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Anette Hüsch

 ‘Why should I,  of 
 all people, speculate 
in French pictures 
 to begin with?’

Cassirer and the 
Breakthrough 

of Impressionism
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Only a few photographs of the Kunstsalon Cassirer at 
Viktoriastraße 35 in Berlin exist today. Indeed, there 
may be no more than the twenty-five snapshots that 
repeatedly circulate in publications on Paul and Bruno 
Cassirer’s work and influence, shaping our image of 
the Kunstsalon and those who once frequented it: la-
dies and gentlemen viewing artworks (fig.  p. 150); the 
high, bright hall (fig. p. 160) later added to the initially 
rather intimate gallery space; Paul Cassirer at his desk 

(fig.  pp. 138/139); and, above all, a glimpse of the reading 
room, furnished in the modernist spirit by Henry van 
de Velde (fig. p. 153), whose atmosphere Rainer Maria 
Rilke elegantly described. There was ‘nothing loud in 
this parlour; everything seeks to serve as the backdrop 
for a pleasant, quiet hour, and only above the grate of 
the golden stove does a glow smile.’1 These few photo-
graphs, with their fleeting, sometimes shadowy quality, 
stand almost symbolically for a place where neither the 
building in which it was once located nor the urban fab-
ric of the former Tiergarten district survives today.2 

 Art Dealer, Networker 
 and Intermediary
The most important testaments to the work and influ-
ence of Paul Cassirer, who in 1901 took over sole man-
agement of the gallery he founded with his cousin Bruno 
in 1898, are of course the works he exhibited and dealt. 
In both quality and quantity, they stand as a monumen-
tal yet restrained expression of the institution’s lasting 
influence on art and on museum collections, and thus 
on the public perception, then taking shape, of what 
would come to be regarded as artistically significant. It 
is scarcely imaginable how many works passed through 
Cassirer’s gallery rooms, and at what a dizzying pace: 
celebrated icons such as Édouard Manet’s Le Déjeuner 
sur l’herbe (fig. 2), now permanently housed at the Musée 
d’Orsay in Paris and unlikely to travel again, and Auguste 
Renoir’s Luncheon of the Boating Party (1880/81, The 
Phillips Collection, Washington, DC); numerous mas-
terpieces by Claude Monet (fig. 1), Vincent van Gogh, 
Paul Cézanne, and a host of other artists ranging from 
Käthe Kollwitz to Paula Modersohn-Becker, as well as 
Impressionist painters of the Berlin Secession such as 
Max Liebermann, Walter Leistikow, Lovis Corinth and 
Max Slevogt.3 The thousands upon thousands of works 
that came into contact with the Kunstsalon remain proof 
of Paul Cassirer’s unwavering commitment to art and his 

Fig. 2  Édouard Manet, Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe, 1863, 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris, Etienne Moreau-Nélaton 
Donation, 1906

commercial skill in placing modernism, Impressionism, 
Post-Impressionism, and the burgeoning avant-garde 
in museum and private collections. They constitute the 
hallmark of his gallery, which they, in a sense, collective-
ly shaped; Cassirer’s Kunstsalon forged the bond that 
continues to link them to this day. 

Yet Cassirer’s interests were by no means limit-
ed to sales. His ideas on how art should be staged ex-
tended far beyond commercial considerations. With an 
equally unerring instinct for artistic talent and for at-
tention-generating moments, the gallerist introduced 
art to a public he sought to convince with persistence, 
skill, speed and unwavering resolve. From the outset, 
his attention centred above all on French—but also 
German—Impressionism, and he succeeded in foster-
ing enthusiasm for it among German museums and col-
lectors. In this context, the Nationalgalerie under Hugo 
von Tschudi played a special role. Indeed, Tschudi—the 
second director of the still fledgling institution—had 
already been collecting French modern art before the 
opening of the Kunstsalon Cassirer and, encouraged 
and accompanied by Max Liebermann, had purchased 
it directly in Paris from the art dealer Paul Durand-Ruel, 
who was soon to become a close partner of Cassirer. 
Tschudi received considerable support in these efforts, 
including from 1898 onward from Paul Cassirer, who—
in addition to his commercial interests—generated a 
broad audience for these new forms of artistic expres-
sion, trained the public’s eye and stimulated debate. 

That the Nationalgalerie was able to acquire 
Impressionist and Post-Impressionist works at all 
owes much to the patronage of committed collectors. 
In 1896, Berlin ‘Art Friends’ and connoisseurs Eduard 
Arnhold, Ernst and Robert von Mendelssohn and 

← Fig. 1  Claude Monet, Summer, detail, 1874,  
Alte Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin



112
Fig. 3  Édouard Manet, In the Conservatory, 1878/79, 
Alte Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Donation of Eduard Arnhold, Ernst  and Robert von 
Mendelssohn and Hugo Oppenheim, 1896

Hugo Oppenheim presented Édouard Manet’s In the 
Conservatory (fig. 3) to the Nationalgalerie as a gift, while 
Mathilde Kappel donated Renoir’s In Summer in 1907 
(fig.  p. 30).4 

Paul Cassirer cultivated an extensive clientele and 
network of supporters, which included museum di-
rectors such as Karl Ernst Osthaus, founder of the 
Folkwang Museum in Hagen, as well as Alfred Lichtwark 
and Gustav Pauli, directors of the Kunsthalle in Hamburg 
and, in Pauli’s case, also in Bremen. His commitment to 
publishing and to the art trade was so energetic and 
multifaceted that countless different perspectives 
could be taken when presenting him in an exhibition: for 
example, his advocacy of older art, including El Greco 
or Francisco de Goya; his publishing ventures, ground-
ed in a profound affinity for and expertise in literature; 
his supporting role in the Berlin Secession; the founding 

and programme of the Hamburg branch of his gallery, 
which operated for several years; his trade relations and 
auctions; or even his private life during his romantic re-
lationship with Tilla Durieux (fig. p. 233) and their shared 
social life; his extensive travels and places of residence; 
the role of his employees and business partners; and 
finally the continuation of the gallery after his death in 
1926 under Grete Ring and Walter Feilchenfeldt.5 

 Debates on Art
There are several reasons why we are focusing on the 
‘breakthrough of Impressionism’ in our exhibition. It forms 
a crucible for the activities of the Kunstsalon, clearly il-
lustrating Cassirer’s methods, strategies and successes. 
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The marketing of French and German Impressionism 
and of French modernism was by no means the gal-
lery’s only contribution, but it was one of its most signif-
icant achievements, and one that is closely linked to the 
Nationalgalerie’s collecting profile and to other public 
collections in Germany. Essential to this perspective is 
the extraordinary and lasting success Cassirer achieved 
with artists such as Renoir, Monet, Manet, Cézanne and 
van Gogh in securing acquisitions by museums and col-
lectors. The gallerist worked quickly, with curatorial and 
strategic agility, with great effort—and with unwavering 
resolve—to achieve this success. 

