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reversed for this period with the question being “Why were t_her‘c:
so many great women photographers in the twenties and thirties?
In introducing the work of some of these photographers, and in
order to explain this phenomenon, numerous and contradictory
factors have to be considered. Generally speaking, one could argue
that photography provided access to a technical and scientific
apparatus of image production that displaced, once and for all, the
exclusionist patriarchal rule that had declared exceptional manual
skill, if not virtuosity, to be the single valid criterion of art. Photog-
raphy—the techno-scientific reorganization of images—was
causally intertwined with a general reformulation of the coneepls
of male sublimation that lay at the root of artistic identity. This is
evident, for example, in the paradigm shift occurring in the work
of Florence Henri (1893-1982) after she had taken courses with
ALé.szlé Moholy-Nagy at the Bauhaus in Dessau in 1927 (as well as
with Wassily Kandinsky and Paul Klee).
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1+ Germaine Krull, Self-Partrait with lkarette, 1925
Sivar-gelatin print, 20.x 15.1 (7% x B)

Versuchsanstalt fiir Photographie), founded in Munich in 1900,
whichadmitted women as of 1905; Krull, for example, studied with
the American Pictorialist Frank Eugene Smith, who taught at
lhE.MuniCh Institute from 1907 to 1913. Nevertheless, it was not
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2 « Lotte Jacobi, Self-Portrait, Berlin, c. 1930

Silver print, 32.1 x 25,1 (1

who went on to find considerable professional recognition, such as
Ellen Auerbach (born 1906), Grete Stern (1904-99), Elsa Franke
(1910-1981) and Irena Blithova (born 1904) (not to mention those
who—like Henri—had studied with Moholy-Nagy).
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the thirties worked through its most profound contradictions, These
ranged from the iterative production and distribution of images of
thestar, the new public persona whose function it was to compensate
for the loss of subjective experience in the masses, to the con templa-
tion of the precarious status—if not the final demise—of the
representation of the bourgeois subject. The photograph’s essential
dualityas both an exact indexical record and an artificial simulacrum
(its most extreme form being the montage of photographs) lent itself
to bath the ideology of a physiognomically anchored identity and to
the conception of subjectivity as pure construction.

At one extreme we find Erna Lendvai-Dircksen (188 3—-1962).
Admitted as one of the first women members of the German Guild
('[Ph°1ogfﬂphersill 1924, she ran one of the most successful portrait
studios in Berlin. Lendvai-Dircksen claimed that a subject’s identity
Wasgrounded in ethnicity and race, homeland and religion, and that
therefore the portrait could best map that identity by tracing the
Ph-"*mEnUm)' of the sitter as accu rately as only photography would
allow. In her lecture in 1933, “On German Photography,” she
Polemicized against the “internationalist dissolution of the photo
I“”!’h by New Objectivity” and promised that her project would
":}‘lt;‘;‘l1:1|:'c{.?grn1an ax‘1d [.hc (.QL'I'IH.I?‘II.( pcn‘p!r'\ faces” and would

; nner ob]ig;lllun lo participate in the restoration of the
;]::i‘:':ﬁ r1{']e-rm.‘1n physiognomy.” ._\.:: surprisingly, Lendvai-
Otanly became an ardent fascist herself in 1933, but her
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aco| Jicn 17 -
acobi, Annelise Kretschmer (1903—87 ), and in Helmar Lerski's

(1871-1956) project Kiipfe des Alltags (Everyday Heads), published in
1931. In 1932 Freund had still been attempting to construct the image
of the new proletarian and collective subject in her photographs of
mass demonstrations [4] and Jacobi had produced portraits of the
Communist candidate Ernst Thilmann for the cover of AIZin 4 des-
perateattempt to prevent the Nazi Party from coming to power in the
fatal elections of 1933. In these images—as in the photographs by

4 Aleksandr Rodchenko and the Soviet avant-garde photographers
\V:ll'kll]g at that time—the subject is anonymous, and ostentatiously
presented as constructed by class, social relations, and professional
identities. In some of the most radical work of the time, the subject is
constituted in the process of labor itself, as in the extraordinary series
of images of street workers, taken by Ella Bergmann-Michel between
1928 and 1932 from a bird’s-eye view, in which the ground of labor
(the grid of cubic basalt blocks making up a street) and the laboring
figure itself are fused in an inseparable unity.

We find, however, a third model of Weimar portrait photogra

phy in the extraordinary portraits that Krull and Freund produced
in the late twenties in Germany and when exiled in France in the
thirties, and in particular in the work of Jacobi, one of the greates
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Freund had been a member of the Communist Student Organi-
Jation at the University of Frankfurt, where she had been working
on her doctoral dissertation under the tutelage of Karl Mannheim,
Norbert Elias, and Theodor Adorno. Forced to emigrate to Paris in
1933, she saved her manuscript and subsequently completed it at
the Sorbonne in Paris in 1936, where it was published in 1937 as the
first social history of photography under the title La Photographie
en France au XIXéme Siécle.

Jacobi emigrated to New York in 1935, While stark chiaroscuro
had been a hallmark of her portraits throughout the twenties,
signifying dramatic specular modernity with its attributes of the-
atricality, fashion, and film (such as the portrait of the actor Francis
Lederer or Russian Dancer in 1929), it acquired a distinctly melan-
cholic dimension after her arrival in the United States. Jacobi’s
portraits recorded the danger of the historical moment and the
tragic experiences of her sitters (the portraits of Erich Reiss, Karen
Horney, am‘f Max Reinhardt, for example) who found themselves
not DI“II?’ biographically and professionally suspended in the
B ol mesal it
culture to that of the culture indy t.rf;ems F:uble: spl;gre of Weimar
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5« Lotte Jacobi, Portrait of Lotte Lenya Weill,
Silver print, 27.6x 35.6 (10% % 14)
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