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Peter de Ruiter

Blick nach Deutschland: “New Objectivity”
and “Magic Realism” according to the
Dutch art critic Kasper Niehaus

Two exhibitions in the twenties, separated by a four-year interval, stand out as
key moments in the history of presenting the Neue Sachlichkeit. Although mod-
erately successful in terms of visitor figures, the show Neue Sachlichkeit: Deut-
sche Malerei seit dem Expressionismus, presented by the Kunsthalle in Mannheim
in the summer of 1925, gained iconic status.¹ Following its display in Mannheim,
this exhibition – showing the most-recent tendencies in German Post-Expres-
sionist art directly after World War I, with a focus on Gegenständlichkeit – trav-
eled Germany for another four months. The second manifestation, organized by
the artists’ association De Onafhankelijken (The Independents), took place in the
Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam in the spring of 1929. This show, the first one on
the subject outside Germany, did not travel afterwards, which is only one of sev-
eral reasons why it is much less known.²

Whereas the 1925 Mannheim exhibition has been researched in detail, little
attention has been paid to the 1929 Amsterdam show, which featured more than
60 works by 22 German artists.³ These were, however, accompanied by a much
larger number of realist paintings by the Dutch artist-members of De Onafhanke-
lijken. Altogether, according to the catalog this exhibition contained almost 350
works: a dazzling number that would be frowned upon nowadays. Likewise, not
much attention has been dedicated to the Dutch art critic Kasper Niehaus (1891–
1974), and the role he played behind the scenes. Niehaus supported this show
wholeheartedly, wrote the accompanying text “De kunst der nieuwe zakelijk-

 This can be contributed to the fact that its main title soon became a style concept. Hans-Jür-
gen Buderer: “Neue Sachlichkeit: ein stilgeschichtlicher Begriff, dessen man sich eher mit Un-
behagen, aber deswegen nicht weniger selbstverständlich bedient” (Buderer 1994, 67). I
would like to thank Claudia Dausch from Kunsthalle Mannheim, Maren Buschmann from
Franz Radziwill Gesellschaft e.V. in Dangast, Michiel Nijhoff and Maartje Janssen from the Ste-
delijk Museum Amsterdam, my colleagues Mieke Rijnders, Hans Ebbink and Leo Jansen, and fi-
nally Sarah Fopma for her fine translation from Dutch into English.
 The exhibitions on Neue Sachlichkeit in Galerie Neumann-Nierendorf in Berlin in 1927 and in
Kunstverein im alten Museum in Hanover in 1928 should be mentioned here as well. For infor-
mation about the first show, I refer to the essay from James A. van Dyke 2015.
 One of the few publications paying attention to the 1929 exhibition in Amsterdam is Koop-
mans 2010, 17– 19; see also Maaike Buijs 1999, 53–56.
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heid” (The art of the New Objectivity) and published a review in a daily newspa-
per as an independent art critic.⁴ Trying to make sense of art criticism in these
turbulent times, one wonders how Niehaus responded to New Objectivity, as
compared (or opposed) to German Expressionism. In this essay, I will elaborate
on what he believed to be of great importance in the visual arts: a matter-of-fact
style of painting featuring a clear composition, which he considered to be an an-
tipode of the subjective, often wild Expressionism he felt to be passé in the years
after World War I.

1 Niehaus’s desire for a new objective art

Kasper Niehaus, an artist working in a realist painting style himself, is widely
regarded as one of the most outspoken art critics in the Netherlands in the inter-
war period (De Groot 2007; Blotkamp and Koopmans 2010; De Ruiter 2017). A
chronicler of the art scene of his own time, Niehaus must be considered a
very productive and engaged critic, strongly convinced of his own views on art
and the functioning of museums and galleries, although not without prejudices.
As an Amsterdam-based reporter for the daily national newspaper De Telegraaf,
where he started his career a few months before the end of World War I, he was
intensely preoccupied with modern and contemporary painting and sculpture.
An exponent of a generation born in the last decade of the nineteenth century
(a contemporary of among others Otto Dix and Christian Schad), Niehaus was
eagerly looking for new artistic possibilities, with a personal aphorism: “Yester-
day’s revolutionaries are today’s conservatives” (Niehaus, 30 November 1918).
His friendship with several Dutch artists, such as the painter Jacob Bendien
and the sculptor John Rädecker, and with the art dealers Jan van Deene and
Jack Vecht, must have strengthened him in his Baudelairean conviction: a
good art critic must have a strong yearning for truth (Niehaus, 29 October
1918). Niehaus did not specify the concept of truth he personally had in mind,
but it had much to do with his longing for an art rooted in reality, seen through
the sensitive eyes and the imagination of the artist. Art had to communicate
something symbolic or even mystical, without becoming too abstract. In fact,
he didn’t like abstract art at all. He felt a painting should be a “world in itself”
reporting about the outer world, but must differ essentially from the photograph-
ically accurate painted image.

 The realization of the exhibition was not, as is wrongly stated in Stationen der Moderne 1988,
224, led by Kasper Niehaus.
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As far as international exhibitions are concerned, displays of French art do-
minated the Amsterdam art scene. However, German art shows also played quite
an important, albeit less prominent role, as is made clear in Duitse kunst in Ne-
derland: Verzamelen, Tentoonstellen, Kritieken 1919– 1964 (German art in the
Netherlands: Collecting, Exhibiting, Critical Reviews 1919– 1964; Langfeld
2004). More than once Niehaus, with his keen eye focused above all on artistic
developments in Dutch and French painting and sculpture, must have felt em-
barrassed while looking at and writing on German art. On the whole, the critic
disliked Expressionism. He certainly recognized his own attitude towards art
in a remark the French painter Henri Matisse once made, recorded by a Dutch
newspaper: “I have never done anything to deliberately distort and scandalize.
… Expressionist is a misconception of the Germans. My art just wants to be:
‘une méditation sur la nature’” (Anon, 1 October 1925).

