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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The primary purpose of this study has been to document the life and work of a 

little-known German painter, Arthur Braun (1906-1977) while it is possible to 

find witnesses to his life still living and to locate paintings, mostly in private 

collections.  An examination of the work and the development of his career, 

raises questions about the historiography of twentieth-century German art, 

notably the accepted categorisations into which art history has classified it and 

the positioning of those categories.  This study examines ways in which the 

categories can be redrawn and repositioned in order to accommodate Braun and 

others like him.  
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PREFACE 

 

 

I first encountered Maria in den Ruinen at a saleroom in Rochdale in 1997.  The 

extraordinary, huge, heavy painting, mounted over a large gilt-framed mirror, 

hung on the back wall while the furniture and effects of a convent were being 

sold.  It has intrigued me ever since.  The auctioneer knew only that it had been 

painted by a POW during WW2 and left with the Sisters at the convent.  The 

nuns later informed me that it was painted by a German prisoner from Freiburg 

named Arthur Braun in 1946 in Methley near Castleford in Yorkshire.  Sr Dr 

Petrona SAC Schmitz, a nun based in Castleford during the war, who met Braun 

and helped him to source materials for painting Maria in den Ruinen, kindly 

provided answers to questions about the circumstances under which it was 

painted.  Articles in local papers in both Castleford and Rochdale brought 

further witnesses: some in Castleford who remembered the POW camp at 

Methley, including one who remembered the picture being brought down to St 

Joseph‟s church; and others in Rochdale who remembered the painting hanging 

in the hall of Beechwood School and recalled its powerful anti-war message.  I 

made contact with friends and family of the artist in Germany and learned that 

he had trained in the 1920s in Karlsruhe under Georg Scholz and that he made 

many other paintings both before and after WW2.  However language and 

distance made contact with witnesses in Germany difficult and from the year 

2000 the unfinished project was shelved. 

 

The opportunity to research a dissertation as part of an MA in History of Art 

presented a chance to resurrect the project and build a complete picture of the 

life and work of Arthur Braun, whose life spanned an extremely troubled period 



 9 

of German history to which art had responded in complex and interesting ways.  

I travelled to Germany in July 2010 to seek out witnesses to the life of Arthur 

Braun and paintings made by him in Freiburg in both public and private 

collections.  Meanwhile, Petra Frohnmüller-Haufmann had contacted me.  She 

had inherited a painting by Braun bought by her father in 1938 and was keen to 

learn more about the artist.  She has helped enormously in contacting witnesses 

and translating during interviews. 

 

An article in the Badische Zeitung, the regional newspaper for Freiburg, 

attracted a wide response and during my visit I met with a number of people 

who knew the artist and had paintings by him.
1
  They all permitted me to 

photograph their paintings and I have built a comprehensive database of his 

extant work.  A further visit to Freiburg was necessary in November 2010 to 

photograph a large body of paintings still stored in Braun‟s former home in 

Merzhausen. 

 

I set out to provide a first comprehensive overview of the life and work of 

Arthur Braun.  The extent of material I discovered was much greater than I 

imagined initially and in order to complete the task in the space available I have 

sometimes had to sacrifice depth for breadth.  However I have attempted to 

identify some of the key questions raised by Braun‟s work in the historiography 

of twentieth century German art and to suggest ways in which they might be 

addressed.      

 

                                                 
1
 Fronz: Badische Zeitung 23.07.10 
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There is not space here to list everyone who has contacted me with images and 

information or helped with translation, however I would particularly like to 

mention the following who have tirelessly answered my questions, permitted me 

to photograph their paintings and allowed me access to their letters, photographs 

and exhibition catalogues: Gretel Bechtold, Braun‟s sister-in-law and only 

surviving relative, also an artist; Guido Bläser, a friend and colleague of Braun, 

and his family; Lore Ruf, also a colleague and close friend; Eberhard Brügel, a 

former pupil, now an artist himself; Dr Margaret Zimmerman, former curator of 

modern painting at Augustinermuseum, Freiburg; Igor Mehltretter, Braun‟s 

godson and heir; and the late Ernst Friedlin, a friend and fellow POW with 

Braun, who kindly sent me a copy of his war diary. 

 

They all shared the view that Braun‟s career had not achieved the recognition it 

deserved.  It is my hope that, in recording the life and work now while the 

information is still available, I have taken a first small step towards placing him 

within the rich context of art in Germany in his time. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Twentieth-century German art has long been held to have been marked by 

rupture, the development of intellectual and aesthetic ideas shattered by a 

succession of catastrophic upheavals that each had a deep and lasting effect on 

the nation‟s culture and psyche.
2
  The lifetime of the artist Arthur Braun 

witnessed many of these: traumatic shock and humiliation of the First World 

War; bankruptcy, exploitation and bourgeois complacency of the interwar years; 

philistinism, repression and ridicule under National Socialism; the effects on 

artists of exile, both external and “inner emigration”, as well as on those left 

behind; the anguish of war; guilt and shame following revelations of the 

monstrous crimes of the Holocaust; the effort of reconstruction; and division of 

the nation.  In particular the period from 1933 to 1945 is seen as a huge fracture 

in the development of modern art, an unbridgeable chasm of Nazi kitsch with 

little to link what went before: Expressionism, Dada, Neue Sachlichkeit, 

Bauhaus; with what came after: abstraction.   

 

In his introduction to the 1985 exhibition German Art in the Twentieth Century 

at the Royal Academy, Joachimides explains the curators‟ position regarding 

“Nazi art”: 

 

One thing was clear to us from the very beginning: that which is denoted 

by the term „Nazi art‟ would be excluded from our exhibition.  What the 

Third Reich celebrated as art was in fact monumental kitsch serving the 

purposes of fascist propaganda.
3
 

                                                 
2
 As for example Joachimedes et al (eds), 1985.  Questions of rupture and continuity in 

twentieth-century German art raised by this publication and the exhibition it accompanied were 

subsequently explored in greater depth in Rogoff (ed), 1991 
3
 Joachimides, 1985: 11 
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Mittig questions this judgement, not least because it acts as a bar to any 

understanding of this art in relation to what came before and after.
4
  It also 

contributes to the polarised view of art during this twelve year period as 

consisting of serious, true art made by avant-garde artists oppressed or in exile 

as opposed to this “monumental kitsch”.  As Irit Rogoff puts it: 

 

Between the two extreme poles lies the shadowland of the so-called 

„inner immigration‟(sic): the artists who stayed on in Germany despite 

the defamation of their work and practised or had forced upon them a 

form of inactivity or passive resistance.  This entire paradigm works 

through simplified concepts of reviled radicalism, conservative 

collaboration and muted resistance while ignoring the areas and 

possibilities for links and negotiations which actually existed between 

them.
5
   

 

 

 

A study of the work of Arthur Braun, a little known artist who continued to 

paint throughout the period, conforming albeit reluctantly with the demands of 

the regime, yet maintaining a serious and committed approach to his art and 

producing in at least one case an extraordinary work under highly complex 

circumstances, can help to shed light on the form some of these negotiations 

between conformity and resistance may have taken. 

 

 

Another simplified paradigm applied to German artists, in this case after 1945, 

is that they fell into two distinct generations of artists seeking a new beginning: 

the older generation who had either been active in the war, in exile, or in a state 

of “inner emigration”; and a younger group, less affected by the past and hungry 

to learn of artistic developments outside Germany, in particular developments in 

                                                 
4
 Mittig, 1991: 192-193 

5
 Rogoff, 1991: 3 
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abstraction.  Indeed both generations ultimately were seen to embrace abstract 

painting as many of the older generation, artists such as Baumeister and Nay, 

quickly abandoned any attempt to link up with their work from before 1933 and 

also to favour abstraction: 

 

Increasing credence was accorded the notion that abstraction was a form 

which could be accredited universal validity.  This was going to be the 

art form of the future…..it opened up a wide enough range of 

possibilities to allow individual artistic innovation.  German artists in 

particular regarded the language of abstraction as a moral force which 

was internationally binding as well as promoting international friendship.  

Post-war Germany … yearned for internationality …
6
  

 

 

Such a simplified view of the two generations does not take into account an 

artist who falls into the gap between: an artist not quite established in 1933, yet 

neither an eager young student in 1945 starting out with a tabula rasa at Zero 

Hour.  Arthur Braun was one such artist.  

 

His career began well.  After training at Karlsruhe under Georg Scholz, a 

leading artist in Neue Sachlichkeit, the new form of objective realism which 

developed throughout Germany in the 1920s, he was exhibiting alongside some 

of the most important realist painters of the day, Hofer and Kanoldt, with the 

Badische Secession and his work was being acquired by a very forward looking 

Museum für Neue Kunst in his native Freiburg.  The very existence of such a 

museum in a relatively small city such as Freiburg, and the fact that it was 

proactive in acquiring new work by young and unknown artists like Braun is an 

indication of the favourable circumstances such artists were enjoying in the 

                                                 
6
 Schmied, 1985: 56 
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Weimar years.  The effect of National Socialism on Braun personally was both 

gradual and peripheral.  He was neither well enough established nor sufficiently 

avant-garde to attract attention from the Reichskammer für Bildende Kunst, but 

highly respected and well established artists in his circle, including his former 

tutors at Karlsruhe, were being ousted from their posts and ultimately the 

Badische Secession was disbanded in 1936.  The first Schandausstellung 

(Shame Exhibition of so-called Degenerate Art) in Karlsruhe in 1933 would 

have featured work that Braun was familiar with and by artists he knew 

personally.  Such developments must have dismayed and worried him but his 

attitude was one of resigned conformity and this appears to have been his 

approach to the war as well. 

 

He fought on both fronts in WW2, continuing to paint and sketch when he was 

able, including during his captivity in the USA and Britain.  It was in Britain 

that he made his extraordinary painting Maria in den Ruinen.  Drawing on 

religious iconography and traditional medieval models and using makeshift 

materials, he created a startling painting that draws together themes of war, 

defeat, grief and loss, desperation and devastation and an ambivalent view of 

religious faith in a modern realist style.  It is ironic that this work, made during a 

period of intense grief and trauma, anxious and far from home, deprived of 

physical comfort and all but the most basic materials for painting, a work he 

never referred to after his return to Germany, perhaps represents the pinnacle of 

his artistic achievement. 
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Returning eager to begin life anew in post-war Germany, Braun could not have 

foreseen that among the many material hardships he would face, the greatest 

obstacle to fulfilment of the promise of his early years would be developments 

in art itself.  In the years following the war, abstraction was embraced, not only 

for its “internationality” but was also seen as the natural successor to German 

Expressionist movements such as Die Brücke and Der Blaue Reiter.  Realism 

was regarded with suspicion: it was seen to be too German; too closely related 

to the art endorsed by the Third Reich; too closely associated also, after the 

division of the country, with the art being made in the East.  In the catalogue to 

the exhibition German Art of the Twentieth Century at MoMA in 1957, Neue 

Sachlichkeit painting is briefly summarised before being dismissed as “broadly 

conceived, but it did not bring to light any name worthy of particular mention”.
7
  

Hofer emerges as the only realist painter of any note whose paintings are seen to 

come “out of … disenchantment” as “interpretations of his times”.  In a chapter 

entitled the Origin of Abstract Painting, the same writer makes much of the 

development of abstraction by Kandinsky and Klee out of German 

Expressionism, describing how Kandinsky, for example, was freed from ties to 

realism and representation by twentieth-century scientific developments such as 

the splitting of the atom: 

 

At that moment the chain binding the painter to visible things broke, for 

now the abandonment of natural appearances no longer meant that the 

artist despised or violated creation; on the contrary, it had become 

necessary to bring the new and broader conception of the universe into 

artistic vision.
8
 

 

 

                                                 
7
 Haftmann, 1957: 96 

8
 Ibid: 78 
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Such imagery of bondage applied to realism and liberation to abstraction is 

typical of the period.  Typical too is the idea that Abstract Expressionism of the 

1950s is the natural successor to pre-war German Expressionism.  Realism in 

German art in the 1920s is here presented as little more than a glitch in this 

otherwise seamless development, as of course is “the false pathos and 

propaganda art of the Nazi regime”.
9
  Hofer is grudgingly presented as a 

damaged exception and Beckmann a completely inward-looking individualist, 

his own “transcendental realism” barely related to any German pre-war 

movement.
10

  Braun‟s post-war painting is most closely related to that of Hofer 

and Beckmann in the way he continued to develop realism after the war and, 

like theirs, shows that not all artists were yearning for the freedom and 

“internationality” of abstraction, but seeking to understand the German 

experiences of the mid twentieth century by drawing on German realist 

traditions and continuing the development of style begun before 1933.    

 

Neue Sachlichkeit painting has also commonly been described both before and 

after the war as the antithesis of Expressionism, a rejection of its poetry and 

emotion in favour of cool objectivity.  Dennis Crockett‟s study of 1998 makes a 

convincing counter-argument that the realism promoted by the Neue 

Sachlichkeit painters was a natural response by art to the changing times and, far 

from representing the death of Expressionism, simply formed a development 

along “neo-naturalist” lines.  Crockett quotes the Expressionist writer Rudolf 

Leonard who described it rather as “High Expressionism”.
11

  Far from being a 

                                                 
9
 Ibid: 11 

10
 Ibid: 96-106 

11
 Crockett: 23 
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blip in the “unbroken tradition of Modernism”
12

, one that could somehow be 

attached to the abyss created in art by Nazi oppression, Neue Sachlichkeit was in 

fact an important development in Modernist art, but one which was overlooked 

and rejected in the years following WW2. 

 

 Eckhart Gillen describes the preoccupation with abstraction in the post war 

years as “a flight from reality”: “Art from the 1950s is … characterised by this 

de-realization of reality” coming from the “inability to mourn” German 

experiences under Nazism diagnosed by Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich 

in 1967.  Not until the 1970s and the work of Anselm Kiefer would these 

experiences be examined in art in Germany.
 13

  By persisting in developing the 

realist painting traditions in which he had been trained and which interested him 

most as an artist in the post-war period, particularly by concentrating on the 

human figure, damaged and dazed as it was, Braun was confining himself to the 

fringes of the art world.  He would not be able to regain the position he was 

beginning to achieve before the war.  Better known contemporary realist 

painters such as Dix and Hofer would suffer the same fate.  Branded as 

degenerate by the Nazis, they were nevertheless not able to achieve recognition 

once peace and democracy were restored.   

