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We know, of course, that there are affinities between 
modern artists and their remotest ancestors […]. It 
is just the greatest art of all ages that shows those 
affinities, nay more, that lives by them.

(Meier-Graefe [1904] 1908, 1: 4)

1 Tracing Genealogies within the Turn-of-the-Century  
Art Exhibitions

The impact of exhibitions on the spread of modernist movements 
is now seen as pivotal. Critical examination of art exhibitions be-
gan in the 1950s and was concurrent with studies of the World Fairs 
and the historical reevaluation of early twentieth-century art. Since 
then, the history of European modernism has often been present-
ed as a process marked by a series of groundbreaking exhibitions, 
starting with one or another decisive art event. Much literature on 
the subject has reproduced this progressive scheme by bringing to-
gether a sequence of case studies that largely emphasise the global 
character of the artistic process in Europe at the turn of the centu-
ry. There are lists of canonical art shows that shaped art history, be-
cause they prophetically showed new art to a hostile and unprepared 
public. Other studies bring to light the ups and downs of single ex-
hibition societies, maintaining, however, primarily the optics of de-
velopment and emphasising the role of the modernist discourse and 
its onward march.1 Only in the last couple of decades have we start-
ed to see studies aiming to deconstruct the mechanisms that drove 
the formation of the modernist canon.2 It is vital to look at the exhi-
bitions not only to identify what they presented but, most important-
ly, to understand what historiographical constructions they employed 
to justify the legitimacy of the new art they promoted.

Several exhibitions organised at the beginning of the 1910s became 
widely acknowledged to have determined the reception of modern-
ist art. The shows are noted to have fostered its commercial success 
and its influence over artists outside France at a time when it was still 
largely unknown to broader audiences and not yet fully appreciated 
by institutions and critics. Among them were two exhibitions mount-
ed one after another in 1912: the Internationale Kunstausstellung des 

1 For example, some excellent and sourceful works, such as the two volume anthology 
Exhibitions that Made Art History by Bruce Altshuler and his monograph on the avant-
garde shows or the study on the Munich Secession by Maria Makela to one extent or an-
other are, however, biased by these models. See Altshuler 1994, 2008, 2013; Makela 1990.
2 For example, a profound reconsideration of the art system in Europe in the late 19th 
early 20th century made by Robert Jensen (1996) or a collection of essays edited by An-
na Brzyski (2007) that seeks to approach the subject of canons in art history highlight-
ing their diversity and relativity.
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Sonderbunds westdeutscher Kunstfreunde und Künstler (International 
Art Exhibition of the West German Special League of Art Lovers and 
Artists) set up in Cologne, and the Second Post-Impressionist Exhibi-
tion organised in London, mounted at Grafton Galleries by the Brit-
ish critic and art historian Roger Fry. They were closely connected 
and dealt with similar aesthetic questions. Both expressed the seces-
sionist trends in European art where an increasing number of artists 
strived to find markets for their work (Jensen 1996, 22). At the turn 
of the century, new independent art associations were multiplying, of-
ten hiving off from older ones and declaring that their missions were 
more liberal or their stylistic programme more coherent and better 
grounded, which, however, rarely characterised any of them at the 
same time. On the one hand, they were challenging the routine and 
often ossified conventions of local scenes and countering the hostile 
critique of the latest trends in the arts expressed by established ar-
tistic communities (Simon 1976, 51; Joyeux-Prunel 2005, 581). Yet, on 
the other hand, it is important to acknowledge that, by remaining sep-
arate, they largely sought to increase their visibility and improve ex-
hibition infrastructure to reflect their needs (Paret 2001, 63).

Many of these groups employed the tactic of integrating their dis-
plays with commemorative monographic sections celebrating the artists 
considered authoritative among their members. This tool was borrowed 
from the academic environment, where for years it had served primarily 
to construct and defend national traditions (Gahtan, Pegazzano 2018, 3). 
However, it played a major legitimising role for radical expressive lan-
guages in the early twentieth century. The organisers of the independent 
exhibitions often mediated between these two objectives, making way 
for ambiguities both in contemporary reaction and art historiography.

