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Albert Anker is a prominent figure on 
Switzerland’s cultural landscape. Even 
100 years after his death, he is arguably 
Switzerland’s best-known and most 
popular painter, and his style – as seen  
in familiar works like his “Erdbeermareili” 
(The Strawberry Girl), “Kartoffelschälen-
des Mädchen” (Girl Peeling Potatoes)  
and the picture of a girl dreamily braiding 
her hair – is still unmistakable. 
Albert Anker, who died on 16 July 1910 
in his house in Ins in the Lakes Region  
of Canton Berne after an eventful, indu-
strious life, is still very much to the fore  

Albert Anker is regarded as one of the most important painters 
Switzerland ever produced and to this day, his oeuvre attracts 
international attention. However, a look at his life reveals interests 
that went far beyond painting. To commemorate the centenary  
of his death, Swiss Post is issuing a special stamp.

Albert Anker – popular painter and 
observer of contemporary life

Special stamp 100th anniversary of the death of Albert Anker

in the 21st century. His paintings sell for 
record prices at auction, there was even a 
major Anker exhibition in Japan in 2008, 
and his studio in Ins (which has been  
left virtually unchanged over the years, 
complete with personal items) is visited 
by thousands of people every year. 

Talented linguist with many interests

Anker was born in 1831 in Ins, the son of 
a well-known veterinarian. Throughout 
his life, he remained very modest and had 
a thirst for knowledge. Painting was not 
his sole focus. Under his father’s guidance, 

Anker Year 2010
Various exhibitions and events are scheduled for 
2010 to commemorate the centenary of Albert 
Anker’s death. A highlight of this Anker Year will 
be the major exhibition of his work in Berne’s 
Museum of Fine Arts, from 7 May to 5 September 
2010. In Ins, where Anker was born and lived, 
various events are being held throughout the year. 
His house will host regular exhibitions, not only  
of paintings but also of photographs taken by and 
relating to Albert Anker. For further information, 
see: www.albert-anker.ch.

Albert Anker spent most of his life in Ins,  
in the Lakes Region of Canton Berne.  
And most of his world-famous paintings 
were created in his studio there.  
Photo: www.memoriav.ch
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he acquired a broad humanist education 
and even studied theology. His extensive 
library indicates his wide range of inte-
rests. For instance, even at a ripe old age, 
he read the Bible in the original Greek 
and Hebrew versions, and his 46 diaries 
– the famous “Carnets” – contained 
notes in six languages about everything 
that interested him.

Fan of photography

One of his “carnets” contains a pen-and-
ink self portrait based on a photograph 
taken by his daughter Cécile, one of the 
first people in the region to own a camera. 
Albert Anker shared her enthu siasm  
for photography. He was fascinated by 
the technique but at the same time had  
a foreboding that it would in time super-
sede the ideal of true-to-life represen-
tation in painting. He feared that his art 
would have to take a new direction, 
veering more towards Impressionism and 
abstraction, but he nevertheless devoted 
time to photography, and his estate 
contains hundreds of historical photo-
graphs, including those of his daughter.

Interest in ancient history

However, Anker’s range of interests did 
not stop there. As many letters in his 
estate go to show, he regularly exchanged 
ideas with archaeologists. In his reading 
of Homer’s Odyssey and the Iliad, he 
examined possible geographical locations 
for Troy, while Latin authors stimula - 
ted an enthusiasm for Roman history and 
Cato.

“Albert Anker” gold coin
To mark Anker Year 2010, Swissmint is striking a special gold  
coin depicting Albert Anker’s painting “Der Gemeindeschreiber” 
(The parish clerk) dating from 1874. The coin has a nominal  
value of 50 Swiss francs and is available as of 3 June 2010 from 
www.swissmint.ch, the Berne Museum of Fine Arts, and from  
coin dealers and banks. The Confederation will use the coin sale 
proceeds to support cultural projects throughout Switzerland.

He must have been tremendously inte-
rested in ancient history and had no 
difficulty recalling most dates and names. 
He also conducted intensive research into 
his family’s genealogy and village tales. 
This great thirst for knowledge is also 
spot lighted on the first-day cover of the 
special stamp which features the pen-and-
ink drawing of Anker mentioned earlier, 
with Cato’s family tree as drawn up by 
Anker and excerpts from his own family 
chronicle. 
Closer scrutiny of Albert Anker’s bio-
graphy shows that he was indeed much 
more than “just” a talented and much-
loved painter. Throughout his life – and 
not just in his well-known paintings –  
he sought answers to the age-old ques-
tion: Who am I, where have I come from 
and where am I going?

Matthias Brefin
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