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Introduction: This article, written by Milgroym founder Rachel Wischnitzer,
ostensibly celebrates the work of painter Max Liebermann (1847-1935) on the occasion
of his seventy-fifth birthday. Yet somewhat unexpectedly, it turns into a searing critique
of Liebermann’s aesthetics, which Wischnitzer condemns for their lack of human
warmth and interest in individuality. Why such strong words of critique? Liebermann
was not only a leading artist of his time, moving from Realism to Expressionism
throughout the course of his life; his work was also received as a critique of industrialist
society, particularly his paintings of laborers at work. Yet it is possible that
Liebermann’s desire to eschew public statements on politics, as well as his deeply
assimilated German-Jewish identity, proved untenable to Wischnitzer in the
increasingly antisemitic and politically divisive Weimar Republic of 1922. By allying
herself with terms such as life, warmth, and creation, Wischnitzer marks herself out as
part of a new generation, ready to leave the bourgeois values of the nineteenth century
far behind.
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Max Liebermann
On his 75" birthday

Rathenau (in his essay “Max Liebermann”, Collected Works, vol. 4, 1918) recalls that
one evening, he happened to be sitting in Max Liebermann’s study, which was located
next to the Brandenburg Gate and looked out over the Tiergarten.

Liebermann had written an essay about Jozef Isra€ls, and was reading it to
Rathenau in order to hear his thoughts on the matter. When Rathenau had finished
listening to the essay, he replied, “This is excellent, but the entire time I was waiting for
one particular word which I didn’t hear.” The word that Rathenau felt was missing in
Liebermann’s essay was spirit.

Liebermann has always had a fear of emotional vocabulary, of superlatives in
general. Of strong colors too. He may have felt a sunset was too strong, and even
extremely tasteless (doubtless, an extremely tasteless thing). It goes without saying that
he found so-called ‘expressive’ faces, character studies, and dramatic portraits
unappealing.

But Rathenau said (and his words held a warning), “If, beyond false and cheap
feeling, there is even a moment’s doubt in the true and the human, this produces
skepticism, which freezes all art and all life.”

Liebermann contents himself with a relative vision. He does not get bogged down in
details, he does not touch upon or reproduce the fine tissue of the cells of life. The world
he paints almost lacks solidity. Perhaps this has to do with the artist’s far-sightedness,
which he has had since an early age. Thus one has tried to blame on an eye problem the
peculiar distortion and stretching in the paintings of El Greco, a painter who painted in
sixteenth-century Spain and who is considered to this day greater than the famous
Velazquez. It would however be a mistake to explain away the singularity of an artist
only by means of the physical construction of his eye. It is unquestionable that the most
important thing is the psychic moment, and this can only be analyzed on the basis of a
large amount of biographical material.

Incidentally, even a superficial glance at Liebermann’s work yields an important
discovery. It is clear that Liebermann’s indifference to the familiar, the singular, the
personal—his coldness to the experience of a particular person, his cold-bloodedness—is
inspired by the revulsion and mistrust he felt with regard to people of the higher middle
class—his class. After rejecting his fellow man, his gaze turned to the long and often
difficult path the artist in conflict with his surroundings must take to find the land of his
dreams: Holland. None other than the Dutch farmer, the worker, the craftsman, the
woman, and the child represent an aesthetic treasure-trove for him precisely because
they are strangers, inaccessible, unavailable for questioning, untroubling and harmless.
In order to depict such motifs, the Dutchman Van Gogh left his homeland for the
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countryside of Provence. The difference is that the Northerner required Southern sun
while Liebermann, the urbanite and Jew, was spellbound by the elemental, the beastly
life of the passions in its intimate connection to nature and physical labor.

Liebermann is enchanted by the typical, by the rhythm of simple work that
develops in regular movements. This is why he painted women plucking geese,
basket-weavers, canners, as well as a tailor school, a school of little children, a cobbler’s
workshop, a barn of flax, a boatman’s house, an old-age home, etc. He always took great
pains to find similarities in the physiognomies of people united by work or life, and not
focus on the differences which always appear on closer examination. Liebermann
depicts militarized labor and masses. He could have painted scenes with soldiers if no
specifically Jewish factors had been hindrances for him.

It is especially characteristic for Liebermann’s oeuvre that he needed Dutch
surroundings for presenting the Jew. He had no use for the Berlin Jew. In contrast, the
Amsterdamer seemed to him a worthy subject for depiction. Incidentally, he never even
got close to the Amsterdam Jew. In his Dutch Jewish paintings, he dwelt only very
briefly on physiognomy. The Jewish quarter of Amsterdam, which he painted several
times, is a blur in which one cannot discern the particular. Liebermann almost always
subjected himself to the aesthetic law of maintaining distance from his subject. Does he
purposely ignores the individual? Is he afraid of him, or does he simply not see him?
The first conjecture is likely the correct one. Liebermann cannot tolerate the all too
human. This is just what Max Friedlander brilliantly pointed out in his book, “Max
Liebermann’s Graphic Art” (1920). There he wrote: “He strives to avoid depicting
matters that trouble him and penetrate the domain of the will.” Friedlander says this in
reference to the portrait of the woman for which Liebermann was reproached for having
no sense of feminine grace.

This art is marked by asceticism, severity, inflexibility, and a heavy social and
moral seriousness, which sharply contrasts with the expansive life surrounding it. Just
as Tolstoy went into the people, Liebermann went away to Holland, to the land of
peasantry and complacency. Just as Tolstoy relinquished the comforts of life, so too
Liebermann relinquished the decorative potential of the line, the culture of psychology,
and the allure of color. This conflict with spiritual satiety, coupled with nervous
irritation, produced an artist with a destiny which has perhaps become greater by
renunciation rather than creation.
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