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Preface 

 

 
 In this thesis, I hope to achieve an in-depth art historical account of the works of 

several women Realists from the Weimar era.  In scholarship on the Weimar Republic, 

the art of the Neue Sachlichkeit or New Objectivity (and therefore of the historical period 

more generally) has become dominated by the looming shadows of figures like George 

Grosz and Otto Dix.
1
  It is not my intention to contrast the works of these artists against 

the likes of Grosz and Dix in order to create an essentialist schism of male and female 

ideologies.  Nor am I striving to place these women artists in a position of universally 

representing female subjectivity.  My hope is that in discussing these works, the works of 

these women artists and their contributions to their historical era will become legible 

among the cacophony of histories and theories that is Weimar scholarship and that was 

the Weimar Republic.   

 My personal discovery of these artists was through Marsha Meskimmon’s 

pioneering work, We Weren’t Modern Enough: Women Artists and the Limits of German 

Modernism (1999).  As far as I know, Meskimmon’s book as the first of its kind to 

compile so many Weimar women artists in the English language.  Necessarily, it had a lot 

                                                 
1
 I use the term Realist for the women artists throughout this thesis, as opposed to Neue Sachlichkeit, since 

Neue Sachlichkeit has complex political and regional connotations that may cause confusion.  Some of the 

women artists presented here participated in exhibitions with artists closely associated with the movement.  

This is especially true for Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler who was friendly with Otto Dix while living in Dresden 

and whose oeuvre and artistic style seem most compatible with popular conceptions of the movement.  

Grethe Jürgens seems to have identified herself with the movement, since she was a member of the 

Hanover Neue Sachlichkeit group.  However, other artists did not have such direct ties to the movement 

and therefore, I will use the term Realist to include all of the artists presented here. 
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of ground to cover and a lot to prove.  I am deeply indebted to Meskimmon for 

introducing these artists and their works to me.  However, in attempting to re-introduce 

the works of these women artists to readers and to give them their rightful place in the 

canon of modernist art, Meskimmon at times seems to display veiled hostility over the 

inclusion of Grosz and Dix’s misogyny into the history of art and the exclusion of these 

women artists, running the risk of implying moral superiority.
2
 

 Meskimmon rightfully emphasizes the constructed nature of modern history and 

the fact that over time these inclusions and/or exclusions make up what becomes popular 

knowledge.  Her work is undeniably crucial to anyone interested in taking a more 

inclusive view of art history, where artists belong because of their skill and distinct point 

of view, rather than their biological sex, race, or socioeconomic standing.  However, in 

faulting a historical canon for the exclusion of these women artists, Meskimmon 

necessarily takes a more univocal view of history.  For feminist scholarship to criticize a 

constructed canon is one thing, but to lament exclusion implies a desire for inclusion and 

inclusion for one group into an exclusive structure will inevitably only leave other groups 

to be excluded.  In this thesis, my goal will not be to argue for inclusion, but to get away 

from this canonical conception of history altogether.  It is my hope to maintain a more 

inclusive perspective on Weimar history by viewing history as being constructed from 

multiple narratives; thousands of thread bound together by their contemporaneity, if 

nothing else. 

 In my work on Weimar Women Realists, I intend to concentrate on fewer artists 

and works in order to provide a more in-depth art-historical account.  Given that so much 

                                                 
2
 David Ehrenpreis, “Review: We Weren’t Modern Enough: Women Artists and the Limits of German 

Modernism,” German Studies Review 24.1 (February 2001): 192-93. 
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information on these artists remains only in German, I have had to do a good deal of 

translation to make this project possible, all of which are my own, unless otherwise 

noted.  Again, I am indebted to Meskimmon’s extensive bibliography, which has made 

my research much easier. 
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 The art of women Realists during the Weimar Republic functions as complex and 

varied interjections into popular conceptions and expectations of contemporary women.  

In this thesis, I will analyze works of art by women Realists that depict contemporary 

women in urban environments.  The works discussed explore the complexities of 

women’s relationships to the new and changing realities of urban modernity in Germany 

from 1918-33. These representations depict women in multiple and non-fixed ways and 

therefore undermine unified constructions of identity and post-facto attempts to create a 

unified historical narrative of women’s experience in the Weimar Republic.  By 

conceiving of the historical period as a montage of lived experiences, this thesis aims to 

foreground the complex and individual nature of representation and modern life.   

Though these women artists are not well known in English language scholarship, 

it is not my intention to find their “rightful” place in the history of the art, nor in the 

history of the Weimar Republic.  Instead, I hope to present their works as contributions to 

the untotalizeable whole of the history of the era.  I am not arguing for their inclusion into 
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an exclusive historical narrative, but rather am striving to move away from a canonical 

conception of history altogether.  In presenting the works of Weimar women Realists as 

singular works of art by a diverse group of artists, I hope to enable these works to be 

understood individually and not simply as part of a collective group or unified movement.  

Each artist and work of art functions as one individual piece to a complex patchwork of 

histories which compose the Weimar era. 

 

Cris Hassold, Professor of Art History 

Division of Humanities 
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Introduction 
 

Even stories with a sorry ending have their moments of glory,  

great and small, and it is proper to view these moments, not in  

the light of their ending, but in their own light: their reality  

is no less powerful than the reality of their ending. 

- Thomas Mann, Joseph und seine Brüder
3
 

 

Its tormented brief life with its memorable artifacts, and its 

tragic death – Part murder, part wasting sickness, part suicide – 

have left their imprint on men’s minds, often vague perhaps,  

but always splendid. 

 - Peter Gay, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider
4
 

 

The setting for this thesis is the Weimar Republic (9 November, 1918- 

30 January, 1933).  Often in the retrospective lens of traditional historical accounts, the 

Weimar Era is seen as the turbulent period separating two much more significant times in 

German history: the Wilhelmine Kaiserreich and the Third Reich.
5
  However, the 

abundance of current scholarship demonstrates the significance of Weimar’s cultural 

innovations and its lasting contributions to modern society.   

A laboratory for modernity, the Weimar period offered a panoply of political, 

economic, social, and cultural models, some of which blended imperceptibly into 

the Nazi ideology while others survived in exile after 1933.…The result was a 

frantic kaleidoscope shuffling of the fragments of a nascent modernity and the 

remnants of a persistent past…Innocent expressions of radical hope struggled 

against a mood of resigned world-weariness.
6
 

 

                                                 
3
 Quote taken from Detlev J.K. Peukert’s Preface to The Weimar Republic: The Crisis of Classical 

Modernity (Hill and Wang: New York, 1992) xi. 
4
 Peter Gay, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2001) xiii. 

5
 Anton Kaes, Martin Jay, and Edward Dimendberg, eds.  The Weimar Republic Sourcebook (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1994) xvii. 
6
 Ibid, xvii-xviii. 
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In negotiating this tumultuous time, the cultural innovations/innovators of the Weimar 

Republic seem just as relevant today as they ever have. 

 As I have already mentioned, it is not my intention in this thesis to present a 

unified historical narrative of the Weimar Republic’s history, nor do I intend to present 

these women artists and their works as victims of a constructed historical canon that has 

excluded them by virtue of their biological sex, sexual preference, etc..  Rather, in 

presenting these women’s works as culturally situated, I hope to uncover their roles as 

both consumers and producers of culture and confront issues of the generally ambiguous 

space of being a professional woman artist during the time.  As Anton Kaes, Martin Jay, 

and Edward Dimendberg wrote of coherence in an historical period: 

The turbulent years of the Weimar Republic confound an attempt to fashion one 

wholly integrated story…What appeared to some who lived at the time as the 

birth of modernity and the dawn of the modern technological age, seemed to 

others the epitome of alienation and decadence.  If a master narrative of Weimar 

history with collapse and horror as its telos is no longer viable, the principle of 

montage suggests itself as a more appropriate strategy for comprehending the 

fragments of an untotalizable whole.
7
 

 

Indeed, the Weimar era was one with a strong residual sense of a traumatic past, as well 

as a hopeful eye on the progress to be had in industrialization and modern life more 

generally, and everything in between.  As Detlev J.K. Peukert stated: “Weimar was a 

brief, headlong tour of the fascinating, and fateful, choices made possible by the modern 

world.”
8
  Peukert’s quote is especially true for the women of the Weimar Republic, where 

dramatic changes in government and culture had given them the right to vote, as well as 

the power inherent in becoming a major demographic of consumers.   

                                                 
7
 Ibid, xvii. 

8
 Peukert, xiv. 
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 This thesis will focus on depictions of women in the urban areas of the Weimar 

Republic, whether they were dancers, prostitutes, stenographers, mothers, lesbians, 

artists, consumers, or just general participants in the urban landscape.  During the 

fourteen years of the Weimar Republic, the city had become “a place of great expectation 

for women…where changes in traditional gender roles had become most visible and most 

accepted.”
9
  Political and economical entities promised changes in the lives of women 

providing them with many new opportunities, although these opportunities remained 

subject to essentialized theories of gender and sexuality and long-held beliefs of more 

traditional gender roles.
10
   

The works discussed in this thesis all explore, in one way or another, the 

complexities of contemporary women’s relationships to new issues of urban modernity 

taking place in Germany from 1918-1933.  Weimar scholarship is often an area that 

focuses on a crisis of male subjectivity, emphasizing the humiliating loss of WWI, the 

imposition of democratic politics, debilitating reparations, extreme inflation and 

unemployment, all of which ultimately culminated in the rise of fascism.
11
  As Patrice 

Petro wrote: 

It is nevertheless symptomatic that analyses of crisis in Weimar almost always 

return to questions about male subjectivity: unresolved Oedipal conflicts serve to 

symbolize the political and economic situation of Germany in the 1920’s …
12
 

 

                                                 
9
 Katharina Von Ankum, ed.  Women in the Metropolis: Gender and Modernity in Weimar Culture 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997) 1.   
10
 Ibid., 3. 

11
 Patrice Petro,  Joyless Streets: Women and Melodramatic Representation in Weimar Germany 

(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1989) xviii. 
12
 Ibid. 
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Instead, by bringing female subjectivity to the fore through the works of contemporary 

women artists living in Germany at the time, I hope to show subjectivity in a more fluid 

sense, as a montage of non-static individualized identities.   

Thus, the ultimate goal of this thesis is to provide a culturally situated analysis of 

works of art, which provides for a non-static subjectivity for women/women artists and 

also situates them among the plethora of Weimar histories.  Each of these artists and their 

works are but one individual piece within the Zeitgeist of the Weimar Republic.  There is 

no single narrative to be had here, no collective call to arms, only small threads in a 

patchwork of histories that compose the era.  The multiplicity inherent in these artists’ 

works and experiences speaks to the variations and complexities inherent in the life of 

every Weimar woman.  

This thesis also strives to foreground the complex nature of depicting women 

subjects and their experiences during the Weimar era. In doing so, I hope a range of 

representations and experiences will become clear.  The main assertion of this thesis is 

that there is no singular experience of women/women artists and that representations of 

that experience are necessarily distinct and varied.  I am by no means seeking to 

constitute a definitive experience for women regarding certain tropes (i.e. the neue Frau), 

but instead aiming to show experience as a range of possibilities as depicted in the works 

of women artists.  Throughout the various chapters, I hope to show these artists and their 

subjects in individualistic terms and not as a collective identity (women artists/realists) 

with a unified message.   

Though the works presented here can be grouped into coherent chapters 

thematically, each work of art functions individually.  I have tried to provide sufficient 
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historical background to enable a historically situated reading of these works.  However, 

this is not to say that I intend to recapitulate the history of the Weimar era.  As I have 

previously said, it seems most helpful for a post-modern feminist enterprise to conceive 

of history as montage and also to foreground the retrospectively constructed nature of 

historical narrative, which creates seemingly unified identities, such as the neue Frau.
13
  

My analysis of the works aims to disrupt this post-facto construction of women’s identity 

during the era.   

Although we all live within the constraints of our respective historical epochs (i.e. 

it is not historically possible for anyone currently living to be a member of the Knights 

Templar, etc.), these artists present the lives of women in the Weimar Republic to be 

individual and distinct, rather than presenting a unified vision of a subject or subject 

matter.  Historical identities (such as revue girl, working woman, neue Frau) are 

composed of individual acts/experiences, which settle over time into what appears to later 

generations as a seemingly coherent identity or experience.  It is my assertion that the 

works by women artists presented in this thesis subvert this settling of identity by 

presenting their subjects as distinct individuals, which often go against our common 

conceptions of a trope.  Therefore, it becomes our responsibility as the twenty-first 

century viewer to look beyond our unified concepts of history, as comforting and 

convenient as they may be, since it seems to be the case more often than not that the 

reality is much more complex and “untotalizeable”
14
 than it may have first appeared. 

                                                 
13
 Foucault makes a similar point in The Order of Things when he writes about humans and the human 

sciences being a post facto construction that came out of the descriptions and classifications that we gave 

ourselves after the enlightenment. The main corollary with my point is the idea that there is nothing 

necessarily organic in these descriptions and constructions. They are required descriptions based on the 

way that we order the world and not the reverse.   

Michel Foucault, The Order of Things  (New York: Random House, 1994) 344-345. 
14
 To quote Anton Kaes, Martin Jay, and Edward Dimendberg on the subject of history. 



  6  

Artist Biographies 

 

 In order to avoid including biography in the analysis of art works, I am providing 

a brief biography of each artist in the introduction to my thesis.  I hope that this will 

provide sufficient background to enable an in-depth, culturally situated analysis of their 

works without redundancy.   

Elfiede Lohse-Wächtler was born in 1899 to a comfortable middle class family in 

Dresden.  In 1915, she enrolled at the Dresden Kunstgewerbeschule, where her parents 

had encouraged her to study costume design.  Once there she quickly shifted her focus to 

painting, which caused tension within her family.  In 1919, she was introduced to her 

husband, Kurt Lohse, by Otto Dix.  They married in 1920.  Lohse-Wächtler was a 

member of the women’s art association GEDOK (Gemeinschaft deutscher und 

osterreichischer Kunstlerinnen) throughout the Weimar years.  In 1929, she suffered a 

nervous breakdown and was placed in an institution for several months, where she was 

diagnosed with schizophrenia.  In 1932, Lohse-Wächtler was committed to an institution 

in Arnsdorf, where three years later she was forcibly sterilized under the Nazi regime’s 

cruel policies toward the mentally ill.  In 1940, the artist was killed by the Nazi’s 

extermination of patients in mental institutions.  

Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn was born in 1898.  She studied art throughout her youth until 

attending the Kunstgewerbeschule in Hamburg in 1919.  In 1922, she married a fellow 

student, Fritz Dingkuhn. Much of Haensgen-Dingkuhn’s work is 
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centered on local subject-matter in Hamburg.  She is most often cited for her works 

dealing with domestic subjects, however she also depicted the nightlife of Hamburg, 

focusing on women’s experience.  

