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CHAPTER2

Weimar Beginnings
Licbermann and Munkacsy

HENDRIK ZIEGLER

s
cholarship has hitherto paid insufficient attention to 

Max Liebermann’s years of study in Weimar between 1868 
and 1873. This raises two central questions. First, why did 

the twenty-year-old, talented, financially independent art 

student from a wealthy family of Berlin entrepreneurs pursue 
his academic art training at the Grand Ducal Art School of 
Saxony, an unusual choice since it had been in existence only 

since 1860 and was located in the small Thuringian town of 

Weimar? Second, to what extent did the art of the Hungarian 
Mihaly Munkacsy shape Liebermann’s development toward 

the end of his years in Weimar? Liebermann’s first large-format 
paintings, among them Women Plucking Geese (Plate III), which 

was finished in Weimar in 1871—72, can be compared to the 

paintings of the Hungarian artist in terms of the choice of 

subject matter, composition, and painterly realization.
In what follows I suggest that it was primarily the liberal 

teaching style consistently pursued at the Weimar Art School 

since its inception that prompted the young Liebermann to 
choose this institution quite deliberately over the older and 

more tradition-steeped academies in Diisseldorf, Munich, 
Berlin, and Karlsruhe. In addition, I shall attempt to place the 

influence of Munkacsy’s art for Liebermann’s early work into 

its proper perspective. As an art student, Liebermann studied 

the paintings The Last Day of a Condemned Man (1869) (Figure 

2.1) and Lint Makcrs (1871) (Figure 2.2), the Hungarian art-

ist’s first two international exhibition successes. He examined 

these paintings carefully and fully admired their subject mat- 
ter, pictorial composition, arrangement and interweaving of 

figures, choice of color, and pronounced light-dark contrasts. 

Yet for all the noticeable borrowings, Liebermann simultane- 

ously distanced himself in crucial—especially topical—aspects 

from his friend’s paintings. While Munkacsy sought to 

arouse the beholder’s sympathy for the Hungarians’ patriotic 

feelings and desire for independence by means of a richly 

anecdotal, internal narrative that employed clearly articulated 

and obvious dramaturgical high points, Liebermann shifted 

the statement of his paintings into the sociopolitical realm.

For example, his painting Women Plucking Geese, by employ- 

ing a radical, paratactic composition devoid of a substantive 

center and dispensing largely with any sentimental appeal to 

the viewer, conveys a sober, objective vision of daily peasant 
life in the young German Empire. The rough daily labor is 

conceived and depicted as an act that oppresses and to some 
extent dulls human beings, yet invests them with dignity and 

honor and is—in religious terms—redemptive. As I will show, 

Munkascy’s art had merely a catalytic effect on Liebermann: 

it reinforced his decision to likewise make a political state- 

ment in his works from the very beginning, though one that 

was general and supranational in nature, far from the fever- 

ish patriotic elation in his own country following Germany’s 

1871 victory in the war against France. Most of all, however, 
the virtuosic compositional method of his Hungarian friend,
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Figure 2.1. Mihaly Munkacsy, 
Thc Last Day of a Condemncd 
Man, first version, 1869, Oil on 
Wood, 137 x 195 cm. Formerly 
in the W. P. Wilstach Collection, 
Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
Current whereabouts unknown.

which was intent on infusing the pictorial subject with an 

emotional charge, drove Liebermann to counter such showy 

effects with a lapidary style that isolated and monumental- 

ized the pictorial figures.

The Choice of Weimar as a Place of Study

It is generally assumed that the decision to study in Weimar 

came in part from Max Liebermann’s strict and thrifty father. 

The latter, rather skeptical of the artistic impulses of his 

second-oldest son, supposedly insisted on training in a city 

that was not far from home, was little suited to a dissolute 

lifestyle, and had a low cost of living.1 In addition, Max Lie- 

bermann supposedly decided on Weimar as a place to study in 

the spring of 1868—having completed a first year of appren- 

ticeship in 1866—67 in the private studio of the Berlin animal 

and portrait painter Carl Steffeck—because he was attracted 

to the Belgian history painter Ferdinand Pauwels, who taught 
there.2

Indeed, Ferdinand Pauwels, active at the Weimar Art 
School between 1862 and 1872 as a professor of history paint- 

ing, was Liebermann’s primary teacher in Weimar. Occasion- 
ally the auxiliary teachers Paul Thumann and the Belgian

