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SOME REMARKS ON RECENT AZBE SCHOLARSHIP* 

Peter Morrin 

"One sees here in M~nich," wrote the anonymous reviewer 
of a private art school exhibition in 1903, "that the crucial 
point in art instruction has shifted more and more from the 
state academies to the private painting and art schools."l 
In a comparable vein, Paul Klee wrote to his mother from 
Munich in 1898 to record his first impressions as an art 
student. Enrolled in the private art school of Heinrich Knirr 
to prepare for the entrance exams to the Munich Academy, Klee 
reports to his mother that his fellow students advise him to 
remain with Knirr for not one, but two years, for "in the 

* The purpose of this article is to draw attention to 
Professor Peg Weiss' importa~t new book, Kandinsky in Munich: 
The Formative Years (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1978), and to point out some apparent misconceptions in the 
treatment of Azbe in the exhibition catalogue Anton Azbe in 
njegova sola (LjUbljana: Narodna galerija, 1962). My own 
interest in Azbe stems from the dissertation I am currently 
preparing on Hans Hofmann. 

Several people have been most generous with their time 
and assistance in the preparation of this article: first, 
Dr. Rajko Lozar, who has written me two long and very informa
tive letters on the subject of Azbe. I accept Professor Lozar's 
rebuke that my conclusions must necessarily be tentative until 
I have had an opportunity to study the paintings of AZbe first
hand. Equally, Prof. Weiss has unstintingly offered biblio
graphical advice and shared her expert knowledge; she has not, 
however, directly assisted in the preparation of this article. 
Ms. Ann Peet, a graduate student at Columbia University, helped 
in obtaining reference sources, and Mr. Constantine Kustanovitch, 
also a graduate student at Columbia, provided me with synopses 
of Moleva and Beljutin's study. Prof. John Bowlt, who has 
studied Aibe in conjunction with his ongoing study of the 
background of early Russian modernism, also assisted with 
Russian sources. Ing. Arch. Simon Kregar has discussed Slovene 
impressionism with me from the point of view of the connoisseur. 
Prof. Rado L. Lencek has assisted by translating from the 
Slovene, and has encouraged me to present my views. 
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Academy you would certainly take more than two years t o achiev e 
what you will achieve privately [in two] . " 2 Klee did i n fact 
wor k in Knirr's classes for two years, and after a br i ef pe riod 
a t the Academy he returned to the more stimulating env i r onmen t 
of Kni r r's private school for a third year. 

The private art schools of Munich arose in response t o 
the dilemma of the overwhelming numbers of would-be ar tists 
who flocked to the Bavarian capital to study at the Konigl i ch 
Bayer ische Akademie der bildenden Kunste. One authority es t i 
ma t ed that in 1900 there were over 20,000 artists and s t uden t s 
in Munich, but the Academy always had fewer than 400 pupils. 3 
St atutes eliminated many even before they applied: women 
were not admitted at all until after World War I, and then 
t hose under eighteen or over thirty-five years of age wer e 
also denied entrance. 4 A required autobiography in German 
pr ovided a stumbling block for many foreigners. The gr ea t es t 
hurd l e, however , was the stringent entrance examination its e l f . 
In a six-day sitting the potential academicians were required 
to dr aw a series of head and f igure studies in which prec i s i on 
in anatomy and modelling was expected . After entrance, in 
classes other than those of innovators like Franz von St uck ,S 
one could expect more of the same: the prototypic learning 
exer cise in the German academies was a life-size charcoa l 
drawing of a standing male nude , in which one was expected t o 
s t rive for photographic exactitude. 6 I n the high degree of 
finish expected, the learning exercise was supposed to become 
a work of art in itself, but was more likely to degener ate 
i nto a r epetition of the facile , shopworn tricks of depi ction 
which are passed from student to student in all art school s . 

Although the task of the priva t e schools was nomina lly 
pr eparation for the Academy examina t ions , f or t he maj ority 
who d id not gain admittance to the Academy , t he pr iva t e 
school s provided an alternative . Indeed, many talented stu
d ents who were admitted to t he Academy fav or ed the pr i vate 
s chools, which could be more responsive t o t he i n t eres t s of 
t he s tudents t hemselves , where t he dr i ll was likely to be 
l e ss t ediou s , and where (in the more popular schools ) a 
broad spectrum of national ities he l ped to f oster a liv ely 
envir onment . 7 The most gifted of the priv a t e .school teacher s , 
and t he l eader of the largest school , was t he Sl ovene artist 
Anton Azbe (1862-1905) . His studen ts inc l uded not only t he 
Slovene i mpressionists , Ivan Gr ohar , Rihar d Jakopic, Mati j a 
J ama , Matej Sternen , and Roza Kl ein-Ster nen, bu t also t he 
p i oneer Russian abstractionist, Wassily Kandinsky , his 
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compatriot s , Al exei Jawl ensky and Marianne van Werefkin , and 
even the German-Ameri can painter of the New York School, Hans 
Hofmann. 8 The distinguished accomplishment s of Azbe's s t udent s 
war rant special a t tention t o his activity as a teacher. 