Grethe Jürgens was born in 1899 in Holzhausen.  Jürgens studied interior design at the 

Technische Hochschule in Berlin until the November Revolution forced its closure in 

1918.  From 1919 – 1922, she studied under Fritz Burger-Mühlfield at the Hanover 

Handwerker und Kunstbewerbeschule.  There she and several other young artists formed 

the Hanover Neue Sachlichkeit group.  Her works typically depict Hanoverian subject-

matter.  Under the Nazi’s, Jürgens was forbidden to exhibit her work.  After the war, she 

began practicing abstract painting.  She lived in Hanover until her death in 1981. 

Hanna Nagel was born in 1907 in Heidelberg.  She was trained in art in Karlsruhe and 

later moved to Berlin with her husband, a fellow artist, Hans Fischer.  Although her work 

is often critical of institutions like marriage, Nagel was never linked to any particular 

political or radical art groups.  She died in Heidelberg in 1975. 

Jeanne Mammen was born in Berlin in 1890 to an affluent merchant family. Mammen 

and her sisters were raised in Paris where Mammen received an excellent education in the 

fine arts.  By the mid 1910’s, Mammen’s family had lost all of their money and was 

forced to move back to Berlin with the outbreak of World War I.  In 1918, Mammen 

joined the Communist party (KPD).  Although her work generally does not display any 

overt revolutionary themes, social criticism comes in her depiction of human 

relationships.  Throughout the Weimar years, Mammen’s works were often featured as 

illustrations in contemporary magazines, such as Ulk, Jugend, and Die Dame.  She lived 

and worked in Berlin until her death in 1976. 
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Lou Albert Lasard was born in Alsace.  She moved to Berlin in 1919, where she lived 

until moving to Paris in 1928.  She studied art in Switzerland and also in Munich before 

World War I.  In Berlin, Albert Lasard associated with the expressionist artists of the 

Blaue Reiter group and also had a long friendship with poet Rainer-Maria Rilke.  During 

her time in Berlin, her worked is marked by a more expressionistic style and often 

centered upon representations of the city’s nightlife.   
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Nightlife 

Throughout the Weimar era, the burgeoning nightlife scene and revue attractions 

were major sites of entertainment.  In this chapter, I will show depictions of the nightlife 

scenes centered in Berlin and the St. Pauli district of Hamburg.  Each of the works 

presented show different aspects of the nightlife scene.  They show women as 

performers, consumers, and as participants in the scene, ignoring or enjoying the 

spectacle of the show. 

The Revue 

 Very soon after the formation of the Weimar Republic, German culture became 

inundated with foreign influences in a way which had not been possible before or during 

the war years.   In the early 1920’s, many urban-dwelling artists and intellectuals became 

infatuated with American mass culture.  “For the growing urban population as well as for 

the younger generation of writers and intellectuals – and especially for Brecht and the 

Berlin avant-garde of the early 1920’s – American mass culture promised to make 

German culture and life both modern and less aristocratic.”
15
  American mass cultural 

icons such as Charlie Chaplin, Josephine Baker, jazz music, and Hollywood cinema came 

to represent a modernity that was accessible to the urban 

                                                 
15
 Kaes, 551.   
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masses.  Through the acceptance of mass culture, German society was in many ways 

rejecting the trauma of its recent military defeat and also its Wilhelmine past.
16
  

 American dances such as the Charleston and dancing troupes like the British 

Tiller Girls (Fig. 1) became widely popular during the Weimar era.  These seemingly 

light-hearted dances and revue shows even became accepted by many German 

intellectuals and entrepreneurs who saw these synchronized numbers as magnificent 

expressions of the mechanization and rationalization of modernity, modern economic 

systems, and industrial processes.  Many German businessmen opened their own revues, 

based on the Parisian model, which featured dancers in varying degrees of undress, 

musicians, and elaborate sets and costumes.
17
  With the loosening of censorship laws 

during the formation of the Weimar Republic, the near total nudity of women in revues 

became legal.
18
  From 1924 to 1929, roughly spanning the Weimar Republic’s years of 

economic stabilization, the revue was the most popular form of live entertainment in 

Berlin.
19
   

 The popularity of the revue and its focus on the female form is but one of many 

aspects of a thriving Frauenkultur that was prevalent during the Weimar Republic.  

Women who worked as dancers in revues often typified the fashionable ‘Girl’ image, 

which was promulgated in magazines, journals, films, and advertisements of the period.  

Frauenkultur too can be seen as having strong roots in America, as many authors see it as 

the “product of a modern industrialized society,” which can “be interpreted as an 

                                                 
16
  Ibid. 

17
  Ibid., 552. 

18
 Peter Jelavich, “Modernity, Civic Identity, and Metropolitan Entertainment: Vaudeville, 

Cabaret, and Revue in Berlin 1900-1933,” Berlin: Culture and 

Metropolis, ed. Charles Haxthausen (Minneapolis: University of Minesota Press, 1990) 107. 
19
  Kaes, 552. 
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expression of the hectic life in the urban centres of civilization.”
20
  Women in dancing 

troupes like the Tiller Girls became seen as a new sort of ideal woman.  They were 

young, beautiful and independent, without being tied to domestic duty.  Furthermore, 

their work depended on the livelihood of the thriving metropolis and was thus bound to 

the notion of the modern city itself.
21
   

 In many ways, the popularity of revues and nightclubs in Weimar Germany is not 

surprising given that such venues can be understood as mirroring the fast-paced, hectic 

lifestyle in the Großstadt.  The loud music, precise choreographed dancing, elaborate 

sets and costumes, and the short vignette style of these performances mimicked the 

patrons’ fragmented modern urban experience of sensory overload in ways in which 

traditional theater could not.  A contemporary writer in a 1924 article entitled “Berlin 

Revues” expressed this notion as such: 

All of this is stacked artlessly together with no sense for the rhythm of an evening 

in the theater and with just as little for the nerves of the audience.  One is 

subjected to an unrelenting barrage of pleasures; it crackles and pops without 

interruption.  One course follows the other with incredible speed – and 

everything, everything is dessert! ... So these are your aberrations, O theater?!  

With mixed feelings, the sensitive and observant spectator leaves the site of this 

unleashed theater, this theater gone wild!
22
 

 

Such spectacles mirrored the experience of the modern metropolis where streets clamored 

with traffic noise and pedestrians were constantly bombarded with cleverly designed 

shop windows and colorful advertisements.  The Großstadt, or the Weltstadt 

(international cities like Berlin), became a place that fostered a short attention span, 

                                                 
20
 Günter Berghaus, “Girlkultur: Feminism, Americanism, and Popular Entertainment in Weimar 

Germany,” Journal of Design History 1. ¾ (1988): 202. 
21
 Ibid., 203. 

22
 Frank Warschauer, “Berliner Revuen,” Die Weltbühne 51 (December 16, 1924).  

Reprinted in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 920-21.  
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where its inhabitants were forced to constantly shift from one distraction to the next in 

order to complete their daily tasks. 

 In addition to this sense of fragmentation, it can also be said that the urban 

experience had become one of standardization and rationalization.  With the import of 

American ideologies such as Fordism and Taylorism, many workers (especially women, 

who often worked low-skill factory jobs) experienced this modern preoccupation with 

efficiency in their own places of employment.  Productivity became a game of numbers 

where compensation for work was often given on an amount produced basis.  Similarly, 

the highly trained girls in a dancing troupe can be viewed as operating much in the same 

way.  The timeliness and precision with which these revues were executed possessed an 

inherent structural affinity with modern industrial process and the early twentieth 

century’s rapid mechanization.
23
  

 Contemporary theorist Siegfried Kracauer was particularly disturbed by Weimar 

Germany’s fascination with Girlkultur.  Kracauer saw Girlkultur not simply as an 

entertaining and harmless American import, but rather as “an ideological device to 

demonstrate the greatness of rationalized American production methods.”
24
  Kracauer 

wrote of the girl dancing troupes in his 1931 essay “Girls and Crisis”: 

They were not merely American products but a demonstration at the same time of 

American production….When they formed themselves into an undulating snake, 

they delivered a radiant illusion of the virtues of the conveyor belt; when they 

stepped to a rapid beat, it sounded like “business, business”; when they raised 

their legs with mathematical precision above their heads, they joyfully affirmed 

the process of rationalization; and when they continually repeated the same 

maneuver, never breaking ranks, one had visions of an unbroken chain of 

automobiles gliding from the factory into the world and the feeling  of knowing 

that there was no end to prosperity.
25
 

                                                 
23
 Kaes, 552. 

24
 Berghaus, 211-212. 

25
 Siegfried Kracauer, “Girls and Crisis,” Frankfurter Zeitung (May 26, 1931).  Reprinted in  
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Through his Marxist analysis of the revue, Kracauer relegates the female body (the 

revue’s main attraction) to the same status as the assembly line product.  The dancers’ 

bodies became products to be consumed within an ultra modern capitalist society. 

Revue Girls 

 An interesting depiction of revue girls comes in Jeanne Mammen’s work Revue 

Girls (c.1929; Fig. 2).  The women are shown in double profile and stand in half- figure.  

Their pale skin is in stark contrast to both the darkness of the background, their black 

hair, and their bright red lips.  The cool tones and stark contrast between light and dark in 

the work make up the viewer’s first impression.
26
  Mammen’s use of oil as the medium 

for this work is exceptional since most of her works from the Weimar-era are 

watercolors.  In Revue Girls, Mammen’s brush stroke and use of a heavy impasto are 

clearly visible.  Much as in her watercolor works where pencil lines are left clearly 

discernible beneath the surface of the medium, here the hand of the artist is evident. 

The women’s clothing is sheer and appears extremely delicate, with its ruffled 

arm-opening and small-scale print.  Their transparent hats, adorned with intricate flowers 

at the back, add to the women’s delightful costumes, all the while maintaining the sense 

of delicateness that the clothing conveys.  The varying shades of pink mimic the red of 

the women’s lips.  The women’s posture, however, suggests a concentrated state of mind.  

They seem almost frozen in their positions.   

Despite the women’s identical dress and makeup, Mammen depicts the women as 

individuals, giving each a face that is distinct from the other.  By positioning them in a 
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staggered line, allowing both faces to be visible at one time, Mammen makes these 

distinctions more noticeable. As Annelie Lütgens points out: 

The facial characteristics (of the women) behave as positive and negative to each 

other:  the profiles convex and concave, the eyes, the mouths open and closed.  

Similarity emerges only through the unison of the attitude and the relation to one 

another – To be the figures in parts as in their totality.
27
 

   

In this way, Mammen creates a great deal of balance in the work, both formally in the 

composition and also in the sense of a personal relationship she creates between the 

women. 

 Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Jeanne Mammen’s Revue Girls can be 

ascertained when one considers how Mammen’s depiction fits into the broader cultural 

phenomenon of the revue in 1920’s Germany.  More specifically, it is of most importance 

which elements of the revue Mammen chooses to depict and which elements she chooses 

to leave out.  Mammen’s revue girls do not seem to fit in with contemporary critics’ 

concerns over decadent sexuality.  Nor do they convey the revue’s structural affinities 

with assembly-line production and American capitalism.     

 It seems significant that when depicting a subject typically associated with 

movement and precise choreography, Mammen chooses to depict her revue dancers in 

total stillness.  Most notably, Mammen’s use of a half-figure double portrait style 

composition purposely leaves out the one thing most typically associated with revue girls 

– their legs.  Instead, Mammen provides the viewer only with what would have probably 

been the women’s least important asset to the revue visitor – their faces.
28
  Although the 
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women wear identical costumes, Mammen’s emphasis on creating individualized faces 

endows the women with a unique identity entirely their own.  The omission of the 

dancer’s legs takes away not only the viewer’s access to the dancers’ body, but also the 

standardized, almost military-like synchronized movement of the revue spectacle, which 

many contemporary critics such as Siegfried Kracauer saw as being intrinsically tied to 

American modes of production and pervasive mass-cultural forms.  In fact, by choosing 

to depict her revue dancers in total stillness, Mammen’s dancers’ calm composure seems 

entirely the opposite of the fast-paced mass spectacle of the revue, which Kracauer so 

detested.   

A significant counterpoint to Mammen’s Revue Girls is Karl Hofer’s Tiller Girls 

(c. 1923; Fig. 3).  The two revue girls in Hofer’s work are depicted in three-quarter 

figure.  The bright stage light highlights their naked breasts and buttocks.  Hofer’s Tiller 

Girls hold an identical, uncomfortable pose, as if they are in mid-performance.   Like 

Mammen’s work, the dark background creates an intense contrast with the women’s 

illuminated naked flesh.  Only the dancer in the front of the staggered line manages a 

slight smile.
29
  Though Hofer’s work truncates the dancers’ legs, the three quarter view of 

the women undeniably provides the viewer with voyeuristic access to their naked bodies, 

which was the main attraction of the revue. 

While Mammen completely denies this voyeuristic access to the dancers’ bodies, 

the extent to which Hofer’s work does so in order to create pleasure in the viewer seems 

questionable.  Annelie Lütgens remarks: 

What on the stage seems as an erotic sensation is shown by Hofer as the brutal 

reality of alienated work.  Behind the masked faces and the synchronized bodies 
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appears exactly as much individuality in order to make visible the oppressive 

nature of this activity.
30
   

 

This is not to say, however, that Hofer and Mammen represent identical views of the 

revue.  On the contrary, the messages conveyed by the works are quite different. 

The most glaringly obvious differences being of course Mammen’s women are clothed, 

while Hofer’s women are unclothed, respectively disabling and enabling voyeuristic 

pleasure for the viewer.  Also important is the issue of the dancers’ own gazes. Hofer’s 

dancers gaze outward toward the audience of the revue/viewer of the work, while 

Mammen’s dancers gaze straight ahead toward a scene inaccessible to the viewer.  In this 

way, Hofer’s dancers invite the viewers gaze, meeting it, but in an unconfrontational 

rather than threatening manner.  Mammen’s dancers, however, reject the viewer’s gaze, 

existing in a self-contained world unto themselves, seemingly unaware of the viewer’s 

intrusion into their space.  Furthermore, likely the result of attempting to convey the 

exploitation of the revue girls, Hofer’s dancers have an air of almost tragic 

permissiveness, which is not present in Mammen’s depiction.  However dire the personal 

situations of Mammen’s revue girls may be, the women seem to possess strength through 

solidarity, shown through the staggered double profile format of the work and the 

women’s upright posture.    

