
 
 

 

Wassily Kandinsky’s “Gift to Poul Bjerre” 

BJÖRN SAHLIN 

 

Why did Wassily Kandinsky paint a watercolour for the Swedish psychia-

trist and author Poul Bjerre in 1916? As far as is known, it is the only pic-

ture that Kandinsky ever painted for and gave to a private individual. The 

recipient of the gift is even portrayed in the picture! If one disregards the 

rather traditional portraits of Gabriele Münter, Kandinsky never depicted a 

living person on paper or canvas. 

Kandinsky spent only two and a half months in Sweden, from 23 De-

cember 1915 to 16 March 1916. The watercolour for Poul Bjerre was created 

in the last week, that is between 9 and 16 March. The immediate reason for 

the gift must be sought in the events of the preceding months. 

But first something about the background to Kandinsky’s being in Swe-

den at all.  

Kandinsky got to know Gabriele Münter in Munich in 1903. He was a 

very popular teacher at the Phalanx art school, Gabriele Münter became his 

pupil and they had a relationship. Kandinsky had been a member of the 

Der Blaue Rose group in Moscow and in Munich he took the initiative to 

Der Blaue Reiter. Most Swedish artists chose to study in Paris, but the odd 

one found his way also to the Phalanx, for instance Carl Palme. 



 

Poul Bjerre at the time of Kan-

dinsky’s visit to Sweden. He 

went grey at an early age. 
 

 

Wassily Kandinsky 1913. 

As the threat of war became more and 

more apparent in the early 1910s, Kandin-

sky was drawn into the so-called Forte Cir-

cle, which consisted of a number of radical 

intellectuals of various nationalities whose 

objective was the preservation of peace by 

mental forces. The leading spirits were the 

German author Erich Gutkind, the vision-

ary and psychotherapist Frederick van 

Eeden and – Poul Bjerre. Ever since van 

Eeden’s crafts and agriculture commune 

Walden in Holland had been hit by finan-

cial trouble in 1902, his work was sup-

ported by the wealthy businessman and 

nobleman Hjalmar Wijk. Hjalmar Wijk was 

in his turn a friend of Poul Bjerre’s since 

their schooldays in Gothenburg, and it is 

probably through him that Poul Bjerre got 

to know van Eeden and then through him 

Gutkind. Both van Eeden and Gutkind vis-

ited Sweden to lecture on the peace ques-

tion, when they stayed with the Bjerres. 

Poul Bjerre introduced van Eeden to the 

Scanian artist Ernst Norlind, who was also 

drawn into in the Forte Circle. 

Some of the most prominent members of the circle were the socialist 

Gustav Landauer, who later became a member of the Bavarian workers’ 

council government of 1918, the philosopher and Zionist Martin Buber, the 

author Walther Rathenau, who owned AEG and became Germany’s minis-

ter of finance after the war, and even the authors Romain Rolland and Up-

ton Sinclair were offered membership. Kandinsky drew the Bosnian activist 

Dimitri Mitrinovic into the circle. 

The Forte Circle was to meet at Forte dei Marmi in Northern Italy (the 

origin of the name of the group) in August 1914. Kandinsky wrote a long 

and apologetic letter to Gutkind saying that he could not attend and that he 

intended to return to Moscow. He felt that it was only there that he could 

find inspiration for his painting, he claimed, that was where the colours 

were. He undoubtedly also had other reasons: he did not want to be in an 

enemy country if war broke out, and he wanted to withdraw from his rela-



tionship with Gabriele Münter. War broke out before the group had time to 

gather and the circle was dispersed, even if personal contact was main-

tained. 

Kandinsky had returned to Moscow. Gabriele Münter remained in Mu-

nich. She was able to correspond with Kandinsky through relatives in Swe-

den of the owner of the Berlin gallery Der Sturm and his Swedish born wife 

Nell. And if she went to neutral Sweden, she and Kandinsky would of 

course be able to meet there. Kandinsky’s friend Erich Gutkind gave her a 

letter of introduction to Poul Bjerre. 

Gabriele Münter arrived in Stockholm on 18 

July. She visited Poul Bjerre’s place in the coun-

try, Vårstavi, 50 km south of Stockholm, on 22 

August. But they may have met before that. 

Gabriele Münter settled in at the pension Fru 

Louise Palms Pensionat at Stureplan in Stock-

holm, and Poul Bjerre’s surgery and winter-

home were only a few hundred metres away. 

