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*INTRODUCTION*

Man sees woman...only in terms of surface. Woman looks at woman
plastically, indeed, she even sees the dimensions which lie beyond
her momentary field of vision.

-Die Dame (1931)!

The Weimar Republic, as historian Peter Gay noted, 'aroused powerful emotions
in everyone. It delighted most, terrified some, but left no-one indifferent, and it induced,
by its vitality, a certain inclination to exaggerate what one saw.” The significance of
Gay's observation lies in his emphasis upon the polyvocality of the Weimar period. The
Republic was characterized by what social theorist Ernst Bloch termed ungleichzeitung
or non-synchronicity,’ a split between the 'will to modernity and the fear of the modern,

4

between radicalism and conservatism.” The new cultural innovations of the twenties

struggled to carry the weight of Wilhelmine social structures. And it was the emerging

! Martha von Zobeltitz in Die Dame in Patrice Petro, Joyless Streets: Women and Melodramatic
Representation in Weimar Germany, (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997), 97.

2 Peter Gay, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider, New York: Harper Torch Books, 1970), 129.

3 Ernst Bloch in Anton Kaes, Martin Jay and Edward Dimendberg, eds., The Weimar Republic Sourcebook,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), xvii.

# Rene Block and Erna Haist, Prints and Drawings of the Weimar Republic, (Stuttgart: Heinrich Fink,
1995), 12.



figure of the Weimar New Woman that embodied the German's 'selective embrace of
modernity.”

Throughout the Weimar Republic the woman question remained one of the most
powerfully debated topics in cultural discourse. Women had been becoming increasingly
visible in German public life since the turn of the century. Weimar Germany signalled a
transitional time for women into newly public and modern roles, however moves that
were often fluid and ambivalent. The Republic offered the first German democratic
Constitution, giving women the right to vote and be voted into office, while the growing
women's movement led to an increasing public profile of women's issues, such as
abortion and reproduction. The heightened importance of the reproduction debate is
demonstrated by the arrest m February 1931 of physicians Dr Else Kienle and Friedrich
Wolf, who advocated and in the former case, performed abortions. Women's groups such
as Helene Stocker's League for the Protection of Mothers pushed for more progressive
models of femininity.

However the modern reification of the female was embodied in the figure of the
New Woman. She symbolized women's unprecedented levels of autonomy and freedom
in the city and contributed to a direct sense of a challenge to male hierarchies and the
illusion women were gaining greater access to power. Weimar modernity's ‘crisis of
subjectivity,' was greatly fuelled in part by a perceived shift in patriarchal authority. The
negative, reactionary ideologies of males to the increased presence of women in the
metropolis, is perhaps best exemplified in Klaus Theweleit's 1970s publication Male

Fantasies. He demonstrates woman act as 'other’ in the epistemic imaginary of the men of

3 Jeffrey Herf, Reactionary Modernism: Technology, Culture and Politics in Weimar and the Third Reich,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 22.









the Weimar period that effaces female subjectivity for, as Eve Rosenhaft argues,
historical narratives are often expanded to include women, yet lose none of. their force if
they assume a masculine position.13 Women's ‘otherness’ to the male modernist position,
has often rendered them in historical analysis as 'theoretically inarticulate.™*

However as part of a wider frauenkultur, women were attempting to gain self-
determination in regards to their bodies, sexuality and identities, 'probing boundaries, and
shifting the construction of narrative wherever possible.””> An examination of female self
perceptions demonstrates a 'gendered non-synchronicity' arises as to the ways in which to
define women's subjective experiences of modernity.16 This thesis will attempt to turn
away from hegemonic and canonical versions of modernity predicated on male high
modernist authority, in order to analyse the cultural discourses women engaged with and
re-developed to make sense of and regulate the emerging images of women and gender in
Weimar Germany.

