
Exhibition Texts 

 

Lovis Corinth’s Work under National Socialism  

To commemorate the 100th anniversary of his death, the Alte Nationalgalerie is honoring the artist 

Lovis Corinth (1858 – 1925). On display is the museum’s own extensive collection of works by the 

painter as well as a smaller selection by his wife Charlotte Berend-Corinth (1880 – 1967). 

Lovis Corinth is considered one of the most important representatives of German Impressionism, 

alongside Max Liebermann and Max Slevogt. Lovis Corinth explicitly saw himself as a torchbearer for 

“German Art.” The collapse of the Wilhelmine Empire had a lasting effect on his sense of national 

allegiance. On November 10, 1918, he noted: “The Hohenzollern state has thus been eradicated, root 

and branch, for the time being. I consider myself a Prussian and loyal subject of the German Kaiser.” 

He died in 1925, however, Corinth would neither experience National Socialism nor witness its 

treatment of his oeuvre. 

While aspects of his early work aligned with the ideals promoted by the Nazi regime, his later, highly 

expressive works were instead denounced as “degenerate” (entartet). In 1937, a total of 359 pictures 

by the artist were confiscated from museums, including a large portion of those from the 

Nationalgalerie’s collection. Some of his works were shown at the “Degenerate Art” exhibition held 

later in Munich that same year. 

 

1: CONFISCATED – RETURNED – TRANSFERRED – ACQUIRED 

Works in the Nationalgalerie up to 1945 

The exhibition does not follow a chronological or stylistic narrative. Instead, our focus is on the varied 

paths taken by these paintings. When and how did they come to the Nationalgalerie? Against the 

background of German history, various exemplary case groups emerge. 

The first room of the exhibition presents three case groups: paintings that were not confiscated in 

1937; those that were confiscated in 1937 but returned in 1939; and works that were first acquired 

by the museum during the National Socialist era. 

A central focus is the National Socialist regime and the 1937 campaign to confiscate “degenerate 

art.” The term “degenerate” (entartet) lacked any clear definition; it could be applied when works of 

art were not naturalistic or heroic-idealizing, but also when they were created by artists who shared 

left-wing political convictions or were of Jewish origin. In the case of Corinth and his wife in 

particular, the arbitrariness of the label is made clear. 

The decree issued by Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels instructed that “works of German 

decadent art in painting and sculpture created since 1910 and held in the collections of the German 

Reich, states, and municipalities are to be identified and seized for the purpose of an exhibition.” 

Among works confiscated from the Nationalgalerie was The Family of the Painter Fritz Rumpf by 

Lovis Corinth from 1901. Two paintings by the artist’s Jewish widow, the painter Charlotte Berend-

Corinth, remained in the museum, while her painting Toledo was entrusted to the Nationalgalerie in 

1939 as the record of a work of “decadent and Jewish art.” 

 



2: CONFISCATED – SOLD – MISSING 

Permanent Losses of the Nationalgalerie after 1945 

Nine paintings by Corinth from the Nationalgalerie were never returned following the end of the Nazi 

regime. Among them are two works created before 1900 that have been considered war losses since 

1945. They are reproduced in black and white at their original size in the second room of the 

exhibition. In contrast, those works now found in other collections are reproduced in color. 

The confiscations carried out in 1937 took place over several stages. On July 7, the aim was to gather 

artworks for the “Degenerate Art” exhibition, which opened in Munich on July 19. Corinth was 

represented with seven paintings, including three from the Nationalgalerie (Ecce Homo, The Trojan 

Horse, Child in Bed). In his speech for the opening, Adolf Ziegler, President of the Reich Chamber of 

Art, explained that Corinth, “after his second stroke, produced only morbid and unintelligible 

smearings.” In fact, the increasingly expressive painting style in Corinth’s pictures had already 

developed well before his 1911 stroke. 

The second and third wave of confiscations involved the systematic persecution of modernist art in 

over 100 public art collections. On August 12, 13, and 16, as well as on October 30, 1937, the 

remaining holdings of the Nationalgalerie were searched. In total, over 500 works from the museum 

fell victim to the seizures. 