Charles Verlat filled in for Pauwels; they, too, were involved 

in young Max’s training.3 As it was, the German public that 

was interested in art equated the Weimar Art School largely 

with Ferdinand Pauwels at the end of the 1860s: going to 

Weimar meant being trained by Pauwels, especially from the 

perspective of Berlin. The still-young Weimar institution 

had made a name for itself largely at the biennial exhibitions 
held by the Berlin Academy of Art. Participation in the Berlin 

exhibition by Ferdinand Pauwels and Stanislaus von Kalck- 

reuth, as the director of the school and a landscape painter, 

had played a crucial role in spreading Weimar’s reputation 
as a place for art education: in 1864, Pauwels had won the 

small gold medal in Berlin for his painting Thc Rcturn ofThc 

Exilcs ofDuke Alba and the large gold medal in 1868 for his 

Pcrsccution of Protestants in thc Nfthcrlands; moreover, that same 

year he and Kalckreuth had been elected full corresponding 

members of the Prussian Academy of Arts.4 Pauwels was ad- 

mired not only for his razor-sharp, richly detailed realism with 
its precise reconstrucdon of the historical ambience, but also 

for his contrast-filled colorization that simultaneously worked 

with a smooth application of paint. His choice of themes, 

which were decidedly opposed to the Catholic Church and 

the Pope just prior to the intense political struggle that Chan-
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cellor Otto von Bismarck waged after 1871 against the social 
influence of the Catholic Church (the so-called Kulturkampf), 

won him general recognition in the Protestant regions of Ger- 

many, and especially in Prussia.
However, Liebermann’s decision on where to study was 

probably not made solely on the basis of Ferdinand Pauwels’s 

fame or because of certain familial considerations: the schools 

in Diisseldorf or Karlsruhe would have been equally suited to 

providing training as a history painter in a city with a mod- 
est cost of living. Rather, the decisive factor that prompted 

Liebermann to continue his art training in the Thuringian 
residence town was probably the liberal, unorthodox struc- 
ture of the curriculum at the Weimar Art School. It is also 

likely that Carl Steffeck specifically advised Liebermann to 
go to the school in Weimar: Steffeck was an artist who ap- 

preciated creative freedom and the individual promotion of 

talent, and who maintained, parallel to his academic teaching, 

a private studio in which he instructed art students at every

skill level and sometimes involved them in the completion of 
his own works.5

The Graduated Course of Training 
at German Art Academies

As I will show in detail in a separate section below, the teach- 

ing method that was practiced in Weimar was characterized 

by the rapid introduction of students to oil painting, avoid- 
ing excessive drawing studies on the basis of engravings and 

plaster casts of ancient works. The class structure was largely 
abolished and replaced by the individual supervision of the 
art students, and the nature and scope of the assignments 

were determined by the professor chosen by the student at the 

beginning of his studies and were not uniform for all students 
in a class.

The typical course of training an art student had to go 
through at a German university in the 1860s can be ascer-

Figure 2.2. Mihaly Munkacsy, 
Lint MaJcers, 1871, Oil on Wood, 
141.3 x 196 cm. Budapest, 
Hungarian National Gallery.
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tained, for example, from the statutes that had been in force 

at the Royal Art Academy of the Prussian Rhine Provinces in 

Dusseldorf since 1831.6 It should be noted that the training 

at the other German art schools was organized in much the 

same way. The art school that was established in Karlsruhe 

in 1854 essentially adopted the Diisseldorf regulations.; The 

Berlin Art Academy—which, after the death of its long-time 

director Johann Gottfried Schadow in 1850, went through 

a phase of stagnation in terms of its structure and personnel 
until a thorough reorganization was undertaken in 1875—also 

envisioned a training of art students that was graduated and 
organized into classes much as it was in Dtisseldorf.8 Finally, 

the structure of the course of study was not much different at 

the art academies that had existed in Munich since 1808.9

The Diisseldorf Art Academy, founded in 1773 and under 

Prussian control only since 1819, envisaged in its statutes from 

the early 1830s a three-tiered course of study for its students, 

broken down into an elementary class, a preparatory class, and 

a subsequent master class. These three classes had to be passed 

through by all entering art students or Eleven. First, all artists- 

in-training had to attend the elementary class for up to two 

years, depending on their specific prior knowledge and skills. 

Having successfully passed a test of aptitude for the artist’s 

profession, a student could enroll in the first academic stage of 

training, the preparatory class.

The real basic training of the student took place in the 

preparatory class in two stages over a period of four years.

