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Cassirer and the Breakthrough of Impressionism 

‘Born to see, destined to look’ – so reads the inscription on the tombstone of Paul Cassirer 

(1871–1926). No other art dealer at the beginning of the twentieth century had such a 

lasting influence on the perception of modern art in Germany. At a time when Impressionism 

and the avant-garde sparked fierce controversy, Cassirer used his Kunstsalon (‘art salon’) as a 

platform for artistic voices still struggling for recognition. From Viktoriastraße in Berlin’s 

Tiergarten quarter, he forged close ties with France, supported the Berlin Secession and sold 

works to collectors and museums throughout Germany. In doing so, he contributed decisively 

to establishing Berlin as a central hub for modern art.  

The centenary of Paul Cassirer’s death and the 150th anniversary of the Alte 

Nationalgalerie’s opening provide an opportunity to honour his commitment. Though the 

successful promotion of Impressionism was not the only achievement of his Kunstsalon, it 

remains one of the most enduring. It clearly illustrates the methods and strategies Cassirer 

employed and the success he achieved with them. Indeed, this achievement is closely linked 

to the collecting profile of the Nationalgalerie, whose early embrace of French art was 

significantly shaped by Cassirer’s mediation. The strength of his influence is similarly 

reflected in the holdings of other public and private collections. 

 

Panorama 

Bruno and Paul Cassirer opened their Kunstsalon on 1 November 1898. In their choice of 

location, furnishings and presentation, they deliberately set themselves apart from the 

competition. Away from the hustle and bustle of the city, on the edge of the up market 

Tiergarten district, the works in the elegant interior of Viktoriastraße 35 were displayed in a re 

laxed, mostly single- or double-row configuration at eye level, rather than in the cramped, 

multi-row ’Petersburg‘ (salon-style) hanging. From the very beginning, the aim was to provide 

a stage for modern, international art.  

From 1901 onwards, Paul Cassirer ran the gallery on his own. Every new exhibition was 

discussed in the press with passion as well as considerable controversy. Cassirer’s success was 

built on an extensive network. His connections with Parisian dealers enabled him to present 

works by French artists such as Manet, Monet, Renoir and Cézanne for the first time on such 

a comprehensive scale. Thanks to his contact with Johanna van Gogh-Bonger, he was also able 

to exhibit van Gogh’s works repeatedly and in large numbers. In addition, Slevogt, Leistikow 

and Corinth, as well as the younger artists from the Berlin Secession, were regularly shown. 

After just ten years, Cassirer’s exceptional pro gramme already comprised some 130 

exhibitions. Artists of the most diverse nationalities and back grounds were represented – 



the only things that mattered were artistic individuality and quality. The result was a gallery 

programme of impressive depth and variety, from which this panoramic overview presents a 

selection of works from the Kunstsalon’s early years. 

 

History of the Kunstsalon 

Paul Cassirer, the son of an assimilated Jewish family, was 27 years old when he founded an 

art gallery and publishing house with his cousin Bruno in Berlin’s Viktoriastraße in autumn 

1898. In the first exhibition at their Kunstsalon, which opened in November 1898, they 

showed works by Edgar Degas and Constantin Meunier alongside pieces by Max Liebermann. 

Liebermann was well connected and actively supported them. The new firm focused on a 

strategic diversity of media; the associated publishing house printed thematically related 

books and portfolios of prints. 

In 1901, business operations were split: Bruno took over the publishing house, while Paul 

assumed control of the gallery. Both nevertheless continued their commitment to modern 

German and international art.  

From 1901 to 1906, Paul Cassirer also maintained a gallery branch in Hamburg; in 1923, a 

branch in Amsterdam was added. During the First World War, he was temporarily absent due 

to military service and a stay in Switzerland, and employees such as Leo Blumenreich and 

Victor Wallerstein played a key role in sustaining the business. After the firm ran into 

financial difficulties due to the war, employees Grete Ring and Walter Feilchenfeldt became 

partners in 1924. Following Cassirer’s death in 1926, they took over the running of the 

business. 

Exhibition activities ended in March 1933 as a result of the Nazis’ seizure of power. To pre-

empt ‘Aryanization’ – the systematic expropriation and seizure of Jewish property – Ring and 

Feilchenfeldt began the gradual liquidation of the business. On 30 June 1937, the firm was 

struck from the Berlin Commercial Register. The Amsterdam branch, however, remained in 

operation. New locations opened in London and Zurich in 1938 and 1948, respectively. After 

both directors passed away, all three branches were managed by the Feilchenfeldt family. 

Today, the family administers the Paul Cassirer & Walter Feilchenfeldt Archive in Zurich. 