 In contrast to the solidarity conveyed in Revue Girls, Mammen’s work Girls 

Backstage (1928; Fig. 4) depicts dancers backstage, some clearly about to perform and 

some having already performed.  This work, first published in Jugend in 1928, depicts 

five dancers, pushed closely together in the cramped quarters of a backstage dressing 

                                                 
30
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room.  Each girl is completely occupied with herself.  The impersonal and hectic 

atmosphere is furthered through the simultaneous occurrence of the five separate 

narratives, each one occupying the same small space.
31
   

 Mammen uses mostly gray, muted tones in the work with the exceptions of one 

dancer’s bright red hair and another’s rose colored head piece.  Mammen’s pencil under-

drawing is clearly left visible in the work, giving the dancers’ sheer and layered costumes 

a voluminous nature.  The two girls in the background stand before a mirror underneath a 

bright light.  These two have yet to perform since they are in full costume with elaborate 

hats and full collars.  Before the mirror, they ensure that their stage makeup is perfectly 

applied.  The girl in the middle, standing with her back to the viewer, is doing some last 

minute rehearsing before going onstage.  The two girls in the foreground of the work 

seem to have already performed, both appearing to be without their dramatic stage 

makeup and the standing dancer clearly removing her stockings.  There seems to be 

present in these two dancers a sort of tiredness, or at least a sense that they are winding 

down from the hectic performance that has just taken place. 

 There is a tension in Mammen’s work Girls Backstage, a feeling of ambivalence 

that is not present in her work Revue Girls.  Though this work was first published as an 

illustration in a popular contemporary magazine, it is nonetheless rich and layered in 

terms of the messages it conveys.  By depicting the dancers at different stages in relation 

to their performances, Mammen imbues each of them with a personal narrative. The girls 

in the foreground, changing and relaxing after their performance, contrast with the two 

girls putting on their makeup in the background, preparing for their time on stage.  While 

both groups contrast with the nervous energy of the girl in the middle, practicing before 
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her stage call.  The cramped nature of the composition only intensifies and highlights 

these tensions. 

 In opposition to many descriptions and depictions of the revue during the Weimar 

era, Jeanne Mammen’s works that treat the theme allow for each revue girl to possess a 

significant amount of individuality.  This goes against contemporary assertions that saw 

the revue and revue girls themselves as a product of mass culture and therefore as a 

homogenized product of consumer capitalism and over-indulgence.  By depicting the 

revue dancers as individuals, Mammen’s works disable the voyeuristic objectification of 

the women and the commercialization of their bodies, also providing a glimpse into the 

life of a working woman during the Weimar Republic.  

Josephine Baker and La Révue Nègre   

 Another important part of the revue phenomenon in the Weimar Republic was 

Josephine Baker (Fig. 5) and La Révue Nègre.  Just as people living in the metropolis 

were enthralled with the fast-paced synchronized movements of the revue as a reflection 

of their fragmented modern urban experience, they were also infatuated with a young 

African-American girl from St. Louis and the primitive sexuality they believed she 

represented.  

In Lou Albert Lasard’s work Josephine Baker (also referred to as La Révue Nègre; 

Fig. 6), the artist depicts a performance by the famed dancing group.  In the work, 

Josephine Baker is shown in the foreground wearing what appears to be her infamous 

banana skirt.  The scene is full of motion.  The dancers are centered between a man 

playing an upright piano, which is just out of the viewer’s sight, and a man beating a 
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large drum, who is also depicted half out of the frame.  Rhythmic music emanates from 

the lively scene.  

In 1925 at the Theater am Kurfürstendamm, Josephine Baker and La Révue 

Nègre, following their success in Paris, performed in Berlin for the first time.  An instant 

sensation, Baker was “heralded as the incarnation of the primitive.  In the midst of the 

jungle of the big city, the primitive was commodified as spectacle.”
32
  As Nancy Nenno 

wrote of the spectacle of the primitive in the Weimar Republic: 

They tell us about the function of the primitive in modernity as Other and mirror.  

They expose the commodification of difference through the medium of the female 

body.  And they mark those liminal spaces in the modern city that provided a 

stage for the meeting of the modern and the primitive.
33
   

 

It is in this context that Lou Albert Lasard’s depiction of La Révue Nègre functions as 

insight into the contemporary fascination with Josephine Baker.   

 During the Weimar Republic, Berlin was seen as one of Europe’s most modern 

cities.  At the time, the city had an intense love of all things American, which was the 

epitome of urban modernity.  Berlin also conveyed an image of itself as wild and sexually 

excessive.  Josephine Baker thus embodied both traits, she was American and 

demonstrated a wild sexuality in her performances.  Furthermore, Baker was an icon of 

American jazz, which was also extremely popular at the time, and her Charleston 

mimicked the pace and sounds of the metropolis.
34
  As an African-American woman then 

Josephine Baker came to represent the convergence of both the primitive and the 
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modern.
35
  Though the color of Baker’s skin signified her status as primitive Other to 

European audiences, her “identity as an African-American marked her as (partially) 

assimilated and assimilable.”
36
  In this way, Josephine Baker represented a safer, less 

threatening primitivism to Weimar audiences.  At the same time, she represented an 

essentialized notion on the part of Europeans of the black body as being African, which 

could serve as a screen onto which the desire for authenticity could be projected.
37
   

 Although primitivism is mainly thought of in terms of the European 

preoccupation with the primitive African Other, gender also played an important role in 

the European conception of the primitive.  As Nancy Nenno points out: 

In Sigmund Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents, woman, like primitive man, 

is relegated to the realm prior to civilization.  She is both physically and 

emotionally incapable of participating in the system of social exchanges that 

constitute civilization.  For this reason she appears as a potentially disruptive 

element within the fabric of civilization.
38
 

 

Josephine Baker was thus doubly fetishized.  She served as a screen for European 

audiences to project anxieties of modernity and otherness onto, thereby creating a 

pleasurable experience and disabling the threatening potential of the primitive or female 

Other.  The exotic and naked female body in La Révue Nègre, brought together both the 

“primitive” native and the woman, the primitive within civilization, becoming the site of 

intersection between primitivism and modernity.
39
  

 Josephine Baker and La Révue Nègre then in the display of the “primitive” naked 

female body served as a confirmation of the German modern metropolitan culture and the 
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rewards that stemmed from it.
40
  All of this makes the European obsession with the 

primitive less about the primitive and all the more about modernity itself.  In the Weimar 

Republic, the primitive was not made up of a monolithic identity, but rather was a 

creation by modernist European culture according to its own needs and desires.
41
  Of 

course, the extent to which Baker herself was an active participant in constructing and 

marketing this identity should also be noted. 

 Lou Albert Lasard’s depiction of Josephine Baker and La Révue Nègre very much 

participates in the contemporary fascination with the primitive in its portrayal of the all- 

black revue.  The work also conveys the frenetic pace of Baker’s dancing and the rhythm 

of jazz music as reflective of the pace of modern life.  The vibrant colors of costumes 

worn by Josephine and the other dancer in the foreground add to this sense of liveliness 

and vibrancy.  Everyone in the work is depicted in energetic motion, from the musicians 

to the large group of dancers in the background.  Albert Lasard’s visible, sketchy 

brushstroke furthers this sense of motion.  However, by framing the composition in such 

a way that the musicians are on either side of Josephine, Albert Lasard creates a scene 

that is well-organized, however hectic and crowded it may seem.  This framing device is 

an effective mechanism that allows for Josephine to be the center of attention in the work 

at all times. 

Consuming Revue Icons 

 Much like Lou Albert-Lasard’s depiction of Josephine Baker, Jeanne Mammen 

also depicted a popular performing icon of the day in her 1929 work Valeska Gert (Figs.7 

and 8).  Mammen’s work shows a similar fascination with popular performing icons.  In 
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this way, these women artists participate in the consumption of mass media icons and 

contemporary popular culture.  There seems to have been a certain amount of pleasure 

to be had in the consuming and reworking of the imagery.
42
  In her work, Mammen 

depicted many contemporary icons including multiple drawings of Valeska Gert 

(c.1929; Fig.9) and Rosa Valetti (c. 1929; Fig. 10). 

 By consuming female icons, whether they were star images or real stories of the 

rise from secretary to revue girl, which were popular in contemporary women’s 

magazines, women were able to identify with new, young, and attractive role models 

who went against traditional gender boundaries.
43
  As Marsha Meskimmon wrote:  

So, while mainstream consumer interests may have been served by parading 

these stars simply to sell commodities, their very exposure and desirability as 

icons made them potentially subversive for women… It is because of this 

internal ambiguity in the position of female celebrities and in the concept of the 

neue Frau more generally that women artists could both maintain a distance 

from and find new forms for pleasurable identification with these images.
44
 

 

Women artists experienced the unique position of being simultaneously both producers 

of popular imagery and consumers.
45
  This is especially the case in the work of Jeanne 

Mammen, whose watercolors were often published in contemporary magazines such as 

Ulk and Die Dame.  

In Mammen’s depiction of Valeska Gert, the dancer is shown in portrait-style, 

which is very similar to that of the Revue Girls.  Again, Mammen uses a dark background 

to make the figure stand out against it.  Mammen depicts Gert’s large bow collar very 

delicately, making its sheerness apparent to the viewer.  Perhaps the most interesting 
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aspect of this work is that Mammen depicts Gert with her head thrown back as if she 

were in ecstasy.
46
 As Klara Drenker-Nagels describes the work:  

It exhibits the innovator (Gert) of grotesque modern dance in a situation of 

ultimate pantomimic concentration with her head thrown back, eyes slit, and 

mouth compressed and over-rouged; it mediated a lively conception of her 

impulsive character and unconventional artistic self-image…
47
 

 

Though only showing the dancer’s face, Mammen is able to capture Gert’s essence in a 

very effective manner.  Mammen’s work displays her awareness of Gert’s stage image 

(constructed or not-constructed), not by simply mimicking Gert’s publicity photos, but 

rather conveying her impulsive character by presenting her in a dramatic display of 

ecstasy.   

 As all of these revue images demonstrate, whether they depict dancing icons or 

simply revue girls, the subject gave the woman artist the opportunity to function 

simultaneously in the role of consumer and producer.  These artists were, like much of 

the general public, intrigued by this new form of popular entertainment, and they were in 

the unique position to portray such phenomena in varied and unexpected ways, rather 

than simply presenting a “set of bland types.”
48
  In this way, these artists’ individualistic 

works on the theme prevent the dancers from being doubly consumed, once in their stage 

performances and again through their representation, in a manufactured and constructed 

manner by viewers.   
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The St. Pauli District 

 What the Berlin nightlife scene was to Jeanne Mammen and Lou Albert-Lasard 

during the Weimar era, so was the St. Pauli district of Hamburg to their contemporary 

artists Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler and Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn.  The St. Pauli district lies 

along the main port area of Hamburg and is known for its many bars, clubs and also for 

prostitution.
49
 Both Lohse-Wächtler and Haensgen-Dingkuhn’s representations of the St. 

Pauli district focused on women as participants in the nightlife scene, whether they were 

prostitutes or just ordinary women enjoying the scene more generally.
50
  In doing so, both 

of the artists challenged typical portrayals of women by depicting them as participants in 

the public sphere.  As Marsha Meskimmon wrote: 

The matter of fact approach to scenes in which women as ‘prostitutes,’ ‘new 

women,’ wives and mothers shared public space and were represented by women 

artists, indicates the growing presence and power of women in the public sphere 

more generally and the failure of attempts to define them from the outside.
51
   

 

In this way, the streets of the St. Pauli district functioned as an ambiguous space where 

women’s paths crossed from all walks of life, making their exact identification somewhat 

problematic.  This is especially the case in the work of Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn, who 

often makes it difficult to discern a “proper” woman from a prostitute.   

 In her 1929 work Dancers in a Hall (Fig. 11), Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn depicts a 

line of revue girls performing behind a female spectator who stares out of the painting.  

The dancers fit very well into the traditional associations with dancing troupes and also 

Kracauer’s arguments in his essays “The Mass Ornament” and “Girls in Crisis.”  All 

nearly identical in their appearance, the dancers become interchangeable parts within the 
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larger group.
52
  Haensgen-Dingkuhn depicts the couple in the foreground with careful 

attention to detail, rendering them as individuals and creating a strong contrast with the 

anonymous dancers behind them.   

 The most interesting aspect of the work is the woman seated at the table in the 

foreground who stares out of the work, directly engaging the viewer.  Her male 

counterpart stares ahead of himself.  As is the case in many of her other works, in this 

work Haensgen-Dingkuhn provides access into the work through the gaze of a large 

foregrounded female figure.
53
  Haensgens-Dingkuhn depicts the woman as a spectator 

who is thoroughly enjoying the pleasures to be had in the St. Pauli nightlife scene.  She is 

not shown as being distracted or enthralled by the spectacle of the dancers, nor does she 

seem to be bored or unengaged by the event.
54
   

 Haensgen-Dingkuhn depicts the woman as a subject in her own right who is able 

to maintain distance from the spectacle of the dancers.
55
  Clearly in this work, there is 

pleasure to be had by women in the consumption of such forms and enjoyment present in 

the nightlife scene.  As Marsha Meskimmon wrote:  

…women artists could participate in the ‘pleasurable cycle’ offered by the culture 

industry without simply being absorbed by it.  Women were actually in the ideal 

situation to explore the multi-faceted nature of this trope and then to challenge 

and develop new constructions of gender identity in imagery.
56
 

 

Dancers in a Hall is an excellent example of this.  The foregrounded woman in the work 

participates in the consuming of mass culture and contemporary popular entertainment, 
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while still maintaining a separate and active subjectivity, which is not forced into an 

over-identification with the dancers on the basis of gender.  

 The artist Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler also depicted the nightlife of Hamburg’s St. 

Pauli district during her time living there from 1925 to 1931.  In post World War I 

Germany, Hamburg became a haven for the avant-garde art scene.
57
  Lohse-Wächtler’s 

work from this period fits in with this migration of the avant-garde scene.  The Hamburg 

scene was mostly dominated by men, and therefore Lohse-Wächtler is set apart in her 

success there as a working woman artist.  Next to Lohse-Wächtler’s Hamburg work only 

Jeanne Mammen’s work in Berlin during to Weimar years is similar amongst other 

women artists in the Realist/Neue Sachlichkeit oeuvre.
58
 In contrast to Jeanne Mammen, 

who was formally trained in Paris and whose drawing style and subject matter shows the 

strong influences of Degas and Toulouse-Lautrec, Lohse-Wächtler work possesses a 

more overtly critical view of society and fits in very well with the aesthetic of other 

contemporary German artists such as Grosz, Hubbuch, and Dix.
59
  

 In her 1930 work In the Hippodrom (Fig. 12), Lohse-Wächtler depicts one of the 

St. Pauli district’s most popular forms of entertainment, the hippodrome.  The 

hippodrome was a place for various entertainment events and could be used as a theater, a 

circus, or a dance hall.  The interior of the space was made up of a single large ring where 

performances would take place.  In Lohse-Wächtler’s depiction, the ring is surrounded by 

a small wall and large columns with rounded arches.   In the ring, Lohse-Wächtler depicts 

three women riding horses, although only the large rider on the left is clearly discernible.  
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In the middle stands a man conducting the action in the ring.  Around the ring behind the 

small dividing wall, spectators sit taking in the scene, but hardly paying close attention.   

