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3. The Timeless Imprint of Erna 
Lendvai-Dircksen’s  

Face of the German Race
Andrés Mario Zervigón

In 1932, the small Kulturelle Verlag-Gesellschaft (Culture Press Society) 
of Berlin published a book that quickly received wide acclaim, as well 
as notoriety. Leafing through the pages of Erna Lendvai-Dircksen’s Das 
deutsche Volksgesicht (The Face of the German Race), one might assume 
that her volume attracted attention due to its copious and luxuriously 
printed portraits1 (see Fig. 3.1).

1  Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche Volksgesicht (Berlin: Kulturelle Verlag-
Gesellschaft, 1932). Here I have followed photo historian Ute Eskildsen in 
translating the word Volk in Volksgesicht to ‘race.’ See Ute Eskildsen, ‘Das Prinzip 
der Portraitdarstellung bei Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Paul Strand, und Christopher 
Killip,’ Camera Austria 4 (1980), 7–16. Lendvai-Dirksen declares this meaning of the 
word Volk forthrightly in the introduction to her 1932 book.

© Andrés Mario Zervigón, CC BY 4.0  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0202.03

The 140 full-page pictures, produced with the best photogravure 
reproductive technology available at the time and accompanied by 
captions, rested next to each other or next to pages partially filled 
with gothic-style print. The sequencing of these components loosely 
positioned each portrait as a fleshy stopping point on a rural road trip 
into the more tradition-bound corners of Germany. Moving from the first 
image to the last, readers gathered the pictorial and spiritual essence of 
Teutonic identity as it flashed with little variance across the sitters’ faces.

https://doi.org/10.11647/obp.0202.03




Fig. 3.1  Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Alter Bauer von der Mosel (Weinbauer) (Old 
Farming Peasant from the Mosel Region (Wine Farmer)) with a poem by 
Friedrich Hölderlin, reproduced in Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche 
Volksgesicht (The Face of the German Race), (Berlin: Kulturelle Verlag-

Gesellschaft, 1932), pp. 194–95. Public domain.
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Or perhaps it was the popularity of the format itself that attracted so 
much attention. Sporting such content and narrative, Lendvai-Dircksen’s 
tome profitably hitched itself to the Weimar-era photobook craze, a 
phenomenon that saw many of Germany’s most famous photographers 
disseminate their work not just through exhibitions and portfolios, but 
also in publications that stressed image over word. In fact, given the 
relatively low profile of her text and the utter dominance of the portraits, 
Das deutsche Volksgesicht almost qualified as a book-length photo-essay. 
This new genre, as Michael Jennings observes in his important article 
on the subject, arose around 1928 and is identified by ‘arguments based 
not on an interplay between text and image, but on photographs alone, 
arranged in discursive and often polemical order’.2

The photobook is of course nearly as old as photography itself, Fox 
Talbot’s Pencil of Nature (1844–1846) standing as a prime example. But in 
these earlier volumes, the photographs largely illustrate the text rather than 
the other way around, although one could argue that Talbot’s volumes 
offer a few exceptions to this rule. Later in the nineteenth century, new 
printing technologies such as the halftone enabled photography to cover 
the pages of mass media formats such as newspapers and magazines 
and, in the process, reverse the priority of text to image. This advent 
also made the sequencing of photos possible, allowing magazines in 
particular to convey themes using pictures and, in the process, leave text 
a mere afterthought. But it was only in late 1928 that the first book-length 
photo-essays began to appear. These largely featured a short introduction 
followed by an uninterrupted sequence of captioned photos.

Though featuring many more pages of text, Lendvai-Dircksen’s 
book closely resembles two of these early and highly popular photo-
essays in that, like them, it mapped human typologies. One of these, the 
left-oriented Köpfe des Alltags: unbekannte Menschen) (Everyday Heads: 
Unknown People)3, was fashioned in 1931 by the Swiss Berlin-based 
photographer Helmar Lerski, who praised Lendvai-Dircksen’s volume 

2  Michael Jennings, ‘Agriculture, Industry, and the Birth of the Photo-Essay in the 
Late Weimar Republic,’ October 93 (Summer 2000), 23. See also Daniel Magilow, 
The Photography of Crisis: The Photo Essays of Weimar Germany (University Park, PA: 
Penn State Press, 2012) and Pepper Stetler, Stop Reading! Look! Modern Vision and the 
Weimar Photographic Book (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2015).

3  Köpfe des Alltags: unbekannte Menschen (Everyday Heads: Unknown People) (Berlin: 
Verlag H. Reckendorf g.m.b.h., 1931).



Fig. 3.2  Helmar Lerski, Putzfrau (Charwoman) c.1928–1931, silver gelatin print, 
George Eastman Museum, purchase 1981.1289.0002. Courtesy of the 

George Eastman Museum.
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one year later. In his own book, he similarly used light and exceedingly 
close framing to monumentalize faces, in this case of Germany’s 
economically battered poor (see Fig. 3.2).