Niehaus’s taste and artistic preferences were very much influenced by what
he had seen and experienced in Paris during a long stay in 1912–1913 with some
of his artist friends. He visited the studios of Kees van Dongen, Conrad Kickert,
who he became friends with, and Piet Mondrian, roamed the streets and, per-
haps most importantly, frequented the museums and galleries.⁵ Niehaus was
very much impressed by the work of Paul Cézanne, but the paintings of Henri
Rousseau le douanier in particular blew him away. Cézanne appealed to Niehaus
because the French painter provided a more structural basis to painting com-
pared with Impressionism, Monet in the first place, whereas he was impressed
with Rousseau’s enigmatic and seemingly awkward depiction of the “primitive.”
Rousseau, who had passed away a few years earlier, simply overwhelmed him
(De Ruiter 2017, 30–32, 36–37).⁶ The first thing he did upon returning home
was write an article on Rousseau’s work, which was published in May 1913.⁷ It
was the very first substantial publication in the Netherlands on the painter’s re-
markable, sometimes dreamlike and naive art.

 During his active career as an art critic, from 1918 until 1956, he always stood behind the ar-
tistic work of Kickert.
 In Paris Niehaus saw the private collection of the art collector Wilhelm von Uhde in a Rous-
seau show that was on display from late October to early November 1912 in the gallery Bern-
heim-Jeune. See also W. Uhde, Von Bismarck bis Picasso: Erinnerungen und Bekenntnisse – Auf-
zeichnungen aus den Kriegsjahren, Zurich 2010, 254–260.
 K. Niehaus, “Henri Rousseau, door Kasper Niehaus,” Elsevier’s Geïllustreerd Maandschrift
23.45 (1913): 361–375. In 1928 Niehaus published the book Gauguin en Rousseau (le douanier),
Amsterdam: H. J. Paris, 1928. Both the article and the book were partly based on Von Uhde’s
monograph on Rousseau from 1911.
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To capture Niehaus’s views on German Expressionism and Neue Sachlich-
keit, this account begins with the years after La Grande Guerre of 1914– 1918.
A few examples suffice to get a grip on his strong opinions and underlying argu-
mentation. In a critical review, written in response to the sixteenth exhibition of
De Onafhankelijken in the Stedelijk Museum (5 February to 6 March 1921), fea-
turing more than 80 works from the expressionist and leftist Novembergruppe
(November Group/ Berlin Secession) and from the Brücke (Bridge), Niehaus
took a rather elegant position.⁸ In order not to waste too many words on
young Germans like Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, he started by pointing out that ac-
cording to him a Dutch member of De Onafhankelijken was the very best of
the show: the Amsterdam-based artist Sal. Meijer. Niehaus expressed his opinion
eloquently:

Van alle inzendingen – die der Duitsche uitgenoodigden inbegrepen – gaat een klein en
onaanzienlijk schilderijtje van Sal. Meijer, getiteld “Aan den Omval,” den kortsten weg
tot ’t hart. Dit heeft met zijn strakke klaarheid, zijn verstild zilveren licht een innig door-
dringende bekoring, welke niet gauw voorbij gaat.

[Of all the contributions – those by the German invitees included – a small and modest
painting by Sal. Meijer, entitled “Aan den Omval,” finds the quickest way to the heart.
With its austere clarity, its still silver light, it prompts a profoundly piercing charm,
which will not easily pass you by. (Niehaus, 12 February 1921)]

The use of the words “austere clarity” is of interest here, almost foreshadow-
ing the critical vocabulary he would develop a few years later. According to Nie-
haus, Sal. Meijer had a bright future ahead. Niehaus considered this artist a
younger counterpart of Rousseau, albeit less important than the French painter.⁹
Furthermore, he did not hesitate to put his cards on the table: he compared Max
Pechstein with Gauguin. This comparison turned out to be in favor of Gauguin
(“vormvolmaaktheid” – perfection of form – against “vormvergroving” – crude-
ness of form). In fact, Niehaus showed Pechstein in a rather suspicious light. In
an earlier review he had already commented on Pechstein’s heavy debt to mod-
ern French art (Niehaus, 19 August 1920). All in all, Niehaus saw Pechstein as
definitely missing a certain kind of civilization, a frequently heard complaint
concerning German art in Dutch art criticism in general (Anon., 12 February
1921; Cornelis Veth, 12 February 1921).

 This was the first large show of German art in the Netherlands after World War I, featuring
Rudolf Belling, Erich Heckel, Max Pechstein, Franz Radziwill, and Wilhelm Schmid (a Swiss
painter) among many others. The November Group was founded in Berlin in December 1918.
 In a review published 8 October 1929, he even called Meijer a “Hollandsche Rousseau” (Dutch
Rousseau), albeit less powerful.
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Niehaus generally regarded German Expressionism with suspicion, except
for the work by Kandinsky and the late Franz Marc, who had passed away on
the battle field in March 1916 and who he had a soft spot for. These circumstan-
ces paved the way for the work of the Belgian Expressionist painter Gustave De
Smet sometimes being related to German Expressionism; at times the artist’s
simplification of form, his deformation as a determining characteristic of compo-
sition, resembled the German Expressionists’ barbaric magnification of form too
closely. In an early review on De Smet Niehaus did not mention any names, but
Pechstein and Schmidt-Rottluff would have been likely candidates (Niehaus, 14
May 1919).¹⁰

In the eyes of Niehaus, German Expressionism could not seem to do any-
thing right and was considered the cause of a lot of mediocre art. He saw its ar-

Fig. 1: Sal. Meijer, Overhaal b/h Rijks Museum, n.d., etching [collection Joods Historisch
Museum, Amsterdam]

 The art critic A. M. de Jong described Pechstein as the “rough destroyer of tradition” a few
years later, Het Volk, 26 September 1922.
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tistic merits rarely to not at all, or rather did not want to acknowledge them. Con-
sequently, his critical review of an exhibition of nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-
tury German graphic art at the Amsterdam art dealer Buffa was, again, very neg-
ative: “I do not see much novelty in Expressionism, apart from their dubbing it
novel” (N., 13 December 1923). This constant repeated criticism of contemporary
German art fitted the general negative image of German culture in those years.
The national newspaper Niehaus wrote for, De Telegraaf, was a French-oriented
daily and would only develop a more pro-German stance in the thirties.