 

Braun exhibited again in the late 1960s and early 1970s but he never fulfilled 

the promise of his early years.  The Museum für Neue Kunst retains the four 

paintings acquired in the 1930s and the Augustinermuseum, also in Freiburg, has 

acquired a number of works since his death in 1977.  However these are rarely, 

                                                 
12

 Elliott, 1990: 32 
13

 Gillen, 1998: 18 
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if ever, displayed, little is known about his life and work and nothing at all has 

been published about him.  It has just been possible to find witnesses still living 

who knew him and to find a considerable number of paintings in private 

collections in order trace the life and career of an artist through this momentous 

period in German history; a career that calls into question the 

compartmentalisation of German art into the quite distinct periods before 1933 

and after 1945. 

 

Inevitably however, these external events did influence Braun‟s artistic career 

which I intend to discuss in three stages: the period up to 1936, when the 

Badische Secession was disbanded and Braun would have first felt personally 

the effects of National Socialist culture policy; the period between then and 

1947 when Braun returned to Germany after several years abroad as a soldier 

and POW; and the period from then until his death in 1977.  His painting 

undoubtedly underwent developments and changes of emphasis that can broadly 

be discussed within this chapter structure, but a significant measure of 

continuity will also be apparent. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 1906 – 1936: FREIBURG AND KARLSRUHE 

 

Arthur Braun was born in Merzhausen, Freiburg in south-west Germany in 

1906, one of four children: three boys and a girl.
14

   His parents, strict Catholics, 

came to Freiburg from a small village in the Black Forest.  They were cousins 

who had been given special permission to marry.  His father worked as a house 

painter. 

 

At sixteen Arthur left home after quarrelling with his father.  He lived rough for 

a while before being taken in by Marthel Schafstedt, a young widow whose 

husband had been killed in WW1.  Little is known about Marthel, but Gretel 

Bechtold, who knew Braun from this time, although she was a child herself, 

remembers that she was said to come from a “good family” and was always 

stylishly dressed.  Marthel‟s sister, Hilda Eckhert, a pianist and single mother, 

also came to live with them with her baby. Arthur and Marthel became lovers, 

eventually marrying after the outbreak of WW2.  His close friend and colleague 

Lore Ruf recalls conversations with Braun in his later years in which he 

affectionately remembered Marthel as a soul-mate who was beautiful, intelligent 

and “understood art”.
15

  He told Lore that the apartment they lived in had been 

given to Marthel by her father, a liberal politician in the Weimar government.  

This has not been verified but both Marthel and her sister seem to have been 

unusually independent and liberal young women to be living in such a relatively 

conservative town in southern Germany in the 1920s. 

                                                 
14

Interview with Gretel Bechtold: 29.07.10.  All biographical information in this chapter comes 

from this source unless otherwise stated. 
15

Interview with Lore Ruf: 27.07.10 



 20 

 

Rudolf Bechtold, Gretel‟s older brother, was a pianist and a close friend of 

Braun‟s.  Gretel recalls regular parties at their house, a children‟s home run by 

her father in the Black Forest outside Freiburg.  Rudolf would invite Arthur and 

other friends, mostly artists and musicians, to drink, smoke and discuss art, 

music and world affairs into the early hours. She remembers that her father, like 

Braun‟s a strict Catholic, disapproved of these gatherings.  They also infuriated 

her two sisters Ida and Irmgard, who were called upon to make coffee for the 

guests.  Gretel herself was considered too young and never allowed to be present 

but remembers some of the guests who came.  Among the group were the artist 

Julius Bissier, who taught drawing at the University of Freiburg.  Other guests 

include artists Bruno Lenz and Alfred Vogel and musicians Richard Vogel and 

Paula Roth-Kastner. 

 

According to Gretel, Arthur and Marthel endured difficult times in the early 

days, growing and selling flowers for a meagre living but by the mid 1920s, at 

the age of twenty, Arthur was able to go to art school in Karlsruhe (Fig 1).   Like 

Gretel‟s brother Rudolf, he was serious, artistic, creative and eager to build a 

very different life for himself from his restricted and stuffy Catholic upbringing. 

 

From 1926 to 1930 Braun attended the Badische Landeskunstschule (later 

Karlsruhe Academy).  The art school was something of an island of modern art 

within an essentially conservative city with provincial tastes for late German 

romanticism and the sentimentalism of artist and former director of the 

Karlsruhe Kunsthalle, Hans Thoma.
 
 Despite being home to one of Germany‟s 



 21 

major art academies since 1854, the city had barely been exposed to any modern 

art at all before Thoma retired in 1919.
16

  Braun would have seen many of 

Thoma‟s paintings and the themes of childhood and the pastoral idyll of life in 

the Black Forest in Thoma‟s earlier work would resurface in Braun‟s later work, 

albeit in a very different form.   

 

 When Braun arrived at the academy in 1926, however, Georg Scholz, known 

for his harshly satirical and polemical painting, had recently been appointed as a 

professor and Karl Hubbuch was teaching drawing.  Both had been attached to 

the academy for some time, first as students and then staff.  They joined fellow 

professor Wilhelm Schnarrenberger, to form a group of artist-teachers in the 

academy keen to encourage and develop Neue Sachlichkeit representational 

painting.
 17

 

 

The term Neue Sachlichkeit was coined by Gustav Hartlaub, director of the 

Mannheim art gallery, as the title for an important exhibition originally planned 

for 1923 but which eventually took place in 1925.  The exhibition was to feature 

a new style of realist painting, a style that was quickly described as a rejection 

of Expressionism‟s preoccupation with form and feeling in favour of detached 

observation of everyday reality.
18

  It was likened to seemingly parallel 

movements in France (the rappel á l‟ordre followed by Picasso and others in the 

wake of WW1) and Italy (the Pittura Metafisica of de Chirico, Carrá and others, 

where a cool classicism and realism developed out of more surrealistic forms of 
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representation).  The definition of both the term itself and the art to which it 

refers have been much discussed and disputed since.   

 

Unlike earlier twentieth-century art movements in Germany such as Die Brücke 

and Der Blaue Reiter in which groups of artists came together in one central 

place (Dresden and Munich respectively) and acknowledged broadly common 

artistic goals, Neue Sachlichkeit is difficult to define precisely as the movement 

was widespread throughout the country and artists found a considerable variety 

of ways of expressing the new naturalism.  Hartlaub himself acknowledged two 

distinct strands which he assigned politically to the left and right: on the left the 

Verists, who used realism to make social and political comment; and on the 

right the Neo-classicists or Magic Realists, who sought a timeless and spiritual 

element in the reality they portrayed.  Subsequent commentators have 

confusingly used the term Neue Sachlichkeit since to refer both to Hartlaub‟s 

right wing (as distinct from Verism), as well as to the left (as distinct from 

Magic Realism.)
19

    While there are clearly differences between the scathing, 

polemical Verism of artists such as Grosz and Dix and the spiritual Neo-

classism of Magic Realist painters such as Schrimpf and Mense, it is not 

necessarily helpful to assign them politically to the left and right.  Schrimpf, for 

example, had been a radical with strong ties to the political left and was 

ultimately removed by the Nazis from his professorship in Berlin because of his 

former involvement with the Communist Party.
20

  Many artists, such as Scholz, 

painted in both styles.   Braun himself would develop artistically within the 

Magic Realist wing but there is nothing to suggest that he espoused right wing 
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politics.  Steve Plumb has made a convincing case that the movement was both 

more diverse and more unified than Hartlaub‟s two wings would suggest.  He 

outlines a wide range of approaches taken by different artists to a wide range of 

themes, but also flags up unifying themes such as concern and unease about the 

modern world which is a feature of almost all Neue Sachlichkeit painting.
21

 

 

The art critic Franz Roh, who helped organise the Mannheim exhibition, firmly 

established a definition of Neue Sachlichkeit in 1925 as a reaction against and 

rejection of Expressionism in a neat list of contrasting features of the two 

movements.
22

  This has generally been accepted since. 

 

 

Not until 1999, when Dennis Crockett dismissed the term Neue Sachlichkeit as 

contaminated through decades of use and misuse in favour of „Post-

Expressionism‟ and retraced the historiography back to the movement‟s first 

conception in 1923, was it again possible to see how, far from being the 

antithesis of Expressionism, the art movement known as Neue Sachlichkeit in 

fact developed quite naturally from it, keeping alive “Expressionism‟s driving 

desire for cultural rejuvenation”
23

 

 

Braun arrived at Karlsruhe just a year after the Neue Sachlichkeit exhibition at 

Mannheim.  The exhibition, which also toured to Dresden, Chemnitz and 

elsewhere, enjoyed huge success and was highly influential: the cutting edge art 

movement of the day.  Three of the teachers at the academy (Scholz, Hubbuch 

and Schnarrenberger) had participated.  Scholz, the professor under whom 
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Braun was to study, was one of the key artists.  The movement was to be 

enormously significant in Braun‟s development as an artist.  

 

At Karlsruhe, where drawing was given high priority, Braun would have studied 

drawing under Karl Hubbuch.  Hubbuch had been a student at Karlsruhe and 

then in Berlin and had developed a meticulous graphic style.  Both he and Georg 

Grosz had taken Emil Orlik‟s Graphische und Buchkunst course in Berlin before 

and during WW1, in which graphic art was a key concern.
24

  In the early 1920s, 

encouraged by Grosz, Hubbuch made satirical and political drawings and 

lithographs in the capital. By the middle of the decade, however, he was back 

teaching in Karlsruhe and encouraging his students to record “unspectacular 

aspects of everyday life” and to sketch disorganised scenes where they would 

first need to find “an ordering structure”.
25

  Few of Braun‟s early drawings 

survive, but many that do depict suburban gardens, untidy allotments or empty 

village streets which suggest that he followed this advice.  An ink drawing of a 

patch of wasteland in the working class Freiburg suburb of Haslach is one 

example (Fig 2).  This particular drawing also shows similarities to the drawings 

of Karl Dillinger, another of Braun‟s teachers at Karlsruhe. Almost all of 

Braun‟s drawing is characterised by the precise draughtsmanship applied to 

unspectacular subject matter developed by Hubbuch and also seen in the 

drawings of Braun‟s contemporaries at Karlsruhe, Rudolph Dischinger and 

Hanna Nagel. 
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Like Hubbuch, Georg Scholz had been a former student at Karlsruhe which 

instilled in him the formal elements of academic training.  In 1919, though, he 

had joined with Rudolf Schlichter and others to form the provocative, avant-

garde Rih group.  The group challenged the establishment in conformist 

Karlsruhe with graffiti and experimental art and Schlichter and Scholz both 

joined the Communist Party.  Through Schlichter, who moved to Berlin, Scholz 

came into contact with Grosz and other Verist painters working in the capital.  

He began to experiment with collage and some of his works were exhibited in 

the First International Dada Fair in 1920.  In the early 1920s he produced several 

notable paintings that were harshly critical of bourgeois society.   

 

Scholz remained in Karlsruhe, however, and was appointed to the staff at the 

Academy.  In 1925, the year before Braun began his studies, he was made a 

professor.  This was also the point at which he was abandoning his attacking 

Verist style.  He had been working on landscape painting, building on the Baden 

landscape tradition, as well as concentrating on formal effects in painting as can 

be seen in his Selbstbildnis vor der Litfaßsäule of 1926 (Fig 3).
26

  Scrutinizing 

self-portraiture features strongly among Braun‟s early work that has survived, 

which suggests the influence of his professor.  The Baden landscape, in 

particular the Black Forest, would also be a recurring theme in his work 

throughout his life.  Scholz‟s later work was both stylistically and thematically 

more in the Magic Realist wing of Neue Sachlichkeit painting, which had 

particularly developed amongst the Munich painters such as Georg Schrimpf 

and Carlo Mense.  They looked to the Italian artists of the Pittura Metafisica: de 
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Chirico, Sironi and Casorati, for example, whose work would have been known 

to them through the magazine “Valori Plastici”, published in Munich from 1919 

onwards.
27

  Scholz, too, was clearly looking to them when he painted his Seated 

Nude with Plaster Bust of 1927.  They had also explored the juxtaposition of 

human figures with classical statuary.
28

  The Magic Realist influence was also 

represented at Karlsruhe by Schnarrenberger, a leading professor at the 

Academy who nevertheless maintained contact with Munich, his own alma 

mater.  Schnarrenberger‟s painting style has many features in common with the 

Munich painters of the period particularly Schrimpf and Mense.  Braun would 

have been exposed to its influence at Karlsruhe and he was to develop this too in 

his later work.   

 

Braun‟s training, therefore, opened up to him the entire contemporary scene 

following an explosive moment in German art.  Influences would reach him that 

stretched way beyond Baden, from Mannheim, Berlin and Munich, and 

ultimately beyond Germany, particularly from Italy, through which he would 

eventually navigate his own creative path.  He had been exposed to an ample 

range of artistic experience within representational art: a strong traditional base 

in formal skills and solid craftsmanship taught by professors who had embraced 

the power of art, notably the aggressive realism of Neue Sachlichkeit art, to 

make fierce social and political criticism but also, particularly by the time of 

Braun‟s years at Karlsruhe, were exploring realism‟s timeless authority to 

represent eternal values that transcend contemporary circumstances.  

 

                                                 
27

 Michalski, 2003: 71 
28

 Holsten, 1990: 54-57 



 27 

Having completed his studies, Braun was appointed as an art teacher at the Neue 

Stadt School and later at the prestigious Berthold Gymnasium.  Lore Ruf‟s 

brother was taught by him there and described him to Lore as a young, idealistic 

and passionate teacher.  Gretel Bechtold remembers that Braun spent the 

afternoons, when there was no school, painting and working with his keenest 

and most talented pupils either at his home or at the school.  An enthusiastic art 

student herself, she was sometimes allowed to join them and occasionally 

modelled for Braun.  A tender portrait of Gretel survives from this time (Fig 4). 

 

Unfortunately the bulk of Braun‟s pre-war painting has been lost.  This is true of 

a large body of German art from the inter-war years, much having been burned 

by the Nazis or destroyed in the bombing.  Braun himself was not established 

enough to attract the attention of the Nazi iconoclasts and his apartment 

survived the heavy bombing of Freiburg by the British in November 1944.  