The ‘breakthrough of Impressionism’ literally re-
fers to the force with which a new art form entered the 
German mainstream through Cassirer’s tactical yet 
open engagement with chance and spontaneous op-
portunities. This force was reflected in the reactions of 
the press. Around 1900, Impressionism was the focus of 
reviews, both conceptually and in regard to terminology. 
It was not only the fulcrum of Cassirer’s first exhibitions 
but also served as a foil for all critical art commentary 
on the direction he had taken and their assessment of 
his exhibition strategy. The arguments and counterar-
guments in newspapers, some of which appeared three 
times a day, are often dazzling. Critics such as Oscar 
Bie, Curt Glaser, Max Osborn, Hans Rosenhagen, Karl 
Scheffler and Fritz Stahl repeatedly celebrated the works 
shown by Cassirer in positively euphoric terms.6 Other 
critics, however, such as Ludwig Pietsch, Maximilian 
Rapsilber and Willy Pastor, disagreed.7 The question of 
what constituted good art—possibly good German art—
and how the long-contested merits of the forward-look-
ing French movements were to be assessed dominated 
the contemporary press in Berlin and across Germany 
in their reception of the Kunstsalon Cassirer and the 
Nationalgalerie. The unusual configurations with which 
Cassirer exhibited several artists of different styles in 
parallel fuelled this debate. While some celebrated the 
ease of the painterly approach, others regarded French 
‘Lichtmalerei’ (light painting) as devoid of meaning, an 
empty expression that paid homage to mere surface. 

The lively exchanges over artistic values and the 
Kunstsalon’s programme were repeatedly inflected by 
German nationalist and jingoist voices. This combustible 
mixture became apparent, for example, in the public dis-
pute over Arnold Böcklin and Impressionism, triggered 
by Julius Meier-Graefe and Henry Thode. Meier-Graefe, 
an enthusiast of Impressionism, saw Böcklin as a retro-
grade artist, an assessment he developed in lectures 
at the Kunstsalon Cassirer, both in its Hamburg branch 
and in Berlin, before publishing his theses in his book Der 

Fall Böcklin und die Lehre von den Einheiten (The Case of 
Böcklin and The Teaching of Unity) in 1905.8 In contrast, 
Henry Thode, the Heidelberg-based art historian and 
a son-in-law of Richard Wagner, regarded Böcklin as 
one of the most important artists of his age. In a lecture 
on Böcklin and Hans Thoma, Thode sharply criticised 
Impressionism, attributing its success to a small cir-
cle around Cassirer—a circle of the very collectors who 
enabled Tschudi and the Nationalgalerie to acquire so 
many French Impressionist works. In view of the often 
Jewish origins of these collectors, Max Liebermann felt 
compelled to issue a public rebuttal in the Frankfurter 
Zeitung: ‘When a professor at one of Germany’s lead-
ing universities attempts to smite his enemy in a pure-
ly aesthetic debate with personal insinuations such 
as “lack of national sentiment”, “imitating the French” 
or “poetrylessness”, and other rather rusty weapons 
taken from the armoury of anti-Semites, it only proves 
that he is unable to refute his opponent with objective 
arguments.’9 This was followed by a printed response 
from Thode and by Liebermann’s ‘Schlusswort’ (final 
word).10 Six years later, after Gustav Pauli purchased van 
Gogh’s Poppy Field (fig. p. 164) for the Kunsthalle Bremen, 
a dispute broke out in the Hanseatic city, sparked by 
the painter Carl Vinnen, who sensed ‘a large-scale in-
vasion of French art’.11 Even then, there were signs of 
what would unfold only a few decades later in Germany, 
when cultural diversity was brutally suppressed and the 
Kunstsalon Cassirer in Berlin forced to close.12 

 The Principle of the  
  Collective Exhibition
That Cassirer permitted Meier-Graefe to speak out 
against Böcklin’s art in his gallery, while simultaneously 
exhibiting works by Böcklin and Adolph Menzel (see fig. 

p. 198) testifies to a principle central to his programme 
as a whole: the deliberate juxtaposition of positions and 
attitudes intended to provoke debate.13 The so-called 
‘collective exhibitions’ presented three or more artists, 
often working in markedly different styles, in parallel. 
This principle may also have contributed to Cassirer 
granting his outstanding and dynamic team, without 
whom he could never have achieved his successes, 
considerable freedom in shaping exhibitions.14 The col-
lective presentations made it possible to emphasise the 
unique and idiosyncratic qualities of the works on view 
and to test how each held its ground, challenging the 
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public to examine them more closely. Cassirer inten-
sified this productive tension by repeatedly exhibiting 
characteristic works by particular artists. 

The kaleidoscope of viewpoints was already evident, 
in an exemplary and programmatic fashion, as early as 
the gallery’s very first exhibition in 1898, which spanned 
countries and genres with artists such as Edgar Degas, 
Constantin Meunier and Max Liebermann. It was less 
about French, Belgian or German art than about the 
quality of individual artistic positions. Max Liebermann 
was not only an artist and collector whose mediating 
role and wide-ranging connections had already proved 
essential—even before the founding of the Kunstsalon 
Cassirer—for Hugo von Tschudi’s trips to Paris and his 
acquisitions there; he also played a prominent role in 
the emerging success of Impressionism together with 
Max Slevogt and Lovis Corinth.15 In the inaugural exhibi-
tion of the Kunstsalon Cassirer, Liebermann showed not 
only his own works but also works by other artists from 
his collection. 

The rapid succession of exhibitions characterised 
the opening season, which comprised seven pres-
entations and already revealed Cassirer’s refreshing 
and idiosyncratic interpretation of the principle of col-
lective exhibition. In 1899, during the spring of its first 
year, the Kunstsalon presented Édouard Manet and 
Claude Monet together with the Italian painter Giovanni 
Segantini. In the first exhibition of the second season, 
in autumn 1899, he united works by Manet, Monet—in-
cluding his Jar of Peaches (fig. p. 22)—Degas, Pierre Puvis 
de Chavannes and Slevogt. In the fourth exhibition of 
that same season, he showcased the Barbizon School 
and French Impressionists, the Swedish artist Anders 
Zorn and the Germans August Gaul, Jakob Nussbaum 
and Franz Flaum. Across several seasons, one can trace 
the repeated and prolonged exhibition of German and 
French Impressionists as well as other modern artists. 
In a group exhibition in 1902, Camille Pissarro, Max 
Liebermann and Fritz von Uhde encountered one an-
other; in the following show, a range of artists includ-
ing Cézanne, Corinth and Leistikow appeared together. 
Later that same year, French Impressionists were once 
again on display, followed by Pissarro, Renoir and Gaul. 
From 1901 and for five consecutive years, similar exhi-
bitions were held not only in Berlin but also at the gal-
lery’s Hamburg branch. The sixty-two presentations 
shown in Berlin alone during this period, however, do 
not take into account Cassirer’s activities in the Berlin 
Secession, where individual works by van Gogh, Monet 
and Renoir were exhibited for the first time in 1901. 
Impressionist and Post-Impressionist works continued 

to feature in the Kunstsalon’s exhibitions throughout 
the subsequent years. The 1908 season began with a 
group show featuring artists such as Claude Monet and 
Wilhelm Trübner; at the end of 1909, works by Auguste 
Renoir and Karl Walser were brought together in a more 
comprehensive collective exhibition, followed by Paula 
Modersohn-Becker and Regina Mundlak alongside van 
Gogh. 

