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Introduction 

The extraordinary selection of Paul Klee drawings and etchings forming the 
Sylvie and Jorge Helft collection focuses on one of the key features of the artist’s 
output, that is, the importance he attached to drawing and especially, his use of 
the line as the fundamental starting point for the visual transposition of an idea. 
The collectors, beginning in the 1970s, were driven by a very specific desire to 
highlight this particular aspect of the work of an artist they consider the most 
important representative of Twentieth century Modernism, acquiring a distinct 
selection of pieces dating from the period between 1914 and 1940. Comprising 
pencil, pen, and pastel drawings, as well as watercolours, etchings, and litho-
graphs, this set of works is characterised by extraordinary consistency. The exhi-
bition is presented in an intimate space to create close dialogues between the 
works and to allow the public to enter into a privileged relationship with a private 
collection and the works that constitute it. The display follows seven sections that 
explore recurring themes in Klee’s work and key moments in his artistic career.

Since the very beginning, Klee proved to be extremely skilled and versatile in his 
drawing, the line being a creative constituent of primary importance. Indeed, 
drawing, as one of the key features of his work, is never conceived merely as a 
preparatory phase for the realisation of a painting, but as an autonomous form 
of art. In this regard, it is significant that, his output consisting of around nine 
thousand artworks in total, almost half of these are drawings. Klee was particu-
larly interested in the quality of the line in pre-historic art and children’s drawings, 
of which, as well as the spontaneous and genuine character, he appreciated the 
reduction of forms, the result of a creative approach free from any kind of con-
ditioning. These findings represented the basis for subsequently developing a 
theoretical reflection on his own creative and compositional principles. The line 
also features as a major theme in his writings, as well as being at the centre of 
his teaching at the Bauhaus in Weimar and Dessau. In fact, the first pages of his 
Pädagogisches Skizzenbuch (Pedagogical Sketchbook), written in 1924, are 
dedicated precisely to the line, described in this context by Klee as active, pas-
sive, and medial. In his work, Klee employs the line in all its possible forms: 
straight, zigzag, vertical, and horizontal, drawing circles, arrows, numbers, letters, 
signs, and symbols, by creating graphic works, often with an ironic and humor-
ous connotation; at times bordering on sarcasm, sometimes acquiring a stron-
ger, dramatic nature. 





Shapes in the making

By means of his artistic research Klee investigated the origins of the creative 
process, an enigma reflected in the works displayed here, characterised by the 
presence of organic and architectural expressions which appear to have acquired 
a life of their own. Such as the delicate flowers in Praehistorische Flora (1920) 
which seem to be spreading further, beyond the margins of the sheet, or the 
building site in Kirche im Bau (1914), seemingly rising purely of its own volition, 
unaided by any manpower. Similarly, in Orgelberg (1934), the profile of a city 
emerges out of a rock massif, while the figures strolling in Ordnung an Stelle von 
Glück (1929) appear entangled within the net-like structure of an accidental 
perspective, about to become a construction.
Klee drew and painted without having a subject or a scene in mind, as these 
would emerge spontaneously, by means of signs, eventually acquiring forms 
evoking elements present in the real world. In the text of the so-called Jena 
Conference of 1924, Klee compares the creative process to a tree: the roots 
represent the stimuli from the outside world, the trunk is the artist who conveys 
them in the work of art, that is, the crown of the tree. This comparison is partic-
ularly striking when observing Die Pflanze als Saemann (1921), where the prop-
agation of seeds is anthropomorphised through the grafting of an arm onto the 
trunk of a plant. 
Despite the importance attached to nature, Klee was not interested in reproduc-
ing reality in an objective manner, because, as he himself stated in the theoretical 
essay Wege des Naturstudiums (Ways of Studying Nature, 1923): “Today’s artist 
is something more than a perfected photo camera: they are more complex, 
richer, more far-reaching”. 
This approach is reflected in the drawing Überkultur von Dynamoradiolaren 2 
(1926), in which marine microorganisms, probably discovered by Klee through 
the scientific illustrations of the German biologist Ernst Haeckel, are transformed 
into staring flower-pinwheels. Like many other artists of his generation, Klee was 
fascinated by the book Kunstformen der Natur (Art Forms of Nature) published 
by Haeckel in 1899 as a result of his microscope research; however, instead of 
directly retrieving the structures investigated by Haeckel, Klee re-processed 
them, creating new forms.