 Lohse-Wächtler’s use of heavy ink contrasts with the thin pen lines of the 

foregrounded woman rider’s face and clothing.  Though undetailed, the women’s 

costumery seems thin.  The man in the middle of the ring holds a whip and hurries the 

horses, much as Lohse-Wächtler’s thick inkstrokes moves the viewer’s eye through the 

composition.  In spite of the activity taking place in the ring, the couple that is depicted in 

the lower right shows no sign of interest in the scene.  They are completely detached 

from the rest of the work, without displaying even an inkling of curiosity.  The couple, 

especially the woman who is the only face the viewer can see in its entirety, is depicted as 

completely undesirable.  The woman is rather large and lumpy with an almost pig-like 

nose and face.  While many contemporary artists who depicted the Hippodrom focused 

on the graceful movement of the horses and riders’ bodies, Lohse-Wächtler in contrast 

makes the activity in the ring seem almost static, while showing the audience as being not 

only uninterested, but also completely repellant.
60
 Lohse-Wächtler instills a sense of 

repulsion in the viewer of the scene, making the spectacle a product of the “commercial 

tastelessness” that many saw as indicative of the nightlife of the time.
61
  

 In Lohse-Wächtler’s work The Pleasure of St. Pauli (1930; Fig. 13), the artist 

depicts another scene of excess situated within the St. Pauli nightlife district.   

In the background, a band plays on an elevated platform, while dancers in a line kick 

their legs above their heads.  At a table in the foreground, sits a man in a tuxedo and a 

naked woman with her back to the viewer, presumably a prostitute.  Both sit with their 
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legs spread open.  The woman is extremely plump and wears only pink colored knee-high 

stockings and high heels.  Lohse-Wächtler uses many colors in this work, creating large 

blocks of single tones. 

 The pair is completely oblivious to the dancers and band performing behind them.  

They are completely absorbed in their personal affairs.  Lohse-Wächtler’s drawing style 

and smudging technique of the foreground figures accentuates the differences in their 

gender, age, and lifestyle habits.
62
  The man seems almost self-conscious in his gestures 

with his shoulders raised and his nervous hand position on his knee.  Lohse-Wächtler 

denies the viewer the prostitute’s face, allowing the contents of the conversation to be 

told through the woman’s naked back and body positioning, as well as through the man’s 

face and gestures.   

 Upon viewing the work, we find that the title The Pleasure of St. Pauli becomes 

clearer.  In this work, the “pleasure” of St. Pauli is the commodification of the female 

body in the naked prostitute in the foreground and also the women dancing behind 

them.  Furthermore, the pleasure of the work also comes across in the “anything goes” 

attitude of the environment.  This is especially apparent in the obvious deal that the 

foreground figures seem to be making with one another.  Although Lohse-Wächtler 

certainly captures the mood of this particular moment in the club, it seems shortsighted 

to assume that her intention was only “spontaneous graphic notation” of a place.
63
  

Instead, Lohse-Wächtler questions the “pleasure” of St. Pauli through the compression 

and presentation of actual circumstances into a single composition.    
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 In depicting the spaces and icons of the Weimar nightlife scene, the women artists 

discussed in this chapter both participate in and construct images of mass culture.  There 

is a certain ambiguity inherent in such a role.  The revues and nightlife scene of the 

Weimar Republic offered little more than “escapist distraction” in terms of significance 

in one’s actual life; however, mass cultural forms such as these could also provide an 

outlet for women to explore “new identities and desires.”
64
  This clearly seems to be the 

case for the depiction of such scenes.   

These nightlife venues were sensationalized, sexualized, and/or exoticized in the 

media and presented as excessive and decadent purveyors of capitalism in the work of 

some Weimar critics.  Revue and nightclub entertainment, precisely because of its 

controversial status, provided an excellent opportunity for contemporary women artists to 

understand and represent the changing circumstances for women navigating the modern 

urban landscape.
65
 These artists serve as consumers and producers (as is the case in the 

works of Jeanne Mammen and Lou Albert-Lasard), convey the dark and unglamorous 

side of nightlife (as in the works of Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler), and also express the 

potential for women to experience pleasure in such venues without being forced into 

over-identification and/or losing their own subjectivity (as in Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn’s 

Dancers in a Hall).  None of these artists present a single vision of women participating 

in the nightlife scene and their varied depictions of the subject showed the potential for 

women to experience nightlife in multiple ways.  Furthermore, all of these works exist as 

a part of the emerging contemporary Frauenkultur, which provided a space for women to 
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investigate their circumstances in relation to the new realities of urbanism and modernity 

itself. 
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Working Women 

 
During the Weimar Republic, the issue of women’s presence in the public sphere 

was a hotly contested one, especially in terms of their employment.  Many contemporary 

women held jobs in the field of light industry.  Others became part of the growing sphere 

of white-collar workers, where a fashionable public image was a prerequisite for 

employment.  White collar jobs in particular contributed to the popular contemporary 

image of the beautiful typist turned upper-class wife, which many young women sought 

to achieve.  Other women, however, were forced into prostitution as a means to support 

themselves in the harsh economic realities of the day.  The works in this chapter show 

women as subjects experiencing working life in many different and non-fixed ways, 

enabling them to counter contemporary conceptions of working women more generally.   

Furthermore, the artists presented in this thesis were all professional working 

artists during the time.  Their self-portraiture in particular often deals with the difficulty 

of being a working woman in the Weimar Republic.  The issue of balancing domestic and 

family life with their identities as professional artists manifests itself in multiple and 

intriguing ways.  Perhaps most interesting is the issue of studio space, which was also 

frequently domestic space and often complicated matters by blurring the lines between 

personal and professional life.
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Patterns of employment 

During the Weimar era, many prominent figures, such as Carl Jung, held the 

belief that women’s emancipation was endangering the institution of marriage and the 

balance between “masculine and feminine principles” more generally.
66
  Even today, 

there is a commonly held belief that women’s emancipation during the first quarter of the 

twentieth century meant that women were replacing men in the workplace, especially 

during the years of the First World War.  Much to the contrary, however, this belief is 

largely a myth.  According to Renate Bridenthal: 

…the much vaunted increase of women in the German labor force was itself 

partly a statistical delusion…while there was a somewhat larger relative increase 

in the proportion of women working, within the framework of a generally 

expanding workforce, the change was not spectacular.  Before the war, women 

made up 34 per cent of the working population; after the war, 36 per cent.  Three 

million more women entered the workforce, but so did four million more men. 

Women’s presence was felt more because it had never really been accepted in the 

first place and because inflation and depression made jobs scarce and competitive. 

Some of the upsurge in women’s work was due to the imbalance in population 

caused by the war and was considered to be temporary.
67
 

  

Of all the women working in the Weimar Republic, nearly half worked in agriculture, 

one-third in industry, and one-eighth in the service sector.
68
  Over the span of the Weimar 

Republic, however, there was a decline in the number of women employed in domestic 

service, agriculture, and forestry, and an increase in the number working in industry and 

white-collar professions.
69
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The number of women employed during the Weimar Republic did not increase 

dramatically, but rather shifted from one kind of work to another due to the increasingly 

streamlined and rationalized nature of labor.  As Renate Bridenthal wrote: 

Thus, the picture of women streaming into assembly line jobs while men were 

pounding the pavement looking for work gave a superficially persuasive but 

fundamentally misleading impression…. Contrary to the commonly held belief, 

voiced loudly during the Depression, women were not displacing men.  Rather, 

they were themselves displaced, moving out of agriculture and home industry and 

into factories where they were more visible as a work force and more likely to 

provoke resentment.
70
 

 

Women may have been more visible participants in the public sphere than they had been 

during the Wilhelmine era, but they were in no way replacing men.  Their employment 

offered little opportunity for professional advancement and was often considered 

temporary by their employers.  

White-collar work became the fastest growing area of female employment during 

the time due to “changes in the public and private sectors”, which “created thousands of 

clerical and sales jobs”.
71
  The advent of the department store also became a large source 

of employment for women.  Sales jobs such as these were often dependent on the 

woman’s ability to sell products through good looks and sex appeal.  Furthermore, youth 

and availability were essential attributes of the sales girl.  In 1925, 90 per cent of women 

working in white-collar jobs were single and 69 per cent were under the age of thirty.
72
 

Contemporary popular culture glorified these white-collar jobs as providing a 

means for young women to attract wealthy husbands and to become members of elite 

society.
73
  Throughout the 1920’s, the German film studio Ufa produced many films that 
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made use of the image of the fashionable female office worker who attracts a rich lover, 

marries him, and lives happily ever after.  The most successful of these films was 

Wilhelm Thiele’s Die Privatsekretärin.
74
 Films such as these promulgated the belief 

amongst young women that all one needed to do to find such happiness was to keep up 

with contemporary fashion trends and land a job that would make you visible to such 

suitors. 

Contemporary writers and theorists often commented on the illusory trope of the 

female white-collar worker.  In Hilde Walter’s 1931 essay “Twilight for Women?,” she 

comments on the advertising industry’s quickness to recognize white-collar women 

worker’s power as consumers, despite their usually shallow pockets: 

…All the consumer-goods industries geared to female customers were very quick 

to recognize the attractiveness of such catchwords and make full use of them in 

their advertisements.  Even the most poorly paid sales woman or typist is an 

effective billboard; in a provocative get-up she becomes the very emblem of 

endless weekend amusements and the eternal freshness of youth.
75
 

 

Siegfried Kracauer expresses a similar lament in terms of the image of the white-collar 

working woman that is portrayed in popular culture and the realities of the workers 

themselves: 

To the extent that working women have appeared at all in popular film, they have 

usually, until very recently, been cheerful young private secretaries or typists who 

take dictation for the fun of it and do a little typing.  They are pretty because they 

have time to take care of themselves…There is always a happy ending, which is 

not only the dream of many girls but also a tested means of transforming them 

into compliant instruments.  Even if the last bank were to fail, it would 

presumably be the task of the imaginary bank directors in film to fulfill the double 

task of binding these girls to the system as workers and wives. Nevertheless the 
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tension between reality and the illusions created in film has become so marked 

that the majority of working women are no longer so easily enchanted.
76
 

 

Thus, Kracauer goes further and presents the women as mere tools of the capitalist 

machine, turned into “compliant instruments” of the system and duped by mass produced 

media imagery.  However, as he states, this illusion could only last for so long until the 

lived experience of so many women proved it to be only a hollow distraction. 

The art of women artists that deals with issues of women’s labor shows the artists 

as actively engaged in the contemporary debate over the subject.  This is not to suggest, 

however, that they depicted a unified or celebratory image of the modern, urban working 

women.  In her work Café Nollendorf (c.1931; Fig. 14), Jeanne Mammen depicts women 

working in the service sector at what appears to be a women’s club.  In Berlin, Mammen 

regularly frequented such clubs and depicted the women she saw there, as will be 

discussed in depth in the next chapter.  This work is particularly interesting compared 

with Mammen’s other works depicting Berlin’s café/club scene because in this work it is 

the working women who are the focal point, rather than the patrons.  In the foreground of 

the work stands a large, middle-aged woman who works in the café, perhaps as a 

waitress.  Her eyes are nearly shut and her expression appears tired.  In the immediate 

foreground stands another waitress holding a tray with two glasses of beer.  This woman 

seems to fit the contemporary image of the stylish young working woman, yet, like the 

other worker, she seems distant and dejected.  Both women wear aprons to further 

designate them as employees of the café.   

In this work, Mammen does not depict the white-collar working woman as 

glamorous in any way.  Both women are portrayed as tired and disenchanted by the work 
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they are engaged in.  Furthermore, the other women in the work seem completely 

absorbed in their own affairs.  The lesbian couple dances happily in the background, 

while the woman seated at a table behind the young waitress appears absorbed in her own 

thoughts.  All of this creates a rather alienated vision of the working woman, each 

presented in complete isolation from every other figure in the café, even the other 

employees. 

In her work She has very beautiful Hands (c. 1932; Fig. 15), Mammen presents a 

different image of the woman working in the service industry.  In this work, Mammen 

depicts a young and fashionable salon employee giving a manicure to an affluent 

customer.  In the background, another salon worker enters a back room through a curtain 

where a woman is getting her hair done.  The setting of the salon is an interesting one.  In 

the Weimar Republic, the salon is the place where the fashionable image of the neue 

Frau meets real women, where ideal meets actuality.  As Marsha Meskimmon wrote: 

The salon is an interesting setting for this encounter between the ‘ordinary’ 

woman and the fashionable icon of ‘woman’ since it is within such spaces that the 

most radical disjunction between desire and fulfillment comes into play as 

‘actual’ bodies are moulded into (always) imperfect approximations of images. 
77
 

 

Mammen’s work certainly conveys the desire of the women patrons of the salon to meet 

these high standards of beauty.  However, her work also depicts the salon employee as 

having similar desires and as keeping up with contemporary standards of beauty.  

 Both the manicurist and the client embody the figure of the neue Frau with their 

stylish clothes and up to date hair and makeup.  During the Weimar era, there was a 

stipulation that women working in service industries make use of their femininity as a 
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major part of their occupations.
78
  Marsha Meskimmon wrote of white-collar female 

workers:  

Secretaries and office workers, saleswomen and hairdressers alike were meant to 

‘sell’ their products through their own personal charm and stylish accoutrements 

of their positions.  The hairdresser could not simply be a technician, she needed to 

exemplify the style she hoped to sell her customers.
79
   

 

Certainly, the female white-collar worker was a major market to whom modish makeup 

and clothing were sold during the Weimar era.
80
  Much in this way, the manicurist in 

Jeanne Mammen’s work represents this fashionable type of female white-collar worker, 

selling her products through her stylish and up to date appearance.  However, as seen in 

other works by Mammen, it is clear that not every working woman reflects this purely 

fashionable image. 

The works presented here show the Weimar white-collar working woman in 

various ways, both as tired and alienated as in Café Nollendorf and as fitting into the 

contemporary conception of the new woman worker as fashionable and beautiful as in 

She has very beautiful Hands.  However, another constituency of working women were 

women working as prostitutes.  The women artists who depicted prostitution likewise 

presented these women in multiple ways, refusing to give a monolithic identity to the 

figure of the prostitute.  These artists also often show prostitutes as simply being women 

trying to earn a living, creating visual ties between the prostitute and the white-collar 

worker.    
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The Prostitute 

 Perhaps the most ubiquitous public female figure of the Weimar (and modernist) 

era is that of the prostitute.  The figure of the prostitute often serves as a “powerful 

symbolic evocation of the alienation produced by the debauched urban milieu, one which 

suggests the reduction of human emotion to mere sexual and economic commerce.”
81
  

Furthermore, depictions of the prostitute from the period often “described the experience 

of the masculine subject in the face of socio-political upheaval and…the trope of the 

female prostitute…speaks of men’s fears and desires while saying little to the women of 

the period.”
82
  Women’s increasing emancipation and integration into the public sphere 

caused masculine “symbolic defenses” to focus upon the image of woman as a means of 

containment and control.
83
  George Grosz’s Lustmord images provide the most glaring 

example of this from the period. 