2 The Sonderbund Model. Between the Marketplace  
and Secessionist Rhetoric

The German art world in the late 1900s and early 1910s resembled a 
melting pot, with intense activity among continually dividing groups 
and numerous debates about norms in the arts and their role in de-
fending national prestige. Among the most remarkable controversies 
of the day were the Tschudi Affair and the Bremen Art Dispute that fol-
lowed the acquisition of Vincent van Gogh’s Field with Poppies (1889) 
for the Kunsthalle Bremen by Gustav Pauli in 1911. The latter was 
equally fuelled by the policies of the Secessions and private galleries, 
such as Galerie Paul Cassirer,3 and by the polemic that arose around 

3 Peter Paret, who was the grandson of Cassirer and has just recently passed away, 
provided a comprehensive discussion of the climate of fear before the foreign influenc-
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the Sonderbund exhibition in 1910. General conservative opinion as-
sumed that there was a conspiracy of Parisian and Berlin art dealers 
in favour of French art, who had been stringing Germans along and 
imposing on them overpriced art by foreigners instead of supporting 
the local schools. Other alleged plotters were progressive museum 
professionals and critics, who together with the artists blindly follow-
ing the French were betraying the national traditions (Selz 1957, 238).

The West German Sonderbund was founded in Düsseldorf in 1908 
by a group of seven artists who were relatively successful follow-
ers of the Impressionist and Neoimpressionist styles (Cestelli Gui-
di 1992, 20). Right after the first show, the Sonderbund began being 
seen as the local equivalent to the Munich and Berlin Secessions. 
The idea to present French artists next to Germans soon emerged 
and was realised at the second Sonderbund exhibition in 1910. That 
show featured artists such as Paul Signac, Pierre Bonnard, Édouard 
Vuillard, Alexej Jawlensky, Wassily Kandinsky, and some pre-Cubist 
works by Georges Braque. This edition gave particular emphasis on 
recent theories of colour, its perception, and synthetic approaches in 
creative practice. The third show maintained this cosmopolitan line 
by presenting 101 French artists among a total of 147, and further 
heated things up with a controversial introduction – pointedly enti-
tled Rhenish and French Art – written by Richart Reiche, an art his-
torian and one of the organisers.

es on German art at the dawn of the century in his major study on the Berlin Seces-
sion. See Paret 1980, 182-99.

Figure 1 Announcement of the International Art Exhibition 
of the West German Sonderbund. 1912 (Selz 1957, 242)
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The Cologne show was their fourth exhibition, and it emerged in 
the context of robust debate over the role of public support for pro-
gressive art and openly opposed unfavourable political conditions 
(Schaefer 2012b, 37).4 The city of Düsseldorf had withdrawn its au-
thorisation for the venue because the third edition had provoked too 
much unrest among the local artistic establishment. The town council 
and the mayor of neighbouring Cologne decided to seize this oppor-
tunity and provided the association with a venue, giving it a brand-
new Kunsthalle building together with funding of 25,000 marks (Selz 
1957, 243). The patriotism of both the administration and local do-
nors, therefore, played an important role in its success in 1912. Co-
logne, where there was no academy of arts, was an advantageous lo-
cation, as it was remote enough from Berlin and other centres where 
the authority of traditional art institutions was strong when it came 
to undertakings of a similar scale.

The Sonderbund exhibition featured 30 rooms and nearly 600 
paintings by 160 artists and was a result of the collective efforts of 
artists, critics, prominent museum professionals and patrons, pri-
vate collectors, art dealers, and local politicians [fig. 1]. This strata-
gem had few precedents and guaranteed both the space for experi-
mentation and immunity from attacks from the conservative public. 
Organisers aimed to present progressive art that endeavoured to de-
velop more intense expression by enhancing pictorial rhythm, colour, 
and form (Reiche 1912, 3). At the same time, they wanted to show its 
ties with the innovators of the late nineteenth century, delineating 
a genealogy of international modern movement in which young Ger-
man artists decidedly played a part.