The interwar period and the Bauhaus years 

In the autumn of 1920, Klee received a telegram from Walter Gropius: he was 
inviting him to join the teaching staff at the Staatliche Bauhaus, the Weimar 
school of art, architecture and design founded the previous year with the aim of 
reducing, or even erasing, any conceptual distinctions between the arts. Klee 
accepted the assignment and, from 1921, began a decade of teaching and 
experimentation. As he himself admitted, this indirectly led him to reflect on his 
theoretical conceptions, applied until then in an automatic, intuitive manner. 
“When the time came for me to teach, I was forced to clarify to myself what I 
usually did unaware.” Until 1925, when the school moved to Dessau, he directed 
as Formmeister (master of form) the bookbinding workshop and later that of 
foundry and glass painting, while at the same time, continuing to teach form 
theory. After moving to Dessau, he taught a painting course and held classes for 
the weaving workshop students. 
The Bauhaus years coincided with a highly productive stage in Klee’s artistic life, 
not only in terms of the quantity of works created, but also including the writings 
and teaching materials he produced for his classes. Indeed, in that exact context, 
the following pieces saw the light: the pages published in 1925 under the title 
Pädagogisches Skizzenbuch; the essay Wege des Naturstudiums, published by 
the Bauhaus in 1923; Klee’s lecture of 26 January 1924 at Jena’s Kunstverein, 
published posthumously in 1945 under the title Über die moderne Kunst (On 
Modern Art); and finally, the essay Exakte Versuche im Bereiche der Kunst (Exact 
Experiments in the Realm of Art) in 1928. 
While at the Bauhaus, Klee, together with other masters including Lyonel 
Feininger, Wassily Kandinsky and László Moholy-Nagy, was invited to create 
postcards to advertise the events organised by the school. Among these, two 
specimens are included in the Sylvie and Jorge Helft collection: Laternenfest 
Bauhaus 1922, printed on the occasion of a festival celebrating the summer 
solstice, and Postkarte zur Bauhaus-Ausstellung Die erhabene Seite 1923, 
announcing the first large-scale exhibition at the Bauhaus, showcasing the 
innovative theories promoted by the school in the artistic and architectural fields. 
On this occasion, the display included the original sheets of Klee’s Pädagogi-
sches Skizzenbuch. 
Two important lithographs belonging to the Helft collection also date back to the 
Twenties: Die Heilige vom innern Licht (1921) and Der Verliebte (1923), both 
realised for a series of portfolios dedicated to contemporary European graphic 



design published by the Bauhaus. The first, together with fourteen other works 
by Klee, was also included in the Entartete Kunst (Degenerate Art) publication 
and exhibition organised by the National Socialists with the aim of discrediting 
the work of artists they considered “degenerate”. The second is part of the port-
folio created by the masters of the Bauhaus, a very rare complete specimen of 
which can be admired within the works on display.

Das andere Geisterzimmer (Neue Fassung), 1925 
This drawing, which composition was taken up by Klee in different works, is one 
of the highlights of the Helft collection. Indeed, this is the first work by Paul 
Klee purchased by Jorge Helft in 1970 in Paris, at the gallery of the art dealer 
Heinz Berggruen (1914–2007), who, at the time, was the greatest Klee expert. 
This work was already included in Klee’s first exhibition in France, held in 1925 
at Galerie Vavin-Raspail, where it was displayed with the title Chambre spirite. 
The composition skilfully combines the use of central perspective with a Dechir-
ichian-inspired atmosphere, which infuses the scene with an eerie charm, 
reflected in the title.
Das andere Geisterzimmer (Neue Fassung) was created using the technique of 
oil transfer drawing and watercolour on paper, an innovative process developed 
and experimented with at length by Klee during his years of teaching at the 
Bauhaus, allowing him to create several copies of drawings in pencil, ink and 
china, and enabling him to meet the demands for large-scale sales by Hans 
Goltz, his gallerist at the time. Inspired by the carbon paper concept, Klee used 
to insert a sheet painted with a certain black oil colour between his drawing and 
a sheet of white paper, on which the graphic motif was traced. He then retouched 
the ‘transferred’ drawing using watercolour, often by spraying it directly on the 
surface, thus resulting in a new work characterised by soft and blurred lines, as 
well as traces of black paint.