Some people who were closely involved with the art world felt that German
culture was on the edge of a precipice.¹¹ A highly respected museum director,
Hendrik Enno van Gelder, remarked in a speech on the occasion of the opening
of an exhibition of nineteenth- and twentieth-century German art that the bond
between both nations had been torn (Anon., 12 September 1922). As he saw it,
showing Liebermann, Kollwitz, Marc, and other artists could help to mend the
once-strong relationship. Or to put it another way: the act of displaying German
art found itself more often than not in societally turbulent waters.

In Niehaus’s perception the war roused a reflection on tradition. He related
the concept of tradition to current developments, in a time when World War I
reached a decisive stage and De Telegraaf reported on warfare, wounded, and
death on an almost daily basis (Niehaus, 21 September 1918). Later in his career
he would often remark that this tradition dates back at least as far as the early
Renaissance and the time of Jan van Scorel in the Netherlands, of artists such as
Jean Clouet in France, and of masters like Cranach and Holbein in Germany. This
background helps us understand why Niehaus in particular was receptive to this
novel, and so-called “objective” art, to the retour à l’ordre that has been re-
searched fascinatingly in the Parisian context by Kenneth E. Silver (Silver
1989). However, Niehaus’s artistic development as a visual artist around that
time gives a clarifying insight too. Although he regularly referred to the major
artistic importance of Cubism as a critic, he himself used a clear visual language
that was far from innovatory as an artist: figurative and, above all, well com-
posed (Blotkamp and Koopmans 1999, 254–259).¹²

When it came to recent developments in German art, for example in the
work of Max Beckmann, Dix, Schad or Georg Schrimpf, all of whom were shortly
after to be considered artists of the Neue Sachlichkeit on multiple grounds, Nie-
haus remained rather quiet in the early twenties. In the Netherlands, Dix was re-
garded one of the most gifted painters by some, although this judgment was pri-

 For instance, Just Havelaar in Het Vaderland, 12 October 1923.
 The author of this paragraph is Carel Blotkamp.
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marily based on German sources such as magazine reviews, instead of exhibi-
tions of Dix’s work. It was not until 1925 that Dix received serious, albeit critical,
attention in a Dutch newspaper, on the occasion of a monograph about Dix by
Willi Wolfradt.¹³ Still, as far as I know, Niehaus did not write about Dix once in
those years. He did, however, write a short commentary on several French and
German magazines, such as the Berlin art magazine Der Cicerone, in which he
referred to Dix’s artistic ally George Grosz as “one of the most remarkable and
most competent young Germans” (Anon., 25 March 1921). He thought it remark-
able because of the satirical content and competent presumably because of the
technical virtuosity and clear compositions. Two years later, in 1923, he reviewed
a presentation of graphic work by Grosz, on display at a well-known art dealer in
the city of Haarlem. This review is strikingly neutral: neither fierce nor opinion-
ated, but merely written with the intention of informing the reader. He did, how-
ever, indicate that one did not need to look for beauty in Grosz’s work, nor for
“cheerful satire” (Niehaus, 13 October 1923).¹⁴

In other words, Niehaus’s trained eye for the specific qualities of realist art
was set mainly on the work of a few Dutch artists in the early 1920s. Indeed, this
eye did notice Grosz’s artistic talent too, but that was virtually all as far as Ger-
man “new objective” art was concerned. It was in the much more-often displayed
work of fellow countryman Sal. Meijer that he saw the austerity of form he
longed for and valued so highly. Additionally, Meijer was not straining for effect.
As early as the beginning of 1919, Niehaus expressed his appreciation through
the following meaningful words:

Sal. Meijer is zooverre modern, dat hij niet meer uitsluitend het z.g. pittoresque behandelt,
doch alles even belangrijk acht als aanleiding om vanuit te gaan en in beweging te komen.
Hij maakt geen scheiding meer tusschen mooi en leelijk en dit inzicht, dat uit een mystieke
bron welt, is zeer van onzen tijd.

[Sal. Meijer is modern insofar as he no longer exclusively portrays the so-called picturesque
anymore, but instead values everything equally important as starting point and motive for
action. He does not discriminate anymore between fair and ugly and this understanding,
springing up from a mystical well, is very present-day. (Niehaus, 4 March 1919)]

A few months later he wrote: “The pure mirror of his attention is not troubled by
any effect whatsoever. His ego is suppressed completely. He merely looks and is

 Willi Wolfradt’s 1924 book on Dix was published in the series Junge Kunst by Klinkhardt und
Biermann. See: Just Havelaar, “Otto Dix,” Het Vaderland, 25 March 1925. See also Rijnders 2016,
64–67.
 The official name was J.H. de Bois’ Kunsthandel en Antiquariaat, located at Kruisweg 68. De
Bois had Kollwitz and Marc as well as Kokoschka in stock.
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as objective as one can be” (Niehaus, 9 May 1919). Do these words not somewhat
resemble a predictive observation made by the art historian Wilhelm Waetzholdt,
in a lecture on the occasion of the comprehensive exhibition of German art in the
Stedelijk Museum in the autumn of 1922? In that lecture, entitled De Duitsche
schilderkunst der laatste vijftig jaar (German painting of the last fifty years),
Waetzholdt meaningfully predicted that “both Impressionism and Expressionism
will be over and done with within the not too distant future, when the people
will return to Naturalism” (H. v. M., 22 November 1922).¹⁵ Waetzholdt expressed
a view some others in Germany had either already taken or would soon em-
brace.¹⁶ Were Niehaus to have attended this lecture, he would certainly have
nodded his approval.

2 The 1925 Mannheim exhibition, some notes

As mentioned above, much has been written about the Neue Sachlichkeit exhi-
bition in the Städtische Kunsthalle Mannheim, which took place from 14 June to
18 September 1925. One of the issues that has been analyzed elaborately is the
term “Neue Sachlichkeit,” ever since Fritz Schmalenbach wrote his seminal arti-
cle in The Art Bulletin (Schmalenbach 1940; Schmalenbach 1973). I have confined
myself not to reiterate these analyses, but instead to refer to Hans-Jürgen Buder-
er’s Neue Sachlichkeit: Bilder auf der Suche nach der Wirklichkeit; Figurative Mal-
erei der zwanziger Jahre (Buderer 1994), to Dennis Crockett’s German Post-Expres-
sionism (Crockett 1999), and to the very informative and valuable catalog New
Objectivity: Modern German Art in the Weimar Republic 1919– 1933 (Barron and
Eckmann 2005). However, some matters should be addressed before returning
to Niehaus.

