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based on her own socialist perspec-
tive on the visual arts (fig. 2). In  
the literature on Loeber, the annota- 
ted sketches in the collection of  
the Rijksmuseum are chief ly used  
as a primary source for the inter- 
pretation of her work. They offer  
insight into her artistic practice, 
including the mathematical prin
ciples she applied to her composi
tional schemes, her use of colour  
and the replication process she 
applied in her paintings.3

Loeber’s donation, including this 
personal ‘catalogue raisonné’, has 
therefore proven to be a valuable art 
historical source, though it has not  
yet been examined within the broader 
context of her artistic legacy. The 
Rijksmuseum initially held only three 
of Loeber’s prints in its collection.4 
With the 1983 donation, it now housed 
a representative part of her graphic 
oeuvre. In addition to the annotated 
sketches and designs, there were  
also dozens of prints and drawings, 
and three sketchbooks.5 The dona-
tion comprises not only preparatory 
studies for paintings but also fully 
realized (self-)portraits and prints 
executed in a variety of techniques,  
in which Loeber experimented with 
stylization, line work and contrast 
(e.g. fig. 3). 

n 1983, artist Lou Loeber (1894-1983) 
donated over two hundred drawings 

and prints to the Rijksmuseum Print 
Room. In consultation with then 
curator Freek Heijbroek, Loeber 
provided a significant number of  
the donated works with her own 
personal commentary in the form  
of handwritten notes on notepaper, 
subsequently carefully affixed to the 
sketches by a museum conservator.1 
Evident from these annotations is  
that Loeber aimed to guide the inter
pretation of her work, as can be 
observed, for example, when reading 
the words that accompany her pre
paratory sketches for the painting 
Muziek (Music, fig. 1): ‘The band of 
white and blue-white blocks, which 
diagonally traverses the painting  
and is simultaneously divided and 
held together by the meandering  
black line, is not an indication of 
musical staves, as some have sur-
mised (it has no such realistic 
elements), but a visualization of  
the thematically musical inter
connectedness of the three parts.’2		
	 Loeber’s work balances between 
figuration and abstraction. She is par
ticularly known for the distinctive 
visual idiom – composed of clean  
lines and clearly delineated planes – 
she developed in the nineteen twenties 

• c e r i - a n n e  va n  d e  g e e r  •

t h e  r i j k s
m u s e u m

b u l l e t i n

Lou Loeber:  
Archivist of her Own Oeuvre

I < Fig. 1
lou loeber ,  
Music , 1960. 
Sketch, finished 
drawing and  
annotations pasted 
onto sheet. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. nos. rp-t-1983-169 
and rp-t-1983-170  
on sheet no. 66, 
donated by the artist, 
Louise Marie (Lou) 
Koning-Loeber.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026



242

t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m  b u l l e t i n

A survey of Dutch museums has 
revealed that Loeber made no dona
tion comparable in scope or personal 
character to any other institution.6 
This raises several important ques
tions: Why did Loeber donate such 
a substantial part of her work to the 
Rijksmuseum Print Room? For what 
reason did she assume such a direct, 
personal role when it came to the 
interpretation of her work and how 
does this relate to the broader context 
of her remaining artistic legacy? To 
answer these questions, this article 
focusses approximately on the ten 
years preceding Loeber’s donation,  
a period during which renewed 
appreciation for her work arose.  
I examine the role of the art market,  
the museum sector and feminist 
initiatives in shaping the public 
image that emerged during these 
years and her response to it. With 
this approach, Loeber’s donation  
to the Rijksmuseum Print Room is 
interpreted as a testament to how she 
wished to be remembered: her artistic 
legacy as a form of autobiography.

Artistic Legacy as
Autobiography

‘This is nonsense’, Lou Loeber bluntly 
wrote on a newspaper clipping of  
an article in which her socialist take 
on visual art was summed up in the 
maxim: ‘art is a weapon in the class 
struggle’.7 This was precisely the 
current within the socialist move-
ment of which she was not a pro
ponent. On the contrary, Loeber’s 
belief was that socialist art could  
be accessible and comprehensible 
without representing the subject of 
the class struggle.8	

This newspaper clipping is today 
preserved in Loeber’s artist’s archive. 
Following her death and in accord
ance with her explicit wishes, her 
family transferred the archive to the 
rkd (Netherlands Institute for Art 
History) in The Hague.9 It was by  
no means exceptional that she had 

written her personal commentary 
directly on a newspaper clipping: 
many of the documents, corres
pondence and books in the archive 
bear similar commentary, through 
which Loeber gave her own inter
pretation of her life and work, just as 
she did with the ‘catalogue raisonné’ 
at the Rijksmuseum Print Room. The 
overall impression is that of a sharp-
witted individual fully aware that,  
one day, her words would come to  
be read in a very different era and 
context, and therefore potentially 
misunderstood.

