation, he favored not only French and
Fig. 9. Max Slevogt (German, 1868- 1932), Gustav
Pauli, 1924. Oil on canvas, 39!/» x 34 'A inches (100

x 87.5 cm). Hamburger Kunsthalle

German Impressionists but also Expressionist art

as well as the artists of the Worpswede colony,
located near Bremen. One of Pauli’s most out

standing acquisitions was Manet’s portrait of Zacharie Astruc (fig. 10), from

Durand-Ruel, via Cassirer. After Lichtwark’s retirement in 1914, Pauli succeeded
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him as director of the Hamburg Kunsthalle, and a decade later, against the mas

sive opposition of the city council, he bought Manet’s Nana (fig. n), a painting
the Paris Salon had refused in 1877. It had been part of the Pellerin collection,
from which it was purchased by a Hamburg collector. Pauli could convince the

city council only by arguing that the picture was a good investment and could
be sold later for a lucrative price.16

The dates of German purchases of important Impressionist paintings are

truly remarkable by comparison with those of France. A year after Antonin
Proust had made Manet the hero of the art exhibition at the Paris world exposi

tion of 1889, the gift of Le Dejeuner
sur I’herbe (Lunch on the grass) to

the French state by a group of
artists, intellectuals, and writers
still caused major political turmoil.

In the same way, the collection of

the painter Gustave Caillebotte,
bequeathed to the state in 1894,
was rejected initially; two years

would pass before half of the
paintings were hung in the Palais

du Luxembourg.17 It was in that
Fig. 10. Edouard Manet, Zacharie Astruc, 1866. Oil on canvas, 35 x 45 %
inches (89 x 116 cm). Kunsthalle Bremen

year that Tschudi acquired In the
Winter Garden for Berlin.
The

German

museum

directors who are rightly considered the founding fathers of modern art collec
tions, in which Impressionism played and still plays a decisive role, were moti

vated in their acquisition strategy not merely by cultural rebellion or the

predilections of naturalistic “gutter” literature,18 but also by the writings of art

historians. In 1893—94 Richard Muther, for example, published a highly ambi
tious three-volume history of nineteenth-century painting.19 Refusing to catego
rize into national schools, he reconstructed artistic progress, in Emile Zola’s

famous phrase, “as seen through a temperament.” Muther greeted Impressionism

as the “final word in the monumental struggle for liberation of modern art.”20
Manet had replaced “artificial” or conventional means to reach pictorial unity by
the “scientific” study of light, which, by its atmospheric power, unites the spec

tator and the scene in a higher harmony. Under the rubric “fiat lux,” Muther

Fig. 11. Edouard Manet, Nona, 1877. Oil on canvas, 60 % x 45 '/■> inches (154 x 115 cm). Hamburger Kunsthalle
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labeled Manets art as the culmi
nating point in a development
that

went

from

antiquity

through Masaccio and Piero

della Francesca to Courbet and
the Barbizon painters. With har
mony and intensity of percep

tion as the central criteria the
Impressionist had succeeded in

linking art more closely to the allencompassing movement of life.21

The art historian Georg
Dehio attacked Muther’s book as

a subjectivist pamphlet influenced

by Zola.22 Indeed, Zola’s belief
in the independent individual
emancipated

to

the

highest

degree from academic prejudice
and old-fashioned conventions

would dominate for a genera
Fig. 12. Lovis Corinth (German, 1858-1925), Julius Meier-Graefe, 1917. Oil

on canvas, 35 % x 27 'A inches (90 x 70 cm). Musee d'Orsay, Paris

tion. The liberal cult of out

standing personalities would
be accentuated, during the 1890s, by an undercurrent of Nietzscheanism pene

trating critical language and rhetoric. Writing in this vein, and more influential
than Muther, was Julius Meier-Graefe (fig. 12), who had been an early defender

of Edvard Munch and who directed, after 1895, a modern applied-arts gallery in
Paris. In 1904 he published the first edition of his book on modern art—a work
that by far superseded Muther’s in its emotional acuity as well as narrative preci

sion. Meier-Graefe, too, hailed Impressionism as a triumph and a turning point
in the history of art. He considered progress in the direction of subjective expres

sion to be a consequence of advancing individual freedom and liberalism. French
art, more genuinely pictorial than the introverted expressions of the Nordic peo

ple, was in his view destined also to serve as a model for German art.23 In its for
malism, Meier-Graefe’s thinking had a source different from that of his col
leagues; his aim was to be accepted not as a historian but as a critic who stood in
the tradition of Charles Baudelaire, Theophile Gauthier, and other French writ
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ers of the Post-Impressionist and Symbolist generation. Indeed, he invented a
sophisticated form of highly engaged and often polemical art criticism within the