First, under the supervision of specially assigned teachers, the 

basic skills of drawing were acquired over two years by copy- 
ing works of antiquity and learning from a live model. Next, 

the art student advanced to the so-called painting school 

(Malschule), where he was admitted into one of the special- 

ized classes for history, genre, portrait, or landscape painting.

It was only now, under the direction of a single professor, that 

students were introduced to oil painting and the composition 

of complex paintings. Finally, after the training in the paint- 

ing school was completed as the final stage of the preparatory 

class, the student could advance to the master class or “class of 

the practicing Eleven,” where he was allowed to work another 
five years in the academy in his own studio under the casual 

supervision of his teacher.

Friedrich Kallmorgen, who later founded the Grotzinger 

Artist Colony near Karlsruhe, gave an indication in his mem- 

oirs of the extent to which the long years of training in draw- 

ing in the elementary and preparatory class could impede an 

artist’s self-development. Kallmorgen had begun in art train- 

ing at the Diisseldorf Academy in 1875 at the age of nineteen:

I entered the elementary class of Professor Andreas Miiller, 
a short, old, grumpy painter of saints. His brother Karl, also a 
painter of saints, ran the class in the Hall of Antiquity. The class 
was really very full, I barely found a seat and started copying 
again. Heads, hands, feet, nudes, and then figures after Andrea 
del Sarto, Holbein, Diirer—day after day the same copying, 
which I had learned long ago. There were students in the class 
who had been doing the same thing for 2—3 years. That was 
not stimulating. We were strictly warned against oil painting, 
nobody should venture to try it at home ... I wanted to become 
a landscapist, what did I need antiquity for in the first place? 
Well, there is no other way, everything must takes its regular 
course [it was said by the Academy],10

The rules of the Weimar Art School sought to distance 

themselves from these customary educational practices, 

which, though seen as tried and tested, featured the short- 
comings Friedrich Kallmorgen described so incisively.

The Liberal Statutes of the Weimar Art School

The official statutes of the new Weimar Art School were 

adopted on 1 October 1860." They were supplemented by 

decisions made at a conference of professors at the end of No- 

vember and recorded in the first quarterly report of the school 

secretary.12
The most important and innovative achievement of the 

Weimar system lay in the almost complete abolition of the 

graduated, class-based basic training of the art students.

Every professor was to follow his students from the begin- 

ning to the end of their training and be allowed to determine 

their course of study. In contrast to the Diisseldorf Academy, 

“Hall of Antiquity and “Painting School” no longer referred 

to stages, but only practice rooms that could be used by every 

student on instructions from and under the supervision of his 

professor, individually and regardless of his semester. Only
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beginners should be supervised during nude drawing, by a 
teacher hired for that specific purpose. Students were allowed 

to freely choose their teacher upon entering the academy. This 

is how it was put in the quarterly report of the school secre- 

tary: it was agreed

that every teacher at the art school can accept students admit- 
ted to the institution through a decision by the committee, and 
should then independently guide these students from the be- 
ginning to the end of their training. Thus, the Hall of Antiquity 
and the Painting School should be open to all teachers for their 
individual students, and only nude drawing is to be supervised 
by the painter [Johannes] NieBen, since he has been hired 
specifically for that purpose. It was also decided that it will be 
left to each individual student to choose his teacher.13

One must not underestimate the significance of this 

Weimar system. For the first time at a German art school, 

instruction in plaster, nude, and painting classes was not 
seen as a rigid curriculum that every art student had to pass 

through in a particular time frame; instead, the classes were 
merely considered aids that should be used by the students in 

accordance with their individual needs. Thus the student in 

Weimar usually made it through the plaster class much more 

quickly than his counterpart in Diisseldorf, for example, and 

was acquainted with oil painting already in the nude class. In 

this way, the structure of teaching at the Weimar Art School 

favored a conception of art that was committed less to draw- 

ing than to direct painterly realization, which was especially 

beneficial to genre and landscape painters, who could do 

without a lengthy study of antiquity and nudes.14
The educational practice at the Weimar Art School had 

a decisive influence on Liebermann’s early turn to genre and 

landscape, as well as on his first approaches to a thick painting 

style. Moreover, the pedagogical principle in Weimar, namely 

to respond in a high degree to the individual needs of each art 

student, no doubt favored the talented, rapidly progressing 

Max Liebermann. To return to the starting point of my argu- 

ment, Ferdinand Pauwels, who was popular with the stu- 
dents, would have guided Liebermann’s training as envisaged 

by the Weimar statutes; however, his painting left no traces in 

Liebermann’s early work in terms of painting style and choice 
of subject matter.15 With regard to the latter, the art of another

painter—that of the Hungarian Mihaly Munkacsy—was 
far more significant for Max Liebermann’s path to artistic 
independence.