Marsha Meskimmon in We Weren't Modern Enough: Women artists and the

Limits of German Modernism is instructive in calling for ‘alternative models of critical

praxis,”’ in examining female responses to modernity. While this thesis rejects

essentialist constructs of gender, it accepts the politics of sexual difference was so heavily

inscribed in Weimar society, that a paradigm shift is necessary in order to recognize

_ '*Eve Rosenhaft, "Women, Gender and the Limits of Political History in the Age of 'Mass' Politics" in
Elections, Mass Politics and Social Change in Modern Germany, ed. H. Lehmann and K Ledford

(Washington DC.: German Historical Institute; Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992),
149,

** Meskimmon, We Weren't Modern Enough, 8.

1% Leigh Clemons, "Serious Fun: Berlin Dada's Tactical Engagement with German National Narration,"
Theatre Research International 28/2 (2003): 144.

16 Anke Gleber, The Art of Taking a Walk: Flanerie, Literature and Film in Weimar Culture, (New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1999), 179.

17 Meskimmon, We Weren't Modern Enough, 5.



women's alternate subject position to men, both literally and figuratively.'® In accepting
this alternate position, I will focus on women's different forms of spectatorship and
consumption of the received visual icons of women in the mass media, specifically the
image of the New Woman. Examining the visual art of Weimar women allows it to act as
a 'signifying system' in the mobilisation and consumption of meaning, and is a crucial
means by which the women of Weimar Germany 'made sense of the social processes in
which they were caught up and indeed produced.”® Rather than attempting to elucidate a
'feminine aesthetic,' I will examine the responses of individual artists to female imagery.
Such an analysis provides us with a multi-layered perspective of the construction and
negotiation of modern subjectivities. Looking at women artist's response to the media
icon of the New Woman elucidates the relationship between mass culture and identity
construction, the ability of media images to mobilize meaning and the ability of art to
reconfigure that meaning. In this way, this thesis will attempt to articulate a new narrative
of Weimar modemity, one that legitimates female subjectivity as the crucial
constellation.

The first chapter looks at the construction of the New Woman as an icon of
female identity, and the role of the burgeoning mass media in creating homogenized,
commericalised, coopted female 'types'. These types were neither entirely representative,
nor were they mere fantasy, they were symbolic of the reconfigurations of changing
social boundaries. Female artists re-negotiated these images of women in the mass media

to emphasise the plurality and diversity of female experiences, and articulated new ways

'® For a wider reading of this argument see Patrice Petro "Perceptions of Difference: Woman as Spectator
and Spectacle" in Women in the Metropolis, 41-67.

¥ Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and Histories of Art, (London, New
York: Routledge, 1988), 7.



of engaging with mass media images of women. The multiple images of the period are re-
envisioned by an examination of the art work of Weimar female artists, including Grethe
Jiirgens and Lea Grundig. Chapter one also introduces the cultural theory of Siegfried
Kracauer, prominent social theorist of the time, whose writings I continue to engage with
throughout the latter chapters.

Chapter two introduces German artist Hanna Hoch and her stunning mass media
photomontages of the Wc;imar period. In Hoch's work the figure of the New Woman
becomes a catalyst for the interrogation of Weimar women's experiences of modernity,
her deconstructionist aesthetic challenges the ways in which mass media images
discursively constructed female identities. Her use of photo-montage questions the
coherency of female representation and the role of the mass media in making and
disseminating those images, also making visible the social construction of ;woman' as a
commodified sign. Art historian Maud Lavin is instructive in interrogating Hoch's
Weimar oeuvre, particularly in relation to the dialectical tendency of photomontage to
‘affirm and negate' the media image of the New Woman. In renegotiating and
refashioning the images of Weimar women, Hoch alters its meaning; on both a personal
and political level her photomontages create allegories of Weimar femininity.

Chapter three focuses on the art work of Jeanne Mammen, who used realism to
demystify and denaturalize popular representations of women. One of the major means
by which Mammen explores Weimar womanhood is the reworking and re-articulation of
traditional tropes of femininity, such as the iconography of the New Woman, so that it
ceases to function primarily as stereotype and begin to function as the embodiment of

female experience, as a locus for female subjectivity and the exploration of different



identities. In this way she affirms the image of the New Woman as a site for multiple
identifications and gives voice to the marginal or 'otherness' of women in Weimar
society.

