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Ubu Gallery is pleased to present Richard Oelze: Paintings & Drawings
from the 1950s & 1960s, an exhibition of more than 40 works by a one-time
Bauhaus student whose early contact with the works of Dali, Ernst and Magritte
made him one of the few German artists with direct contacts to and affinities
with the Paris Surrealists. Oelze’s works capture his belief that the making of art
was an act akin to clairvoyance; that the artist was like a blind man, incapable of
seeing reality, but capable of prophesy; and that history would certainly confirm

these prophecies, which were invariably of a sinister nature.

Oelze evidenced an early artistic talent and, following brief military service in
World War |, attended the School of Applied Arts in Magdeburg, Germany, where
he had been born into an ascetic, middle-class family in 1900. Between 1921

and 1925, Oelze was a student at the Bauhaus in Weimar, where he studied with
Walter Gropius, Johannes Itten, Oskar Schlemmer and, most probably, with Paul
Klee. Around 1930, Oelze was exposed to the works being made by the Surrealist
group in Paris and this determined a course for his own work from which he did

not waver for the remaining 50 years of his life.

Positioned somewhere between German Romanticism and French Surrealism,
Oelze’s art is filled with dark and turbulent imaginary landscapes, populated by
grottoes and inhabited by a humanity altered by some only hinted at cataclysm.
Oelze’s works from the 1950s and 1960s are further informed by his second
tour of military service in World War Il and their visionary depictions are rich in

warnings, but offer no alternatives for what Oelze presents as an imminent future.

Oelze was represented in most of the important Surrealist exhibitions from the
1930s into the 1960s, including “Fantastic Art, Dada & Surrealism” at MOMA

in New York in 1936, as well as significant international exhibitions such as
Documenta Il (1959) and Documenta lll (1964). Alfred Barr, the director of MoOMA
and the organizer of “Fantastic Art, Dada & Surrealism,” purchased Oelze’s most
famous work, Expectation (1935-36), for MoMA in April 1940 from the noted
dealer, Julien Levy, who had acquired it directly from Oelze probably in 1936.

See “Gérard Durozoi, History of the Surrealist Movement, The University of Chicago Press, 2002.



Chronology

1900-1921 Richard Oelze was born on June 29, 1900 in Magdeburg, Germany,
the youngest of three brothers. His father was a civil servant and his mother

was a housewife. In 1954, his companion, Ellida Schargo von Alten, recounted:
“There were no books in his family, neither would they write letters. No toys or
children’s books.” But Oelze showed a precocious talent for drawing. By 1914, he
was an apprentice in a lithographic workshop from which he graduated in 1918.
Subsequently, he was drafted into the German army and served during the last
months of World War . After the war, Oelze attended the School of Applied Arts in
Magdeburg until 1921.

1921-1925 Thereafter, he left Magdeburg and enrolled in the Bauhaus in Weimar.
He participated in the “Vorkurs” (preliminary course) taught by Johannes Itten and
worked in the metal and wall decoration workshops. At the Bauhaus, he designed
furniture and a portable house. Oelze also involved himself with the Bauhaus stage
led by Lothar Schreyer and later by Oskar Schlemmer and developed an interest
in photography. While at the Bauhaus, he is reputed to have attended Paul Klee’s
private painting class and later considered Walter Gropius, the noted architect and
founder of the Bauhaus, and Itten as his most important influences. He developed

friendships there with Paul Citroen, Andor Weininger and Ise Bienert, among others.

1925-1929 After the Bauhaus was forced to shutter under the pressure of right
wing groups in 1925, Oelze went to Dresden where he spent the “most fruitful
years of his life.” Through Ise Bienert, the daughter of the important Dresden art
collector, Ida Bienert, he dove into the Dresden art and intellectual scene. There
he met the influential art critic, Will Grohmann, who bought one of his drawings.
He also became interested in Otto Dix, who had just been appointed a professor
at the Academy. During this time, Oelze made frequent visits to Berlin, where Itten
taught and where he met Walter Peterhans and Hans Richter, with whom he may
have worked on film and photography experiments. He continued his studies for a
few months at the Bauhaus in Dessau, where it had reopened. He married Norma
Pflugstert, but they divorced in 1936. They had one son who died in World War |I.



