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Nelly Sachs, Anselm Kiefer and expressionism 

 The expressionistic arts and writings characteristic of the early 1900s did not die out in 

Germany after the style was dubbed “Entartete Kunst” by the National Socialists in the 1930s. 

Although expressionism is most at home before World War Two, Nelly Sachs and Anselm 

Kiefer brought the style back after the war, but with a different purpose. Rather than lamenting 

the social situation as pre-war expressionists Else Lasker-Schüler and Egon Schiele had in the 

earliest part of the century, Sachs and neo-expressionists like Anselm Kiefer used the 

expressionist style to remember the Shoah’s horrors1. While Kiefer used paint and canvas to 

evoke melancholic remembrance of Germany’s greatest mistake, Sachs painted pictures with 

words equally as vibrant. This paper explores the trajectory with which artists like Sachs and 

Kiefer translated expressionism into a contemporary tool. 

Expressionism 

 The 20th century dawned with a slew of new artistic styles. Following the path of 

impressionism, the arts took another step away from naturalism and brought heavy emphasis to 

the artist’s subjectivity, developing into what has proven to be the most fertile and far-reaching 

artistic style of the last century’s first quarter—expressionism (von Kahler, 13). Expressionist 

subject matter emphasized political activism and the idea of the “Untergang der Gesellschaft von 

heute” (von Kahler, 15). Expressionism expressed disgust at a collective societal feeling of 

                                                 
1 The author uses the term “Shoah” instead of “Holocaust” in all references out of etymological respect: the term 
“Shoah” is Hebrew for “the burning” and the term “Holocaust” is Greek for “burnt offering.” Since the latter term 
leans toward religiosity, it is disrespectful to the memory of those who died horrific deaths in the event being named. 
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slavery that sprang from the fruits of the Industrial Revolution: “In Deutschland war seit den 

achtziger Jahren des 19. Jahrhunderts bis hinein in das erste Viertel des 20. eine Situation 

erreicht, in der die Maschine die Produktion beherrschte im Rahmen eines nun weitausgedehnten 

Industriesystems” (Thomas, 19). Along with a distaste for the machination of society, it is 

important to note some early-century expressionists claimed there either was no god or God had 

abandoned society, and that nature and mankind were at war (Thomas, 20). For example, Franz 

Pfemfert, editor of Die Aktion, a literary and political magazine, wrote, “die Rede ist von der 

‘Erhebung des Menschlichen aus den Fesseln seiner Stofflichkeit’ und vom Sieg des Menschen, 

‘orkanhaft, elementar, wie Meer und Gewitter’, ‘gegen die Erde’ aufstehend, um Herr seiner 

selbst zu werden” (Thomas, 25). In the early 21st century, it is disturbing how aptly early 20th 

century German society came to embody this idea. Thanks to the evolution of expressionism, this 

horrific realization can be seen in the works of artists like Jean Fautrier and Anselm Kiefer. 

 Although it is best known in the visual arts, expressionism was well at ease in the literary 

artistic realms. Despite the different media of visual and literary arts, expressionism is easily 

translated between them because of its nature: expressionism does not fit one stationary 

definition. According to the poet Gottfried Benn, expressionism is “ein Konglomerat, eine 

Seeschlange, das Ungeheuer von Loch Ness, eine Art Ku-Klux-Klan” (Lohner, 107). While 

Benn’s outlook on expressionism points to the style’s unique formidableness, writer Kasimir 

Edschmid saw it as “ein überzeitlicher Stiltyp, die Wiederkehr des Kunstwollens von Gotik, 

Barock und Romantik” (Lohner, 107). Yet another expressionist writer, Oskar Walzel, defined 

the style by writing, “Mitleids-evangelium bleibe das Beste und Höchste expressionistischer 

Absichten” (Lohner, 109). Indeed, expressionism combines elements of all three and many other 
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definitions. It is a style characterized foremost by emotion and the artistic subjectivity of the 

work (von Kahler, 13).  