Deborah Parsons argues women 'living in modern cities, constructed by and
around masculine culture, represented, engaged and resisted the narrative for female
urban life defined by that culture.”® We will see that despite aesthetic differences, both
Berlin artists Hannah Hoch and Jeanne Mammen attempted to define a space for women
in the urban metropolis. Both women engaged with the New Woman in the street, the
illustrated press and the shop window. Their work remains crucial to the gender debates
as they provide us with micro-histories of two women engaging with the multiple visual
typologies of femininity during Weimar. An analysis of their images allows us to identify
patterns of difference as well as different forms of female agency. In breaking down the
invisible fences that have led to women's experiences of modemity to be overlooked or

effaced, we are privileged with a necessarily richer understanding of Weimar Culture.

2 Deboreh L. Parsons, Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City and Modemity, (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 15.



*CHAPTER ONE*

WEIMAR WOMAN:

BETWEEN IMAGE AND REALITY

What is the modern woman?
A charming Bubikopf- says the hairdresser
A model of depravity- says Aunt Klotilde
A complex of sexual problems- says the psychoanalyst
Comrade and soul friend- says the youth
Miserable housewife- says the reactionary
Expensive- says the bachelor
The best customer- says the stockings dealer
An unhappiness for my son- says the mother-in-law
The centre of the sanitorium- says the doctor

The same, since the dawn of time- says the wise man.
-Die Dame (1925)"
The above passage from 1925 exemplifies the fundamental paradox of the modern
woman in Weimar Germany. A figure defined as much by her corporality as by her
elusiveness, she essentially embodied the fantasy, desire and play of the Weimar era.

Situated at the interstices of fashion, science, consumerism and kdrperkultur (body

culture), the modern woman or New Woman was very much a product of her time.

! Die Dame in Petro, Joyless Streets: Women and Melodramatic Representation, 79.



Katerina Sykora has noted 'the New Woman of the 1920's was the popularized and
depoliticized woman version of the New Woman first discussed at the turn of the
century.'2 However, the Weimar New Woman was in fact paradigmatic of two major
cultural developments of Weimar modernity, specifically the changed labour patterns of
industrialization and rationalization, which predicated her growing visibility in the urban
metropolis, and the growth in monopoly capitalism, consumer culture and the corollary
explosion in mass media forms. The New Woman became ubiquitous as a mass media
image, and yet embodied salient changes in the material situations of Weimar women.
Past historical scholarship, such as Bridenthal and Koonz, has focused on the disparity
between the discursive icon of the New Woman and the material conditions of real
women under Weimar.” However, as their discussion demonstrates, to confine oneself to
such polarities unavoidably leads to a dead end. The irony of the New Woman lies in her
fluidity, multiplicity and inevitable ambiguity.

Anke Gleber argues Weimar Germany was a time when the 'spectacle and
consumption of the female image reached a heightened presence, engendering a new
stage in the critical evaluation of the female image.* A burgeoning frauenkultur
blossomed, whereby German women could consume ideas and images about other
women through new forms of consumption. Saturating themselves in the 'daydreams of
society,'S women flocked to the cinema to watch Marlene Dietrich in Der blaue Engel

(1930), actress Asta Nielsen, dance revues such as the American troupe the Tiller Girls,

z Katerina Sykora in Meskimmon, We Weren't Modern Enough, 167.

Renate Bridenthal and Claudia Koonz, "Beyond Kinder, Ktiche, Kirche: Weimar Women in Politics and
Work," in When Biology Became Destiny: Women in Weimar and Nazi Germany, ed. R. Bridenthal, A.
4Grossmam and M. Kaplan (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1984), 33-66.

. QIeber, The Art of Taking a Walk,180.