Azbe has been considered anew in an important study by 
Peg Weiss, Kandinsky in Munich : The Formative Years (Prince
ton : Princeton University Press, 1978). Weiss ' evaluation 
of the i mportance of the Munich milieu in Kandinsky's break
through to ' abstraction answers a long-expressed need for a 
f irs t - rate examination of avant-garde developments in that 
city at the turn of the century, a subject which, as Hilton 
Kramer has remarked, "ri vals its counterparts i n Paris and 
Vienna in excitement and consequence."9 While the influence 
on Kandinsky of Jugendstil art and aesthetics and Symbolis t 
poetry is the heart of Weiss' book, her discussion of the 
artistic and intellectual climate of the "Athens on the I sar " 
in the two decades prior to World War I will interest any
one who is concerned with art life in this Mecca for Slavic 
and Eastern European painters and sculptors in the late 
nineteenth and early twentie t h centuries . Weiss ' discussion 
of Azbe should be of particular i n teres t to Slovene schol ars, 
f or Azbe is studi ed in an English publication fo r the first 
t ime i n detail, lO and is considered in an inte rnational con
text . The author adds new information to the descrip t i ons 
of AZbe's art and pedagogical techniques in the two major 
earlier studies , the exhibition catalogue Anton Azbe i n 
njegova sola (Ljublj ana: Narodna galerij a , 1962 ) , and the 
Russian study of Azbe ' s teaching methods by Nina M. Moleva 
and Elij M. Beljut in, ~kola Antona Asbe (Moscow: Gosudars t vennoe 
izdatel'stvo " Iskusstvo," 1958).11 Weiss r epeats and expands 
upon the stories of Azbe's Bohemian eccent ricity , personal 
gene r osity , and encouragement of his pupils, a l l qualities 
whi ch helped build his reputation in Schwabing, the artis t's 
qua rter of Munich . She succinctly discus ses Azbe's teaching 
method and f ocuses on four issues: 

. . . his emphasis on the use of pure colors applied 
directly to the canvas withou t mixing; his widely 
known ' principe de la sphere ' or ' Kugel-Sys t em', as 
i t was called ; hi s advice t o work with b r oad , sweep
ing l ines, and with a very wide br ush; and finally , 
his commitment t o encour aging the i ndivi dua l develop
men t of his s tudents. 12 

We iss a l so discusses Kandinsky as an Azbe student , and Azbe' s 
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own art , which she surveyed with the assistance of Dr. Ksenij a 
Rozman in Ljubljana in 1972 . 13 Thus , although her t r ea t ment 
of the Slovene ar tist is brief, Weiss effec tively assesses 
Azbe' s i nf l uence on Kandinsky ' s early development , and estab
lishes Azbe's formative role in t he evolution of the Rus s i an's 
art. 

Azbe had an unlikely background for a teacher who was to 
nour i sh the talents of artistic revolutionaries . He worked 
firs t with Janez Wolf in Ljubljana and then studied at the 
Academy in Vienna from 1882 to 1884 with Griepenkerl , Eisen
menger, and L'Allemand; from 1884 to 1890 he worked at the 
Munich Academy , in the ateliers of Hackl, Muller , Lofftz , and 
Wagner. With the encouragement of his countrymen Rihard 
Jakopic and Ferdo Vesel, he opened his own school in Munich 
in 1891. 14 

The largest part of Weiss' discussion of Kandinsky ' s 
first art teacher is given over to a consideration of Azbe's 
pedagogy , and indeed, it is this aspect of his work which is 
most in need of clarification. Moleva and Beljutin, mindful 
of the fact that the Soviet artists Igor Grabar and Mstislav 
Dobuzinski studied under Azbe , treat him as a forefather of 
Russian socialist realism , and emphasize his program for the 
achievement of a fully three-dimensional illusionistic style. l S 
France Stele, in contrast, writing in the catalogue of the 
Ljubljana exhibition, and reflecting an interest in the 
Slovene impressionists, attempts to relate Azbe's teaching 
to French post-impressionism, particularly the neo-impression
ists, and the painting and thought of Cezanne. 16 Weiss , on 
the other hand , views Azbe's teaching as a pragmatic set of 
lear ning techniques rather than a complete theoretical and 
pedagogical system, as both Moleva and Beljutin, as well as 
Ste le, s eem to imply that it was . Instead, Weiss shows that 
Azbe ' s i nculcation of his classes in the use of the broad 
brush , long sweeping strokes, and unmixed pure color appl i ed 
directly to the canvas, provided an auspicious and signif i 
cant beginning for Kandinsky's professional development . 17 