Sachs and Expressionism 

 Many of Nelly Sachs’ poems deal with “the ability of language to grasp the conditions of 

life” (Dinesen, 137). Her poems are also physical representations of the extreme emotion she felt 

when presented with National Socialist ideology and the Shoah’s legacy (Holmqvist, 14). Sachs’ 

writings delve into several expressionist realms, namely search, decay and death, all of which 

were first conquered by another female German-Jewish writer, Else Lasker-Schüler. Lasker-

Schüler dealt primarily with the idea of search through the lens of a pre-Shoah existence 

dominated by the warring ideals of assimilationism and Zionism. In her poem, “Geschenk des 

Morgenlandes,” Lasker-Schüler wrote, “Ich suche allerlanden eine Stadt, / Die einen Engel vor 

der Pforte hat” (Politzer, 225). The title of this poem suggests the Jewish Diaspora, as the 

“Morgenland” or Orient was long associated with the traditional Jewish area of origin. The 

poem’s words suggest a nomadic search for peace not unlike the search for assimilation German 

and European Jews faced from the 1800s onward—an inability to grow comfortable in an 

increasingly hostile society (Sachar, 146). Sachs also deals with search, but of a different kind. In 

“An Euch, Die Das Neue Haus Bauen,” Sachs wrote:  

Wenn du dir deine Wände neu aufrichtest –  

Deinen Herd, Schlafstatt, Tisch und Stuhl –  

Hänge nicht deine Tränen um sie, die dahingegangen,  

Die nicht mehr mit dir wohnen werden  

An den Stein  

Nicht an das Holz (Sachs 1977, 19)  
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Although not as forward as the search in Lasker-Schüler’s “Geschenk des Morgenlandes,” 

Sachs’ is the search for normal everyday life after the Shoah. The theme shared in both Sachs 

and Lasker-Schüler’s poems is the search for a comfortable existence. Both writers use 

expressionism to deal with the topic at hand indirectly. Lasker-Schüler never outright says she 

and other Jews hope to assimilate into German society, and Sachs does not explicitly say anyone 

knows exactly how to get on with life after the Shoah. The feeling evoked by each poem’s words 

conveys the author’s ill ease and hope for something better. 

  In another of Lasker-Schüler’s poems, she wrote, “Der Fels wird morsch” (Politzer, 

223). This first line automatically evokes a feeling of decay. A few lines later, Lasker-Schüler 

writes, “Hab mich so abgeströmt / Von meines Blutes Mostvergorenheit” (Politzer, 223). This 

line brings back the feeling of decay and ties it to the idea of blood, something the National 

Socialists found very important. Lasker-Schüler’s blood is Jewish, and in this poem that Jewish 

blood is dead and fermenting. The last lines bring the gruesome picture Lasker-Schüler has 

painted full-circle with her theme of searching for a comfortable Jewish existence: “Wenn 

schauerlich gen Ost / Das morsche Felsgebein, / Mein Volk / Zu Gott schreit” (Politzer, 223). 

Since the East is, in Lasker-Schüler’s writing, the Orient, the Jewish people call to God from 

their decay in the West. This poem feels like a lamentation, although it is unclear whether or not 

the death implied in the poem is actual death or metaphoric death. The ambiguity here is a 

typically expressionist function, which Sachs also employs in many of her poems. 

 Sachs deals with decay, but again with a post-Shoah consciousness Lasker-Schüler, who 

died in 1945, could not have achieved. In “Chor der Geretteten,” Sachs wrote, “Immer noch 

essen an uns die Würmer der Angst / Unser Gestirn ist vergraben im Staub” (Sachs 1968, 80). 

The title of this poem implies the speaker is those Jews who failed to succumb to the Shoah. 
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Since the speaker is being eaten by worms, this creates a vision of worms eating a rotting body in 

the grave. The speaker is being consumed by fear, which can be interpreted as the fear of the 

Shoah being repeated. Another reference to decay is “Staub” or dust, which conjures the biblical 

saying, “Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” This reaches back to a fear of the Shoah, because the 

speaker’s light is buried in dust—perhaps buried in the ground like a mass grave or buried in the 

ashes of bodies burnt in crematoria. The light here can mean many things: the lives lost, the 

vibrancy of the prewar European Jewish community, the will to live or the happiness of those 

who survived or escaped. Regardless of which meaning the reader chooses for “unser Gestirn,” it 

and the speaker are depicted in a physical state of decay. Here Sachs has taken the same topic as 

Lasker-Schüler and updated it, using the same writing style but a completely different reference 

point for her words. Both poems are very visual, bringing forth nightmarish visions of decay and 

unhappy emotions. Neither Lasker-Schüler nor Sachs names death in either poem—the subject 

matter is in a state beyond death. 

 Yet death is an important theme for both writers. Lasker-Schüler deals with it in 1943 in 

one of her last poems, “Mein blaues Klavier”:  

Ich habe zu Hause ein blaues Klavier 

Und kenne doch keine Note. 

