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Still Life with Fish
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a:                                                    b:                                                  c:

lower left, thus concentrating the viewer’s attention upon the 

abundance in the foreground. Another, smaller triangle runs 

along the back of the small fish and the upper edge of the large 

fish’s head. The image’s point of stillness lies in the curve of the 

plate (fig. 1, c).

Painting Structure and Technique 

Max Beckmann always used textile supports for his paintings, 

mostly in a plain weave. The weave type of the relatively fine tex-

tile used for Still Life with Fish, in contrast, is a twill weave, unu-

sual for the artist. Its structure of diagonal parallel ribs can be 

clearly discerned even through the paint and contributes signifi-

cantly to the surface character of the work.

Beckmann predominantly used industrial canvases, pre-primed 

in white, and stretched them with nails onto commercially avail-

able stretcher frames. It is thus noteworthy that for Still Life with 

Fish the canvas was primed with a brush, by hand, after stretch-

ing. The white priming layer is applied so fluidly that it only 

lightly covers the structure of the canvas and in places has even 

seeped through the textile to the back. Mathilde Beckmann, the 

artist’s second wife, reported in 1952 to Toni Roth, the editor of the 

revised edition of Max Doerner’s Malmaterial und seine Verwendung 

im Bilde, “Max Beckmann painted on gesso. He liked to paint on a 

white primer.”4

Like the structure of the canvas, the matte white primer is also 

incorporated into the painting process from the beginning. It 

remains visible in places, for example in the mountain, the super-

structure of the sailboat, and the area around the lemons—coloris-

tically, however, this is not to be confused with the more intensely 

white oil paint overlying it in places and applied later (fig. 2).

As his journal entries document, Beckmann worked repeatedly 

on Still Life with Fish (which he himself most often referred to as 

“South Seas Fish”) over a long period of time and concurrently 

with other paintings. He continued to develop the composition 

and the painting, overworking and changing his image; in many 

portions of the work, the production process is complex and diffi-

cult to reconstruct. Beckmann’s notes contain the following pas-

sages clearly related to the still life:

Max Beckmann’s painting Southern Landscape with frutti di mare 

(Still Life with Fish) in the Hamburger Kunsthalle is in good, 

authentic condition; it has not yet needed either conservation 

or restoration treatment. An examination carried out recently 

by means of infrared reflectography has shown that the rather 

reserved painting, exhibited in the Beckmann room of the Kun-

sthalle, exhibits a special feature not visible to the naked eye. 

This provides an occasion to consider Beckmann’s artistic proce-

dure and his method of working. 

Representation and Composition

The viewer looks upon a table from a slightly elevated vantage 

point. The table’s surface occupies almost the entire picture, but 

still seems too small for the octopus and the plate, upon which 

lie two lemons and two fish, one small and one larger and heavier. 

In the center of the image, slightly off-center, part of the tailfin of 

the larger fish rises up—at first glance unsettling and even upon 

longer contemplation disconcerting. To the right, above a black 

arch and a row of houses, a boat sails in a bay; somewhat further 

in the distance is a strip of land with a conical mountain, its peak 

truncated. Sea and sky meet along an elevated horizon line.

Beckmann thought through the composition well. Numerous 

horizontal, vertical, and diagonal lines can be followed in the 

work, drawing connections between the various elements.3 The 

concentration and essential tension lies in a triangle (fig. 1, a): 

it extends from the left, parallel to the lower edge of the picture, 

along the lower rim of the plate to the right edge of the table, then 

vertically to the upper edge of the picture and back down toward 

the lower left. The truncated peak of the mountain, the upper 

edge of the tailfin, and the upper edge of the large fish’s head all 

touch this diagonal. The diagonal is given rhythm by the verticals 

formed by the mountain, the upright tailfin, the upright lemons, 

and the balustrade (fig. 1, b). It is furthermore supported by two 

recumbent sweeping S-curves: an elongated curve formed by the 

right upper arm of the octopus and the oval plate, and a seemingly 

shorter one made by the left and lower arms of the octopus. For-

mally as well as coloristically, the compositional arrangement 

gathers intensity from the upper point of the triangle toward the 

Fig. 1

The focus and tension of the composition 

lie within a triangle (plotted by the author).

