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Intermezzo in Dresden with a Major Commission: The Kirchbach Collection

[photo caption:] The Dresden industrialist and art collector Kurt Kirchbach, around 1930

The return to Dresden must have seemed to Hildebrand Gurlitt like a second defeat. It was not only that he now no longer held a prestigious position; he was also back within the sphere of influence of his father, who still considered an academic career path the most suitable one for his son, following his own example and that of his older brother. Hildebrand was at least able to evade his father’s advice and admonitions and his mother’s concern to the extent that he took up residence with his wife in the house of a wealthy patron. It was the Dresden industrialist Kurt Kirchbach who gave the couple a place to stay on the upscale Stübelallee for the next thirteen months.
	Hildebrand’s acquaintance with this company owner came about through their two wives, who became friends during Helene Hanke’s time as a dancer in Dresden. Lore Kirchbach, the high-spirited, cultivated wife of a businessman, was interested in the avant-garde, drove her convertible to exhibition openings, and also developed early ties to Mary Wigman, through whom she met Helene Gurlitt. The two couples became friends. They spent New Year’s Eve 1923 together, from which they “came home very late,” as Cornelius Gurlitt observed on New Year’s morning. They would have talked about modern dance and new art, and perhaps the idea of a collection, which the Kirchbachs began to build no later than 1929, also started to develop even then. However, the impetus for the collection came from Lore Kirchbach, who encouraged her husband, otherwise more interested in business affairs, to acquire art systematically—there was no lack of resources. The businessman, whose firm produced brake linings for trucks, had prospered enormously during World War I, when an export ban prevented the importation of any more brake belts from England, and the War Ministry placed orders with the Dresden firm Kirchbach & Co. instead. The company thus became the founder of the German friction-materials industry. Following the unexpected death of his twin brother Ernst, Kurt Kirchbach was the sole head of the business from late 1920 onward. The firm increased its sales by developing new clutch linings, which it supplied from then on to the entire German trucking industry and the rest of Europe as well.
	Hildebrand Gurlitt and Kurt Kirchbach, previously rather loosely connected, were drawn closer together by their shared art purchases. Starting in 1929, the museum man helped the businessman build a collection that would become one of the most important of its time in the area of photography. With photographs by Moholy-Nagy, Man Ray, Albert Renger-Patzsch, Umbo, Karl Blossfeldt, El Lissitzky, Rodtschenko, Andreas Feininger, and other pioneers of prewar modernism, the collection was worthy of a museum and comparable at the time only to those of the St. Annen-Museum in Lübeck and the Kunstbibliothek in Berlin. The director of the Lübeck museum, Carl Georg Heise, and Gurlitt exchanged information intensively, as can be deduced from the similarity of the two collections. Both focused on contemporary photography, both included only a few select examples from the nineteenth century, and both possessed large-format prints by Renger-Patzsch. The acquisition of dance photographs, which formed a section of their own in the Kirchbach collection, originated with Lore Kirchbach.
	The immediate spark for the photo collection’s foundation was the international Werkbund exhibition “Film und Foto” (Film and photography) in Stuttgart in 1929, where over a thousand examples of the work of the most important art photographers of the time were on view. The thirty-eight-year-old Dresden businessman and the slightly younger museum director immediately allowed themselves to become enthusiastic—photography put them in the avant-garde as collectors. This new genre was the most important new art form of the Weimar Republic, and the idea of its artistic value was just beginning to be accepted right at this time. There were only a small handful of connoisseurs, and prints could already be had for a few marks. Within only two years, Gurlitt and Kirchbach put together a collection of over six hundred works. The museum man possibly also advised the industrialist on the purchase of works by Nolde, Hodler, Marc, and Corinth, which Kirchbach also owned; this would fit Gurlitt’s expertise, at any rate. According to his business records, Gurlitt also sold Kirchbach numerous works by nineteenth-century artists such as Ludwig Richter, Andreas Achenbach, Christian Clausen Dahl, Karl Blechen, and others. In exchange for his efforts, Kirchbach would have supported his adviser’s museum and would thus seem to have been another member of the group of Zwickau supporters and patrons whom the young director gathered around himself in order to bring his exhibition plans to fruition. Nevertheless, Kirchbach’s name does not appear on the list of friends of the museum who petitioned the mayor [Oberbürgermeister] for Gurlitt to stay.
	Gurlitt was already arranging acquisitions for his friend’s collection while serving as museum director. In 1929, for example, he corresponded with the photographers André Kertész and Edward Weston on museum letterhead about acquiring their works, without making clear that they were intended not for the museum but for a private individual. Evidently, Gurlitt did not always draw a sharp line between private commissions and his official position. He was already crossing a line here for his own enrichment, even if it was on behalf of a friend. Kertész indicated later that the Lübeck and Zwickau museums were the first institutions to acquire photographs from him, but no such photographs ever arrived in the Zwickau museum, at any rate. Weston was also left unclear about Gurlitt’s actual intentions. On 22 July 1929, the American photographer rejoiced in his diary, “Dr. Gurlitt of the König Albert Museum seeing the exhibit in Stuttgart ordered three of my prints.”[footnoteRef:1] These prints were also not designated for the Zwickau museum. [1:  Translator’s note: The quotation is in English in the original.] 

	Hildebrand Gurlitt made his acquisitions with an astonishing purposefulness but above all with an excellent eye. When a third of the Kirchbach collection, 221 photographs in total, surfaced at Christie’s fall auction in London in 1997, it was a sensation among photo connoisseurs, and at the same time a scandal, since it was put up for sale under a false name, as the “Helene Anderson Collection,” as became known shortly before the auction. The director of the Swiss old-age home where Hildegard Kirchbach, the businessman’s second wife, had died in 1995 had gotten her hands on the collection—as a token of gratitude, it was explained. A case of stolen art of a different kind, the auction nevertheless went ahead and brought in six million euros. The inheritance is still unresolved today.