Siegfried Kracauer, The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, ed. and trans. T.Y. Levin (Cambridge,

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1995), 292.
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The Weimar Republic saw the rise of media conglomerate Ullstein Verlag,
publisher of highly popular weeklies and magazines such as Berliner lllustrirte Zeitung
(BIZ), which had a 1.8 million circulation in 1930. Bourgeois fashion magazines
including Uhu and Die Dame, ‘an ultramodem social magazine of women's fashions,®
and various lifestyle magazines such as Die Freundin and Gargonne, were all highly
successful publications. Maud Lavin speculates that the readership of these magazines
would not have been confined to bourgeois women alone, but attracted readers from
multiple classes; in Lavin’s study of Weimar photo-montage, she notes the circulation for
BIZ in 1931 was 1 753 580, just under two thirds of the entire Berlin population between
the ages of twenty and sixty-ﬁ\;e.g As an institution, Ullstein Verlag exemplifies how
mass media of the time depicted images of the New Woman. The cover of Die Dame in
1927 (fig. 2) depicted the Modern Woman,' outfitted in fashionable riding gear connoting
leisure, commodified status and the energy and effervescence of the New Woman
persona. Vicki Baum, novelist and editor at Ullstein Verlag from 1926%;1931,
demonstrated in 'People of Today' (1927), an article serialised in Die Dame and BIZ, the

role of consumerism in constructing the media image of the New Woman:

So, this is Ypsi (unfortunately she does not look her best today for the
Lindbergh-style hat does not become her, but, my god, dear lady, one
does have to follow fashion, no?) ...One does have to admire how much
she takes on herself. Adultery, cocaine, operations, uncomfortable chairs

made of aluminium...plucking her eyebrows, reading boring books, shoes

s Hermann Ullstein, The Rise and Fall of the House of Ullstein, (NY: Simon and Schuster, 1943), 53.
® Lavin, Cut With the Kitchen Knife, 55.
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too small, hats too small...tennis matches in ninety degree heat in July, no

children and stomach complaints, nicotine poisoning and slimming diets.'”

With the influx of 'Americanism’ the female image continued to gain a heightened
commodified status. Although beginﬁing as a 'new European catchword,"' Americanism
soon came to denote the entire German economic and industrial rationality, as a process
of Fordist mechanization and standardisation. It brought with it, however, a cultural
empire of jazz, Charlie Chaplin, chewing gum and the American version of ‘the flapper’.
In line with its rationalizing ethos it contributed to the rise of the Girl, and Girlkultur, a
highly commodified spectacle of 'the new female type...boyish, linear, and ruled by
lively movement, by her step and by her leg.' The image of Girlkultur was developed in
the press and was observed to be the 'aesthetic reflex of the rationality aspired to by the
prevailing economic system."? The 1926 cartoon by Paul Simmel in BIZ, (fig.3),
demonstrates the mass media equation of the Girl, in the form of the Tiller Girls, with
rationalised mass culture, particularly once Americanism had fallen into discredit as
feminised and degenerate. '

The rapidly expanding nature of rationalization into every sphere of Weimar
society was deemed the most threatening aspect of Americanism. Indeed, the writings of
Siegfried Kracauer elucidate the position of modernist critics pertinent to this point. Most

of Kracauer's writings took the form of 'below the line' feuilleton editorials for the

1‘: Vicki Baum, "People of Today (1927)," in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 664.
2 Rudolf Kayser, "Americanism (1925)," in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 395.
Kracauer, The Mass Ornament, 79.

" Richard McCormick, Gender and Sexuality in Weimar Modernity: Film, Literature and New Objectivity,
(New York: Palgrave, 2001), 54.
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The epitome of the machine-made, mannequin-woman-ideal is exemplified in a 1932
issue of BIZ, whereby a woman is shown with her face encapsulated by a mechanical
apparatus. This apparatus is described in the caption as a 'machine that measures beauty.
With the help of the apparatus invented in America, one can check the facial

measurements exactly and determine how far they deviate from the ideal.”!