The varied interplay between German modernists 
and their French counterparts, including those associat-
ed with Impressionism, could be extended much further. 
In the early years, Impressionism remained the bench-
mark against which newer directions could be mapped 
and examined. Cassirer’s broader interests—and his 
decided focus on artistic figures and works rather than 
on movements with their ambiguities or art-historical 
‘isms’—are reflected in the abundance and combina-
tion of artists on display. In the ‘collective exhibitions’, 
gallery visitors saw the works not as an art-historically 

Fig. 4  Claude Monet, Camille, 1866, Kunsthalle Bremen – 
Der Kunstverein in Bremen, acquired with the support of 
the Gallery Association, 1906
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curated compilation of individual trends, but as a juxta-
position of precisely selected forms of expression. This 
diversity was cleverly arranged, sometimes influenced 
by mere coincidence or sudden opportunities when an 
atmosphere arose that encouraged a more sustained 
focus on a particular artist. 

 The Cultivation
of Clients
In 1899, shortly after opening his Kunstsalon, Paul 
Cassirer was elected secretary of the newly founded 
Berlin Secession, initially alongside his cousin and 
business partner Bruno Cassirer. After Bruno left the 
gallery, Paul took on the role alone. Beginning in 1905, 
he also served as the Secession’s managing director.16 
His ambitions, however, extended well beyond this role: 
he saw himself as an artistic and curatorial director, and 
was repeatedly criticised for this. Renoir’s painting Lise 
with a Parasol (fig. p. 28) plays a special role in the broader 
history of exhibitions and sales. The vibrantly summery 
depiction of a young woman out of doors, dressed in the 
latest fashion—Lise Tréhot, a close companion of the 
painter—was not shown at the Kunstsalon, but was se-
lected for the annual exhibition in the newly constructed 
Secession Building in Kantstraße, which was separate 
from the official Große Berliner Kunstausstellung (Great 
Berlin Art Exhibition), on the initiative of Paul Cassirer. 
Shortly after the opening, the painting found a buyer 
previously unknown to Cassirer, and presumably to his 
entire network, who purchased it without hesitation. 
The almost life-size portrait of the young woman is 
closely linked in its genesis to Claude Monet’s Camille 
(fig. 4), with which Monet had made his debut at the Paris 
Salon in 1866. Renoir’s Lise was most likely influenced by 
that painting, as both painters were permitted to work in 
Frédéric Bazille’s studio at the same time.17 Renoir pre-
sented it at the Paris Salon in 1868; though not his first 
work in this officially sanctioned annual exhibition, it was 
the first to attract the attention of the press. At the time 
of its exhibition at the Berlin Secession in 1901, Cassirer 
had hardly devoted any attention to the painter, though 
more than a dozen of his works had been sent to him 
the previous year by the Parisian dealer Paul Durand-
Ruel. Shortly before the painting was presented at the 
Secession, Cassirer exhibited three outstanding works 
by Renoir for the first time in the Kunstsalon, along-
side other painters, including Camille Pissarro and Curt 

Herrmann.18 Just days after the exhibition opened at the 
Secession Building on 10 May 1901, the aforementioned 
still-unknown collector travelled to Berlin: Karl Ernst 
Osthaus. He spontaneously purchased the work for the 
private museum he would open the following year: the 
Folkwang Museum in Hagen. To this day, Lise is regard-
ed as the historical centrepiece of the collection of what 
is now the Museum Folkwang in Essen.19 

The suggestion to acquire the painting probably 
came from Henry van de Velde, with whom Osthaus had 
worked, as had Cassirer.20 With the acquisition of this 
masterpiece, Osthaus not only joined the ranks of the 
leading collecting families, but also emerged as a buyer 
intent on building a collection of the highest quality in a 
part of Germany not previously recognised as an artistic 
centre. Cassirer’s autumn exhibition of 1901, in which he 
presented twenty-three works by Renoir alongside art-
ists such as Trübner and Slevogt, was likewise prompt-
ed by the impetus generated by Osthaus’s enthusiasm.21 

Cassirer cultivated this new client. When the 
Kunstsalon held its first van Gogh exhibition, featuring 
nineteen works, Osthaus was granted genuinely exclu-
sive access.22 Van Gogh had already been exhibited at 
the Secession in the summer of 1901 with five works. 
Now, in the winter programme of that year, Cassirer 
presented him in deliberate contrast alongside Alfred 
Kubin. Because his new client was unable to travel from 
Hagen to visit the exhibition, Cassirer sent Osthaus 
his first van Gogh show to view, almost in its entirety.23 
This highly unusual gesture proved a success: Osthaus 
purchased the work The Wheatfield behind Saint Paul’s 
Hospital with a Reaper (1889, Museum Folkwang, Essen) 
and thus remained for some time the sole owner of a 
painting by the artist in Germany.24 Cassirer’s unconven-
tional approach to cultivating clients had therefore paid 
off both for both the gallerist and van Gogh’s reception. 

 The Art of Repetition
Cassirer was able to include van Gogh in his exhibi-
tion programme repeatedly and in such large numbers 
thanks to his close ties with the widow of van Gogh’s 
brother, the art dealer Theo van Gogh. With the help of 
Johanna van Gogh-Bonger, he managed to show the 
artist’s work ten times by 1914. In these exhibitions, 
Cassirer relied particularly heavily on the principle of 
repetition, that is to say, exhibiting the same works mul-
tiple times. The tenth exhibition with van Gogh’s work in 
1914 remains legendary to this day; the accompanying 
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catalogue features 146 pieces (fig. p. 131).25 Among the 
works shown, Cassirer presented the painting Daubigny’s 
Garden (fig. 5), which was acquired for the Nationalgalerie 
under Director Ludwig Justi and is now housed in the 
Hiroshima Museum of Art.26 Never again were so many 
of the artist’s works on display together in Germany as 
in this legendary exhibition of 1914. In the preface to the 
accompanying publication, Cassirer placed particular 
emphasis on the value of repeated encounters with the 
paintings: ‘It is worth mentioning that, with very few ex-
ceptions, everything shown here together was already 
included in our earlier exhibitions.’27 One example of this 
is the Self-Portrait from 1887 (fig. p. 49).28 The work had 
been on display in 1905 at the gallery’s Hamburg branch 
as well as in Berlin, again in Berlin in 1908, and now in 
the major solo exhibition of 1914.29 Like the Self-Portrait, 
Boulevard de Clichy (fig. p. 50) was exhibited at both loca-
tions of Cassirer’s gallery in 1905: first in Berlin, then in 
Hamburg and then again in Berlin. This last Berlin ex-
hibition of 1905 travelled to Dresden and Vienna. On 
the banks of the Elbe, van Gogh’s works made a lasting 
impression on a group of artists who, inspired by this 
visual feast, founded the artist group Brücke. In 1908, 
Boulevard de Clichy was again shown in Berlin.30 