Due to the lack of primary sources--Azbe never wro t e 
down his ideas on art education--i t is impossible to be 
specific about the completeness of Azbe ' s art theory . Cer
t a i nly he emphasized the formal means a t the paint er's dis
posal , rather than the tradi tional s tudy of anatomy and 
" correct" drawing and composition . Fur thermore , he gave his 
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students broad freedom to develop their own individual gifts, 
and is said to have encouraged his students' progressive 
tendencies. Historically, the most important aspect of Azbe's 
teaching was his insistence on the use of pure colors in 
painting, and his firm belief that an artist must master the 
laws of color interaction •. Weiss notes, 

AZbe stood then in the mainstream of avant-garde artis
tic development, teaching painting as an art of color. 
He believed that the basis for the painting of the 
future would be a strong sense of color and that the 
purpose of schooling is to develop this color sense. 18 

At the same time, color was linked in Azbe's mind to solutions 
of the problem of modelling form. What is accomplished through 
tone (light and shading) in drawing, Azbe believed, could be 
solved in painting through the judicious application of pure 
color. l9 Azbe called the scintillation of pure pigments 
juxtaposed on the canvas "the crystallization of colors," 
or "the diamond effect." Azbe connected the ability to render 
form chromatically with the portrayal of the mutual coloristic 
relations between adjoining forms. Azbe's justification for 
this approach, however, does not lie in adherence to the divi
sionist practice of following Chevreul's "law of simultaneous 
contrast." He seems to have grounded his advocacy of the 
juxtaposition of pure colors, first, on the basis of the 
scale reduction from the scene in nature to the easel picture, 
and, second, on the mutual influence of neighboring hues. 
Such a scale reduction made it impossible to be accurate in 
rendering local colors; rather, since the artist cannot· 
imitate nature exactly, Azbe reasoned, he must try to be true 
to his perceptions by reinforcing the vibrancy and interaction 
of nature's hues in projecting his forms volumetrically onto 
the canvas. 

Weiss takes significant exception to Stele's attempt to 
link Azbe's belief in the use of pure pigments to French neo
impressionist theory, and Stele's suggestion that Azbe "actu
ally advocated theories of 'optical mixture. ,,,20 Referring 
to J. Carson Webster's reappraisal of impressionist and neo
impressionist color theory. Weiss aptly repeats Webster's 
finding that "optical mixture" is "'rarely if ever' the 
actual result achieved by neo-impressionist technique.,,2l 
She notes further that Signac's influential series of articles 
explaining neo-impressionist theory did not appear in an 
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excerpted German translation until 1898, seven years af~er 
AZbe had opened his school, and most certainly long after he 
had formulated his ideas on teaching. 22 

Professor Rajko Lozar argues pertinently that AZbe's 
stress on color must be seen in the broad context of nine
teenth century painting and the growing dissatisfaction with 
the stultifying practice of extensive preliminary studies 
preceding the act of painting. 23 Azbe's emphasis on color, 
Professor Lozar suggests, must be interpreted in the light of 
his painterly--malerisch--gifts. AZbe's recommendation of 
broaQ., sweeping strokes and the employment of a wide brush, 
so that the basic shapes of the subject could be captured 
quickly, seems consistent with an attitude of using the means 
which are appropriate to the medium, the first of these for 
painting being color. Professor Lozar writes, 

My conclusion is: AZbe's emphasis on color was the 
outgrowth of his absolutely painterly. thinking~ he 
was a painter, ein Maler, and his style was painterly, 
authentically malerisch. 24 

Another key element in Azbe's teaching practice was the 
"Kugel-System," the notion that anyone who could draw a 
sphere with its proper shading could depict any form in nature 
by using this basic geometric element as a building block. 
The "principle of the sphere" offered a common-sense, opti
cally based alternative to the imposition of single-point 
perspective, and prompted a freer, more creative interchange 
between the artist and his subject than would obtain in a 
Renaissance picture spaee. Azbe thought that it was impossi
ble for a student to solve anatomical problems until he or 
she had mastered the general rules and methods of shaping the 
human body according to the "principle of the sphere," with 
the proper distribution of light and shade. 25 

Not surprisingly, AZb~ started his students drawing 
heads. 26 Only after the shading of the rounded oval had been 
determined were the features of the face to be added. The 
planes of the face were generalized and flattened in order to 
stress the three-dimensionality of the skull as a whole. In 
drawing the figure, the first step was the shading of the 
large masses of the body; only subsequently were contours 
to be drawn in. Azbe also paid attention to the movement 
or direc.tion of a model's pose--the thrust of a hip, for 
instance, to one side or another--as a means of emphasizing 
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the plasticity of the figure. 27 