 

The Architectural Evolution of the Gallery 

1898 – The Exhibition Rooms at the Inauguration 

The Kunstsalon Bruno und Paul Cassirer opened on 1 November 1898 on the ground floor of 

a former residential villa at Viktoriastraße 35. The three largest rooms, which faced the 

street, served as exhibition spaces. The interior design was undertaken by Henry van de 

Velde, who also laid out and furnished the reading room. 

1899 – The Top-Lit Gallery 



In October 1899, the Kunstsalon inaugurated a new exhibition gallery in the garden lit from 

above. Access was via the reading room and over the veranda. 

1903 – The Expanded Top-Lit Gallery 

Paul Cassirer, sole owner of the Kunstsalon since 1901, commissioned a further extension in 

1903 that expanded the exhibition space to the property line. This too was lit from above. 

The walls of the galleries, separated by curtains, were clad in oak panelling and silver-grey 

fabric with a subtle f loral pattern. 

1912 – From Top-Lit Gallery to ‘Kunsthalle’ (Exhibition Hall) 

In 1910 Cassirer purchased the property at Viktoriastraße 35. Two years later, he com 

missioned the architect Paul Baumgarten to build a new, much larger hall with rows of 

windows running along the ceiling, allowing it to be used in a variety of ways. Following the 

firm’s dissolution in 1937, the site was transferred to Army High Command (OKH) of the 

Wehrmacht in 1939. The building was demolished as part of plans for the new Reich capital, 

’Germania‘. The last remnants were cleared away by 1959. Today, Ben-Gurion-Straße runs 

along the site, opposite the Museum of Musical Instruments. 

 

The Networker 

The Kunstsalon in Berlin’s Viktoriastraße served as the focal point of Paul Cassirer’s network, 

which included many artists from the Berlin Secession. The group deliberately distanced 

itself from the academic art world. At Max Liebermann’s suggestion, the board elected Paul 

and his cousin Bruno as secretaries in 1899, placing them in charge of the organizational 

management. Paul, in particular, began to shape the Secession’s profile and contributed 

significantly to its international focus. Through him, important works by artists such as Renoir 

and van Gogh found their way to Berlin and into the association’s exhibitions. 

Cassirer closely followed the discussions and artistic developments among the Secessionists, 

who included not only established figures such as Walter Leistikow, Dora Hitz and Max 

Slevogt, but also young talents like Max Beckmann and Erich Heckel. Thanks to 

corresponding members across Europe, he was well informed about international trends. 

Whenever he discovered new or overlooked artists, he could offer them a platform in his 

own salon.  

Precisely this, however, sparked criticism: as an art dealer and publisher – and, from 1916 

onwards, also active in the auction business – Cassirer was suspected of showing favouritism. 

This conflict of interest, combined with the strong presence of international art, repeatedly 

led to internal tensions and a struggle for leadership within the artists’ association; in 

1913/14, the Secession ultimately split. 

 

 



An Alliance for Modern Art 

With the appointment of Hugo von Tschudi as Director of the Berlin Nationalgalerie in 1896, 

the collection increasingly turned towards international modern art – particularly French 

Impressionism. Shortly after assuming office, Tschudi acquired Édouard Manet’s painting In 

the Conservatory from the Paris-based dealer Paul Durand-Ruel – the catalyst, as it were, for 

one of the world’s earliest collections of Impressionist art. 

The purchase had been financed by private donors such as Eduard Arnhold and Robert von 

Mendelssohn. Tschudi repeatedly succeeded in winning over wealthy patrons for his 

ambitious acquisition policy, thereby skilfully circumventing resistance from conservative 

circles around the Kaiser. Through a privately funded endowment, he initially acquired works 

independently of state funds and without the approval of the Prussian State Art Commission. 

It was only later that the purchases were officially approved and entered into the collection. 

Paul Cassirer made his debut on the Berlin art scene in 1898. Through Max Liebermann, he 

developed ties with the Nationalgalerie and its director. In the years that followed, Tschudi 

frequently acquired works through the Kunstsalon. In addition to key works of French 

modernism, this also included those by German artists represented by Cassirer. This alliance 

between a progressive museum director and an internationally connected art dealer was of 

crucial importance for the visibility of modern art in Berlin. 

 

Collecting Worlds 

With his exceptionally rich exhibition programme, Paul Cassirer created a lasting platform for 

modern art and played a decisive role in the cultivation of a specialized market. Hugo von 

Tschudi’s bold acquisitions had an additional impact. The Director of the Nationalgalerie made 

some of his most important acquisitions of French Impressionists and international modern 

art through the Kunstsalon Cassirer, whose clients included other progressive museums, such 

as the Kunsthalle Bremen and the Hamburger Kunsthalle.  