Around 5,000 works deemed “worthless” were burned at Berlin’s main fire station on March 20, 

1939. Of those pictures classified as “internationally salable,” 125 outstanding pieces were auctioned 

at the Galerie Fischer in Lucerne on June 30, 1939. 15 paintings by Lovis Corinth were on offer, 

including 6 from the Nationalgalerie. However, proceeds from the auction fell far short of 

expectations, as bidders colluded to keep prices low and prevent the Nazi state from receiving too 

much foreign currency. 

 

3: ACQUIRED – TRANSFERRED – DONATED 

New Acquisitions by the Nationalgalerie in East and West after 1945 

National Socialism and the Second World War led to heavy losses and massive destruction. With the 

founding of two German states in 1949 (FRG and GDR), the situation remained fraught during the 

“Cold War.” In the divided city of Berlin, the bomb-damaged Nationalgalerie building stood in the 

eastern Soviet occupation sector. 

After the war, the three paintings by Charlotte Berend-Corinth returned to the Museum Island in East 

Berlin. By contrast, the seven paintings by Lovis Corinth that remained were now located in the 

western sector of Berlin. The collection there was first exhibited in the Dahlem museum complex and 

then, beginning in 1959, in the Orangery of Charlottenburg Palace. 

The third room of the exhibition juxtaposes those paintings by Lovis Corinth that enriched the 

collections in East and West during the division of Germany. 

While the Nationalgalerie in West Berlin was well stocked with works by Lovis Corinth, the original 

museum in the East was forced to compensate for a total loss. Three new acquisitions were made in 

the East in the 1950s, and three more were added in the 1980s.  

Collecting also continued in the West. The paintings acquired were eventually transferred to the 

Neue Nationalgalerie when it opened in 1968. West Berlin now had a dedicated building for modern 

art. Lovis Corinth was represented in the museum institutions of both German states, Charlotte 



Berend-Corinth was initially only represented in the East. In 1982 their son Thomas Corinth, who 

lived in the USA, decided to donate his mother’s painting Chess Players in Lovis Corinth’s Sick Room 

to the West Berlin museum. 

 

4: REACQUIRED – DONATED – SAFEGUARDED 

Works at the Nationalgalerie until the Present 

The National Socialists left significant gaps in the modern art holdings of German museums. In the 

postwar decades, every institution sought to replace these losses. However, only in rare cases was it 

possible to recover the exact works that had once belonged to each museum’s original collection. 

The fourth room of the exhibition presents the works by Lovis Corinth that were reacquired by the 

Nationalgalerie after 1945 as well as those acquisitions made after the reunification of Germany. 

Only two of Corinth’s paintings were recovered for the Nationalgalerie in West Berlin after the 

Second World War. The repurchase of Lake Walchen with Larch in 1960 was made possible by the 

state of Berlin using funds from the German Lottery Foundation. In 1983, Pink Roses was purchased 

with support from the museum’s friends association, Verein der Freunde der Nationalgalerie. 

Following reunification, two more paintings by Corinth were added to the collection. Another work, 

the portrait of Eleonore von Wilke, is held in trust. 

After the German reunification in 1990, the two Nationalgalerie institutions were formally merged in 

1992. Previously, the Nationalgalerie had been located in East Berlin, while the Neue Nationalgalerie 

was in West Berlin. It was only after reunification that the former main building on the Museum 

Island became the Alte (“Old”) Nationalgalerie. Now, the Alte Nationalgalerie focuses on earlier 

modern art of the 19th century, as well as more traditional, academic art, while the Neue (“New”) 

Nationalgalerie is dedicated to the 20th century, with the avant-garde movements of “classical” 

Modernism. The paintings of Lovis Corinth are now divided between the two museums. Charlotte 

Berend-Corinth’s paintings from the 1920s belong to the Neue Nationalgalerie. 

 

5: DRAWINGS – WATERCOLORS – PRINTS 

Lovis Corinth in the Kupferstichkabinett of the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin 

Like Max Liebermann, Edvard Munch, and Käthe Kollwitz, Lovis Corinth numbers among those artists 

whose prints were acquired in large numbers and with regularity for the collection of the 

Kupferstichkabinett, Berlin’s Museum of Prints and Drawings, until 1937. His works helped expand 

the newly established department (Prints from 1800 to the Present). Corinth, who had lived in the 

Hansaviertel district on the edge of the Tiergarten since 1900, supported the museum’s collecting 

efforts through multiple donations. While the Kupferstichkabinett was responsible for acquiring 

prints by Corinth, collecting is drawings long remained the task of the Nationalgalerie. In 1916, the 

first drawing by the artist entered the Nationalgalerie’s Drawing Collection through a purchase from 

the art dealer Paul Cassirer. By 1937, 45 more sheets had followed. 