The repeated presentation of the same artists and 
works promoted their dissemination and trade. The 
path, however, was in no way straightforward; initially, 
there were few sales, especially in the case of van Gogh. 
That Cassirer nevertheless remained steadfast in his 
determination to show the work of this artist, who was 
initially viewed with scepticism by critics, testifies to his 
discerning eye, while his careful cultivation of clients 
speaks to his talent as a dealer. In 1910, Paul Durand-
Ruel wrote to Cassirer that museums and museumgoers 
were the best form of public relations for the art trade.31 
Cassirer succeeded in selling numerous works to mu-
seums in Berlin, Bremen, Hamburg, Hagen, Frankfurt 
am Main, Mannheim, Stuttgart and Munich. The fact 
that Impressionism is now firmly anchored in the public 

perception of what art is, and that Post-Impressionist 
artists such as Cézanne and van Gogh are understood 
as central figures in the art of their time, is of course 
not exclusively due to Cassirer’s efforts, but it is large-
ly thanks to his commitment and successful business 
activities. It is therefore more than fitting that the art 
dealer Paul Cassirer is honoured with an exhibition at 
the Nationalgalerie’s original home, accompanied by 
this publication. One may hope that numerous future 
research projects devoted to this remarkable protago-
nist of Berlin’s, as well as Germany’s, art and cultural life 
will further illuminate the Kunstsalon, which constituted 
a world unto itself: the universe of Paul Cassirer. 

Fig. 5  Vincent van Gogh, Daubigny’s Garden, 1890, 
Hiroshima Museum of Art
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1	 The epigraph is taken from Paul Cassirer, 
‘Kunst und Kunsthandel’, Pan 1, no. 14, 
16 May 1911, p. 467. Rainer Maria Rilke, 
‘Der Salon der Drei’, Wiener Rundschau 
3, no. 3, 15 December 1898, p. 76. Julius 
Meier-Graefe had introduced Henry van 
de Velde to Germany and probably also 
arranged this important early commis-
sion for him to decorate the reading 
room of Bruno and Paul Cassirer’s 
Kunstsalon in 1898. The room initially 
served as the seat of the two cousins’ 
publishing house. For general informa-
tion on the Kunstsalon, see the chronolo-
gy by Franziska Lietzmann in the present 
publication, pp. 240–245.

2	 For more on the rooms of the Kunstsalon 
Cassirer, see the essay by Franziska 
Lietzmann and Dieter Scholz in the 
present publication, pp. 150–163; for 
more on Berlin’s Tiergarten district and 
its residents, see the essay by Gesa 
Kessemeier, pp. 140–149; more broadly, 
see Echte/Feilchenfeldt 2011 a–2016 b; 
Echte 2026 a and Echte 2026 b.

3	 For some of these works, we commis-
sioned short films that present them 
within the context of the Galerie Cassirer, 
and can be viewed in the exhibition.

4	 For more on Tschudi’s acquisitions, see 
Bernhard Maaz’s essay in the present 
publication, pp. 202–209; also Paul 
1993, pp. 71–88. For more on his role in 
general, see in particular the catalogue 
for the exhibition Von Manet bis van 

Gogh. Hugo von Tschudi und der Kampf 

um die Moderne, which honoured his 
commitment to the Nationalgalerie 
and the Munich Pinakothek museums, 
and the accompanying exh. cat. Berlin/
Munich 1996. On acquisitions for the 
Nationalgalerie, see the essay by Petra 
Winter in the present publication, 
pp. 194–201; for the Sammlung der 
Zeichnungen (Drawings Collection) then 
housed there, see the essay by Anna 
Marie Pfäfflin, pp. 210–219.

5	 See Bernhard Echte’s discussion of se-
lected artists of a younger generation in 
the present publication, pp. 128–136; for 
the history of the gallery in the 1920s and 
1930s, see the essay by Hanna Strzoda, 
pp. 184–190. The exhibition and the 
accompanying publication Ein Fest der 

Künste. Paul Cassirer: Der Kunsthändler 

als Verleger, ed. Rahel E. Feilchenfeldt 
and Thomas Raff, offered a perspec-
tive on Cassirer’s publishing activities 
that brought together various artistic 
forms. The exhibition was held in 2006 
at the Max Liebermann Haus – Stiftung 
Brandenburger Tor in Berlin, exh. cat. 
Berlin 2006.

6	 See, for example, B. [Oscar Bie], ‘Hier 
und dort’, Berliner Börsen-Courier, no. 
497, 22 October 1899, reprinted in Echte/
Feilchenfeldt 2011 a, pp. 183–185; Max 
Osborn, ‘Kunstausstellung im Salon 
Cassirer’, National-Zeitung, no. 578, 
16 October 1900, reprinted in Echte/
Feilchenfeldt 2011 a, pp. 322–323; Hans 
Rosenhagen, ‘Ausstellung bei Bruno 

und Paul Cassirer’, Tägliche Rundschau, 
no. 56, 8 March 1900, reprinted in Echte/
Feilchenfeldt 2011a, pp. 256–258.

7	 See, for example, L. P. [Ludwig Pietsch], 
‘In den Kunstsälen der Brüder Cassirer’, 
Vossische Zeitung, no. 78, 2nd supple-
ment, 15 February 1901, reprinted in 
Echte/Feilchenfeldt 2011a, pp. 414 f.; 
M. R. [Maximilian Rapsilber], ‘Aus den 
Kunstsalons’, Das Kleine Journal, no. 307, 
6 November 1899, reprinted in Echte/
Feilchenfeldt 2011a, pp. 202 f.

8	 Meier-Graefe 1905. Thode is quoted in 
the Frankfurter Zeitung (no. 186, 7 July 
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As a venue for exhibitions, the ‘Kunst- und Verlagsanstalt 
Bruno und Paul Cassirer’ (Art Gallery and Publishing 
House of Bruno and Paul Cassirer), which opened on 
Viktoriastraße in Berlin in November of 1898, functioned 
as the hub of a commercial network that joined artists 
with collectors—both private and public—and art deal-
ers. Under which circumstances did the cousins launch 
their enterprise? What kind of initial capital was availa-
ble to them? The pair came from a Jewish family from 
Breslau (Wrocław) whose members made essential 
contributions to cultural and economic life in Germany. 
Paul was born in 1871, the third child of the entrepreneur 
Louis Cassirer and his wife Emilie.1 At the latest in 1886, 
the family had moved to Berlin, where their financial as-
cent can be traced through their changing residences, 
which show a shift from the eastern districts to the more 
affluent west of the city. During the economic boom of 
the Wilhelmine era, they contributed to the develop-
ment of new industrial sectors and modern technolo-
gies.2 Marriages between family members—Bruno and 
Paul’s sister Else, for example—were not uncommon, 
and strengthened internal loyalties as well as economic 
alliances.