Max Liebermann’s Encounter with Mihaly Munkacsy

Scholarship has been correct in repeatedly highlighting—even 

if for the most part in only cursory fashion—how important 

the art of Mihaly Munkacsy was to the young Max Lieber- 

mann.16 Before we can look at the biographical and artistic 

points of intersection between the two artists, we must review 
Munkacsy’s spectacular career.

Mihaly Lieb was born in 1844 in the small Hungarian 

town of Munkacs (today in Ukraine); beginning in 1848, 

the family, with official permission, called itself ‘Munkacsy’ 

after its place of residence.17 Born into modest circumstances 

and originally trained as a journeymen carpenter, Mihaly 
received his first art training from the itinerant painter Elek 

Szamossy before moving on to the Budapest Academy in 

1863 at his recommendation. A first modest commercial suc- 

cess allowed Munkacsy to spend six months at the Vienna 

Academy in 1865; in 1866 the young artist transferred to the 
academy in Munich. During a stay in Paris in October 1867, 

Munkacsy discovered the paintings of the Barbizon School 

and of Gustave Courbet. Back in Munich, Munkacsy, not 

least because of his experiences in Paris, fell briefly under the 
spell of Wilhelm Leibl. In October 1868, finally, Munkacsy 

resettled in Diisseldorf, where he would work above all under 
the supervision of the genre painter Ludwig Knaus, whom 

he admired. It was here that he created two paintings that 

brought him, after many years of hardship, his first interna- 

tional successes and made him famous overnight. In 1869, he 

received a gold medal at the Paris Salon for The Last Day of 

a Conicmned Man (see Figure 2.1); he had already been able 

to sell the painting to an American millionaire even before 
the exhibit had opened.18 In 1871 he finished Lint Makers 

(see Figure 2.2), which he exhibited successfully at the Paris 
Salon in 1873, even if critics did not receive it with as much 

enthusiasm as they had The Last Day of a Condemned Man.19 It 

was also during his time in Diisseldorf that Munkacsy came 
to know Max Liebermann.
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At tlie beginning of 1872, Munkacsy moved to Paris so 

that lie could spend time working in Barbizon. But he increas- 

ingly incorporated into his repertoire scenes of high-society 

Paris, as well as religious subjects later. His marriage to the 

wealthy, widowed Baroness de Marches in August 1874 

furthered his social advancement, enabling him to maintain 

his status as one of the celebrated Salon painters of Paris 

until the 1890s. He died in 1900 in the insane asylum of 

Bonn-Endenich.

The question that remains is how the first contacts be- 

tween Munkacsy, who was living in Dtisseldorf, and Lie- 

bermann, who was studying in Weimar, came about. In the 

spring of 1871, Stanislaus von Kalckreuth, the director of the 

Weimar Art School, took the initiative to appoint the Hun- 

garian artist, whose success at the Paris Salon had made him 

known overnight. Kalckreuth saw Munkacsy as a successor 

to Ferdinand Pauwels, who was retiring from the faculty. 

Kalckreuth, who had good contacts at the Diisseldorf Acad- 

emy since he had been trained there, travelled to the Rhenish 

city to conduct initial negotiations with Munkacsy.20 He was 

accompanied by Theodor Hagen, who had come to Weimar 

from Diisseldorf only in January of the same year, and the 

student Max Liebermann. The young Liebermann probably 

traveled with the two professors at his own urging, most 

likely out of curiosity to meet the celebrated Hungarian artist, 

whose painting Liwt Makers (see Figure 2.2) he was in fact 

able to study in Munkacsy’s studio in Diisseldorf.21

The talks seem to have proceeded to the satisfaction of both 

sides, since Munkacsy came to Weimar as early as the fall of 

1871 to have a look around and to pay an introductory visit to 

Grand Duke Carl Alexander. On this occasion Munkacsy also 

visited Liebermann: on 22 October, he congratulated him on 

his small painting Iw the Studio.22 The first meeting with Carl 

Alexander finally took place on 4 November on the Wart- 

burg. In a diary entry, the grand duke recounted the positive 

impression that Munkacsy had immediately made on him.23 

In an entry dated 5 November, Carl Alexander noted that 

Munkacsy had given him his word of honor that he would 

move to Weimar in June 1872. But first wanting to finish a 

painting in Paris, he would not be able to come to Weimar for 
good, however, until January 1873.24

