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Andreas Fluck Time of Transition – Emil Nolde 
Paints his Young Niece Christina

Emil and Ada Nolde spent the winter of 1914/15 secluded in a small fisherman’s 
dwelling on the isle of Alsen in the Baltic Sea. Their daily routine was overshad-
owed by the outbreak of World War I and its first battles. Looking for diversion 
and distraction, they paid a short visit in late June 1915 to Emil’s sister Cathrina 
Bonnichsen, who was living with her husband Lorenz on the family farm in Nolde, 
an agricultural community situated between the North Sea and the Baltic. (Emil 
himself had been born here, and had changed his surname from “Hansen” to 
“Nolde” in 1902). The Bonnichsens’ six children, three girls and three boys, kept 
things exciting and amusing for their uncle with their boisterous antics. Nolde’s 
letter of June 28th, 1915, to his friend Hans Fehr was correspondingly cheerful: 
“My Ada and I have been staying with relatives on the western side of the Schles-
wig Province. Things are quiet here now until the harvest season begins. The 
family life in my sister’s house is very pleasant. Three boys and three girls make 
the garden and the rooms of the recently built house come to life. I painted a 
picture of the three adolescent girls; it hangs on the whitewashed wall here in 

front of me. It turned out well.” (Letter in the 
Archive of the Nolde Stiftung Seebüll). 

The painting he was referring to was Drei 
Mädchen (C.G.M.) (Illustration on the left). 
Nolde’s inclusion of the initials “C.G.M.” allows 
us to identify the subjects as the three Bon-
nichsen girls: Christine, Grete, and Marie. Obvi-
ously, the girl with the red pigtails portrayed on 
our featured painting Christina is not identical 
with the 17-year-old young woman shown  
standing on the left. Which implies that Emil 
Nolde must have had another niece with this 
first name. As it turns out, Christina was one of 
the four daughters of Nolde’s eldest brother 
Hans. Born in 1903, she was described by Man-
fred Reuther as “a girl with a fiery shock of hair, 
open-hearted and full of zest for life.” (Man-
fred Reuther: Das Frühwerk Emil Noldes, Co-
logne, 1985, p. 36). Nolde portrayed her for the 
first time as a seven-year-old along with her 
father in Mann und kleines Mädchen from 1910. 
She also appears in other double portraits 
which Nolde made of her and her father in that 
same year, namely in the painting H. und Toch-

ter and in the etchings H. und Chr. I and II. The individual portrait which Nolde 
painted of her dates from 1915. His brother Hans Hansen was living with his wife 
and five children in Solderup at the time, just a few kilometers from his sister's 
farm. We can assume that Nolde had packed canvases and oil paints in order to 
portray his nieces and nephews from both families during his vacation visit, 
perhaps even at the express request of the children’s parents.  

Nolde recorded the marked change that had occurred in Christina’s ap-
pearance since 1910. In the new portrait, the once so lively and alert child has 
grown into a graceful and pensive young girl. Her sparkling blue eyes are cast 
down droopily at the floor, shyly avoiding the viewer’s gaze in the attitude one 

often sees in a 12-year-old pre-teen. Still, she does not 
appear to be brooding or despondent. In fact, she looks 
mentally focused and serene – perhaps not yet at ease 
with herself and the world, but well on the way to deve-
loping her own personality.  

Nolde placed his niece before a neutrally  
coloured backdrop in order to focus entirely on her 
outward appearance. The bright blue surface behind 
her might well be a high-backed bench or settee. But 
the image is framed too close up to provide clarity 
about the spatial surroundings. As in his first two por-
traits of Christina, the painter emphasizes the orange-
red of her hair, which is now braided into two pigtails, 
as well as her intensely blue eyes. He models her fine-
boned face by deftly exploiting contrasts of light and 
shadow, while emphasizing the curves of her full, deep-
red lips and purple eyebrows. Just like the other nieces 
and nephews portrayed by Nolde, Christina, too,  
donned her Sunday best for her modelling session: a 
dark violet dress with black collar and shoulder stripes. 
She sports a gold necklace whose elliptical medallion 
underscores the now markedly narrower shape of her 
face.   

Christina’s emergence from childhood and result-
ing change in personality within the space of five years 
seems to have been Nolde’s primary inspiration for 
creating this individual portrait: His niece irrecoverably 
had lost her earlier innocence and was maturing into an adult whose thoughts 
and actions would be increasingly determined by reason and calculation as well 
as doubt. Nolde saw this inevitable loss of youthful artlessness, which he had also 
experienced personally as an artist and human being, with a sense of sadness: 
“Despite all the confident awareness of my ability that I have gained, I do so wish 
that I could hold on to the child in me, because when that is absent in an artist, 
his work will lack that beautiful overall harmony.” (Emil Nolde: Jahre der Kämpfe, 
5th edition, Cologne 1985, p. 199).

It is only logical, then, that children often serve to symbolize a state of 
natural innocence in Nolde’s images. Whether shown dancing a boisterous round 
of “ring around the rosie” or romping and cavorting at play, their care-free atti-
tude and buoyancy always is placed front and center. Indeed, children embodied 
an ideal vision of mankind for Nolde, just like the simple folk of the surrounding 
farming community or the aboriginal natives of the South Sea Islands. As early as 
in the 1930s, he already had gloomy premonitions: “In our economically produc-
tive but civilizing modern times, everything that is not material passes away – 
never to return. Where in the world will the virgin earth be preserved in its origi-
nal, pristine state as an enclave for the benefit of ethnological study, with its 
people, its animals, its plants, in the coming centuries or millennia? Few people 
take the long view and think about the human community; almost all of them 
think only about their small, selfish self.” (Emil Nolde: Welt und Heimat, 2nd editi-
on, Cologne 1965, p. 145).
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