Within the Cassirer family, the greatest political em-
inence—along with considerable wealth—was achieved 
by Paul’s uncle Max Cassirer, a successful industrialist. 
His role as district mayor in Berlin and a member of the 
municipal administration, along with his positions on the 
executive boards of the local stock exchange, the cham-
ber of industry and commerce, and the Kaiser Wilhelm 
Society, undoubtedly broadened the social network 
within which Paul Cassirer also operated. Uncle Max, 
along with Paul’s brothers Hugo and Alfred, would later 
become clients of the Kunstsalon. By virtue of his family 
origins, then, Paul Cassirer had access to financial re-
sources, social connections and cultural prestige—ex-
cellent preconditions for his ambitious entrepreneurial 
schemes.

When he was twenty-two years old, Cassirer moved 
from Berlin to Munich, where he devoted himself to liter-
ary activity rather than studying law as initially intended. 
He published a theatre piece and a novel, and contrib-
uted to the magazines Simplicissimus and Blätter für die 
Kunst.3 In this new milieu, he established contacts with 
artists like Max Slevogt and Lovis Corinth. It is believed 
that Cassirer already owned pictures by these artists 
at that time.4 Even at this early date, such direct con-
tact with artists laid the foundation for what would lat-
er become a defining element of his success as an art 
dealer. Following his return to Berlin in 1895, Cassirer 
married Lucie Oberwarth (fig. p. 230). Over the ensuing 

← Fig. 1  Vincent van Gogh, Poppy Field, detail, 1889, 
Kunsthalle Bremen – Der Kunstverein in Bremen

years, the couple lived for brief periods in Brussels and 
Paris—cities that were essential to the development of 
his network—as well as in Munich, before he turned his 
attention to establishing his art and publishing house in 
Berlin.5

 Rivalries Between 
 Art Dealers
What kind of profile did Cassirer seek to project with 
his Kunstsalon? The inaugural exhibition provides some 
useful hints, as do his preceding efforts to recruit cer-
tain artists for the gallery’s programme. From the start, 
the cousins were determined to showcase modern 
German artists alongside international—and in particu-
lar French—art. An important contact in Paris was Julius 
Meier-Graefe, with whom Bruno Cassirer may have be-
come acquainted as a supporter of the Berlin-based 
arts magazine Pan.6 Meier-Graefe arranged contacts 
between the cousins and Paul Durand-Ruel, the most 
important dealer in Impressionism in Paris,7 but he was 
not consistent in representing the Cassirers’ interests. 
In 1898, as the Cassirers competed with the gallery of 
Keller & Reiner, which had opened in October 1897, to 
exhibit works by Auguste Rodin, Meier-Graefe advised 
the sculptor to show with the latter, claiming that the 
Cassirers were ‘not adequate to the circumstances 
and their importance’.8 Both galleries had made con-
tact with Rodin during spring and summer of 1898.9 The 
Cassirers sought to use financial incentives to win over 
Rodin for the inaugural exhibition of their Kunstsalon, 
offering 3000 francs ‘as a guarantee for the exhibition’, 
but he declined. Bruno Cassirer regretted his rejection, 
adding: ‘I am certain that Herr [Max] Liebermann shares 
my sentiments, since your decision deprives him of the 
honour of presenting his art alongside yours.’10 The 
Cassirers made further attempts to seduce Rodin, and 
in September of 1898, acquired a number of his works, 
among them The Earth and the Moon (fig. 2), for 10,000 
francs. This was the first version in marble of the plaster 
mock-up (c. 1895/97, Musée Rodin, Paris).11 In January 
and February of 1900, the sculpture was on display at 
Viktoriastraße 35. The critic Ludwig Pietsch was en-
thusiastic, remarking that here, Rodin had ‘partially 
released two nude female figures, marvellously inter-
twined, from the marble in high relief in his familiar idio-
syncratic manner, finishing them to perfection and with 
the most sophisticated understanding of form’.12 
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To be sure, the display of this original work and the es-
tablishment of commercial relations with the French 
master were significant partial successes; yet a larg-
er exhibition remained a desideratum. In 1899, further 
attempts too met with failure: the guarantee of a min-
imum number of purchases and the idea of re-creat-
ing the artist’s studio in the exhibition galleries failed 
to persuade Rodin.13 Nor was the intercession of Emil 
Heilbut and Max Liebermann effective.14 In the spring 
of 1900, the Cassirers reacted with displeasure to a 
press announcement that six sculptures by Rodin 
were to be exhibited at Keller & Reiner. They sent a 
sharply worded letter of protest to the artist with the 
request that he cancel the exhibition at short notice 
via telegram.15 In the end, neither gallery was able to 
organise such an exhibition.16 In this instance, com-
petition does not seem to have promoted commercial 
success—instead, the simultaneity of efforts by the 
two galleries seems to have contributed to the failure 
of both projects. 

All the same, there was no rupture in the relationship 
between Paul Cassirer and Rodin, and individual works 
by the artist are found repeatedly in his exhibition pro-
grammes. Moreover, Cassirer remained in contact with 
the sculptor as secretary to the Berlin Secession; Rodin 
was a corresponding member. For the 1903/04 winter 
exhibition of the Berlin Secession, Rodin sent a large 
number of drawings,17 and Cassirer succeeded in selling 
several sheets.18 This episode illustrates the fruitfulness 
of his role within the Secession when it came to estab-
lishing direct contacts with artists.