In relative terms, a great deal of 
research has focussed on the auto
biographical texts of women artists, 
because their work is often inter
preted from the perspective of life 
events, more so than with the work 
of men.10 The underlying assump- 
tion is that women artists’ work is,  
by nature, more personal, when in 
fact, the focus of many modernist 
artists, of all genders, lay on collec-
tive values ​​and finding a new visual 
idiom.11 Loeber purposely adopted, 
for instance, a smooth, impersonal 
brushstroke to realize her socialist 
artistic ideal.12

Fig. 2
anonymous ,  
Lou Loeber in  
Studio with Painting 
‘Writing Desk’  
behind her, 1973? 
Photograph. 
The Hague, rkd – 
Netherlands Institute 
for Art History,  
image no. 3758454. 
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Research into an artist’s representa
tions of themselves can reveal historio
graphical patterns of this nature. In 
autobiographies and ego documents, 
along with a variety of other sources, 
artists of the twentieth century – in 
response to the rise of mass media – 
were beginning to relate more and 
more not just to their role as an artist 
but also to their public image.13 In this 
respect, women often face a tension 
between artistic identity and gender, 
as did Lou Loeber. As art historian 
Miriam van Rijsingen observed: ‘For 
[women], being an artist and being a 
woman is self-evident; however, the 
combination of the two is perceived as 
problematic, whether by the women 
themselves or by their surroundings.’14

Textual and visual forms of self-
representation – e.g. memoirs, archival 
material and artworks – are valuable 
sources, but examining what ways 
women artists choose to donate  
their own work to public collections 
also provides insight.15 In recent  
years, a great deal of research has 
been published on the impact that 
women donors and custodians of 
artists’ estates have had on museum 
collections.16 To date, however, less 
attention has been devoted to how 
women have managed their own 
artistic legacies.17 Past examples of 
women donating their own work  
– particularly when furnished with 
detailed explanatory annotations,  
as in Loeber’s case – can tell us much 
about under what circumstances  
one woman’s work becomes institu
tionalized while that of another  
does not.

Loeber’s Career as an Artist 
In 1974, at the age of eighty, Lou 
Loeber decided to stop painting.18 She 
was able to look back on a long career 
and a body of work that had begun to 
draw ever-greater interest. As early  
as the nineteen twenties, Loeber had 
developed a distinctive, visual idiom 
between figuration and abstraction; 

throughout her life, this idiom served 
as a basis on which she continued  
to introduce new variations in her 
paintings. Typically, she began by 
selecting a subject taken from her 
immediate surroundings, which, step 
by step, she then abstracted. In her 
preliminary sketch for the painting 
Landschap met vuurtoren (Landscape 
with Lighthouse, 1929), for instance, 
one can clearly observe how a zigzag
ging pier with lighthouse became a 
straight line (figs. 4, 5).

The well-read Loeber thoroughly 
familiarized herself with various 
modern art theories. She regarded 
figures like Albert Gleizes, Piet 
Mondrian, Le Corbusier, and Wassily 
Kandinsky as seminal to her artistic 
development.19 Even in those works 
clearly related to Mondrian’s total 
abstractions – such as her kitchen  

Fig. 3 
lou loeber ,  
Self-Portrait , 1923. 
Charcoal on brown 
paper, 538 x 411 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-t-1983-7, 
donated by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026
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< Fig. 4
lou loeber , 
Boulevard along  
the Water, undated. 
Pencil on paper, 
147 x 226 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-t-1983-257, 
donated by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026

sink compositions (e.g. fig. 6) – reality 
invariably remained her starting 
point. A central driving force motiva
ting her approach was her socialist-
based aspiration to make art accessible 
to as many people as possible: she 
deemed total abstraction as exces
sively elitist and believed it would 
have rendered her work incomprehen
sible. This conviction also led her to 
create multiple identical copies of  
her paintings to keep the price low.20

In the years leading up to the 
Second World War, Loeber regularly 
organized exhibitions, was active  
in various artists’ associations and 
participated in museum exhibitions, 
including Onze kunst van heden  
(1939-40) and Kunst in vrijheid (1945) 
in the Rijksmuseum.21 Together  
with her husband, Dirk Koning  
(1888-1978), she set up an art rental 
service. Throughout her career, Loeber 
employed various commercial 
strategies to place her work in the 
public eye: her socialist beliefs in no 
way prevented her from engaging 
with the art market in order to achieve 
her goal.22 Moving in a network of 
artists, art dealers and publishers,  
she actively sought out patrons in the 
Netherlands, England and Germany. 
Her work was frequently exhibited  
in Amsterdam and in the nearby 
region of Het Gooi. Even so, wide
spread acclaim and national recog- 
nition eluded her for quite some 
time. Critical reviews of the day 
characterized her work in largely 
negative terms, describing it as 
decorative, tentative and devoid  
of feeling – assessments faced by 
many women artists at this time.23

