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Abstract 

It is remarkable that Käthe Kollwitz’s final lithograph can act as the most representative and 

succinct closing piece in her artistic and personal journey. To fully understand German 

expressionist artist Käthe Kollwitz, it is imperative that we look at her final print Seeds for 

Sowing Must Not Be Ground (1941). Kollwitz is often most presented with her works of 

suffering and grief amongst mothers, workers, and the outcasts of society. This confrontational 

piece breaks away from the introspective nature of Kollwitz’s works and illustrates a profound 

growth in Käthe’s own personal feelings as a mother and as an artist. Seeds for Sowing Must 

Not Be Ground is the piece that moves Kollwitz beyond an artist who is displaying grief to a 

woman who is using her art and every emotion she has, from grief to the immense and harsh 

anger inside her, to call upon her government, her community, and the citizens of the world to 

put an end to the war machine that throws away lives, especially those of children born into 

this world that glorifies sacrifice and violence for the state. 

By looking at the technical , thematic, and emotional evolutions involved in her art, 

primarily in the motif of the mother and child that is so common within Käthe Kollwitz’s art, my 

paper will display how this last artwork is the piece that should be looked at to revolutionize 

how we think about Kollwitz and to re-examine how she thought about herself, politically, 

emotionally, and artistically.  
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“I felt that I have no right to withdraw from the responsibility of being an advocate. It is 

my duty to voice the sufferings of people, the sufferings that never end and are as big as 

mountains.”1 These are the words of 20th century German artist, Käthe Kollwitz, a woman 

known for her powerful and expressive artworks that revolved around the pains of herself, the 

working class, and all those affected by injustice. Her art was dedicated to and for the people, 

seen in her choice of subjects and her method of distribution, focusing on techniques and 

printing methods involving mass produced publications and posters, which would allow for her 

art to reach larger audiences, specifically the poor, working class, the people she most often 

depicted. The image of the mother and her child became a signature attribute of Kollwitz; while 

all of the varying works involving this image connected by the primary emotion of love, we can 

see overwhelming grief, sadness, devotion, protection, trauma, joy and deeply personal 

memories of her own sons in these works. The emotion that is missing, until her final piece 

entitled Seeds for Sowing Must Not Be Ground, is primal and profound anger.  

Within the beginning of her creative career, her art was quite realistic; she focused on 

images of herself, workers, and urban life as she traveled around Germany and Paris. Her father 

had noticed the talent his daughter had at a young age and so she began lessons in drawing 

when she was twelve with painter Gustav Naujok.2 This led to her focusing on subjects 

associated with Realism and sketching those she would see around the city and in her father’s 

office. Eventually, after a particularly influential trip to Munich, Käthe “enrolled in the painting 

 
1 Hans Kollowitz and Käthe Kollwitz, The Diary and Letters of Kaethe Kollwitz (Evanston , IL: Northwestern 
University, 1988). 
2 “Biography - Käthe Kollwitz Museum Köln,” Biography (Käthe Kollwitz Museum Köln), accessed December 17, 
2020, https://www.kollwitz.de/en/biography, section 11881-886. 

https://www.kollwitz.de/en/biography
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class for portrait studies at the Berliner Künstlerinnenschule (Berlin Academy for Women 

Artists) under the Swiss painter, graphic artist and sculptor Karl Stauffer-Bern, a friend of artist 

Max Klinger- who would greatly influence the subjects and technical elements that would 

eventually make up Kollwitz’s body of work.3 As she worked to find her voice and herself within 

her art, her early techniques and styles would increase and decrease. This is not to say that 

there would never be any sense of realism in Kollwitz’s work again but rather that realism was 

used quite sparingly in comparison to the new kinds of thick linework and heavy handed 

imagery Kollwitz began to work with.  

An early work like 1893’s “Scene from Germinal'' (Figure 1) depicts the early sense of 

artistic confusion and beginning that Kollwitz was dealing with as she worked to figure out who 

she was as an artist. Taken from a scene in Émile Zola’s 1885 novel Germinal, a novel focused 

upon a fictional miner’s revolt, the work features a scene of jealousy between the central 

characters who are fighting over a woman. She is pictured anxiously off to the side, watching as 

the men are tangled in a rough battle. It is an awkwardly long work with the amount of space 

creating a disconnection between the frightened woman and the fighting men. The work’s 

linework, which is precise, textured, and short, illustrates her experimental realistic beginnings 

but the contrast between the black and the white and sense of movement point towards her 

future works. Here we begin to see Kollwitz’s interest in the urban proletariat, a common 

