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He was a rebel and an aesthete—an anarchist who aspired to “paint with the sun itself": the Dutch-
German artist Johan Thorn Prikker (1868—1932) ranks among the defining protagonists of the 1910s
and 1920s, who sought to unite painting with the applied arts and architecture into a
Gesamtkunstwerk. He is best known as a pioneering force in the renewal of stained glass in the
modern era. There is scarcely a city in the Rhineland for whose buildings he did not design stained
glass windows, murals, or mosaics.

The Kunstmuseen Krefeld not only hold the monumental mural cycle Ages of Life (The Life), which Thorn
Prikker created in 1923 for the Marble Hall of the Kaiser Wilhelm Museum (KWM), but also the largest
portion of his artistic estate, comprising around one thousand works—paintings, posters, numerous designs
for batik, textiles, mosaics, wall decorations, and stained glass, as well as executed leaded glass works. For
the first time in 60 years, the Kunstmuseen Krefeld are dedicating a comprehensive exhibition to this
collection.

“Johan Thorn Prikker's estate is one of our greatest treasures,” says museum director Katia Baudin. “With
his universal approach—aimed at bringing together fine art, applied art, and craftsmanship—Thorn Prikker
was an early contributor to the innovative reform program of the Kaiser Wilhelm Museum. It is precisely this
interdisciplinary understanding of art that makes rediscovering his work so valuable for the Kunstmuseen
Krefeld's current program.”

Trained as a painter, Thorn Prikker turned to the applied arts around 1896. He found like-minded figures
among artists such as Henry van de Velde, Jan Veth, and Jan Toorop, who sought to redefine the role of art
in society through radical ideas influenced by anarchist thought. His pursuit of a “communal art” attracted
the attention of Friedrich Deneken, director of the newly founded Kaiser Wilhelm Museum, who brought the
Dutch artist to Krefeld in 1904,

For the KWM, Thorn Prikker designed posters, organized exhibitions, and created designs for textiles,
tapestries, and ornamental wall decorations. As a teacher at the newly established Krefeld School of Arts
and Crafts, he taught, among others, Heinrich Campendonk and Helmuth Macke, and later held teaching
positions in Disseldorf, Essen, Munich, and Cologne. He gained widespread recognition through his move
toward monumental, architecture-related art, whose powerful impact on viewers is already evident in his full-
scale designs.
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“The many surviving designs allow us to observe the artist's working process almost over his shoulder,” says
head of collections and curator Magdalena Holzhey. “Our holdings reflect the full spectrum of Thorn Prikker’s
practice. His affinity for nature, mysticism, and religious themes is striking, as they merge with abstract and
ornamental forms into a universal artistic cosmos.”

Featuring around 150 works—from small-scale sketches to window designs several meters in height—the
exhibition presents Thorn Prikker's oeuvre and situates it within the context of the Krefeld collection. It traces
a trajectory from his beginnings among Dutch and Belgian Symbolists, through his early Krefeld period with
its textile designs and exhibition displays, his influential teaching career, and his transition to monumental art
in murals and mosaics, to his work in modern stained glass. In this medium, Thorn Prikker's distinctive position
between ornament and abstraction, spirituality and functionality, becomes particularly evident.

Highlights of the exhibition include three original stained glass windows designed in 1912 for the Catholic
Journeymen's House in Neuss, as well as large-scale designs for stained glass and mosaics created for the
landmark Diisseldorf exhibition GeSolei (Great Exhibition for Health Care, Social Welfare, and Physical
Exercise) in 1926. Many of the fragile works on paper have undergone conservation treatment in preparation
for the exhibition and, thanks to the generous support of the Landschaftsverband Rheinland, are being
presented to the public for the first time in decades.

Featuring works by: Josef Albers, Helene von Beckerath, Heinrich Campendonk, Theo van Doesburg, Walter
Giskes, Johannes L.M. Lauweriks, Helmuth Macke, Heinrich Nauen, Anna Pahde, Berta Thorn Prikker, Jan
Toorop, Henry van de Velde, Jan Veth, Heinz von der Way.

An extensive program of excursions to Thorn Prikker's works in public space, lectures and dialogue tours,
workshops, and projects for children and young adults accompanies the exhibition. In Studio 2 of the
education department, the design lab “Thinking Big” will take shape—an open studio where visitors can
create their own ornaments and translate their designs into large-scale formats.

In parallel, British artist Emma Talbot will present a large-scale installation at the KWM as part of the
Collection Satellites series, in dialogue with Thorn Prikker's mural cycle (Emma Talbot. Psyche, May 17,
2026 - January 24, 2027).

In 2027, Cologne-based artist Marjorie Jongbloed will conceive and realize a participatory theater project as
part of the exhibition, based on texts by Johan Thorn Prikker and Piet Mondrian. The exhibition title is derived
from Beautiful Anarchy, a lecture Jongbloed delivered on Johan Thorn Prikker at KISD Cologne in 2019.

The Osthaus Museum Hagen will present the parallel exhibition Thorn Prikker in Hagen (May 17 — November
15, 2026).

A publication accompanying the exhibition will be released by grass publishers, Cologne.

Beautiful Anarchy. Johan Thorn Prikker and His Time is curated by Dr. Magdalena Holzhey, with scientific
advisory support from Thorn Prikker expert Dr. Christiane Heiser.

We thank the Landschaftsverband Rheinland for supporting the exhibition.
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