Munkacsy did not keep his initial promise to join the 

Weimar Art School. He settled in Paris, probably as early 

as the end of 1871, definitively by the beginning of 1872.25 

Reminded once again of his agreement in the spring of 1872, 

probably by Theodor Hagen, who had traveled to Dusseldorf, 

Munkacsy conveyed his final decision verbally through Hagen 

and in writing to the grand duke that he would no longer be 

coming to Weimar.26 The journal Die Dioskuren commented— 

not without glee—on Munkacsy’s failed appointment and 

presented it as a failure of Stanislaus von Kalckreuth’s person- 

nel policy.27 And Kalckreuth was in fact unable to fill the gap 

in the faculty left behind by Pauwels’s move to Dresden. The 

art school in Weimar stumbled into a personnel crisis that 
eventually led to Kalckreuth’s resignation from his post as 

director.28 This unsatisfactory personnel situation is also likely 
to have been partly responsible for Liebermann’s gradual 

withdrawal from Weimar in 1872—73.

Liebermann and Munkacsy had remained in touch after 

their brief meetings in Diisseldorf and Weimar. As will be dis- 

cussed in greater detail below, in the late fall of 1871, Lieber- 

mann, immediately after his visit to Munkacsy’s studio in 

Diisseldorf, had begun work on his first large-format painting, 
Wowcw Plucking Geese (see Plate III).29 The painting was fin- 

ished in the spring of 1872, and at an exhibit in Hamburg in 

May Liebermann was able to sell it to an art dealer in that city 

for 1,000 talers. He used the proceeds of the sale to travel to 

Paris for fourteen days to examine paintings by Millet, Courbet, 

and Ribot at the Salon. In Paris he also met Munkacsy again.30

Liebermann resettled in Paris for good at the end of No- 

vember 1873. In an autobiographical account that he penned 
much later (9 June 1911) for Gustav Pauli, the director of 

Bremen’s Kunsthalle, Liebermann wrote about the motives 

that prompted him to leave for Paris: “In the winter, at the end 

of November 1873 I went from Weimar to settle permanently 
in Paris, where I remained until 1878 ... Munkacsy attracted 

me immensely, but even more so Troyon, Daubigny, Corot, 

and most of all, Millet.’’31 This retrospective statement by 

Liebermann about the importance of the art of Munkacsy and 

that of the school of Barbizon for his own artistic development 

seems to accurately capture the relationship between these 

two poles of influence: it was not the painting of Munkacsy in
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particular, but above all the shared enthusiasm for the ideals 

of the artist colony in Barbizon—the study and representation 
of unspoiled nature and of the rural population living in and 

from it—that seems to have united the two artists once more 
for a while before their paths diverged for good.

The scholarship on the relationship between Munkacsy 

and Liebermann in the early 187 Os has always been somewhat 

contradictory and inconsistent. Was Munkacsy Liebermann’s 

teacher? Did the two go so far as to work on the same paint- 
ings? Or did Liebermann, three years younger, merely derive 
occasional pleasure and inspiration from the compositions of 

his older colleague and otherwise go his own way? I shall ar- 

gue here that Munkacsy’s painting was an important source of 

inspiration (alongside many others) for Liebermann between 
1871 and 1874, in the sense, however, that in works in which 

Liebermann clearly engaged compositions by Munkacsy, he 
simultaneously distanced himself from them. Munkacsy’s 

paintings were only aids for a better formulation and dif- 

ferentiation of his own compositional means and substantive 

accents. I will analyze three paintings of Liebermann from 

the first half of the 187 Os to illustrate in greater detail Lieber- 

mann’s peculiar dialectic relationship to the art of Munkacsy.

