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FROM OUTSTANDING WORKERS T0 SIRENS

Representations of Women in German Democratic Republic Painting

Angeli Sachs

pulling from the shelf the numerous books and exhibition catalogues on art
from or in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), one thing is striking: if one
does not consider nudes, she does not appear that often, the woman in social-
ism. Nudes seem to have been an oft-frequented free space, a pleasant theme for
the study of the body within the otherwise not so cheery daily life of socialism.
Yet since nudes have always constituted their own subject and provided this

kind of free space, they are of little help in our efforts to trace how women

were represented in GDR painting and to examine their role in society, which

we assume is reflected in painting.

This assertion should first be demonstrated with an example. The catalogue
Auftragskunst der DDR, 1949—1990 (Commissioned Art of the GDR, 1949-1990),
which accompanied an exhibition in the German Historical Museum in Berlin,
concludes with a portrait gallery of 71 examples of outstanding representatives
of the GDR and their historical role models, commissioned works executed as
paintings and sculptures.’ Only 15 of these portraits are of women: the work-
ers Irmgard Schneeweiss, Inge Eberlein, Erika Steinfithrer, and Ms. Bokalawski;
the nurse Edith Nachtweih; the FDGB" functionary Grete Groh-Kummerloh;
the politician Kithe Kern; the Olympic medal winners Gaby Seifert and Korne-
lia Endler; the actress Simone von Zglinicki; the choreographer Brigitte Hand-
schick; and the historical role models Kithe Kollwitz, Rosa Luxemburg, and
resistance fighters Greta Kuckhoff and Sophie Scholl. This selection is as much
or as little representative as any other, but it sheds light on the situation. Was
equality for women in East German society a mere fiction? Looking at the per-
centage of women in this portrait gallery, it would seem so, and this impres-
sion is confirmed by looking at art from the first decades. Granted, women are
frequently present in groups, brigades, and collectives, but rarely in prominent
positions, Often, they are more like decorative accessories that lend a festive
touch to the ceremony. A gathering of men and the women escorts providing
the seal of approval for male agreements, such as in Heinrich Witz’s Der neue
Anfang (The New Beginning, 1959). That is certainly an especially eye-catching
example, but Rudolf Bergander’s Hausfriedenskomitee (Neighbors’ Committee,
1952) also features two women who, despite being placed in prominent positions
to the right and left of center in the middle ground, are the most passive par-

ticipants in the group. And Bernhard Franke's Junge Intelligenz in der Chemie
b

! Elisabeth von Hagenow, “Portritgalerie” [Portrait Gallery], Auftragskunst der DDR, 19491990 (Commissioned
Art of the GDR, 1949-1990], ed. Monika Flacke (Munich: Klinckhardt & Biermann, 1995), pp-393-409.

"
FDGB: Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund (Eree German Trade Union Federation).—Ed.
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the man sitting in front, whose face is rendereq Fioy for
'ho has been equipped with the insignia of intellectualisp, . e.sub_
tly and Who s rather than in the somewhat naive-looking your; Palr of
glass-GS anddl')ap;il;ind him and optimistically looking into the futyre gCWonTan
Whotﬁ :t;:p el;fn ents he has evidently dreamed up. It is, therefore, n(;t ::iylr}g
:)1::; when Werner Tiibke’s prograrr?matic. o a'l f:ib e.iter klasse und fntellzgper,:
(The working Class and the Intelllger.ltma), paml ed in 1973 for the Universj;
of Leipzig, assigns to the women mainly the role o'f seductlv.ely sprawling or
dancing muses. Nevertheless, they can be seen reading, studying, and commy
nicating, and with a bit of effort we can even makfa out one female professor, byt
wherever there is research, “planning,” or “directing,” there are only men,

So let us take a look back. How did it really begin? The first famous womap,
of the early period of the history of East German art actually predates the Gpg
and became famous only later as one of the many victims of the formaljsy
debate: the mourning mother in Der Tod von Dresden (The Death of Dresden,
1945) by Wilhelm Lachnit. It seems almost like a religious work, a variation op
the theme of the Pieta, symbolically condensing the suffering and destruction
that befall that city. A woman, bent over, beside herself in mourning, hiding
her face in her left hand, sits in a reddish landscape of ruins of splintered wood,
Diagonally behind her and in 2 parallel position is a compassionate figure of
Death, a visual metaphor that was also used by other painters of this period,
such as Oskar Nerlinger. The only expression of hope that life will continue
is the child leaning over the woman’s knee and looking at the viewer.” Carl
Hofer's Frau in Ruinen (Woman among Ruins, 1945) has a similar motif. The
desperate figure of the woman seems to be growing out of the rubble or sink-
ing into it. She likewise holds her head in her hands in bewilderment, shading
her eyes with one hand and covering her mouth with the other—an expression
of the incomprehensible and indescribable. This painting can be understood
as an echo of Carl Hofer’s Mann in Ruinen (Man among Ruins, 1937), except
that it is no longer a “projection of the future but rather...an image of reality.”’
Women are also seen mourning in Max Lingner’s Zwei Kriege—zwei Witwen
(Two Wars—Two Widows, 1946): The consequence of two world wars in the
personal sphere. But the loss that these two women of two different generations
are forced to suffer is reduced to its essential expression to such an extent that
it is elevated to a universally valid level in which the victims are mythologized.
This reflects a strategy of socially engaged figurative painting, which in this cas¢
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employs mostly Christian iconology, in order to allow an understanding of the
greatness of the sacrifice and also its significance, which refers to resurrec-
tion and rebirth. The motif of the Pieta is also employed later in GDR painting.
Whereas in the paintings just mentioned, the victims are not physical present,
in Werner Tiibke's Chilenisches Requiem (Chilean Requiem, 1974), the mourn-
ing female figure bends over the prostrate, outstretched body of the naked
male victim who symbolizes the destruction of democracy and its advocates by
the military putsch in Chile. In Nuria Quevedo’s painting on the same theme,
Denn ich bin wie der gestiirzte Baum...(For I am like the fallen tree..., 1974—76),"
the mourning female figure, flanked by an older man, supports the naked male
victim on her knees.