Between 1950 and 1970, Loeber 
exhibited her work less frequently – 
partly for financial reasons – but she 
was still painting actively.24 She had 
not yet achieved national renown. At 
the onset of the nineteen seventies, 
however, this situation changed. 
Loeber began to receive an increasing 
number of invitations to participate  

in exhibitions. Despite her advanced 
age, she avidly embraced these oppor
tunities, not just lending out her work, 
but also creating exhibition posters 
and silkscreens based on her existing 
designs.25 She also gave interviews to 
national newspapers and magazines, 
including the Dutch fashion magazine 
Avenue, which even raffled off her 
painting Kortenhoef (1928) among  
its readers.26 By 1974, Loeber was no 
longer painting, but was still con
tinuing other activities linked to her 
work. By no means, as is sometimes 
suggested in the literature, was 
Loeber leading a reclusive existence 
during these years.27 While health 
issues indeed limited her movement  
to some degree, she continued to 
correspond with others extensively; 
right up until her death, she often 
received visitors, including friends 
and family, as well as professional 
contacts. When curator of the Rijks
museum Print Room Freek Heijbroek 
showed up on her doorstep, he was  
not the only person knocking at her 
door.

A Unique Donation
Even prior to Loeber’s donation, 
Heijbroek was in contact with the 
artist and her husband, Dirk Koning. 
He had visited the couple on several 
occasions and established a friend-
ship in the mid-nineteen seventies 
while working on a research project 
that involved meeting with surviv- 
ing members of the Socialistische 
Kunstenaarskring (skk, Socialist 
Artists’ Circle), to which both Loeber 
and Koning had belonged.28 At this 
early stage, there was obviously no 
mention of a donation on Loeber’s 
part, as Heijbroek was not employed 
with the Rijksmuseum until 1980.29  
As he later recounted in the Bulletin 
van het Rijksmuseum, he remained  
in touch with Loeber after Koning’s 
death in 1978, visiting her at the  
De Beukelaar nursing home in 
Blaricum.30 On several of these 

< Fig. 5
lou loeber , 
Landscape with 
Lighthouse , 1929. 
Oil on cardboard,  
50 x 73.5 cm. 
Amsterdam, Rijks
museum, inv. no. 
sk-a-5129, purchased 
with the support of 
the Vrouwen van het 
Rijksmuseum Fonds.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026
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occasions, he was accompanied by 
fellow Rijksmuseum curator Peter 
Schatborn.31

Heijbroek was intrigued by 
Loeber’s reproduction method of 
painting, which entailed a system of 
successive sketches – preliminary 
studies with numbered colour nota-
tions – and working drawings on 
transparent paper with accompany -
ing colour charts, both of which 
served as models for her paintings. 
These sketches and design drawings 
lay unorganized in boxes in her room. 
It was there that the plan to bring order 
to these works eventually arose, as well 
as the idea of furnishing them with 
notes describing Loeber’s reproduc-
tion process and subsequently donat-
ing them to the Rijksmuseum Print 
Room (e.g. fi g. 7).32

What followed was a collaborative 
project spanning several years, which 
Loeber was unfortunately unable to 
complete before her death in 1983. 
In the end, she had composed hand-
written annotations for 116 of the in 
total 224 sketches and design draw-
ings.33 Moreover, she herself had 
arranged the annotated sketches in 
chronological order for the period 
1924 to 1974.34 The work amounted
to a veritable catalogue raisonné, with 
the title, date and number of versions 
of the fi nal painting, but also a uni que 
number prefi xed with her initials, ll, 
personally recorded for almost every 
sketch. Specifi cally referring to one 
composition, many of these ‘ll num -
bers’ consequently appear multiple 
times and can also be found on archival 
documents.35

pages 2 4 8 -49
Fig. 8

lou loeber , Rolling 
Landscape , 1959-61. 
Drawings (chalk in 
colours, over pencil) 
and annotations 
pasted onto sheet. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. nos. rp-t-1983-171 
and rp-t-1983-172 
on sheet no. 67, 
donated by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026

Fig. 9
lou loeber , 
Reader i, 1926 and 
1930. 
Drawing (brush in 
colours, over pencil, 
upper left), ex libris 
(woodcut), bookmark 
(felt marker) and 
annotations pasted 
onto sheet. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. nos. rp-t-1983-118, 
rp-t-1983-118a and 
rp-t-1983-119 on 
sheet no. 27, donated 
by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026

Fig. 6
lou loeber , 
Composition with 
Lines and Squares , 
1929-55. 
Pencil, black chalk 
and brush in colours, 
223 x 185 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. rp-t-1983-267, 
donated by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026
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Fig. 7
lou loeber , 
Snow-Moon-Lamp i, 
1922-24.  
Sketch (pen on  
calque paper,  
84 x 83 mm)  
pasted onto sheet 
with annotations. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-t-1983-93 
on sheet no. 06, 
donated by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026