Weimar Women Artists: between image and reality

And every time I see a picture of him, with his cheerful eyes and his
mophead, I'm thinking if I ran into him in a café, wearing my coat with
fox collar and elegant from head to toe, perhaps he too would tell me
that he was in the film industry and had incredible connections. And I
would simply tell him: H20 is water — that’s what I learnt from Hubert,

and he would be stunned.?

And so ends Doris's imaginary conversation with Albert Einstein. Doris is the
protagonist of Irmgard Keun's popular 1932 novel The Artificial Silk Girl. She also
embodies the quintessential image of the New Woman: after leaving her job as a typist
she joins the theatre to pursue her dream of becoming a famous actress. However after
stealing a fur coat, (I felt like kissing it, that’s how much I loved it'),23 she runs away and
thus begins her adventures in the big city. What is compelling about the narration is that

we get the perspective of a New Woman from a first person account. We have the

2 BIZ in Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife, 57.

z Irmgard Keun, The Artificial Silk Girl, trans. K. von Ankum (New York: Other Press, 2002), 13.
Ibid., 51.
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to the commodity item which offers status and the ubiquity of the movie star fantasy.
However, as Richard McCormick observes, in the above passage Doris is demonstrating
great skepticism towards men and their use of movie connections to entice women,
further arguing 'she speculates the famous Einstein may turn out to be like so many other
men: finding her attractive he might use one of the most common lines used by men to
impress women.' Throughout the novel Doris remains astutely aware of her status as a
commodity, and as such uses her 'Marlene Dietrich face' to her advantage to get ahead *
As both commodity and consumer she 'exposes these identities to a critical gaze which
she herself wields.'*

This ‘critical gaze' is employed by female artists of Weimar Germany in
producing art as interrogations of the New Woman image. As New Women themselves,
commodities and consumers, Weimar women artists were ideally situated to explore the
images of 'woman' in the mass media and to re-envision the borders of the image/reality
dichotomy. Marsha Meskimmon in We Weren't Modern Enough is instructive in
discussing women artists as 'embodied’ viewers and makers of culture. Situated at the
nexus of producer/consumer, women artists had the ability to demonstrate how mass
media images of women discursively constructed identities and how, in turn, they could
take these images and renegotiate them to break down monolithic or masculine defined
stereotypes. As part of an emerging frauenkultur, women artists demonstrated female
agency in negotiating the many emerging images of women, their main paradigm reveals
itself to be plurality and multiplicity, underlying the heterogeneity of women's responses

to modernity and Weimar culture.

4 .
Ibid,, 16.
» McCormick, Gender and Sexuality in the Weimar Republic, 129-131.
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Historian Atina Grossman argues, rather than a distinction between the blue
collar/ white collar workers, women of Weimar were perhaps more divided in terms of
age and generation. In the 1932 study 'The Young Woman Worker," Lisbeth Franzen-
Hellersberg found young working women resented the idea of the double burden of work
and family and were disillusioned with the prospects of marriage. Both white and blue
collar workers had reordered their consumption patterns towards self-oriented purchases,
and cherished any free time they had before committing to marriage: 'such a life, rather
than the fulfillment of female identity, was rejected, at least for the moment, as a
hindrance to freedom and personal autonomy.’42 The assertion that a generation gap
persisted within Weimar is further supported in Elizabeth Harvey's examination of
women's participation in Weimar women's groups, including the BDF and GDJ. She
found the age of the participants to be a major issue in the polarization of views in terms

. Lo 43
of women's roles for the future, and contributed to a fundamental disunity.

Who was the New Woman?

Weimar women artists succeeded in debunking one dimensional stereotypes of
the New Woman, as commodity image, as unthinking consumer, as the inflated
commodified vision of the white collar worker. However despite the contradictions

inherent in the image, many cultural commentators insisted: "The Neue Frau is there- she

*? Grossman, “Girlkultur or Thoroughly Rationalised Female,” 67-70.

