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Preface 

The recognition of M.C. Escher as an artist took an amazingly long 

time. Escher had to fight several prejudices. Apart from the fact 

that woodcut in the 20th century was not considered to be a 

'modern' art form, especially after World War II abstraction was en 

vogue and figurative art was relegated as obsolete.  

 

Although the Escher prints are now considered as ingenious 

because they combine different perspectives, or play with optical 

illusions, at the time these wonderful aspects only confused both 

professional and laymen as pre-modern craftsmanship. Figurative 

or realistic woodcuts were only presented in specialized art 

galleries or in the print-rooms of museums. His prints thus took time 

to be appreciated. Since his artistic 'language' was not 

mainstream and not easy for the spectator at the time to 

appreciate, initially the Escher prints did not get the attention, 

recognition and esteem they deserve.  

 



Yet, the Escher prints since the early fifties of the last century were 

very popular and sought after by print collectors. The interest in 

Escher received a further boost when popular reproductions in 

posters, sometimes illegal and in shocking colors, were spread 

world-wide. Millions of teenagers and students will have had an 

Escher poster on their walls: the Waterfall, with the falling water 

flowing back to the higher level, Drawing, the two hands drawing 

each other, or Relativity, a maze full of stairs where people walking 

up and down in a strange geometry. The huge success nowadays 

is partly based on this melancholic memory of our first knowledge 

of an Escher artwork,  

 

Escher’s first retrospective exhibition in an important museum was 

in 1968, at the occasion of his 70th birthday, in the 

Gemeentemuseum, now called the Kunstmuseum, in The Hague, 

The Netherlands. The next year Escher made his last print, 

Ringslangen / Snakes. He then gave an almost complete set of 

prints (448 items) as well as all the underlying studies and drawings 

in a long term loan to the museum, altogether around 2.100 

studies and drawings.  

 

The museum had already a complete collection of the then 

known graphic works, and a small collection of drawings. This long 

term loan stayed in the museum until 1980. It was then retrieved by 

the M.C. Escher Foundation and sold largely to private and public 

collectors.  



The works here on sale during the MDNY 2023 come with one 

exception all from the original 1970 long term loan to the Haags 

Gemeentemuseum. The collection at that time was put on 

microfiches which are still in the archives of the Kunstmuseum. The 

handwritten numbers on the verso of the drawings on sale refer to 

these microfiches.  

 

NB The following drawings put on sale during the MDNY 2023 by 

Découvert Fine Art, Rockport USA, could not be identified as 

authentic by Ms M. Piller, as she only saw them digitally.  

Their provenance can be followed up in the small Haags 

Gemeentemuseum Guide, on the microfiches, which was made in 

the late seventies. 

The page references in the following text refer to The Amazing 

World of M.C. Escher (M. Piller, P. Elliot and F. Petersen), Scottish 

National Galleries, 2015. 



 

1. FLOWERS charcoal c. 1920  Signed with Escher’s monogram, 

lower center  

Escher Foundation  

Illustrated in the Boca Raton Art Museum catalogue “The Magical 

World of M. C. Escher”;  

20 1/16” x 14 3/4” 510 x 375 mm  

Gemeentemuseum The Hague number: T 213-x-1972 

Provenance: From Escher’s studio to the M. C. Escher Foundation, 

Michael S. Sachs, Private Collection, CT Walker Art Gallery LA 

 

During his schooling period at the School for Architecture and 

Decorative Arts in Haarlem, Samuel Jessurun de Mesquita (1868-

1944) was Escher’s most important teacher. Jessurun in 1919 

actually persuaded Escher’s parents to allow him to follow courses 

in the graphical arts department as the young man preferred, 

rather than to become an architect or civil engineer, as his father 

wanted him to be. In that year Jessurun de Mesquita made a 

rather famous woodcut with 3 Arum flowers. Escher’s drawing does 

and does not remind us of his teacher’s woodcut. The two flowers 

which Escher has drawn are more elegant, The medium woodcut, 

which had Escher’s preference over lithographs and etching, is a 

very ‘stiff’ medium and requires more accuracy than a drawing.  

As there is no date on the drawing, I tend to date it 1920. In August 

1920, on the isle of Texel, Escher made a large ink drawing Portrait 

of Pieter Jan Zutphen ( p37). In this drawing Escher also 



experiments with cubistic forms, but here it is more elegant. At that 

time Cubism, by the way, didn’t belong to avant-garde anymore. 

