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WHERE ARE THE WOMEN ARTISTS
An Attempt o Explain the Disappearance of a Generation of East German
Women Artists

Hildtrud Ebert

They can no longer be captured by statistics. Their names cannot be found on the
lists of members of the academies, and one searches for them in vain among the
recently appointed professors at East German art academies. They have not been
awarded any prizes, and press interest in their works is limited. Apparently, not
a single one of them has anything substantial to contribute to the history of “im-
ages of Germany.”" The institutions within today’s art world scarcely take notice
of the women artists who studied at the art schools of the German Democratic
Republic (GDR) and were already established professionally when the Berlin Wall
came down.” Although women were represented only marginally at the represen-
tative and influential levels of the cultural apparatus, within the limited struc-
tures of the art world, women artists could count on an interested audience.

In that respect, women artists had to put up with radical changes in their
living and working conditions after the fall of the Wall: their hopes for recogni-
tion as artists were often dashed, and the loss of public esteem redoubled its
effect as a market factor.

This lack of response is sobering, particularly in relation to expectations held
by women artists immediately after the collapse of the GDR of an ideology-
free space for art production. Its dimensions had been “measured” in countless
enterprises, exhibitions, workshops, and panel discussions. What woman does
not remember the many projects women from the East and the West conceived
and implemented together? For one historical moment, it flared up: women’s
sense of a we. For women from the East, this offered an emotional space pro-
tected against the hardships of the processes of transformation. Women from
the West who had experience with gender issues hoped for reinforcement for
long-term feminist strategies. Long before the GDR met its political end, femi-
nists and women scholars and curators from West Berlin had shown an interest
in the working and living conditions of women in East Germany and had initi-
ated cross-border exchanges.

For example, the art historians Gabriele Horn and Beatrice Stammer had
recognized, years before their Ausserhalb von Mittendrin (Outside of the Center)
exhibition project became reality, the urgent necessity of “posing our West-
€rn women'’s question to our Eastern sisters.”* In 1991, they launched the first
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1 Eckhart Gillen, ed., Deutschlandbilder: Kunst aus einem geteilten Land, exh. cat. 47th Berliner Festwochen
(Cologne: DuMont, 1997); translated as German Art from Beckmann to Richter: Images of a Divided Country
(Cologne: DuMont, 1997); the curators of the exhibition were Eckhart Gillen and Rudolf Zwirner.

When [ speak of East German women artists hereafter, 1 am referring to this group and generation.

3 Ausserhalb yon Mittendrin, exh. cat. (Berlin: Neue Gesellschaft far Bildende Kunst, 1991), p-6-
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The differences were inevitable. Colliding in these meetings of “sisters” Were
two models for socialization that had produced different patterns of menta]
behavior.

In the authoritarian state of the GDR, the scope for individual approaches to
life was famously restricted and subject to political control. In order to resist
and escape the repressive norms of public life, groups and individuals developed
specific strategies for coping with everyday life. Like-minded people depended
on one another and together mobilized their psychological defenses against the
ideological impositions of the “socialist community.”

In this closed society, it continued to be risky for women to question the
consensus of the sexes much less to reject it, thereby neutralizing the compen-
satory function of informal circles. For that reason, the rules of male society
inscribed in culture’s deep structures were never seriously threatened. These
rules also determined life in artists’ groups and the alternative scene of the
1980s, which emphatically sought to be nonconformist and avant-garde. Those
who established singular reputations here were primarily men who knew how
to make the creative ferment work for them. Women artists scarcely presented
a challenge to male competition with their pronounced subjectivity, much less
stylized themselves as central figures of the scene.

In the general retreat to the private, it was not so much their artistic compe-
tencies that were called for as their social ones, with which they gave aesthetic
‘circles the flair of familial biotopes. Men appreciated their artist-wives for their
collegial participation [and] clever adaptation”* and dominated all areas of art
with their usual matter-of-factness.

Wh?reas the hegemonic male self-image in the GDR was never politically
suspicious, it would be absurd to assume that within the discourse on power
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gtructures without taking exis‘tent.ial risks. Only the end of the GDR “exposed
the false stereotypes of _emancxpatlon. With devastating sincerity and unerring
double dealing, staggering between recognition and sublime utility, women as
dissenters were always those cheated in the network of positions and functions,
They were not, however, excluded.”* For many of them, after the fal] of the Wall,
the fragile construction of self-protection and renunciation broke down, and
now, in the struggles for position in the new era, they lacked the techniques that
men had traditionally mastered: the rituals of self-promotion and sovereignty
in articulating their own interests.

“Planning and pursuing a career in a goal-oriented way was completely for-
eign to us.” ® For women artists and academics from West Germany, by contrast,
planning a career was taken for granted and an established aspect of planning
their lives. They managed to define their ambitions and push them through in
decades-long struggle against male resistance and social conventions. In their
encounters with professional women from the West, women artists from the
GDR experienced the mirror image, as it were, of their mental barriers against
aggressive strategies of self-promotion and marketing. The energetic step from
having a part to taking a part, which the battle-hardened West German women
saw as a matter of course, was mastered immediately by only a few East Ger-
man women. ,

Differences in mentality were not the only reason many women withdrew
from joint projects after showing an initial commitment to them. No less frus-
trating was the rejection of their art, especially when it came from groups of
women from whom the artists expected a quasi-“natural” responsibility to in-
tegrate them into the art world of the West. One could not help but notice
that jurors of Berlin's Program for Women Artists kept their distance from the
aesthetic offerings of many female visual artists from the eastern part of the
city. The interdisciplinary and (initially) financially lucrative program to sup-
port artistic activities of women that had been initiated by the Berlin Senator
for Cultural Affairs in 1992 had set itself the ambitious goal of “breaking down
gender-specific boundaries in the area of art and culture.”” This was explicitly
based on premises concerning content and aesthetics that took up feminist cri-
tiques of “values and norms deeply rooted in patriarchal structures in the his-
tory of occidental art and culture.”®