French soldiers requisitioned his house during the partition of Germany which 

placed the region in the French Zone.  They disposed of all his possessions, 

including his paintings.  He never returned to live in the apartment even after the 

French had gone and the paintings were never recovered. 

 

Some of Braun‟s paintings had been in his mother‟s house and these have 

survived.  In the main they are paintings that a mother might keep: self-portraits 

and portraits of family members, particularly Marthel, as well as some landscape 

sketches and still life studies. Braun‟s mother also had some sketches and 

studies he made during the war as a soldier: some brought back from the 

Russian front and others sent from France.  These wartime works will be 
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discussed in the next chapter.  A further early work has come to light that had 

been sold before the war (Fig 16).  In addition, four works were acquired in the 

mid 1930s by the Museum für Neue Kunst in Freiburg.  

 

There are a number of landscape sketches, in pencil, ink and watercolour that 

suggest he continued to follow the advice of his drawing master Hubbuch and 

sketch the unspectacular suburban landscapes that surrounded him.  There is 

rarely any sign of human activity in these townscapes.  Empty streets or roads 

leading into a village or town are a regular motif in Braun‟s work.  An early 

example is a village street scene in which the complete lack of human presence 

gives a sense of eerie stillness and calm, often a feature of Neue Sachlichkeit 

painting (Fig 5).  An oil painting depicting the view from a townhouse window 

provides another, more finished example (Fig 6).  The open door and washing 

drying on a line are the only signs of activity among these houses and gardens 

which seem almost suspended in time and movement.   

 

Numerous portraits of Marthel have survived many of which depict her wearing 

fashionable clothes, particularly hats.  In one portrait Braun has captured the soft 

materiality and deep velvet tones of her coat, the richness and softness of her fur 

and the stylish angle of her hat (Fig 7).  Marthel‟s gaze is downward, away from 

the painter and the viewer.  She fills the frame, emerging from the background a 

solitary figure in her own isolated world.  In a second portrait she faces forward, 

yet she still doesn‟t quite meet the viewer‟s eye (Fig 8). Again Braun has given 

much attention to her clothes: her brightly coloured dress and an extraordinary 

hard, white hat.  There is a rather uncanny sensation about the hat.  It appears to 
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have a life of its own, independent of its wearer, as a solid three dimensional 

disc; yet the hat is balanced on Marthel‟s head and casts a shadow across her 

eyes.  Marthel and the hat are portrayed against the plain background, 

objectified, isolated and without contact with the outside world, as often in Neue 

Sachlichkeit portraiture.  A third portrait shows Marthel austerely dressed 

without any ornament (Fig 9).  Her hair is pulled back from her face and her 

gaze is directed straight at the viewer.  She is seated on a high backed chair but 

the furniture blends into the background so that once again it is Marthel herself, 

even more alienated without her fashionable accoutrements, exposed to the 

viewer from a position of human vulnerability that calls to mind the portraits of 

Christian Schad. 

 

Schad‟s portrait of 1926 of his own wife Marcella places her against a 

background: a window onto an empty street (Fig 10).  A houseplant is just 

visible behind her and she is shown stroking a cat on her lap.  Nevertheless, 

there is something quite empty and oddly static about this periphery to which the 

sitter doesn‟t quite seem to belong.  The focus of the painting is in the direct, 

raw and not entirely comfortable gaze that meets the viewer/painter.  Similarly, 

the few accoutrements Braun allows Marthel, such as the hat, seem scarcely to 

belong to her.  His portraits of her depict the same fixed and concentrated gaze 

as Schad‟s of Marcella.  Wieland Schmied‟s remark about Schad‟s sharp 

perception seeming to “cut beneath the skin” of his sitters could also be applied 

to Braun‟s portraits of Marthel.  This is particularly true when one compares 

Braun‟s portrait of Marthel austerely dressed (Fig 9) with Schad‟s portrait of the 

art dealer Lea Bondi (Fig 11).  Schad‟s subject is even more plainly dressed in 
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stark black but both artists have used the same greenish background and harsh 

unflattering light and removed all ornament so that the gaze is entirely the focus 

of these portraits. 

 

Braun incorporated more background elements in a portrait of his younger 

brother (Fig 12).  He is seated on a wooden kitchen chair, elbow leaning on a 

worktop beside a coffee pot.  However there is uneasiness in the posture.  The 

figure is seated at an angle on the chair yet faces the viewer directly.  He is 

wearing short trousers and his knees seem to protrude into the bottom section of 

the canvas.  One hand rests across the back of the chair, the other in his lap; 

neither is quite relaxed.  The figure and the furniture are crowded into a corner 

of the room adding to the sense of discomfort and vulnerability.  As in Dix‟s 

portrait of his parents, the artist persists in cold, detached observation, even of 

close family members.  

 

Several self-portraits have survived from this period, most of which portray 

Braun in the act of painting, as if before a mirror.  An exception to this 

nevertheless shows him with the sleeves rolled up on his blue workman‟s shirt, 

ready to work (Fig 13).  There is nothing in the painting to show the kind of 

work he does.  The artist here is presenting himself as a labourer.  The figure 

fills the frame, particularly on the vertical axis, the top of his head only just 

contained within the picture space, giving an impression of rather claustrophobic 

discomfort.  He gazes directly at the viewer but the defensive, cross-armed 

posture suggests vulnerability and unease.  A second self-portrait shows the 

artist in the act of painting and the activity itself is emphasised in the work by 
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the palette that fills the foreground (Fig 14).  The canvas he is working on 

occupies the bottom left hand corner and is mirrored in the top right by the 

mirror itself. This reduces the amount of pictorial space, trapping the artist who 

is effectively framed by these two frames. Despite the work being about painting 

there is no movement or activity, the figure posed in a trance-like stillness.  He 

wears a rather strange protective covering on his head.  A couple of self-

portraits by Hofer from the same period show the artist in similar headwear, but 

Braun‟s is tied with a ribbon rather like the great eighteenth-century French 

realist and still life painter Chardin in his own self-portraits.  Braun, an 

enthusiastic painter of still lives, may well have depicted himself in deliberate 

homage to Chardin. 

 

One or two of Braun‟s own still life studies have survived.  In one example the 

group of objects has been arranged to achieve a constructive and structured 

pictorial composition though, compared with much Neue Sachlichkeit still life 

painting, it appears a relatively natural, almost random arrangement (Fig 15).  A 

second still life is dated 1933 and simply titled Stilleben (Fig 16).  The painting 

had been sold before the war to a local doctor. Again it depicts an apparently 

random, in fact carefully arranged group of objects with close observation and 

attention to detail.  The choice of objects, particularly the houseplant, is 

common in Neue Sachlichkeit iconography.  Indoor plants such as rubber plants 

and cacti feature in many drawings and paintings of the period, particularly 

those of Dischinger, Braun‟s contemporary at Karlsruhe.  Dischinger‟s 

Grammophon of 1930, featuring houseplants and a record-player by a curtained 

window, had been acquired by Freiburg‟s Museum für Neue Kunst (Fig 17).  An 
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extraordinary quietness, despite the subject, and stasis suffuses Dischinger‟s 

painting, as it does Braun‟s Stilleben.  Plants as ornaments, nature made 

artificial and brought into a closed, indoor setting are coolly presented but 

nevertheless offer a critique of a somewhat stuffy and over-civilized modernity.  

The mask is also a feature of the iconography of the period.  Hofer and 

Beckmann both used masks in their work, as Braun did increasingly in his later 

work, in still lives such as this but more often worn or carried by a harlequin or 

clown.  However coldly observed in a painting such as this where its presence 

appears almost random, the mask represents artifice, superficiality and deceit 

and hides meaning and truth.  Although not overtly political, it is a comment, 

perhaps, on the hypocrisy and decadence of bourgeois society and the rise of 

fascism.   

 

Zwei Trinker, an oil painting also dated 1933, is unusual among Braun‟s pre-war 

paintings that have survived but may have been more typical amongst the whole 

catalogue of his work from this time (Fig 18). As far as we know it does not 

depict any specific friends or family, although if it did it might explain why his 

mother kept it.  It is a contemporary comic genre painting rather like Hubbuch‟s 

watercolour of 1924, Entenräuber (Fig19).
29

 Zwei Trinker depicts two men 

drinking wine, an activity that has clearly already occupied them for some time, 

evidenced by their pink-rimmed eyes and glassy stares.  They are seated 

awkwardly at a table that seems too low for the chairs they are sitting on, their 

human frailty emphasised by the harsh overhead light and the slightly elevated 

position from which the artist and viewer look down on them.   They are the 
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“little men”, or ordinary people whose lives art and literature of the Weimar 

period so frequently sought to depict.
30

  The figure on the right ostentatiously 

holds his glass up to the light as if examining the quality of the wine.  His 

pretentious stance is betrayed by the second figure, still clutching the bottle by 

its neck and leaning for support on the grubby tablecloth.  The affect is one of 

gentle humour, perhaps, but there is no biting social criticism.  Instead Braun 

has approached his subjects with subtle pathos; warmth and affection belie the 

uncompromising realism of his style. 

 

This small collection of Braun‟s paintings from the pre-war years reveal an artist 

well trained in the practical and technical aspects of painting who continued to 

rehearse in his life and work the habits of his training.  The extant work shows 

him committed to realism and to direct depictions of the ordinary world that 

surrounded him: the view from the window, items on the kitchen table, paintings 

of himself at work, portraits of the people around him.  The world he depicts is 

never entirely comfortable.  His anonymous landscapes, devoid of any human 

presence, have an atmosphere of eerie stillness.  His human subjects, himself 

included, seem constrained yet also exposed and vulnerable before his artistic 

scrutiny.  There is a claustrophobic stasis in the cold hard observation of the still 

lives.  These are features common to Neue Sachlichkeit painting throughout 

Germany at the time.  In these paintings he is rarely far from his subject, mostly 

painting directly from life.  As we shall see, the war is to deprive him of 

opportunities for such directly observed painting at the same time opening up 

possibilities of imagined worlds.  His later work will grow the seeds of both 
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Magic Realism and the Baden landscape tradition sown at Karlsruhe, 

nevertheless maintaining a commitment to the realism of his training. 

 

In the early 1930s, despite working full-time as a teacher at the Berthold 

Gymnasium, Braun was beginning to establish himself as an artist in the region.  

He exhibited with the Badische Secession in Freiburg and Munich in 1934 and 

in Baden Baden in 1935.
31

  Provincial cities in Germany such as Freiburg had 

museums of modern art with purchasing policies that were remarkably 

progressive in comparison to Britain and France at this time.  Many of their 

acquisitions would later line the walls of Schandaustellungen  (Shame 

Exhibitions) and the Degenerate Art exhibition, and fuel the bonfires of the Nazi 

iconoclasts but until that time museums such as the Museum für Neue Kunst in 

Freiburg were keen to build collections that reflected the art of the moment.  

After the Freiburg exhibition of the Badische Secession, they acquired four of 

Braun‟s paintings.  Three of these: Kiesgrube (Gravel Pit), Kleine Landschaft 

mit Graben (Small Landscape with Ditch), and Blick vom Rötebuck (View from 

Rötebuck) are the coolly observed, unspectacular local landscapes we have seen 

in his drawings and sketches.  The fourth, Knabe mit Maske (Boy with Mask), 

introduces themes that Braun may well have been working on in these pre-war 

years, though no other examples survive.  The iconography of childhood, as well 

as of masks, puppets, dolls, dummies and other aspects of commedia dell‟arte, is 

much explored in his later post-war work. 
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This period in Braun‟s life sees him poised for success.  He had been taught by 

some of the most important artists of his day; he was alert to the cutting edge art 

movements in Germany at the time; his work was being shown alongside 

important and established realist painters such as the founders of the Badische 

Secession, Hofer and Kanoldt, and being collected by the museum in his home 

town.  Not yet thirty, he must have been optimistic for his future as a painter.  

He could not have foreseen how politics, war, devastation and ultimately even 

the peace would conspire to prevent him from fulfilling the potential he 

evidently held in the early 1930s.     
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CHAPTER TWO 

1936–1947: RUSSIA, FRANCE, USA AND BRITAIN 

 

When the National Socialists assumed full power in Germany with the Enabling 

Act of March 1933, the initial impact on an artist such as Braun would have 

been peripheral.  As we have seen he was established as an art teacher at the 

prestigious Freiburg school, the Berthold Gymnasium and continued to exhibit 

and sell his work to both public and private collectors in the early years of the 

regime.  

 

He must have been dismayed by the dismissal of his former professor at 

Karlsruhe, Georg Scholz, and the subsequent Schandausstellung (Shame 

Exhibition) set up by Hans Bühler, Scholz‟s Nazi-appointed replacement, to 

ridicule modern art in the city.
32

    He would also have been aware of the 

increasing pressure suffered by some of his fellow artists.  Julius Bissier, who 

had attended parties at the Bechtold home, was forced to leave his post at 

Freiburg University in 1934
33

.  Rudolf Grossman retired to Freiburg after being 

removed from his post as Professor at the Art Academy in Berlin
34

.  Like Braun, 

and Braun‟s deposed professors from Karlsruhe, Schnarrenberger and Hubbuch, 

Grossman exhibited with the Badische Secession before that too was forbidden 

by the Nazi authorities in 1936
35

.   
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Braun himself was not established enough to attract the attention of the 

authorities and in any case his realist style would probably have been considered 

acceptable.  A number of Neue Sachlichkeit artists (Schrimpf and Kanoldt, for 

example) were able to continue working in the relatively fluid early period of 

the regime.  While Joseph Goebbels, himself a collector of modern art, and 

Alfred Rosenberg, who promoted a nationalist völkisch art and regarded modern 

art as “cultural bolshevism”, engaged in a power struggle over the Reich‟s 

policy on art and culture, the position of many artists remained unclear.
36

  

Accommodation with the demands of the regime must have seemed for many 

the best option though this would become increasingly difficult as the Nazi 

policy hardened.  Gretel Bechtold reports that both Arthur and her brother 

Rudolf were highly critical of the regime but felt overwhelmed by its power and 

apparent popularity.  Arthur, in his own work as well as in his teaching, 

concentrated on developing the formal and technical elements of his art, rather 

than creative experimentation in subject matter and style.
37

  This absorption in 

perfecting the creative act seems to have been Braun‟s own form of “inner 

emigration” from the state he both feared and despised.   