Fig. 2

The white priming is incorporated into the painting process; in these areas 

the structure of the canvas can also be clearly discerned. White paint applied 

later can be recognized by the characteristic style of the brushstrokes. 

Fig. 3

Initial contours laid out with black brushstrokes 

remain a component of the painting.
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“Monday, 24 November 1943. 

A bit on the southern fish. Finally finished, 

and improved some older works a bit.” 

“Saturday, 27 November 1943. 

On the ‘Fish’—and began the ‘Journey.’” 

“Sunday, 19 December 1943. 

Worked more on the South Seas Fish.” 

“Monday, 17 January 1944. 

Tenaciously on the ‘South Seas Fish,’ might turn into 

something.” 

“Sunday, 30 January 1944. 

A bit on ‘South Seas Fish’—very nervous and in 

interminable expectation of something—”

“Wednesday, 26 July, 1944. 

Worked furiously on . . . volcano and octopus.”

“Thursday, 3 August 1944. 

Quickly finished small ‘volcano,’ quite nice, I think, 

and also some sketches from Cape Martin.”5

Beckmann liked to apply a flat, colored underpainting—gray or 

black—in order to influence the coloristic effects and the inten-

sity of the painting on top of it.6 In Still Life with Fish he dispensed 

with this intermediary layer. No traces of a system of coordinates 

or a sketch with crayon or chalk can be detected (or detected any 

longer). Beckmann used a brush and black oil paint, sometimes 

extremely thinned, to arrange forms directly onto the white 

priming. Some of these initial, sketching brushstrokes have 

remained components of the painting as forms and contours, 

especially clearly discernible here in the superstructure of the 

sailboat (fig. 3). In places the black appears smudged and pale, as 

if rubbed away, which could, according to Mathilde Beckmann, 

possibly be explained by the use of “paint remover” and a “cloth” 

in subsequent working processes.7

She also commented on her husband’s use of materials: “Max 

Beckmann used . . . only brush and palette, oil paint, and turpen-

tine for his works on canvas. . . . He always used several palettes 

at a time; one for black alone and the others for the remaining 

colors.”8

On the basis of the works’ appearance, the quoted statements, 

and the extensive observations and examinations of painting 

technique carried out on many of Beckmann’s paintings by the 

Doerner Institut in Munich,9 it can be concluded that the artist 

used industrially manufactured, classical oil paint in tubes.10

At the very beginning of his work, Beckmann positioned the con-

ical mountain on the painting surface, as he did the lemons, and 

then the sailboat, and, in rough strokes, the small fish. No other 

forms were determined so early and decisively as these. The sky 

around the mountain was worked up in thin layers. The narrow 

strip of sea along the horizon was laid out in vertically drawn, 

wide brushstrokes of black and ultramarine.

At the left of the painting, beginning from the tabletop and 

extending almost to the strip of sea, a dark form appears through 

the paint layer. It was apparently not important to Beckmann 

to completely conceal this initial compositional approach; he 

painted only a very thin ochre-colored layer over it. The applica-

tion of paint between this and the edge of the table, in contrast, 

is thicker: a wavy line clearly indicates the boundary between it 

and the present tabletop.

The developmental process of the transition from the table and 

the tabletop itself in particular remains puzzling: additional 

black brushstrokes—of indeterminable relationship—lie in a 

wild jumble upon isolated areas of bright, luminous orange tones; 

only during completion of the final composition do they become 

somewhat reduced coloristically by means of a dull, red-brown 

ochre painted over them. Here Beckmann’s typical painting 

method becomes evident: for this area of the image he did not use 

pure colors, but rather mixed them on his palette with varying 

amounts of white and black in order to achieve several nuances 

of color and light-and-dark gradations.11 Using a bristle brush,  

he then took some of the color mixed with white and some of the 

color mixed with black and applied these, generally with short 

brushstrokes, in all directions—flowing, then stippled, applied 

thinly, then thickly again, matte next to glossy. “He used brushes 

of various sizes—some nine to thirteen centimeters, others six 

centimeters wide, some smaller,” reports Mathilde Beckmann 

(fig. 4).12

Because it is thinned with turpentine, the black almost always 

appears matte. At the end—as is especially visible in raking light— 

Beckmann once more added individual, deep black, very matte 

brushstrokes: on the water, the eye of the small fish, the arm of 

the octopus.