subject for Naturalist writers of the time whom Kathe read, and womanhood.4 

 
3 Ibid., section 1886.  
4 “Scene from Germinal, Kn 19 ,” Scene from Germinal, Kn 19 (Käthe Kollwitz Museum Köln), accessed December 
20, 2020, https://www.kollwitz.de/en/scene-from-germinal-kn-19  

https://www.kollwitz.de/en/scene-from-germinal-kn-19
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A stark precursor to her later German Expressionism era, this etching, entitled Woman 

with Dead Child, is profoundly realistic and emotive, remarkably so as Kathe herself had not yet 

experienced this kind of loss (Figure 2). Pictured is a woman sitting cross legged, her positioning 

primal and unkempt, as she mournfully grips the limp body of her dead son. Using herself and 

her son Peter, seven years old at the time, as models, the work recalls the Christian Pieta, which 

was an iconic subject that first appeared in 14th century Germany, which depicts a devastated 

Mary holding Jesus’s dead body after he is taken off the cross. The twisted contortions, the 

emphasis on the veins and the tenseness of the musculature that make up the mother’s body, 

and the loss of individuality and specificity within her facial features all create such excruciating 

agony, which lend themselves to a certain maternal universality, a connection that all mothers 

can see and feel. We can barely see the face of the woman, her eyes and most of her face are 

burrowed deeply into the body of her dead son, emphasizing the way she has lost such a 

profound part of herself and her identity with the passing of her child. By recalling such an 

iconic and tragic Christian image, Kollwitz is able to illustrate a type of pain that is widely known 

and impactful while at the same time, using her own artistic methods and personal beliefs and 

emotions to add more layers to that agony. The raw emotion and suffering seen in every line 

that makes up the mother illustrates the physical and emotional toll that loss has, specifically 

that raw unique loss caused by the death of a child.  

Around 1919, Kathe’s artistic styling shifted and her creativity returned after a period in 

1910 in which she created so much that her creative ambitions and inspirations waned 

alongside the fact that she dealt with illness and the impact of her son Peter’s death in 1914. 

Within her art, the sense of complete realism for the purpose of capturing the specific and the 
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exact was dropped for “a more abstract and universal conception and a more summary 

execution”.5 The increase in emotion depicted without artistic realism within Kollwitz’s art is 

due in part to “the Expressionist movement and psychoanalysis, whose discoveries helped 

liberate the artist from the nineteenth-century notion that art was to represent external 

reality”.6 A far cry from the delicate linework of her self portraits and realistic depictions of her 

early studies of workers and people in the city, her art dramatically changed. While her style is 

less realistic, her art focuses heavily on emphasizing the realities of the people living in 

Germany around her. Her artwork especially revolutionized depictions of women within art. 

There is no sense of objectification or sexualization within her depictions of women. Instead, 

she bolsters the working woman, the woman of hardship, suffering, giving these women a 

sense of beauty and emotion in their strength and their breakdowns, rather than letting them 

remain as flat and one dimensional as the paper they’re drawn onto. These Expressionist 

techniques were most suitable for the sentiments of grief, class struggle, and loss that Kollwitz 

felt so intensely and wanted to exhibit in her art. Looking to the other artists that influenced 

her, like German printmaker Max Klinger whose 1891 essay “Malerei und Zeichnung (painting 

and drawing)” would inspire her to turn to social criticism,  Kollwitz chose to focus upon the 

graphic arts of drawing, etching, woodcuts, and lithographs as these mediums most accurately 

and wholly embodied the feelings and realities that Kollwitz wanted to display in her art while 

making her art more accessible and easier for manufacture. She had a particular interest and 

 
5 Käthe Kollwitz and Carl Zigrosser, Prints and Drawings of Käthe Kollwitz (New York: Dover Publications, 1969), 8. 
6Danielle Khafo, In Her Own Image: Women's Self-Representation in 20th Century Art (Madison, NJ: Fairleigh 
Dickinson Univ Press, 2009), 24. 
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focus in lithography as she believed they, in particular, allowed her to “seize the essential”.7  

The intensity of the contrast between black and white, the ferocity of her chiaroscuro, 

sometimes resulting in shades of grey, provides depth and emotion to the figures, their bodies 

outlined in deep tones while slivers of white peek through. 

Before Kollwitz made lithography her primary and favorite medium, she experimented 

with woodcuts, specifically in relation to political artworks. While she did not identify 

specifically as a communist or socialist, for various reasons, her focus on the working class as 

well as her relationships to prominent socialists and communists are evident in her art.  