German culture. But with the university professors of art history, he fought for
the independence of aesthetics from extra-artistic interests.24 Meier-Graefe’s

frank aestheticism can be sensed as an underlying element in Tschudi’s preference

for Manets Lunch in the Studio over Bar at the Folies-Bergere and Nana, which
were also part of the Pellerin collection on sale through Cassirer. In a small
monograph on Manet published in 1902, Tschudi mentioned Bar at the Folies-

Bergere only for its beautiful still life, whereas he acclaimed Lunch in the Studio

as a modern synthesis of the art historical tradition of portrait painting.25
Tschudi’s attitude would remain typical for the German reception of the Bar at

the Folies-Bergere. The painting would be in Justin K. Thannhauser’s Munich
gallery in 1925. When it entered the Courtauld Institute galleries five years later,

Wilhelm Hausenstein, an art critic of the expressionist generation, published his
farewell to what had been, for him, the modern incarnation of the eternel

feminin. Viewing the male spectator in the painting, represented as the client
with the monocle in the mirror, as having transformed the seductive woman into

a modern Olympia—not Manet’s own but the beautiful mechanical doll in The
Sandman by E. T. A. Hoffmann—Hausenstein regretted that Manet had reduced

her life merely to her public existence.26 In 1951, Hans Jantzen, rather influential
in post—Second World War German art history, in an essay dedicated to Georg

Swarzenski, praised Manet for having isolated the sculptural figure in the painting.
He interpreted that isolation as a moral rescue of the innocent woman from her
immoral, French surrounding.27

The formalistic preferences of Meier-Graefe and Tschudi were not

strong enough, ultimately, to overcome the Germans’ nationalistic and chauvinistic
opposition to French art—especially the Impressionist idiom. Meier-Graefe’s

elitist aestheticism, although important in the intellectual debate, never became
popular. His criticism had been influenced deeply by Friedrich Nietzsche’s

Untimely Meditations, in which his country’s bourgeoisie was attacked for its cul
tural arrogance following victory over France in 1871, thereby translating German

military superiority into an ostensible cultural superiority. In 1905 Meier-Graefe

evoked the precedent of Nietzsche’s critical book Der Fall Wagner (The case of
Wagner, 1888) with a stinging polemic titled Der Fall Bocklin (The case of
Bocklin), directed against the painter Arnold Bocklin, whom he dismissed as the

hero of a beery half-educated bourgeoisie, the idol of a worthless cult of the
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masses.28 Henry Thode, professor of art history in Heidelberg and son-in-law of
Cosima Wagner, responded with pamphlets opposing the deeper spiritual

essence of German to the merely pictorial superficiality of French art, and
defending Bocklin along with Hans Thoma as the heroes of Nordic painting.29
It was their positions that became influential during the 1930s.
It would be too simplistic to label Meier-Graefe’s, Tschudi’s, and the pio

neering curators’ interest in Impressionism as motivated only by formalist aes

theticism. Such an evaluation would amount to repudiating, on the grounds of
the current rejection of formalism, the academic background that lay behind a
decisive step of modernizing aesthetic culture in Germany. Instead, we should
place that specific formalism in the ideological and institutional reality of the

Kaiserreich. As we have seen, the ideas of the established museum curators were

well grounded in the tradition of German art history. Although early scholars
(such as Karl Friedrich von Rumohr, Karl Schnaase, and Jakob Burckhardt) had
very different ideas about art and its development, they were all concerned with
the question of artistic evolution as it relates to historical development. Their fol
lowers, the generation of art historians who started their careers during the last
decades of the nineteenth century—Wilhelm von Bode, Anton Springer,