The structure of the show and its concept were inventive and 
straightforward at the same time. New art trends were preceded 
by a retrospective section laying the groundwork for what visitors 
were about to see in the following halls. These ‘pioneering masters’ 
were celebrated in a wide range of large-scale retrospective displays 
organised in Europe in the 1900s due to the efforts of independent 
exhibition societies. For example, sections were dedicated to Paul 
Cézanne at the Salon d’Automne in 1904 and 1907 and Paul Gauguin 
in 1906. Other shows organised by dealers included the major exhi-
bitions of Maurice Denis and Henri-Edmond Cross organised one af-
ter another by Bernheim-Jeune in 1907 and the van Gogh and Gau-
guin retrospectives held at the Galerie Miethke in Vienna in 1906 
and 1907 respectively (Gordon 1974, 2: 191-207). Naturally, these epi-

4 The catalogue of the exhibition that celebrated the centenary of the 1912 Cologne 
Sonderbund may rightfully be considered the most exhaustive source about the event, 
its reception and aftermath, including a detailed reconstruction of the list of displayed 
works. See Schaefer 2012a, 533-617.
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sodes followed the stream of the earlier enterprises of Ambroise Vol-
lard and then Paul Cassirer, one the most ardent supporters of pro-
gressive painting outside France.5

The first five rooms at Sonderbund displayed 125 paintings by van 
Gogh, making him a messiah of the new art,6 as well as the media-
tor between contemporary French and German painting. Then fol-
lowed rooms entirely dedicated to Cézanne (26 paintings and works 
on paper) and Gauguin (about 25 Breton and Tahitian works). Right 
after them were Neoimpressionists, particularly Signac and Cross, 
a room reserved for Pablo Picasso (many early works, but also some 
Cubist ones), and a room dedicated to Edvard Munch. The rest of the 
exhibition was divided by country (France, Holland, Hungary, Nor-
way, Switzerland, Austria, and finally Germany). Some works were 
not mentioned in the catalogue. They included paintings by El Greco 
(whose legacy was being rediscovered in the late 1900s)7 in the van 
Gogh room (St. John the Baptist, 1605 ca., Pushkin Museum, Moscow) 
and presumably another work in the Picasso room, which is, however, 
impossible to identify (Storm 2008, 129). This matched the general 
ambition of the organisers who sought to make the visitor “discover 
to what extent the modern movement looks back to the old masters” 
expressed in the preface to the catalogue (Reiche 1912, 6-7).

The major part of the retrospective was arranged thanks to the 
support of private collectors. It allowed them to publicly present their 
choices and promote a broader recognition of this art. Among the pa-
trons who provided extensive loans to the exhibition were Karl Ernst 
Osthaus, the founder of the Folkwang Museum in Hagen, and Hans 
Eberhard von Bodenhausen, a faithful collector of the Neoimpression-
ists and co-founder of Pan magazine. Both Bodenhausen and Osthaus 
began collecting new French painting in 1900, keeping in mind the 
example of Henry van de Velde (Stamm 2012, 59).

One of the central halls with lateral windows called the ‘chap-
el’ was decorated with murals by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and Erich 
Heckel8 and stained-glass designs by Jan Thorn-Prikker (Selz 1957, 
242). Besides expressing these artists’ fascination with the decora-
tive dimension of painting, this hall, together with four rooms entire-
ly dedicated to applied arts, alluded to the space that the organisers 
had devoted to the idea of artistic synthesis.

5 On the effect of Vollard’s strategies in Germany see, for example, Groom 2006.
6 On the exhibitions of van Gogh in German-speaking countries prior to the Sonder-
bund show, see Feilchenfeldt 1988.
7 Several of his canvases appeared at the Salon d’Automne in 1908, which was also 
noticed by Julius Meier-Graefe in his Spanish Journey (Moffett 1973, 103).
8 Kirchner’s Assumption of the Virgin, the central element of the mural and a sketch 
of this project were reproduced in Simmons (2004, 261-3).
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The itinerary was arranged in a way that emphasised the progres-
sive flow of the art-historical narrative, from the ‘retrospective’ sec-
tion to the most recent trends that showed an affinity with the for-
mer and were visible in every country. Those familiar with his work 
praised the comprehensiveness and dimensions of the section dedi-
cated to van Gogh,9 which spread through the central axis of the ex-
hibition venue [fig. 2]. However, others observed that his role was ac-
centuated too strongly in comparison to the role of Cézanne,10 whose 