1929-1933 Oelze lived on the Monte Verita in Ascona, Switzerland for two years
where many other artists spent time, including Schlemmer, Moholy-Nagy and
Marcel Breuer. He probably had his first contacts with Surrealism in this 19th
Century artist’s colony devoted to the reformation of life. He returned to Germany

in 1930 and not much is known about this period of his life, but it is known that he
spent time in the Romanisches Café in Berlin and may have seen a Salvador Dali
painting while there which continued to resonate with him. After a short sojourn in
Mainz where he met Willi Baumeister, he left Germany in 1933 for Paris. Relocation
was made possible by the acquisition of one of his drawings by the collector Philipp
Reemtsma, who paid 500 Marks for it.

1933-1936 By chance in Paris, Oelze met the art critic, Mathilde Visser, whom he
had known previously from Berlin. She introduced him to many artists and writers,
including René Crevel, Max Ernst, Tristan Tzara, Leonor Fini and Victor Brauner. He
also met André Breton and Dali. His neighbor was the Bauhaus student, Henri
Nouveau. Oelze also had contact with Julien Levy, Thea Sternheim and the Dali
collector, Edward James. Subsequently, he lived with Mina Loy who based her novel,
Insel, on her relationship with him. During this time, he was invited to participate in
the “Salon des Surindépendents” and a year later he exhibited at the “Exposition
Minotaure” in Brussels (1934). Thereafter, he started to gain international acclaim
through participation in the “International Surrealist Exhibition” at the New
Burlington Galleries in London (1936), “Fantastic Art, Dada & Surrealism” at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York (1936) and in the “Exposition Internationale du
Surréalisme” at the Galerie Beaux-Arts in Paris (1938). Alfred Barr, the director of
MoMA and the organizer of “Fantastic Art, Dada & Surrealism,” bought two works
of Oelze’s for MoMA, including his most famous painting “Expectation,” which
Julien Levy had purchased directly from Oelze probably in 1936. Oelze also took
part in the landmark 1942 exhibition, “First Papers of Surrealism,” which was

initiated by French Surrealist artists during their wartime exile in New York.

1936-1945 Oelze left Paris in 1936 to return to Ascona and then went to Positano
in ltaly. He moved to the artist’s colony Worpswede near Bremen in 1939, where
Paula Modersohn-Becker and Heinrich Vogeler had lived and worked years before.
In 1940, he was drafted into the army and served as ground support for the

Luftwaffe and as a map draughtsman during World War II.



1945-1962 Oelze returned to Worpswede after being released from an American
POW camp. He married his second wife, Hedwig Rohde, in 1951, but she soon
left him and returned to Berlin. During this period, he lived in poverty. While he was
able to renew some contacts (with Itten, Ernst and Grohman, for example), there
were no clients for his paintings. His first solo exhibition took place in 1950 in KoIn.
In 1954, he met Ellida Schargo von Alten, who became his lifelong companion and
lasting support. During this time, Konrad Klapheck, Friedensreich Hundertwasser
and Christian d'Orgeix, among others, visited him and Siegfried Poppe became
Oelze’s primary collector. Oelze exhibited at Documenta Il (1959) and Documenta
Il (1964) in Kassel. He had numerous other important exhibitions in the 1960s,
including those at the Karl-Ernst-Osthaus Museum in Hagen in 1961, a Kestner-
Gesellschaft retrospective in Hannover in 1964 (which was curated by Wieland
Schmied) and at the Venice Biennale in 1968. Oelze was elected a member of the

Academy in Berlin in 1965 and received a number of other prizes and recognitions.

1962-1980 Oelze had moved to the Weserbergland and lived in almost complete
isolation, but his work was included in numerous exhibitions throughout the 1960s
and 1970s. Too weak to paint in his last years and too nervous to venture out of his

house, he died one month shy of 80 on May 27, 1980 in Posteholz.

The first bracketed numbers on the following plates refer to Richard Oelze 1900-1980:
Gemadlde und Zeichnungen, Akademie der Kiinste, Berlin, 1987.