* Elizabeth Harvey, “Serving the Volk, Saving the Nation: Women in the Youth Movement and the Public

Sphere in Weimar Germany," in Elections, Mass Politics and Social Change in Modern German: New
Perspectives, 149-173.
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exists."* Else Hermann, author of the 1929 book This is the New Woman agreed that in
many ways the New Woman was a reality, she was no ‘artificially conjured
phenomenon...she is organically bound up with the economic and cultural developments
of the last few decades.”’ Historians Renate Bridenthal, Atina Grossman and Maria

Kaplan assert the New Woman:

Represented a phenomenon both broader and more complex than the
images of the flapper or sexy saleslady convey. The "new women"-
who voted, used contraception, obtained illegal abortions, and earned
wages- were more than a bohemian minority or artistic convention.
They existed in office and factory, bedroom and kitchen, just as surely

as- and more significantly than- in café and cabaret.*®

The confrontation with the rationalized workplace, heightened public profile and sexual
and procreative options created the visible rise of the New Woman. It was also a state of
mind: 'the woman of today is exclusively oriented towards the present. That which is
decisive for her, not that which should be or should have been according to tradition."’
The New Woman of Weimar was more than a discursive figure in mass media, a
male projection of desire or commodified consumer. Defined by an aggregate of female
stereotypes, she functioned within a personal and political economy of meaning that

projected the myths, desires and fantasies of the Weimar Republic. As Alice Rithle-

u Alexandra Kollantai in Meskimmon, We Weren't Modem Enough, 173.
Else Hermann, "This is the New Woman (1929)," in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 207.
Bndenthal and Koonz, "Beyond Kinder, Kiiche, Kirche," 11.
Hermann "This is the New Woman" in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 207.
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Gerstel described her in 1933, the New Woman represented a new economic figure who
went into public economic life, political, physical, psycho-intellectual type- a standard
bearer 'who not only cut her hair and shortened her skirt but began to emancipate herself
altogether from the physical limitations of being female.”® For a growing frauenkultur
she acted as a site whereby women could actively thematise anxieties and desires in
regards to their new social roles and opportunities. As an image she captured the
imagination of progressives and reactionaries alike, was bemoaned and denigrated both
by Weimar men and women.

A monolithic or one dimensional understanding of the New Woman does not do
Justice to her complexity, and the varied and multiple significations she symbolized for
women across the political spectrum. If we are to find the New Woman we need to look
through and within her multiple images; she functions metaphorically as a palimpsest. In
this way the lives of women during Weimar - submerged, apparently overwritten-
continue to reveal 'traces of what have been erased... [which] leak through the overlaid
surface.”® The image that lies undemneath, its hidden contours and colours, house
alternate meanings and narratives that compete with or re-envision the surface
appearance; it is here we are to find the woman of Weimar.

Women's artwork of the period allows us to interrogate the New Woman as a
palimpsest, offering us alternate visions and narratives as to what the New Woman
personally and politically symbolized. The work of Berlin artists Hannah Hoch and
Jeanne Mammen offer us micro-histories through which we can examine the ways the

New Woman discursively functioned as symbol and reality or both and their personal

, Alice Ruhle-Gerstel, "Back to the Good Old Days?(1933)," in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 2
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, Interfaces: Women, Autobiography, Image, Performance, (Ann r
University of Michigan Press, 2002), 28.

28



negotiation with her image. As they both worked at the interstices of mass media culture
they were ideally situated to examine the multiple images of the modern women in the
Weimar media. As women artists, they were also defined as New Women, in their career
and urban setting. Their negotiations with her image should allow us to peel back more of
the layers of the New Woman icon, offering new alignments between women, city and

identity and putting female subjectivity back into the city she so often frequented.
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avant-garde, through Dada and the later artistic movement, International Constructivism,
she played a key role in engaging with the nihilistic cultural discourses of the time. In the
re-contextualisation of popular images of women, Hoch demonstrated the critical viewing

strategies of one woman in relation to and from within the realm of commodity culture

itself.

