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After a successful tour in which almost 90,000 people across four UK venues visited 

Portrait of the artist: Käthe Kollwitz, this exhibition of her prints now comes to the 

British Museum featuring new additions of the artist’s work. Kollwitz (1867–1945), 

established herself in an art world dominated by men, depicting universal human 

experiences in a compelling and raw way. Her work has rarely been seen together 

in one display – this exhibition is the first to be devoted to Kollwitz alone in the UK 

since 1995 and will display 48 of her works. 

 

Kollwitz was one of the leading artists of the early twentieth century, notable for 

the emotional power of her drawing, sculpture and her bold, experimental 

printmaking. This exhibition focuses on works – 47 prints and one drawing – almost 

entirely drawn from the British Museum’s remarkable collection, celebrating the 

enduring impact of Kollwitz’s powerful and affecting images.  

 

Portrait of the artist looks at Kollwitz’s work through the exploration of themes: 

moving, perceptive portraits of herself and the poverty-stricken women she 

encountered in Berlin, to viscerally powerful scenes of maternal grief, along with 

social and economic protest. From these themes, she developed an aesthetic vision 

centred on women and the working class.   

 

Highlights of the exhibition include the entire suite of seven arresting woodcuts from 

the portfolio Krieg (War), shown exclusively at the British Museum for this final 

part of the exhibition’s run. Published in 1923, Krieg depicts the emotional anguish 

over the consequences of war for those left behind. In this powerful portfolio, Kollwitz 

was primarily concerned with the experience of women as mothers and widows of the 

young men sacrificed to war, as her eighteen-year old son Peter was in October 

1914.  

 

Other pieces of interest include three rare working states of the brutal print Woman 

with Dead Child (1903). In a haunting premonition of what was to happen in the First 

World War, this composition was based on drawings of herself holding her son Peter 
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when he was seven years old; so visceral is the mother’s grief that she appears to be 

almost devouring her offspring. Further highlights are her eloquent self-portraits, 

which became her most memorable trademark, providing insights into her perception 

of herself. 

 

Käthe Kollwitz (née Schmidt) was born in Königsberg in East Prussia, which formed 

part of Germany between 1871 and 1945. After studying art in Berlin and Munich, in 

1891 she moved permanently to Berlin when she married Karl Kollwitz, a doctor in a 

poor working class district of a rapidly growing city. Kollwitz lived an intensely 

examined life, expressed in her numerous self-portraits, many of which are featured in 

the exhibition. Despite periodic crises of confidence, from an early age she never 

doubted her vocation or her right to operate in the public as well as the private 

sphere, considering her work as an artist to be “always stimulating, rejuvenating, 

exciting and satisfying” (New Year’s Day, 1912). Her mastery of graphic art quickly 

established her reputation in Germany, then further afield as her influence spread to 

Russia and China after the First World War, and by the mid–1930s to the United 

States too. 

 

The Kollwitz works from the British Museum’s collection were largely acquired by 

Campbell Dodgson, former Keeper of the Department of Prints and Drawings (1893–

1932) and bequeathed to the British Museum in 1948. Dodgson bought Kollwitz’s 

prints in Germany before the First World War, influenced by his colleague Max Lehrs 

of the Dresden and Berlin Print Rooms – Kollwitz’s first and greatest champion. The 

exhibition will display this work grouped as: Self-portraits, A Weavers’ Revolt, Death 

and the Mother, ‘The many silent and noisy tragedies of life in a big city’, Peasants 

War, and Woodcuts, War and Remembrance. The final section includes her memorial 

sheet to Karl Liebknecht, the left-wing political activist murdered with Rosa 

Luxemburg by Government forces on 15 January 1919, alongside the portfolio Krieg. 

 

The reception to Kollwitz’s work both contemporary and posthumous, has reflected 

the changing political climate of the twentieth century. She has been a champion of 

working class struggle in the communist countries, and a symbol of reconciliation after 

the reunification of East and West Germany. This followed when an enlarged version 

of her ‘Pietà’, a sculpture of a mother with dead son (1937–39), was installed in the 

Neue Wache in Berlin in 1993 as a memorial to all victims of war and tyranny. She 

has been characterised as an ‘artist of compassion’ and she became a feminist icon, 

one of the aliases of the Guerrilla Girls formed in New York in 1985. But it was as a 

human being and a thinking artist that she defined herself in her letter of forced 

resignation to the Prussian Academy of Arts in 1933. This exhibition shows something 

of how Kollwitz was able to start, lead and sustain that intellectual, emotional and 

creative life.  