 

A number of watercolour sketches of the Italian Riviera show he visited Italy in 

1938 and 1940 (Fig 20).  The second of these trips may have been his 

honeymoon as he married Marthel in 1940, shortly before accepting his 

conscription into the German army.  To resist had been proved futile by his 

friend, the pianist Otto Braun, who attempted to flee across the border to 
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Switzerland to evade conscription, but was followed and brought back.
38

  By 

1941 Arthur was fighting in Russia, though he remained there only briefly 

before he contracted dysentery and was sent home.  Unlike many art teachers he 

was not offered, or did not offer himself for, a post as Kriegsmaler (War Artist) 

but served as an ordinary soldier.  Nevertheless some artworks survive from this 

period: mainly landscape drawings and watercolours sketched as his regiment 

pressed into Soviet lands.  These differ in subject matter from the works of the 

Kriegsmaler in that they do not record any aspect of the war itself.  Rather they 

are testament to the duller moments of down-time, often in the sort of 

unspectacular surroundings that Braun had been encouraged to draw at 

Karlsruhe.  Many of the works are the rather bleak depictions of ordinary 

scenes: sheds and woodpiles, empty roads into desolate villages and towns that 

he had sketched so often at home (Fig 21).  In one watercolour sketch, however, 

he attempted to capture the exoticism of the scene, incorporating novel 

architectural features such as the onion dome in bright reds and blues and a hint 

of cubism in the representational style (Fig 22).    

 

The influence of his Neue Sachlichkeit background is evident in a sketch 

depicting female market traders in Russia (Fig 23).  The isolation of the human 

figures is emphasised by their separated positions among the wares and clutter, 

each facing out of the group towards a possible customer outside the pictorial 

space.  The central figure gazes directly at the viewer, her vulnerability exposed 

by the falling open of her coat.  The others sit stiffly, as if they have been there a 
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long time.  One rubs her back with her hand.  Braun has portrayed their rigid, 

stoical bearing with cool detachment yet not without sympathy.    

 

These images, hastily made under difficult circumstances and with limited 

materials, are evidence of Braun‟s commitment as an artist.  The trouble he 

clearly took to preserve even these rough sketches and to bring them home 

despite his illness shows the value he attached to his work. 

 

After a short convalescence Braun was sent to Occupied France.  A number of 

works survive that he sent home from Brittany before the Allied invasion.  

There are several paintings and drawings of the Breton town of Guincamp made 

in 1943 and 1944.  His friend and colleague Guido Bläser reports that Braun 

kept one particular ink drawing of the town pinned to his drawing board for the 

rest of his life (Fig 24).
39

  He must have felt considerable attachment to 

Guincamp as he was to return after the war in 1949, and again in 1964 and 1967 

to sketch and paint it again.   

 

Braun was captured by American troops during the Allied invasion in June 1944 

and taken from Brest to a POW camp in the United States.  He was held at 

Lordsburg, New Mexico until after the capitulation of Germany in May 1945.  

One simple yet tender painting survives from Lordsburg depicting a fresh-faced 

youth delicately playing a recorder (Fig 25).  The figure, eyes closed in 

completely focussed concentration on perfecting the creative act, seems to 

illustrate Braun‟s personal form of artistic “inner emigration” from the horror 
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and tedium of war and imprisonment.  The painting is on cardboard in a 

makeshift frame.  The inscription verso shows it was officially signed over to 

him when he left Lordsburg in May 1945 when the war in Europe had ended 

(Fig 26).  He was detained in the USA, at Camp Spokane, Washington, for 

several months after the war, like many POWs providing much needed 

agricultural labour.  In the meantime bad news was arriving from home.  Braun 

met a friend from Freiburg, the late Ernst Friedlin during a four week hop-

picking duty in Oregon in the autumn of 1945.
40

  Friedlin recorded the meeting 

in his diary: 

 

Here in Camp Adair I met a friend from my home town (Arthur Braun) 

whose wife had been killed in a bombing raid.  He received the news in a 

letter from home and was in a state of shock.  We tried to comfort him 

and told him that life had to go on.  However in the end he had to come 

to terms with the situation himself.  Later others received similar bad 

news.
41

 

 

 

 

In fact Braun had received two letters on the same day: one short note from 

Hilda Eckhert telling him that Marthel was dead; and another letter, probably 

from his mother, informing him of the destruction caused by the Allied bombing 

of Freiburg.   He was later to discover that Marthel had died of cancer some 

months before the bombing.  The grief and shock of this bereavement remained 

with him throughout the remainder of his incarceration in America and the sea 

voyage back to Europe in the last months of 1945. 
42
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To the great distress of the POWs, their ship docked, not as they had expected at 

Hamburg, but in Liverpool.  They were distributed among POW camps 

throughout the north of England where, as in America, they were to provide a 

much needed labour force.  Braun was sent to the village of Methley near 

Castleford, West Yorkshire.   

 

There were many Catholic prisoners among the POWs at Methley, including a 

Franciscan Friar who acted as Chaplain and arranged for the POWs to attend 

mass at St Joseph‟s RC church in Castleford.  Parishioners recall these masses, 

particularly on feast days, with affection: the liturgy in Latin, but Gospel 

readings and sermons in both English and German, and the POWs singing 

German hymns accompanied by their own very talented organist.
43

  Three 

German nuns, Pallottine Missionary Sisters, had been living in Castleford since 

1935.  They were well-integrated through the infant school and day nursery they 

provided for the children of the town.  During the war, their internment had 

consisted merely of weekly visits from the police with whom they formed 

excellent relations.  These nuns offered refreshments to the POWs after mass.
 44

     

 

Braun had rejected the Catholicism of his up-bringing but was nevertheless 

persuaded to attend mass on Christmas Day 1945 and the party afterwards that 

was hosted by the Sisters.   One of them, Sr Petrona, remembers him as “a very 

serious man, not one you would ever joke with”. They spoke about art and he 

expressed a fervent wish to paint.  Materials were hard to come by in post-war 

Britain but Sr Petrona supplied him with a linen bed-sheet, brushes and powder 
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paints from the school.  Braun was able to get hold of some wood to make a 

stretcher and linseed oil to mix with the powder paints.  His fellow POWs 

helped him to set up a makeshift studio in the camp and Braun set to work. 

 

He painted Maria in den Ruinen, a huge work measuring eight feet by five (Fig 

27).  The theme is a traditional pre-reformation Christian motif: a Madonna and 

child surrounded by supplicant victims within a devastated landscape.  It is 

related to the image of the Virgin of Mercy popular in Europe in the Middle 

Ages.  At first glance the iconography could indeed pass for medieval painting.  

The ruined townscape and the four supplicants to the left and right of the 

Madonna could belong to this period, as could the water carriers in the 

background.  Yet the Madonna‟s face and expression are distinctly modern.  The 

figures kneeling in the foreground rubble: one holding up her child for blessing 

and protection, the other‟s hands clasped in prayer; are also contemporary 

figures.  Their clothing, simple and ragged as it is, is of the mid-twentieth 

century.  Almost completely hidden behind the Virgin‟s cloak, another figure, 

also contemporary as far as we can tell, peers directly and disconcertingly at the 

viewer with his one visible eye.  The figures stand or kneel amongst piles of 

rubble, whilst in the background to the right the shells of former dwellings and a 

church stand ruined and empty.  The landscape is painted in muted, earthy tones, 

although there is a harsh reddish light on the face and arm of the kneeling 

supplicant in the foreground, emphasising the rawness and vulnerability of 

human flesh.  The sky behind them: ominously dark on the left, a sulphurous 

brightness on the right, with streaks of red and green; seems to augur further 

suffering to come.   
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The painting, once completed, was carried down to the church and the canvas 

stretched over a large mirror with a heavy gilt frame in the presbytery.  The 

image fits the frame perfectly in terms of both size and composition which 

suggests this was intended when he began the painting.  It remained there until 

the nuns moved to a larger Pallottine convent in Rochdale in 1948.  There it 

hung on the stairwell in the Convent High School (later Beechwood Grammar 

School) until the school closed and the convent disbanded in 1997 (Fig 28).  

Braun returned to Germany in September 1947.  Although he mentioned having 

made a painting in England, he never spoke of its subject matter or size.  

 

The theme of the painting is at odds with Braun‟s rejection of Catholicism, 

which he maintained throughout his life.  It was presumably selected to 

acknowledge the help and patronage of the Pallottine sisters and to express his 

gratitude.  However, other German artists of the period whose work in general 

was concerned with secular themes nevertheless found the iconography of 

Christianity a useful template for depicting war and horror, for example Dix‟s 

Triptychon der Krieg of 1932 (Fig 29).   The nuns received the painting and 

displayed it prominently after the war as a powerful illustration of the mercy and 

succour offered by the Virgin to the victims of war. The late Sr Aquinata, 

another German nun, who taught at the school in the 1960s, remembers it well: 

 

I often stood on the landing of the main steps …. and meditated on it, 

often in tears, as it recalls memories of a sad phase of my life, which are 

so vividly expressed in this picture.  

 

 

Sr Aquinata likened it to the shrines to the Virgin in southern Germany: 
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One famous one is in Ravensburg, east of Freiburg and north of 

Friedrichschafen (the Zeppelin town) on the Bodensee.  There is a statue 

of the Schutzmantelmadonna of the 15
th

 century.  I bet Arthur Braun 

knew it personally and remembered it when he painted his “Madonna in 

the Ruins”.  Also a favourite hymn we often sang in those years: “Maria, 

breit den Mantel aus” might have influenced his mind and been his 

silent prayer during his personal struggle to come to terms with the 

events of his life.
 45

  

 

 

The Schutzmantelmadonna (Madonna of the Sheltering Cloak) was a popular 

image in medieval Germany and Italy and it is undoubtedly true that Braun was 

familiar with it and had probably seen the Ravensburg Madonna (Fig 30). He 

was probably also aware of Martin Luther‟s scathing judgement of the image as 

“a hen with her chicks”.
46

  Braun‟s Madonna is quite different.  Unlike the 

Ravensburg Madonna, she is on the same scale as the other human figures.  She 

stands above the supplicants only because they are kneeling before her.  She has 

none of the radiance or holy aura of the traditional Madonna figure.  Her face, 

with its downcast and sorrowful expression shows that she too is a victim.  It is 

the face of an ordinary young woman powerless to protect the people or deliver 

them from their suffering.   

 

In most traditional images of the Sheltering Cloak, like the Ravensburg figure, 

the Madonna is not holding the Christ child, but holds her cloak outstretched 

over the supplicants below.  In those which do feature the child, angels often 

hold out the cloak leaving the Virgin‟s hands free to cradle the child.  Braun‟s 

Virgin pulls her cloak tightly around the child in her left hand.  Her right hand is 

outstretched ostensibly in a traditional gesture of blessing.  However the gesture 
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also suggests an attempt to hold the supplicants at bay, overwhelmed by their 

clamouring need.  The posture draws the cloak around the Virgin‟s own body.  

Although it falls across the shoulder of the supplicant on her right, its protection 

is futile. On the Virgin‟s left another supplicant plucks hopelessly at the hem.  

Beneath the cloak, under the Virgin‟s hands, are two cavernous areas of bitumen 

black.  There is no shelter here.  

 

The hands of the figures in this painting, particularly the female figures, are 

disproportionately large.  This amplifies and exaggerates their gestures.  In the 

case of the Madonna herself it draws attention to her ambivalent gesture of both 

blessing and warding off the petitioners around her.  Braun would only have 

fellow POWs as models if he were to paint from life.  This may explain the size 

and masculine appearance of the hands.  

 

Braun told Sr Petrona that he had painted a tiny boat on the horizon just visible 

at the very top of the painting to represent the boat that had brought the POWs 

to Britain. Both Gretel Bechtold and Ernst Friedlin, seeing a photograph of the 

painting over fifty years later identified the Madonna as a youthful and idealised 

Marthel.  While Ernst Friedlin also identified the hidden figure behind the 

Virgin‟s cloak as Braun himself, Gretel Bechtold disagreed.  There is so little of 

the face visible that it is impossible to tell but, if we accept the other symbolism 

in the picture, it is hard to imagine what the figure is doing there if it is not the 

artist, depicting himself as a victim of war whose gaze is fixed, not on the 

Madonna like the other sufferers, but at the viewer outside the physical and 

temporal landscape of the painting.  Responsibility for the deliverance of future 
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generations from the pain of war lies with the viewer of the painting rather than 

any supernatural powers possessed by the Madonna.       

 

On a personal level the painting can also be read as a form of self-prescribed 

therapy for Braun‟s state of shock and bereavement observed by both Ernst 

Friedlin and Sr Petrona following the death of his wife.  Braun had not been 

through any of the rituals normally associated with bereavement.  He had not 

seen the corpse, attended a funeral service nor come across items belonging to 

the deceased in the weeks following the death.  Psychiatrist Dr David Milnes 

has speculated in a brief article how the processes involved in making the 

painting may have substituted for these more normal stages in dealing with 

shock and sudden grief: 

 

 

Mental imagery is associated with both post-traumatic shock and 

grief….The careful composition, mixing and laying down of pigment 

would have acted as a form of graded exposure to haunting memories. 

Deprived of a body and funeral ceremony Braun was able to sublimate 

his grief through the symbolic act of laying her image to rest upon a bed 

sheet, the artistic process acting as the catalyst for his emotions.
 47

 

 

 

This adds a further layer to Braun‟s “inner emigration” into art.  He is not 

merely withdrawing into art‟s own hermetic world of beauty and perfection, 

closing his eyes, like the flute-playing youth in the Lordsburg painting, to the 

suffering; but using art to confront a reality that otherwise cannot be borne.   

 

This extraordinary painting: considerably the largest of Braun‟s known works; 

made far from home when he was forty years old and at midpoint in a career 
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savagely interrupted by politics, war and devastation; left behind and never 

afterwards discussed, nevertheless occupies a pivotal position in his life‟s work.  