Heinrich Wolfflin, and Alois Riegl—were still interested in the impact of historical
context on the artwork, whether regarding social history, the history of ideas, or
the spiritual progress of humankind. But they focused more on what artistic
development meant in itself, independent of the influences of society. Whether

inspired by connoisseurship or informed by philosophical discussions, art histo
rians of that generation insisted mostly on an inner logic of artistic development:
one form generating the offspring of the next, a formal problem of one work

necessitating its solution in another one. While almost all agreed that art partici
pated in the general historical progress and expressed the situation of its time,
most of them (except Springer) had varying ideas about a sort of Zeitgeist that

linked Kunstwollen (the will to art or style), and Formgefiihl(the feeling for form)
to other fields of society and progress. Often it was more a matter of vague belief
than of methodology to assert that an artistic movement was an expression of
contemporary spirit.30
If we try to characterize the formalistic interests of this generation

according to Richard Wollheim’s distinction, we would have to describe them as

analytical rather than normative: the subject matter of painting or sculpture
simply was analyzed predominantly in formal terms.31 An appreciation in the
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name of normative formalism would have been grounded in aesthetic laws that

might or might not have been deduced from the works themselves. Furthermore,
a normative formalism would insist on an autonomous development of art. The
reason for that focus is partly institutional. Apparently, during the formative

period of art history as a department in universities, it was important to insist on
independent criteria and paradigms. Art history still had to be legitimized as a

field of scholarship based on its own distinctive principles.32

Another feature of the formalism of art history during the Wilhelmine
era is the fact that it was inspired fundamentally by art theory. The sculptor Adolf
von Hildebrand had insisted on specific aesthetic requirements for pictorial nar

ration within the surface of classical relief33—an analysis on which August
Schmarsow based a theory of pictorial (instead of sculptural) space.34 Following
a discussion that had its origins in the eighteenth century—in Gotthold Ephraim

Lessing’s theories about Laocoon, for example—there was a keen perception for
the distinctive character of the artistic media in painting, sculpture, and archi
tecture.35 Perhaps the most promising aesthetic theory associated with early for

malism was the philosophy of Konrad Fiedler. According to the concept of
expressive gesture (Ausdrucksbewegung), he analyzed the logic of transformation

in the artwork. He defended the autonomy of art not only as based on
specifically aesthetic interests but as determined by the various procedures and
expressive strategies of different artistic media. The validation of an artwork can

be established only by focusing on the process of its realization in the chosen

material.36 Fiedler’s writings, as well as his endorsement of an artist such as Hans

von Marees, were inspired by a strong opposition to meaningless anecdotal nat

uralism and to compositions overdetermined by historically accurate decoration
and ideological retrieval of the past. His art theories are symptomatic of a gener

ation inimical to the average production: painting that reflected the prejudices of a
petty educated bourgeoisie and of nationalism. Art, he believed, must not be allowed

to merge into mass culture, with nationalism as one of its principal catalysts.37

The achievements of Lichtwark, Tschudi, Pauli, and Meier-Graefe were
possible only within a congenial alliance of divergent forces that defended an
independent aesthetic distinctive of an urban, cosmopolitan society. Their fight

for Manet and Impressionism was directed against nationalistic provincialism
and petty bourgeois amateurism. In one way or another, all the defenders of

Impressionism in Germany insisted that aesthetic invention must be distinctively
contemporary. Implicitly, that attitude is directed against any ahistorical concep
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tion of formalism and art for art’s sake. They all preferred themes of art that were

not constructed according to extra-artistic principles but were somehow found
in order to satisfy aesthetic necessities of modern experience. Therefore, art his
torians who admired Italian Renaissance art as well as Rembrandt could hold

modern subjects and the Impressionists in high regard. As demonstrated in the
example of Tschudi, however—his preference for Lunch in the Studio over Bar at

the Folies-Bergeres—they were partial to relatively neutral scenes from ordinary
bourgeois life instead of noisy episodes from popular culture and Parisian amuse
ments. Their formalism was thus linked to a collective mentality. Accepting cos

mopolitanism and a society based on liberal exchange, they defended the rights
and interests of aesthetic culture in a highly differentiated society. That their for

malist beliefs did not develop into avant-garde utopias or into futurism probably
explains why, to the post-modern art public, Tschudi and Meier-Graefe are more

appealing than the true believers in pure aesthetics of the period following World
War II.

The year 1933 marks the collapse of German aesthetic culture. During
the 1950s, art historical writing about Impressionism in Germany slowly made a
new beginning. In an era when Abstraction was considered the international

artistic language of the Western world, the formalist understanding of
Impressionism deepened. But it was not the formalism of Alfred Barr or Clement

Greenberg; rather, it was colored by a specifically German penchant for sup
pressing the remembrance of national shame. The philosopher Martin Heidegger

played a key role in the birth of a national school of art history that evaluated art
on the tabula rasa of existentialism. In 1935, in his essay on the origin of the work

of art, Heidegger had discussed Van Gogh’s Shoes as a paradigm of a postmeta-

physical aesthetics linking art to the essence of things (as, in this case, a pair of

worn shoes).38 Heidegger created the paradigm for Austrian and German art his
torians who tended to see Impressionism as the aesthetic expression of an exis
tential attitude toward the world. Cezanne, as seen in 1956 by Kurt Badt, was an
existentialist artist admired mostly for his almost religious contemplation of the

fundamental problems of human existence.