The figure of the prostitute was often elided with the figure of the neue Frau in the 

art of the time.
84
  However, when depicting prostitutes in their work, many contemporary 

women artists strove to create a similar identification, but to a much different end.  

Women artists often depicted prostitutes simply as working women and created an 

affinity between women working in white collar jobs and women working in prostitution.  

In doing so these artists, “…both challenged the socially liminal status of prostitutes 

among women and deflated the hype which surrounded the icon of the prostitute in 
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modernism.”
85
  In a contemporary article entitled “Prostitution,” Margot Klages-Stange 

wrote: 

Comprehensive documentation about those who “go out into the street” still  

does not exist today, cannot exist, because only professional prostitutes are 

included in the statistics.  These are either women who have attracted the attention 

of the vice squad or women who have submitted, voluntarily and 

unceremoniously, to supervision.  Much larger, of course, is the number of 

prostitutes that constantly eludes the arm of the law…In Berlin at present there 

are approximately nine thousand prostitutes under supervision; the total number, 

including surreptitious streetwalkers, is estimated at about 100,000.
86
 

 

Klages-Stange also discusses the growing number of women “who occasionally engage 

in prostitution.”
87
  This suggests that many women were often only a minor shift in 

fortune away from being forced into prostitution themselves.  The works produced by 

women artists who depicted working women often underscored this fact and served to 

show similarities among working women of all professions.   

Jeanne Mammen’s works form 1930 In Front of the Gate, Behind the Gate (Fig. 

16) and Prostitutes (Fig. 17) are particularly relevant examples of this.  In these works, 

Mammen creates strong visual ties between the white-collar working woman and the 

prostitute.  Mammen’s women seem to share a sense of comradery, a unity in their fight 

for survival in the big city.  The work In Front of the Gate, Behind the Gate depicts two 

young women working at a gift-wrapping counter, presumably at a department store.   

Disgruntled customers wave their receipts to pick up their packages.  The young girls 

stand very close together.  One’s face is seen in profile, while the other looks outward 

displaying her bobbed haircut.  Much in the same way, the similarly composed work 

from the same year entitled Prostitutes shows two prostitutes passing each other on the 
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street.  Like the girls working at the wrapping counter, one prostitute stares out, while the 

other looks to the side, showing only her profile.  Both groups of working women help 

one another by looking where the other can not.    In this way, they are able to protect 

each other from danger no matter which direction it may come from.
88
  Clearly, in these 

works the similarity of Mammen’s compositional strategies creates a strong affinity 

among working women of all types.  

During the Weimar Republic, Hamburg and Berlin were the two major sites of 

prostitution.  Therefore, it is not surprising that the women artists discussed here worked 

from those two cities respectively.  Where the figure of the prostitute was a central figure 

in the work of contemporary male realists, Berlin and Hamburg were also the major 

metropolitan centers.
89
  Though both cities were known for prostitution, the prostitution 

was characterized in different ways.
90
  As Marsha Meskimmon wrote: 

Berlin was more significant in the public imagination generally as a symbol of the 

vices wrought by mass urbanization and commodity culture…The loss of social 

unity and familial values presumed to accompany modernity were represented by 

the ubiquity of the prostitute in Berlin…
91
 

 

The St. Pauli district in the port city of Hamburg, however, was known as the single 

largest district of prostitution.   Since the St. Pauli district surrounded the city’s harbor, 

representations of prostitution often included the figure of the sailor.
92
  Furthermore in 

Hamburg during the Weimar Republic, prostitution was regulated by the state.  Police, 

judges, and medical authorities labeled women suspected of being prostitutes and then 

ensured that they were living and working in particular sites and screened them for 
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venereal disease.
93
  The major concern over this practice was the labeling and defining a 

woman as a prostitute, which would obviously be quite a problem given the number of 

women who occasionally prostituted themselves for extra income.  Clearly, the 

contemporary issues surrounding prostitution blurred the boundaries of what it meant to 

be a woman in public during the time.  

 Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler lived in Hamburg from 1925 to 1931, making up the 

most artistically productive period of her career, until she suffered a nervous breakdown 

and was institutionalized.
94
  During this time, she produced Lissy (1931; Fig. 18).  In the 

work, the large figure of Lissy dominates the entire foreground.  She is presumed to be a 

prostitute due to her location in a bar, as well as her style of dress.
95
  Lissy’s body is 

turned to the side with one hand on her hip and the other holding a cigarette.  The most 

striking aspect of this work is Lissy’s outward gaze.  She stares boldly out of the work, 

confronting the viewer.  She does not seem to pay much attention to the men in the scene 

behind her, and likewise they seem uninterested in her presence.  Lohse-Wächtler uses a 

bright, sharply contrasting palette, which evokes a sense of unease in the viewer.
96
  

Lissy’s bright red dress and orange hair differentiate her from the duller, blue toned 

figures behind her. 

 Lohse-Wächtler’s representation of the prostitute Lissy refuses to allow the 

viewer to read her as a fantasy image.  Instead, Loshe-Wächtler presents the prostitute 

with her own unique subjectivity, not as a sexual object to be consumed, nor as a pathetic 
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victim of circumstance.
97
  Lohse-Wächtler often made societal outsiders the focus of her 

work, especially women.
98
  Lohse-Wächtler was herself institutionalized for the first time 

following a nervous breakdown in 1929.  In 1932, she was institutionalized for the 

second time, where she was diagnosed with schizophrenia.
99
  Perhaps due to her own 

experiences as an outsider, Lohse-Wächtler seems to have identified with figures such as 

Lissy and therefore imbued them with a power and agency uncommon in the work of 

many of her fellow artists. 

Contemporary writer/theorist Walter Benjamin often discussed the figure of the 

prostitute in his writings.  The subject seems especially relevant given his interest in 

Baudelaire, the figure of the flaneur, and urban public space more generally.  In Paris: 

Capital of the Nineteenth Century, Benjamin describes the figure of the prostitute as the 

ultimate commodity.    

The commodity clearly provides such an image: as fetish.  The arcades, which are 

both house and stars, provide such an image.  And such an image is provided by 

the whore, who is both seller and commodity in one.
100

 

 

Countering this notion, Lohse-Wächtler’s depicts Lissy as an individual, not allowing the 

viewer to commodity her subject.  Though the viewer suspects her to be a prostitute, 

Lissy’s strong outward gaze is not a soliciting one.  Her embodied stare confronts the 

viewer.  By depicting Lissy as an individual who the viewer is unable to master or 

possess, Lohse-Wächtler’s work subverts Benjamin’s conception of the prostitute as the 

“seller and commodity in one.”
101
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 However, unlike Lissy, another work by Lohse-Wächtler, Herbertstraße (1930; 

Fig. 19) seems to present the prostitute in just such a way.  In this work prostitutes line 

the street, standing outside of their respective brothels, waiting to entice customers.  The 

women function almost as mannequins in a display window as they stand in the doorways 

which line the street.  They wear full makeup and provocative clothing to attract a buyer.  

Their bodies function as commodities, much like goods in a shop window.  The woman 

in foreground wears a completely sheer dress, which furthers the connection the 

commodity as goods on display.  Anonymous, shadowy men walk in the background, one 

coming toward the viewer and one moving away.   

In this work, Lohse-Wächtler shows the prostitutes in Hamburg to be a product 

for masculine consumption.  Through the selling of their bodies, prostitutes have often 

been seen as aligned with the commodity.  As Benjamin wrote: 

Ever more callously the object world of man assumes the expression of the  

commodity.  At the same time advertising seeks to veil the commodity character 

of things… The commodity attempts to look itself in the face.  It celebrates its 

becoming human in the whore.
102

 

 

Furthermore, during the first quarter of the twentieth century, the commodity had become 

central to the image of the modern metropolis.  Benjamin acknowledges this when he 

asks, “When did the commodity come to the fore in the image of the city?”
103

  Lohse-

Wächtler’s Herbertstraße then shows the ultimate commodity, the prostitute, at the 

forefront of imagery of the city by presenting the women in an uninviting city with 

impossibly narrow streets and sharp angular forms.  Benjamin argues that prostitution 

fundamentally changed cities, writing: 
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With the rise of the great cities prostitution came into possession of new secrets.  

One of these is the labyrinthine character of the city itself.  The labyrinth, whose 

image had passed into flesh and blood in the flaneur, is at the same time colorfully 

framed by the prostitute.  Thus the first Arcanum which it disposes of is the 

mythical aspect of the city as labyrinth.  To this belongs, self-evidently, an image 

of the minotaur at its center.  That he should bring death to the individual is not 

crucial.  What is really crucial is the image of the death-dwelling forces which he 

embodies. And this, too, for the inhabitant of the metropolis, is something new.
104

 

 

Here, Benjamin touches upon the pervasive masculine fear of the prostitute as the carrier 

of death and disease.  They act as a dangerous force within the “labyrinthine” city, where 

the force of death dwells.  In the contemporary consciousness and clearly in the work of 

artists at the time, including Lohse-Wächtler, the prostitute was an everyday part of life in 

the city and clearly made up some of the most compelling imagery of the modern 

metropolis.  Athough Lohse-Wächtler may not have given the prostitutes in 

Herbertstraße the same embodied agency that she bestowed upon the figure of Lissy, she 

nonetheless depicts the women in a manner that does not cast them as a “frightening and 

fantastic other,” which was often used to symbolize the “alienation of the masculine 

subject in modernity.”
105

  To the contrary, her depictions of the prostitute are varied and 

do not present a single vision of the figure, which disables the potential for the figure to 

be seen as ubiquitous and threatening. 

 Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn also showed the woman in the streets of Hamburg, but 

in a much different way than Lohse-Wächtler.  Though Haensgen-Dingkuhn is most 

often associated with domestic subject-matter, it would be more beneficial to understand 

her as a painter of woman’s experience more generally.  Between 1929-1934, Haensgen-

Dingkuhn created a series of paintings depicting Hamburg’s red light district, St. Pauli.  
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Though I previously discussed the more general nightlife scene of Hamburg, in this 

chapter works depicting St. Pauli center upon the prostitution district specifically.   

In her work Evening in St. Pauli (1934; Fig. 20), Hanesgen-Dingkuhn depicts a 

street scene in the St. Pauli district.  The viewer gains access to the work through the two 

large female figures in the foreground, which was a common compositional strategy for 

Haensgen-Dingkuhn.  The woman shown with the sailor (possibly a prostitute) gazes 

downward, seemingly detached from the scene, while the other woman gazes outward, 

engaging the viewer.  In this way, the viewer does not relate to the sailor, the probable 

client, but rather identifies with the woman in the green hat as she invites us to partake in 

the scene. 

By depicting women in a way in which they can not be immediately identified 

through the old virgin/whore dichotomy, Haensgen-Dingkuhn blurs the boundaries 

between socially accepted and unaccepted behaviors and in turn the relationship between 

the woman and the street.  As Marsha Meskimmon wrote: 

This disjunction between ideological and actual spaces in the experiences of 

women in Weimar was precisely the threat which women’s self-definition posed.  

Increasing access to the full range of urban opportunities, from work and political 

representation to shopping and entertainment, made women challenge the 

traditional delineation of their place in the widest sense of the term.
106

  

 

It seems that Haensgen-Dingkuhn represented the street in a more realistic manner by 

presenting a mix of people doing a variety of things.  In this way, her St. Pauli works can 

be understood as depictions of a locality, without rendering the city as a metaphor for the 

danger of the metropolis to the male subject.
107

  Her streets do not seem to be the 
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labyrinthine site of “death-dwelling forces”
108

 as Benjamin so described the city, nor do 

they allow for doorways to become display windows where the commodity of the 

prostitute must wait for her buyer. 

 Another work by Haensgen-Dingkuhn, Große Freiheit in St. Pauli (1929; Fig. 

21), further emphasizes this interpretation of her street scenes.  Again, in Große Freiheit 

Haensgen-Dingkuhn providers the viewers entrance into the scene through a large 

foregrounded female figure.  Looking tired and somber, this figure is possible to read as a 

prostitute due to her mode of dress and “solitary position on the street.”
109

  However, it 

seems that to read this figure univocally as a prostitute forces the viewer into a pattern of 

identifying figures, which undermines the enterprise of the artist in terms of creating a 

scene where women could enjoy the street freely without automatically being identified 

as “proper” or “improper.” 

 In this scene, Haensgen-Dingkuhn shows the variety of people out on the street on 

a given night.  Here, social classes intermingle as do young and old and mixed-race 

couples.
110

  Men in top hats and dress clothes share the street with sailors in uniform and 

pairs of women looking into store-front display windows.  As Marsha Meskimmon 

wrote: “Haensgen-Dingkuhn’s explorations of the multiplicity of the urban environment 

moved toward creating an inter-subjective space in which women’s agency could be 

articulated.”
111

  Furthermore, by denying the viewer any conclusive definition of the 

women in the work, especially in the foregrounded figure, Haensgen-Dingkuhn’s works 

provide a significant counterpoint to Hamburg’s practice of labeling and regulating 
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prostitutes (or women suspected of being prostitutes) through the municipal control over 

the brothel system.
112

 

 In her work Prostitute on a Green Couch (1931; also often referred to as the 

Garçonne; Fig. 22), Jeanne Mammen further blurs the boundaries of the figure of the 

prostitute.  The woman in the work appears fashionable and modern, the embodiment of 

the neue Frau.  She is young, waif thin, and wears her hair in the Herrenschnitt (literally 

man’s cut) style, which was so popular at the time.  Wearing undergarments and heeled 

shoes, she reclines casually on a couch, a cigarette in one hand and a newspaper in the 

other.  All of this is set in a well decorated Berlin apartment.   

 Interestingly, the famous sexologist Magnus Hirschfield saw fit to use this work 

as an illustration in one of his pioneering texts on homosexuality in 1931, publishing it as 

The Garçonne.
113

  At the time, Hirschfield was well known for his writings on 

homosexuality and was an outspoken proponent for gay and lesbian rights.  His work also 

took a very liberal position on prostitution during the period.
114

  Mammen’s work so 

clearly represented the fluid nature of gender and sexual identity that Hirschfield used it 

to illustrate his theories.  Taking all of this into consideration, a new piece of the work 

appears more significant.  To the right of the female figure, draped over a chair, is a pair 

of suspenders.  Though these suspenders could simply be a mundane accessory of her 

male client, when one considers the gender bending connotations this work clearly 

displayed during the period, these suspenders could also belong to the garçonne.   