Liebermann’s Relationship to the Art of 
Mihaly Munkacsy: Appropriation and Distancing

At the beginning of Liebermann’s artistic engagement with 

the art of Munkacsy stands his painting Wbmen Plucking 

Geese, which he began in his Weimar studio in the fall of 1871 

and finished in the spring of 1872 (Plate III). The painting 
can be seen as a reaction to Munkacsy’s painting Lint Makers 

(see Figure 2.2), which Liebermann had been able to study 

during his visit to the Hungarian artist’s Diisseldorf studio 

during Pentecost in 1871. Munkacsy had created his large- 

format, rectangular painting in Diisseldorf in 1870—71 under 
the impact of the Franco-Prussian War; however, Munkacsy 

explained in a letter that his intent had been to capture an epi- 
sode from the Hungarian war of liberation that had occurred 

in his early childhood in 1848.!J
Inside a peasant’s dwelling, at the head of a long table, 

sits an injured independence fighter who has returned home

and is recounting his experiences at the front lines, while 

women, children, and veterans who are preparing bandages 
for the Honved army listen with varying degrees of inter- 

est. Munkacsy has given his composition of rows of figures 
a visual as well as emotional center with a somewhat better- 

dressed young woman sitting in the front and slightly to the 

left of the middle of the painting. At the same time, she is 

designed as a counterpart to the injured fighter at the left edge 

of the scene, who forms the head of the sequence of figures. 

With folded arms and downcast eyes, the young woman has 

turned toward the returnee, who is lending emphasis to his 
account with an outstretched left arm. The real theme of the 

painting, its dramaturgical highpoint obvious to any beholder, 
is the emotional relationship that is unfolding between 

these two protagonists against the backdrop of the political 

events and leaves room for further interpretation. The other 
persons in the painting seems to have merely the function of 

spelling out in detail to the beholder the possible emotional 

states of the young woman in response to the account of her 
counterpart.33

What aspects of Munkacsy’s composition did Liebermann 
allow to flow into his painting Women Plucking Geese? What 

in the work of his older colleague inspired him, and what did 

he cast aside or seek to outdo? It must be noted that the motif 

itself was not Liebermann’s invention. It goes back to a—now 

lost—drawing by Liebermann’s friend Thomas Herbst, who 
had studied women plucking geese in his northern German 

birthplace. When Liebermann asked for the sheet as a model 

for a larger composition, Herbst readily gave it to him.34 Lie- 

bermann thus by no means shied away from an eclectic man- 

ner of working, which began by drawing on various sources of 

inspiration to arrive at a pictorial solution all its own.

In a dark shed we see, spatially staggered, numerous elderly 

women sitting together at work: they are plucking the breast 
feathers of geese, which are needed to make feather quilts.

As in Munkacsy’s painting, the figures are richly contrasted 

against the darker background. The most glaring similarity to 
Munkacsy’s painting, however, is found in the strong row- 

like arrangement of the figures. It is striking, though, that 

Liebermann has left the center of his composition unempha- 

sized: only the heads of various women and the white of a
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goose can be discerned in the semidarkness of the painting’s 

background.

The peasant women are performing their work as though 
turned inward, each on her own. A moment of human interac- 

tion has been inserted in the left half of the picture merely in 

the form of the old worker, who with one hand is handing 

to one of the women a goose to be plucked. With the other 

hand he has grasped a bird that has just undergone the rude 

procedure to remove it. In the right half of the painting, a 

second, space-transcending relationship between some of 

the figures is suggested by a woman with a white kerchief 

who is turning toward her fellow workers further back in the 

room. Originally, Liebermann had even placed a young child 

in the picture’s foreground, probably comparable to the one 
in Munkacsy’s painting next to the basket with the bandage 

lint; in the end, however, Liebermann decided to over paint 

it.35 This deletion is significant for Liebermann’s distancing 

from the model he admired: everything that distracted from 

the depiction of work processes that were always the same 

and should be performed without sentimentality was to be 

avoided. The principle of strict row-like arrangement from 
Munkacsy’s large composition, radicalized through a center 

that was kept substantively unemphasized, is one to which 

Liebermann remained loyal. One notes this conception in the 

canvases of rural workers that Liebermann painted immedi- 

ately following Women Plucking Geese, for example in his two 

versions of Womcn Cleaning Vegetables.36

With this objective, sober way of grasping the everyday 

working world of the simple rural population, Liebermann’s 

painting clearly set itself apart from that of Munkacsy, whose 

approach was based entirely on the beholder’s identifica- 

tion and empathy with the persons depicted. The means that 

Liebermann employed to arrive at such a radical simplification 

was clearly identified in a letter to his brother on 2 February 

1872 that referred to Women Plucking Geese: the choice of a 

subject that was “mentally zero (gedanklich gleich null ist).”37 

It is obvious what Liebermann was trying to express proudly 

with this statement. While he claimed for his painting— 

which had already transcended the conventional format of a 

genre painting—the rank of a history painting, he desired that 

his Womcn Plucking Geese break through the canon of pictorial

subject matter that was usually chosen for history paintings: 