Making the Familiar Unfamiliar

In her own life Hoch critically engaged with the issues of changing social roles
for women, sexuality and the New Woman. Arriving in Berlin in 1912, she studied fine
arts at the Kunstgewerbeschule in Berlin-Charlottenburg until 1914. While studying art
Hoch supported herself by working part time at Ullstein Verlag, Berlin’s major
publishing House. Employed as a pattern designer, between 1922 and 1925, Héch had at
least 12 designs published in Die Dame.’ While Hoch considered this to be her
Broterwerb (way to earn a living), it was significant that she was also saturated at this
time in mass media images concerning the representation of New Woman. In high
circulating magazines such as Uhu, Blatt der Hausfrau and BIZ, Ullstein Verlag
advocated a modernist position and an embrace of consumer culture.” Women were
ideally represented as rationalised, modem consumers, glamorising new technology and
the commodification of domestic life.®> The mass media constituted one of the most

relevant forums for examining new forms of representation and spectatorship. The avant

§ Maria Makela, "The Misogynist Machine: Images of Technology in the Work of Hannah Hoch" in
Women in the Metropolis, 108.

7 The circulation for the magazines in 1927 was respectively 170 360, 146 400 and 1 563 800. See Lavin,
Cut With the Kitchen Knife, 56.

$ Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife, .
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garde, of which Hoch was a part, was also crucial in defining new aesthetic techniques,
such as photo-montage and New Wave photography, that influenced the production of
mass media images.

The potential power and subversiveness of the cultural engagement of photo-
montage and mass media is demonstrated by the fact that it had the potenti'al to amplify
modern subjectivities. As a burgeoning aesthetic form, photo-montage both helped to
construct and represent the process of modernisation;’ it revealed the ‘haste, hurry,
nervousness’ of the times.'® This ‘shared visual idiom’ demonstrates the reciprocal
relationship of the avant-garde to mass media forms, The photoweekly Weltspeigel, for
example, ran a regular montage page in 1929 entitled all this happened in 1/100 of a
second,!! Photombntage echoed the pace of the modern environment, the fragmentation
and flux, dislocation and the rupture.

It was during her relationship to Berlin Dada that Héch developed the concept of
photomontage, an aesthetic she would continue to use throughéut her life, and one she
developed to great strength. Hoch and fellow Dadaist, Raoul Hausmann, were credited
for inventing the technique of photo-montage. In an interview in 1978 Hoch recalls the
appropriation of the form as a borrowed trick from the Prussian army regiments, who, by
inserting portraits into landscapes, sought to idealise reality. The difference, Hoch argues,
was that the ‘Dada photo-monteur set out to give the appearance of something unreal all
the appearances of something real that had actually been photographed.’'? In discarding

the naturalising and reifying tendencies of the photo, however, it allowed for multiple or

9 Ibid., 47.

10 Edlef K&ppen, “The Magazine as a Sign of the Times (1925),” in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 644.
Der Weltspiegel in Lavin, Cut With the Kitchen Knife, 48

12 Hannah Hoch in Roditi, “Interview With Hannah Hdch,” 1978
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allegorical readings, seeking to represent not only the 'real but also to extend the idea of
the real to something not yet seen.'* Hoch recalled in 1966 that one of her main strate gies
in phot-montage was distancing or alienating, ‘making the familiar unfamiliar.’'* In
deconstructing and renegotiating mass media images, Hoch offered her viewers a chance
to oscillate between different forms of ironic identification and distance.