Her socialistic politics were very much ruled by emotion and feeling; this was not a flaw 

or an error in pragmatism, it made connecting with and displaying the complexities of the 

hardships of the poor and working class a necessity for herself.  Created after the death of her 

son Peter, who died in 1914 during WWI, this work, The Mothers, part of a cycle entitled War,  

features a collective mass of mothers, arms and bodies connected and entangled as they form a 

protective barrier around their children (Figure 2). Within this work, the emotions of devotion, 

protection, anxiety, and fear are all prevalent; the harsh contrasts created by the woodcut 

method emphasize the weariness these mothers have. They all look incredibly fearful and 

anxious, gripping each other and their children, as their wide eyes and gaunt faces look at the 

terrors that threaten the lives of their children. This work more accurately illustrates what 

Kollwitz hoped to do with her art and what she believed but it is still a piece that embodies fear 

at the outside world and fear of the internal, that is these mothers not being able to protect 

 
7 Ibid., 27.  
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their children, exemplified by the inward angling of the bodies of the mothers and the way they 

recoil into each other, rather than outwards to face the world they are so afraid of.  

Käthe Kollwitz’s artistic style may have changed and evolved over the years but her 

passion for focusing on the injustices of the world she lived in never wavered. There are quite a 

few themes and motifs relating to injustices that appear in her artworks. Hailing from Germany 

in the early 20th century, her art is primarily influenced by the immense historical change and 

turmoil occurring at this time. Kollwitz faced exposure to things she would eventually focus her 

art upon through her marriage to Karl, a doctor who primarily treated the poor in Berlin, and 

the enrollment of her second son, Peter, into the war. This resulted in most of her art featuring 

images of war, the class struggle of the proletariat, death, anger, womanhood and, in 

particular, motherhood, and lastly and most overwhelmingly, immense grief.  “Kollwitz's entire 

oeuvre, excepting the self portraits, is thematically bound to the proletariat” and this makes 

sense as these issues of class and poverty intersect with the other problems plaguing Kollwitz’ 

such as the struggle of women and mothers especially when it relates to children’s involvement 

in war.8 

She struggled often with guilt and anger towards herself as she had helped her son Peter enlist 

in the military when he was 17. When mixed with the agony and grief she had never really 

shaken over Peter, these complex emotions color every line of her art and every subject she 

chooses to depict.  

 
8 Leonard Baskin, “Four Drawings, and an Essay on Kollwitz,” The Massachusetts Review 1, no. 1 (1959): pp. 96-
104, http://www.jstor.org/stable/25086460  

https://doi.org/http:/www.jstor.org/stable/25086460
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Her drawings have been described as complete and masterful yet “always a means to an 

end, a study for the ultimate print” and so it is appropriate and true that this piece is her final 

print (Figure 3). The title of her final drawing Saatfrüchte sollen nicht vermahlen werden, which 

roughly translates to “Seeds for Sowing Should Not be Milled” was actually a quote from 

German writer Johann Goethe. This very quote was previously used by Käthe in her open letter 

to poet and writer Richard Dehmel, who served in the war and encouraged Germany to keep 

fighting right until 1918. Within her diary, we can see Käthe’s feelings about this work: 

“I have decided – for the 3rd time – to take up the same theme and said to Hans a few 

days ago: This is now my legacy: ‘Seed for sowing should not be milled’ […] So I painted 

the same scene again: Boys, proper Berlin boys, who greedily scent the air outside like 

young horses, are held back by a woman. The woman (an old woman) has wrapped the 

boys into her protective mantle, spreading her arms and hands over them in a violent 

and dominant gesture. ‘Seeds for sowing must not be ground’ – this demand is, like 

‘Never again War’, not a sentimental yearning, but a command, a demand”.9 

The title had been in Kollwitz’ mind for decades before this work but it is with this work that we 

see the meaning of the title come to fruition: “there can be no regeneration for a nation that 

squanders its future”. The piece is her loudest and most ultimate testimony to the memory of 

her son and a plea for the future of her country and the world. Drawn in the midst of WWII, the 

work deals with the glorification of the sacrifice of young boys as they are encouraged by those 

in power, those who cause the wars, to give up their families, their autonomy, their futures 

 
9 “‘Seed for Sowing Should Not Be Milled’, Kn 274 ,” "Seed for sowing should not be milled", Kn 274 (Käthe 
Kollwitz Museum Köln), accessed December 13, 2020, https://www.kollwitz.de/en/seed-for-sowing-should-not-be-
milled-kn-274. 
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and, often, their lives to serve these interests. It was a cause deeply close to her; she struggled 

immensely with the loss of her son Peter, especially as she had been the one to help him enlist. 