Es steht im Dunkel der Kellertür 

Seitdem die Welt verrohte. 

Es spielen Sternenhände vier 

-- die Mondfrau sang im Boote --  

Nun tanzen die Ratten im Geklirr. 

Zerbrochen ist die Kalaviatür ....  



Johnson, 6 
 

Ich beweine die blaue Tote. 

Auch liebe Engel öffnet mir 

-- Ich a�  vom bitteren Brote --  

Mir lebend schon die Himmelstür –  

Auch wieder dem Verbote (Politzer, 228) 

Lasker-Schüler describes a blue piano that sits soundless in the cellar. When she refers to the 

piano as “die blaue Tote” the piano takes on a new persona. It is no longer a blue piano, but a 

dead person. Blue is a color western society associates with hypothermic and newly dead bodies, 

and a piano makes noise, just like a person speaks, and with the help of a person’s fingers. A 

cellar is also an underground place, much like a grave. Lasker-Schüler’s dreary illustrations in 

this poem show “wie weit sie von aller Auflösung und Zerstörung entfernt war” (Politzer, 227). 

Not only does she use this weighty poem to discuss the vulgarity of the world she left behind 

when she fled Germany for Palestine, but she illustrates how foreign that world is to her 

(Politzer, 228). She is not only a stranger to the National Socialist chamber of horrors at home, 

but that world is as dead to her as many of the friends she left behind.  

 Sachs uses a similar feeling of heaviness and death to illustrate her most famous poem, 

“O Die Schornsteine” (Dinesen, 138). The death Sachs describes, however, is less physical than 

the death in Lasker-Schüler’s poem: “Als Israels Leib zog aufgelöst in Rauch / Durch die Luft” 

(Sachs 1968, 73). Here death is represented by the smoke and ashes that poured from the 

crematoria as millions of Jews were murdered. Sachs, like Lasker-Schüler, does not name the 

explicit cause of death. In true expressionist style, Sachs paints a picture of death that is both 

obscure and blindingly evident. She does not say “the German machine gassed and burned 

Jewish people.” Instead, she alludes that the dead smoke rises from “Israels Leib.” If the Jewish 
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people in Diaspora are the embodiment of their lost homeland Israel, then the physical body of 

Israel drifting in the air is a metaphor for the Jewish victims of the Endlösung. Sachs names the 

place of death the “Wohnungen des Todes” (Sachs 1968, 73). This place takes on a nesting of 

meanings. For example, the crematoria rooms, the camps on which they sat, the regions in which 

the camps were located, and Germany and the German territories that encapsulated those 

regions—each and all can be considered death’s living room. The emotion the poem evokes, like 

all of the poems discussed here, is melancholy and mournful. It is unhappy in a tangible, yet 

intangibly subjective, expressionist sense.  

 “O Die Schornsteine” and “Mein Blaues Klavier” not only evoke a feeling of mourning 

resulting from knowledge of the Shoah, but they link with the words of a contemporary writer 

and friend of Sachs, Paul Celan. Celan’s poem, “Todesfuge,” is another lamentation of the 

Shoah, painting a dark portrait of Germany with death and smoke drifting through the air. Heinz 

Politzer wrote that “Mein Blaues Klavier” is as unforgettable as the words from“Todesfuge,” 

“der Tod ist ein Meister aus Deutschland” (Politzer, 227). Even though the two wrote in different 

years and probably never met, their writing styles are as similarly expressionist as Sachs’. The 

most important tie Celan’s poem brings to a comparison of Lasker-Schüler and Sachs as 

expressionist writers, is a link between the literary side of postwar expressionism and the artistic 

side. 

Kiefer and expressionism 

 Anselm Kiefer, an artist whose work flourished from 1969 to 1989, works primarily with 

Germany’s unhappy history and the Shoah (Schütz, 87). Kiefer references many expressionist 

texts in his works, most famously Celan’s “Todesfuge.” Kiefer, whose style is an evolution of 

classical expressionism, uses heavy strokes of contrasting paints reminiscent of Egon Schiele’s 
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expressionist portraits: “In bloody reds and earthy browns, pale yellows and bleak blacks, 

Schiele attempted to paint pathos directly in melancholic landscapes with blighted trees, as well 

as desperate pictures of aggrieved mothers and children” (Foster Vol. 1, 55). In his “Sulamith,” 

Kiefer uses similar techniques, minus a focus on people (Figure 1).  

 

 

 

Figure 1—“Sulamith” by Anselm Kiefer, 1983. 