The Kupferstichkabinett held its first solo exhibition dedicated to Corinth in 1921, followed by a 

memorial exhibition four years later. Till 1937 the holdings had grown to upwards of 300 sheets. 

In 1937, 28 works were removed from the collection after being labeled “degenerate” (entartet), of 

which 16 were returned to the museum following the end of the war. In the now divided capital, the 

majority of his works found their way to the Kupferstichkabinett of East Berlin. As in the western part 



of the city, acquisitions of his prints continued. Three drawings were lost toward the end of the war, 

and additional sheets were taken to the Soviet Union in 1945/46 from emergency depots, in one of 

the Reichsbank’s subterranean vaults and from the fortified flak tower near Berlin Zoo. Only in 1958 

were they returned to the Nationalgalerie in East Berlin. 

In the following years, drawings by Corinth were only sporadically added to the collections. In 1986 

(Nationalgalerie West) and in 1992 with the reunification, Corinth’s works were transferred to the 

Kupferstichkabinett at the Kulturforum, and they were augmented by two further acquisitions in 

1990 and 2003. One drawing was also restituted to the heirs of Bruno Cassirer. 

 

Lovis Corinth: Biography 

1858 Franz Heinrich Louis Corinth is born in Tapiau (now Gvardeysk, formerly in East Prussia) on July 

21, into a family of tanners and farmers. 

1876 The family moves to the outskirts of Königsberg (now Kaliningrad, Russia). Corinth begins his 

studies at the local art academy. In 1880, he transfers to the Academy of Fine Arts in Munich. After 

military service, he continues his training, studying painting in Antwerp. In 1884, he enters the 

Académie Julian in Paris. 

1888 He moves to Berlin for the first time and adopts the pseudonym Lovis Corinth. In 1891, he 

returns to Munich, where he joins the “Munich Secession” in 1892. In 1893, he cofounds the “Free 

Association” and is subsequently expelled from the “Munich Secession.” 

1901 Corinth relocates permanently to Berlin and opens a painting school. His first pupil is Charlotte 

Berend, born on March 25, 

1880, into a Jewish merchant family from Berlin. Corinth becomes a member of the “Berlin 

Secession” and is elected to its board in 1902. 

1904 Corinth and Charlotte Berend marry. In the same year, their son, Thomas, is born, followed by 

their daughter, Wilhelmine, in 1909. 

1911 Corinth is elected president of the “Berlin Secession.” In December, Corinth suffers a stroke 

that leaves him paralyzed on one side of his body, though he eventually recovers. He steps down as 

President of the Secession. 

1913 The first monograph on Corinth’s work is published. When 42 members abandon the Secession 

to found the “Free Secession,” Corinth remains as the only prominent artist in the original Secession. 

1914 Corinth welcomes the outbreak of the First World War. 

1915 He is once again made President of the “Berlin Secession.” 

1916 The Nationalgalerie acquires its first painting by Corinth. 

1917 He is granted the title of Professor by the Berlin Academy of Arts. 

1918 An exhibition by the “Berlin Secession” marks his 60th birthday. 

1919 Corinth purchases a plot of land in Urfeld am Walchensee, Bavaria, where he builds a house. 

1923 To mark Corinth’s 65th birthday, the Nationalgalerie holds an exhibition. In 1924, Charlotte 

Berend-Corinth is elected to the board of the “Berlin Secession.” 



1925 Corinth dies of pneumonia on July 17 during a stay in Zandvoort/ North Holland. 

1926 Two memorial exhibitions are held, at the Nationalgalerie and Academy of Arts. In the same 

year, Charlotte Berend-Corinth  publishes her late husband’s memoirs, and she starts compiling a 

catalogue raisonné of his paintings. In 1927, she opens her own painting school in Berlin and spends 

the majority of the 1930s in Italy before emigrating to the USA in 1939. 

1967 Charlotte Berend-Corinth dies in New York on January 10. Shortly before her death, she assists 

with preparations for a special exhibition at the Nationalgalerie in East Berlin, scheduled for July of 

the same year, celebrating her own work as an artist. 