The exhibition was organized by Gustav Friedrich Hartlaub, the director of
the Kunsthalle. It was the realization of a plan of which the foundations had
been laid as early as May 1923, when he coined the term Die neue Sachlichkeit.
His objective was to show representative works of artists who “have remained
unswervingly faithful to a positive, palpable reality, or have become faithful to
it again” (Schmalenbach 1940, 161). It took two years to realize the show (Buderer
1994, 15–32; Fuhrmeister 2015). Hartlaub’s ambition was to sketch out the con-

 The exhibition Duitsche beeldende kunst van de laatste vijftig jaar took place in Rotterdam,
Amsterdam and The Hague. See also K. Niehaus, “De Duitsche Kunsttentoonstelling. Schilder-
kunst en graphiek der laatste halve eeuw,” DT, 18 October 1922.
 According to James A. van Dyke a new kind of Naturalism in painting was discussed in Ger-
man art criticism around this time. See James A. van Dyke 2015, 65.
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tours of a tendency in German painting after Expressionism had largely lost its
potential to be a powerful style movement.¹⁷ He considered work by artists he
counted among what Hartlaub called the right wing – politically neutral neo-
classical painting – as well as work of left-wing, socio-critical artists – painters
practicing Verism, like Dix and Grosz.¹⁸ Common denominators between these
two “wings” were the attention given to visible reality, a balanced and clearly
recognizable composition, and a more or less realistic depiction of all kinds of
details. On display were 124 paintings by 32 artists, among them Heinrich
Maria Davringhausen, Dix with seven paintings, and three painters from Munich:
Alexander Kanoldt, Carlo Mense, and Georg Schrimpf. It is worth mentioning
that Schrimpf ’s Stilleben mit Katze (1923) was shown, a seemingly cozy and in-
nocent painting. A year before, Niehaus had classified Schrimpf as a “neo-prim-
itive,” without, surprisingly enough, referring to Rousseau le douanier (Niehaus,
27 April 1924).

In addition, Hartlaub displayed approximately 40 drawings and watercolors,
by Grosz, Rudolf Schlichter and others, in a separate room. After mid-July, nine
extra oil paintings by Max Beckmann were added. Including the five mentioned
in the catalog, a total of fourteen works by the Frankfurt-based painter were on
show. He thus was given a lot of attention by Hartlaub, who was known to be an
admirer of his work. Choosing such a large number of paintings by Beckmann
left a strong mark on the exhibition, which the critical visitor could have felt
to be unbalanced. Some art critics in Germany certainly did (Adkins 1988,
219) – not to mention the question whether Beckmann could be considered
part of New Objectivity, a query occasionally addressed in literature even now.
Yet as has been discussed elsewhere, Hartlaub had to maneuver under the pres-
sure of circumstances (Buderer 1994, 15‒16). For example, conservative opposi-
tion induced him to leave out Dix’s at-times shocking, aggressive paintings. Hart-
laub was cautious and preferred less distressing work. Additionally, the show’s
geographical proportions were rather distorted. Munich, for example, was well
represented by Kanoldt, Mense, and no less than twelve works by Schrimpf,
whereas Hanover was conspicuous by its absence and the cultural capital Berlin
was somewhat under-represented with only five artists. Furthermore, of many
painters only one or two works were shown. In other words: coherence was
not exactly the exhibition’s strong suit.

 In the words of writer and critic Wilhelm Hausenstein in 1920 (Barron 2015, 15): “Expression-
ism is dead. …. The category no longer expresses anything. It has fulfilled its purpose. It can go.”
 The concept of Verism had been around for more than five years. Niehaus had already used
this term himself in a review in the summer of 1920; see his “La section d’Or: Haagsche Kunst-
kring,” DT, 17 July 1920.
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Hartlaub noted matter-of-factly in the catalog introduction: “What we show
is distinguished by the – in itself purely extrinsic – characterization of Objectivity
artists employ to express themselves” (Hartlaub 1925, n.p.). This is plain speak-
ing, although he had not been completely certain about the final selection of the
artworks. For between dream and reality, laws stand in the way as well as prac-
tical difficulties, to paraphrase some famous lines of a Flemish poet.¹⁹ Doubt can
also be cast on the distinction between the above-mentioned left and right wing.
One wonders if he really subscribed to this division. He even distanced himself
from the term Neue Sachlichkeit shortly after.

The notion of New Objectivity as a concept to indicate the characteristics of a
new movement was frowned upon by an author who is always mentioned in this
context: the German photographer, writer, art historian, and critic Franz Roh.
Roh used the term New Objectivity only for a short period in 1926; he preferred
the description Neue Dinglichkeit (Crockett 1999, 158). But, far more importantly,
he coined a different term – “Magic Realism” – in his 1925 book that was pub-
lished only shortly after the official opening of the Neue Sachlichkeit exhibition:
Nach-Expressionismus ‒ Magischer Realismus: Probleme der neuesten europäi-
schen Malerei (Post-Expressionism ‒ magic realism: problems of contemporary
European painting). This book was widely read, and translated into Spanish in
1927. More philosophically orientated than Hartlaub, Roh did not restrict himself
to German painting and wrote about Derain, De Chirico, Picasso and others too.
He formulated a far more detailed vision on Post-Expressionist developments.
His influence on the underlying concept of the show should not be underestimat-
ed (Fuhrmeister 2015; Hemingway 2017). Roh used the term as a sort of reservoir
of descriptions of differences between Expressionist painting and the new modes
of realist painting. In a narrower sense, the work of Kanoldt, Mense, and
Schrimpf – Munich-based artists he was friends with – could be characterized
as Magic Realism. They charged visual reality with “spiritual dimension,” a
deeper, often symbolic meaning Niehaus liked to write about (Fuhrmeister
2015, 41; see Roland, infra).