The human figure and the animal world 

Throughout his life, Klee showed a strong interest in exploring the human figure 
and the animal world. While physiognomy was certainly part of his academic 
training, the observation of animals, cats in particular, which were always present 
in his house, had fascinated him since childhood. 
The Helfts’ collection includes figures ranging from those featuring a classical 
approach, such as Nackte Frau (1931), the pose characterised by a slight con-
trapposto, or Rechnender Greis (1929), whose fingers seem to be evoking the 
dynamic tangle of hands of the famous Jesus Among the Doctors by Dürer, to 
compositions which may appear abstract, such as Brüder (1931), where the 
hypothesis that the drawing actually represents some figures is only suggested 
by the title of the work and the presence of six pairs of stylised legs. 
Klee’s figures are often outlined in a synthetic way, a few traits being sufficient 
to suggest an expression or an attitude. Such as in Die Hexe mit dem Kamm 
(1922) and Ältliches Kind II (1930), where characters are built by overlapping and 
combining a few elements: lines, arrows, and dots, giving rise to an unsettled yet 
threatening figure in the first one, whereas the second one appears evanescent 
and astonished. 
The lizard-like creatures interacting in Spiel (·lesbische Tonart·) (1920) are also 
traced very sparingly, in this case, perhaps, as a result of the artist’s propensity 
to capture stimuli from a wide variety of contexts. In fact, the black lines defining 
the backbone of the two animals evoke both x-ray images as well as the style of 
some cave paintings. Klee had indeed a strong interest in prehistoric art and 
closely followed the practical applications of the scientific discoveries of his time.
In Biss in die Schulter (1926) the juxtaposition of sinuous lines builds both the 
person – who does not seem upset by what is happening – and the animal biting 
her shoulder. Comparing man and animal means to question what sets apart one 
from the other, and the nature of the relationships that exist between the two 
species: by drawing them using the same stylistic approach, is Klee perhaps 
equating them? Does man deserve to be bitten by the beast, despite his sense 
of anthropocentric superiority?
In this respect, it is interesting to note how the artist often assigned animal 
characteristics to his human figures or, conversely, tended to anthropomorphise 
the animals that populate his works, such as the birds in <Metamorphose Vögel> 
(1915), which are growing arms and legs. 



Period publications

Passionate bibliophiles, over the years the Helfts have acquired a number of 
precious and very rare editions relating to the artistic and literary developments 
initiated by the avant-gardes of the Twentieth century. This section presents 
some of the original editions of books illustrated by Klee, starting with Voltaire’s 
Candide, for which he drew tables featuring nervous lines, a source of inspiration 
for artists such as Ensor and Kubin, as well as rare examples of exhibition cata-
logues which have marked the history of the arts of the Twentieth century, such 
as La peinture surréaliste of 1925. 
The 1923 Meistermappe des Staatlichen Bauhauses is part of an ambitious 
Bauhaus project (unfortunately never completed) involving the creation of five 
portfolios providing an overview of the European graphic art of the time. Accord-
ing to the promotional flyer for this initiative, its main purpose was to illustrate 
“how the generation of artists of our time engages with the teachings of the 
Bauhaus”. Unlike the first portfolio of 1921 (which included the work Die Heilige 
vom innern Licht on display in the section dedicated to the Bauhaus), the 1923 
portfolio only featured works by Bauhaus teachers. It provides a snapshot of the 
various artistic trends which coexisted and interacted within the school, from 
Kandinsky’s energetic and lively composition to Moholy-Nagy’s Minimalism 
influenced by Constructivism. 