the model should not be subject matter—religiously, morally, 

or patriotically elevating—drawn from the sacred history of 
redemption, mythology, or immediate or recent contemporary 

history. Rather, the subject matter should be drawn from the 

reality of daily life that was neither unique nor especially 

remarkable or fascinating. This restraint and soberness in 

terms of content constitutes the essential difference from the 
art of Munkacsy. And yet both artists were intent on making 

a political statement. Munkacsy was explicitly recalling the 
bloody nineteenth-century Hungarian emancipation move- 

ment, a revolution that led to the partial sovereignty of his 

homeland within the imperial-royal dual monarchy existing 

since 1867. By contrast, Liebermann attempted to evoke a 

general reality of proto-industrial peasant life, which, though 

characterized by largely monotonous and heavy physical labor, 
did allow for an existence that was not yet deracinated and 

alienated. Perhaps the background of the Franco-Prussian 

Warof 1870—71 reinforced Liebermann’s determination to 

avoid any form of national-political statement, while similar 

military events prompted his Hungarian colleague to choose a 

patriotic subject matter.

Both artists employed a pronounced light-dark contrast in 
the two paintings in question. However, bringing out figures 

from a dark background achieved by an undercoat of asphalt- 

black was a phenomenon typical of the time and one that can 

be observed in numerous other artists of the same genera- 

tion, from Franz von Lenbach and Hans Makart to Hans von 

Marees. The application of this painting technique offered the 

possibility of dramatizing what was depicted in the picture, 

especially when it came to acts that were inherently banal; 

most of all, however, it suggested a skill resembling that of the 

old masters, which could elevate the painting to the rank of 

a venerable history painting already sanctioned by the past. 

Both aspects were familiar to Munkacsy and Liebermann.38

It appeared that after this first intensive and clarifying 

engagement with Munkacsy’s important early compositions, 

Liebermann did not return to the art of his Hungarian friend 

until his first years in Paris. Above all, both artists intensively 

studied the rural life surrounding the artist village of Bar- 
bizon located at the edge of the Fontainebleau Forest, and
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their shared enthusiasm for the art of Jean-Fran^ois Millet 
could form a starting point for a renewed exchange. Just how 
intently the two men engaged the art of the school of Barbi- 

zon—each in his own way—may be seen, on the one hand, in 
Munkacsy’s intimate forest interior Women Carrying Brush- 

wood (1873) (Figure 2.3),39 and, on the other hand, in Lie- 

bermann’s 1874 painting Peasant Woman Harvesting Potatoes 
(Figure 2.4).40 While the former was more strongly about the 

intimate, almost melancholic mood of the forest interior, the 

latter was orientated more clearly toward Millet’s monumen- 
tal figural style, which he sought to transfigure to the point of 

being heroic.
That there may have existed a particular closeness between 

the art of Liebermann and that of Munkacsy during this crea-

Figure 2.3. Mihaly Munkacsy, Womctt Carrying Brushwood, 1873, Oil on Wood, 
99.7 x 80.3 cm. Budapest, Hungarian National Gallery.

Figure 2.4. Max Liebermann, Pcasant Woman Harvesting Potatocs, 1874, Oil on 
Canvas, 89.5 x 116.5 cm. Klassik Stiftung Weimar, Kunstsammlungen.

tive phase is suggested by a medium-sized landscape painting 

Forest Interior with Woman Gathering Brushwood (Figure 2.5). 
The Hungarian Lajos Vegvari, an expert on Munkacsy and 

author of his oeuvre catalogue, assumes that in this paint- 

ing the landscape was painted by Munkacsy, while Lieber- 

mann painted the woman carrying brushwood in the middle 

ground.41 In the first oeuvre catalog of Liebermann, written by 

Erich Hancke in 1914 (1923), the painting was accordingly as- 

signed to both artists. Hancke even surmised that the Hamburg 

painting was created by then still young Hungarian Laszlo Paal, 
who was also working in Barbizon, and that his countryman 

Munkacsy signed it to make it more marketable. Finally, Lie- 
bermann may have inserted the small figure of the woman.42