Münter arranged little tea parties at the pension 

for artist friends from her student days in Paris 

with Faulconnier and Segonzac: John Jon-And 

and his wife Agnes Cleve, Gustav Sjölander, 

Hilding Linnqvist and the young artist Helge 

Lundholm, who in due course would become 

an exciting art psychologist, one of the few who 

wrote in a well-informed and appreciative way 

about Kandinsky’s abstract paintings. Later he 

emigrated to the USA and eventually became a 

professor of psychology at Duke University. 

 

Mrs Louise Palm’s pension 

was situated at Stureplan, 

Sturegatan 2, the most mod-

ern and fashionable street in 

Stockholm at the time. 

 

Gabriele Münter exhibited at Gummesons Konsthandel, Strandvägen, in 

Stockholm, in the autumn of 1915. The eccentric owner, Carl Gummeson, 

who collaborated closely with Der Sturm, was a great lover of expressionist 

art and had a particular passion for Strindberg and – Kandinsky. Isaac 

Grünewald and his wife Sigrid Hjertén turned up for the opening of the 

exhibition, as did the whole of the De Unga group (the Young Ones), with 

Leander Engström, GAN, and Einar Jolin. Gabriele Münter was to see also 

them regularly and to develop a friendship with them. 

But for Gabriele Münter the most important purpose of her stay in Swe-

den was to restore her relationship with Kandinsky. She bombarded him 

with letters concerning his promise to marry her and his lack of principle, 



which aroused severe feelings of guilt in him, and she did not want to lis-

ten to his objections. Sometimes, he wrote, he wanted to throw himself on 

the floor and scream out of despair of her stubbornness in this matter. 

Gabriele Münter then had a brilliant idea – which may very well have 

been Dr Poul Bjerre’s, since it is typical of his form of treatment of his cli-

ents – Poul Bjerre was a pioneer of psychotherapy both in Sweden and in-

ternationally. She persuaded Carl Gummeson to hold a Kandinsky exhibi-

tion. Enticement always works better than recrimination, and Kandinsky 

indeed became quite enthusiastic. 

He arrived in Stockholm on 23 December 1915 and moved in to the same 

pension as Gabriele Münter. Kandinsky’s paintings now had to be collected 

from various places. He cannot have brought that much with him from 

Russia, if anything. But a few oil paintings remained in Sweden since the 

Baltic Exhibition, which had to be cut short because of the outbreak of war 

in 1914, and some were borrowed from Der Sturm. A number of ”baga-

telles” and watercolours were executed at the pension. The couple also 

rented space in Jon-And’s studio in S:t Erikshuset where Kandinsky may 

have produced the four large-scale oil paintings that were demonstrably 

painted in Sweden. 

A rich social life developed with 

Mr and Mrs Palme, with the Grüne-

walds, but perhaps above all with 

Poul and Gunhild Bjerre. They ar-

ranged both dinners and suppers for 

Kandinsky and “Mrs” Münter and 

introduced them on such occasions to 

Ernst Norlind and the “Painter 

Prince”, i.e. Prince Eugen. A discus-

sion evening arranged by Poul Bjerre 

on 12 February is of particular inter-

est. There were some forty guests: the 

art critics of the main daily newspa-

pers, established artists, authors, phi-

losophers and – medical doctors. 

(Look at the last page.) 

 

Wassily Kandinsky and Gabriele 

Münter in Stockholm 1916. 

 

Kandinsky had in an interview stated that he had in his development 

towards abstract painting passed through many phases. Poul Bjerre won-

dered what those phases were – he was naturally hoping to detect equiva-

lents in these of the mental states and stages of development that he 



thought he could distinguish in his patients in the healing process. But 

Kandinsky could not give an answer: “I didn’t notice it”, was what he said 

about this development. 

Kandinsky painted a watercolour as a farewell gift for Poul Bjerre. Poul 

Bjerre is leaning against a birch tree that is bent over him. His characteristic 

profile, with a high forehead and a thinker’s stance, is highly reminiscent of 

the bust of Bjerre that Carl Milles made in Paris in 1903 and that Kandinsky 

must have seen in Bjerre’s home in Stockholm. Kandinsky however never 

visited Bjerre’s place in the country, Vårstavi, south of Stockholm. But the 

two buildings by the lake that can be dimly seen behind Bjerre are without 

any doubt intended to represent Vårstavi, at the very edge of the lake 

Malmsjön and surrounded by a protective fence.  

 

 

 

 

But Gabriele Münter, who had been there, must have forgotten to tell Kandinsky 

that Vårstavi was not painted red, like other Swedish country cottages, but white. 