Narrative fragments

Even in his most essential compositions, once several characters appear, the 
artist always manages to establish a dynamic and intriguing relationship between 
them. A keen observer of human behaviour, particularly interested in exploring 
social interactions in his work, Klee enjoyed creating scenes with drama and 
connotations of caricature in which, very often, animals adopt behaviours mirror-
ing the contradictions and virtues of mankind.
Often, this type of compositions allows Klee to explore power relations: such as 
in Spitzes Wort und Fäuste (1925) where, as suggested by the title, we are faced 
with a situation of tension, with a character clearly overpowering the others. The 
same is evident in Illustration (1928), with the two figures on the side which 
appear to be kneeling and submitting to the will of the central character, whose 
figure, despite being outlined by light lines, ends up prevailing as a disturbing and 
threatening presence.

Henu sode, 1927
Perhaps, this graceful drawing boasts one of the most enigmatic titles anywhere in 
Klee’s vast catalogue. ‘Henu sode’ is an expression in Berne dialect which is some-
what difficult to translate in all its nuances. In broad terms, it can mean ‘what’s done, 
is done’, and can be used to describe a situation beyond remedy, when ‘crying over 
spilled milk’ makes no sense. Creating a meaningful link between the title and the 
scene depicted in this drawing is not straightforward: what went wrong? Did some-
thing happen between the characters moving away towards the right and the animals 
and the figure raising its arms in the lower section of the sheet? Such ambiguity is 
something that Klee pursued with particular interest when creating his titles, as 
Jorge Helft explains in an extract from the interview published in the catalogue: 
“One of the most important things I learned during [the meeting with Felix Klee] 
concerns the titles of Paul Klee’s works, and in particular the fact that they were 
created by the family. In the evening, Paul Klee would bring the works he consid-
ered finished to the table in order, with the collaboration of his wife Lily and his son 
Felix, to come up with the most appropriate title for each work. These titles, accord-
ing to Paul Klee, had to be, if possible, amusing, bawdy, and have double meaning. 
Once the three had come to an agreement, Klee wrote the title and signed the 
piece. Felix was convinced that the given titles helped in the understanding of the 
works: sometimes the titles of his works lead us onto some very intriguing paths, 
which is why Sylvie and I were very interested in the titles during our research.”.



Klee and the performing arts 

As well as being an artist, Paul Klee was also an excellent violinist who loved the 
music of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms. Son of Hans Klee, musician, 
composer, and music professor, and of the singer Ida Frick, from childhood he 
was immersed in the world of music, acquiring a solid training in the field. Indeed, 
alongside his activity as an artist, throughout his life he was also active as a 
musician, playing in various orchestras. His passion for this discipline never left 
him and had a profound impact on his artistic production, not only in terms of 
composition, but also of themes. Inspired by musical compositional techniques 
such as variation, fugue and polyphony, Klee was able to elaborate works char-
acterised by extreme formal harmony.
Furthermore, he showed a lively interest in theatre: he regularly attended perfor-
mances of all genres, from the classical (such as opera, operetta, drama, com-
edy) to the popular, such as the circus or puppet shows. He even amused himself 
in reviewing them, judging rather strictly the scenery, the setting and, given his 
musical expertise, the performance of the singers. Above all, he was fascinated 
by comic and circus characters, whose exploits reflected and sublimated real-life 
behaviours and situations. Often, he would establish parallels between members 
of his family circle and theatrical characters, sometimes even depicting them in 
his work, such as, for example, in Vulgaere Komoedie (1922), a short-run litho-
graph printed at the Bauhaus in Weimar. 
References to the world of theatre and circus are present in many works by 
Klee, and also in his choice of titles: in this regard, among the works from the 
Helft collection, the following are representative: Esel (1925), which refers to 
the Shakespearean character of Bottom from A Midsummer Night’s Dream; 
Vogelkomödie (1918 c.), probable reference to Aristophanes’ The Birds, which 
Klee read in 1901 and defined in his Diaries as a ‘very precious’ text; and again, 
Satir-Tanz (1921), Gruppe aus einem Ballet (1923) and Stachel der Clown (1931).
As it is often the case in the works of the late period, a seemingly continuous line 
defines and unites the characters that animate Zchng. zum Wander Circus 
(1937), a work reproduced on the cover of a 1950 catalogue of the Buchholz 
Gallery, included in the Period publications section. The composition, in which we 
can guess the presence of a clown, a dancer and a donkey, was reprised by Klee, 
with only minimal changes, in a lively oil painting of the same year, now kept at 
the Baltimore Museum of Art. 