Private collectors receptive to the new art were equally important to both Cassirer and 

Tschudi; they often came from Jewish entrepreneurial circles. They enabled the 

Nationalgalerie to make such acquisitions or donated works directly. It is striking how much 

the Nationalgalerie’s circle of patrons overlapped with Cassirer’s clientele.  

This development, however, was viewed critically by conservative circles, including Kaiser 

Wilhelm II. Tensions escalated steadily and ultimately led to Tschudi’s departure from Berlin in 

1909. In Munich, he continued his acquisition policy as Director of the State Galleries, 

maintaining contact with Cassirer and continuing to acquire works through him. Numerous 

supporters made it possible to carry out his acquisition programme for the Munich collection 

(the ’Tschudi Donation‘). 

 



From Berlin to the World 

The sheer number of outstanding works that passed through Paul Cassirer’s hands and have 

shaped the course of art history is virtually inexhaustible. Today, many of them are key pieces 

in public and private collections around the world. 

Here, you can learn more about five carefully selected paintings that were once exhibited in 

Cassirer’s Kunstsalon but could not be shown in Berlin at present. The curators responsible 

for each collection will introduce the works and their histories. 

The short films feature: 

Yoshiyuki Furutani: 

Vincent van Gogh 

Daubigny’s Garden, 1890 

oil on canvas, 53.2 x 103.5 cm 

Hiroshima Museum of Art 

 

Dr Dorothee Hansen: 

Claude Monet 

Camille, 1866 

oil on canvas, 231 x 151 cm 

Kunsthalle Bremen – Der Kunstverein in Bremen 

 

Isolde Pludermacher: 

Édouard Manet 

Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe, 1863 

oil on canvas, 207 x 265 cm 

Musée d’Orsay, Paris 

 

Dr Dorothee Hansen: 

Vincent van Gogh 

Poppy Field, 1889 

oil on canvas, 72 x 91 cm 

Kunsthalle Bremen – Der Kunstverein in Bremen 

 

Elsa Smithgall: 

Auguste Renoir 

Luncheon of the Boating Party, 1880–1881 

oil on canvas, 130.2 x 175.6 cm 

The Phillips Collection, Washington 



Paths into the Museum 

The Nationalgalerie’s directorate could not decide on acquisitions independently. To oversee 

the scope and quality of the public collection, a central decision-making body existed: the 

Prussian State Art Commission. It had to give its approval even for donations if the value of the 

artwork exceeded 3,000 marks. Yet although the conservative commission favoured 

’fatherlandish-patriotic‘ art, Hugo von Tschudi succeeded in acquiring significant works of both 

national and international modern art during his first years as director, beginning in 1896.  

It was precisely his acquisitions of foreign art, however, that increasingly displeased the Kaiser, 

who felt that the works were displayed too prominently in the rooms of the Nationalgalerie. 

In 1899, Wilhelm II ultimately decreed that all future purchases would require his express 

consent. He also demanded that works of French Impressionism be assigned a ‘less prominent 

position’ in the museum. In the years that followed, Tschudi acted with greater restraint and 

argued his case skilfully in his acquisition applications, which he timed at strategically chosen 

moments – for instance, in 1906, following the much-acclaimed German Centenary Exhibition. 

Nevertheless, the conflict continued to escalate until Tschudi was placed on leave by the Kaiser 

in 1908, which was tantamount to dismissal. Despite these difficulties, Paul Cassirer was able 

to broker numerous works for Tschudi. Moreover, Tschudi’s successor, Ludwig Justi, also 

became a client of the Kunstsalon. 

 

Debate Over Art 

Through his connections with museums, Paul Cassirer navigated the tensions between art 

and politics. For instance, at the behest of Wilhelm II, the Nationalgalerie in Berlin was 

intended to foster national identity as a temple to ‘German art’. Director Hugo von Tschudi, 

however, also wanted to show case international artistic developments such as 

Impressionism. In this debate, he stood alongside other intellectuals such as the art historian 

Julius Meier-Graefe, various artists and Cassirer himself, who all opposed the conservative 

forces surrounding the Kaiser and the Director of the Academy, Anton von Werner. 

In 1904, public debate erupted over Impressionism. In lectures, some of which were held at 

Cassirer’s gallery, Meier-Graefe denied the artistic significance of the recently deceased Arnold 

Böcklin. Henry Thode, professor of art history, defended Böcklin and his fellow painter Hans 

Thoma as leading figures in German art. He claimed that Impressionism owed its success solely 

to a small but influential group. Max Liebermann interpreted this as an attack on himself and 

his like-minded associates, particularly collectors of Jewish origin, and accused Thode of 

antisemitism.  