 

Despite the fact that Kiefer painted “Sulamith” so long after the early expressionists died and 

Sachs wrote “O Die Schornsteine,” this work is every bit as relevant to Sachs’ poem as Lasker-

Schüler’s poems in exploring postwar expressionism. “Sulamith” is a direct reference to the line 

from Celan’s “Todesfuge,” “Dein aschenes Haar Sulamith” (Celan, 30).This line references the 

burning death of Jews in the Holocaust, with Sulamith embodying the Jewish people. The 

painting is of a cavernous, dark space with gothic arches and a burning fire in the back. The dark 

smudging at the top of the painting suggests ashes from the fire. In relation to the poems of all 
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three writers discussed here, Kiefer’s “Sulamith” is a representation of a crematorium. It also 

relates directly to the title and chorus of “O Die Schornsteine,” because although there are no 

chimneys present in Kiefer’s painting, the chimneys are connected to the crematoria, which 

Kiefer chose to visualize. 

 This horrific representation is not out of place with paintings from Sachs’ time. In 1943 

and 1944, the French painter Jean Fautrier painted, respectively, “The Jewess” and “Head of a 

Hostage no. 22” (Figure 2 and 3) (Foster Vol. 2, 341).  

Figure 2 and 3—“The Jewess” by Jean Fautrier, 1943; “Head of a Hostage no. 22” by Fautrier, 1944. 

  

Both paintings are considered early members of the post-expressionist movement “Informel” or 

“Art Autre,” yet they are so close in time to classical expressionism that only their abstracted 

nature separates them from being expressionist. The subject matter Fautrier deals with is the 

same as that in “O Die Schornsteine,” “Mein Blaues Klavier” and “Todesfuge.” According to 

Hal Foster et al, “Fautrier was directly addressing the question that was on everyone’s mind 

(even before the full revelation on the camps), though only [poet Francis] Ponge dared formulate 

it as such about his work: how can one, in art, respond to the Nazi reign of terror without 
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spectacularizing it?” (Foster Vol. 2, 341). Fautrier chose to do this by using a flat palette of reds 

and neutral colors, shapes rather than portraiture, and graphically descriptive names, such as “Le 

Fusillé (the Gunned-Down); L’Ecorché (The Flayed); La Juive (The Jewess); or Oradour-sur-

Glane (the name of a village where the Nazis burned alive hundreds of women and children who 

had taken refuge in a church), though the first title of this painting was The Massacre” (Foster 

Vol. 2, 341-342). Kiefer used a similar palette in many of his paintings, “Sulamith” included, and 

used names that are also descriptive, but different in that they reference literature rather than 

specific events.  

 Although the space in Kiefer’s painting is more recognizable than the figures in 

Fautrier’s work, they carry a similar evocation of emotion. The sheer darkness of “Sulamith” 

speaks volumes of how Kiefer feels about the space he has created. The only light in the painting 

is the fire in the back, which is representative of the death and smoke that symbolize the Shoah 

in Sachs’ poems. Rather than depicting people in suffering as Fautrier did, Kiefer took the 

opportunity to “respond to the Nazi reign of terror without spectacularizing it” by using 

expressionism to create a space filled with subjective emotion. Despite painting “Sulamith” in 

1983, his subject matter is as relevant and emotional as it was in the 1940s for Fautrier, Celan 

and Sachs. 

Sachs and Kiefer 

 Sachs and Kiefer, though from different backgrounds and eras, have much in common in 

their work. Both use the expressionist style to cover a painful event with words and paint. Just as 

he took “Todesfuge” and created a series of paintings from Celan’s words, Kiefer could just as 

easily produce a series of stylistically similar works from Sachs’ poetry. Kiefer also dealt with 

the expressionist topics used in the comparison between Sachs and Lasker-Schüler. For example, 
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Kiefer’s 1989 “Abendland” shows a deserted, industrial area with intertwined train tracks against 

a crumpled sky (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4—“Abendland” by Anselm Kiefer, 1989 

 

The train tracks especially resonate with Sachs’ “Chor der Wandernden,” which can be 

interpreted as a poem about the Jewish Diaspora. Sachs writes, “Wir Wandernde, / Unsere Wege 

ziehen wir als Gepäck hinter uns her” (Sachs 1977, 29). The idea of dragging a path behind 

oneself as baggage seems beautifully situated against Kiefer’s desolate landscape. The train 

tracks in “Abendland” not only embody the paths the Jews have wandered since leaving Israel, 

but also reference the paths that took many of them to concentration and death camps. Because 

the land is barren and empty of people, the painting can be interpreted as a Germany after the 