Late work and illness 

From 1935, Paul Klee began to suffer from a disease which at the time was still 
unknown and was misdiagnosed as measles. Only after his death, thanks to more 
in-depth clinical studies, it was identified as progressive scleroderma, a rare 
chronic degenerative condition characterised by the gradual hardening of the 
skin and thickening of internal organs, leading to severe issues with the heart, 
lungs, and oesophagus. Surprisingly, the last five years of his life were extremely 
productive: between 1937 and 1939, he created almost two thousand works, 
despite the inexorable progress of the disease, which progressively transformed 
his body. This dramatic situation is evoked by works such as Unterbrochene 
Metamorphose (1939). In this drawing, the face is outlined by strong and essen-
tial strokes, expressing, in a powerful manner, its dismay; the fragmentation of the 
components of the figure seems to reflect the progressive inability to move his 
limbs which the artist had to face, as also suggested in the work Drang vor der 
Wanderung (1940). 
During these final years, Klee had to give up painting standing in front of the 
easel, creating his works sat at a large drawing board. The pieces from this 
period are characterised by rapid strokes, reduced shapes, sometimes becoming 
hieroglyphic signs, and by an almost tactile materiality, resulting from the use of 
starch-based colours. Some of the later works thus appear as painted directly 
with his fingers, like for instance Gruppe “Eins plus zwei in Umstellung” (1939). 





Biography

1879 Paul Klee is born on 18 Decem-
ber in Münchenbuchsee, near Bern, the 
son of music professor Hans Wilhelm 
Klee (1849–1940) and singer Ida 
Maria Frick (1855–1921).

1883 His maternal grandmother begins 
teaching him to draw. 

1886–1897 He fills school books and 
personal notebooks with caricatures, 
images copied from magazines and 
calendars, as well as drawings of sub-
jects taken directly from nature.

1898 After graduating high school, 
Klee is unable to choose between 
music and painting for a considerable 
period of time. He ultimately decides 
on studying art and leaves for Munich, 
where he attends Heinrich Knirr’s pri-
vate school of drawing. From this year 
on, he keeps a personal diary. 

1899 Klee meets his future wife, the 
pianist Lily Stumpf (1876–1946).

1900 He studies at the Academy of 
Fine Arts in Munich, attending Franz 
von Stuck’s painting class.

1901–1902 Together with the sculptor 
and fellow student Hermann Haller, he 
leaves on a six-month trip through Italy. 

1902–1906 He creates his first glass 
paintings and engravings, predomi-
nantly etchings.

1906 After the marriage Lily and Paul 
Klee move to Munich where he exhib-
its ten of his etchings at the Secession. 

1907 On 30 November, his son Felix is 
born.

1908 Exhibitions at the Munich and 
Berlin Secession. He finds employ-
ment as a teacher at the Debschitz 
school of art for a few months.

1911 He begins working on the illus-
trations for Voltaire’s Candide. He 
writes reviews of art exhibitions and 
cultural events in Munich. He begins 
compiling a handwritten catalogue of 
his works “from childhood onwards,” in 
which he includes some of his earliest 
drawings. Thanks to his friend Louis 
Moilliet, Klee meets Wassily Kandinsky, 
who lives just a short stroll away from 
him in Munich. Kandinsky introduces 
him to the artists of the Der Blaue 
Reiter movement.



1912 He takes part to the second 
Blaue Reiter exhibition, dedicated to 
drawing and graphic arts, at Hans 
Goltz gallery. He travels to Paris and 
visits Robert and Sonia Delaunay.

1914 In April he embarks on a trip to 
Tunisia with August Macke and Louis 
Moilliet, which gives him the opportu-
nity to deepen and further develop his 
knowledge of abstraction and the use 
of colour that he had absorbed while in 
Paris. Upon his return from Tunisia, 
World War I breaks out. While Wassily 
Kandinsky returns to Russia, his 
friends August Macke and Franz Marc 
both fall in combat, in 1914 and 1916 
respectively.