In 1911, the painter Carl Vinnen responded to the Kunsthalle Bremen’s acquisition of a Van 

Gogh painting through Cassirer by publishing a pamphlet criticizing what he saw as a 

preference among German museums for foreign artists. Cassirer and other progressive figures 

responded with a rebuttal. 



The Editor 

The Kunstsalon of cousins Bruno and Paul Cassirer, which opened in 1898, also included a 

publishing house for books and portfolios of prints issued jointly. When the two partners 

parted ways in 1901, Bruno took over this branch of the firm, while Paul continued to run the 

gallery business. After a seven-year mutual non-competition clause expired, he founded Paul 

Cassirer Verlag in 1908. With the support of employees such as Arthur Holitscher, Grete Fischer 

and Max Deri, he developed a programme focused on modern literature and fine art prints. In 

1908, he also launched the Pan-Presse, which until 1921 published a total of 19 high-quality 

print series executed on a hand press in close collaboration with artists such as Corinth, Barlach 

and Pechstein. 

Cassirer sought to establish himself internationally not only as an art dealer but also as a 

publisher. For a time, he published the cultural and political journal Jung Ungarn as well as the 

French fashion magazine Gazette du Bon Ton. During the First World War, the publishing 

programme was dominated by illustrated periodicals such as the commercially successful 

patriotic Kriegszeit and the pacifist Der Bildermann.  

In the 1920s, art-historical publications were added to the publishing house’s portfolio, 

including Max J. Friedländer’s volumes on early Netherlandish paint ing. With the forced 

dissolution of the company in 1937, the history of this ambitious publishing house came to an 

end after less than three decades. 

 

Advocate of the Avant-Garde 

Art critics have used the term ‘avant-garde’ to describe innovative, unconventional artistic 

approaches. Derived from military jargon, the term encompassed the forerunners of a new 

artistic movement without passing judgement on them. As with the Impressionists, artistic 

originality and individuality were decisive factors in Paul Cassirer’s selection of artists from the 

contemporary avant-garde. He remained committed to the work that impressed him, even 

when the market was still hesitant or collaboration with the artists proved difficult, as in the 

cases of Ernst Barlach or Max Beckmann.  

In his ambitious gallery programme, Cassirer increasingly focused on contemporary art from 

the German-speaking world. The shift in trade relations was one reason for this. The rampant 

inflation of the 1920s drastically reduced the value of money, and the Kunstsalon was not 

immune to its economic consequences. Whereas previously business with French partners had 

benefited both sides, Cassirer was no longer able to pay out their shares. As a result, they 

terminated the partnership.  

Cassirer drew inspiration for his programme from his circle of dedicated employees, such as 

Victor Wallerstein and Grete Ring, who had been working at the Kunstsalon since 1917 and 

1920, respectively. Through Herwarth Walden, who organized literary evenings at the gallery, 

Cassirer met the painter Oskar Kokoschka, who made his debut at the Kunstsalon in 1910. 



Paul Cassirer 

Paul Cassirer, born on 21 February 1871 in Breslau (today Wrocław), grew up with five siblings 

in an upper-class, assimilated Jewish family in Görlitz and Berlin; its members would go on to 

play a significant role in shaping German intellectual, cultural and eco nomic history for 

decades to come. Thanks to his family background, Paul had access to considerable financial 

resources, social connections and cultural standing – ideal prerequisites for his later career as 

an art dealer.  

At the age of 22, he moved to Munich, where he was active as a writer and associated with 

artistic circles. In 1895, he married Lucie Oberwarth. They lived for a time in Brussels and Paris 

before returning to Berlin. It was there that Cassirer founded the Kunstsalon in 1898. In 1904, 

the couple divorced and Paul began a relationship with the actress Tilla Durieux; they married 

in 1910. The glamorous pair was at the centre of Berlin’s cultural life, collecting art and hosting 

lavish parties. Nevertheless, Cassirer was widely regarded as a polarising and difficult character 

who, according to the artist Ernst Barlach, ‘longed to surge through the world with a Dionysian 

frenzy’.  

His military service during the First World War, as well as personal and financial crises, took a 

heavy psychological toll on Cassirer; his marriage to Durieux became increasingly strained. 

During a meeting with their solicitor to sign divorce papers on 5 January 1926, Cassirer left the 

room and shot himself, dying of his injuries two days later on 7 January. 