The pacifist Ernst Norlind is riding a horse and is armed with a gun – he was a keen 

hunter. He looks like a Chinese master – he belonged to the Forte Circle, which 

through Bjerre embraced several of the Chinese mystic Lao-tze’s ideas, e.g. that the 

wise man exerts influence more through his being rather than through actions, and 

that if you are wise you should counter evil with goodness, and that a wise man 

must serve also those fools who are fighting.  

The stork in front of Bjerre is probably attributable to Ernst 

Norlind, who was famous for his many paintings of storks. 

Kandinsky had heard Norlind lecture about peace in Stock-

holm. Kandinsky has created an image of two pacifists in this 

green landscape.  



 

Your gaze is drawn to the strange spruce tree on 

the left, which exudes an obscure light from its 

centre. This could be an homage to Bjerre. The 

very core of his thinking consisted of the concept 

of “ljusdunkel”, in Italian chiaroscuro, in French 

claire-obscure – usually a term used in art and art 

history.  

Poul Bjerre embraced this concept after contem-

plating a Rembrandt in the National Museum in 

Stockholm, probably The Conspiracy of Claudius 

Civilis, in Sweden called “Batavernas ed”, and 

meditating on its use of chiaroscuro, of which Rem-

brandt is recognised as the master.  

As a result of this experience Poul Bjerre applied the concept to the life of the 

mind, which moves constantly between light and darkness, waking and sleep, con-

scious and unconscious, life and death. Or, to express it better in Poul Bjerre’s own 

words: 

Our existence is a constant oscil-

lation between these phases: we 

sink into despondency, apathy, 

repression, despair – we are up-

lifted in faith, hope, joy and crea-

tivity. The one phase sinks back 

into darkness when the other is 

dominant. And thus there is 

continual fluctuation – I return, 

therefore, to fluctuation, chiaro-

scuro, as the primal form of exis-

tence. 

We must surely suppose that Poul Bjerre introduced Kandinsky to the content and 

origin of this, his central concept. And it could be this Rembrandt-inspired chiaro-

scuro that Kandinsky has made use of when painting the strange spruce tree. 

A path that winds its way up the mountains passes through the spruce tree, past 

clumps of spruce. Kandinsky probably tried to express the development process 

and all those phases of that process that Bjerre had looked for in him during the 

discussion evening, and that he thought he could find in his patients. It is very ob-

vious that Poul Bjerre made a deep impression on the artist. 



Poul Bjerre compared artistic creativity with dreams. In his works the 

artist – more or less unconsciously – expresses his personal problems and 

tries to find solutions, a synthesis. This also happens in our dreams. By 

comparing the patient’s dreams from one consultation to another – so-

called continuity analysis – Bjerre thought that he could determine where 

the patient was in the healing process. The same could be applied to a work 

of art. In his great work Drömmarnas naturliga system (which in English 

would be “The Natural System of Dreams”) of 1933, Poul Bjerre compared 

Kandinsky’s watercolour to a so-called “gestalt dream”, i.e. the initial 

dream that expresses the problem. Poul Bjerre says nothing about what 

Kandinsky’s problem would be in this watercolour. Then he naturally did 

not know about the oil painting that Kandinsky produced in the year after 

his visit to Sweden, after his return to Moscow: “St. George and the 

dragon”. It probably reveals the problem that Kandinsky was wrestling 

with during the war years. 

 

 

 

In the late summer of 1916, Kandinsky got to know an almost 20-year-old 

girl in Moscow, Nina von Andreevskaya, and fell violently in love. He was 

fifty years old that autumn. She was already expecting a child when they 

were married in February 1917. The February Revolution erupted while 

they were on their honeymoon in Finland and the couple had to return to 

Moscow. Kandinsky, who was a wealthy man, had to accept the expropria-

tion of all his assets. Years of hardship followed. Kandinsky appealed to 

Poul Bjerre, Carl Gummeson, Hjalmar Wijk and Gabriele Münter for finan-



cial aid. But he did not mention until 1922 that he was married. The Swed-

ish newspapers wrote about his difficult situation. It has not been possible 

to determine whether he received any help. 

It is not known exactly when Kandinsky executed the mentioned oil 

painting – it may be dated 1917 but could have been produced earlier. It 

represents St George and the dragon. The interesting thing is that the fig-

ures in the painting are arranged exactly in the same way as in the water-

colour for Poul Bjerre. But Poul Bjerre is replaced by a beautiful maiden 

standing under a tree, which is now however leaning in the other direction. 