In other works (to be discussed in the next chapter), Mammen depicts many 

female figures (usually at all women’s clubs or balls) wearing suspenders as a part of 
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their costume.  She shows gender and sexual identity as non-fixed and able to be 

manipulated at the whim of the subject.  In this way, the prostitute/neue Frau/garçonne in 

this work very much fits in Mammen’s oeuvre as a malleable figure, which refuses to be 

defined simply as a clear cut type of woman within patriarchical terms.
115

   

As is the case with other works in this chapter that treat the theme of prostitution, 

the figure in Prostitute on a Green Couch is not one thing or another, but all or some of 

them at once.  To define any figure in these works as a single static entity (a prostitute, a 

lesbian, a mother, etc.) undermines the complexities of being a woman at the time.  

Clearly, the figure of the working woman is not a monolithic one.  These works show the 

changing contexts and definitions of women within the contemporary urban public sphere 

and do so in a way which challenges the common depiction of women in public as a 

threatening symbol of urban decadence and decay or as a cause of the dissolution of 

unified masculine subjectivity.
116

  Furthermore, these artists show that women were 

active participants in this reconceptualization of these roles.  

The Woman Artist 

 

During the Weimar era, there was much discussion of the working woman as 

being detrimental to family and domestic life.  New theories about “rationalizing” 

housework in order to make chores less time consuming for wives and mothers were 

prevalent during the time.  The working woman often found herself in a position 

somewhere between “new and potentially liberating identities for modern women and the 

conventions which located women securely within the domestic sphere playing the role 
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of wife, mother, and caretaker of the household.”
117

 This was also the case for many 

women artists who often, through their self-portraiture, show the difficulties inherent in 

simultaneously being a professional woman and a mother, wife, housekeeper, etc..  These 

works themselves can be seen as interventions into the contemporary debates over the 

multiple roles of women in the Weimar and the conflicts created when those roles were 

seen as being detrimental to domestic life.  

 In Hanna Nagel’s work, The Imperfect Marriage (1928; Fig. 23), the artist 

explores issues surrounding marriage and specifically the role of the woman artist as wife 

and mother.  In the work, Nagel depicts herself holding a sleeping child.  Behind her, her 

husband, fellow artist Hans Fischer, works on a large drawing of a female nude.  Nagel’s 

work emphasizes the tenuous position of women balancing professional and personal 

lives, especially in the case of the artist couple.  However, this work should be read as a 

general critique of the institution of marriage and not as biographical since Nagel and 

Fischer were not married at the time and did not have children for another ten years.
118

  

The work challenges notions of domestic bliss, companionate marriage, and rationalized 

households.  Its main function is to question gendered power relations in a marriage.  The 

woman, despite having a professional career as an artist, is left holding the baby, while 

the man is supported in his artistic creativity by his wife.
119

  This work by Nagel, then, 

becomes a commentary on the common conception of the “male creative genius,” making 

visible the “underlying female support” which contributes to his success.
120
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 In Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn’s work, Self-Portrait with Son in the Studio (1928; 

Fig. 24), the role of the woman as mother, housekeeper, and working artist are blended 

together, blurring the distinctions among them.  By depicting herself holding her son in 

her studio, the site of her professional work, Haensgen-Dingkuhn combines her roles as 

mother with her role as visual artist, thereby confounding the traditionally separate public 

and private spheres.
121

  It is in this integration of the public and private life that these 

works depicting domestic life of women artists have their subversive nature.  Through 

representing professional and domestic life simultaneously, these artists foreground the 

changing role of women as a necessary reality in modern life.   

Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler’s work Self-Portrait with Wild Hair (1931; Fig. 25) is 

interesting in that it undermines one of the most common stereotypes concerning the 

domestic life of women more generally -- their appearance.  In this work, Lohse-

Wächtler presents herself standing alone in the foreground of the work with only what 

appears to be a vertical column behind her.  Her appearance is extremely unkempt, 

especially her hair.  Her face seems equally defiant in terms of dominant desirable 

qualities of the time, seeming over-tired and displaying wrinkles under her eyes.  In 

depicting herself like this, Lohse-Wächtler challenges contemporary popular conceptions 

of female beauty and desirability.  In showing herself as unable to unwilling to manage 

her appearance, it is also implied that this would likewise be the case in terms of 

domestic responsibility, ultimately establishing the subversive nature of this work. 

Although produced a decade after the end of the Weimar Republic, Grethe 

Jürgens’ works from her 1943 illustrated book Das Atelier, in which she explores her life 

                                                 
121
 Ibid., 155. 



  51  

as a woman artist through the space of her studio/home, are extremely relevant to the 

topic of women artists and domesticity.  The small book contains 17 vignettes, each with 

titles and accompanying text.  The works in the book have a more sketchy quality and 

therefore represent a contrast with the hard-edged realism of her works associated with 

the Neue Sachlichkeit.
122

 The text and images in the book center upon the often 

competing issues of personal life/professional life and domestic space/work space.  

However, Das Atelier does not presuppose that the personal and professional realms are 

necessarily opposites, but rather that domestic space and work space “intermingle at a 

fundamental level.”
123

 

Das Atelier can be read as biography and self-portraiture, though the work has no 

chronological organization, recognizable narrative structure, or central subject (I) in the 

text or images.
124

  Furthermore, Das Atelier contains no image of the artist herself, rather 

Jürgens’ presence is felt through objects in the works, objects which the artist has acted 

upon in the space.  Thus, the self-portrait emerges as the “composite effect” of the book’s 

verses and images.
125
  

The difficult situation of inhabiting a single space for both living and working is 

foregrounded in the illustrations of Das Atelier.  In the work, The Drawing Table (Fig. 

26), this difficult relationship is made clear.  The drawing table, probably the most 

professional space in the studio, is shown with objects strewn around its surface.  Artist 

materials are mixed with personal and domestic items, such as books, a coffee mug, and 

clothing.  The sketches drawn on the drawing pad and the burning cigarette to the left of 
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it symbolize the presence of the artist in the space, though her image is not physically 

present.  Clearly for Jürgens, the personal and professional realms were not mutually 

exclusive, but almost one and the same.   

In The Den (Fig. 27), the relationship between the bodily absence and subjective 

presence of the artist are most clear.  Jürgens’ presence is shown through clothing that is 

laid out neatly on her rumpled sheets, as well as in the burning cigarette in the ashtray 

next to her bed.  The artist allows us a glimpse into the most personal of spaces, 

providing the viewer with a revealing look into the artist’s life.  In Das Atelier, Jürgens 

explores her identity as a woman and a professional artist through depicting the spaces of 

her studio/home.  The works in the book encompass many aspects of her identity 

simultaneously, without presenting any as exclusive to the others, and therein lies the 

truly progressive nature of Das Atelier. 

The works and issues discussed in this chapter demonstrate the complex 

experiences of working women in the Weimar Republic.  The works of these women 

artists stand in opposition to a unified conception of types of working women during the 

time and refute simplistic theories tying them to fashion or consumerism.  Furthermore, 

by depicting their own experiences as working women, these artists show the often 

difficult nature of balancing personal life with professional life. The works in this chapter 

show the working woman in an individualized manner and do not simply conceive of her 

as conforming or not conforming to expected stereotypes.  Instead, the artists provide 

their subjects with the agency to function as complex entities, which exist on a spectrum 

of experience and circumstance. 
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The neue Frau 

 
“The modern stands in opposition to the antique, the new stands in opposition to the 

always-the-same.”
126

 

-Walter Benjamin 

 

 

The figure of the neue Frau looms large in the collective consciousness of 

Weimar scholarship.  The term New Woman was meant to describe a generation of 

women during the Weimar Republic who were young, urban, independent and 

thoroughly modern.
127

  The figure was ubiquitous in the contemporary media.  The 

Weimar woman was a new and powerful market for media and industry to capitalize on 

with many magazines, advertisements, and films directed specifically at this 

demographic.  In the media, the spectacles of the city became a place for women to take 

in the sights of the shop window, revues, dance clubs, cafes, and the cinema.  All of this 

added to the image of the neue Frau in terms of the figure’s power as a consumer.   

 As will be shown in this chapter, the iconography of the neue Frau is a rich and 

complicated one, which encompasses almost every aspect of contemporary urban 

women’s lives.  In fact, the images of women depicted by the women artists in the 

previous chapters are inconceivable without the New Woman of the Weimar era.  As 

metropolitan and independent producers of culture, the women artists presented in this 

thesis were themselves New Women, who experienced firsthand the changing roles and 

circumstances of contemporary women.  

                                                 
126
 Benjamin, “Central Park,” 49. 

127
 Meskimmon, We Weren’t Modern Enough, 163. 



  54                                                                                        

  Yet these New Women were individual women and did not and could not 

conform to a monolithic and iconic identity, as the figure of the neue Frau has often been 

retrospectively constructed and conceived.  As Marsha Meskimmon wrote of the 

phenomenon of the neue Frau: 

The neue Frau was first and foremost an icon of her time, and the imagery 

associated with this type, even when mere media hype, always hinted at the 

complexities and contradictions surrounding women’s emancipation in the inter-

war years.
128

 

 

Contemporary women artists depicted many aspects of the neue Frau and showed the 

complicated and multi-faceted nature of modern life in the metropolis.  However, it 

should be noted that these representations were not always positive ones.  They show the 

artists’ understanding of the neue Frau as potentially liberating and exciting, but also 

showed the possibility for the contemporary woman to embrace the neue Frau only for 

her fashionability, taking on none of her substance and thereby embodying many critics’ 

conceptions of the new woman as a mindless consumer, intrinsically bound to mass 

cultural forms.  

World War I and the formation of the republic changed the role of women in 

German society in many ways.  Although the “patriarchical domination” of the 

Wilhelmine era was over, “the so called New Woman of Weimar was under considerable 

pressure to conform to traditional expectations.”
129

  As Anton Kaes, Martin Jay and 

Edward Dimendberg wrote of the predicament of the New Woman: 

The war had placed many women in the workplace and opened the doors to 

higher education, the revolution had brought them to the polls, and Weimar voters 

would elect 111 women to the Reichstag.  But the struggle for full equality on all 

fronts was by no means victorious, as many of the parties who paid lip service to 

women’s rights failed to make good on various promises.  Not even the SPD was 
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ready to support equal pay for equal work.  And despite the Communists’ paeans 

to working women, they consistently subordinated gender to class 

considerations.
130

 

 

Given the political, social, and cultural situations surrounding the figure of the neue Frau, 

it is not surprising that there is such variety in representations of the figure. 

The New Woman was depicted both in the realm of high art and in mass cultural 

forms.  However, the main instrument for the popular dissemination of the neue Frau 

during the Weimar Republic was mass media, particularly magazines, and 

advertisements.
131

  Through the media, the neue Frau became an icon of the Weimar era.  

However, the critical reception/perception of the figure was mixed, which created a 

difficult and often problematic relationship between the neue Frau and the media.
132

  As 

Marsha Meskimmon wrote: 

…The neue Frau of the 1920’s was the popularized and depoliticized version of 

the New Woman first discussed at the turn of the century.  In many ways, the 

legal and political advances made by the earlier generations were taken for 

granted by the young women maturing in the years after the First World War and 

this meant that many of the more radical aspects of the neue Frau were able to be 

usurped and commodified by the mainstream culture industry.
133

 

 

In many ways, the media’s obsession with the neue Frau undermined many of the 

inherent possibilities the figure held for the advancement of women.   

The individual New Woman of the day was certainly not simply a unified figure 

created by the media in order to sell commodities.  The neue Frau, therefore, must be 

conceived of as a complex identity lived by women at the time, encompassing many 

identities simultaneously.  Individually, contemporary women identifying with the figure 

could be both progressive and fashionable.  The complication with conceiving of the neue 
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Frau as a tool used by the media to sell goods, as many contemporary theorists argued, is 

that the identity of the figure as a consumer and as a progressive agent are presented as 

mutually exclusive.  In reality, a more complex identity exists, one that is more fluid and 

capable of being many things at once. 

Although today this seems simple enough to ascertain, during the Weimar 

Republic the figure of the neue Frau was maligned by many writers as intrinsically bound 

to mass culture, which in the twentieth century is tied to the rise of technology.  As 

Andreas Huyssen wrote: 

Mass culture as we know it in the west is unthinkable without 20
th
 century 

technology – media techniques as well as technologies of transportation (public 

and private), the household, and leisure.  Mass culture depends on technologies of 

mass production and mass reproduction and thus the homogenization of 

difference.
134

 

 

Perhaps because of the influx of new technologies and its broad influence in the early 

twentieth century, according to Huyssen, mass culture “has always been the hidden 

subtext of the modernist project.”
135

  Most interesting, however, is that mass culture from 

its inception has been associated with the feminine, while “authentic culture” remains 

tied to the masculine.
136

   

 The turn of the century brought the first major women’s movement and also the 

advent of this so-called mass culture.  Many theorists since the 1920’s since abandoned 

the term, given its implication that it is a culture that arises from the masses (for instance, 

Horkheimer and Adorno used the term “culture industry”).
137

  Later theorists have also 
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tried to get away from the gendered connotations of the term, instead focusing on mass 

culture as the streamlining of mechanical reproduction, rationalization, etc..   

During the Weimar era, mass culture was associated with the rise of the 

metropolis and mass media and encompassed elements such as window displays, 

magazines, advertising, popular dance, and shopping itself.
138

  As Marsha Meskimmon 

wrote:  

Critics tended to comment either on the thrilling, yet overwhelming ‘display’ of 

the city or the fact that mass culture was nothing but empty decoration, designed 

to pacify the beleaguered worker and city-dweller.
139

  

 

All of these things, associated with “low” cultural forms in opposition to “high” culture, 

such as fine art, etc., were often conceived of as feminine by many contemporary Weimar 

theorists.  Recall from Chapter One Siegfried Kracauer’s “Mass Ornament” essay in 

which he relates the revue dancer’s legs with rationalized, capitalist production.  Though 

his analysis is mostly a Marxist critique of standardization, the association between 

femininity and the “mass” is clear, as is the case in many of his other writings.
140

  

Kracauer was generally pessimistic about popular culture and conceived of it as designed 

to develop “a false consciousness in their audience” and presented mass cultural forms as 

“tools in the hands of the establishment, diverting the new white-collar workers from the 

possibility of political action.”
141

  Although, these concerns seem justified, the implied 

claim that the main audience for this culture industry was women suggests “that a critique 
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of the system can be leveled only through the masculine position.”
142

  As Marsha 

Meskimmon wrote:  

In order to level the elite, masculine critique of consumerism, the New Woman 

was evacuated of her potentially liberating aspects, paraded as a mere image in 

the media and described as the duped consumer by male critics.  This left no 

space in which to take seriously the women who were emerging as independent 

agents in the period and their negotiations of the tropes of the neue Frau, 

spectatorship and consumerism.
143

 

 

The works of contemporary women artists serve as interventions into these debates, 

showing women as active subjects who could be artists, consumers, producers, patrons, 

and spectators simultaneously and who had a complex relationship with the figure of the 

neue Frau. 