 Max  
 Liebermann 
Let us turn back now to the inaugural exhibition, which 
took place on Viktoriastraße in 1898, where the works 
of art on display shed light on some of the relationships 
that had been established by that time. Bruno and Paul 
Cassirer showed works by Max Liebermann, Edgar 
Degas and Constantin Meunier—a sculptor who ap-
peared now in Rodin’s place. This substitution—which 
underscored the gallery’s internationalism even more 
than Rodin’s participation would have, since three na-
tions were represented—can be attributed to Paul 
Cassirer’s connections with Brussels, also manifest 
in the interior design of the galleries themselves, the 
work of the Belgian architect and designer Henry van 
de Velde. Meunier was highly regarded at that time. 
The Nationalgalerie had just aquired two of his works: 
in 1896, the bronze The Prodigal Son (1892/95), one of 
the first purchases by the gallery's new director Hugo 
von Tschudi for the collection; and in 1897, the sculpture 
Return of the Miners (c. 1895/97), the latter purchased 
from the gallery of Keller & Reiner.19

Both paintings and drawings by Liebermann were on 
view at the exhibition at Cassirer’s gallery, among them 
the oil painting Striding Peasant (1894, lost in the Second 
World War, formerly Museum Königsberg), whose mo-
tif the gallery adopted as its signet (fig. 3). In addition, 
25 earlier drawings—some of them from the collection 
of the Nationalgalerie—were reproduced in a portfolio 
as collotypes (fig. p. 21). The preface declared: ‘Fixed in 
place here in these fleeting phenomena, in the move-
ments of people, in trees, fields and the air, is a spirit 
that pounces on the moment like a predator on its prey, 
capturing it with powerful intensity.’ Shortly thereafter, 
the Cassirers also published an essay by Liebermann 

Fig. 2  Auguste Rodin, The Earth and the Moon,  
c. 1898/99, marble, Musée Rodin, Paris
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on Degas.20 The new dealership was thus marked by its 
strategic use of diverse media. Visitors could browse 
the portfolio, along with other publications, at van de 
Velde’s reading table (fig. p. 153).

Liebermann made a gift of the oil study Studio Corner 
(fig. p. 17)—also on view in the inaugural exhibition—to the 
Cassirers. Found on the reverse is the dedication: ‘Every 
beginning is difficult, especially an art gallery’.21 Yet 
Liebermann himself (fig. 3) sought energetically to mini-
mize these difficulties. His significance for Paul Cassirer’s 
activities—but also for the network of modern art in gen-
eral—can hardly be overestimated. It is telling that the first 
work purchased from Cassirer for the Nationalgalerie 
was a Liebermann. In 1899, Tschudi, who was acquaint-
ed with the cousins through Liebermann, acquired the 
painting Cobbler’s Workshop (fig. p. 16). It had been owned 
by the French opera singer Jean-Baptiste Faure, an 
early collector of Impressionism, who had purchased 
it at the Paris salon of 1892 together with Liebermann’s 
Free Period in the Amsterdam Orphanage (1881/82, Städel 

Museum, Frankfurt am Main).22 Evidently, Liebermann 
had stayed in touch with Faure, and had arranged con-
tacts with Cassirer.

It was also Liebermann—a cofounder of the Berlin 
Secession, established in 1899, and its president until 
1911—who suggested Bruno and Paul Cassirer as sec-
retaries for the organisation.23 Paul Cassirer assumed a 
key position in the Secession (fig. p. 118). As secretary and 
from 1905 as executive director, his professional exper-
tise and organisational skill, along with his internation-
al network, particularly with France, were essential to 
ensuring the quality and prestige of the association’s 
exhibitions. Through his agency, numerous important 
works by foreign artists were brought to Berlin, among 
them Auguste Renoir’s Lise with a Parasol (fig. p. 28), 
which arrived in 1901. The Secession’s Black and White 
Exhibitions, devoted to works on paper, on view in 1906 
and 1907, actually took place in Cassirer’s Kunstsalon 
itself. Yet Cassirer’s influence on the association was 
controversial: as an art dealer, he came under suspicion 

Fig. 3  Announcement for the inaugural exhibition of the 
Kunstsalon Bruno und Paul Cassirer, featuring works by 
Max Liebermann, Edgar Degas and Constantin Meunier, 1898, 
Kunsthalle Bremen – Der Kunstverein in Bremen
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of self-interested promotion. This conflict of interest, 
along with the pronounced involvement of internation-
al artists in the exhibitions, soon led to tensions, and 
a number of artists left the organisation as early as 
1902.24 These antagonisms were only exacerbated in 
December of 1912, when Cassirer was elected presi-
dent of the Secession. In the end, the Secession experi-
enced a split in 1913/14. Corinth, who had felt pressured 
by Cassirer to resign from the group in autumn of 1912, 
opposed him publicly, leaving Cassirer for the art dealer 
Wolfgang Gurlitt.25

 Collecting Worlds 
Tschudi, who had been in office for two years when 
Cassirer founded his Kunstsalon, likewise enjoyed 
Liebermann’s support. In 1896, the two travelled to-
gether to Paris; there, Tschudi acquired a work from 
Durand-Ruel that would become a beacon of the 
Impressionist collection in the Nationalgalerie (assem-
bled also through Tschudi’s alliance with Cassirer), 
namely Édouard Manet’s In the Conservatory (fig. p.  112). 
The purchase was financed by the donors Eduard 
Arnhold, Ernst and Robert von Mendelssohn and Hugo 
Oppenheim.26 Access to good counsel, to be sure, had 
made it possible to acquire Impressionist works prior to 
the founding of Cassirer’s Kunstsalon. Yet through his 
exceptionally active exhibition programme, the young 
Cassirer—who managed the gallery independently be-
ginning in 1901—created a sustained platform for these 
works, and contributed substantially to generating a 
market for them, which he also influenced decisively 
through his network of contacts.

Tschudi probably became aware of Impressionist 
art and its forerunners for the first time in the milieu 
of Félicie and Carl Bernstein, whose private collection 
had been exhibited by Fritz Gurlitt as early as 1883. 
These Berlin collectors owned Manet’s White Lilacs 
in a Crystal Vase (fig.  p.  23), which was exhibited by the 
Kunstsalon Cassirer as a loan in 1899, and entered the 
Nationalgalerie as a bequest in 1909.27 Private collec-
tors who cultivated a receptivity to Impressionist and 
modern art played a key role in the acquisition policies 
of public museums. At the same time, the circle of ben-
efactors of the Nationalgalerie intersected to a striking 
degree with Cassirer’s client base. Within this network, 
progressive museum directors and private collectors 
influenced one another reciprocally. While institutional 
acquisitions were subject to political and administrative 

constraints, private collectors could act freely: they pur-
chased works, loaned them for exhibitions, and estab-
lished useful contacts.

Among the key personalities of this collecting mi-
lieu was Eduard Arnhold,28 exemplary of those Jewish 
collectors who made private purchases from Cassirer 
while at the same time functioning as donors, there-
by enabling public institutions to purchase modern 
artworks—and not just French ones. In addition to the 
purchase of Manet’s In the Conservatory, Arnhold sup-
ported further acquisitions by the Nationalgalerie, 
among them Paul Cézanne’s Still Life (Fruits and 
Dishes) (fig. p. 43), which had been exhibited by Cassirer 
in 1904, and August Gaul’s sculpture Resting Sheep 

(fig. p. 57). Arnhold’s home, located in the direct vicinity 
of Viktoriastraße, lent itself to regular encounters with 
Cassirer. From the inaugural exhibition, he purchased 
Edgar Degas's pastel The Dance Class (1876, private 
collection) for his own collection, initiating a long-term 
relationship that would prove lucrative for Cassirer. 
Over the years, Arnhold made purchases amounting 
to more than one million reichsmarks from Cassirer.29 
Among the most important was Manet’s painting The 
Monet Family in Their Garden at Argenteuil (fig. pp. 72–73), 
which documents a role reversal of sorts. Manet—who 