The distinctions visible between these often tragic-looking faces were 
supposed to align with their professions, which ranged from cleaners 
to the unemployed. The images in sequence offered both spectacle and 
pedagogy.

The other of these two landmark photobooks was, of course, August 
Sander’s Antlitz der Zeit (Face of Our Time, published in 1929. Sander 
had been producing a large archive of negatives that he intended for 
an equally massive but ultimately unrealized book project on German 
society titled Menschen des 20. Jahrhunderts (Citizens of the Twentieth 
Century). Antlitz der Zeit served as an interim report on a multi-volume 
publication that was to follow.4 Its sixty sample portraits, each given 
a full page and a finely printed caption, offered the sitter’s profession 
and, in some cases, region of residence. Here Sander was classifying his 
subjects by social and professional categories, and then placing them 
across an arc that rose and fell in stature as one navigated the book 
from its beginning to end. His intention was to expand photography’s 
perceptual possibilities by placing numerous prints into a series 
arranged in specific order.5 Novelist Alfred Döblin explained in the 
book’s introduction, ‘Just as there is comparative anatomy, which helps 
us to understand the nature and history of organs, so this photographer 
is doing comparative photography, adopting a scientific standpoint 
superior to that of the photographer of detail’.6

Though Sander’s portraits were rife with details particular to each 
picture, his operation of ‘scientific’ photographic comparison across 

4  Here I use Badger’s phraseology, ‘an interim report,’ to describe Antlitz der Zeit. 
See Gregory Badger, ‘Introduction,’ in Gregory Badger and Martin Parr, eds, The 
Photobook: A History. Volume I (London: Phaidon, 2004), p. 124.

5  Sander himself explained that ‘A successful photo is only a preliminary step 
toward the intelligent use of photography. […] Photography is like a mosaic that 
becomes a synthesis only when it is presented en masse.’ August Sander, letter to the 
photographer Abelen, 16 January 1951, cited in Gunther Sander, ed., August Sander: 
Citizens of the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1986), p. 36.

6  Alfred Döblin, ‘Einleitung,’ in Antlitz der Zeit (Munich: Kurt Wolff Verlag, 1929), 
cited in Walter Benjamin, ‘A Short History of Photography,’ in Michael Jennings, 
Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith, eds, Edmund Jephcott and Kingley Shorter, 
translators, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1999), 
p. 520.



 1033. The Timeless Imprint of Das deutsche Volksgesicht

sixty portraits was supposed to aid the reader’s broader perception of 
modern society and acclimatize her or him to its structure and state 
of radical transition. It would also help the reader find a place in that 
society. Walter Benjamin famously explained that, ‘…one will have to get 
used to being looked at in terms of one’s provenance. And one will have 
to look at others the same way. Sander’s work is more than a picture 
book. It is a training manual [Übungsatlas]’.7

Each turn of the page becomes a passage along the arc of provenance 
that trains social perception. Sander’s famously static figures come to life 
as the reader compares one image to the next, a process revealing how 
identity — even one’s own — is distinctly formed by social conditions 
over time. In both Sander’s and Lerski’s books, no single photograph 
appears in isolation but rather as part of a larger whole, which, in turn, 
engaged with a general social phenomenon. In Sander’s case, his book’s 
appeal became one of fetishistic close looking, arranged into a laudable 
pedagogy much like Lerski’s.

The structuring of photos into an argument-driven sequence or a 
‘mosaic,’ as Sander called it, clearly calls to mind the Weimar era’s other 
great popular fascination: montage. As Jennings notes, 

like the Dada photomontage, or montage essays by Walter Benjamin 
and Siegfried Kracauer, or the montage films that followed in the wake 
of Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin, meaning arises in the photo-essay 
as individual images and individual details are absorbed into larger 
constellations.8 

This is a key similarity that suggests the importance of the photo 
assembly over its parts and, in turn, the assembly’s relationship to 
spectacular shifts and problems in the phenomenal world from which 
it draws.

In this respect, the date of Lendvai-Dircksen’s book is significant. 
Appearing in 1932, it consciously positioned itself at the high-water 
mark of Weimar-era Germany’s photobook boom and of the country’s 
right-wing surge, when a cresting discourse that foregrounded farming 
peasants as the country’s purest representatives of German identity 

7  Walter Benjamin, ‘A Short History of Photography,’ in Michael Jennings, Howard 
Eiland and Gary Smith, eds, Walter Benjamin: Selected Writing. Volume 2: 1927–1934 
(Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1999), pp. 511–12.

