On “Le(e.h.)rstuhl”. A Conversation between Women through Time and Space.

By Margherita Abbozzo

Margherita Abbozzo: Käthe Leichter is a multi-faceted and very interesting persona, whose work is quite contemporary in today’s political and historical context, even though her name is not as well-known as it should be. You have made her life and her ideas the starting point of a complex art project. What has inspired you to create this work? 

Cornelia Mittendorfer: Käthe Leichter (born in Vienna in 1895 and murdered in 1942 near the concentration camp in Ravensbrück for being a Jew), was a social scientist, a socialist politician and trade unionist. She headed the first Department of Women’s Issues at the Chamber of Labour in Vienna. Her sociological work is still fascinating but she has not yet received the recognition she deserves, neither on a political nor scientific level. Her work was dramatically interrupted by her imprisonment and then by her assassination. Her personality had many facets. My interdisciplinary approach deals especially with her scientific side and special networking qualities.

M.A.: How was this work of yours born?

C.M.: I had always known about her because of my work at the Vienna Chamber of Labour. A colleague gave me a present - a book of the proceedings of a symposium held on the occasion of the 60th anniversary of her death. When I was asked to participate in a celebration of the 100th anniversary of Women’s Day, I decided to create and realize a project in honour of Käthe Leichter.

M.A.: Are there any other and perhaps more personal factors, apart from the historical and sociological aspects of her work, that have touched you?

C.M.: Yes, there are. As a person, she seems to have been a very modern and courageous woman. She was very well-read and one of the very first women in Austria to hold a doctoral degree in political science, yet she was never as well known as she deserved to be. I think that her background – she came from a bourgeois, liberal, Jewish family – must have met with resistance in the socialist and union milieus, even inside the Chamber of Labour. Nowadays she is celebrated, maybe more for being a victim than for her work. She has almost been turned into a heroine by some. Who knows how she would have been treated had she survived? Here her story also touches me personally. My father prohibited me from studying (I wanted to study art) in order to prevent me from becoming “one of those women” who, like my mother (who died when I was four), answered back. I later studied (while working at the same time), and I chose to study something that would allow me to better defend myself and others. I studied law and it was only later that I became a visual artist. Without art, my life would not have been complete. My refusal to submit caused me to be excluded by my immediate family. Even in my family the consequences of the Holocaust have left a mark; my maternal grandfather was a Nazi and this, supposedly, caused great friction between him and my mother. I resemble my mother both in appearance and in temperament. Finally, I grew up near the former Nazi concentration camp Ebensee. All this has certainly shaped my sensitivity to this subject. So, all in all, the theme of not being given space is something that touches me deeply. I use my artwork as much as possible to create space in the best way I can.

M.A.: Memory, not losing traces, claiming pasts; these are constant themes in all of your work.

C.M.: Certainly the premature death of my mother influenced a lot of my choices. Reconciling past and present can in a certain sense be a way to defeat death. Now, with this project I have created a “space” in which to discuss and reflect on this fascinating woman and her work (especially her scientific approach and her ideas on solidarity, both of which are still so contemporary nowadays). Right from the start I knew that I was not out to create a monument. I wanted rather to create a real space that would also show how great people are always part of a social context, of which her network is the best example. I also liked the idea of recreating a network of sorts myself.

M.A: Which you have certainly achieved. This project started with a gift of a woman to another woman, of a woman’s work. You have called on more women to collaborate with you. We are now talking about it. It is a collective celebration of a women’s network. 

C.M.: Käthe Leichter created a network of 165 women. Parts of this network are listed in her Handbook of Women’s Work, a truly absorbing book. Her approach was absolutely new at the time. She combined many different perspectives and used the practical experiences of many different people, operating on a whole range of analytical and theoretical levels. I have used the 1930 edition of this book for my work, pasting its yellowing pages all over a table and chair that I designed. 

M.A.: This project is composed of several different pieces. Let’s talk about each one.

C.M.: There is a table and a chair. I wanted to create a “chair” for Käthe Leichter, as the name of the show states; a comfortable place for her and other women to study and work and equally a symbol for the professorship she never got. I designed both wooden objects and then covered them with pages from the original edition of her famous handbook of women’s work in Austria. This manual is her scientific publication that has had the greatest impact on sociological research today. The pages are yellowing and show traces of both use and of the passing of time. A thin layer of wax protects them while, at the same time, gives a lovely feel to both objects. I used wax because it is a natural substance that preserves while keeping a malleable feel. It creates a matte and almost “living” skin, very different from an industrial lacquer. Then, there is a textile hanging, 5.5 meters long, created in celebration of the women’s network established by Käthe Leichter. This piece is made up of 165 different strips of material. Each one of the 165 fabric strips corresponds to a woman and, all together these fabric strips are worked into a single piece which has an encircling satin hem that is grey, the same colour as Käthe Leichter’s eyes. I worked with historian Sabine Lichtenberger, researching all available sources in order to understand the women of her network. I wanted to know who these women really were. Sabine Lichtenberger has also researched the lives, works and connections with Käthe Leichter that each of the 165 women had. An explanation of the strips and the name each has been given is included in the handmade book which is also part of the exhibits. Finally, there are six photographic images, created in collaboration with Geraldine Forbes, the 2011 Käthe Leichter Visiting Professor. The photos were shot by me using an analogue camera and double exposure. They document a performance created in honour of Käthe Leichter, where Geraldine Forbes actually sits on the chair that is in the show and works at the table, studying the very same handbook that covers the table and the chair. The fact that all these pieces appear both in the photographic images, recording a performance that happened in the past, as well as in the show, opens up a dialogue between different layers of time. I believe that the intertwining of different meanings and temporal tiers amplifies the process of preserving memory. Memory itself only concerns the past. It is important to create the condition for a continuous switching between past and present. This is also why I have used the technique of double exposure in the photographs. As the philosopher Karl Jaspers said, “Wir sind, was wir erinnern”, or “We are what we remember”. I want to honour and preserve Käthe Leichter’s work by stimulating a process of reflection on her. All the objects in the show have a linear quality that reflects what appears to have been her personality. I hope they would have suited her and that she would have liked them.  