Fig. 4  Max Liebermann, Self-Portrait, with a dedication 
to Paul Cassirer, 1911, Tel Aviv Museum of Art
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never took part in the self-organised group exhibi-
tions of the so-called ‘Impressionists’ in Paris, but 
nonetheless functioned as one of its most important 
sources of inspiration—executed this painting during 
a visit to his younger colleague Claude Monet, whose 
own manner of working he clearly draws upon here as 
a creative impulse. In this plein air painting, with its 
loose brushstrokes and a palette considerably brighter 
than characteristic of his early works, he takes up the 
Impressionist motif of middle-class leisure. The image 
highlights a quiet moment of familial intimacy: Monet is 
shown gardening, his wife Camille seated on the lawn, 
their little boy Jean leaning against her. The work per-
fectly exemplifies the type of French art Cassirer so 
successfully promoted and marketed.30 

Liebermann too, a man of wealth, was a regular cus-
tomer at Cassirer’s Kunstsalon. His multifaceted role 
within the net of contacts joining artists and collectors, 
as well as museum professionals, can be illustrated with 
reference to the provenance of Cézanne’s The Fishermen 
(Fantastic Scene) (fig.  p.  42). In 1908, Tschudi acquired 
the painting from Cassirer for the Nationalgalerie, but 
was compelled to return it under pressure from the 
Kaiser—conflicts over museum acquisitions of the art of 
Germany’s ‘arch enemy’ France having meanwhile esca-
lated. Wilhelm II placed Tschudi ‘on leave’ and ultimately 
dismissed him from his post as director, prompting his 
relocation to Munich. In 1909, after a public showing by 
the Berlin Secession, Cézanne’s picture was acquired 
by Liebermann.31 This revealing chapter of the ‘Tschudi 
affair’32 highlights the close entanglement of cultural 
policy, institutional constraints, and the strategies of 
private collectors.

The Nationalgalerie was not the only German mu-
seum with progressive acquisition policies within 
Cassirer’s circle of clients. The Hamburger Kunsthalle, 
for example, under its director Alfred Lichtwark, had 
been in close contact with Cassirer since the founding of 
the Kunstsalon and also collaborated with the publish-
ing house. Likewise, Georg Swarzenski, who had headed 
the Städelsche Kunstinstitut in Frankfurt am Main be-
ginning in 1906, was consistently receptive to modern 
art. In 1913, he acquired Degas’ Orchestra Musicians (fig. 

p. 75)—which had been exhibited by Cassirer in 1911—from 
Durand-Ruel.33 Swarzenski had been in touch with the 
Parisian dealer as early as 1910, when he had purchased 
Monet’s The Luncheon (1868/69). His correspondence 
with Durand-Ruel concerning this acquisition sheds 
light on certain institutional constraints, and reveals the 
director’s motivation for going directly to the ‘source’ in 
this instance rather than turning to Cassirer: a specially 

established fund permitted the acquisition of contem-
porary works provided they were purchased direct-
ly from the artist—and Durand-Ruel acted as Monet’s 
authorised representative.34 Swarzenski also main-
tained contacts with Cassirer, who offered him works 
by August Gaul, El Greco and French Impressionist art-
ists, among others. Records of shipments containing 
multiple works—seven paintings by Renoir dispatched 
by express delivery in 1910, for example—testify to the 
high mobility of artworks at that time.35 At one point, 
Cassirer sent eighteen of the nineteen pictures that 
had featured in his first exhibition of works by Vincent 
van Gogh to Hagen to be viewed by Karl Ernst Osthaus; 
the latter selected the artist’s Harvest, Wheatfield with 
Reaper for purchase.36

 Parisian Connections
If Cassirer was to satisfy his clients’ demands for French 
art, a direct link with Paris was essential. Of special im-
portance was Paul Durand-Ruel, who had collaborated 
in 1883 with Fritz Gurlitt to organise the first exhibition of 
Impressionism in Germany. Since the exhibition was not 
commercially successful, Durand-Ruel independent-
ly organised a number of exhibitions in German hotels 
during the 1890s, with growing success. Meanwhile, he 
had established contacts with a number of collectors. 
These tours, however, proved costly. Beginning in 1898, 
Durand-Ruel therefore began a targeted search for a 
business partner in Germany.37 Just before the turn of 
the century, the situation changed: Germany had prov-
en a promising market, not least of all as a consequence 
of bold, highly publicised acquisitions made by Tschudi. 
Durand-Ruel sought to market works to museums, ac-
cepting small or even non-existent profit margins. As he 
explained to Paul Cassirer, museums represented the 
ideal publicity for the art market.38

In 1898, Durand-Ruel loaned 26 paintings by 
Degas—along with two by Liebermann—to the Cassirers 
for the inaugural exhibition held at the Kunstsalon. 
The Cassirers themselves purchased five works by the 
French artist for 74,000 francs—undoubtedly a stra-
tegic move designed to pave the way for a long-term 
partnership. Not long afterwards, Durand-Ruel made 
38 works available for an Impressionism exhibition at 
Keller & Reiner, which was subsequently shown at the 
Ernst Arnold Gallery in Dresden. Not a single picture 
sold, however, leading Durand-Ruel to partner with the 
Cassirers on the German market.39
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Hamburger Kunsthalle
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For the first exhibition of the Kunstsalon’s second 
season, held from October to December of 1899, the 
Cassirers presented two French painters alongside 
Degas and Pierre Puvis de Chavannes, namely Monet 
and Manet. The principle of showing international art-
ists side-by-side was preserved; Max Slevogt was repre-
sented with 35 works.40 In a letter to Durand-Ruel dated 
14 December 1898, the cousins request the loan of ad-
ditional works. They appeal to the Parisian’s ‘readiness 
for sacrifice’, since the prospects for sales were limited, 
also arguing that the exhibition could potentially furnish 
German artists with vital creative impulses.41 Durand-
Ruel agreed, and the Cassirers organised a remarkable 
exhibition that included a number of key works such as 
Monet’s Jar of Peaches (fig. p. 22) and Manet’s large-for-
mat painting Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe (fig. p. 111), which had 
caused a scandal at the Salon des Refusés in Paris in 
1863, making history in the process. Offered for sale 
at Viktoriastraße, the work failed to find a buyer, unlike 
three pictures by Monet and two by Degas. In 1899, a 
cartoon appeared in the Lustige Blätter with the title: 
‘The Cassirer Salon. Here, the motto is: through Manet 
and Monet to money’.42