In Still Life with Fish, Beckmann only rarely used pure (local) colors 

such as the yellow of the lemons, which lies directly on the prim-

ing. Traces of various pure, unmixed tones such as madder lake 

and orange occasionally appear. Mixed tones predominate, that 

is to say that during the painting process the paints are applied in 

thin layers over one another, or they are mixed on the palette or 

shaded with black or white.

Beckmann liked to work with contrasts, as can be seen in this 

work: pure colors are placed next to mixed ones;14 thickly applied 

paint next to thin, watery paint; impulsive application of paint 

applied with the bristle brush next to calm, transparent brush-

strokes, matte areas of color next to glossy ones. Differences of 

sheen were important to the artist, and for this reason he never 

varnished his paintings in the last decades, a fact confirmed by 

Mathilde Beckmann: “He expressly rejected varnish or any other 

kind of finishing coat. . . .”15

Upon closer inspection, a diffuse application of paint around the 

mountain becomes conspicuous. As the infrared reflectography 

has made visible, this paint completely conceals an earlier design 

by Beckmann: aside from very clear lines within the elevation, a 

cloud of ashes can be discerned rising from the cone (fig. 5). This 

identifies the mountain as the depiction of an active volcano, pos-

sibly Mount Vesuvius in the Gulf of Naples,16 which Beckmann 

knew from his trips to the Mediterranean.17 Shortly after their 

wedding, Max and Mathilde Beckmann had traveled along the 

western coast of Italy. When they returned, Beckmann worked 

on Landscape with Vesuvius from November 1925 to March 1926  

(p. 136).18 This is the only depiction of an (active) volcano, or of 

Vesuvius, that he is known to have painted.

Max Beckmann’s Situation in Amsterdam, 1943/44

Between 1937 and 1947, the Beckmanns lived in exile in Amster-

dam. Mathilde Beckmann reported in her memoirs: “Max Beck-

The search for the form and color of the octopus stands in direct 

relationship to this restless way of painting. Several applications 

of paint in various color mixtures, in some places wiped away and 

painted over again, lie juxtaposed to and superimposed upon one 

another. Along the picture’s lower edge, centered between the 

plate and the arm of the octopus, can be made out the black lines of 

an early and different alignment of an arm. Viewed from a slight 

distance, the octopus and tabletop are more densely painted and 

simplified to their essential features through the black contour-

ing. The forms of the few, snakelike arms of the octopus in par-

ticular, are emphatically bordered by the black contouring.

Beckmann also reworked the large fish several times, especially 

the central portion of its back, which can be found in the shadow 

between the small fish and the left arm of the octopus. Coloristi-

cally, this small but important area seems to belong more to the 

table or to the eye or head of the octopus diagonally below it to 

the right, but it is strictly independent for reasons of coloristic 

balance. The upper portion of the tailfin lies along the edge of sea 

and sky and creates a link between the image’s foreground and 

background.

Beckmann laid out the forms of the houses and the truncated 

arch in the foreground early on with black paint; later the houses 

become more spatial through the addition of a few little spots of 

yellow and madder-lake red, before additional black brushstrokes 

reemphasize their verticals and horizontals. In the final working 

phase, the artist once again painted the arch and the roof of the 

left-most house in a deep black. 

Black brushstrokes played a crucial role for Beckmann in all 

phases of his work—they sketch, search, resolve, and are thus 

as important as shapes, while color for Beckmann was second-

ary.13 The structure and intensity of these black strokes vary; 

the application of paint can be transparent or more compact, 

and black paint added later can emphasize a black beneath it, 

as seen along the plate’s upper edge. The black lines are usually 

painted with pure black straight from the tube, but their direct-

ness is frequently toned down by mixed tones fleetingly brushed 

over them or by being mixed with wet paint beneath, while the 

paint applied in adjacent areas can also reduce their intensity. 
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Fig. 5 

The infrared reflectograph shows an earlier design 

of Beckmann’s beneath the overpainting. 

Fig. 4

Glazes of paint lie beside vigorously applied color. 

Many shades of red-brown, mixed with a small amount of white, 

are placed in the image’s foreground.