3 Between 1925 and 1929

Whereas the notion of Sachlichkeit was sometimes used in the Netherlands for
other than visual matters in the first half of the 1920s (and even at least 20
years before that), Neue Sachlichkeit as a well-defined term was never referred

 Taken from the poem “Het Huwelijk” (1910) by Willem Elsschot.
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to. Neither the Mannheim exhibition nor the Dresden and Chemnitz presenta-
tions were reported on by the Dutch press in an early stage. As for Niehaus, it
is inconceivable that he visited one of those exhibitions. He did travel abroad,
but mostly with Paris as his destination. He will also not have journeyed to
one of the other cities the exhibition traveled to after Mannheim – following
Chemnitz, the show, in altered form, was on display in Erfurt, Dessau, Halle,
Jena, and Essen. So there is nothing to suggest he had been familiar with Hart-
laub’s succinct catalog introduction before September 1925, although this still
makes Niehaus a remarkably early adopter of the term. In this light it is rather
amusing that he had paid attention to Hartlaub’s 1922 monograph on Van
Gogh in a book review in De Telegraaf (Anon. [K. Niehaus], 19 November 1922).

Still, Niehaus had really missed something. Judging by one of the reviews he
wrote in September 1924 – again on the occasion of an exhibition of Sal. Meijer’s
work – he would have been fascinated by the Mannheim manifestation: “In our
art, it [Meijer’s work, PdR] is in a class of its own – in France and Germany some
youngsters are returning to this pungent objectivity too – and will still be known
when people have long forgotten much of what had announced itself more bois-
terously” (Niehaus, 17 September 1924). Indeed, Niehaus was one of the first
Dutch art critics to look for common ground in French as well as German artistic
developments (Rijnders 2016, 68–70; De Ruiter 2017, 32–36). Which is exactly
why he would have regretted not seeing this exhibition.

Niehaus probably used the phrase “pungent objectivity” in the above-men-
tioned review for the very first time. But shortly afterwards the term “objective”,
and even “New Objectivity”, became part of his critical vocabulary. For example,
“De ‘Nieuwe objectiviteit’” [The “New Objectivity”] was the title of his review of a
show of the painter D.B. Nanninga,who was almost in his sixties when he exhib-
ited his realistic work in the well-known Amsterdam-based Galerie d’art français
in September 1925. Niehaus does not mention Hartlaub’s name, but in all prob-
ability he had derived the term from the title of the catalog Ausstellung “Neue Sa-
chlichkeit.” The review shows he greatly admired Nanninga, yet to count him
among the Neue Sachlichkeit was a step too far and was inspired by other mo-
tives. It mainly was a serious attempt to underline the major importance of his
work in an international context. No other contemporary Dutch critic stuck his
neck out in favor of Nanninga so explicitly. And, again, Niehaus referred to
France and Germany and to the pungent objectivity in painting in these coun-
tries. The Netherlands was a force to be reckoned with now too, according to Nie-
haus! In the very near future, he predicted, Nanninga would be regarded one of
the most important precursors of this art movement (Niehaus, 15 September
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1925).²⁰ Consequently, Nanninga was in the same league as Meijer: both artists
were considered equally important, both were classified as outsiders in the
Dutch art scene, and both were invariably elevated by Niehaus.

Only a few months later in 1925 the Rotterdam Expressionist artists’ associ-
ation De Branding [The Surf] held an important exhibition in the Stedelijk Mu-
seum in Amsterdam (Imanse 1982, 262–263). Niehaus could have taken a merely
neutral stance, yet he wrote about the quality of the colorful and quite wild
paintings on show in fiercely negative terms. These artists should be keeping
up with the times and go and take a look at what their neighbors are doing,
he wrote almost admonitorily: to Neo-Classicism in France and Italy and to
New Objectivity in Germany. He also stated, in a somewhat ironic style he
used so often: “At least this new movement brings the art closer to the intellec-
tually fatigued audience” (Niehaus, 27 December 1925).

It should be mentioned that Niehaus himself had had an exhibition around
this time, which not only showed works from around 1912– 1914, but some more
recent classicizing-realist paintings too. One of these older works, regarded with
disdain by a well-known critic from The Hague, was greatly inspired by Rous-
seau. This art critic was far more positive about the more recent works, as
they were stylized and immersed in a kind of romantic feel (Havelaar, 3 October
1924). Which was indeed what Niehaus had been striving for.

Between 1925 and 1929, the year in which the Amsterdam exhibition took
place, Niehaus rapidly developed as a kind of advocate of new, objective paint-
ing. He of course recognized elements of his own preoccupation in Franz Roh’s
book Nach-Expressionismus: Magischer Realismus, so he took the opportunity to
write a review in De Telegraaf only shortly after its publication. He underlined
the fact that the Post-Expressionist movement, described as “kunst der nieuwe
objectiviteit” (art of the New Objectivity), was still largely unknown to the public
(Anon. [K. Niehaus], 26 January 1926).²¹ He also referred to Rousseau, about
whom Roh wrote in his book in terms that met with his approval. Roh had pre-
viously dedicated an article to the French artist in Der Cicerone, in which he sig-
naled the “Magic of the Objectivity.” He predicted a younger generation of artists
would feel attracted to the magic he was describing (Roh 1924, 713–716).

This is exactly what Niehaus had indicated frequently in his reviews, for ex-
ample when he dubbed Rousseau a precursor to Magic Realism (Anon. [K. Nie-

 Niehaus was also very positive in Kasper Niehaus, “Tentoonstelling Maatschappij Rem-
brandt: Stedelijk Museum,” DT, 20 July 1923.
 In this context, see also A.E.v.d.T., “De ‘Neue Sachlichkeit’ op de tentoonstelling der onaf-
hankelijken in het Stedelijk Museum te Amsterdam,” Elsevier’s Geïllustreerd Maandschrift
39.78 (1929): 66–68, in which the author briefly mentions Roh.
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haus], 18 January 1926). Niehaus, however, uttered a critical observation too: he
complained that although Roh looked far beyond his own country’s borders, he
had neglected several artists from the Netherlands, for example Meijer and Nan-
ninga, as well as Bendien. The Dutch critic considered it urgent to campaign
somewhat more intensively.²² Only three months later, on the occasion of a
group exhibition of the Amsterdam artists’ association Sint Lucas, he listed a
great number of Dutch artists again, including some new names whom he count-
ed among the new art of objectivity: for example Cees Bolding, Roeland Koning,
and Wout Schram (Niehaus, 25 April 1926). Furthermore, he did not refrain from
indicating the topicality of Meijer’s work, employing the term “New Objectivity.”
Working in the tradition of Rousseau, Meijer exhibited still-life paintings and
paintings of animals and landscapes. He belonged to a larger group of painters,
all with the same yearning (Maaike Buijs 1999, 46–49). In words derived from

