
 

  

 
 
 
 

 

The Collection of the Kunstmuseum Bern 
 
The Kunstmuseum Bern is the oldest fine art museum in Switzerland with a 
permanent collection. It enjoys a worldwide reputation thanks to works by Paul 
Klee, Pablo Picasso, Ferdinand Hodler, and Meret Oppenheim. Its ever-growing 
holdings currently encompass over 4,000 paintings and sculptures, as well as some 
45,000 drawings, engravings, photographs, films, and videos. This makes it not 
only one of the most outstanding and multifarious collections in Switzerland but 
also one of international significance due to its collections of works from the 
“classical” modern era. 
 
The museum's roots go back to certain late 18th-century revolutionary ideas, which inspired 
the founding of Bern's State Art Collection in 1809 and the inauguration of the museum's first 
building in 1870. The Kunstmuseum Bern is the oldest of its kind in Switzerland, with 
holdings spanning eight centuries. 
 
Following a number of extensions to the building, today we have 3,500 square meters at our 
disposal for exhibitions. In this area we are presenting, alongside the classics of the 
collection, especially contemporary art and major artworks of Swiss and Bernese artists. 
 
The museum first focused on works by famous local and national artists: Niklaus Manuel 
(1484-1530), Arnold Böcklin (1827-1901), Albert Anker (1831-1910), and Karl Stauffer-Bern 
(1857-1891).  
 
Already in 1887, the Kunstmuseum acquired the self-portrait Der Zornige by Ferdinand 
Hodler (1853-1918), the first of this Bernese artist's works to be included in a public 
collection. Then in 1901 the museum acquired the so-called “Ehren-Hodler,” his four major 
symbolist works, including the famous Nacht of 1889/1890. 
 
Presented today in the original building and in the new wing, which was constructed in 1983, 
the collection has grown due to the commitment of a number of key figures. For example, 
thanks to the Bernese artist Adolf von Stürler (1802-1881), a student of Jean-Auguste-
Dominique Ingres (1780-1867), it came into the possession of the invaluable Italian 
paintings – unique in Switzerland – by Duccio di Buoninsegna (active between 1278 and 
1319) and Fra Angelico (ca 1395-1455).  
 
In 1947, the Bernese collector families Allenbach, Bürgi, Meyer-Benteli and Rupf allotted part 
of the Paul Klee estate (1879-1940) to the Paul Klee Foundation, which was housed at the 
Kunstmuseum Bern from 1952 through to 2004. The same Hermann Rupf was the first Swiss 
national to collect Cubist works, acquiring his first work by Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) in 
1907. He and his wife established the Hermann and Margrit Rupf Foundation, earning the 
museum its earliest classical modern holdings: major works by Georges Braque (1882-1963), 
Juan Gris (1887-1927), Vassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), Pablo Picasso, and Paul Klee. 
 
Over the decades, other private patrons and artists have left their legacies and made 
donations to the museum, or established foundations, enabling the Kunstmuseum to acquire 
new works and contributing to its international renown. Thus its holdings include selected 
works by Paul Cézanne (1839-1906), Claude Monet (1840-1926), Amedeo Modigliani (1884-



 
 
 

 

1920), Robert Delaunay (1885-1941), and Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890), as well as the 
largest bodies of works in Switzerland by Vassily Kandinsky and Henri Matisse (1869-1954). 
 
German Expressionism is well represented with admirable works by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner 
(1880-1938), August Macke (1887-1914), Alexej von Jawlensky (1864-1941), and Franz 
Marc (1880-1916); and Surrealism with works by Max Ernst (1891-1976), Joan Miró (1893-
1983) and Salvador Dalí (1904-1989). Even after the Paul Klee Foundation has moved to the 
Zentrum Paul Klee, the artist is still very much present at the Kunstmuseum with the 
remarkable examples of his oeuvre, such as Ad Parnassum from 1932. 
 
Paintings by Jackson Pollock (1912-1956) and Mark Rothko (1903-1970), and sculptures by 
Alberto Giacometti (1901-1966) and Alexander Calder (1898-1976) illustrate international 
postwar trends. The museum takes pride in featuring Outsider Art as represented by Heinrich 
Anton Müller (1869-1930) and by the more well-known former farmhand Adolf Wölfli (1864-
1930), whose entire estate was transferred to the museum under the auspices of the Adolf 
Wölfli Foundation, which was created in 1975. 
 
The Kunstmuseum Bern is one of Switzerland's few public collections to encourage women 
artists, showing works by the likes of Clara von Rappard (1857-1912), Sophie Taeuber-Arp 
(1889-1943), Louise Bourgeois (*1911), Meret Oppenheim (1913-1985), Maria Lassnig 
(*1919), Marina Abramovic (*1946), and Berlinde De Bruyckere (*1964). 
 
Large bodies of works by Bernhard Luginbühl (*1929), Franz Gertsch (*1930), James Lee 
Byars (1932-1997), Markus Raetz (*1941), Urs Lüthi (*1947), Dieter Roth (1930-1998), 
Sigmar Polke (*1941), and Sean Scully (*1945) pay generous tribute to contemporary art 
trends. Very recently, the Kunstmuseum Bern has found strong supporters in the Kunsthalle 
Bern Foundation and the GegenwART Foundation with their patron of the arts Dr. h.c. 
Hansjörg Wyss for its current collecting activities with a focus on contemporary art. 
 
The Kunstmuseum Bern is also active in the realms of photography, video and film. Since the 
Bern Foundation for Photography, Film and Video FFV (1981) was established, photography 
has been one of the focal points of the collection, which has been constantly added to since 
then. It boasts larger groups of works from famous local people, such as Karl Durheim 
(1810-1890) and Paul Senn (1901-1953), together with big international names like Man Ray 
(1890-1977), Nobuyoshi Araki (*1940), and Zarina Bhimji (*1963). 
 

 