By now, Durand-Ruel was shipping larger groups of 
works to Berlin on a regular basis, and occasionally to 
the Hamburg branch of the Kunstsalon, which operat-
ed between 1901 and 1906,43 with Paul Cassirer accept-
ing the works on commission. On 25 November 1901, 
Durand-Ruel wrote to Gustav Pauli, then the director 
of the Kunsthalle Bremen: ‘Concerning the pictures by 
Renoir and Pissarro you hope to exhibit: it would be bet-
ter to get in touch with Paul Cassirer at Victoriastraße 
35, Berlin in order to make arrangements. Herr Cassirer 
takes care of everything, on an exclusive basis, concern-
ing our pictures for all of Germany.’44 Through Cassirer, 
Pauli acquired major works for his museum, among 
them Monet’s Camille (fig.  p.  114) and Manet’s Portrait of 
Zacharie Astruc (1866).45 His most consequential pur-
chase, however, was van Gogh’s Poppy Field (fig. 1), which 
sparked the Protest by German Artists, initiated by the 
Worpswede painter Carl Vinnen and signed by 140  art-
ists and art critics. The pamphlet opposed the puta-
tive ‘foreign infiltration’ of museums by contemporary 
French art, denouncing the acquisitions policy as mis-
guided and claiming it was bringing about an imbalance 
on the German art market.46 Three months later, a Reply 
to a Protest by German Artists, initiated by Franz Marc and 
Vasily Kandinsky, and signed by numerous avant-garde 
artists, was published in response47 Paul Cassirer—who, 
as a major dealer in French art, was directly attacked—
contributed an essay entitled ‘Art and the Art Market’, 

which had appeared recently in his magazine Pan. He 
accused Vinnen of cultivating a romantic conception of 
the artist’s role while ignoring the economic realities of 
the art market, and of placing undifferentiated trust in 
dealers and market mechanisms. This incomprehen-
sion, he argued, led toward the misinterpretation of sta-
tistics, particularly since the volume of imported French 
modernist works represented only a small fraction of 
the market compared with the trade in the art by Old 
Masters.48 The conflict, however, would long continue to 
smoulder, and was consistently tinged with antisemitic 
resentment.

But Durand-Ruel would not remain Paul Cassirer’s 
only business partner in Paris. Cassirer also maintained 
contacts with the Bernheim-Jeune Gallery, with whom 
he collaborated, for example, for a summer exhibi-
tion in 1901 featuring works by Félix Vallotton, as well 
as with Ambroise Vollard, who had attracted attention 
in 1895 for organising the first Cézanne exhibition.49 
Documented in the Fonds Vollard in the Musée d’Orsay 
in Paris are numerous transactions between Vollard and 
Cassirer between 1904 and 1912 concerning works by 
Cézanne, as well as by Renoir.50 ‘It was Paul Cassirer, 
whose gallery seemed like a Berlin extension of the 
rue Laffitte ’, wrote Vollard in retrospect, thereby des-
ignating the Berlin art market as an extension of Paris’ 
‘gallery mile’, since the rue Laffitte, located in the 9th 
arrondissement, was home to a number of renowned 
art galleries dealing in French modernism alongside 
Vollard’s.51 

Over time, Cassirer’s partnerships with his French 
colleagues developed far beyond a commission basis. 
On 2 February 1910, for example, he acted as an equal 
partner in the context of a lucrative transaction: togeth-
er with Bernheim-Jeune and Durand-Ruel, and with-
in a consortium framework, he acquired 35 works by 
Manet from the collection of Auguste Pellerin for one 
million francs.52 Cassirer was authorised to make the 
initial sales offers, and succeeded in placing many of 
the paintings with German buyers, including The Monet 
Family, sold to Arnhold, and Nana (fig. 5), purchased by 
Theodor Behrens.

In the summer of 1914, Auguste Renoir, then quite el-
derly, accepted a commission for a portrait of Cassirer’s 
second wife, the actress Tilla Durieux (fig. 6). The sit-
tings took place at Renoir’s Parisian studio in early July. 
Completed on 18 July, just a few days before the out-
break of the First World War, the picture could not be 
shipped to Germany, partly because it was not yet dry, 
but also due to the tense political situation.53 On 31 July 
1914, following his departure, Cassirer sent a cable to 
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Durand-Ruel that read: ‘Please collect Renoir’s portrait 
of my wife from Hessel on the rue La Boétie and keep 
it safe for me without liability. My thanks, Cassirer.’54 
The picture would remain in Paris until the 1920s, when 
Durand-Ruel finally released it. In the meantime, busi-
ness relations between Cassirer and his French col-
leagues had become severely disrupted: Cassirer had 
volunteered for military service in August of 1914.55 His 
colleagues ran the gallery in his absence, selling works 
from a joint inventory. Sales proceeds were deposited in 
a blocked account. As a consequence of the First World 
War and inflation, it had become impossible to pay out 
the share of revenues due to the French partners, lead-
ing them to accuse Cassirer of embezzlement and to 
break off all commercial relations.56

This put an end to the crucial Paris–Berlin axis that 
had allowed Cassirer’s Kunstsalon to make such a signif-
icant contribution to the breakthrough of Impressionism 
in Germany. His commercial network, however, extend-
ed far beyond France. One of Cassirer’s most important 
and lucrative discoveries—namely van Gogh—was based 
on his partnership with Johanna van Gogh-Bonger, 
the artist’s sister-in-law, who administered his estate. 
Cassirer concluded a contract with her that made works 

available to him as loans, among other purposes for the 
travelling exhibitions he organised in collaboration with 
other German galleries, among them Ernst Arnold in 
Dresden, Marie Held in Frankfurt am Main, Commeter in 
Hamburg and Miethke in Vienna.57 For his own galleries 
in Hamburg and Berlin, Cassirer organised altogether 
ten van Gogh exhibitions; he promoted no other artist 
with comparable intensity, and it was thanks to his en-
gagement that by 1914, a substantial number of works 
by van Gogh could be found in German collections.58 
Numerous additional connections with Cassirer are 
worth mentioning, for example with the Munich auction 
house of Hugo Helbing, with whom Cassirer organised 
joint auctions from in 1916. At the first of these sales, the 
Nationalgalerie acquired Max Slevogt’s Harness Race 

(fig.  p. 62). 
The dynamism of Paul Cassirer’s extensive commer-

cial network is illustrated strikingly by the pathways sub-
sequently travelled by the artworks themselves. These 
movements mirror the transnational interdependencies 
of the art market, within which Berlin—largely through 
Cassirer’s activities—emerged as a major European hub 
for modern art. Together with his partners, Cassirer 
brought the European avant-garde to Berlin, from which 
point the works were disseminated worldwide through 
additional dealers and a large number of collectors. The 
presence today of paintings and sculptures once exhib-
ited and sold by Cassirer in collections that range from 
Europe to Japan to Australia to the United States and 
South America highlight the extraordinary scope of his 
impact, underscoring his role as a ‘cultural-political en-
trepreneur’59 in the development of modern European 
art during the first two decades of the twentieth century.

Fig. 6  Auguste Renoir, Tilla Durieux 

(Ottilie Godeffroy), 1914, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York
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