Fashion versus Substance 

The works of art presented in this chapter, all of which are by Jeanne Mammen, 

are associated with the contemporary conception of mass culture and the neue Frau in 

many ways.  Throughout the Weimar Republic, Mammen’s works were frequently used 

as illustrations in popular magazines of the day, such as Die Dame, Jugend, 

Simplicissmus, and Ulk.  Mammen also lived in the ultra modern Kurfürstendamm 

section of Berlin which contained many fashionable women’s boutiques, cafés, and dance 

clubs and was a favorite haunt for stylish young women.
144

  Therefore, in both her 

professional and personal life Mammen was intimately tied to the neue Frau.  She was 

herself a New Woman, but unlike most modern women, she was also instrumental in the 

portrayal and dissemination of the image of the neue Frau through the media.   
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Mammen’s works depicting contemporary women reference many aspects of 

modern urban women’s lives, as has been shown in previous chapters.  As Marsha 

Meskimmon wrote of Jeanne Mammen:  “The multiplicity in the visual, referencing 

cinema and the celebrities of the revues, high-circulation pictorial magazines and fine art, 

made Mammen’s practice a mirror of women’s experience of visual culture during the 

period.”
145

  Perhaps most significantly, however, is that Mammen’s representations of the 

neue Frau are not univocally positive.  Instead, Mammen considers the figure in terms of 

her liberating potential and also critiques the image of the popular media figure as a vapid 

consumer of fashion.  In this way, Mammen’s depictions of the New Woman show 

identity as fluid and non-binding, empowering individual women in ways which were 

suited to their desires. 

In her work Boring Dolls (1927-30; Fig. 28), Jeanne Mammen looks critically at 

women’s relationship with consumption and the mass media.  The work first appeared 

under the title The Chat in Jugend.
146

  It is significant though that Mammen also gave the 

work a title, and thus implies her own interpretation of the work.  Boring Dolls 

emphasizes the boredom of the neue Frau and accentuates the young girl’s fashionability.  

They appear generally indifferent to their surroundings.   Furthermore, the girls wear 

modern clothing and makeup.  The girl in the foreground wears her hair in the shorter 

Herrenschnitt (man’s cut) style, while the girl behind her has a Bubikopf (bob style) 

haircut and smokes a cigarette; all of these were the fashionable attributes of the neue 

Frau.   
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In this work, Mammen locates these young, stylish women within the realm of 

pleasurable consumption.  Behind the girls sits a doll in a clown suit.  The doll, which is 

heavily made up, stares out eerily at the viewer.  The doll mimics the appearance of the 

girls and parodies the young women, the so called ‘boring dolls.’
147

   The literal 

emptiness of the clown doll conveys the internal emptiness of the fashionable girls.  The 

girls themselves appear almost as lifeless as dolls.  As Eva Züchner wrote of the work: 

Both are obviously abysmally bored, any life is moved out of their  

faces and they almost appear somnambul. …  The girls indeed resemble two dolls 

– with a toy key that we suspect might be fitting in their backs, which must be 

newly wound because their mechanical movement has run out.
148

   

 

Mammen’s use of the word ‘dolls’ in the title of the work further solidifies this 

connection, in that they represent the fasionability of the neue Frau, but lack the 

substance.  

Furthermore, the doll’s eyes, more heavily lined than those of the girls, function 

as a parody of the girl’s fashionable makeup.  Eva Züchner wrote: 

The almost implausible inclination of its (the harlequin doll) black lined eyes is 

like a parody of the girls’ cat eyes, and its harlequin costume gives the image a 

hint of parody of the commedia dell’arte. It stands as a relationship between the 

fashionable girls and the typical comedy character that is always the same and 

always wears the same makeup and costume…. Thus the doll acts paradoxically 

since the doll is nearly as animated as the doll-like girls….
149
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Interestingly, only the harlequin doll looks directly at the viewer, while the girls stare 

vacantly into space.  The empty look of the girls in Boring Dolls, which is mimicked by 

the harlequin doll in the background, therefore, conveys Mammen’s understanding of the 

New Woman and her relationship with fashion and consumer culture to be a complex 

one.  The portrayal of the neue Frau in Boring Dolls suggests the weight of Mammen’s 

complicated relationship with the neue Frau and conveys the depth of her work more 

generally.   

The Display Window 

 As has already been established, the neue Frau was consistently tied to 

consumerism during the Weimar era.  The rise of the department store at the turn of the 

century made the display window a powerful form of street advertising.  In many ways, 

the display window was inescapable since any pedestrian on the street would be barraged 

with the colorful and creative display of fashionable goods.  In her works, Display 

Window I and Display Window II (1931; Figs. 29 and 30), Jeanne Mammen shows two 

women on the street in front of display windows.  In Display Window II, the woman 

stands with her back to the viewer gazing into the window.  The items on the mannequins 

in the window are very fashionable women’s clothing with their price-tags showing.  The 

novelty of fashion and the consumer good has transfixed the woman on the street.  

Seemingly to the disappointment of the woman in Display Window II, gazing at the 

fashionable goods in the window, a constant of fashion is that the “new” springs eternal, 

changing if only slightly in every incarnation.  According to Walter Benjamin, who 

focused of the aestheticization of the street in several books and essays, including but not 

limited to his unfinished posthumously published work on Paris, The Arcades Project, the 
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dialectic of commodity production depends on “the newness of the product” acquiring 

“(as a stimulus to demand) a hitherto unheard-of significance.”
150

  Benjamin wrote, 

“Fashion is the eternal recurrence of the new.”
151

 Much in this way, the woman gazing 

into the display window in Mammen’s Display Window II seems to be astutely aware of 

this painful fact: to be fashionable, one must be (and therefore have the means to be) in 

constant contact with the “new,” which by the very nature of fashion and commodity 

culture must be constantly evolving to make way for the “newest.” 

 In Display Window I, Mammen depicts a woman walking in front of the display 

window.  Seemingly unaware of the display window, she hurries off to her destination.  

She herself appears more affluent and fashionable than the woman in Display Window II, 

wearing a fur coat and stylish hat, clearly able to keep up with changing styles.  The 

clothing she wears is remarkably similar to the clothes the mannequins wear in Display 

Window II.  It is significant that the window behind her does not appear to be decorated.  

The mannequins appear unadorned and the hat stand behind them is noticeably without a 

hat.  The woman herself, with all of her fashionable accoutrements, is presented as the 

ultimate consumer of the new.  The empty display window waits for the next new things 

that fashion requires. 

The rise of the department store during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, and particularly the opening of the Kaufhaus des Westens (KaDeWe) in Berlin 

in 1907, only added to the importance of the window display in terms of attracting 

customers and creating a new sort of aestheticization of the street.  As Benjamin wrote: 

The crowd is the veil through which the familiar city lures the flaneur like a 

phantasmagoria.  In it the city is now a landscape, now a room.  Both, then, 
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constitute the department store that puts even flanerie to use for commodity 

circulation.  The department store is the flaneur’s last practical joke.
152

 

 

Here, Benjamin creates an image that likens the city to an interior space, adding to the 

sense that the display window aestheticizes the space of the street by stylizing consumer 

products and making them visible to the person on the street.  In this way, commodity 

culture becomes inescapable since anyone on the street, regardless of social or financial 

status, is bombarded with its imagery.   

Through this new aestheticization of exteriors, it can be said that there can be 

such a thing as a flanerie for the masses.
153

  Janet Ward wrote, “…goods offer themselves 

as artworks not just for sale but also for use in people’s fantasies, in the production of a 

lifestyle.”
154

  Clearly, the window displays in these works function as a representation of 

such a lifestyle.  To the woman in Display Window II, the fashionable clothing in the 

window marks a lifestyle that she very much desires, perhaps even fantasizes about 

having, but in reality cannot attain.  The price tags reinforce the high price of 

fashionability.  The woman in Display Window I is herself a depiction of this desired 

lifestyle, a fact emphasized by the unadorned window behind her.    

 It is clear in Jeanne Mammen’s Display Window I and II that the display window 

constituted a large part of the modern urban experience, whether the subject in the work 

seemingly ignores the display or is transfixed by it.  However, it seems significant that 

the woman who ignores the display window is shown as extremely fashionable and wears 

expensive clothing, while the woman who stops to stare at it is clearly less fashionable 
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and therefore probably less able financially to keep up with every current trend. As Janet 

Ward wrote in her study of Weimar Surfaces:  

For industrial modernity transformed human perception; the growth of capitalism 

has been predicated on creating at least the promise of a definitive self-

empowerment for the consumer, who simply has to consume in order to attain 

insight.
155

    

 

 The fashionable woman who is clearly able to consume such goods may be seen as 

already having such “insight,” while the other woman longs for it by gazing at the 

unattainable items.  However, the department store marks a site where all classes are 

invited to gaze and enter, effectively marking a “proletarization of commodity desire.”
156

  

Everyone was encouraged to buy and no one was out of the commodity’s reach, 

regardless of their financial ability to consume.  In this way, Janet Ward cites the 

historian William Leach’s discussion of the display “window’s simultaneous 

democratization of desire and dedemocratization of actual access to the commodities 

shown.”
157

  Ward goes on to say, “Only the very rich could afford to distance themselves 

from the excesses of display.”
158

  Interestingly, however, women were the main subjects 

on both sides of the glass, on the street as the consumer, in the window as mannequin, 

and in the store as sales assistant.
159

  This is certainly the case in Jeanne Mammen’s 

women window shopping and also her depictions of fashionable white-collar workers. 

 Works such as Boring Dolls and Display Window I and II show the variety of 

representations of the neue Frau during the Weimar and the complex issues they brought 

about concerning mass culture, consumerism, and the changing aesthetics of the Weimar 
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city street.  The identities of the New Woman were numerous, signifying many things 

simultaneously; she was a powerful consumer demographic, a white-collar worker, a 

revue dancer, the embodiment of women’s liberation and a symbol of modern urban 

experience.  She was also intimately intertwined with contemporary theorist’s conception 

of mass/low culture.  Furthermore, she was often perceived as threatening to disturb the 

“natural” order of things.  Her stylish Herrenschnitt and trousers were sometimes used to 

malign the neue Frau as the ultimate subversion of traditional German values and the 

patriarchy itself, often in the form of the lesbian.  However, in the work of Jeanne 

Mammen, the figure of the lesbian becomes a powerful trope, undermining notions of a 

fixed identity or unified representation of the neue Frau.    

Lesbianism and Performative Acts of Gender  

 Mammen’s representations of lesbianism mark quite a different depiction of the 

subject.  Her depictions brought about questions of subjectivity and spectatorship that had 

typically been taken for granted.  Traditionally, depictions of lesbianism have been 

interpreted as a means to stimulate the spectator, which was always assumed to be 

gendered male.  Since there was no doubt who the images were constructed by and 

intended for, any subversive potential of the heterosexual order was nullified.
160

  When 

the lesbian can not be seen as an invention for masculine desire she becomes a dangerous 

form of sexual deviant.  Likewise, most scholarship from the early twentieth century 

identifies, and consequently oversimplifies, the lesbian relationship as having a masculine 

and feminine partner.
161

  In this sense, lesbianism was regarded simply as a deviation 

from, or rather, a poor copy of heterosexuality.  Though the lesbian couple contained two 
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people of the same biological sex, the couple nonetheless consisted of a “masculine” and 

“feminine” counterpart. 

In 1930, Mammen was commissioned to produce a series of lithographs based on 

the lesbian love poetry of The Songs of Bilitis by Pierre Louÿs.  These would be her last 

illustrations of the Weimar period completed between 1931 and 1932.
162

  Mammen 

completed seven of the twelve prints she had been commissioned to create.  She left the 

project unfinished when the Nazi Party came to power in 1933.   

The series of lithographs depicts lesbianism in a variety of scenarios using 

contemporary notions of the ‘Third Sex’ and urban spaces to develop a complex range of 

lesbian identity, rather than allow a single stereotype define the lesbian woman.
163

  

Mammen’s illustrations for The Songs of Bilitis reflect contemporary debates over 

lesbianism and female sexuality.  For example, some of the lithographs referred to the 

butch/femme lesbian stereotype, which was a prevalent theory of sexologists in the 

1920’s.  The works did not, however, let any single characterization of lesbianism 

dominate their imagery.   

Each lithograph from the Bilitis series is set in an original space and focuses on a 

changing cast of women characters and their relationships with each other.  Five of the 

lithographs center on the relationship between two female figures who either dress each 

other, embrace, or argue passionately.  The other two lithographs show multiple figures 

and their interactions in a lesbian bar or brothel.  That the seven lithographs all depict 

different characters shows their power as autonomous representations of lesbian women.  

There is no fixed lesbian identity and therefore, no single definition of lesbianism.    
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The work In the Morning from the Bilitis series (Fig. 31) shows two women in a 

tender sexual situation.  The women share an intimate embrace; however their backs are 

toward the viewer.  Due to their positioning, the viewer is not in the privileged position of 

a voyeur and, therefore, can not gain any sexual stimulation from the image of the nude 

lesbian couple.  Female sexuality is refused to the viewer and shown as a private and 

intimate affair, intended only for the women themselves.  In this work, Mammen depicts 

female sexuality as active and natural in its own right, rather than simply a form of sexual 

deviance.  Mammen’s lithographs for the Bilitis series break away from the dominant 

masculine depiction of the lesbian as ‘other’ or as only serving to stimulate the masculine 

viewer.   

Similar works by Mammen that show the lesbian couple in intimate scenarios, are 

Two Girls and Girlfriends (Figs. 32 and 33).   The women in Two Girls are shown in a 

very similar pose as in In the Morning, both turning their nude bodies away form the 

viewer and toward the other woman.  The women in this work, as opposed to In the 

Morning, are shown with the ultra fashionable Bubikopf style hair.   Furthermore, the 

background space is this work is less developed.  Here, Mammen focuses only on the 

couple themselves, rather than including the decorative furnishings of the bedroom.  

Only in Girlfriends is the nude female body accessible to the viewer.  However, it 

does not function to arouse the viewer, since it seems the main function of the work is to 

show the close relationship between the women.  The two are locked in a close embrace.  

The woman standing in front turns her face toward the other woman, whose face is 

completely obscured.  
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Images from The Songs of Bilitis series and the individual works discussed above 

provide a glimpse into the powerful and influential lesbian subculture of the early 

twentieth century.  Contemporary debates over the neue Frau, mass media, fashion, 

gender and sexuality helped to affirm the legitimacy of a group that had been a 

considerable force in Germany’s Weimar Republic.  Through many social forums lesbian 

identity had come to be discussed in terms other than that of patriarchical institutions of 

the period, helping to reclaim female sexuality from modernist male physicians and 

lawyers.
164

  Artists like Jeanne Mammen provided images of femininity for popular 

consumption that were outside of dominant, heterosexual modes of representation.   

