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About the Artist—Theodore Kern  

To find out more information and to see more 

work by Theodor Kern, visit:      

Website: https://artuk.org/discover/artists/

kern-theodor-19001969  

Stefania Bednarova article: https://artuk.org/

discover/stories/theodor-kern-an-austrian-

born-artist-who-made-england-his-home  

Blog: https://theodorkern.wordpress.com/  

Theodor Kern was born, on 10th July 1900, in the village of Morzg on 

the southern outskirts of Salzburg, Austria. His parents, Ottlie Kern and 

Johann Kern, who was a municipal cemetery supervisor.  Theodor was 

the youngest of their three children. 

 

The record of Kern’s baptism, (ref: https://theodorkern.wordpress.com) 

The ceremony took 

place on 12th July 

1900, when Theodor 

was two days old, in 

the parish church at 

Morzg.  This is the 

church that he and 

his friend and artist 

mentor Anton    

Faistauer would be 

asked to decorate  

25 years later. 
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Theodor Kern was artistic even as a young boy.  Growing up in the 

mountains around Salzburg, he would spend much of his time drawing 

and painting.  His parents did not want him to study art.  When he left 

Salzburg at the age of 17 to study at university, he told his parents he 

was going to study architecture but he had actually signed up to do a 

degree in Fine Arts in Vienna.   

 

In 1938, Kern left Austria to move away from Nazi rule of Europe just 

before the start of WW2.  As an artist and a Jew, he moved to England 

for his safety as many others has lost their jobs as teachers and were no 

longer allowed to even have their work on display in exhibitions in   

Germany or Austria because of their religion.  At first when he arrived 

in the UK, he was held as an “enemy alien” in an internment camp on 

the Isle of Man, together with lots of other Austrian and German     

artists.  After he was released he settled in Hitchin in the early 1940s.   

 

For 5 years he helped             

ex-servicemen, soldiers and RAF 

personnel who were in hospitals 

recovering from injuries or     

suffering with depression.         

 

He helped them to enjoy and 

appreciate art and encouraged 

them to take up an interest in 

drawing as part of their      Dying man and woman 

healing and rehabilitation.   
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Theodor Kern converted to become Catholic and was then known for his 

devotion to the faith.  He made many beautiful sculptures for churches 

carved from wood.  He had taught himself how to carve.  He worked 

with another artist called Gordon House for some time repairing   

damaged sculptures in churches that were bombed in WW2. 

 

Between 1950 and 1955, Kern taught at Luton University and it was 

then when his abstract compositions came to life.  Kern spoke of his 

compositions as being images “reflecting memory or emotion,         

constellations of movement or colour”.  In his memoir, the artist    

mentions that his compositions are “sometimes almost abstract, but  

almost always resulting from an experience of inner or outer           

nature” (ref: Stefani Bednarova). 

 

The Sphere newspaper of February 1961 (see image on page 4) talks 

about Theodor Kern’s work as a wood carver.  The three photographs 

show Theodor Kern at work in his studio in Bearton Green, Hitchin.  

The first photo shows a wood carving of the Madonna and Child, the 

sculpture is now in the Catholic Church of Our Lady Immaculate and  

St. Andrew in Hitchin (you can see the sculpture on the shelf in the 

photo).  Hanging on the wall in the third photo is Kern’s painting of 

Christ as Man of Sorrows., which is also on display at the church in 

Hitchin.   
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     Article from the Sphere Newspaper, 4th February 1961             

      (ref: https://theodorkern.wordpress.com/page/3/)  
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Kern also taught himself how to create stained glass windows and how 

to paint frescos and wall murals.  He has experimented with many     

different styles of painting, example of which are in the collection at 

Wardown House, Museum and Gallery.  He was particularly influenced 

by the Post-Impressionist movement of Art, with the work of Paul 

Cezanne, Vincent Van Gogh and Georges Vuillard.   

 

As well as the portraits on display, we have a large collection of     

landscape, still life and abstract paintings.  Theodor Kern also paints 

with different materials such as oil paints, watercolours and Gouache, 

drawing with pencils, pastels and charcoal.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He Taught Composition classes at Luton College of Art, now Barnfield 

College.  Whilst working in Luton and living in Hitchin, he made good 

friends with the then curator of Luton Museum, Peter Smith.           

He exhibited his works at Luton Museum in 1968 just before his death.    
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Theodor Kern died in Hitchin in 1969.  After his death, his paintings 

were shared among several museums, Luton Museum (now Wardown 

House, Museum & Gallery) being one of them.. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Friedl Kern, nēe Franck, in 1972, at a retrospective exhibition of her 

late husband’s work (photograph via Luton Evening Post). 