The earlier work: still-life, portraiture or landscape; had largely been drawn 

from life, the subject directly in front of the artist as the work was made.  In 

cases where this was not quite so (Zwei Trinker (Fig 18), for example) close 

observation of the subject, probably in drawings or sketches made in the 

moment, are likely to have directly informed the final work.  The figures in 

Maria in den Ruinen, on the other hand, are necessarily drawn, at least in part, 

from memory and imagination.  We have it on good authority that the Madonna 

herself was based on Marthel, whom he had painted many times over the course 

of several years.  We can only speculate whether the other figures in the painting 

were based on actual people he knew, but he has clearly depicted them as real 

individuals as if they had been observed from life.  The extent to which this is 

true varies slightly from figure to figure.  The young couple with the baby 

kneeling in the foreground seem highly individual and very likely to have been 

at least partly based on memories of specific individuals.  The remaining 

figures: the girl and elderly woman on the left; the boy and elderly man on the 

right; and the shadowy water-carriers seem rather more caricatured and likely to 

have been imagined.  The variation in age and gender of the figures makes it 

improbable that they were based entirely on life models as there would have 

been no women, elderly people or children at the camp.  He may, however have 

used models for observing certain parts, such as hands as suggested above.   

 

Painting figures from memory and imagination rather than from life is a 

departure from the closely observed paintings of the pre-war years.  But Maria 
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in den Ruinen also points towards the work he was to make later, in which the 

human figures become less individual, less drawn from life and more 

representations of the mood they convey.  Indeed the face of the girl on the left 

of the painting can be read as a forerunner of the puzzlingly flat and heavy 

featured forest-folk depicted in many of his later paintings. 

 

Braun made at least two more paintings for the nuns.  The Catholic POWs 

commissioned him to paint St Joseph, patron saint of the church, as a gift for the 

sisters (Fig 31).  Braun painted the saint in rough workman‟s clothes, standing 

before an open window with a carpenter‟s axe in one hand, in the other a fish 

and small loaf on a plate.  These items represent both the hospitality and the 

tools of his trade that the nuns had generously provided for Braun himself.  The 

window looks out onto a small village in a mountainous landscape reminiscent 

of his Black Forest home.  A dedication to the three sisters in beautiful 

calligraphy from the Catholic prisoners with some thirty signatures is stuck to 

the back of the painting.  The St Joseph figure would seem to be modelled from 

a real human subject and could have been posed by a fellow POW, possibly one 

of the signatories to the gift.   

 

The second painting features three angels playing music (Fig 32).  They are 

portrayed as young human women; only their wings in the background reveal 

they are angels.  The faces, hands and instruments (a harp, triangle and song 

sheet) fill the picture space, barely contained by the frame.  The foreground is 

dominated by the large expressive hands of the triangle player.  Their facial 

expressions of trance-like absorption and delicate hand postures echo the 
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painting made at Lordsburg, re-stating the role of focussed creativity in coping 

with war and bereavement.  The sisters still have these two paintings in their UK 

headquarters in London.  Sr Petrona claimed there was a third painting of St 

Teresa of Avila but this was left in the presbytery at St Joseph‟s and has since 

been lost.
48

  

 

Clearly Braun was able to continue painting throughout the war, maintaining the 

practices he had developed previously, but also incorporating new aspects that 

reflected his circumstances, in particular the religious subject matter he 

embraced in Britain.   Throughout the darkest period, when he was trying to 

come to terms with Marthel‟s death and the destruction of Freiburg whilst 

detained unexpectedly in Britain, painting seems to have become a means of 

coping with and overcoming his shock, grief and frustration.   

 

Meanwhile, as war-time measures were relaxed, he was able to send and receive 

letters to and from home.  Gretel Bechtold reports that all three of the Bechtold 

sisters, as well as Hilda Eckhert, wrote to Arthur from war-ravaged Germany 

during this period.  She claims they were all hoping to marry him on his 

homecoming.  The only letter that survives is one Braun wrote to Ida Bechtold, 

whom he did marry shortly after his return. The letter makes clear his 

uncertainty about what awaits him at home: 

 

How my future will turn out is still very uncertain, at least from where 

I‟m standing.  Perhaps you see it a little more clearly as you are 

                                                 
48

 Interview with Sr Dr Petrona SAC Schmitz: 20.02.99 



 50 

experiencing the present situation at home on a daily basis.  My outlook 

is restricted.
 49

 

 

 

Ida was living in Heidelberg in the post-war American Zone, separated from her 

family in Freiburg in the French Zone.  It seems unlikely that she would have 

had a very much clearer idea of the future of Germany than Arthur.  The tone of 

Arthur‟s letter, however, is optimistic that, despite all he has gone through, there 

may be a glimmer of hope for the future: 

 

None of us knows what fate intends for us.  But I can believe, since it 

has tested me hard enough already, that there may perhaps be a little bit 

of luck left over for me.  And why should it not be possible to learn to 

understand each other so that we can seize this small piece of good 

fortune together?  

 

 

And so it was with hope for the future that Braun returned, in the autumn of 

1947, to his much-changed homeland.  He kept with him the little painting on 

cardboard of the flute-playing boy that he had carried with him since the end of 

the war.  In future years he would continue to take refuge from hardship in the 

artistic absorption and concentration embodied in that painting.  But the vast 

Maria in den Ruinen was left behind, never to be spoken of again.  In that 

painting, it seems, he intended to leave behind his mourning for Marthel, the 

suffering of humanity in war-time, his grateful yet ambivalent feelings towards 

his religious patrons as well as his commitment to absolute objectivity in 

painting.  He went home cautiously optimistic that he might enjoy the fruits of 

peace-time in a new relationship with Ida, no longer a prisoner, free from the 
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constraints of war, religion and politics and free also to explore and develop in 

new directions in his art.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

 1947–1977: FREIBURG 

 

Braun was finally repatriated in September 1947.  Eager to restore and rebuild 

his life after the devastation of the war, he made straight for Heidelberg where 

he and Ida became engaged and obtained the papers for her transfer to Freiburg 

so they could be married at the earliest opportunity.   Living conditions in 

Freiburg were appalling, however, and must have shocked him despite what he 

had already heard about the bombing.  Eighty percent of the city was destroyed, 

causing thousands of people to flee to the mountains.  Gretel Bechtold 

remembers how they returned to clear the rubble and try to rebuild their homes 

amid the chaos and disorder.  There was no electricity or running water and they 

had to bring wood back from the forest to burn to keep warm.
50

    

 

When Arthur discovered that his house had been requisitioned he went to live at 

the Bechtolds‟ crowded home.  Herr Bechtold and his wife, their three daughters 

and Rudolf (recently returned from a Russian POW camp) were all living there, 

as well as a French family with several young children.  The Bechtolds‟ 

youngest son had been killed at the Eastern Front early in the war.  Arthur‟s two 

brothers had also been lost in the East, though they could not discover what had 

happened to them.  According to Gretel, Braun‟s parents never accepted that 

their sons had died and continued to hope for their return.  Every Christmas 

Arthur‟s father would ask if they should send clothes to the boys in Russia.  

Those who had returned were much changed.  Gretel recalls both Arthur and 
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Rudolf calling out and crying in the night in those first months after their return.  

By day they were aggressive and uncommunicative, quite altered from the 

earnest and idealistic young men who had debated into the small hours in the 

1930s.  To her knowledge, neither ever spoke about their experiences in the war. 

 

The most immediate problem they all faced in the aftermath of war, however, 

was hunger.  Gretel remembers the great joy with which they greeted the French 

family one day when they returned from a trip to Lindau in Bavaria with a bag 

of potatoes.  Such windfalls were uncommon, though, and Arthur and Ida 

frequently set out on foot into the countryside to seek food for them all.  Stories 

abounded of stores of food near the Swiss border on the Bodensee but often they 

searched in vain.  They called at countless mills and farms but the doors were 

seldom opened.  On one occasion a crust of dry bread was thrown down to them 

from an upstairs window.  This enraged Arthur and is reminiscent of a story told 

of his former professor at Karlsruhe, Georg Scholz, who suffered similar 

treatment at the hands of a farmer after WW1.  Such experiences led to Scholz‟s 

scathing painting of a farming family of 1920, Industriebauern (Fig 33).
51

 

Arthur told the Bechtolds that the Brauns had relatives in America who were 

said to own a sausage factory.  He wrote to them describing their plight.  They 

had not been too hopeful and so were surprised and delighted when a month or 

so later a parcel arrived from America.  Gretel recalls gathering excitedly round 

Arthur as he untied the parcel.  She also remembers their deep disappointment 

and Arthur‟s fury when the parcel was revealed to contain a bible and dozens of 
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prayerful letters from the entire congregation of his relatives‟ church but no food 

at all. 

 

Despite the hunger and poverty, Arthur and Ida were married in the first months 

of his return.  It was a poor wedding indeed with nothing to eat.  Gretel 

remembers Arthur and Ida quarrelling because Ida would not wear Marthel‟s 

wedding dress.  She insisted they had a dress sent to them from relatives in the 

Black Forest.  Perhaps Arthur had this in mind when he painted Bauernbraut in 

1965 (Fig 34).  The hardship they were suffering is well concealed, though, in a 

photograph of the wedding party standing in sunlight on the steps of their house 

(Fig 35). 

 

The cramped conditions in the house were not conducive to painting and Arthur 

frequently went out to paint en plein air, often accompanied by Gretel.  

Occasionally he would also paint in the house.  There is a photograph of a 

painting, now lost, of Gretel sleeping in her chair, still in her coat, after one 

painting trip (Fig 36).  Closely observed directly from life, this painting 

objectifies the sitter in the manner of Braun‟s pre-war work.  The relaxed and 

open pose of the sleeping model is much more comfortable than the uneasy 

portraits of the 1930s, but there is a discomforting sense of voyeurism in such 

close scrutiny of an unconscious and vulnerable sitter.  Gretel herself was 

unaware of this painting until the photograph was found among Ida‟s papers 

after her death in 1995 alongside a photograph of a second painting in which 

Braun develops the theme (Fig 37).   Here the hard chair and bare walls have 

gone, replaced by theatrical drapery.  The rough bulky fabric of Gretel‟s coat is 
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altered into a silken cloak and she carries a mask.  She has been transformed 

into an enchanted sleeping Columbine.  She now stands, held like a puppet or 

posed like a mannequin by a Harlequin in the wing of a theatre.  The Harlequin 

wears a dreamy expression of trance-like reverie.  They are artist and muse 

absorbed and engaged in the creative act.  As in Maria in den Ruinen, Braun‟s 

realism transcends reality; the cold, hard, direct observation of his portraiture 

idealised into a metaphorical, imagined fantasy.  This calls to mind Beckmann‟s 

“transcendental objectivity”, containing what Schmied terms “both vision and 

reality…indicating how the metaphysical shines through the physical world”. 

While Braun‟s work retains more of the idealisation and beauty of Magic 

Realism, he shares Beckmann‟s quest for “mythical order in the randomness of 

everyday life” and is beginning in this work, like Beckmann, to present objects 

as “both things and images”.
52

 

 

Art‟s response to the chaos of ruin and defeat in Germany as a whole after 1945 

has often been contrasted with the situation after the First World War: 

 

when different forms of emotive and strident expression came into their 

own, when New Objectivity cut through the sham of profiteering and 

middle class complacency, when art was a direct and violent protest 

against physical, moral and political conditions.
 53

 

 

 

The reaction in 1951 appeared to the same commentator to be characterised by 

“apathy and indifference”.
 
This criticism seems harsh considering the level of 

physical destruction Germans were dealing with after WW2 compared to the 
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aftermath of WW1 but it is certainly striking that almost none of the art of the 

period seems to deal directly with German post-war reality.  This must be due at 

least in part to the difficulty perceived nationwide in finding an appropriate 

cultural response to the German experience of National Socialism, in particular 

the Holocaust.  The frequently quoted and much debated statement of Theodor 

Adorno: “Writing poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric”, has been subjected to a 

range of interpretations and clarifications since but nevertheless summarises the 

feeling among practitioners in all the arts that any cultural response would 

always be inadequate to the horror of the Holocaust.
54

 It perhaps goes some way 

to understanding how an artistic crisis could develop around the Menschenbild 

or image of man in the post-war years.  Yule Heibel has described how the 

image of man was destabilized and damaged firstly in Germany by the total 

identification Nazism demanded of individuals with Hitler himself, and 

secondly in all of the western world, but especially in Germany, by the 

monstrous and dehumanising crimes of the Holocaust.  By 1950 this had been 

widely enough acknowledged to be the subject of a symposium held in 

Darmstadt entitled “The Image of Man in our Times”.
55

 

 

Heibel paraphrases the critic Franz Roh, writing at this time, who identified 

three distinct forms of painting: 

 

Realism, which includes Surrealism and “Magic Realism”; second, an art 

that abstracts from real objects, or in which real objects serve as the 

inspiring force….; finally there is the new painting, which does not 

abstract in this sense at all.  (This) abstraction, independent of social 
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ethos and objective reality, is absolute, and this absoluteness is somehow 

to be enjoyed sensually … as Idea.
56

   

 

 

The text to which Heibel refers is published in the catalogue to the first 

exhibition of the ZEN49 group of artists (Baumeister, Cavael, Winter and 

others), a group formed specifically to paint in the third of Roh‟s categories, 

“the new painting”.  Baumeister in particular championed abstraction, 

vehemently opposed by Hofer, with “bitter acrimony” in the post-war years.
57

  

Zen49 regarded this “absolute abstraction” to be the natural successor to the pre-

war Expressionist movements prior to the rupture brought about by Nazism and 

the war.  Abstraction rather than figurative art was also promoted by the allied 

occupying governments, particularly the Americans, who were keen to advance 

art forms previously regarded as degenerate by the Nazis.  Realism and 

objectivity had been compromised through being favoured by the regime.  As 

the Cold War developed, they were additionally compromised through being the 

prevailing forms of Soviet and East German art.   Abstraction, on the other hand, 

was seen to embody the freedom and individuality promoted by America and 

the West.
58

  It also allowed art to develop without confronting directly the 

difficulties surrounding the Menschenbild.  It was to become the dominant form 

of art in West Germany after the war, particularly in the south-west, where it 

radiated from the “school of abstraction” based in Stuttgart.
59

  Arthur Braun 

would certainly have felt its influence in Freiburg.  He attended a lecture at the 