1 Studie zu “In einem spéteren Jahr” (Wenn auch von anderer Schénheit ll) [Study for “In One of the Following Years (When Also of Another Beauty I1)"], 1967
Pencil on tracing paper, 19 x 16% inches (48.3 x 41.2 cm) [#S58 / OELZ 36]



Platz der Urnen [“Place of the Urns”], 1962, Oil on canvas, 25%45 x 19% inches (65 x 50 cm) [#115 / OELZ 19]



3 Statt Blumen und Blut [“Instead of Flowers and Blood”], 1963, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 52 x 63% inches (132 x 162 cm) [#125 / OELZ 23]




4 Wald [“Forest”], 1963-64, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 50% x 63% inches (128 x 160.7 cm) [#126 / OELZ 3]



5 In einem spateren Jahr (Wenn auch von anderer Schénheit l), [“In One of the Following Years (When Also of Another Beauty I1)’], 1967
Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 393 x 31% inches (100 x 80 cm) [#145 / OELZ 1]



6 Zeichnung (Ikarus-serig) [Drawing from “lkarus” Series], 1960-1961, Charcoal on paperboard, Signed on recto, 25 x 31 inches (63.5 x 78.7 cm) [OELZ 47]



7 Troglodytenmauer [“Troglodyte Wall”], 1957, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 38% x 49% inches (98 x 125 cm) [#70 / OELZ 12]



Bis der Tag kommt [“Until the Day Comes”], 1959-1960, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 39% x 49% inches (100 x 125 cm) [#101 / OELZ 16]




Traumlandschaft [“Dream Landscape”], 1961, Pencil on paper, Signed on recto, 24 x 35% inches (62.2 x 89.9 cm) [OELZ 4]



10

Moor-Geister [“Swamp Ghost”], ca. 1952, Pencil on paper, Signed on recto, 8% x 11% inches (21 x 30 cm) [#286 / OELZ 46]



Vert [“Green”], 1962, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 19% x 25%2 inches (50 x 65 cm) [#121 / OELZ 21]

1



12 Am Ende verschleiert [“Veiled at the End”], 1961, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 39% x 31% inches (100 x 80 cm) [#111 / OELZ 17]



13

Ohne andere Gesellschaft [“Without Other Society”], 1964, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 25%2 x 32 inches (65 x 81 cm) [#129 / OELZ 24]



14 Sanssouci | [“Carefree I”], ca. 1955, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 19% x 25% inches (50 x 65 cm) [#60 / OELZ 10]



15 Rotfarbenes [“Red Colored One”], 1962, Oil on masonite, 17% x 242/ inches (45 x 62.5 cm) [#123 / OELZ 22]



16 Landschaft mit Kapelle [“Landscape with Chapel”], 1947, Oil on paperboard, Signed on recto, 19% x 25% inches (49 x 65 cm) [#24 / OELZ 5]



17 Imagindres Portrét [“Imaginary Portrait”], ca. 1954, Oil on paperboard, Signed on recto, 20 x 16% inches (51 x 42.5 cm) [#49 / OELZ 7]



18 Alter [*Old Age”], ca. 1954, Oil on paperboard, 20 x 16% inches (51 x 42.5 cm) [#50 / OELZ 8]



19 Urwaldkirche [“Jungle Church”], 1959, Oil on masonite, Signed on verso, 9% x 12% inches (24 x 32 cm) [#96 / OELZ 15]




20 Kileiner Park [“Small Park”], 1953, Oil on masonite, Signed on recto, 11 x 13% inches (28 x 35 cm) [#48 / OELZ 6]




21 Studie zu “Daphne-Buste” [Study for “Daphne’s Bust”], ca. 1955, Mixed media on masonite, 21% x 8 inches (54.7 x 20.5 cm) [#S33 / OELZ 31]



22 FEinsamer Wunsch [“Lonely Desire”], 1967, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 31% x 392 inches (80 x 100 cm) [#143 / OELZ 25]