9 It encompassed a large number of landscapes and still lifes, including Vase with 
Iris against a Yellow Background (1890) and the fourth version of the Sunflowers (1888, 
National Gallery, London), which appeared in Les XX exhibition in Bruxelles in 1890. It 
also presented a considerable selection of portraits, among which two versions of Ber-
ceuse, The Postman Joseph Roulin (1889, not mentioned in the catalogue), Portrait of 
Trabuc, an Attendant at Saint-Paul Hospital (1889), and the second version of the Por-
trait of Père Tanguy (1887-8). Finally, it featured three self-portraits and the first ver-
sion of Bedroom in Arles (1888).
10 The section dedicated to Cézanne included six still lifes with fruits, eight portraits, 
among them the Portrait of Madame Cézanne (1879 ca.), and a pool of landscapes in-
cluding two views of Sainte-Victoire (now at the Yokohama Museum and the Hermit-
age Museum, St. Petersburg).

Figure 2 Layout of International Art Exhibition of the West German Sonderbund. 1912.  
Photograph by the Author
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room did not properly reflect his input.11 Even Munch, who togeth-
er with Picasso was the only living artist who had a whole room, had 
his work presented more coherently.

The air of primitivism and exotic imagery of Gauguin was ap-
proached in a remarkable way. Richart Reiche, one of the main or-
ganisers, sought to envision Gauguin’s work as if it could be linked 
to the German tradition, underlining how its decorative qualities in-
fluenced young German artists.12 The glass design by Prikkers was 
claimed to be an example of how Gauguin’s approach could push the 
artist to rediscover the rich gothic heritage of his country.

The notion that German artists had been adapting Gauguin’s style 
to Nordic lands was one of the conceptual threads that tied the exhi-
bition together13 but did not have any significant effect on the way art-
ists from the German section were perceived. The real impact of Gau-
guin’s art consisted of a growing fascination with exotic lands and 
travel that artists such as Max Pechstein and Emil Nolde expressed 
in the following phases of their careers (McGavran 2012, 118). It is 
significant that, despite the ambition to present the ‘development’ 
of modern art, no painting of Gauguin could reveal any immediate 
link to Impressionism. Ultimately, this way of treating Gauguin was 
more of a symptom of the increasing need to rethink national herit-
age in Germany than anything else.

Several critics honoured Picasso, whose work covering the years 
1903-11 was shown, while artists such as August Macke were aston-
ished to finally see him in such a setting. This glimpse was followed 
by a large-scale show at Heinrich Thannhause’s Moderne Galerie 
in 1913 organised through the efforts of Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, 
which presented over a hundred works (Vernerey-Laplace, Ivanoff 
2020, 81). Yet, only six pieces by Matisse were shown in the French 
room at Sonderbund, possibly because the organisers hoped to di-
minish his presence by making his impact on German art less visible 

11 For instance, Cuno Amiet, whose pieces were featured in the Swiss section and 
who was, however, mainly influenced by van Gogh, remembered that the master of Aix 
was decidedly underrepresented in the installation (Stamm 2012, 63).
12 The ability to evoke ‘gothic’ motifs was attributed to Gauguin as early as in Oc-
tave Mirbeau’s account for Le Figaro in 1890 (10 August). The overview of his work in 
Cologne, however, featured the Painter of Sunflowers (1888), three canvases depicting 
Breton peasants and a landscape from the same years and was dominated by the major 
works of his Tahiti period, including Nevermore (1897), Where Are You Going? (1892), 
and Barbarian Poems (1896).
13 The same applied to the van Gogh display that, in fact, received feedback that ful-
ly synchronised with the idea of his art bridging the French and German traditions, 
which was embodied in the organisers’ project (Cestelli Guidi 1992, 26). Moreover, this 
line was thoroughly accentuated throughout the itinerary and was easier to acknowl-
edge within the German section, where even an unprepared visitor could immediately 
recognise his influence on the younger generation.
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since the idea of the show was to stress its Nordic roots (Cestelli Gui-
di 1992, 27). That said, it should also be noted that the editions that 
preceded the Cologne Sonderbund included many Fauvist paintings.