In her accompanying annotations, 
Loeber emphasized the origin and 
stages of development for each of  
her works. The figurative basis of her 
compositions is a recurring theme,  
in which she consistently highlight- 
ed the inspiration drawn from her 
immediate surroundings: e.g. an open 
door, a steaming teacup (fig. 8) or her 
own silhouette bending over a book 
(fig. 9).36

Loeber’s donation was gratefully 
received. In the Rijksmuseum’s an-
nual report, the management noted 
just how remarkable it was that she 
had provided her own commentary  
on her work: ‘In this way, these draw- 
ings can likely frequently form the  
key to interpreting the often rather 
abstracted images in her paintings.’37 
Although the Rijksmuseum Print 

Room had indeed collected docu
mentary material in the past, it  
had no formal policy nor any plan  
to request that other living artists 
annotate their work in the same 
manner.38 The donation was con
sidered so exceptional that it led to  
the museum’s acquisition of artist  
Nel van Lith’s bronze portrait of 
Loeber (fig. 10).39

The scholarly nature of Loeber’s 
donation aligned well with the profile 
of the Rijksmuseum Print Room, 
traditionally a study collection that 
had been acquiring contemporary 
works from the late nineteenth 
century onwards.40 Throughout  
the museum’s history, works have 
frequently been obtained directly 
from the living artists who made 
them. Even so, the number of women 



248

t h e  r i j k s m u s e u m  b u l l e t i n

Fig. 8
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Fig. 9
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artists who donated their own work 
is significantly lower than the men 
who did so.41 In the nineteen seventies 
and eighties, several women artists 
from Loeber’s generation – including 
Jeanne Bieruma Oosting and Roline 
Wichers Wierdsma – made major dona- 
tions of their work to the museum.42 
Unlike Loeber, however, both had 
donated works in the past, and their 
figurative art complemented the Print 
Room’s existing collection. By con
trast, Loeber’s abstracted visual 
idiom was an exception to that 
collecting tradition, as was the 
emphasis she placed on her working 
method. Heijbroek’s interest in this 
aspect, as well as the bond that he  
had established with Loeber, had 
played an essential role in bringing 
about the donation.43 In the end,  
the arrangement was mutually bene
ficial for both the museum and the 
artist: the museum received a unique 
donation, while Loeber was given 
the opportunity to document her  
own vision of her body of work.

Fig. 10
nel van lith ,  
Lou Loeber  
(1894-1983), 1982. 
Bronze, h. 31.8 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
inv. no. bk-1982-30, 
donated by the  
George Hendrik 
Breitner Fonds 
(Fundatie Van den 
Santheuvel, Sobbe).

Renewed Appreciation and
Image Formation

The renewed appreciation for Loeber’s 
work towards the end of her life can 
be linked to the growing interest in 
the early twentieth-century origins of 
abstract art that arose in the nineteen 
sixties and seventies. Young artists 
working with geometric abstraction 
as well as the art trade contributed  
to this development.44 In the Dutch 
gallery world, the rapid succession  
of modern art movements in the 
aftermath of the Second World War 
led to growth and greater diversity.45 
This spurred on galleries and auction 
houses to actively seek out works by 
relatively unknown artists to place 
in the spotlight.

A 1972 sales exhibition at the 
Amsterdam dealer Galerie d’Eendt 
marked a turning point in the 
visibility of Loeber’s work. The 
positive publicity she received from 
this exhibition supplied her with a 
new network of private individuals, 
galleries and museums. Besides the 
Netherlands, much of this activity 
was also centred in Germany, where 
Loeber collaborated frequently with 
the Berlin galleries Werner Kunze  
and Brockstedt and the Cologne 
galleries Gmurzynska and Bar-Gera 
in the nineteen seventies.46

Prior to this time, Loeber had 
organized most of her exhibitions 
herself, but now the initiative often 
lay with others. Her work was being 
shown both at sales and museum 
exhibitions, including the 1973 
exhibition Het nieuwe wereldbeeld:  
Het begin van de abstrakte kunst in 
Nederland 1910-1925, held at the 
Centraal Museum in Utrecht, and  
a solo exhibition at the Singer  
Laren Museum in 1974.47 Museums 
purchased Loeber’s work on an 
incidental basis, such as two pieces 
acquired by the Centraal Museum, 
respectively in 1974 and 1975.48 
Nevertheless, the majority of her 
paintings were disseminated across 
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the private market in the Netherlands 
and Germany through the network 
in the gallery world.