Stele associates Azbe and Cezanne. stressing the simi
larities of AZbe's "principle of the sphere" to C~zanne's 
well-known advice to Emile Bernard to "treat nature by means 
of the cylinder. the sphere. the cone.,,28 Again. attempts to 
link AZbe to his French contemporaries may be challenged. 
The misunderstandings and misinterpretations of Cezanne's 
famous statement have been fully discussed in recent Cezanne 
scholarship. Reff has noted that as early as the first half 
of the nineteenth century French art students were taught to 
begin their course of study by drawing geometrical shapes. 
rather than copying engravings. as had been the practice 
earlier. Two of the most important nineteenth-century art 
theorists. Thenot and Blanc. discuss the depiction of nature's 
forms through geometric shapes. and as Reff points out. 
Thenot. writing in 1838. "s~ecifica11Y mentions 'the cylinder. 
~he cone. and the sphere.'" 9 Cezanne was thus passing on to 
Emile Bernard what William Rubin goes so far as to call "an 
art school bromide.,,30 In point of fact. Mo1eva and Be1jutin. 
demonstrated that the geometrical analysis of the. artist's 
subject was far less a part of Azbe'sprogram than that of his 
rival. the Hungarian painter Simon Ho11ossy. who also led a 
private painting school in Munich. 31 Professor Lozar suggests 
instead that the "principle of the sphere" can be seen as part 
of AZbe's more relaxed attitude towards ~ictoria1 form. and 
an outgrowth of his ma1erisch attitude. 3 . 

Despite similarities to aspects of post-impressionist 
doctrine. AZbe's goals remained tied to a nineteenth-century 
naturalist conception of the future possibilities of painting. 
AZbe's own pictures remained pre-impressionist; he would seem 
to have attempted to prepare his students for the evolution 
of a new painterly realism. based on volumetric construction 
realized through color. And while AZbe was interested in the 
laws of color interaction and comp1ementarism. his methods 
cannot be linked in any positive manner to the ideas of his 
French contemporaries. The crux of AZbe's difference from 
the French resides in the fact that he still struggled towards 
a fully illusionistic style. while the French post-impression
ists had understood the necessity of stressing the primacy 
of the picture plane in full color painting. 

The context for A!be's innovations must be found in the 
late nineteenth-century impulses to throw off the authority 
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of Courbet, who still dominated official Central European Art. 
Among those who were successful in leaving Courbet behind 
were AZbe's friends, Fritz von Uhde and Heinrich Zugel;33 and 
while AZbe did not champion their "mild" impressionism, he 
may well have been stimulated by their experiments. And like 
all great teachers, the Slovene undoubtedly learned from his 
students, and adopted their concerns into the framework of 
his more traditional understanding of the painter's task. 

Was AZbe truly a pedagogical innovator then? And if not, 
how can one explain the extraordinary coloristic talents of 
so many of his pupils, most notably Kandinsky, Jawlensky, 
Werefkin, Hofmann, and Jakopic? Claims for AZbe's progress
iveness must be qualified by limiting the field of comparison 
to Munich. Azbe's teaching was certainly freer than that 
offered in the Munich Academy, which still concentrated on 
the fundamentals of anatomy, planar perspective, and tradi
tional methods of technical preparation and execution of 
paintings. Secondly, he allowed his students an extraordinary 
degree of freedom and latitude. In Grabar's memory that Azbe 
gave preference to the most advanced tendencies in his stu
dents' painting,34 one finds an intimation that the master 
virtually encouraged apostasy in students whom he found to be 
gifted. Azbe's neglect of specific instruction in composi
tion and anatomy, and his concentration on problems of image 
making and spatial representation seem to have served his 
students well as they subsequently broached new formal lan
guages. It seems possible that in the disjuncture between 
Azbe's statements or goals and his practice, his students 
may have been prepared for an art which went beyond the 
possibilities offered in Azbe's studio. With regard to AZbe's 
teaching of color, it has been said that in the opposition 
between painting and drawing in his school, between working 
in color and tonal modelling in black and white, some of AZbe's 
students may have been led to separate color from the descrip
tion of form, as may be seen, for instance, in Kandinsky's 
Murnau landscapes. 35 More fundamentally, the fact that AZbe 
encouraged a knowledge of the laws of color is noteworthy and 
extremely significant in itself. 

Weiss' book marks the beginning of a new period in the 
study of Munich's contribution to the history of twentieth
century art. In the importance of Munich to the development 
of Eastern European art in general, one can expect the most 
fruitful consequences to scholarship in the further examination 
of the many issues Weiss raises. 36 

Princeton University. Princeton 
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