Shoah, emptied of a large Jewish population that contributed to both human diversity and the 

country’s economic success. In the same poem, Sachs writes: 

An jeder Wegkreuzung erwartet uns eine Tür 

Dahinter das Reh, der waisenäugige Israel der Tiere 

In seine rauschenden Wälder verschwindet 

Und die Lerche über den goldenen Äckern jauchzt. (Sachs 1977, 29) 
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The train tracks again seem to find a reference here, as “jeder Wegkreuzung.” The land 

surrounding the tracks, yellowy fields with burnt trees, embodies the last two lines of the above 

citation. Because there are no larks present in Kiefer’s painting, the similarities between his work 

and the landscape Sachs painted with words become ironic—Sachs’ poem does not primarily 

reference the Shoah, yet Kiefer’s painting perhaps does, with a land devoid of animals rejoicing.  

 Sachs and Kiefer’s work intersect in one of Kiefer’s expressionist devices, the use of hair 

to invoke a feeling of revulsion at the Shoah. Just as he painted several renditions of “Sulamith,” 

Kiefer also created several “Margarete” paintings. Another reference to Celan’s “Todesfuge,” 

these paintings use golden hair to embody a tarnished Germany (Figure 5 and 6). 

Figure 5 and 6—“Margarete” by Anselm Kiefer, 1981; “Dein Goldenes Haar, Margarete” by Kiefer, 1981. 

  

The hair, a vibrant, wispy yellow against dark, barren fields, is comparable to the “Mähne des 

Haares” in Sachs’ poem, “Schon” (Sachs 1977, 98). Both Kiefer’s paintings and Sachs’ poem 

reference the Shoah, as both point to the hair taken from Jewish heads in the camps before 

inmates were either sent to work or killed. In Kiefer’s paintings, the hair is golden, which can be 

interpreted as the hair being “Aryan” or German, and thus pointing to the revocation of 

citizenship the Jews faced from the Nuremberg laws. The hair is “Fernen entzündend” in Sachs’ 

poem, which relates to the burning of Jewish bodies in the crematoria (Sachs 1977, 98). Sachs 

also writes, “An unseren Hautgrenzen / tastend die Toten / im Schauer der Geburten / 
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Auferstehung feiernd” (Sachs 1977, 98). These lines paint a portrait of the dead rising in jubilant 

ascent. While the presumed mode of death in this poem is anything but happy, the time after 

death can be seen as a release into a better state of being. Both of Kiefer’s “Margarete” paintings 

can be seen to reference this poem, as the hair is a vibrant, thus happy, shade of yellow and the 

hair is, in arcing or pointing upward, like the “Auferstehung” of the dead in Sachs’ poem. “An 

unseren Hautgrenzen” can also be seen in Kiefer’s work as the ground itself, the charred fields 

from which the hair rises.  

 While Sachs’ poems deal explicitly with death, mourning and coping with the Shoah, 

Kiefer’s paintings express the need for German society to cope with the Shoah and remember its 

past. Painted 40 years after Sachs’ poems were written, Kiefer’s paintings feel just as emotional 

and symbolically loaded as Sachs’ work. Despite the fact that Kiefer’s work is linked with the 

neo-symbolist and neo-expressionist movements, it is still largely subjective to and expressive of 

Kiefer’s emotion and feelings about the darkest period of German history. Sachs’ work, stuck 

into the category of Nachkriegsliteratur, uses emotive words and descriptive phrases to invoke 

the same sort of feeling one gets when viewing Kiefer’s paintings. Artistic eras aside, Kiefer and 

Sachs are expressionist artists.  

Conclusion 

 Kiefer’s paintings and Sachs’ poems exemplify the tiers of expressionism that arose from 

the Shoah’s ashes after World War Two. When their works are explored in comparison to one 

another or to Lasker-Schüler and Fautrier’s works, it becomes evident the expressionist style did 

not cease to exist in Germany with the beginning of National Socialism. While it can be argued 

that it is impossible to depict such subject matter without incorporating a heavy feeling or heady 

emotion, the word choice and color palette Sachs and Kiefer chose take their creations beyond 
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simple emotion and into the realm of expressionist style. Even with the evolution of artistic 

media, societal mentality and collective memory, the style with which Sachs and Kiefer paint 

pictures of the past is, at its core, truly expressionist. 
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