The peaceful Ernst Norlind with lowered gun on a horse that is trotting 

along has been replaced by St George, storming ahead with levelled lance 

on a frisky charger. The spruce tree has shed its needles, perhaps it is em-

bers that are suggested on its branches, after the dragon has breathed its 

fire. The peaceful Vårstavi in the background is replaced by a burning city 

with typical Russian cupolas. Moscow devastated by war? The green Swed-

ish landscape has turned into a wintry white one. 

Perhaps one should view this oil painting as the final phase of a mental 

development of Kandinsky’s, related to the peace question? He had a wife 

to defend, and he loved his Moscow. Perhaps he had at that stage arrived at 

the conclusion that you ought to defend your family and country? He can-

celled his attendance at the Forte Circle’s meeting in August 1914, and al-

ready that indicates that he had doubts. This is perhaps where he dissoci-

ated himself from the circle’s ideas? The watercolour for Poul Bjerre in that 

case represented just a development phase that was still natural while he 

was in a neutral and peaceful country like Sweden.  

If Poul Bjerre had seen the Moscow painting he probably would have 

seen the similarity in composition but, at the same time, the change of land-

scape. Then he would recognize and understand, not the kind of develop-

ment he asked for during the discussion evening in Stockholm – Kandinsky 

tracing the abstract painting – but another development: Kandinsky finding 

his final position concerning peace and war. 

A sketch drawn in 1910 shows that Kandinsky had already at an early 

stage created that very arrangement of components: a thick spruce tree, a 

leaning birch tree, mountain tops in the background. He then for a period 

of all of seven years painted various figures in this special arrangement. It 

is known that it could take Kandinsky three days to complete an oil paint-

ing, but that it could be preceded by some thirty sketches and watercolours. 

 



One of the watercolours that Kandinsky painted during his time in Swe-

den is of particular interest in our context. It is entitled Bootsman (Boat-

man, in Swedish “Färjkarl”) and was painted in February 1916. It is a dra-

matic picture, in which the boatman, although he is the central figure, can 

hardly be said to play the leading part. He is a stationary, expectant figure. 

 

 

 

 It is the two women facing each other who create the tension. The picture 

gives free rein to the imagination. The woman on the right is descending 

some steps with a strange implement in her hand: something between a 

scythe and a saw. A weapon? She looks unhappy, possibly hostile. The 

young woman on the left, on the other hand, appears carefree and happy. 

She is pointing down at the dog which is leaping towards her over the wa-

ter that separates the two women. 

It seems likely that Kandinsky was portraying his own situation, where 

he leaves the older woman for the younger one, and also both women’s re-

action to this, at least as he understood it. In that case he himself, very fit-

tingly, would be the dog, captured in the act of making the leap. It is im-

possible to be sure, of course, but it is not hard to believe that the painting 

was preceded by the settlement that Gabriele Münter was hoping to make 

with Kandinsky in connection with his visit to Sweden. Kandinsky was to 

have made her a promise of marriage, and she had even bought a country 

cottage that the couple – in Kandinsky’s words – would have for their old 

age (“für unsre alten Tage”). 



Gabriele Münter copied three details of this one painting: one of the 

young woman and the boatman, one of the older woman on the right of the 

picture, and finally one of the dog alone. But whereas Kandinsky’s painting 

is in red, orange, green, blue and red, her copies are mainly red, pink and 

blue, that is to say darker in tone. It is hard to identify a reason for the 

change in colour.  

No explanation has been of-

fered why Gabriele Münter 

made the copies. But apart from 

the changes in colour there is a 

very interesting difference be-

tween Kandinsky’s painting 

and Gabriele Münter’s copies. 

In her copy the older woman 

on the right misses the frighten-

ing tool, the saw-toothed 

scythe. She is thereby trans-

formed from a figure of hate 

and violence to one who feels 

only sorrow that the dog has 

left her. 
 

 

If Kandinsky’s watercolour really does reflect his position between the 

two women, where he chooses the younger, then Gabriele Münter wished 

in her copy to express her reaction: not hate but sorrow. 

 

What importance did Kandinsky and Gabriele Münter’s visit to Sweden 

have for Swedish artists? The question has not been investigated in any de-

tail. Artists like Grünewald, Dardel, Jolin, Hjertén, GAN, who perhaps are 

the ones most likely to be concerned, are individual and original artists. But 

they visited Kandinsky’s exhibition. It is also difficult to distinguish im-

pulses from Kandinsky from impulses from Matisse. It has been claimed 

that Kandinsky’s influence is apparent in Grünewald’s “Det sjungande 

trädet”. After returning to Moscow, Kandinsky on one occasion wrote to 

Gabriele Münter that she should not feel inferior to Sigrid Hjertén, who in 

his opinion and that of others was more superficial than she was. Several 

Swedish modernists, perhaps above all GAN, were strongly influenced by 

Kandinsky’s Concerning the Spiritual in Art, but it was published already in 

1912, several years before the visit to Sweden.  