 

To see more of Theodor Kern’s work in Oil Paints and other paintings in 

Oils from the collection of The Culture Trust, Luton held at Wardown 

House, Museum and Gallery, visit ArtUk.org.   
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FAQs about Portraiture  

Portraiture is a very old art form going back at least to ancient Egypt, 

about 5,000 years ago. Pharaoh's and important people often had 

their faces painted or sculpted as part of their tombs decoration and 

to make a record of their likeness.           

Before the invention of photography and cameras, a painted, sculpted, 

or drawn portrait was the only way to record the appearance of 

someone.  

The purpose of a portrait is to show the likeness, personality, and even 

the mood of the person. For this reason, a portrait normally shows a 

person looking directly at the painter or photographer.  

Portraits have been used to show the power, importance, beauty, 

wealth, taste, learning or other qualities of the ‘sitter’—the person 

portrayed.   

Artists’ self-portraits can often be used to experiment with techniques 

and compositions. They can be more truthful, less flattering and even 

ugly compared to portraits that artists have been paid lots of money to 

create of important people.  Someone might not pay them if they look 

too ugly in a picture! 

Artists sometimes include portraits of themselves in larger group       

compositions.   They may include a self-portrait in another type of   

picture– such as a landscape.   

Portraits don’t have to be an exact representation of a person,      

sometimes artists use the sitter’s pose, the picture’s composition or   

objects and props to tell us extra information about the subject.   
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Artist— a person who makes and creates works of 

art either as their hobby or job.   

Abstract Art—After WW2 in the 1940s and 1950s 

a new art movement called Abstract Expressionism 

started in America.  It tries to show how artists feel about world prob-

lems at the time as well as expressing their thoughts.  The paintings 

don’t show objects of people but use colours, shapes and brushstrokes to 

show the artist’s innermost feelings.  Your reaction to the art is also 

very important.   

Charcoal—is a black crumbly drawing material made from carbon that 

is often used for sketching and under drawings for paintings.   

Chalk—is a soft powdery white or off-white material 

usually used on a blackboard.   

Composition—is the arrangement of elements within the 

work of art. 

Cubism/Cubist—The first Cubists were the Spanish artist Pablo Picasso 

and the French artist Georges Braque.  Cubists wanted to find a new 

way of showing their subjects form and perspective in paintings.  To do 

this they painted objects from several angles at once in the same picture 

which makes the image look like its made up of broken fragments with 

many angles.  Cubism was influenced by African Art and the artist Paul 

Cézanne, but the name Cubism came from a journalist who thought 

their paintings looked like they were made of “little cubes”. 

Glossary of Terms 
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Fresco—a type of wall painting.  Comes from the Italian word “fresh” 

as the pigment/colour is painted on to the wall while the plaster is still 

wet so it becomes part of the fabric of the wall.   

Gouache— is a type of water soluble plaint that, unlike watercolour, is 

opaque so the white of the paper does not show through.   

Mark making—ways of making marks in a picture 

that don’t always mean using a brush.   

Medium—can refer to either the type of art 

(painting, sculpture etc) as well as the materials used.  

Mural—a painting applied directly to a wall, usually 

in a public space.  

Muse—describes the inspiration to an artist or influence on their the 

way their make art in their creative process.  It often is a favourite 

model or subject for a painter or sculptor.   

Oil paint—is a slow drying type of paint where particles of pigment are 

mixed with oil to create a paint.   

Pastels—A cross between a chalk and a crayon, 

pastels are made from the same pigment and use  

a binder to make them in to a stick.   

Portrait / Self-portrait— a drawing or painting  

of a person’s likeness, a group of people or animals.   
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Continued. . . .  

Profile—When the subject or sitter is sat side facing to the artist so the 

profile of their forehead, nose and chin is captured.   

Props— Objects included in the picture’s composition 

that can help with the storytelling of the picture.    

The props might relate to the sitter’s job, their hobby’s, 

their culture or important events in their life.   

Sitter— The person who the artist is making a portrait of.  This is be-

cause the sitter would sit for long periods of time in front of the artist 

to have their portrait painted in the past—sitting still for the artist to 

capture every detail.   

Stained Glass—made from the coloured glass used for making decora-

tive windows and other objects through which light passes. The art form  

popular in medieval art c.1000—1400 and often found in monasteries 

and churches. 

Watercolour—refers to both the medium and works of art made using 

the medium of watercolour.  A water soluble type of paint which is 

transparent and allows the white of the paper to show through.  

 

Glossary of Terms—continued  