The younger German artists were located right after the tribute 
section dedicated to Munch in a rather chaotic set-up that undermined 
the homogeneity of the exhibition. It included representatives of the 
progressive groups, such as the Expressionist Rhineland painters, Die 
Brücke, and Der Blaue Reiter, which also advertised its upcoming al-
manac in the Sonderbund catalogue next to the list of monographic 
publications by Julius Meier-Graefe. However, while being broad in 
quantitative terms, this part was naturally overshadowed by the ret-
rospective section. Despite the efforts of the committee, the overall re-
sponse to the exhibition highlighted the disproportionate dominance 
of French art instead of the promised “international review” (Reiche 
1912, 3) of the joint progressive movement. In terms of commercial 
success, the preferences were likely distributed in the same manner,14 
although this aspect remains insufficiently researched.

3 Transformations of Roger Fry’s Project

There were several pictures in Sonderbund that had previously ap-
peared in Roger Fry’s Manet and the Post-Impressionists, organised 
at the Grafton Galleries in 1910.15 The concept and some of the choic-
es of the Cologne committee echoed the latter, notably in terms of 
drawing a family tree of contemporary painting with Cézanne, Gau-
guin, and especially van Gogh. Together with the one Fry organised 
in 1912, all three exhibitions accommodated both the fashion for the 
tribute rooms that had previously spread in Paris salons and progres-
sive European galleries and a general quest for a conceptual frame-
work to apply to new French art.

Back in 1910, Fry’s attempt to formulate his version of it was at-
tacked as speculation and sophism. Examples of innovative modern 
painting styles were rarely displayed in London on such a scale be-
fore the exhibition; generally, visual arts in Edwardian England tend-

14 As testimonies, for example, we have a purchase certificate issued to a Münster 
collector, Franz Werner Kluxen, which forms part of a bulk of letters from Walter Klug 
that appeared on auction in Germany in 2014. Klug was an associate at the Galerie Abels 
in Cologne and supervised the sales at the Sonderbund exhibition (Aust 1961, 281).
15 For example, van Gogh’s La Berceuse (Augustine Roulin) (1889, Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, New York) and Portrait of the Postman Joseph Roulin (1889, Barnes Foun-
dation, Philadelphia). The Sonderbund exhibition featured different versions of these 
paintings: La Berceuse (1888, Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo), La Berceuse (1889, Ste-
delijk Museum, Amsterdam), and Portrait of the Postman Joseph Roulin (1889, Kröller-
Müller Museum, Otterlo).
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ed to prefer historical pastiches that transmitted a dignified mood 
and recalled the art of the masters of previous epochs (Birchenough 
2008, 61; Spalding 1980, 153). At the turn of the century, Impression-
ism had just started entering the critical discourse in Britain, yet 
was often stigmatised or underestimated (Nicolson 1951, 11). Paul 
Durand-Ruel had brought an extensive exhibition of French Impres-
sionists to London in 1905, also arranging it at the Grafton. The au-
dience welcomed most of it but ignored Cézanne, who was present-
ed with ten artworks (Bullen 1988a, 48).16 The first show by Fry had 
an immense impact on art and collecting, and numerous studies are 
dedicated to it.17 However, it influenced in a more straightforward 
way art criticism in Britain and the very language by which it oper-
ated. It had been increasingly moving towards describing the for-
mal qualities of painting, as the number of publications remarking 
the radicalism of new art in both positive and negative terms has 
multiplied rapidly.

This first exhibition was structured around the triad of Cézanne, 
van Gogh, and Gauguin. In the first room, there were eight works by 
Manet, whose figure was known and appreciated by British art lov-
ers and used by Fry to lure a hesitant public. The rest of the artists 
were portrayed as the followers of these four masters and were rep-
resented by just a few works each. Fry did not want to assume the 
risk of giving a broader showing of Cubist production, although he 
regretted that only a modest number of works by Picasso and espe-
cially Matisse were shown.