23 Studie [Study], ca.1968, Black chalk on paper, 19 x 242/ inches (48.5 x 62.5 cm) [#S73 / OELZ 44]



24 Studie [Study], 1966, Pencil on paper, 19 x 24% inches (48 x 61.5 cm) [#S53 / OELZ 35]



25 Studie zu Vegetation I [Study for “Vegetation I1"], 1955, Pencil on paper, 195 x 24¥s inches (49 x 62 cm) [#S34 / OELZ 32]




26 Studie zu “Es gibt viele Enden der Welt” [Study for “There are Many Ends of the World"], 1967, Pencil on tracing paper, 19% x 16% inches (49 x 41.7 cm) [#S61 / OELZ 37]



27 \Vogelstudie [“Bird Study”], 1968, Pencil on tracing paper, 1124 x 8% inches (29.5 x 21.5 cm) [#S67 / OELZ 41]



28 Tierstudie [“Animal Study”], 1968, Pencil on tracing paper, 13¥ x 8% inches (34 x 21 cm) [#S65 / OELZ 39]



29 \Vogelstudie [“Bird Study”], 1968, Pencil on tracing paper, 13% x 8 inches (34.5 x 20 cm) [#S66 / OELZ 40]



30 Studie zu “Ornithologisches Bildnis” [Study for “Ornithological Portrait”], 1968, Pencil on tracing paper, 1124 x 8% inches (29.5 x 21 cm) [#S71 / OELZ 42]



31 Studie [Study], 1968, Black chalk on Ingres paper, 19 x 24% inches (48 x 62 cm) [#S77 / OELZ 45]




32

Zeichnung (Kohre-Serie) [Drawing from “Kohre” Series], 1959, Black chalk on Ingres paper, Signed on recto, 19 x 2424 inches (48.5 x 62.5 cm) [#2118 / OELZ 27]



33 Studie zu “Phase” [Study for “Phase”], 1958, Black chalk on paper, Signed on verso, 19% x 25% inches (50.3 x 64.7 cm) [#S42 / OELZ 33]



34 Zeichnung (Holofernes—Serie) [Drawing from “Holofernes” Series], 1961-1962, Black chalk on paper, Signed on recto, 23%5 x 29% inches (60 x 75 cm) [#2131 / OELZ 29]



35 Felsenschiff | (Studie zu “Um seiner selbst willen”) [“Rock Ship I” (Study for “Ones Own Sake”)], 1968, Pencil on tracing paper, 19 x 232%4 inches (48 x 60 cm) [#S63 / OELZ 38]



36

Nach der Erzéhlung eines Traumes [“After the Narration of a Dream”], 1961, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 31% x 39% inches (80 x 100 cm) [#112 / OELZ 18]



Landschaftliches Geheimnis [“Landscape’s Secret”], 1959, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 31% x 39% inches (80 x 100 cm) [#87 / OELZ 14]




38 Losone-landschaft [“Losone Landscape”], 1959, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 31%2 x 39% inches (80 x 100 cm) [#86 / OELZ 13]




39

Sensible Entwurzelung [“Sensitive Uprooting”], 1962, Oil on canvas, Signed on recto, 193 x 25% inches (60 x 65 cm) [#116 / OELZ 20]



40

Tal Josaphat [“Valley of Josaphat”], 1969-1970, Oil on masonite, 31%2 x 39 inches (80 x 99 cm) [#157 / OELZ 26]



41 Am Fluss der Klagen [“At the River of Complaints”], 1955, Oil on masonite, 19 x 232 inches (48.5 x 60 cm) [#59 / OELZ 9]




This catalogue was produced in conjunction with the exhibition

Richard Oelze (1900-1980) : Paintings & Drawings from the 1950s & 1960s

Ubu Gallery, New York
February 8 — May 12, 2007

Cover: Sensible Entwurzelung [“Sensitive Uprooting”] (detail), page 39

All works reproduced herein © Estate of Richard Oelze
Catalogue © 2007 Ubu Gallery LLC

Design: Eileen Boxer / BoxerDesign, Brooklyn NY

Special thanks to
Galerie Brockstedt, Hamburg
Isidore Ducasse Fine Arts, New York

and all others who helped make this exhibition possible.
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