Fig. 2: Kasper Niehaus, Promenade aan de Amstel, 1930, oil on canvas, 100 x 130 cm [collection
Kunstmuseum Den Haag, ’s-Gravenhage]

 Which he repeated again in Kasper Niehaus 1929.
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Roh’s well-known scheme recounting more than twenty characteristics of Ex-
pressionism and Post-Expressionism, Niehaus wrote:

Een algemeen kenmerk van deze kunst is ook de doorwerkte, miniatureerende factuur, het
dikwijls koele coloriet, het dunne, gladde aanbrengen der als gepolijste verven, het doen
verdwijnen van elk spoor der gebruikte middelen om het resultaat te verkrijgen.

[Another general characteristic of this art is the careworn, miniaturizing facture, the often
cool color palette, the thin, smooth application like polished paints, making every trace of
used materials disappear to obtain the result. (Niehaus, 24 March 1926; Roh 1925, 119–120;
Rijnders 2016, 68–70)]

The term “Magic Realism,” interpreted as a paradigm by Andrew Hemingway
(Hemingway 2017, 275), which was provided by Rousseau le douanier and adopt-
ed by Roh to indicate something supernatural, was not used in Dutch art criti-
cism before 1926. The notion of “magical” had been occasionally employed by
critics, for example to describe a work of the French symbolist Odilon Redon
(Havelaar, 25 December 1920). Niehaus himself applied the term “magical” in
a review on African sculpture (N. [K. Niehaus], 18 March 1921). Fairly quickly,
however, he started to combine both notions to specify a singular sort of quality
in painting he tried to exercise in his own work too: a symbolic naturalism – el-
evating subjects to mysterious spheres. He for instance used the concept “Magic
Realism” in a substantial contribution about the German romantic painter Phi-
lipp Otto Runge who, according to him, had only really become topical now.
New Objectivity or Magic Realism would make the realist Runge seem modern,
he argued, even more so than the romantic Runge (Niehaus, 23 September 1926).

Niehaus also used “Magic Realism” in a critical contribution about the Am-
sterdam artists’ society De Brug [The Bridge], which had been founded in early
1926 (Rijnders 2016, 17–24). This was an important moment in Dutch art history,
all the more so because De Brug existed for quite a long time. An ambition
shared by many De Brug members was to bring artist and audience closer togeth-
er, to connect to international movements, and to focus attention on the new ob-
jective art.²³ Meijer, Nanninga, and Bendien were among its members, as were
Jacob Nieweg, Charley Toorop, and Jan Wittenberg. Niehaus knew some of
these artists personally, among them his old friend Bendien. Around this time
he had probably also got to know Meijer and Nanninga.

What else could he do than embrace the “birth” of this new artists’ associ-
ation, which was testimony to the fact that the development of the visual arts

 Anon., “Inleiding,” De Vereeniging van Nederl: Beeldende Kunstenaren De Brug, n.pl. n.y.
[Amsterdam 1927], n.p. Mieke Rijnders kindly sent me the PDFs of this small brochure.
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was on the right track? In his review of De Brug in December that same year,
however, Niehaus’s use of the different terms, such as Magic or Ideal Realism,
and New Objectivity or Verism, was not particularly strict. Around this time he
certainly did not distinguish meticulously between the terms according to their
original German meaning, but used them rather interchangeably instead (Nie-
haus, 4 December 1926).²⁴ At other times, when an exhibition gave ample
cause for writing in terms of New Objectivity, he, either consciously or uncon-
sciously, passed the term over (Niehaus, 2 September 1928).

This was not the case when he reviewed a second exhibition of De Brug, in
March 1927. After listing some of the general characteristics of New Objectivity,
he specified his own version: these artists would depict matters in an illusionist
manner, in an elevated reality, a declared harmony; without stooping to a banal
“trompe-l’oeil.” In fact, this closely resembled what De Brug was propagating
(Niehaus, 6 March 1927). To formulate it clearly, this had become his personal
mission, which he advertised time and again, as in, for example, a review of
an exhibition of the artist Jan Mankes, who had passed away in 1920. Whereas
Niehaus had described Mankes’s work using rather regular terms (“droom”
[dream] en “zachte schoonheid” [soft beauty]) in a review in 1923, he employed
the term Magic Realism in 1927, to indicate Mankes’s refined technique, the abun-
dance of details, and the mysterious aspect (Niehaus, 6 March 1923 and 9 April
1927). In doing so, Niehaus established a firm connection between Mankes and
current events (Rijnders 2016, 80–84).

4 The 1929 Amsterdam exhibition

From 11 May to 10 June 1929 the Stedelijk Museum mounted a large group show,
entitled Voorjaarstentoonstelling met de groep Duitsche Neue Sachlichkeit (Spring
exhibition with the German New Objectivity group), organized by De Onafhanke-
lijken. This jury-free artists’ association had been founded in May 1912, following
the example of the Parisian Salon des Indépendants. Initially, De Onafhankelijk-
en was strongly orientated towards artistic developments in Paris and had a
large number of participating artists. Its policy and course were criticized
often enough by the Dutch press. Critics regularly mocked the program, which
they considered much too broad. Niehaus was one of them. He frequently

 Sometimes Niehaus used the terms “moderne zakelijkheid” [modern objectivity] or “objec-
tief-streng” [objectively strict] too, to indicate how very modern he deemed a particular painter.
Part of this review was also published in the brochure of De Brug (see n. 23).
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showed his irritation: he would rather have the board strictly seeing to the qual-
ity of the work on display, so that the exhibitions of De Onafhankelijken would
be more easily accessible to the audience.