Matisse, owing to the absence of a well-known collector, is quite 
inadequately represented, and Picasso should have been seen in 
bigger and more ambitious works. (Fry 1910a, 402)

Even after the show, Fry had not yet determined what theoretical 
grounding he should attribute to the art he presented, a sentiment 
which emerged in his impressions on the Cologne exhibition in 1912. 
He visited the Sonderbund and wrote an exhaustive review on it for 

16 Prior to this, private galleries that featured modern French painting in London 
were limited to the Chenil Gallery in Chelsea and the Carfax Gallery, which then be-
gan to support the Camden Town Group. British artists, even those who travelled 
to Paris and were exposed to the recent French art, hesitated to produce any artic-
ulated feedback on what they saw there, as did their Irish and Scottish colleagues. 
The artists who were interested in the legacies of van Gogh and Gauguin united at 
the Allied Artists’ Association following the organisational scheme of the Société 
des Artistes Indépendants in Paris. Some of its members later aligned with the Cam-
den Town Group.
17 See, for example, Nicolson 1951; Bullen 1988b; Gruetzner Robins 1997, 15-45; 2010, 
and Bruneau-Rumsey 2009. One of the 2010 issues (vol. 152, no. 1293) of The Burling-
ton Magazine was entirely dedicated to the subject.
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The Nation, approving the presence of some pictures (including Gau-
guin’s Barbarian Poems, which was reproduced on the promotional 
poster and cover of the catalogue of the 1910 show) that had appeared 
in London two years before (Fry 1912a, 798). Faced with the fact that 
the artists were presented under the aegis of Expressionism – which 
was then an umbrella term for more or less the same phenomenon 
for which he had earlier coined the term Post-Impressionism – he, in-
terestingly, did not use one term or the other. Instead, he vaguely re-
ferred to it as simply ‘modern art’ or the ‘movement’. Besides the pas-
sage in which Fry, as one could expect, dwells on the formal qualities 
of Cézanne’s painting, two issues are striking in this article: name-
ly, Fry’s hidden patriotism and the way he criticised German art.

It would be almost comic, if it were not rather deeply pathetic, to 
go from the Sonderbund exhibition, with its hundreds of imitative 
variation on the art of Van Gogh, Matisse, and Derain […]. I un-
derstand that some of their better painters, such as Erbsloh and 
Nolde, are not seen at their best at Cologne, but it was with real 
regret that I had to confirm the opinion which successive exhibi-
tions at the Indépendants and the Autumn Salon had created in 
my mind, that there is as yet no sign of any definitive creative tal-
ent in Germany with the possible exception of one man, Wilhelm 
Lehmbruch [Lehmbruck], the sculptor, whose work always im-
pressed me by its classic beauty and restraint. (Fry 1912a, 799)

It is therefore not surprising he did not consider including German 
artists in his forthcoming exhibition.

Fry was surely disappointed by not seeing, although expectedly 
for him, any British artists. Moreover, he speaks of the exhibition as 
if the countries were responsible for sending the art there, as hap-
pened in World Fairs. However, this was not the case at the Sonder-
bund, where artworks were provided by gallerists and (mainly) Ger-
man collectors.

In further writings published in these years, Fry builds an argu-
ment in favour of a narrative in which art moves towards a break 
from the mimetic functions (Fry 1910b, 537).

There is no immediately obvious reason why the artist should rep-
resent actual things at all, why he should not have a music of line 
and colour […]. Particular rhythms of line and particular harmo-
nies of colour have their spiritual correspondences, and tend to 
arouse now one set of feelings, now another. (Fry 1911, 862)

The matrix of this interpretative scheme, together with the roman-
ticising rhetoric, is much indebted to the influence of Meier-Graefe 
(Falkenheim 1980, 19). Fry’s formalist approach, which sought to give 
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to art criticism a solid analytic base, was inextricably combined with 
his idealism concerning the act of aesthetic contemplation (Twitchell 
1987, 42). The same rigour was applied in the way he structured the 
timeline he drew throughout his two exhibitions. In preparation for 
the Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition, Fry was much more eager 
to insist on the linearity of contemporary art development than he was 
in the previous show. He sought to place one master after another and 
to structure his narrative as a vital evolution of expressive means.

