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                     RITZ BRANDTNER (1896–1969) was born in Danzig, 
                     Germany (now Gdansk, Poland) and lived there until he emigrated to 
Canada in 1928. By that date he was already an accomplished artist familiar with 
the currents of European modernism. A collection of 172 books and other materials 
from his personal library was donated to the National Gallery of Canada by his 
friend Paul Kastel, of the Kastel Gallery, in 2006, and this exhibition presents a 
selection of the contents.

The jewel in the crown of the collection is Brandtner’s Notebook, which dates from 
the 1950s [1]. Crammed with writing, it contains statements of a personal credo, 
observations about his professional life, historical analysis, comments on the 
Canadian art scene, drawings, and quotations ranging from Freud to Abraham 
Lincoln and from Confucius to Louis Armstrong. 

Of the published books in the Brandtner library, a number were acquired in 
Germany before his arrival in Canada. Typical gifts from Mieze Preuss, his fiancée, 
were inexpensive volumes from a series titled Junge Kunst (“new art”), which often 
featured contemporaries who would later appear on the Nazis’ list of “degenerate” 
artists [2, 3, 4]. One, Max Pechstein (1881–1955), contributed an original woodcut 
to the Almanach auf das Jahr 1920 (“almanac for the year 1920”), a notable publication 
on German expressionist artists of the day [5]. There is also a book of reproductions 
of drawings by George Grosz (1893–1959), titled Der Spiesser-Spiegel (“the mirror of 
the bourgeoisie”) [6], a bitterly satirical volume portraying the decadence and 
callousness of Berlin society in the 1920s. Fritz had served in the German army 
during World War I, and it is interesting to find amongst his books one written by a 
British artist who served on the opposite side: Modern War: Paintings by C.R.W. 
Nevinson (1889–1946) [7]. Of the same generation, both artists had been strongly 
influenced by contemporary European avant-garde movements in art.

Some of the titles in his collection provide insight into Fritz's personal life. On 
7 April 1928, at the German port of Bremen, he boarded the steamer Seydlitz bound 
for Halifax, Nova Scotia. Bremen housed a museum of the artist Paula Modersohn-
Becker (1876–1907), where Fritz purchased a postcard to send to Mieze. Because he 
missed the last collection of mail from the ship, the postcard was not mailed until 
the ship docked ten days later on the opposite side of the Atlantic. Mieze wrote the 
date on which she received the card, 28 April, and later pasted it into a book about 
Modersohn-Becker [8], which she mailed to him as a 32nd birthday present. The 
following year she joined him in Winnipeg, where they married.

One of the first books Fritz purchased after arriving in his new home illustrates why 
he chose Canada: namely, a fervent interest in indigenous art and culture. The 
Downfall of Temlaham, by Marius Barbeau, with illustrations by A.Y. Jackson, Emily 
Carr and others, is inscribed “F. Brandtner 1928, Winnipeg, bought after the fire on 
Main street for 10 cent.” The volume has indeed suffered water damage, and at 
some point Fritz made for it a jacket of coarse cloth, decorated with a motif inspired 
by Haida house-post designs [9]. Inspired by the same interest, he travelled to the 
west coast in 1930, while employed as a designer at the Winnipeg branch of the 

graphic arts firm Brigdens. A portfolio contains mounted photographs of Banff, 
Vancouver, Prince Rupert and other locations, as well as group portraits of 
Brigdens employees, including Fritz himself [10]. A Canadian National Railways 
pamphlet entitled Totems of Kitwanga and North Central British Columbia has 
survived as an insert in his copy of Marius Barbeau’s Totem Poles of the Gitksan, 
Upper Skeena River, British Columbia [11].

Fritz’s fascination with indigenous artistic cultures outside North America is 
reflected in the protective covers he made for two other books [12, 13]. His later 
career in art education, which developed after the Brandtners moved from Winnipeg 
to Montreal in 1934, is also strongly in evidence. Native Arts of the Pacific Northwest 
[14] appears to have been a gift from pupils at one of the summer schools he 
directed; they signed their names to a Christmas card pasted in the front. Inserted in 
the volume are book and magazine clippings, and photographs covering a period of 
nearly forty years, from his 1930 trip west, to the Indians of Canada Pavilion at Expo 
’67 in Montreal. Another volume, Education through Art, by Herbert Read [15], is 
inscribed: “Fredericton NB August 10 1949 To Mr. Brandtner with our sincere 
appreciation,” and signed with twelve names. Befitting his role as a teacher, the 
library reflects broad subjects including architecture [16] and cultural history. 
Fritz was a fairly compulsive underliner and annotater in pencil and ink: his copy of 
Clive Bell’s Civilization [17] include such written interjections as “ha ha” and 
“how can you assume that?”

Montreal afforded the Brandtners a wider circle of friends and a more progressive 
artistic milieu. They had arrived with a letter of introduction from the Winnipeg 
artist L.L. (Lionel Lemoine) FitzGerald (1890–1956) to the critic and writer Robert Ayre 
(1900–1980), who later inscribed to them a copy of his short story “Mr. Sycamore” 
[18]. Art as Experience, an influential work by the philosopher John Dewey, carries 
the bookplate of Norman Bethune (1890–1939), the Canadian physician soon to 
depart for the Spanish Civil War and later for China, designed by Fritz with the motto: 
“This book belongs to Norman Bethune and his Friends” [19]. The library reflects 
Fritz’s continuing engagement with modern art in many forms [20, 21, 22, 23]. 
The ephemeral material he inserted into the book is sometimes as interesting as the 
book itself. For example, Fritz’s copy of The Artist’s Handbook of Materials and 
Techniques, by Ralph Mayer, has tucked inside the front covers a couple of small 
pamphlets titled Colour Mixtures and Artists Materials, which throw light on Fritz’s 
choice of paints [24]. 

For all the wide reading and interest in theory demonstrated by his library, Fritz 
Brandtner had a refreshingly down-to-earth approach to art: as he wrote in his 
Notebook: “five minutes of honest relaxation playing with brush and paper or a 
piece of wire or a piece of string can be a better therapy [than] any psychiatrists 
can prescribe.”
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