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It is not often that a remarkable new painting by a little-known artist is rediscovered and provides
a profound rethinking of an entire school of art. Max Pietschmann (fig. 1), the son of a royal
official in Dresden, studied at that city’s Art Academy from 1883 to 1889. His teachers, the
German Leon Pohle and the Belgian-born Ferdinand Pauwels, were imbued with the traditional,
realistic, academic style prevalent at the time. Following this period at the Academy, the young
artist worked in Italy and also at the Académie Julian in Paris. He then returned home to

Dresden and soon his paintings were widely exhibited, including at both the 1893 World’s
Columbian Exposition in Chicago and the 1900 Exposition Universelle in Paris.! Already, in 1894,
Pietschmann was singled out in a London art journal as one of Dresden’s painters “of high
reputation.”? Although he did some mythological subjects influenced to a degree by Klinger and
Bocklin, landscapes, and portraits (figs. 2a-h), as well as poster designs (figs. 3a-b) and prints,
Pietschmann became best known for his nudes usually in outdoor settings (figs. 4a-d). Under the
pseudonym “Francois Laubnitz,” he also produced religious and sentimental themes that,
transferred into chromolithographs (fig. 5), attained great popularity in the early 20" century. As
he was already aged 49 in 1914, he was not mobilized for World War 1. After the War,
Pietschmann associated for a time with the Dresdener Sezession Gruppe. He had first exhibited at
the distinguished Dresden gallery of Ernst Arnold beginning in 1896, and a portrait by him was
shown there as late as 1933, but after that the artist slowly retreated from public view. He
remained in Dresden through World War II and into the Communist era of East Germany, dying at
age 87 in 1952. Sadly, Pietschmann never had a one-man show during his lifetime and only
recently, as his family revealed the contents of his long-hidden estate, including the present oil
study, has his work been once again exhibited and appreciated.*

Pietschmann’s professor at the Dresden Academy, Leon Pohle, who had been teaching there since
1877, was a well-known portrait painter. He also did lively naturalistic studies (figs. 6a-b), and in
at least one case, depicted an exotic individual (fig. 6¢), Pohle sought to replace the outdated
Romantic-Nazarene aesthetic that had previously flourished at the school with a new, more free
approach. This included study from the live model in a vivid, direct manner. As the specific date
on this painting makes evident, it was in late 1885 that the students in Professor Pohle’s life-
painting class were presented with an unexpected model — a young black man girded with a red
and gold sash. The resulting oil studies by three of the students survive and allow us to judge the
impact made by this individual’s dramatic presence. In addition to this painting by Pietschmann,
the others are by Robert Sterl (fig. 7a)’ and Osmar Schindler (fig. 7b), who both went on to have



distinguished careers. Each young artist (figs. 7c-¢) produced a striking study that represents the
exact same arms-crossed pose and contrasts the whites of the model’s eyes to his muscular, dark
body, as well as capturing the gleam of the glistening cloth. Pietschmann’s portrait seems to be the
most powerful and best executed of the three studies. In his other student works of the 1880s, he
was already employing a rather rough textured style that carried on for a time into the 20™
century (figs. 8a-c), and he also was to prove himself a master in the depiction of flesh in his
various female nudes of this same period (figs. 9a-c). But it is safe to say that he, as well as

his fellow students, seldom rose again to such spectacular heights, capturing here the distinctive
presence of a very alive, relaxed but intense individual so unlikely and unexpected in the staid
Dresden Academy of the time.

Studies of black models were known in Northern European art since the time of Rubens and

van Dyck (figs. 10a-c) in the 17" century, and the appearance of a black man in the art of Dresden
and the Germanic lands was not a completely unique occurrence and had some antecedents. For
example, among the treasures in Dresden’s famed Green Vault were many brilliant sculptures of
the early 18" century representing black or Moorish figures (figs. 11a-d).® Later in the same
century, the German court painter Antoine Pesne, who also worked for a time in Dresden, often
incorporated black servants into his paintings for German nobles (figs. 12a-b).” Then in the early
19 century the Austrian court painter Albert Schindler created in 1836 a sensitive portrait of a
fellow court employee who was a black man (fig. 13).% Of course, any artist who travelled to Paris
in this period would also have seen one of the most dramatic and romantic representations of a
black man in the famous painting The Raft of the Medusa (fig. 14a) by Théodore Géricault, who in
preparation for his grand canvas, which created a controversy by making the black figure the
pinnacle of the composition, also painted and drew independent studies of black models (figs.
14b-d).° But having a black model, probably from Africa, in the Academy’s studio still seems a
revolutionary step on the part of Professor Pohle. Just the year before this 1885 posing session,
Germany had officially established its colonies on the west coast of Africa, and there was a sizable
influx of Africans into Germany. That very year the German painter Lovis Corinth painted a
portrait of a black seaman, which he entitled Un Othello (fig. 15).1° A few years later in 1894, the
Berlin animal painter Paul Friederich Meyerheim produced scenes of a menagerie that show
Africans employed in the guise of savages (figs 16a-b).!! But the model appearing in
Pietschmann’s and the other students’ paintings is not shown as a caricature, a servant, or in a
demeaning role, but rather as a heroic, almost defiant individual. Indeed, his presence apparently
established something of a tradition as the successor to the present, as yet, unidentified model was
another black man named Tommy Todtmann, who, born in 1877, began work as a model at the
Dresden Academy in 1921. He was subsequently terminated during the Nazi period, despite the
objections of another Pohle student and Academy Professor, Richard Miiller. The exact identity of
the earlier model here depicted in 1885 is currently being researched in the Art Academy
archives.'? During the early 20" century also in Dresden, black models were

employed by the Expressionist artist Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (fig. 17).!3

As the distinguished cultural historian Hugh Honour has written, “Etudes or studies of

blacks were drawn and painted throughout the 19" century. They differ from portraits in that
virtually nothing is, or was supposed necessary to be, known of the men and women
depicted...Studies were painted of people — not only blacks — of social categories or ethnic types
who rarely sat for formal portraits. Conceived primarily as a means of acquiring skill or
knowledge, they were executed as a part of artistic education.”'* However, the exercise in
Professor Pohle’s classroom gave birth to an exceptional work that rises far above a mere
“academic study”, and joins the company of such celebrated compositions as John Philip
Simpson’s The Captive Slave, (The Art Institute of Chicago), and Jean-Léon Gérome’s Bashi-
Bazouk (Metropolitan museum of Art), to become one of the most powerful depictions of a black
man to be found in 19th Century European Art.
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