The adjustments he made at the Second Post-Impressionist Exhi-
bition, which opened in October 1912 and lasted, with a three-week 
break, until January 1913,18 might have been at least partly informed 
by what he had seen in Cologne. This time he sought not only to pre-
sent Post-Impressionism as a key artistic phenomenon that was part 
of a progressive historical perspective but also to introduce its repre-
sentatives among British artists, demonstrating their works as belong-
ing to global aesthetic progression [fig. 3]. Fry’s general tone moved 
from stressing the value of pictorial expression beyond the norms of 
the past to claiming that its main power was the ability to translate 
‘spiritual experiences’ into artistic forms, and then towards the idea of 
art that was “an equivalence, not a likeness of nature” (Fry 1912b, 27) 

18 The attendance doubled for the second exhibition. The rearrangement, which was 
made in January, can be approximately reconstructed from the updated catalogue. See 
Fry, Bell, Anrep 1913.

Figure 3 Cover for the catalogue of the 
Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition. 1912. 

Photograph by the Author
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phasised its ‘decorative’ and synthetic nature, which made Fry seri-
ously consider him and Gauguin as ‘proto-Byzantines’ in his earlier 
writings (Verdi 2009, 544). The appeal to the Byzantine and Scythian 
roots and generally primitivist aesthetic among Russian artists like 
Natalia Goncharova and Nicholas Roerich surely seemed persuasive 
to Fry, as they conformed to the expectation of the public for Orien-
tal and archaic imagery from Russian arts (Protopopova 2008, 90) 
and fit the idea of Byzantine cherished by Fry and his circle.20 Be-
ing more of an aesthetic category than a real historical reference, it 
helped him articulate the cause of the transcendent value that unit-
ed the great art of the past with the great art of the day and trans-
late it into his exhibitions and criticism.

4 Modernist Canons and the Use of History

Overall, as much as these two exhibitions varied in approach, both 
tentatively sought to present a systematic overview of the latest ar-
tistic phenomena, which were then mainly marketed by private deal-
ers. They emphasised a coherent development of modern art by giv-
ing it an international outlook and addressed similar, although often 
contradictory problems, such as defining the tradition that contem-
porary art succeeded and the role of decorative potential in the arts. 
At the time a critically elaborated canon could have an immediate 
impact on both the work of contemporary artists and the flow of the 
aesthetic thought. What was truly innovative about both of them was 
that they were characterised by resourceful use of history, although 
they had some important precursors, such as the Vienna Secession 
of 1903 (Jensen 1996, 3), to which Meier-Graefe, incidentally, served 
as an advisor. It celebrated Impressionism in a retrospective display 
while it was not yet canonical, tracing its roots to Tintoretto and Ve-
lázquez, among other artists, who were shown as the ‘great forebears 
of Impressionism’ (Huemer 2018).

Both exhibitions were commercial and rhetorical tools were cru-
cial to positioning the art they promoted in a way that would line up 
its legitimising ancestry. In the case of Fry’s project, it was evident 
that his version of the modern movement was constituted by a denial 
of Impressionism. It was instead something that had to be overcome, 
probably because it was getting increasingly ‘institutionalised’ by 

20 Byzantine art was a shared fascination of the Bloomsbury Group and served as an 
important element in their theories of aesthetic modernism, a forebear of its sincere, 
i.e., non-imitative expressive means. See Berkowitz 2018.
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juste milieu settings like the New English Art Club.21 Meanwhile, at 
the Sonderbund exhibition, the term ‘expressionist painters’, inter-
estingly, was applied to both German and international artists and 
virtually emphasised the defiance to the Impressionistic language 
and a dialogue with the art of remote epochs (Washton Long 1995, 
16). In comparison to Sonderbund, the 1912 London exhibition, in a 
closer look, seems even less credible as envisioning a global picture 
of progressive art because of its major link to national schools as the 
main critical category (Jensen 2012). Still, one can surely admit that, 
despite this, both of them contributed immensely to the diffusion, by 
museums and the art historical discipline, of the pattern according 
to which modernism was a straightforward and universal process.
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