 

 

  

2. Orvieto Porta Rocca, ink   

Signed with Escher's monogram, dated Orvieta 17-5-'22 

Gemeentemuseum The Hague number T 961-x-1971 

301 x 203 mm        12 1/4 x 9" 

Provenance: Michael S. Sachs Collection  

 

This is an ink drawing made during Escher’s second visit to Italy. He 

went there jointly with his dearest two friends: Jan van der Does 

Willebois and Bas Kist; later on Lex, the younger sister of Jan, joined 

them.  

We know from the Escher diary that on the seventeenth of May 

1922, he “sketched the Porta Rocca from beneath”. Mauk Escher 

then returned to Orvieto and drank some tea afterwards in Café 

Martini, which he often did in the afternoon. 

In dense rhythmical strokes, he highlights the structure of the rock 

and its vegetation. The old entrance gate to Orvieto above the 

rock is in comparison a bit more loose, like a sketch. 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Landscape with Farm and Village. c. 1920 ink  probably 1923 

Signed, on the right side above the middle, with Escher’s 

monogram in ink and the date 28-1 Escher Foundation #  

Illustrated in the Boca Raton Art Museum catalogue “The Magical 

World of M. C. Escher” 

8 3/8” x 10 3/16” 211 x 258 mm  

Gemeentemuseum The Hague number: T 743-x-1972 

Provenance: From Escher’s studio to the M. C. Escher Foundation, 

thence to Michael S. Sachs, Private Collection, CT Walker Art 

Gallery LA 

 

The date of this drawing is undetermined as only the day on which 

it was made, towards the end of January, is mentioned. If we 

compare this ink drawing with early Italian woodcuts, the 

comparison with the first San Gimignano woodcut (p15) is 

prominent. That print is from July 1922, but half a year earlier, in 

January 1922, Escher was in The Netherlands and not in Siena. His 

first visit to Italy was with his parents from March to May in 1921 

after visiting the south of France.  

In the winter of 1922/23, he stayed in Siena, but, unfortunately, his 

diary doesn’t give much information neither of his activities nor of 

his art work in January 1923. The latter date probably is a good 

guess for this landscape. 

An artist always shows HIS vision in his work, even in a small sketch. 

It seems to me a light-hearted impression of the hilly northern 

Italian landscape. This sketch is pleasing because of the slightly 

exaggerated , may I call it "Jugendstill / art nouveau", 



interpretation of the landscape. The artist is possibly experiencing 

with a new visual language.  

The drawing resembles the 'Jugendstill/ art nouveau style" in the 

July 1922 San Gimignano woodcut, with this difference that a 

drawing is easier to draw than a woodcut to cut in the very stiff 

material. This kind of elegant landscapes, we again see much later 

in Escher’s Italian period, for example in the 1930 woodcut 

Pentedatillo, Calabria, December 1930 ( p.17, on the right). 

I consider the second San Gimignano woodcut of February 1923 ( 

p.10) a breakthrough, from observing and displaying to finding a 

new visual language. In such a new way of looking Escher uses a 

worm’s-eye perspective in which he connects fore- and 

background, and leaves the middle section out. This is not 

apparent in this sketch. This drawing NR 3, Landscape with Farm 

and Village, is still an 'observed' drawing.  

 

 

 

 

4. ROLLING HILLS ink drawing  

Escher Stichting (Foundation) 

Illustrated in the Boca Raton Art Museum catalogue “The Magical 

World of M. C. Escher”  

11 5/8” x 15 3/8” 295 x 392 mm  

Gemeentemuseum The Hague number: T 238-x-1972 

Provenance: From Escher’s studio to the M. C. Escher Foundation, 

Michael S. Sachs, Private Collection, CT  Walker Art Gallery LA 

 



This is a remarkable drawing as it is only about structure. Escher 

may have outlined the contours of the hills first and so established 

the overall structure of the hilly landscape he wanted to depict. 

Then he continued to demarcate each hill by using brush and ink 

in a different way for all the slopes. By doing so, Escher creates a 

feeling of depth without using a central perspective! The 

perspective is being created by composing and contra-

positioning these simple forms. Our eyes follow the darker and 

lighter areas in a kind of zigzag movement, and so we feel depth, 

without seeing it. 

 

 

 

 

5. & 6. THE SEVEN-HEADED DEMON and FINIS pencil drawing and 

stilus on copy paper, c. 1932 6 1/2” x 2 1/2” 106mm x 65mm  

Provenance: M. C. Escher, gift to Hans de Rijk (Bruno Ernst), Private 

Collection, CT. 

 

Hans de Rijk was a long time close friend of Maurits Cornelis Escher, 

and during Eschers lifetime published a book on his work. De Rijk, 

who also used the pseudonym Bruno Ernst, was a true huomo 

universalis. He was a.o. a monk, a maths teacher and an 

astronomer. He left the monastery, and to the great joy of Escher, 

he married. Both men shared an interest in astronomy.  