 

Frances Carey, curator of the exhibition at the British Museum, said: “Käthe 

Kollwitz’s work must be seen in the original to fully appreciate the power of her 

execution as well as her imagery. Thanks to the partnership with Ikon Gallery, 



Birmingham and with other venues, the British Museum’s collection has been brought 

into the lives of audiences around the country, reaching a fantastic 87,566 people 

from Birmingham to Salisbury and Swansea to Hull. Portrait of the artist will now be 

seen in London as part of the first exhibition devoted to her work in Britain since 

1995.” 

 

Jonathan Watkins, Ikon Director said: “It is wonderful that the British Museum is 

responding so positively to curatorial initiatives taken by other institutions in the UK, 

thus counteracting a metropolitan bias. This exhibition has been a privilege to develop 

and present in such a partnership, to such a wide range of audiences. The poignant 

beauty and political relevance of Kollwitz’s work, especially during these years of 

global unrest, are extraordinary, touching all who have taken this rare opportunity to 

see it.” 

 

Finishing its UK tour at the British Museum, the exhibition has previously been to Ikon 

Gallery (Birmingham), Young Gallery (Salisbury), Glynn Vivian Art Gallery (Swansea) 

and Ferens Art Gallery (Hull) between September 2017 and September 2018 as part 

of the British Museum’s National Programmes to. Another British Museum touring 

exhibition Pushing paper: contemporary drawing from 1970 will also open in 

September in Room 90 at the British Museum, in this case at the start of its UK tour. 

 

The exhibition is organised in partnership between Ikon Gallery and the British 

Museum and is accompanied by a fully illustrated publication. 

 

Notes to editors 

Portrait of the artist: Käthe Kollwitz will run from 12 September 2019 – 12 January 2020 in 

Room 90 at the British Museum. Admission is free. 

Open Saturday – Thursday 10.00–17.30, Friday 10.00–20.30. Last entry 80 mins before 

closing. 

britishmuseum.org    

 

Publication 

To coincide with the exhibition, a beautifully illustrated accompanying book of the same name 

has been published by Ikon Gallery in collaboration with the British Museum, written by 

Frances Carey and Max Egremont. Softback, £20.  

 

The Department of Prints and Drawings 

The Department of Prints and Drawings at the British Museum contains the national collection 

of Western prints and drawings, in the same way as the National Gallery and Tate hold the 

national collection of paintings. It is one of the top three collections of its kind in the world. 

There are approximately 50,000 drawings and over two million prints dating from the 

beginning of the fifteenth century up to the present day. 

 

The collection is available to the public through the Study Room and through a programme of 

temporary displays, touring exhibitions and loans. 

 

Ikon Gallery 
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Ikon is an internationally acclaimed contemporary art venue situated in central Birmingham. 

Established in 1964 by a group of artists, Ikon is an educational charity and works to 

encourage public engagement with contemporary art through exhibiting new work in a context 

of debate and participation. The gallery programme features artists from around the world and 

a variety of media is represented, including sound, film, mixed media, photography, painting, 

sculpture and installation. Ikon’s off-site programme develops dynamic relationships between 

art, artists and audiences outside the gallery. Projects vary enormously in scale, duration and 

location, challenging expectations of where art can be seen and by whom. Education is at the 

heart of Ikon’s activities, stimulating public interest in and understanding of contemporary 

visual art. Through a variety of talks, tours, workshops and seminars, Ikon’s Learning Team 

aims to build dynamic relationships with audiences, enabling visitors to engage with, discuss 

and reflect on contemporary art. www.ikon-gallery.org  

 

 

Follow updates on the exhibition via Facebook, Twitter and Instagram 

@britishmuseum 

For more, follow the British Museum blog at blog.britishmuseum.org 

 

Further information 

Contact the Press Office: 

020 7323 8794 (or 8583/8594) / communications@britishmuseum.org  

High resolution images and caption sheet available at https://bit.ly/2MvcsIR  
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