
1894 - 1966 



“Searching I roamed the world – to arrive at the origin – at beauty – at truth – away from the lies of 

everyday – and my longing was burning hot – then the darkness opened up and I stood at the source of the 

Beginning – Paradise” 

Irma Stern was born in Schweizer-Reneke in 1894 to German-Jewish parents.  They regularly travelled between 

Germany and South Africa. 

 



Pechstein 
Kirchner 

Influenced by German Expressionism 



The Eternal child (1916) 



Eternal Child ( 1916) 
Formally schooled in Europe, Stern 

attended the Weimar Academy  in Berlin 

and then the Levin-Funke Studio. 

 

This work was  produced while still in 

Germany, reflecting the influence of the 

Expressionists.  

 

Stern was greatly influenced by Max 

Pechstein of Die Brucke. 

 

She exhibited with the Freie Sezession 

and the Novembergruppe, and 

established herself successfully as an 

artist. 

 
She settled in South Africa at the age of 26 

in Cape Town first in Muizenberg, then 

Oranjezicht, finally  at the Firs, Rosebank. 











Ballet dancers (1943) 



Playing children (1924) 



Woman Sunbathing 

1921 

Stern was a prolific 

artist, exploring many 

different media - oils, 

watercolours, woodcuts, 

lithographs, goauche, 

drawings...  

 

Irma Stern’s  

Chamber of Horrors !! 

 



The Water Carriers 

1935 

 

Stern paints exotic humanity. 

 

Stern paints with vehement  

passion, creating a tactile surface 

that is texturally expressive. 

 

Expressive force of brushmark 

and thick impasto paint. 



Umgababa (1922) 



Congo River Scene (1942) 



Repose 1927 

Working from imagination, Stern places the Swazi women in a 

colourful and decorative setting replete with naturalistic details, 

like amaryllis flowers and pawpaws - rhythmic composition 



Swazi Youth  

1929 

Simplified details of 

anatomy 

 

Rhythmic patterns 

Use of outline 

Bright, vivid colours 

 



The Water Carrier 

1937 

Stern focuses on creating 

volume in the nudes, 

working with rhythmic 

forms, reducing all details 

in favour of creating 

volume and form. 

 

She uses colour as means 

of establishing mood and 

atmosphere. 

Forms are on the frontal 

plane, with a limited space, 

strong tonal contrasts and 

pattern in the foreground 



The hunt 



Bed carriers (1941) 



Watussi Queen 1943 
 

 
Stern used a coarse canvas,  

prepared with glue size, using the 

midtone of warm cloth as a 

base colour. 

 

She mostly used blue drawing as  

underpainting. 

 

Strong gestural brushstroke and 

the use of complementary 

contrasts 



Pondo woman 



Pondo women 



Nude (1947) 



Arab priest 

(1945) 



Golden shawl 

(1945) 



Ramadaan (1945) 



Malay Priest 

(1931) 



Two Arabs 1939 



Zanzibar woman (1939) 



Malay wedding (1957) 





Pimento pickers (1962) 



Still Life with 

Statue  1922 

Statue of a gilded Christ 

figure painted against 

a rich yellow background. 

 

Stern focussed on the flat 

surface of the canvas and 

the process of painting. 

 

Creates a creamy 

physicality of paint. 

 

Strong tonal contrasts and 

‘full’ canvas - no ‘deep’ 

meaning - paints the 

visual details 



The mask (1953) 



Stillife with masks (1954) 



Still life with  

Oleanders   

1936 

Stern reaffirms the 

decorative surface 

of the painting. 

 

Art was considered 

by Stern to be a 

source of strength 

and life-giving. 

 

Postivism was a 

main driving force 

in her works. 



Stillife with anthiriums 



Buli Stool with fruit 1952 

Still lifes become multicultural 

collages, juxtapositions of forms 

with different histories. 

Stern uses this Luba caryatid 

stool from the Zairian tribe 

many times in her still life works. 



Buli stool with fruit 

(1952) 



















Irma Stern is regarded as one of South Africa’s most 
immenent masters. Her Bahora Girl, oil on canvas, 1945, 
was sold for R26 420 000 in October 2010. 
 
 

Debate the following: 
 

•What is the function of this painting? 

•Why are somebody prepared to pay such an 
amount for one work of art? 

 
 

Consider the following: 

•Aesthetic qualities 
•Prestige 
•Uniqueness of the work 
•Investment 
•Ownership 
•Collecting instinct  

R 34 

million 