Apparently, female members of the advisory boards found that artistic cri-
tique of these values and norms was lacking in the approaches of women artists

from East Germany,’ since the artists from East Berlin on a list of the women
Ty

5 Ibid, p.12,

6 Recollection of Wanda [Claudia Reichardt], a curator in East Germany in the 1980s, quoted in Petra Jacoby, “Und

dritben wandelt ungetriibt die Phantasie: Bildwelten in Dresden” [And Over There the Imagination Wanders
Unimpeded: Visual Worlds in Dresden), Asthetik und Kommunikation, no.105 (June 1999), p- 64.

Senator Ulrich Roloff-Momin, foreword to Berliner Kiinstlerinnenprogramm: Ergebnisse, 1992-1994; Protokoll
der Tagung vom 5. November 1994 [Berlin’s Program for Women Artists: Results, 1992-1994; Minutes of the

g :\;eeting on November 5, 1994] (Berlin: Senatsverwaltung fiir Kulturelle Angelegenheiten, 1995), p. 7.
id,, p.o.

On the advisory boards with changing members, women scholars and artists from all fields and from both the
East and the West were represented. In the late 1990s, interdisciplinary funding was abandoned in favor of a
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the Wall the full consequences and tragedy of a ghetto situation that had kept
the traditional ideal of the artist from eroding intellectually—an ideal that h;i-]
remained intact as a role model even in the studios of East German women
artists. It comes as 1o surprise, therefore, that they often responded to the chal-
lenges of a plural art world in the West with a rhetoric of loss and countered the
«eal eclecticism of the market culture”'* with non-material values, profundity
of thought, and quality as artistic premises——premises of an understanding of

a central category.
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Because modernism had
early 1950s, and a return to the classical heritage had been the policy on art,

artists saw themselves confronted with the dubious privilege of being “Men-
schenbildner” (portrayers of the human being) for a new era. Although they
gradually managed to loosen the ideological bonds and to wrest creative free-
dom from the cultural bureaucracy, the elevation of social rank was never seri-
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of “their creative autonomy in a refuge of their means, materials, and methods,
the cultivation of which attested to artistic competence.” > Awareness of the
deceptiveness of this interplay of self-affirmation and self-assertion gradually
disappeared with the loss of any cosmopolitan orientation and in the 19805
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12 Sebastian Kleinschmidt, “Kulturzeitschrift als Idee” [Cultural Journal as Idea), Sinn und Form, * he Art

13 Hildtrud Ebert, “Anmerkung zu Missverstindnissen im Kunstbetrieb” [Notes on Misundefstandings i
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even created room for a belief in emancipation from ideological context, which
fed on artistic prOVOCBtiOHS of the functionary caste. Given the notoriously dis-
trustful cultural functionaries, it did not take much to prophesy symbolically
the end of the social order by deliberately violating the rules of the doctrine
of realism or borrowing the forms of Western artistic strategies, from neo-
expressionist gestures to Happenings. Such challenges were politically explo-
sive, predictable, and easy to achieve, but they were not intellectual.

After the collapse of the GDR, nothing could cover up the fact that the au-
tonomy achieved in this way was a chimera within an ingenious ideological
mechanism of inclusion that had ultimately hindered a discursive self-deter-
mination of the arts in the social context. When GDR art lost the legitimacy of
its “bonus,” many of those in the business of promoting the arts moved away
from it and made no secret of their lack of interest in an artistic immanence
that despite all individual styles had led to a homogenizing aesthetic effect that
only now justified a special label.

More than their male colleagues, women artists came to sense that the insti-
tutions of art were ignoring them. One could no longer speak of the old consen-
sus of the sexes when the men were recalling their networks and privileges in
order to increase their worth as they entered the new era. Women artists now
paid the price for their scandalous but also tolerated exclusion from attractive
positions in the art institutions of the GDR. Artists who passed the Gauck test
were usually able to keep their professorships at the art academies of the East
even after their evaluation.” The commissions did not have to make decisions
about female professors. There were none.

Not a single chair in the fine arts at the three GDR art academies was held by
a woman in 1989—9o0. In their final vote in 1991, the members of the Academy of
the Arts (GDR) deprived their two token women, Gertrud Mohwald and Nuria
Quevedo, of coveted positions in the new Olympus. And it would be futile to
point out the significant disproportion between men and women in recent ex-
hibitions on “GDR art.”

Old boy connections survived even when “GDR art” was integrated (at least
in the media) into the international context of art. A glance at the index of art-
ists in the art journal Neue Bildende Kunst, which was published between 1991
and 1999, would lead one to believe that the overwhelming majority of GDR
artists were men, who, following the end of the GDR—posthumously, so to
speak—took up their place in the historical discourse."

But shouldn’t many women artists also reflect critically on their own biog-
raphies as artists in light of these developments? Does it not defy logic that

the Galerie Berlin, which upholds the tradition of East German painting, has
sy

%

“Gauck test” refers to an evaluation made of professors by a commission regarding their political-moral integrit)?
The evaluation was carried out by researching Stasi files (Joachim Gauck was Federal Commissioner for the Stasi
A.TChiVesl Having passed the test, further evaluation followed, e.g. by an expert commission to assess profes-
slonal competence,~Ed.

The successor to the journal Bildende Kunst, edited by art historians Michael Freitag and Matthias Fligge. The
names of more than forty GDR artists of various generations still working are listed in the index of names,
there are fewer than ten women artists.
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