In spring 1929 another large number of works was on display: 348, including
paintings, drawings, etchings, watercolors, and sculptures. The Amsterdam show
contained exactly half the number of works by German invitees as the Mannheim
presentation: 63 exhibits according to the catalog, most of which were for sale
during the exhibition period. The artists were primarily from Berlin (Wilhelm
Dressler, Ernst Fritsch, Grosz, Carl Grossberg, Franz Lenk, Herbert Ploberger,
Christian Schad, and Rudolf Schlichter), Dresden (Otto Griebel, Hans Grundig,
Eugen Hoffmann, Bernhard Kretschmar,Wilhelm Lachnit, and Wilhelm Rudolff)
and Hanover (Fritz Busack, August Heitmuller, Hans Mertens, Ernst Thoms, and
Erich Wegner). Three other German cities – Karlsruhe (Karl Hubbuch), Cologne
(Richard Seewald), Oldenburg (Franz Radziwill) – were represented only by
one painter each, as was also Paris (Wilhelm Schmid). Strikingly, painters
from Munich, Dusseldorf and Frankfurt were absent. Subsequently, neither Ka-
noldt and Beckmann nor works by Davringhausen and Scholz were on display.
But without a doubt Dix, who lived in Dresden at the time, was the most impor-
tant absentee. However, as his name was printed in the regular exhibition cata-
log, the curators must have expected his work to be on show in Amsterdam (Ex-
hibition Catalog 1929, 10). Had Dix been refusing to hand over works himself, or
had it perhaps been his then gallery manager?

Nevertheless, this was the first show of New Objectivity outside of Germany –
fairly incoherent once again, just like Mannheim, but important nonetheless. The
artworks by the German guests were displayed in what was called the Hall of
Honor ‒ an open space and surely the most important in the museum – and
its adjacent rooms on the first floor of the Stedelijk Museum. The selection
was conducted by Harmen Meurs, who had recently become chairperson of De
Onafhankelijken, assisted by Jos. H. Gosschalk.²⁵ They were visual artists too,
both applying a realistic idiom, and both showed their own work in the May
1929 exhibition (Blotkamp and Koopmans 1999, 226–231).²⁶

While detailed information is lacking, we know that the two men traveled to
Germany – via Hanover to Berlin – in April 1929 to prepare the show, although
the concept of the exhibition must already have been outlined at that point

 Not to be confused with an artist with the same name: Johan Cohen Gosschalk, who died in
1912.
 The paragraph on Meurs was written by Esther Schreuder.
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(Koopmans 2010, 17–19).²⁷ Galerie Neumann-Nierendorf, an important art dealer
located on the Lützowstrasse in Berlin, had given permission to put approxi-
mately eight works on show by artists they represented. Furthermore, Galerie
Flechtheim had agreed to provide a rather provocative work by Grosz.

Meurs in particular was quite well-connected and known for being well-in-
formed about current art developments. Subsequently, he did not escape notice
in the Amsterdam art scene. The renowned art dealer Carel van Lier, for example,
asked him to paint his portrait in 1928, a year after Meurs had been given an ex-
hibition at Van Lier’s.²⁸ Niehaus commented favorably on Meurs’s work in De Te-
legraaf. In 1927, when he had been following the artist for some years, he consid-
ered him one of the most-important members of the association De Brug. In that
same year he observed Meurs had undergone an important stylistic develop-
ment: his work had become “sharper” and “clearer” because of a different meth-
od of painting. Another positive review followed a year later (Niehaus, 29 May
1927; Niehaus, 12 November 1927; Niehaus, 19 October 1928; see Wagner 2019,
124– 151). Hence, in only a few years’ time, a professional relationship had
been established between the artist and the critic. The two men probably
knew each other personally as well.

This could have been one of the reasons why Niehaus was asked to write the
introductory text for a special, well-illustrated brochure accompanying the exhi-
bition, published together with the regular catalog. A far more important argu-
ment, however, would have been the dedicated engagement he showed as a cri-
tic with the New Objectivity movement in France, Germany and in the
Netherlands. Having been a protagonist of the modern art movement for several
years, he probably would have been expected to provide some historical context.
And so he did, but only after he stated clearly that painters such as D. B. Nan-
ninga and Sal. Meijer had already been practicing New Objectivity before this
was ever done in Germany. After making this point, he underlined one of his
own preoccupations: this “new” or “ideal realism” (Niehaus’s words) aims to
break through the sharp and clear image of reality, to shed light on its deeper
psychic principle. So, here his readers were, once again, presented with his man-
tra: his own, rather subjective version of New Objectivity. Finally, Niehaus sigh-
ed, the object received the attention it deserved, after it had been falling shorter
and shorter of this attention since Impressionism, had wasted almost completely

 According to Koopmans 2010, two other painters could have informed them on Neue Sa-
chlichkeit artists: Carel Willink and Adriaan Lubbers.
 For Van Lier, see Bas C. van Lier, Carel van Lier: Kunsthandelaar, wegbereider 1897– 1945,
Bussum 2003.

Blick nach Deutschland 101



by many Expressionists, and had even been made invisible by abstract artists
such as Kandinsky and Mondrian.

He went on to repeat this again as art critic for De Telegraaf, and as such in a
different role: “these new painters are primarily surprised about the miracle of
life, that in this flow the creatures and things – alas, how short! – take definite
shape” (Niehaus, 18 May 1929). Subsequently, he referred to the major impor-
tance of Henri Rousseau le douanier and proceeded to discussing the work of
several German artists on show, paying special attention to Grosz, whom he con-
sidered the most important painter and even regarded to be of a certain Europe-
an significance. Did his short elaboration on Grosz’s Der Agitator (1928) influ-
ence the Stedelijk Museum’s management? This painting, with its rather
complex iconography, surely was the most controversial work of the exhibition,
showing a kind of allegorical figure with a swastika, a Nazi agitator with a
child’s rattle in one hand and a speaker in the other, surrounded by a caricatur-
al-looking audience of Nazi supporters. The museum bought Der Agitator in Oc-
tober 1929, an acquisition that can be labeled remarkable at the very least, con-
sidering the work’s explicit political and ironical content (Langfeld 2003, 128–
129).²⁹ In this way, Niehaus – although he did not refer to the political message
in Grosz’s painting at all – might have left his mark on what could be character-
ized as an art-critical discourse of modest proportions.