As Loeber was no longer organiz
ing everything herself during this 
period, she had to find a way to deal 
with the fact that the narrative 
surrounding her work was being 
increasingly determined by others, 
particularly concerning her ties to 
De Stijl. The catalogue accompany-
ing the D’Eendt exhibition intro-
duced the staunch misconception  
that Loeber had been in regular con-
tact with Bart van der Leck and other 
artists of De Stijl – a surmise that 
Loeber herself refuted on several 
occasions and with mild irritation, 
despite her admitted affinity with 
their work.49 The German galleries 
regularly approached her for contact 
details of De Stijl artists and their 
family members, as well as collectors. 
They sometimes even competed for 
access to this network.50

Especially in the early nineteen 
seventies, this situation resulted in 
a rather one-sided picture. In news
paper announcements and exhib- 
ition reviews, Loeber was commonly 
labelled as a hidden gem from the 
periphery of De Stijl.51 Moreover, 
several reviews resorted to stereo
typical characterizations, describing 
De Stijl as ‘masculine’ and ‘rigid’ and 
Loeber’s use of colour contrastingly 
as ‘feminine ... leaning towards 
lyricism’.52 Less attention was devoted 
to the distinctiveness of her work  
and working method. While interest 
was unquestionably on the rise,  
at the same time this ‘rhetoric of 
discovery’ also relegated her to a 
position in the margin – an approach 
that has long excluded numerous 
women artists from the historio
graphy of modern art movements.53

In her collaborations with galleries 
and museums, Loeber was open-
minded, but also simultaneously 
steadfast in retaining her own per
sonal vision, displaying a decisiveness 

and precision that was characteristic 
for her. While preparing the Galerie 
Werner Kunze ‘10 Jahre – Mappe ii ’ 
silkscreen portfolio, for which she 
also designed the cover, she corrected 
Werner Kunze multiple times on the 
correct spelling of her name.54 Despite 
all her efforts, conclusions were drawn 
that she found unacceptable. In her 
‘catalogue raisonné’ in the Rijks
museum Print Room, Loeber pointed 
out various catalogues and articles that 
contained erroneous statements.55  
She found it incomprehensible, for 
instance, that a Galerie Brockstedt 
catalogue described her painting 
Stilleven schrijftafel (Still Life Writing 
Desk, 1930) as a work bordering on 
the abstract. This she hastened to 
correct in her own annotation (fig. 11), 
observing: ‘I have always regarded it 
as an almost true-to-life depiction of 
my husband’s writing desk.’56

Also during interviews, Loeber set 
straight what she believed had been 
stated incorrectly.57 The principle of 
reproducibility that holds such a prom
inent place in her donation to the 
Print Room was an aspect of her work 
that was not always well understood: 
‘I often made multiple copies of one 
painting after a working drawing.  
But now they come to me asking which 
one was the original, and then it says 
in the catalogue, when I have explicitly 
asked to explain how things work: “of 
some paintings there are variations”. 
But they are exactly the same!’58

Biography in her Own Hands
In May 1979, around the same time  
as Heijbroek’s visits, Loeber was 
approached by the Centraal Museum 
in Utrecht to collaborate on an upcom- 
ing issue of Mededelingen van het 
Centraal Museum.59 For every edition 
of this museum bulletin, published 
from 1972 to 1981, an artist was given 
virtually carte blanche to create its 
design.60 In preparation for the maga
zine issue and a concurrent retrospec
tive exhibition, editor Matty Veldkamp 
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visited Loeber at her home, an initial 
meeting from which an in ten sive ex-
change between the two women arose.61

Loeber’s publication, titled Herinne ­
r ing en door Lou Loeber, offers a richly 
illustrated overview of her artistic 
career, written in her own words.62

That Loeber based her memoirs on 
the annotations for the Rijksmuseum 
Print Room, as some have stated in 
the literature, is only partly true. In 
actuality, she worked on both projects 
in parallel, together forming a unifi ed, 
consistent story.63 In the memoirs, 
Loeber devoted most of her attention 
to her artistic development prior to the 
Second World War and the various 
teachers, artists and ideas that infl u -
en ced her during this period. Indeed, 
the pre-war years are central to the 
works she herself – in consultation 
with the curator – selected for dona-
tion to the Rijksmuseum.64

Fig. 11
lou loeber , 
Still Life Writing 
Desk , 1928-30. 
Painting (brush in 
colours, over pencil, 
132 x 202 mm) and 
annotations pasted 
onto sheet. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,
inv. no. rp-t-1983-114 
on sheet no. 24, 
donated by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026

Refl ecting on her life in Herinneringen, 
Loeber established art historical con-
nec tions to her work and position ed 
herself in an inter national, modernist 
context. She named virtually every -
one to whom she felt indebted, such 
as artists Elly Tamminga and Toon 
Verhoef.65 More over, she discussed 
her work in rela tion to that of Piet 
Mondrian and other well-known, 
often male modernists, but with clear 
em phasis on her own perspective.66