In 1931 Escher lived in Rome with his family, i.e. his 2 sons and wife 

Jetta. On a trip to his Dutch family in The Hague, Escher met Jan 



Walch, the Dutch journalist for Het Vaderland. Friends had given 

Walch some time before one of Escher’s woodcuts.  

Walch was fascinated by the work of M.C. Escher, but also by the 

small Dutch town of Oudewater, famous for its Witch Scales. 

Emperor Karel V had given this city the privilege of an official Witch 

Scale: if a woman was accused of being a witch, she could be 

weighed and was proven innocent if she had a normal weight, 

too heavy to be able to fly on a broom. Escher and Walch went 

together to this town. Escher decided there and then to make the 

illustrations for Walch’s booklet onthe witch of Oudewater: The 

Terrible Adventures of Scholastica, published by C.A.J. van 

Dishoeck, August 1933, printed in 300 num, Haarlem. Besides 6 full 

page woodcuts, Escher made 10 woodcut initials, one of them 

was the V. 

This seven-headed monster is the beholder of the V. It is easier to 

recognise the seven heads in the drawing than in the final 

woodcut, which measures only 3 1/8” x 2 3/8” (80 mm x 60 mm).  

The drawing carries the letters FINIS (the end) in mirror writing. They 

compose the base of a reverse triangle, and indicate the end of 

the book. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7. DECONSTRUCTED FLOWER, pencil drawing, June 1947  

noted in pencil on the left side: Baarn VI-’47 and 5X vergroot 

(enlarged)  

Ex collection of the M. C. Escher Foundation on loan to 

Gemeentemuseum, the Hague, Holland from c. 1970-1980:  

5 7/8” x 9 1/16” 105mm x 203mm  

Gemeentemuseum The Hague number: T 753-x-1971 

Provenance from Escher’s studio to the M. C. Escher Stichting 

(Foundation), thence to the Michael S. Sachs; Private Collection, 

CT 

 

Escher all through his life has had a keen interest in nature. 

Sometimes we see proof of this in his prints. One example is Pineta 

de Calvi, 1933 (p18), a marvellous woodcut in which he combines 

in an Japanese way the trees and grasses in the foreground with a 

city in the background. In Castrovalva, (p55), made some years 

earlier, we see in the left corner a miniature view of nature, 

enlarged images of plants and flowers, which attracts our 

attention to this corner of the lithograph. One wonders what was 

more important to look at, because subsequently we feel swept 

away by the most western ridge of the Italian Abruzzi. Escher, 

originating from a flat country must have been impressed by the 

mountain range, but the minuscule flowers also drew his attention.  

The Deconstructed Flower probably is the Christmas Rosecactus, a 

member cactus of Schlumbergera family. The cactus flowers 

around Christmas, and rarely may have a flower in June, when the 



drawing was made. There is a small difference though, the leaves 

of this plant grow in a way different from what Escher drew. 

 a home-made photo of Christmas Rose cactus 

 

 

This drawing of June 1947 can’t be connected to any of the prints 

in 1947, or 1948. Perhaps it was a preliminary drawing for a 

bookplate Escher made for a friend, but was never executed? Or 

was he just surprised to see the Christmas cactus flower in June?  

 

 

(copyright: Micky Piller) 

 
 

Micky Piller studied art history in Ghent, with a focus on Flemish art from the 

12th to 17th century. She graduated in theory formation on Marcel Duchamp.  

After graduating she became a journalist and art critic at Haagse Post, NRC 

Handelsblad and Het Financieele Dagblad. She wrote about artists, museums 

and corporate art collections at Gasunie, ABN and Peter Stuyvesant. She was 

also an acquisition advisor for Bouwfonds Kunststichting, an important Dutch 

corporate art collection.  

In 2002 she became the first curator at Escher at The Palace. She remained 

there until her retirement in 2015. She was responsible for some 

groundbreaking publications on Escher’s life and work, among which: O 

Mundo Màgico de Escher for the large Brazilian exhibition in Brasília, Rio de 



Janeiro and São Paulo (2010-11); Escher en de schatten uit de Islam, for 

the eponymous exhibition at Escher at The Palace and the Tropeninstituut in 

Amsterdam (2013); The Amazing World of M.C. Escher, for the eponymous 

exhibition at The National Gallery of Scotland of Modern Art in Edinburgh, de 

Dulwich Gallery in Londen and the Max Ernst Museum in Brühl (2015-16).  

Currently she manages the website OpwegnaardeKunst, with her 

husband Kristoffel Lieten. 

In 2017, she has been Knighted in the Order of Oranje Nassau for her merits in 

the field of visual arts. 
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