University of Freiburg in 1950 entitled “Über den Gegenstand der Abstrakten 

Kunst” and is reported to have asked many questions of the speaker, Professor 
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Adolf Weis, resulting in a long friendship between Braun and Professor Weis 

and his wife.
60

   

 

Siegfried Gohr claims that the fierce debates surrounding realism versus 

abstraction in the late 1940s and early 1950s repressed more compelling 

questions such as: 

 

How art could react to Germany‟s tragic situation after 1945; how the 

new art should be linked to Germany‟s own artistic tradition and history; 

and what it wanted to achieve beyond simply adopting the latest ideas 

from abroad.
61

 

 

 

Braun was essentially a realist painter, though he was prepared to experiment 

with abstraction: both abstracting from real objects and pure abstraction. He 

may well have been asking such questions as these of “the new art”.   It would 

seem that, despite all the fury of the debates surrounding art and the apparent 

enthusiasm for abstraction of Baumeister and others, something vital was 

missing.  As living conditions improved in Germany throughout the 1950‟s and 

a certain distance was gained on the immediate impact of the war this seems to 

have become more apparent.  Ludwig Greve, writing of the group of artists that 

had formed at Bernstein around HAP Grieshaber in the early 1950s, described 

“a time of summoning.  There must still be people in the defeated country who 

would be able to transform an empty cell.”
62

 Yet a full-hearted cultural response 

to the times was seemingly precluded by the effort of reconstruction.  Eckhart 

Gillen quotes Walter Dirks: “Fear and the need for security and comfort were 
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stronger than courage, truth and sacrifice, and that‟s how we live in the age of 

restoration.”
63

 Gillen also describes how the author Alfred Döblin, having 

returned to Germany from France after the war, finally gave up his attempt 

intellectually to “re-educate” the Germans in democracy in Braun‟s home state 

of Baden in 1953 and left the country for ever, remarking “how complacent it all 

seems”.
64

  Even in an article optimistically, if a little patronisingly, entitled “The 

Miracle of Postwar German Art”, the American art historian Alfred Werner 

could only come up with the faintest of praise: 

 

Compared to other nations, the Germans of the Bonn Republic are rather 

“well-behaved” and “civilized” in the realm of art.  They have no bold 

pathfinders….Yet we must not be harsh.  At least in one aspect there is 

something wholesome about this new German art: it is non-Germanic, 

non-Teutonic, it is European, and even cosmopolitan in outlook and 

style.
65

 

 

 

 

This is the cultural context in which Braun sought to reconstruct both his life 

and his art in the years following the war.  Art, especially modern art, had lost 

twelve years in which there had been no interaction with the arts abroad and no 

new artists trained, save in the narrow schools permitted by the Nazis.  Modern 

art had been declared degenerate and its artists forbidden to paint.  In part at 

least as a reaction to this, abstraction, especially a pure form of metaphysical 

abstraction, such as that practised by Zen49, was the dominant art form, widely 

praised by the avant-garde and encouraged by the occupying powers.  The 

Documenta exhibitions held in Kassel beginning in 1955 particularly promoted 
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abstract painting, showcasing artists such as Nay who, though trained by Hofer 

before the war, had abandoned realism in favour of abstraction.   Ironically, the 

post-war era did not lead to the recovery of the realist painting cast out by the 

Nazis as degenerate art, but to the virtually exclusive approbation of abstraction, 

particularly American Abstract Expressionism as shown at the second 

Documenta exhibition in 1959 to great acclaim.
66

 Figurative art was 

compromised because of its associations with totalitarianism: both with the 

previous Nazi regime and with the Soviet east.  The human figure in particular 

was destabilized as a subject by the crisis that surrounded the Menschenbild.  As 

the economic reconstruction progressed it became increasingly apparent that art 

was falling behind, “wholesome” and outward-looking at best, but lacking in the 

kind of inspirational source from which “bold pathfinders” might spring. 

 

Braun was painting throughout the period as well as reconstructing his own life 

in the new Germany.  Like many artists and artisans in Freiburg, including his 

own father and Gretel Bechtold, he went to work at a “school for weavers” in 

the first months after his return.
67

 Later he found a teaching job several miles 

away in Ettenheim, all the Freiburg city schools having been destroyed.  When 

the Bechtold Gymnasium was rebuilt Braun was re-employed there, eventually 

becoming Head of Art.  In the meantime he bought a patch of woodland on a 

steep hillside on the edge of the suburb of Merzhausen where he was born, 

cleared the land and built a house (Fig 38).  The Brauns moved into the house in 

1952.  A colleague of Arthur‟s, Herr Mehltretter, and his young wife moved in 
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with them.  Their son Igor was later born there and spent the first years of his 

life in the house until his parents built their own home nearer to Freiburg in the 

1960s.  The Brauns became godparents to Igor and remained close to him 

throughout their lives.  They had no children of their own and, when Ida died in 

1995, Igor inherited the house and most of Arthur‟s paintings.  According to 

Gretel, Arthur in particular had wanted children but starvation in wartime and in 

the years following the war had left Ida unable to conceive.  They also became 

godparents to the five children of another close colleague, Guido Bläser, and 

maintained strong lifelong bonds with them too (Fig 39).
68

 Children were 

important to Braun and childhood is a recurrent theme in his post-war painting. 

 

Arthur exhibited again with the re-formed Badische Secession in 1951 in 

Munich alongside some of the great realist painters from before the war, Dix, 

Scholz and Hofer.
69

  The group disbanded again for good the following year, a 

reflection perhaps of the lack of enthusiasm for the realist painting of most of its 

members.  One of his paintings, illustrated in the catalogue, was 

Schäppelmädchen, now lost (Fig 40).
70

  The painting shows two young women 

in Black Forest country costume, clutching bibles and rosary beads.  The figures 

are a little more stylized than Braun‟s starkly realistic pre-war figures.  They 

stand back to back, one not quite directly facing the viewer, the other not quite 

in profile.  At first glance one might appear to be a mirror image of the other; 

their clothes are identical, including their extraordinary elaborate hats, and they 

both have the same rather stiff doll-like posture that contradicts the soft human 
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piety in their faces.  The individuality of the figures is sublimated by their 

identical costumes and accoutrements, as well as by the collective postures of 

worship; nevertheless Braun has portrayed them with sympathy and tenderness 

as real women.  The position of the two heads, facing in opposite directions and 

seemingly joined at the back, resembles the two faces of Janus, enabling Braun 

to hint at the hypocrisy of religion without denying the genuine human faith and 

piety of individual chapel-goers. 

 

There is no record that Braun exhibited again until the late 1960s when he 

retired from teaching and was painting full time.  He was consistently dedicated 

to painting throughout however, experimenting with a variety of styles, 

including both pure abstraction and abstracting from real objects, and exploring 

a range of subject matter, including landscapes and still life painting.  Yet his 

principal concern in the post-war period was with the human figure, which, 

although he never returned to the minutely observed portraiture of the pre-war 

years, he was determined to depict with a degree of realism.  He was possibly 

seeking his own answers to the questions surrounding the Menschenbild and 

how art might look to Germany‟s own artistic tradition and history to create a 

response to the tragic situation after 1945. 

 

Braun draws on the Baden pastoral tradition of Thoma and Schirmer and depicts 

his men and women in the rural idyll of the Black Forest as country people 

living off the land.  In many of the paintings they are harvesting as in Weinlesen 

of 1964 (Fig 41).  The figures are plump and healthy, dressed in simple work 

clothes.  The trees are abundant and the sun is shining, yet there is no joy in the 
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painting, rather a heaviness and melancholy.  Nor is there any interaction 

between the figures.  Despite the idyllic pastoral surroundings and the 

abundance of the harvest, these figures go about their work with weary and 

rather empty resignation.  This is not an attitude observed from life, as is the 

tension and discomfort of his pre-war figures, but inhabited by imagined figures 

whose solid posture and flat, expressionless faces give physical shape to a numb 

and silent sorrow.  The same is true of the figures in Zwei Frauen mit Tulpen 

(Fig 42), although they are not here engaged in heavy work but in the 

pleasurable activity of arranging spring flowers.  In Zwei Schmetterlingsfänger 

(Fig 43) of the same year the lightness and movement of the butterflies only 

emphasises the solidity of the human figures.  Even the young girls in the much 

earlier (1950) Drei Mädchen mit Girlanden (Fig 44) do not seem part of a 

collective or festive activity.   Over and again in Braun‟s post-war work, his 

human figures seem trapped in a melancholic torpor from which neither the 

natural beauty of their surroundings, nor the wholesomeness of their work and 

leisure activities, nor indeed their communities, can free them.  

 

Never is this melancholy as poignant as when Braun portrays children at play as 

in Vier Seilspringer of 1957 (Fig 45).  The freedom and joy associated with the 

game of skipping are a startling contrast to the synchronised, robotic movement 

depicted here and the glassy, directionless gazes of the children.   Braun presents 

children involved in various activities of childhood throughout the post-war 

period: sports days, for example, blowing bubbles or playing in snow; almost 

always with the same lack of engagement and blankness of expression seen 

here.  Even in the superficially more affectionate Mutter mit Kind auf Arm (Fig 
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46) there is a distance between the two figures: the child rejecting with his hand 

and turning away from his mother‟s weary but tender gaze.  In several paintings 

children are depicted with dolls or puppets.  In Gruppe mit Puppen, for example, 

the children appear much more engaged with the dolls than with each other and 

seem to be attempting to animate them (Fig 47).  Indeed there is little difference 

between the children themselves and the lifeless playthings.   

 

One noteworthy exception is Paar (Fig 48).  Here the grieving couple loom out 

of the picture space.  Behind them a brightening dawn illuminates what may be 

a graveyard on the horizon.  Otherwise they emerge from the darkness: rounded, 

fleshy, only too human and exposed to suffering.  The emotion is palpable, the 

couple‟s grief raw.  They touch one another, sharing a suffering that can barely 

be borne.  Again, these figures are not observed from life but embodiments of 

the emotions they convey.  Perhaps it is from such raw pain and sorrow as this 

that Braun‟s other figures take refuge in blank incomprehension or weary 

resignation. 

 

Braun‟s human form is a disquieting figure; its solidity a bar to human contact, 

between subject and viewer as well as among the subjects themselves.  Any 

activity is automatic, robotic: it is missing some vital spark of engagement or 

connectedness, without which it cannot be quite whole, entirely human.  Yule 

Heibel has described how both the industrial scale and the industrial methods 

deployed in the Holocaust reduced man to the level of apparatus, a cog in a 

machine, and human death to mass-produced factory goods: 
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With „man‟ turned into an apparatus – a machine – he gave up human 

form (spiritually speaking), and was geared to the quantitative and thus 

could become anything at all.  Unmoored from divine origins…he came 

to be haunted by that old…fear of the demonic, now in a post-machine 

age guise: he became the automaton, the marionette without a soul, the 

worshipper of idols, the non-human human.
 71

   

 

 

Braun‟s human figures are just such “non-human humans”.  Despite returning 

them to the forest idyll, he cannot give them back their humanity.  It seems they 

must inhabit their old selves, play out their ancient roles, go through the motions 

of human behaviour as a form of convalescence or even penance.  The fallen 

have been restored to the garden, but they inhabit a limbo whose boundaries are 

formed by their own corporeal frames and their own uncomprehending minds.  

Yet Braun has depicted them with compassion, even empathy.  There is hope of 

restoration but such hope as there is lies in the long repetition of good and 

simple human ways, played out in the forest setting.  It is as if his figures have 

to re-learn how to be human by inhabiting human forms, wearing a mask of 

humanity.   

 

The mask itself is a powerful symbol that is repeated throughout Braun‟s work, 

along with other symbolism of the commedia dell‟arte such as clowns and 

harlequins.  As in Beckmann‟s painting which frequently draws on the same 

imagery this symbolism is:  

 

a metaphor for the artificiality of earthly existence.  Role-playing 

symbolized the survival strategies forced on the individual by the 

arbitrariness of life.  Like a mask the assumed role paradoxically 

revealed what it sought to conceal: the self…
72
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Braun‟s clowns frequently carry masks, often several, as in Schlafender Clown 

mit Masken of 1957 (Fig 49).  This clown, sleeping uncomfortably on a hard 

chair, is crammed into the picture space.  Weariness has overtaken him yet his 

body still cradles protectively the four masks in his lap.  Neither his physical nor 

existential discomfort: his concern to protect his other faces; have prevented him 

from being overcome by exhaustion.  The very face he is wearing, even in sleep, 

also resembles a mask.   

 

 There is a similarly ambivalent portrayal of faces and masks in a menacing 

painting, untitled and undated (Fig 50).  The figure in the foreground resembles 

Braun himself, although the face is caricatured into cruel and manipulative 

mask.  The figure beside him has a mask at his neck, smaller than, but otherwise 

indistinguishable from his own face.  Unlike many of Braun‟s human figures, 

who seem to cower beneath the artist/viewer‟s slightly elevated position; these 

figures are lit from below and loom above the viewer.  The puppets themselves, 

helpless in the strong arms of the puppeteer, seem rather more human than the 

figure manipulating them, who manages to watch both them and the viewer at 

the same time. The two-faced figure behind him holds another puppet dangling 

by its face, a dead weight in the bottom right corner of the painting.  Symbolism 

abounds in this powerful painting about the authority of art, the arbitrariness of 

life and questions of existence and identity.  As in Beckmann, the artist is “both 



 67 

king and jester, plays the part of martyr and clown and acts the criminal and 

victim”.
73

 

 

There is a reminder of Beckmann once again in the mask-like features the artist 

applies to his own face.  Beckmann‟s many self-portraits portray him with an 

inscrutably blank expression.  Braun on the other hand made no more direct 

self-portraits after the war but his role as artist and quest for self-knowledge and 

identity are symbolized in these clowns, harlequins and particularly masks, 

which are frequently shown to be interchangeable.     