Art Historian Maud Lavin in her work on Hoch, Cut with the Kitchen Knife: the
Weimar Photomontages of Hannah Héch, draws attention to Dadaist Richard
Heulsenbeck's statement from the Berlin Dadaist Manifesto of 1919. Heulsenbeck

declared the anarchic power of photomontage lay in its simultaneous ability to 'affirm and

15

negate. ~ Thus the strength of Hoch's work lies in the affirmation and negation of the

New Woman image. This can be read as an allegory of Weimar women's engagement
with the N_ew Woman image, as much as Hoch's own. The strange juxtapositions were
meant to make viewers question media representations of reality, ironically using its very
own form to question that reality. Kracauer argued the strength of montage lay in the
following paradox: 'the more incorrectly they present the surface of things, the more

correct they become and the more clearly they mirror the secret mechanism of society.'®

In the Age of Mechanical Reproduction

The First International Dada-Messe (1920) embodied the confrontation and

anarchic expressionism that was Berlin Dada. As part of an international movement,

' Matthew Teitelbaum, Montage and Modern Life 1919-1942, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press;
Eoston: Institute of Contemporary Art, 1992), 8.
s H?nnah Hoch in Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife, 10.

Richard Huelsenbeck in Lavin, Cut with the Kitchen Knife, 10.

Kracauer, The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, 292.
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characterised by a ‘revolutionary effervescence,” amid a decaying German imperialism,
through Dada, Walter Benjamin observed ‘the work of art became a gunshot. It struck the
beholder. It acquired a tactile quality.’'” Through Dada, art, (or anti-art), was to embody a
powerful cultural and political discourse, interrogating the representation of meaning,
Amid the 174 images that lined the walls of the studio, including works by George Grosz
and John Heartfield, Héch's elaborate photo-montage Cut with the Kitchen Knife Dada
through the last Weimar Beer Belly Cultural Epoch of Germany (1919-1920) embodied
the Dada- Messe, satirising the perceived hypocrisy and political vacillations of the
Socialist Government. Using photo-montage as ‘violent vivisection, Hoch

metaphorically suggested art had the ‘capacity to cut open the men who represent the

German State.’ !

The title of the piece delivers a telling apophthegm- it is the hand of a woman that
allegorically breaks open the beer belly of Weimar Germany. Indeed Hoch has been
credited with crashing the ‘patriarchal party of Berlin Dada,’®® for in as much as Dada’s
chaos, cynicism and antagonism remained a zeitgeist of the times, it also connoted the
masculine as a term and a movement.”’ However, significant to Hoch’s oeuvre is the
female figure of the New Woman, who acts as a catalytic and dynamic force. The
prevalence of the New Woman image in Hich’s work, as in Cut with the Kitchen Knife,

demonstrates the impact of the figure in Hoch's ideology, as a strong political and

personal image.

:; Walter Benjamin in B. Doherty, “Figures of the Pseudo-Revolution,” in October 74 (Spring 1998): 74.
o B. Doherty, “Figures of the Pseudo-Revolution,” 75-77.

Leah Oliman, “The Lives of Hannah Hoch: Artwork from the Feminist Dada Pioneer,” Art in America
2806/4 (April 1995): 101.

See Naomi Sawelson-Gorse, Women in Dada: Essays on Sex, Gender and Identity, (Cambridge, London:
MIT Press, 1998) for a wider discussion of this.

35















































































































* AFTERWORD *

The German woman in the truly palmy days of German life has no
need for emancipation any more than in those sdme good days need
the man fear that he may be wrenched out of his place by women.
Only when there was a lack of absolute certainty in the knowledge of
her task did the eternal instinct of self and race preservation begin to
revolt in woman, then there grew from this revolt a s‘tate of affairs
that was énnatural and which lasted until both sexes returned to their

respective spheres which eternally wise Providence ordained for them.

-Adolph Hitler (1934)*

The abéve passage, taken from a speech Hitler made in 1934, succinctly
demonstrates the decisive move away from celebratory images of Weimar femininity to a
turn towards traditional, essentialist models of female subjecthood. In the finaj years of
the 1920s the mass media began a deconstruction of the female image and its hardworn

‘star’” myth, Von Ankum demonstrates in 1928 Uhu attached a pedometer to the leg of a

36 Adolph Hitler in Petro, Joyless Streets, 220. Speech made to the Women's Party Congress at Niiremberg,
1934.
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