1916–1918 Klee is drafted into the 
army. Employed in accounting, he is 
able to continue his artistic activity. 
Thanks to his exhibitions at the Der 
Sturm gallery in Berlin, Klee becomes 
one of the leading representatives of 
modern art in Germany and experi-
ences his first commercial successes. 
In 1918, he stops keeping personal 
diaries. In the years to come, he will 
rework their contents, which are pub-
lished posthumously by his son Felix 
Klee under the title The Diaries of Paul 
Klee 1898–1918. 

1919 Max Ernst includes two drawings 
by Klee in the first Dadaist exhibition 
of Gruppe D at the Kölnischer Kunstv-
erein.

1920 In Munich, Hans Goltz organises 
the first major Klee retrospective and 
his first monographs are published. On 
29 October, Walter Gropius asks him 
to join the Bauhaus teaching staff in 
Weimar.

1921 On 13 May, he begins his teach-
ing career at the Bauhaus and moves 
with his family from Munich to Weimar.

1923 For the first time his work is on 
display in a German museum, the Kron-
prinzenpalais in Berlin. Publication of 
his essay Ways to Study Nature. 

1924 First solo exhibition in New York 
at the Société Anonyme. He joins the 
artists’ group Die Blaue Vier, which 
includes Wassily Kandinsky, Lyonel 
Feininger, and Alexej von Jawlensky. 
Klee holds his lecture On Modern Art 
in Jena, the text of which is only pub-
lished in 1945. André Breton mentions 
him in the First Manifesto of Surreal-
ism as one of the surrealist artists.



1925 The Bauhaus moves to Dessau 
after being forced to close its Weimar 
premises. Klee takes part in the first 
surrealist exhibition at the Galerie 
Pierre in Paris together with Max Ernst, 
Joan Miró, and Pablo Picasso, among 
others. Publication of his Pedagogical 
Sketchbook. 

1926 Klee moves to Dessau with his 
family, where they share with the Kan-
dinskys one of the semi-detached 
houses designed by Gropius for teach-
ing staff.

1928 He travels to Egypt for four 
weeks. He publishes his essay Exact 
Experiments in the Realm of Art. 

1929 On the occasion of his fiftieth 
birthday tribute exhibitions are organ-
ised in Berlin, Dresden, New York, and 
Paris and the Cahiers d’Art publish a 
monograph by Will Grohmann. Ernst 
Ludwig Kirchner writes in a letter: 
“Klee works with pure line, the primal 
means of drawing, as I also do, our 
ancestors in this respect are the cave 
peoples, who made marvellous things 
with it. The so-called painterly drawing 
with light and shade has forgotten the 
actual means of drawing, only we have 
rediscovered it and developed its lan-
guage with our nerves and the forms 
of the modern age.” 

1931 Klee leaves the Bauhaus and is 
officially appointed professor at the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Düsseldorf.

1933 When the National Socialists 
seize power, Klee loses his teaching 
job. He leaves Germany and returns to 
his hometown of Bern.

1934 The monograph Paul Klee: Hand 
drawings 1921–1930, edited by Will 
Grohmann, is published.

1935 Klee begins showing the first 
symptoms of a serious disease, which 
only after his death is diagnosed as 
scleroderma.

1936 Due to his precarious health, 
Klee’s output is severely curtailed, and 
thus only twenty-five pieces are 
recorded in his personal inventory.

1937 The National Socialists declare 
Klee’s art “degenerate” and requisition 
many of his works preserved in Ger-
man museums. Fifteen works are dis-
played as part of the travelling 
exhibition Degenerate Art. The exhibi-
tion catalogue compares his litho-
graph Die Heilige vom innern Licht 
with the work of a “schizophrenic”.
On 27 November, Pablo Picasso visits 
Klee in Bern. 



1939 Despite his serious illness, Klee 
is able to complete 1,253 works over 
the course of a single year, most of 
them drawings. Georges Braque visits 
him in Bern on two occasions. 

1940 The Kunsthaus Zürich shows a 
large exhibition dedicated to Klee’s 
recent work. The artist dies on 29 
June at Clinica Sant’Agnese in Locar-
no-Muralto, six days before he is 
granted Swiss citizenship. His grave is 
located on the Schosshalde cemetery 
in Bern, in close proximity to the Zen-
trum Paul Klee.
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