 

Braun also draws on classical mythology, particularly the figure of Pan to 

represent the art and the artist.  In Pan mit Flöte Liegend of 1959 (Fig 51) the 

sensuous Pan plays his flute, lying half naked in the dappled light of a sunny 

meadow.  With his doll-like face and cap he also resembles the Pierrot of 

commedia dell‟arte.  It is reminiscent of the painting of a flute player Braun 

made in Lordsburg POW camp during the war: a sweet, rosy-lipped boy 

dedicated to making music.  Unlike the Lordsburg boy, however, Pan has his 

eyes wide open to the sensual beauty of his surroundings in nature.  The warm 

flesh tones and sumptuously patterned red and blue robe, as well as the balance 

of line between the sharp points of the horns and pipes contrasted with the soft 

curves of the figure‟s buttocks and legs add to the sense of harmony and accord 

of art in nature.  Many years later Braun, in the only letter in existence which 

refers to his painting, wrote to his friend Heinz Bläser, Guido‟s brother, an 

architect in Frankfurt: 
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For me there is only escape from this sick world.  Maybe there is a 

different way: that is the escape into balance…the escape into harmony 

of shape and colour.  And this accord, this way out of inconsistency, is 

poetry, out of the unevenness of being into the metric of shapes and 

sounds.
74

 

 

     

This painting gives expression to the notion of art as escape from arbitrariness 

into harmony, as indeed do Braun‟s many paintings featuring music.  The 

symbolism of music to represent what he is trying to achieve in art: “A small 

piece of eternity, as far as it is possible for a human being to put this into a 

shape”; is a recurrent theme in Braun‟s work.
75

  Four years after painting the 

music-playing angels for the sisters in Castleford, Braun was to pick up the 

theme again in an untitled sketch he gave to a colleague (Fig 52).  Using simple 

shapes and colours Braun has created in the posture of these figures, the 

instruments and their hands upon them, the essence of their collective sound.  

Like the earlier angels these figures are quite human.  It is only their art that 

makes them sublime.  A more finished and formalised attempt to create the 

same idea is a painting made as a wedding gift for Rudolf Bechtold (Fig 53), 

although the sense of sound, rhythm and movement is perhaps best captured in 

the sketchy earlier work.    

 

Although Braun frequently painted music being made by angels, and 

mythological beings, he also painted human figures making music, almost 

always presenting the music as having some sort of transcendental power as in 

an untitled, undated painting of two young men playing guitars (Fig 54).  These 
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are the ordinary, earthbound forest-folk of so many of Braun‟s post-war 

paintings.  But here their heavy bodies and flat features are animated by the 

music.  There is delicacy and movement, concentration and poise.  If they shut 

out the world it is to be more at one with their art, to increase their sensitivity 

rather than to numb it. 

 

Braun‟s realism has come a long way from the stark, cold observations of his 

Neue Sachlichkeit training.  His godson Igor Mehltretter, remembering the artist 

in his last years, reports that “he made most of his pictures from his imagination 

and fantasy; very seldom he had a sketch or any kind of model (sic)”.
76

  It is a 

more spiritual and metaphorical truth that is conveyed in these later works.  

After he retired in 1968, he did occasional part-time work in another school in 

Freiburg, the Merienschule, but otherwise dedicated himself entirely to painting.  

According to his niece, who visited the Brauns in these later years, his habit then 

was to sleep through the day and paint at night.
77

   

 

There were two exhibitions of his work at the Galerie des Deutschen 

Bücherbundes in Karlsruhe in 1969 and in 1972, both curated by his friend since 

their student days at the Academy in Karlsruhe, Theo Sand.  Braun exhibited 

both abstract and figurative work.  A reviewer for the Badische Neueste 

Nachrichten dismisses any suggestion that there might be conflict between the 
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two: “For Braun, abstraction or representation are not meant to be criteria to 

evaluate his art.  Instead he uses them equally within his creative work.”
78

 

 

 

Perhaps by the late sixties, as Shmied points out: 

 

  

…the advent and universal recognition of American artists like Jasper 

Johns and Robert Rauschenberg, followed by Pop Artists such as 

Warhol, Oldenberg, Lichtenstein and Rosenquist, caused a radical 

change in opinion….. The word pluralism entered the fray… 

 

 

According to Schmied it was only now that a “simple and dubious conclusion” 

had been reached that “both Objectivity and Abstraction are right in their way, 

both have their justifications and can exist side by side”, that realism could be 

re-assessed and rehabilitated and that Neue Sachlichkeit could be conceived as 

“a contribution in its own right rather than as a deviation from the true path of 

history of art”.
 79

   

 

Yet Braun still does not quite seem to fit.  His art has its roots in older traditions 

than 1960s Pop Art.  At the opening of the exhibition:  

 

Theo Sand ascribed the distinctive order, which is inherent in Braun‟s art 

and which expresses the artist‟s moral ideals, to the revolutionary 

changes within artistic production after the turn of the century – Sand 

highlighted … “Brücke” and the “Blauen Reiter”.  Arthur Braun‟s 

ultimate aim seems to be achieving a harmony between tensions and 

opposites.
80
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This suggests that Sand saw Braun‟s work, even now, as progressing naturally 

from Expressionism, through Neue Sachlichkeit and Magic Realism as a quest 

for harmony, order and, ultimately, truth.  Braun, to use Dennis Crockett‟s 

preferred term, was a Post-Expressionist artist.   

 

As Crockett has argued convincingly, Expressionism in Germany did not end 

with the emergence of Neue Sachlichkeit in the mid-1920s and Neue 

Sachlichkeit, in turn, did not represent a complete rejection of Expressionism‟s 

spiritual values.  He cites Hartlaub himself, the champion of Neue Sachlichkeit, 

reviewing the 1920 exhibition of German Expressionism at Darmstadt, and 

arguing that “Expressionism was in a state of crisis, but far from dead.  On the 

contrary, he praised Expressionism as the first spiritual art since the Middle 

Ages”.
81

  

 

Two years later Hartlaub claimed the new “naturalist” art “still retained many 

elements of Expressionism”.
82

 To follow Crockett in viewing the realism of the 

mid to late 1920s, when Braun was learning his craft, as Post-Expressionist, and 

to classify Braun as a Post-Expressionist artist, is a considerably more helpful 

context within which to understand his work.  

 

Indeed, both of the artists with whom Braun‟s post-war painting can most 

closely be identified, Beckmann and Hofer, can also be viewed in this light.  

Even Roh, whose book Nach-Expressionismus: Magischer Realismus in 1925 

first presented the characteristics of Expressionism and those of the new realism 
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(which he called Magic Realism) as polar opposites, listed both Beckmann and 

Hofer in the second of his “seven discernible directions within Post-

Expressionism”: “those who still used Expressionist elements but who had 

sharpened and solidified their objects”.
83

  Considerably younger, Braun did not 

even begin his training until after 1925 and from the beginning his painting was 

characterised by the sharpness and solidity of objects called for by the new 

naturalism.  His development took the opposite path towards an increasingly 

imagined reality: at times metaphorical and transcendental like Beckmann; at 

others melancholy and philosophical like Hofer, but nevertheless drawing from 

the same Expressionist inheritance. 

 

Braun‟s reviewer continued: 

 

For Braun, art is a necessity, a counterweight to everyday life.  He once 

said: „Art helps me to order my life and the life of my friends.  It allows 

us to fulfil our existence meaningfully, honestly and truthfully.‟  This 

statement is not only a personal as well as an artistic concept; it also 

explains why Braun understands the tensions between light and shade as 

a spiritual process, as a dynamic of self-awareness and magical 

inexplicability.
84

 

 

 

Braun‟s own preferred term for his art was Poetic Realism, which he was keen 

to distinguish from Romanticism: 

 

How wrong it is to mix up poetry with Romanticism.  Poetic Realism is 

a realism, a view on the outer and inner world, which searches for the 
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solid, the unalterable, the constant; it searches for something which is 

independent of fashion and time.
85

 

 

 

But any recognition, such as it was, that Braun began to receive in the late 

sixties and early seventies had really come too late.  “Fashion and time” had 

already consigned his life‟s work to the outer edges of the art world.  By the 

time he died in 1977 he was a bitter and disappointed man, according to his 

close friend and colleague at the Merienschule, Lore Ruf.
86

  His neighbour 

Waltraut Kegel said she thought he was “angry never to have been recognised 

for his art”.
87

   His final work was to design his own gravestone with the help of 

an artist couple (a ceramicist and sculptor).  A grey stone monolith, which 

nevertheless possesses a delicate symmetry, balancing rough and smooth, dark 

and light, it stands in the graveyard at Merzhausen with an inscription that reads 

simply “Maler Arthur Braun” (Fig 55).  
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CONCLUSION 

 

A reflection on the career of Arthur Braun calls into question categorisations of 

German art in the twentieth century that have, until relatively recently, gone 

unchallenged.  He received a thorough grounding through his training in 

Karlsruhe in the pure and closely observed realism that had so lately come to the 

fore, described initially by Roh and then by others as the antithesis of German 

Expressionism.
88

  Yet, although the new realism may have sought to reign in 

some of the excesses of Expressionism and concern itself with the here and now, 

a study of Braun‟s paintings, even from these early years, reveals a 

consciousness that feeling in art is not done away with by scrutiny and cool 

observation.  The position of the subject in a portrait, choice of background, size 

of picture space and angle of observation all convey emotion and mood, as does 

the gaze, however diffident or enigmatic, of the sitter; the presence or otherwise 

of movement or activity in a street scene can do likewise, as can the selection 

and positioning of objects in a still life.  Gefühl ist Privatsache (from Brecht in 

1926) was the title of an exhibition of Neue Sachlichkeit drawings, prints and 

watercolours in Berlin in 2010, and the feelings expressed in many of these 

works have a tendency to be quieter, more complex emotions that require a 

closer examination to recognize.  However, the violence of the “sex murder” 

works of Dix and Schlichter, for example, can testify that is not always so in 

Neue Sachlichkeit art.  Feeling may be a private matter, but it is still very much 

present in these realist paintings and its presence is drawn from the experience 

of Expressionism. 
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In the case of Braun, whose work developed away from actual observation, 

through memory towards a realism of the imagination in which objects, 

particularly human figures, were portrayed to express a spiritual and 

metaphorical reality, his debt to Expressionism increased as his painting 

changed through time.  While he may have embraced the discipline of Neue 

Sachlichkeit and its honest scrutiny, a view of his whole career would suggest 

that he might best be described as Post-Expressionist painter, acknowledging the 

influence of the earlier movement in the development of his work.  This 

questions the positioning of Neue Sachlichkeit as the antithesis of 

Expressionism.  Crockett disputed this view, until then widely accepted, in 

1999, making a good case for freeing Post-Expressionist art from the 

“fundamental inaccuracy” of its interpretation by Jost Hermand and others as an 

art of resignation and stabilisation during the late 1920s.
89

  Braun‟s work 

supports this argument on the grounds of the aesthetic influences present in his 

painting throughout his career. 

 

The implications of this for the historiography of modern German art are wide 

and far-reaching not least because it strengthens the argument questioning the 

dubious positioning of 1920s German realism as somehow linked to the art of 

the Nazi period.  Although his ultimate intention is to refute this positioning, it 

is best summarised by Schmied in his catalogue to the exhibition of Neue 

Sachlichkeit art at the Hayward Gallery in 1978: 
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One of the criticisms levelled against the Neue Sachlichkeit is that it 

allowed itself to be perverted and transformed into the official Nazi 

style, or that it at least prepared the ground for that kind of 

governmentally encouraged daubing…
90

 

 

 

 

He goes on to defend the Neue Sachlichkeit artists by pointing out that they were 

almost all removed from their posts or declared degenerate by the Nazi 

authorities and to echo the statement he made in the opening paragraph of the 

catalogue that “only in the most superficial view could the art of the Nazi period 

possibly be seen as a continuation of tendencies within Neue Sachlichkeit.”
91

 

 

 

The fact that as late as 1978 Schmied had to make such an obvious point so 

prominently in his catalogue suggests he felt he had a case to answer and that 

Neue Sachlichkeit  had indeed been identified alongside Nazi art in the post-war 

period.  Schmied, incidentally, also follows Roh in defining the new art in terms 

of its opposition to Expressionism after WW1: 

 

After the ecstasies of Expressionism artists now sought the sobriety of 

the eye; cosmic dreams gave way to banal events, emotional excess to 

total unsentimentality.  Expressionism had reached for the stars: artists 

now wanted to feel the firm ground under their feet.  The Apocalypse 

had happened, and so apocalyptic rhetoric had served its turn.
92

 

 

 

As an artist who began his training in 1926, shortly after the new realism came 

to prominence, and embraced it with enthusiasm, yet who retained many of the 

concerns of Expressionism and developed them throughout his career, Braun 

shows this polarization to be mistaken.  Nazism after 1933, not Neue 
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Sachlichkeit in 1925, rejected Expressionism, along with all modern art that had 

developed in Germany including Dada, the Bauhaus and, indeed, Neue 

Sachlichkeit as well. 

 

In 1945, in the wake of an arguably even more devastating apocalypse which 

left German culture desperately seeking an appropriate rhetoric with which to 

respond, the same binary was to reappear.  Expressionism in Germany, 

particularly abstract expressionism as developed by artists such as Klee and 

Kandinsky, was rescued from the abyss of degeneracy into which it had been 

cast by the Nazis and warmly appraised by the victors as the art of freedom, 

individuality and internationalism.  Realism on the other hand was identified 

closely with the rejection of Expressionism and therefore, despite many Neue 

Sachlichkeit artists having suffered the same fate as the Expressionists under the 

Reich, was itself rejected along with Nazi “governmentally encouraged 

daubing” as the art of mass culture, totalitarianism and German inwardness.   

 

Expressionism was further celebrated as the natural forerunner of abstraction.  