In her memoirs, Loeber frequently 
referred to her catalogue raisonné – and 
vice versa – placing accents where she 
deemed relevant. For in stance, in her 
annotation accom pany ing the drawing 
Dessau ii (fi g. 12) she wrote: ‘In the 
Mededelingen ... I have tried to convey 
the deep impres sion the Meisterhäuser 
(the teachers’ houses) had on me, as 
deep and intense, con tinuing up to 
the end of my develop ment, as what 
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I experienced in 1914 from 4 paintings 
by Kandinsky at the May-June exhib- 
ition of The Independents...’.67 In a  
note concerning the same Dessau ii, 
preserved in her archive at the rkd, 
Loeber imparts that, for her work, her 
visits to the Bauhaus and Berlin in 1927 
marked the most important period in 
her life.68

Equally intriguing are those aspects 
of Loeber’s life that she chose not to 
mention. Applied works like book 
illustrations and stained glass, as well 
as her post-war paintings, received only 
summary attention. This was perhaps 
motivated by practical concerns: a 
portion of Loeber’s applied work went 
to the Galerie Gmurzynska and was 
not included in the Print Room dona- 
tion.69 Another possible factor is her 
disappointment in the realization of  
a socialist society, for which reason she 
perhaps preferred to highlight the core 
of her work and artistic vision already 
formed prior to the war.

In Herinneringen, Loeber emerges as  
an artist with her own vision, inde
pendent but not working in isolation. 
Important personal life events received 
scant attention; even her marriage was 
described in only a few short lines.70 
While she was alive, no one was 
allowed to read her personal diary.71 
Consequently, this and other docu
ments more personal in nature are 
absent from her archive at the rkd. 
With her memoirs, Loeber therefore 
paradoxically chose an autobio
graphical genre to focus above all on 
her work. In this respect, she was not 
alone: in the twentieth century, more 
women artists made the same choice.72 
As a result, another important topic 
was also scarcely addressed: her posi
tion as a woman in the art world.

More a Human than a Woman
In the literature on Loeber to date,  
less attention has been given to the 
fact that the renewed attention for her 

Fig. 12
lou loeber ,  
Dessau ii, 1927-29. 
Chalk in colours,  
over pencil,  
211 x 211 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-t-1983-105 
(on sheet no. 17), 
donated by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026
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Fig. 13
lou loeber , 
Sleepers , 1974. 
Silkscreen, 65 x 65 cm. 
Schiedam, Stedelijk 
Museum, inv. no. 
g-00000570.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026

work had gained momentum during 
the second wave of feminism, a time 
when a growing number of women 
artists, art historians and curators 
sought to secure a lasting place for 
women in art history. It was for this 
very reason that Loeber, too, was 
approached, with her work included  
in group exhibitions alongside that  
of other women.73

Among these was a 1975 exhibition 
organized in observance of Inter
national Women’s Year. Loeber was 
invited to contribute a work to the 
silkscreen portfolio rechttoe-rechtaan 
(meaning straightforward, plain and 
simple) of the Dutch artists’ collective  
9 konstruktivistische kunstenaressen, 
shown at a series of exhibitions in 
Schiedam, Groningen, Paris and 
elsewhere.74 Her submission was 
Slapenden (Sleepers, fig. 13), a design 
she had also shown decades before 
at an exhibition of the skk.75 The 
exhibition series brought Loeber  
both greater name recognition and 
numerous buyers of her work.76 The 
collaboration with younger artists 
also gave her much satisfaction.77

This group of ‘constructivist women 
artists’ would lead to the creation of 
a workgroup composed of feminist 
artists and art historians who set out 
to collect documentation on Dutch 
women artists. This initiative would 
manifest itself in the Stichting Vrouwen 
in de Beeldende Kunst (svbk, Founda
tion for Women in the Visual Arts) in 
1977.78 Also involved in the group were  
Josine de Bruyn Kops and Liesbeth 
Brandt Corstius, two important 
advocates of women’s standing in the 
Dutch museum sector and art world.

Brandt Corstius would play a key 
role in various projects in which 
Loeber also participated in the nine
teen seventies. She interviewed Loeber 
on behalf of the feminist magazine 
Opzij and invited her to contribute  
to the journal Mededelingen van het 
Centraal Museum.79 Brandt Corstius 
also visited the artist at her home, 
where she is likely to have mentioned 
the documentation workgroup.80 
During this time, Loeber was actively 
engaged in documenting her own work. 
Nevertheless, her name does not 
appear in the workgroup’s archive.81

Given that Loeber had no feminist 
motivations for her involvement,  
this hardly comes as a surprise. On  
a handwritten note inserted into  
her personal copy of the catalogue  
recht-toe-rechtaan, she qualified the 
exhibition’s feminist character, observ
ing that the International Women’s 
Year was ‘not too overly anti-men’.82 
Throughout her life, Loeber would 
remain a staunch socialist, on which 
basis she had the equality of all people 
in mind. This is also evident in her 
statement that she felt ‘more like a 
human than a woman’.83