But let us move from the symbol of the mourning mother to the figure of real
women in the 1940s. In viewing Wilhelm Lachnit’s Bildnis Frau Volwahsen
(Portrait of Ms. Volwahsen, 1946), although the fragile figure in dark clothing
may appear to be bent over slightly, her serious pensiveness makes her also
seem self-confident and self-determined. And is there not a small trace around
her mouth that suggests hope and more cheerfulness? That is also true of Kurt
Schiitze’s Junge Frau (Young Woman, 1948). She, too, is a clearly outlined char-
acter in dark clothes and nuanced colors; she, too, has a quiet expression of
sorrow, of seriousness and pensiveness, but at the same time a clear and self-
confident charisma. It will be a long time before we encounter such subtly char-
acterized women in GDR painting.

For now begins the great theme of the young GDR after its founding in 1949:
(re-)building. And this was meant to occur uniformly: not only in architecture,
but also in the fine arts. But before it could begin, the rubble of the war had to
be cleared away. Horst Schlossar’s painting Frauen beim Enttriimmern (Women
Removing Rubble, 1947) shows women hard at work at this difficult task; we
know that it conforms to the reality of the time. With its strongly typified fig-
ures, the picture stylistically anticipates a great deal from the next decade of
GDR painting. It is already indebted to the idea of the collective—from the I to
the we, or the individual for the community—also in terms of its subject mat-
ter. Because German history bore no model for a socialist society, the GDR had
to come up with a new one for its population, providing the people with cor-
responding role models and figures with which they could identify. In addition
to the personality cult around Marx, Engels, Lenin, and at that time, Stalin, in
this early phase of building up the young state, the key figure here was the hero
of labor, modeled above all on Hercules, the hero of strength and virtue. The
working class, now politically dominant, was meant to recognize itself in this

T s

4 The title is taken from two lines of a poem by the Spanish poet Miguel Herndndez (1910-1942), which also ap-
pear at the tope of the painting: “Porque soy como el 4rbol talado, que retono: porque atin tengo la vida” (For 1
am like the fallen tree that continues to sprout: for there is still life in me). Hernédndez was an important poet of
the Spanish Republic, and he was close to Pablo Neruda. He died in a prison hospital under Franco’s dictator-

ship.In his painting, Werner Tiibke was quoting Pablo Neruda (1904—1973), who was closely associated with
nd died in 1973, shortly after the outbreak of the putsch: “There is

Chile’s democratically elected government, a
no forgetting, ladies and gentlemen, and those mouths will continue to sing through my damaged mouth.”
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activity—qualities that at first

theless, the working heroine of thig period did exis
similar to the male protagonists,

Rudolf Bergander’s Maure ’
Apprentice, 1956) features a femal

in a semi-frontal view slightly fro
and determination. In order to 1

glance do not seem especially feminine. Never-

m below; she €Xpresses strength, seriousness,
einforce this,

she is in the process of rolling
up one of her sleeves, and our attention focuses on her strong hands and lower
arms. As a feminine attribute, she is wearing a headscarf rather than the flat cap
worn by men at the time, but in other respects she is prepared to stand beside
those men. This is also conveyed by the painting's title, which without the addi-
tion of a name makes one think Spontaneously of a man.* Equality as assimila-
tion—but is another concept possible in such professions? Kurt Querner’s Junge
Béuerin (Young Female Farmer) from the same year renders its seated subject
frontally, also slightly from below, Because her head is cut off by the upper edge
of the painting, her figure seems more compact and massive, reduced to physi-
cal strength. The stoic facial expression of this red-cheeked creature also sup-
ports this impression. These are no longer subtle portraits of female personali-
ties like those we saw from the second half of

the 1940s; instead, the type of the
worker and the farmer without personal qualities dominate.
That is also true of the group or brigade portrait, which evolved in close

connection with the portrait of the exemplary worker and in which the so-
cialist community and the princi

ple of collective work were mythologized.
The panel Meissener Keramik (Me

issen Ceramics, 1949) by Rudolf Bergander,
Walter Meinig,

and Franz Nolde shows an idyllic-looking work setting in one
of the showpiece factories of the former GDR. The women,

once again wearing
headscarves, look almost like shining lights amid the male

figures, nearly all of
whom are rendered in darker shades. It was, however, not n.

ew for women to be
working in porcelain factories. There is a long tradition of women as porcelain

painters. Here, where artistic talent was required more than physical strength,
the figures look less heavily built, but it is striking how schematic they are in
accordance with the portrayal of types. The figures in Brigade des Baggers 431
im VEB Braunkohlewerk Nachterstedt (Brigade of Excavator 431 of the State.-
owned Coal Mine in Nachterstedt, 1958) by Otto Schutzmeister were already
more subtly distinguished in their sameness. Three women and two men on the
way to work: the women in the middle and in front all wear the same clothes
and the same heavy shoes, and their headscarves have been replaced by more
neutral looking caps. Smokestacks in the background belch out productivity.
And what about the profession of excavator driver, of which every young boy
dreams at some point? What woman who dreams of equality could complain
about that? These women look serious, responsible, energetic, and determined,
but despite being rendered as types, and the resulting monotony, there are a few
more individual features and one flight into a lust for life. No wonder that this

painting made a positive impression at the Vierte Deutsche Kunstausstellung

ey
*

Because Maurerlehrling lacks a feminine ending.—Trans.