In 1928, Mammen created the watercolor Masked Ball (also referred to as She 

Represents; Fig 34).  The work provides a glimpse into the women only-balls frequently 

held in the contemporary lesbian club scene.  Masked Ball explores a variety of 

performative masquerades that women in the lesbian club scene were exploring in order 

to define issues of female sexual identity in their own terms.
165

  As Judith Butler wrote: 

…Gender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various 

acts proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time – an identity 

instituted through a stylized repetition of acts…If the ground of gender identity is 

the stylized repetition of acts through time, and not a seemingly seamless identity, 

then the possibilities of gender transformation are to be found in the arbitrary 

relation between acts, in the possibility of a different sort of repeating, in the 

breaking or subversive repetition of that style.
166

 

 

Many of Mammen’s works, including Masked Ball, dealt with issues befitting such a 

postmodern analysis of gender, though they were produced some 50 years before many 

groundbreaking studies that questioned the “naturalness” of gender and sexuality and 
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posited them as subject to “the contingencies of culture and history, more something 

constructed in and variable across society and through history.”
167

  Mammen’s works 

show her sensitivity to women’s ability to take on malleable non-traditional gendered 

personas.  In this way, Mammen’s works often show gender and sexuality as multiple and 

variable, which are not forced into alignment with oversimplified polarities, such as 

heterosexual/homosexual, masculine/feminine, or traditional philosophical dichotomies 

like mind/body, good/bad, etc..  

The central figure in Masked Ball stands legs open and arms on her hips while 

smoking a cigarette.  The woman is wearing masculine inspired clothing; black pants, a 

form fitting vest, cuffs, and a top hat.  She is clearly performing a version of masculinity 

for the viewer.  The woman behind her appears extremely feminine in a ruffled dress.  

The women dancing in the background, though not entirely in focus, appear extremely 

fashionable.  The woman on the left hand side of the work, whose head is obscured by 

the edge of the paper, even reaches her arm around the woman in the central foreground, 

placing her hand in her trouser pocket.  

The environment clearly suggests that this would be a safe place for women to try 

on different personas.  Such performances of gender and identity allow women to act out 

alternative identities without fixing them or making them permanent.  They are able to 

represent the self’ any way they choose.  As Friedrich Nietzsche might say, these women 

are giving “style” to their character.
168

  Mammen’s works such as Masked Ball and 
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Transvestintenlokal (1928; Fig. 35) point out the “…instability and indeterminacy of all 

gender identity, such that even ‘normal’ heterosexuality itself might be seen as a kind of 

panicked closure imposed on a variable, contingent, and multiple sexuality whose 

mobility and potentiality is signaled by the worlds of possibility opened up by gays and 

lesbians.”
169

  Mammen’s works show the variable nature of identity, while not simply 

fixing the figures’ identities as lesbian.  Instead, they are shown enjoying the lively and 

engaging scene, one where they would be able to “try on” numerous and varied identities 

if they chose to do so. 

I do, however, have hesitation about the word “performative” since it would seem 

to imply that there is a starting and ending point to this performance of identity and that 

therefore something else must be behind (or exist prior to) this performed identity.  

Without going into repetition and recapitulation of Butler’s theory, her work attempts to 

get beyond what I would consider its main drawback by asserting that instead of 

something existing prior to a “performance,” there is only a “sedimentation” of 

performances over time, in both an individual and historical sense.  Following from the 

phenomenological works of Merleau-Ponty and his notion of the body as “an historical 

idea rather than a natural species,” and Simon de Beauvoir’s conception of woman as “an 

historical situation rather than natural fact,” Butler builds on theories that understand the 

body to be “an active process of embodying certain cultural and historical 

possibilities.”
170

  For Butler, the “act” is what constitutes meaning and is also the 
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mechanism through which meaning is “performed or enacted.”
171

  In this way, Butler 

sees the body as a “continual and incessant materializing of possibilities.”
172

  Butler 

writes: 

One is not simply a body, but, in some very key sense, one does one’s body, and 

indeed, one does one’s body differently from one’s contemporaries and from 

one’s embodied predecessors and successors as well…The body becomes its 

gender through a series of acts which are renewed, revised and consolidated 

through time…One might try to reconceive the gendered body as the legacy of 

sedimented acts rather than a predetermined or foreclosed structure, essence or 

fact, whether natural, cultural, or linguistic.
173

 

 

In this way, rigid gender constructions can be conceived of as a result of this 

“sedimentation,” which over time has produced the appearance of their “naturalness.”  

Perhaps to avoid any confusion over the term performance, Butler also describes gender 

as enacted.  Thus the appearance of a unified identity is the result of constant “doing” 

over time, but this “doing” is in no way bound to prior acts/enactings/performances, etc..  

And furthermore, following Foucault, various individual acts, on very a large scale, 

produce, maintain, and control dominant modes and systems.  

Butler’s theory, then, can be understood as having serious ramifications for many 

disciplines, art history among them.  The works of Jeanne Mammen presented in this 

chapter seem a visual expression of the possibilities inherent in a fluid conception of 

identity and the power given to the subject therein.  Conceiving of gender as an ongoing 

(and never ending) series of acts enables one to think of sexual difference (not to be 

confused with biological difference) as something that is not fixed or predetermined.  

Subjecthood becomes a series of ritual acts/performances so that no identity is ever 

complete or ‘natural,’ but always capable of change.   Sexual identities in our society (i.e. 
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heterosexual woman) are created and reinforced through an intricate and complex web of 

appearance, language, and dominant cultural attitudes, which convey a set of established 

normative (and therefore, naturalized) behaviors.   However, in Butler’s work lies 

empowering potential: 

Gender is not passively scripted on the body, and neither is it determined by 

nature, language, the symbolic, or the overwhelming history of patriarchy.  

Gender is what is put on, invariably, under constraint, daily and incessantly, with 

anxiety and pleasure, but if this continuous act is mistaken for a natural or 

linguistic given, power is relinquished…
174

 

 

In this way, there can never be a natural, normal, stable, or dominant gender identity.   

Mammen’s works depicting lesbian subculture throw notions of a stable gender and 

sexuality into flux and create a world where there is no ‘natural’ norm or model, only 

performances/acts.
175

 That the women in Masked Ball and Transvestintenlokal mimic 

traditional gender roles suggests Mammen’s awareness and sensitivity to these masculine 

and feminine roles as being socially constructed models.  The variety of situations and 

settings in Mammen’s work that deals with lesbianism is a testament to her understanding 

of women’s identity as being individual in nature, constantly shifting, and not to be 

defined as a static entity or simple stereotype.   

Butler’s conception of identity as non-fixed and as a process of sedimentation 

over time is significant to the conception of the neue Frau more generally.  The works in 

this chapter show that there was no monolithic identity of the New Woman.  The neue 

Frau was an icon of the time that signified in multiple and complex ways.  She acted 

individually, but also in mass as a type created by contemporary media.  Through a 

“sedimentation” of sorts, her identity was constructed at the time and has been 

                                                 
174
 Ibid., 910. 

175
 Meskimmon, We Weren’t Modern Enough, 218. 



 73 

constructed historically ever since.  Jeanne Mammen’s work during the Weimar period 

clearly conceived of the trope of the neue Frau as varied and presented it as such.  

Though Mammen did not always depict the New Woman as positive and liberating, the 

artist could clearly see the vast potential inherent in the figure.  Herself a producer and 

consumer of the iconography of the neue Frau through what might have been considered 

mass cultural forms, Mammen conveys the complexity of contemporary women’s lives.  

Each woman possessed the individual potential for acting/performing/doing (or not doing 

at all) the New Woman however she saw fit.  These individual acts, then, contributed to 

the historical “sedimentation” of the figure over time.  The neue Frau, as we commonly 

conceive of her now, has become one of the richest and most celebrated icons of the 

twentieth century.  However, as has been shown throughout this chapter, any such icon is 

inevitably more complex and variable than the retrospective historical construction of it 

might suggest.  
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Conclusion 

 
 In this thesis, I hope to have shown a range of representations on subjects 

concerning women’s experience of urban modernity during the Weimar era by 

contemporary women artists.  In doing so, my goal has been to emphasize the diversity of 

that experience and the multitude of possibilities within each subject or trope.  The 

business of representation is a difficult one and I hope the complexity with which these 

artists depicted their subjects has made for a rich and diverse study. 

 As much as there was no monolithic identity or universally held conception of 

contemporary nightlife, working women, or the neue Frau, there is no unified vision of 

these subjects in the works of these women artists.  Often our understanding of a 

historically situated subject is simply a construction built up over time in order to make 

history seem neat and tidy, as if there is a unified narrative to be had or a single story to 

be told.  I hope to have shown that these works push against such an historical 

conception.  Through individually lived experiences, these artists took in the complexity 

of contemporary culture, where women’s roles were constantly shifting and individually 

enacted.    

During the Weimar Republic, women were a new demographic of consumers and 

workers, but they were often perceived of as mindless consumers or accused of 

compounding the problem of unemployment for men.  There were new opportunities for 

women to take in the views of the city at night, but there also remained a strong suspicion 

about single women walking the streets alone.  The women artists presented 
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here not only depicted these complexities and contradictions in their works, but also lived 

them in their everyday lives.  The complex nature of modern metropolitan life comes 

across clearly in their work, with their depictions being as diverse and multiple as the 

Weimar urban experience itself.   

The depictions of contemporary women by contemporary women artists in this 

thesis exist in a range from critique to celebratory to documentary, but never present a 

single unified vision of a subject.  It is perhaps this that draws me most to these artists, 

since they present contemporary subject matter in ways which challenge many popular 

conceptions about women in the Weimar Republic.  The works presented here help to 

disrupt our retrospectively constructed unified view of the twentieth century’s historical 

narrative and allow for history to be reconceived as individual acts/experiences 

sedimented over time.  Clearly, it is these individual acts/experiences that hold the 

potential to subvert any dominant mode or system.  The works in this thesis function 

much in the same way, each acting independently to disrupt any possibility for the 

experiences of women in the Weimar to be understood as a unified historical whole, 

rather than individually lived and multiple in nature.    
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Fig. 1.  The Tiller Girls. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2.  Jeanne Mammen, Revue Girls, c. 1929.  Oil on canvas, Berlinische Galerie, 

Berlin. 
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Fig. 3. Karl Hofer, Tiller Girls, c. 1923. 
 

 

 

 

 
Fig.  4. Jeanne Mammen. Girls Backstage, 1928.  Watercolor on paper, 33.5 x 25.5 cm.  

Jeanne Mammen Gesellschaft, Berlin. 
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Fig. 5.  Josephine Baker, photographed by Walery.  Das Magazin 38:4 (October 1927). 

 

 
 

Fig. 6.  Lou Albert-Lasard, Josephine Baker.  Oil on canvas, 67 x 93 cm. 
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Fig. 7.  Jeanne Mammen. Vasleska Gert, c. 1929. Oil on canvas, 60 x 44 cm.  

 

  

Fig. 8. Valeska Gert. 1920’s. Photo from Spiegel Online archives.  
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Fig. 9.  Jeanne Mammen., Valeska Gert, 1929.  Pen on paper, 26 x 16 cm.  

 

  
Fig. 10.  Jeanne Mammen, Rosa Valetti, c. 1929. Ink on Paper, 22.5 x 16.5 cm. 
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Fig. 11.   Elsa Dingkuhn, Dancers in Hall, 1929. Oil on canvas. 
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Fig 12.  Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler.  Hippodrom, 1930.  Pencil and Ink,  
38,8 x 36,0 cm. Altonaer Museum in Hamburg, Norddeutsche 
Landesmuseum.  
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Fig. 13. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler. Das Vernügen von St. Pauli, 1930. Pastel on paper, 
64,5 x 49,9 cm. 
 



  84 

 
Fig 14. Jeanne Mammen. Café Nollendorf,  c. 1931. Watercolor on paper, 47 x 34 cm. 
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Fig. 15.  Jeanne Mammen. She has very Beautiful Hands, c. 1932. Watercolor on paper, 

28.7 x 26.1 cm. 
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Fig. 16. Jeanne Mammen, Before the Gate, Behind the Gate, c. 1930.  Watercolor on 

paper. 

 
Fig. 17. Jeanne Mammen, Prostitutes, c. 1930.  Lithograph, 46.5 x 35 cm. 
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Fig. 18.  Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Lissy, 1931.  Watercolor on paper. 
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Fig. 19. Elfriede Lohse-Wächtler, Herbertstraße, 1930. Watercolor on paper, 57.5 x 50.9 
cm.  
 

 
Fig. 20. Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn, Evening in St. Pauli, 1934. Oil on canvas. 
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Fig. 21. Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn, Große Freiheit in St. Pauli, 1920. Oil on 

canvas. 
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Fig. 22. Jeanne Mammen, Prostitute on a Green Couch (The Garconne), 1931.  

Watercolor on paper, 32 x 35 cm.   
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Fig. 23. Hanna Nagel, The Imperfect Marriage, 1928. 

 

 
Fig. 24. Elsa Haensgen-Dingkuhn, Self-Portrait with Son in Studio, 1928. Oil on canvas. 
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Fig. 25. Lohse-Wächtler, Self-Portrait with Wild Hair, 1931. 
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Fig. 26. Grethe Jürgens, The Drawing Table from Das Atelier, 1943.  Lithograph. 

 

 
Fig. 27.  Grethe Jürgens, The Den from Das Atelier, 1943.  Lithograph. 
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Fig. 28. Jeanne Mammen. Boring Dolls, 1927-30. Watercolor on paper, 38.7 x 28.5 cm.  

Marvin and Janet Fishman Collection, Milwaukee, WI. 
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Fig. 29.  Jeanne Mammen.  Display Window I. 1931. 

 

Fig. 30.  Jeanne Mammen. Display Window I1. 1931. 
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Figure 31.  Jeanne Mammen. In the Morning from the Bilitis Series. 1930. Lithograph. 
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Fig. 32.  Two Girls, Jeanne Mammen, c. 1930.  Pencil on paper, 62x47 cm.  Jeanne 

Mammen Gesellschaft, Berlin.   

 

 

 
Fig. 33. Jeanne Mammen, Girlfriends, 1930-32.  Pastel on paper. 
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Fig. 34. Jeanne Mammen, Masked Ball (She Represents), c. 1928.  Watercolor on paper, 

42 x 30.4 cm.  
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Fig. 35. Jeanne Mammen, Transvestintenlokal, c. 1931.  Watercolor on paper, 29.5 x 58 

cm. 
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