This remark is simultaneously 
characteristic of Loeber’s attitude 
towards her existence as an artist. 
Everything suggests she wished to be 
seen above all simply as an artist, not a 
woman artist. For Loeber, her artistry 
always came first; as a result, her 
choices – among them her oft-cited 
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decision not to have children in order 
to continue painting – defied the 
traditional image of women.84 In spite 
of her efforts, she was unable to escape 
being approached and judged as a 
woman. Although subjected to stereo
typing and marginalization, this also 
brought her admiration and success. 
Her seemingly effortless indepen
dence and professionalism earned  
her recognition both in the nineteen 
seventies and during more recent 
exhibitions, precisely because she  
was a woman.85

Inclusion in Public Collections
In the nineteen seventies, Loeber’s 
work came to be increasingly viewed 
as an oeuvre in its own right, garner
ing positive reviews.86 Gradually,  
she went from being perceived as  

an obscure follower of De Stijl to a 
pioneer of Dutch Constructivism. 
Aspects emphasized by Loeber her- 
self were regularly recounted in 
publications. A catalogue entry by  
art historian Hans Jaffé highlighted, 
among other things, Loeber’s socialism 
and her connection with the Bauhaus. 
In her own estimation, this assess
ment was ‘entirely in my spirit’, with 
the same text later reused in a Galerie 
Gmurzynska catalogue in 1979.87 
Following her 1980 exhibition at the 
Centraal Museum in Utrecht and the 
publication of her memoirs, Loeber’s 
words were being directly quoted in 
newspaper articles, with the artistic 
development she herself described 
largely adopted.88 As a result, her plan
ned donation to the Rijksmuseum  
Print Room also became more widely 

Fig. 14
lou loeber ,  
Signal Machines 
Factor y ii, 1926-28. 
Drawing (chalk 
in colours, over  
pencil, 212 x 171 mm)  
pasted onto sheet 
with annotations. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-t-1983-100 
on sheet no. 13, 
donated by the artist.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026
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known.89 Starting in 1982, a number  
of the annotated sketches designated 
for this purpose were included in a 
travelling retrospective exhibition of 
her work (e.g. fig. 14).90

	 By the onset of the nineteen eighties, 
Loeber’s name was established in the 
Dutch art world, with her voice also 
being heard. A growing number of 
Dutch museums were choosing to in
clude works of abstract and modernist 
art in their collection policy and  
showing interest in Loeber’s work.91 
Furthermore, the Rijksdienst voor  
het Cultureel Erfgoed (rce, Cultural 
Heritage Agency of the Netherlands) 
also began to focus on building a 
representative collection of twentieth-
century art, on which basis it acquired 
an astonishing eight paintings, pur
chased directly from Loeber herself 
(e.g. figs. 15, 16).92 There are no indica
tions that she wished to keep her 

works of art together; nor had she 
expressed any desire to have them 
preserved in one specific collection. 
The incidental donations and sales  
she made to museums suggest the 
deciding factor was the initiatives 
taken by those institutions and her 
personal involvement in them, rather 
than a desire on her part to have her 
work be held in public collections. In 
most cases, these donations and sales 
stemmed from the projects or exhib
itions in which she participated: the 
donation of a silkscreen to Singer 
Laren and the sale of five sketchbooks 
to the Centraal Museum occurred 
after the solo exhibitions respectively 
held in these institutions.93 Loeber’s 
archive at the rkd and her donation 
to the Rijksmuseum Print Room are 
parts of her artistic legacy for which 
she expressly provided her own inter
pretation. It was therefore mainly  
her ideas that she chose to preserve 
institutionally, while much of her 
work, in accordance with her ideals, 
found their way into people’s homes. 

Conclusion
Towards the end of Lou Loeber’s life,  
a renewed appreciation for her art 
emerged. As this article has shown, 
this was due to both a growing, 
general interest in modern art, and  
to the activities of various actors in 
the art trade, artists’ collectives and 
museums, each motivated by their 
own specific interests. Amidst the 
different approaches to her work and 
artistry, Loeber always remained true 
to her personal autonomy and vision. 
Although she herself took few initia
tives to ensure her work was held in 
public collections, when approached 
by others and a bond emerged based 
on genuine interest, she then steered 
the interpretation of her work in the 
direction she desired – a strategy that 
would prove highly effective in shap
ing the way her work was understood.