Hancke characterizes the relationship between Munkacsy 

and Liebermann during these years as that between teacher 

and student: “I was not able to arrive at a completely clear 

concept of his relationship to Munkacsy from the artist’s 
often contradictory statements. It was probably for a time 

something like that of student and teacher.”43 However, the 

more recent scholarship on Liebermann has questioned this 

notion. In the 197 9 Max Licbermann in seiner Zeit exhibition 

catalogue, Eberle assessed the relationship between the two 

artists as more likely loose and friendly; with respect to the 
Hamburg painting, he points out that Liebermann in his early 

period never painted “such a close combination of untouched 

nature and man.”44 And neither Boskamp nor Eberle included 
the painting in question in their 1994 and 1995 inventory 

catalogues of Liebermann’s painterly oeuvre.45
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Figure 2.5. Mihaly Munkacsy and Max Liebermann?, Forcst Intcrior Witk Woman 
Gathcring Brushwood, n.d., Oil on Canvas, 78 x 56 cm. Hamburg, Hamburger 
Kunsthalle.

However, Eberle does observe that several of Liebermann’s 

paintings during these years could have been created only in 

dialogue with the works of his Hungarian friend, employing 

the latter’s painterly and compositional style.46 A pronounced 

patchy painting style, a color palette reduced largely to sub- 

dued tones of brown, green, and gray, and the concentration 

in terms of content on individual figures that are shown in a 

close emotional relationship to each other, were for Munkacsy 

typical means of depiction during these years. Liebermann 

could profit from them, even if he himself employed a paint- 

ing style that placed more emphasis on the brushstroke, and 

continued to tend toward greater emotional soberness in the 

depiction of groups of people.
The combination of closeness and distance from Munkac- 

sy’s art during the early years in Paris can be read in Lieber-

mann’s 1874 painting Vegetabk Vendor—Market Scene (Figure 

2.6).47 The work shows a vegetable seller in conversation with 

an older woman facing her in front of the entrance to a wine 

shop. The anecdotal moment is strongly scaled back: one can 

hardly make out the topic of the conversation, whether it 

is merely about the goods on offer or some other, weightier 

theme. Eberle believes that the motif goes back to Munkac- 

sy’s painting Fdrewell, which is nearly equal in size and was 

created in Paris a little earlier (Figure 2.7 ).48 The work by 
the Hungarian shows two middle-aged peasant women in 

front of the stove of a sparsely furnished kitchen: they have

Figurc 2.6. Max Lieberinann, Vcgetabk Vcnior - Markel Sccnc, 1874, Oil on 
Canvas, 84 x 59 cm. Cologne, Wallraf-Richarz Museum.
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clasped each other’s hands and are saying farewell. Although 

Munkacsy does suggest, by the position of the two women 
facing each other and their serious facial expressions, that this 

is probably a longer and possible painful farewell, he does not 

provide any other details in terms of content about the reasons 

for the imminent separation, It is precisely this emotional 

openness—which leaves room for speculation—that makes 

this painting so touching. This ambiguous narrative also 

constitutes the essential point of similarity with Liebermann’s 

painting. However, the women lack all emotional expression. 
And it is this emotional restraint that clearly sets Liebermann 

apart from Munkacsy.
Comparing these two works, if they should indeed be seen 

as creatively connected, reveals once more that Munkacsy’s 

works had merely a catalytic effect on Liebermann: the study 

of the art of his Hungarian friend made him realize more 

clearly his own ideas in terms of content that he wished to fol- 

low: a style of painting that was sociopolitically relevant but 

avoided any emotion and sentimentality. This very distance 

from the work of Munkacsy also reveals just how much the 

German artist had learned from his Hungarian artist friend: 
the courage to portray simple social milieus in richly con- 

trasted light-and-dark painting.
During his Weimar years Max Liebermann had profited 

from the open structure of teaching at the art school that had 

been in existence since 1860. The institution did not stamp 

its imprint upon Liebermann; instead, it gave him the possi- 

bility to develop on his own and, among other things, to seek 

out contact with an artist who stood outside the academy, 

even if he was for a while talked about as a successor to one of 

the art professors: Mihaly Munkacsy. The Weimar beginnings 

of Max Liebermann are thus characterized by the substantial 

absence of an engagement with what existed at his place of 

study itself. However, the city on the Ilm—and this speaks for 

the liberal atmosphere of study that existed there—offered 
the platform for his style of working, which was beginning to 

emerge: international in orientation and paying little heed to 

national affiliations.

Translated from the German by Thomas Dunlap.

Figure 2.7. Mihaly Munkacsy, Farcwcll, 1872/73, Oil on Wood, 83 x 69.5 cm. 
Budapest, Hungarian National Gallery.
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