Her complex trauma between losing her young son and knowing that he had been in that 

situation because of her willingness to help resulted in years of destroyed attempts at creating 

and expressing her feelings. A staunch Pacifist, Kollwitz, knowing the horrors of war personally, 

was no longer solely interested in lamenting her own personal feelings, but rather chose to 

create a call to action. 

This transition between private to public grief was instrumental to Kollwitz and her art 

as it exhibits an internal shift in how she looked at and dealt with her anger and affliction. We 

can discern how aspects of those post-WWI works are found in this piece but to an elevated 

degree.  

The faces of the children are haunting with a sense of realism that echoes her earliest works. 

From the more hidden boys on the left, whose side profiles look especially childlike and 

youthful to the boy furthest to the right who holds onto his mother with a wry smile, the 

realism echoes the youth, inexperience, and innocence of these young boys; they look 

particularly oblivious to the effects of what they are so eager to run to. In contrast, the body of 

the mother is reflective of those Expressionist works by Kollwitz, where she really began to 

come into her own as an artist focused upon social critique and the difficult emotions of life. 

The mother’s features are marred by thick lines and shadows. Her head is tipped slightly back, 

looking up towards the sky and the world that threatens her children, and she wears a frown of 

anger as she and her two of her sons look towards the war. The shadowing around the eyes of 

the mother and her arms reflect the strength, weariness, and complete devotion this mother 
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has to her sons and the anger and fight she holds deep within her. The contrast between the 

realism of the children and the more Expressionistic stylized features of the mother reflect the 

fact that the mother is the one carrying this fear, anger , anguish, and burden as she knows the 

consequences of war whereas the children, brought up in a world that encourages sacrifice in 

the face of war, have no idea about the horrors that would await them should they succeed in 

their goal of running off to fight.  

 Playwright Gerhart Hauptmann, who wrote The Weavers to which Kollwitz made a cycle 

of etchings and lithographs based upon, wrote that “her flowing line strikes home like a cry 

from the heart. Such a cry of pain was never heard in ancient times”.10 It is indeed within her 

linework that we see the power of Käthe Kollwitz. Within the stark black and white drawing, 

every detail is emotive but that should not be mistaken for a lack of thought or technical ability. 

It is Kollwitz’ remarkable ability to use her immense technical skills and knowledge to illustrate 

such depth of emotion and feeling. There is a sense of artistic confidence and immense control 

within the lines that cross the paper. Gone is a sense of awkwardness, of too much space and 

not enough detail and in its place is a dedication to depicting the realities of humanity, 

especially for those who experience the most devastation and hardship.  

 In regards to grief and loss, as it was so prevalent in her catalogue, the works 

beforehand  feature a complete sense of loss; there is no suggestion of comfort within these 

drawings, no silver lining, there is only the complete and unique pain of a grieving mother. This 

history of her depictions of mothers experiencing loss, pain, and agony only further emphasizes 

the growth and shift illustrated in this final piece. This drawing does not focus so much on the 

 
10 Baskin, “Four Drawings”, 103.  
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grief as it does upon the anger and ferocity of the woman protecting her children. There is no 

time for this mother to mourn, she is doing all she can to safeguard her boys in order to prevent 

the possibility of her having to grieve for her sons. In addition, the linework of the woman 

shielding the children is much more comparable to her later works, post-German expressionist 

influence. It is within these thick and simple lines that we feel the impact of the artwork. 

Kollwitz uses her technical prowess to depict such anger and anxiety that it makes sense that 

this work is her call to action, her testament. By the time she created her final lithograph, her 

art, and her view of her role as an artist and activist, had completely transformed; it was now a 

vehicle of change, grief, passion, love, and pure, fierce, anger at all who created and 

exacerbated death, suffering, and injustice. 

It feels fitting that Seeds for Sowing Must Not Be Ground is Käthe Kollwitz’ final piece. 

From a young woman, unsure of what she wanted to display within her art to a woman of 

passion, depression, grief, and devotion whose art never failed to call upon the injustices of 

everyday life and society at large, this work is a wholly appropriate ending. The drawing takes 

from her past and present, realistic features upon the children intermixed with the thick lines 

and shadows that make up the mother, as Kollwitz, taking from her lived experiences of losing 

children in both World Wars, and assembles an artwork that calls to the viewer, and the world 

at large, to end the complicity in the creation and advancement of war. 

 



12 

Figure 2: Käthe Kollwitz, Woman with Dead Child, 
1903, Etching with chine collé 
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Figure 3: Käthe Kollwitz, The Mothers (Die Mutter), 1921-22, 
Woodcut  

Figure 1: Käthe Kollwitz, Scene from “Germinal”, 1893, Line etching, 
d  d  
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