Rather than focussing on her 
private life or her status as a woman, 

Fig. 15
lou loeber ,  
Head (Portrait of 
Toon Verhoef ), 1925. 
Gouache on panel, 
59.5 x 45.5 cm. 
Singer Laren, loan 
Cultural Heritage 
Agency of the 
Netherlands (rce), 
inv. no. 14-2-06.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 
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Loeber chose to highlight her paint
ing, her pre-war work and her career. 
This approach allowed her to cir- 
cumvent, at least in part, the all-too-
well-known mechanisms of exclusion 
– accusations of having an ‘incon
sistent’ or ‘overly personal’ oeuvre – 
that many women artists come to face. 
Even if this did not earn Loeber an 
undisputed place in the art historical 
canon, her efforts would ensure the 
broader recognition of her work. 
Through her work, her idealism and 
her attitude as an artist, Loeber was 
perfectly aligned with the modernism 
of her time. The fact that gender  
continues to be a recurring theme  
in relation to her artistic practice  
– likewise in the present article –  
only underscores just how much that 
modernism is still held to an unspoken 
male norm.

This case study also demonstrates 
the importance of networks in deter-
mining whether or not an artist’s 
legacy finds its way into public col
lections. This is particularly the case 

for artists like Loeber, who are less 
inclined to initiate donations them
selves or continue working up until 
the very end of their life. In the case 
of the Rijksmuseum, this led to a 
remarkable donation, while Loeber 
emerged as a veritable archivist of  
her own oeuvre, in possession of a 
keen art historical awareness of the 
potential impact her words might 
carry. The result is not just a deeper 
understanding of the artist’s work, 
but also insight into how she looked  
at life and at being an artist. When 
asked, in the final year of her life,  
how she felt about the great interest  
in her work, Loeber responded in a 
manner that also captures the essence 
of her approach to preserving her 
artistic legacy: ‘It’s nice, but it must  
not begin to look like personal glori
fication.’94

Fig. 16
lou loeber , 
Wheat Fields near 
Huizen , 1921. 
Oil on canvas,  
39.5 x 63 cm  
(excl. frame). 
Dordrechts Museum, 
loan Cultural Heritage 
Agency of the 
Netherlands (rce) 
2015, inv. no. 
dm/015/1133.
© Heirs Lou Loeber 
c/o Pictoright 
Amsterdam 2026
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	 9	 Annual Report rkd, The Hague 1983, p. 282.
	 10	 See for example Mara Rose Witzling (ed.), 

Voicing our Visions: Writings by Women 
Artists, London 1992; Wendy Slatkin (ed.), 
In Her Own Words: A Primary Source Book 
of Autobiographical Texts by Women Artists 
in the 19th and 20th Centuries, San Diego 
2019; Morganne Conti, Self-Making in 
Autobiographical Narratives: How Women 
Artists Negotiate Gender and Creative Roles 
through Domestic Spaces, diss. London 
(Goldsmiths, University of London) 2019.

	 11	 Ruth Hemus, Dada’s Women, New Haven 
2009, p. 201.

	 *	 I wish to thank Freek Heijbroek, Jenny  
Reynaerts, Marion Anker and Cornelieke 
Lagerwaard. I also wish to extend my 
thanks to the Loeber family.

	 1	 J.F. (Freek) Heijbroek, ‘Een weerzien met  
het Gooi: De bezoeken aan Lou Loeber’, in 
‘Aanwinsten’, Bulletin van het Rijksmuseum 
49 (2001), no. 2-3, pp. 280-91, esp. 289-90.

	 2	 ‘De dwars over het schilderij heenlopende 
baan van witte en blauwwitte blokken  
die door de zwarte slingerlijn verdeeld  
èn bijeengehouden wordt is niet een aan-
duiding van notenbalken, zoals sommigen 
menen (zulke realistische elementen zitten 
er niet in), maar een verbeelding van de 
thematische muzikale verbondenheid van 
de drie delen.’ Lou Loeber’s annotation 
accompanying inv. nos. rp-t-1983-169 and 
rp-t-1983-170, see fig. 1.

	 3	 Marente Bloemheuvel, Lou Loeber: Utopie 
en werkelijkheid, exh. cat. Amsterdam 
(Singer Museum) 1993, pp. 32-37.

	 4	 The three prints in the collection were  
inv. nos. rp-p-1936-394, rp-p-1936-395  
and rp-p-1936-413, all originating from  
the F.G. Waller bequest, 1936.

	 5	 Loeber’s donation of her own work com-
prises thirty-four prints, twenty-one draw-
ings, three sketchbooks and three folders 
with sketches and design drawings. One  
of these folders contains 116 sketches on 
eighty-four pages which Loeber herself  
has furnished with annotations (inv. no. 
rp-t-1983-85a). The other folders contain 
respectively fifty (inv. no. rp-t-1983-193a) 
and fifty-eight (inv. no. rp-t-1983-243a) 

In 1983, the artist Lou Loeber (1894-1983) donated over two hundred of her own 
characteristically abstracted and constructivist prints and drawings to the 
Rijksmuseum Print Room. In close consultation with museum curators, she pro
vided handwritten annotations for a significant number of her sketches, which  
at the time and still today provide insight into the interpretation of her work. The 
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