To be sure, by the 1950s, the school of Kurt Badt, Lorenz Dittmann, and
Max Imdahl can be credited with initiating a debate within German art history

about modern artistic languages.39 But they transformed the elitist formalism of
the generation of Tschudi into an escapist vision of pure art considered almost as

a second religion. In part, their position can be understood as a response to Hans
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Sedlmayr, whose incendiary book Verlust der Mitte (The loss of the center), pub

lished in 1948, had interpreted modern art as an index of post-Enlightenment

decadence.40 The most intelligent art historian among those who had been
infected by Nazi ideology, Sedlmayr suppressed the ideological past with a neo

Catholic pessimism. Badt reacted as if obliged to prove that art still belonged to
the realm of spirituality. His book on Cezanne, published in 1956, made clear
that Zola’s notion of the artist’s temperament was adequate to describe Manet’s
art but not that of Cezanne. Zola had used the term temperament to describe,

according to Badt, merely a psychological attitude toward “a corner of nature”;
in Cezanne, the approach evolved into a fundamentally aesthetic subjectivism

contemplating not just aspects of reality but the world.41 Cezanne’s calm solitude

triumphing over emotional turmoils was symbolized by the several versions of his
Card Players. The closeness of the motif to Caravaggio’s Supper at Emmaus gave

a cryptic religious undertone to this aesthetic idolatry.

In 1996 and 1997 an exhibition on Tschudi and the paintings he

acquired for Berlin and Munich drew massive crowds. The catalogue is an

impressive resume of research on the history of museums during the Wilhelmine
era. On the one hand, the evocation of Tschudi and Meier-Graefe, in a diatribe

against essentialist idolaters and aesthetic high priests, certainly had a liberating
effect. But on the other hand, the organizers’ attempt at reviving the spirit of elitist
aestheticism seemed sterile. Impressed that the aristocratic origin of Tschudi’s

family was older than that of the Hohenzollern, they contrasted the seasoned

nobility of the museum director with the vulgar tinsel aristocracy of Wilhelm

II.42 Perhaps the problem is that reviving the liberal aestheticism of former times
inevitably neutralizes the emancipatory aspect of that same aestheticism.
Similarly, an avant-garde that takes an elitist stance against the Kaiserreich can

not be a model for modern strategies for creating a refined aesthetic attitude. The

fight for the Impressionists against the kaiser was a courageous act in the name

of the freedom and autonomy of art. But today, only a genuinely liberal debate
about the masterpieces by Manet, one that is not tied to the aestheticism of
Meier-Graefe and Tschudi, can be faithful to their spirit.

Studies reconsidering the effect of Impressionism on the background of
other

German

intellectual

traditions—for

example,

that

of Walter

Benjamin—are still marginal, confined to strictly academic art history, and often

regarded with suspicion. To be sure, there have been blockbuster shows on

Impressionism and early modern art in Germany—such as the exhibitions
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organized during the 1970s and early 1980s at the Kunsthalle Tubingen or the
1992 Van Gogh retrospective in Essen. And, as in France, England, and the
United States, they are generally motivated by biographical, novelistic, and aes
thetic ideas. But it would be impossible to oppose a broader current of “revi

sionist” scholarship to the early modernist trend. If they exist at all, revisionist art
historical studies on Impressionism in Germany are linked to French intellectualism,
to critical art history in England and the United States, and to models of literary

history in the German context.
However we assess Germany’s last generation of truly heroic interna
tionalists, buying Impressionist masterpieces for their museums, we confront an
ideological impasse. Centers such as Munich and Berlin are still not comfortable

with “their” Manets, which remain among the most ambiguous of his works. A
monumental exception to this estrangement of Manet’s paintings from their

sophisticated surroundings is Werner Hofmann’s study of Nana, a highly intel

lectual book published in 1973 in a popular edition.43 But it has had scarcely any
successors. The provocative modernity of Manet is silenced under the weight of
art history. If we fail to understand what Impressionism means for present-day

Germans, we know at least what it meant for Hugo von Tschudi and the enlightened
bourgeoisie of his time. But today Impressionism belongs to the two art histories,
and only to them.
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