Niehaus rather preferred the moderate, more neutral branch of New Objec-
tivity, without any explicit political, provocative, or satirical content. In this re-
gard, he was fairly well catered for in Amsterdam. The exhibition – not a single
mention of the 1925 show or Hartlaub’s left and right wings by now – was char-
acterized by a focus on what I would describe as rather harmless realism, featur-
ing portraits for example, as well as still lifes and cityscapes. Nonetheless, to say
it was innocent would be a step too far. For many of the works on display em-
bodied a certain extent of alienation and/or distress (the isolated human, no
one to rely on but himself) or showed objects painted in a way they strike as
strange or even uncanny. Only some artists constituted an exception to this
rule, for example Grosz and Christian Schad, not forgetting Otto Griebel and Wil-
helm Lachnit, the two latter because of their seemingly Dadaist way of combin-
ing man and machine.

One of the artists not on display in Mannheim in 1925, but part of the 1929
show with three paintings – two landscapes and a view on the port of Wilhelms-
haven – was Franz Radziwill. Radziwill, who lived in Dangast, Northern Germa-

 I would like to thank Michiel Nijhoff, head of the Library of the Stedelijk Museum Amster-
dam, for sending the detailed files of the acquisition.
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ny, had exhibited some of his paintings for the very first time in the Stedelijk Mu-
seum in February 1921, also on the occasion of a show organized by De Onafhan-
kelijken.³⁰ He traveled to the Netherlands in September 1925, among other pur-
poses to see seventeenth-century Dutch art. During this sojourn he met the art
dealer Jack Vecht (perhaps in Vecht’s art shop Eigen Haard, located on the
Wijde Kapelsteeg) and the two became friends.³¹ One year later, in December
1926, Radziwill also got acquainted with the Dutch artist Mattheus Josephus
Lau (Thé Lau), a good friend of Kasper Niehaus (Kemmler 2005b, 31). Radziwill
and Lau also became rather close friends. Later on, there would be some corre-
spondence between the German artist and Niehaus too.³²

Vecht dealt in old art, mainly from Asia, and in antique and non-Western art.
Every now and then, however, he would also exhibit contemporary painting by
artists he was friends with. In January 1928, he presented a modest collection of
works by Radziwill, not more than six, in his new art shop at Rokin 122.³³ This
presentation featured a still life, some landscapes, and a view of the port of Bre-
men, all painted in a distinctive and meticulous way. Radziwill had been em-
ploying a more matter-of-fact style from 1923– 1924 onwards – increasingly leav-
ing Expressionism behind – and came to be associated with Magic Realism and
Neue Sachlichkeit, but only after he had been working with Dix in 1927– 1928.
Niehaus was highly impressed by what Jack Vecht showed, and even suggested
that these paintings will not be forgotten in the future. From some striking de-
tails in the review, for example a remark about the artist having been held in
captivity by the French till November 1919, one can deduce that he knew Radzi-
will by now. He sang the praises of five of the six works, using the term Magic
Realism to indicate that he saw a secret hiding behind Radziwill’s detailed rep-
resentation of reality. The review does not reveal what secret this would be; that
remains shrouded in mystery. Niehaus describes a vision of a nightly landscape,
a fairy-tale Christmas ambiance, the unreality of two other landscapes reminis-
cent of Van Gogh and the seventeenth-century painter and printmaker Hercules
Seghers, the latter an artist Radziwill admired. The secret Niehaus perceived
probably encompassed all of the above. It could be interpreted to have a deeper,

 It concerns the exhibition Berliner Secession and the Brücke Gruppe. See also Niehaus, “De
Onafhankelijken: Stedelijk Museum,” DT, 12 February 1921.
 P. Kemmler, “…den möchte ich nicht vergessen-,…” in: Kemmler 2005a, 12– 15.
 Only one letter (October 1933) from Niehaus to Radziwill is in the archives of Radziwill Ge-
sellschaft, Dangast.
 I have been searching thoroughly, but could not find any mention of a Radziwill exhibition
at Vecht in 1926 as is stated in P. Kemmler, “…den möchte ich nicht vergessen-,…” in Kemmler
2005a, 14 and also in Koopmans 2010, 36.
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psychological essence. It was not for nothing he quoted Albrecht Dürer, who is
supposed to have said that the painter must be “full of inner character” (Nie-
haus, 29 December 1927). It thus is not surprising his May 1929 review was
very positive about Radziwill again. Moreover, more than two years later he
even stated that Radziwill was one of the best German painters at that moment
(Niehaus, 20 November 1931).

Many periodical and newspaper, national dailies included, reported on the
exhibition, indicating that it was not disposed of as just another art show. Al-
though the art-critical response was not unanimously positive, it was far from
exclusively negative. In this sense it mirrored the critical reception in 1925 in Ger-
many to a certain extent (Buderer 1994, 30‒32; Adkins 1988, 219). One of the re-
curring items in the Dutch reviews was criticism of the overly rational-objectivity

Fig. 3: Franz Radziwill, Dünen von Schoorl, 1927, oil paint and tempera on canvas on wood, 47 x
57 cm, Inventar-Nr.: A IV 207 [Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin]
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and banality, or else the socio-criticism some works seemed to advocate.³⁴ The
eminent art critic writing for the The Hague daily newspaper Het Vaderland,
Just Havelaar, remarked that many of the works on display were cold and ration-
al. Like Niehaus, he considered Grosz the most brilliant artist. He also judged
Dressler, Lenk, and Schmid favorably. He made an embarrassing remark about
Otto Dix’s absence in the show.Yet he dedicated the greatest amount of attention
to the Dutch artists, just as several other critics did too (Havelaar, 29 May 1929).

Niehaus’s appreciation of several painters of German New Objectivity can
only be understood in the broader context of his appraisal of Dutch artists like
Meijer and Nanninga, in the early twenties. Would he have seen the Mannheim
exhibition in 1925, he probably would have concluded that the German show was
more articulate and convincing than the Dutch one. In the thirties his involve-
ment with the artistic developments in realist painting would far from dwindle.
On the contrary, Niehaus soon developed into one of the most important advo-
cates of this movement.
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