Kandinsky’s exhibition sold fairly well, and Carl Gummeson managed 

also in the following years to coax his customers into buying a number of 

Kandinsky’s works. Naturally not everything in the exhibition was ab-

stract. Even a famous Swedish professor of psychiatry, Bror Gadelius, who 

thought that expressionist art was an expression of mental aberration – of 

autistic introspectiveness and escape from reality – bought an abstract 

drawing, perhaps used for the eduction of psychiatrists. The art psycholo-

gist Helge Lundholm on the other hand thought that he was able to show 

that colours and lines of various types could in fact produce certain feelings 

in the viewer, at best the same as those of the artist when he created his 

work. He believed that also abstract art is communicative. 

Kandinsky’s “Gift to Poul Bjerre” – which Poul Bjerre called “Impres-

sions of Sweden” – lay hidden and nearly forgotten in a bureau at Vårstavi 

until as late as 1977. The National Swedish Museum of Fine Arts then es-

tablished that it was genuine. That is underscored by the long text that Poul 

Bjerre placed on the back of the picture. The watercolour was thereafter 

kept in a bank vault, in other words in complete darkness. As a conse-

quence it gives the impression of being freshly painted: the colours are bril-

liant, almost luminous. In 2004 it was sold at Sotheby’s and two years later 

at Christie´s. 

Translation: Toby Ibbotson. 

 

 

POUL BJERRE’S DISCUSSION EVENING 

The following persons were present at the evening discussion held in Poul 

and Gunhild Bjerre’s home at Östermalmsgatan 43 in Stockholm, 12th Feb-

ruary 1916. Recorded in Gunhild Bjerre’s diary: 

Wassily Kandinsky 

Gabriele Münter, in the diary entitled ”Mrs” 

Poul Bjerre 

Gunhild Bjerre, daughter of the poet and minister of education Gunnar 

Wennerberg 

Nils Antoni, psychiatrist, doctor at the Serafimer hospital 1915-17  

Knut Barr, art critic in Stockholms-Tidningen 1909-17 

Richard Bergh, artist, director of the National Museum 1915-18 

Mrs Gerda Bergh 

August Brunius, art critic with modernist sympathies in Svenska Dagbladet 

1902-18 



Mrs Cecilia Brunius, wrote about home, clothes and fashion in Svenska 

Dagbladet under the byline Celie 

Ossian Elgström, artist and author, cartoonist in Svenska Dagbladet, Strix, 

Puck, Söndags-Nisse 

Mrs Anna-Lenah Elgström, authoress and peace campaigner 

Gunnar Hallström, artist, head of Valand’s School of Art in Gothenburg 

1910-12 

Mrs Signe Hallström, artist  

Mr Huebek, American member of the Forte circle, peace campaigner 

John Landquist, philosopher, historian of literature, author; literary critic in 

Dagens Nyheter 1911-17 

Elin Wägner, author, married to John Landquist 1910-22 

Hans Larsson, professor of philosophy in Lund 1901-1927 

Johan Leffler, doctor at Söderby Hospital 

Carl Milles, sculptor 

Mrs Olga Milles, artist 

Gregor Paulsson, art critic with modernist sympathies in Stockholms Dag-

blad 1915-17 

Mrs Ester Paulsson, director of gymnastics 

Sara Reuter, composer and pianist, née Wennerberg, Gunhild Bjerre’s cou-

sin 

Her husband Hugo Reuter 

Johnny Roosval, associate professor of art history, art critic 

Mrs Ellen Roosval, née von Hallwyl 

Olof Rosén, title Dr, possibly a medical doctor  

Spittser – probably refers to Albert Spitzer, music critic, i.e. in the culture 

magazine Ord och Bild 

Axel Törneman, artist 

Mrs Törneman, i.e. the Norwegian artist Gudrun Høyer-Ellefsen 

Anna Ekelöf, authoress 

Vera Fleetwood, baroness, Gunhild Bjerre’s niece 

Elin Lewenhaupt, countess, Gunhild Bjerre’s sister  

Miss Anna Troili-Petersson, sculptress and translator  

Frida Steenhoff, authoress 

Signe Taube, countess, Gunhild Bjerre’s sister 

 

 