Fig. 6

Picture montage: the entire image, with the cloud of smoke superimposed 

from an infrared reflectograph. 

the distance. The emphasis placed on the compositional triangle 

would also have been different: the cloud of smoke would have 

deflected the concentration from the plate with lemons and fish’s 

heads and thus reduced the tension. An active volcano would 

have made the scenery appear significantly livelier; it would have 

offered the viewer an immediately recognizable feature and thus 

have drawn more attention to the image. Beckmann decided 

upon a representation that was not easily accessible, which prob-

ably better reflected his state of mind during an oppressive time. 

The painterly execution, as well, conveys brittleness and a certain 

monotony—it turns the viewer away rather than inviting him to 

engage with the image.

This raises the question of what significance Still Life with Fish 

had for Beckmann himself: Was he satisfied with his painting 

and its execution? Did he consider his work finished? He neither 

signed nor inscribed the work, in contrast to his usual practice. 

It cannot be ruled out that Beckmann felt impelled by the cir-

cumstances of the time to sell Still Life with Fish quickly. In early 

August 1944 he noted, “. . . the little ‘Volcano’ finished. . . .” One 

month later, according to the art dealer Helmuth Lütjens, a friend 

of Beckmann’s who was also living in Amsterdam, “the battles 

around Arnheim were taking place, shortly thereafter northern 

Holland was isolated and no more visitors came to Amsterdam. 

The work thus had to be sold before the isolation in the autumn of  

1944.”22

In terms of the question of quality, Carl Georg Heise, director of 

the Hamburger Kunsthalle at the time, decided in favor of the 

painting Still Life with Fish. In a letter to the Munich art dealer 

Ludwig Groote, dated April 14, 1947, Heise wrote, “The work by 

Beckmann has arrived. Great delight. While it is not an important 

piece, it is of the highest quality and fairly effortlessly appealing 

so that I would very much like to purchase it for our gallery.”23 The 

sale was sealed the same year, and Still Life with Fish was the first 

painting by Max Beckmann to enter the Hamburg collection. 

mann was drawn to the sea his whole life.”19 And: “Even the envi-

rons of Amsterdam appealed to him; in the first years of the war 

we often traveled to the sea. From 1942 onwards, trips to the coast 

were no longer allowed.”20 In 1943–44 curfews and air raids had 

reduced the radius of movement; everyday life became increas-

ingly difficult and perilous. Beckmann’s final journal entry for 

1943 was dated December 31 and ended with the sentences: “Many 

worries and nervous for 1944. Life is dark—as is death. That will do 

for 1943.”21

It seems clear that in Still Life with Fish, Beckmann had given 

expression to his memories of happy stays in the South and his 

longing for a self-determined life, but also to the feeling of being 

at the mercy of circumstances: the viewer’s scope of movement 

is limited in the foreground of the image by the balustrade, the 

truncated table, and the similarly truncated black arch. A view 

into the distance is difficult, because it is arrested by the oversized 

tailfin of the massive fish and the volcano, which is small in rela-

tionship to the tailfin and is placed more in the middle distance of 

the image than the background. The horizontal format, the dead 

animals, the reduced but very defining red-brown ochre colora-

tion, the extinct volcano, its black contoured opening, the indi-

vidual horizontal brushstrokes in the sky and the water, the sail-

boat leaving the bay: all these convey stagnation and heaviness. 

Only the two luminous lemons set a coloristic accent. 

Conclusion

Presumably Beckmann carried out the rapidly executed over-

painting in the final phase of work. In so doing, he crucially 

changed his work both formally and in terms of subject mat-

ter (fig. 6). If he had retained the cloud of smoke, cut off by the 

upper edge of the picture, the volcano would have been visually 

extended, making the horizontal format seem narrower. The fore-

ground, middle ground, and background of the image would have 

been more clearly structured: the tailfin rising upward would 

have visually shifted from the middle distance to the foreground, 

the smoking volcano would have seemed further away, and the 

horizon line would have been somewhat lower. The viewer would 

thus have been afforded a more open, less obstructed view into 
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Methods of Examination, Instruments

Stereo microscope: Leica M125 with up to 160x magnification

UV florescence: Dr. Höhnle, UVAHAND 250

Infrared reflectography: revealing of underpainting: Hamamatsu 

N 2606-06 IR-Vidicon; lens: Nikon Micro-Nikkor 55 mm 1:2,8; filter: 

Heliopan IR RG 1000; Hamamatsu camera controller C2400
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