At the second Documenta exhibition in Kassel in 1959, for example “post-war 

abstraction, in the form of l‟art informel, tachisme, gestural painting and 

American abstract expressionism, was the main style on view”.
93

 

 

 

Werner Haftmann noted in the catalogue: 

 

The art of the present stands with its roots in a firm continuity that is 

based on insights worked out in the first decades of our century.   The 

                                                 
93

 Floyd, 2006: 67 



 78 

processes that can be observed are more evolutionary than 

revolutionary.
94

 

 

 

The exhibition and the catalogue illustrated this “continuity” between modern 

and contemporary art but German Expressionists Kandinsky and Klee, alongside 

Mondrian “were set apart as Lehrmeister of twentieth-century art”
95

 

 

There was no place for Neue Sachlichkeit in this evolutionary process and no 

suggestion that any kind of realism might also develop as a Post-Expressionist 

art form.  The opposition of Neue Sachlichkeit to Expressionism was thus 

expanded in the post-war years into a presentation of realism as the opposite of 

abstraction.  Expressionist artists themselves might not have accepted this 

polarised view.  Kandinsky, celebrated by Haftmann in the 1950s for having 

given birth to abstraction, was nevertheless keen to demonstrate the 

inconsequentiality of form except as a material expression of the artist‟s spirit.
96

  

Selz, also writing in the 1950s, points this out: 

 

Content always creates its own appropriate form.  Form may be chosen 

from anywhere between the two extreme poles: the great abstraction and 

the great realism.  Kandinsky then proceeded to prove that these 

opposites, the abstract and the realistic, are actually identical, and that 

form is therefore an insignificant concern to the artist…
97

 

 

 

 

Kandinsky refuses to distinguish between realism and abstraction; in fact 

Expressionism is arguably characterised by its lack of concern with this question 
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and Post-Expressionist art may have developed along either abstract or realist 

paths, or indeed many variations and combinations of the two.  

 

But lines were drawn very early in the post-war years between them, taking the 

form of the virulent debate between Hofer and Baumeister,  eventually won by 

Baumeister, helped at least in part by the fact that it was politically judicious to 

promote the art favoured by the Western powers:  

 

In West Germany it was abstraction as backed by Baumeister which 

eventually won the acquiescence if not the hearts of the people: it was 

palpably not „Germanic‟ and could be interpreted as expressive of free, 

democratic and individualistic societies – as such, regardless of its 

„revolutionary‟ aesthetic content, it was profoundly attractive to the 

political masters.
98

 

 

 

 

 

The loss of this debate led to the fall of Hofer‟s work into relative obscurity and 

even contributed to his death in 1955.
99

 Otto Dix‟s biographer complained about 

“the abstractionist stronghold that prevented Dix from achieving the exposure he 

deserved after the war”.
100

 Beckmann‟s “transcendental realism” was marked 

out as somehow different and he achieved a comparative level of acceptance in 

the post-war period.  Generally though, established artists who persisted in 

realism after the war waited many years for their work to be regarded again and 

there may be many emerging artists like Braun whose work, falling through 

these cracks in these accepted classifications of art, has never been considered at 

all.  
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In 1997 the exhibition German Expressionism: Art and Society at the Palazzo 

Grassi in Venice included several Neue Sachlichkeit artists including Dix, 

Beckmann, Scholz and Grosz.  In the introduction to the catalogue Stephanie 

Barron lists „Toward a New Order‟ as the last of seven themes covered by the 

exhibition which showcased Expressionist art up to 1924, acknowledging as 

Expressionists these “pioneers of a new style, a new objectivity, marked by 

diffidence and scepticism”.
101

 She ends the introduction by concurring, 

however, that the new style ultimately replaced rather than developed 

Expressionism: 

 

Ultimately Expressionism disappeared.  Its practitioners did not suddenly 

abandon it…but it was no longer allied with the avant-garde…A clear 

look at everyday life, an unsentimentality in detail and the rise of an 

industrial society were all part of the new spirit.  The slogan of the new 

generation would be new objectivity and new reality.
102

 

 

 

Crockett‟s study, which looks behind the slogans at what it was these artists 

were trying to achieve, admits no such dichotomy; and among the paintings 

themselves in the exhibition there is nothing jarring to differentiate “the new 

style” from the old.  Rather than rejecting or even just replacing Expressionism, 

the Post-Expressionist artists sought to rejuvenate it: to maintain and develop its 

vitality and inner spirit by discarding some of its vagueness and excess and 

returning to the object.  Hartlaub‟s original title for the Mannheim exhibition 

planned for 1923 was Return to Nature, Exhibition of Post-Expressionist Art, 
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Neue Sachlichkeit.
103

  When the exhibition finally took place in 1925, Hartlaub 

wrote: 

 

Soon it will be recognised that the seed of the new art was already 

contained in the old (Expressionism), and that even today‟s Verism 

retains much of the visionary fantastic quality of the older art.
104

 

 

 

 

The Post-Expressionists sought to invigorate the “metaphysical elements” and 

“visionary fantastic quality” of Expressionism through serious and studied 

detachment, what Beckmann called a “sachlichkeit of the inner vision”.
105

  What 

Beckmann himself sought, as Crockett, acknowledging the enigmatic nature of 

many of his statements, explains, “was to penetrate and give pictorial form to 

the essence of the human condition…”
106

 

 

Hofer too made his aims clear in his contribution to the debate in 1922: 

 

It is not hard … to create illusionistic works approximating nature.  It is 

equally easy … to form individualistic, abstract creations far from 

nature.  It is the talent of rare men to represent inner expression in the 

universally comprehensible language of natural forms…
107

 

 

 

It is also noteworthy that most of the artists associated with Post-Expressionism 

“in counterdistinction to most Expressionists” had undergone formal training.
108

  

These artists, noted for the seriousness and studiousness with which they 

approached their art, would apply both their talent and their training to the close 
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observation of natural forms in order to give expression to an inner spiritual 

truth about the human condition. 

 

From the outset and throughout his career, Braun also followed this brief.  This 

is particularly true when he depicts the human figure.  From the close, 

claustrophobic scrutiny of the early portraits, the gentle humour of Zwei Trinker 

and the hasty sketches of the stoical market ladies in Russia, via the powerful 

exploitation of religious imagery and symbolism of Maria in den Ruinen and the 

music-making angels to the tragic lost figures in the post-war forests of Baden, 

Braun gets under the skin of his human subjects to give expression to the 

vacillating permutations of courage, vulnerability and incomprehension with 

which they face the world.   

 

Much of his art deals with questions about art itself and its power to understand 

or even alleviate the human condition.  Deploying motifs from the commedia 

dell arte, like his fellow Post-Expressionists, Beckmann and Hofer, he plays 

many roles in the allegory of his art, sometimes several at once.  Art itself for 

Braun presents a glimmer of possibility for human redemption.  Through art, 

frequently depicted as music, man can perhaps regain his human soul.  Braun‟s 

artist-musicians, often portrayed as angels, signify the purpose of art for Braun, 

the Post-Expressionist: they are able, in the act of making art, to transcend the 

crisis of humanity, connect with one another and with beauty in the world. 
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Fig 1: Arthur Braun (right) with colleagues at the Badische Landeskunstschule (1927). 

 

 

 
 

Fig 2: Arthur Braun. Haslach, Freiburg, 1939, Collection Bläser family, Stegen.  

 Ink on paper.  
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Fig 3: Georg Scholz. Selbstbildnis vor der Litfaßsäule, 1926, Collection Staatliche 

Kunsthalle, Karlsruhe.  Oil on board. 

 

 
 

Fig 4: Arthur Braun. Portrait of Gretel Bechtold, 1930s. Collection Gretel Bechtold, 

Freiburg. Oil on canvas. 
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Fig 5: Arthur Braun. Untitled (village street scene), 1930s, Collection Waltraut Kegel, 

Freiburg. Gouache on paper.  

 

 
 

Fig 6: Arthur Braun. Untitled (suburban townscape), 1930s, Collection Waltraut 

Kegel, Freiburg. Oil on canvas. 
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Fig 7: Arthur Braun. Portrait of Marthel Schafstedt (nee Eckhert) with fur, 1930s, 

Collection Waltraut Kegel, Freiburg. Oil on canvas. 

 

 
 

Fig 8: Arthur Braun. Portrait of Marthel Schafstedt (nee Eckhert) in white hat, 1930s, 

Collection Waltraut Kegel, Freiburg. Oil on canvas. 
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Fig 9: Arthur Braun. Portrait of Marthel Schafstedt (nee Eckhert) on green sofa, 

1930s, Collection Waltraut Kegel, Freiburg. Oil on canvas. 

 

 
 

Fig 10: Christian Schad. Marcella, 1926, Private Collection. Oil on wood. 
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Fig 11: Christian Schad, The Art Dealer Lea Bondi, 1927, Collection Museum 

Moderner Kunst Stiftung Ludwig, Vienna.  Oil on canvas. 

 

 

 
 

Fig 12: Arthur Braun. Portrait of the Artist‟s Brother, 1930s, Collection Gretel 

Bechtold, Freiburg. Oil on canvas. 
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Fig 13: Arthur Braun. Self-Portrait, 1934, Collection Bläser family, Stegen. 

Oil on canvas. 

 

 
 

Fig 14: Arthur Braun. Self-Portrait, 1930s, Collection Waltraut Kegel, Freiburg.  

Oil on Canvas. 
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Fig 15: Arthur Braun. Untitled (still life), 1930s, Collection Waltraut Kegel, Freiburg. 

Oil on canvas. 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig 16: Arthur Braun. Stilleben, 1933, Collection Petra Frohnmüller-Haufmann, Lahr. 

Oil on canvas. 
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Fig 17: Rudolf Dischinger, Grammophon, 1930, Collection Museum für Neue Kunst, 

Freiburg. Oil on plywood. 

 

 
 

Fig 18: Arthur Braun. Zwei Trinker, 1933, Collection Igor Mehltretter, Freiburg. 

Oil on canvas. 
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Fig 19: Karl Hubbuch, Entenräuber, c 1924-1925, Collection Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart. 

Pencil and watercolour. 

 

 
 

Fig 20: Arthur Braun. Italian Coastal Scene, 1938, Collection Bläser family, Stegen. 

Watercolour on paper. 
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Fig 21: Arthur Braun. Untitled (Russian Landscape), 1942, Collection Bläser family, 

Stegen.  Watercolour on paper. 

 

 
 

Fig 22: Arthur Braun.  Russland, 1941, Collection Gretel Bechtold, Freiburg. 

Watercolour on paper. 
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Fig 23: Arthur Braun. Untitled (Russian Market Scene), 1941,  

Collection Bläser family, Stegen. Watercolour on paper. 

 

 
 

Fig 24: Arthur Braun. Guincamp, 1943, Collection Bläser family, Stegen. Ink on 

paper. 
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Fig 25: Arthur Braun. Untitled (boy playing recorder), 1945, Collection Gretel 

Bechtold, Freiburg. Mixed media. 

 

 
 

Fig 26: Inscription verso painting in Fig 20. 
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Fig 27: Arthur Braun. Maria in den Ruinen, 1946, Collection Milnes, York. 

Oil on linen bed-sheet. 

 

 
 

Fig 28: Main Hall at Beechwood School, Rochdale with Maria in den Ruinen hanging 

above the staircase. 
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Fig 29: Otto Dix. Triptychon der Krieg, 1932, Collection Galerie Neue Meister, 

Dresden.  Oil on wood. 

 

 

 
Fig 30: Michael Erhart. Schutzmantelmadonna, 1480s, Collection Staatliche Museen 

Berlin. Painted Limewood. 
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Fig 31: Arthur Braun. St Joseph, 1946, Collection Pallottine Missionary Sisters, 

London. Oil on board. 

 

 
 

Fig 32: Arthur Braun. Untitled (music-playing angels), 1946, Collection Pallottine 

Missionary Sisters, London.  Oil on board. 
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Fig 33: Georg Scholz, Industriebauern, 1920, Collection Van der Heydt Museum, 

Wuppertal. Oil and collage on plywood. 

 

 

 
 

Fig 34: Arthur Braun. Bauernbraut, 1965, Collection Igor Mehltretter, Freiburg. 

Mixed media. 
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Fig 35: The Wedding of Arthur and Ida Braun, 1947. 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig 36: Arthur Braun. Untitled (Gretel Bechtold sleeping), c. 1948, (Lost). 
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Fig 37: Arthur Braun. Untitled (Harlequin and Colombine), c. 1948 (Lost). 

 

 

 
 

Fig 38: The Brauns‟ house at Im Hau 14, Merzhausen.  
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Fig 39: Arthur Braun with Thomas Bläser, 1959. 

 

 

 
 

Fig 40: Arthur Braun. Schäppelmädchen, c. 1950, (Lost). 
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Fig 41: Arthur Braun. Weinlesen, 1964, Collection Igor Mehltretter, Freiburg.  

Mixed media. 

 

 
 

Fig 42: Arthur Braun. Zwei Frauen mit Tulpen, 1962, Collection Igor Mehltretter, 

Freiburg. Mixed media. 
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Fig 43: Arthur Braun. Zwei Schmetterlingsfänger, 1962, Collection Gretel Bechtold, 

Freiburg. Mixed media. 

 

 

 
 

Fig 44: Arthur Braun. Drei Mädchen mit Girlanden, 1950, Collection Igor 

Mehltretter, Freiburg. Mixed media. 
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Fig 45: Arthur Braun. Vier Seilspringer, 1957, Collection Margaret Zimmerman, 

Freiburg.  Mixed media. 

 

 
 

Fig 46: Arthur Braun. Mutter mit Kind auf Arm, 1968, Collection Margaret 

Zimmerman, Freiburg. Mixed media. 
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Fig 47: Arthur Braun. Gruppe mit Puppen, 1972, Collection Igor Mehltretter, 

Freiburg. Mixed media. 

 

 
 

Fig 48: Arthur Braun. Paar, 1965, Collection Bläser Family, Stegen. Mixed media. 
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Fig 49: Arthur Braun. Schlafender Clown mit Masken, 1957, Collection Bläser 

Family, Stegen. Mixed media. 

 

 
 

Fig 50: Arthur Braun. Untitled (masked puppeteers), undated, Collection Bläser 

Family, Stegen. Mixed media. 
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Fig 51: Arthur Braun. Pan mit Flöte Liegend, 1959, Collection Igor Mehltretter, 

Freiburg.  Mixed media. 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig 52: Arthur Braun. Untitled, 1950, Collection Roland Kiefer, Freiburg.  

Gouache. 
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Fig 53: Arthur Braun. Untitled (music-playing angels), undated, Collection 

Gretel Bechtold, Freiburg. Oil on board. 

 

 
 

Fig 54: Arthur Braun. Untitled (boys with guitars), undated, Collection Bläser 

Family, Stegen. Mixed media. 



 116 

 

 
 

Fig 55: Arthur Braun‟s gravestone at the cemetery in Merzhausen, Freiburg. 

 