8  Jennings, ‘Agriculture, Industry’ (2000), p. 29.
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On these aged and creased faces, she deployed a technically 
sophisticated and seemingly modernist use of photographic formalism. 
But she did so within a neo-traditional context of gothic typography 
(Fraktur) and nineteenth-century poetry, which she sprinkled through 
her pages. Lendvai-Dircksen, in other words, was processing techniques 
and styles associated with modernist photography through an old 
laboratory of traditional realism, where painters such as Wilhem Leibl, 
Hans Thoma, and even the seventeenth-century Rembrandt stood as 
models.10

10  The association of Rembrandt with right-wing ‘Völkisch’ German nationalism was 
best established by Julius Langbehn with his book Rembrandt als Erzieher (Leipzig: 
Hirschfeld Verlag, 1890).

took particularly strong hold of the more conservative and reactionary 
imagination.9 Lendvai-Dircksen’s publication merged both right-wing 
sentiment and the representation of the peasant by giving the second of 
these phenomena a compelling visual form over the run of numerous 
book pages. It was probably her stunning pictorial expression of right-
wing ideology through a highly popular format that attracted so much 
attention.

There was, however, something else that drew so many eyes to her 
pages. Although the format, sequencing and social embeddedness of 
her book were standard and popular by 1932, the photos themselves 
were not. They were, in short, powerfully atypical. Lendvai-Dircksen 
closely followed August Sander’s 1929 book by surveying Germany’s 
population and cataloguing typologies along the way. But her study 
limited itself strictly to rural farming peasants. Rather than its subjects 
being defined by permutations of profession, class, and economic status, 
as was the case with her Cologne-based colleague and Lerski, hers 
were classified by regional divisions alone. All of Germany, her book 
proposes, found its representative face in these tightly delimited units 
of an already small selection of the country’s population.

If this were not already focused enough, the individual prints 
themselves lavish their photographic attention principally on older 
peasants, particularly those whose wrinkled flesh created a tangled 
dance of light and shadow before Lendvai-Dircksen’s dramatically 
raking light and sharply focused lens (see Fig. 3.3). 

9  See, for example, Martin Heidigger, ‘Schöpferische Lanschaft. Warum bleiben wir in 
der Provinz?’ Der Aleanne, 1 (March 7, 1934), 1, in Anton Kaes, Martin Jay, Edward 
Dimendberg, eds, The Weimar Republic Sourcebook (Oakland: University of California 
Press, 1994), pp. 426–28.



Fig. 3.3  Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Frau aus der Mark Brandenburg (Woman from 
the Brandenburg Region), reproduced in Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Das 
deutsche Volksgesicht (Face of the German Race) (Berlin: Kulturelle Verlag-

Gesellschaft, 1932), p. 109. Public domain.
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The result was a series of aesthetically pioneering images that 
consciously associated themselves with new trends in the medium, yet 
simultaneously solicited the most anti-modernist, anachronistic modes 
of thinking that were closely associated with National-Socialism just 
prior to its coming into power. Given its right-wing orientation and 
its inventive pictorial approach, Lendvai-Dircksen’s book was trying 
to intervene spectacularly in at least two seemingly incompatible 
discursive streams over the pages of her book, doing so in such a way 
that each aesthetic gesture enhanced the power of the other. This helped 
assure her book’s broadest possible impact and audience. It is here that 
an implied equation of the face stamped with German identity and the 
photo imprinted by light became so important.

Erna Lendvai-Dircksen

The creator of this equation had not always been so strangely caught 
between thematic reaction and formal innovation. Lendvai-Dircksen 
began her career in 1916 after graduating from Berlin’s Lette Verein, 
a unique institution dedicated to the professional training of women 
photographers. Like a good number of her fellow Lette graduates, 
she opened a photo studio at the onset of her professional career (her 
atelier was located in Berlin) and thereafter she quickly rose to fame. 
By the close of the First World War in late 1918, she was known around 
the country for her uniquely intense form of portraiture and a more 
traditional photographic art specialising in the nude female figure.

Her portrait of artist Käthe Kollwitz provides a good example of the 
first style (see Fig. 3.4).

Here, a raking light from the upper right strikes the artist’s bare 
forehead and right cheek, allowing Kollwitz’s dour eyes and sad mien 
to emerge slowly from an enveloping greyness. The picture’s sharp 
focus plays with the reflection of light on the parts of her face receiving 
the most illumination, an emphasis which, in turn, allows the eyes and 
eyebrows to have a greater effect as they interrupt the face’s glistening 
surface. Meanwhile the reddened nose protrudes, cheeks sink, closed 
muzzle juts forward, and a shallow depth of field allows the artist’s 
compressed torso to sink into softer focus. 



Fig. 3.4  Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Portrait of Käthe Kollwitz, c.1925, reproduced in 
Unsere Zeit in 77 Frauenbildnissen (Our Era in 77 Portraits of Women) 

(Leipzig: N. Kampmann, 1930), (no pagination). Public domain.



Fig. 3.5  Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Dorfbauer aus dem Teufelsmoor (Village Peasant 
from the Devil’s Heath),11 reproduced in her Das deutsche Volksgesicht (The 
Face of the German Race), (Berlin: Kulturelle Verlag-Gesellschaft, 1932), 

p. 119. Public domain.

11  See Claudia Gabriele Philipp, ‘Erna Lendvai-Dircksen (1883–1962). Verschiedene 
Möglichkeiten, eine Fotografin zu rezipieren,’ Fotogeschichte 3:7 (1983), 43.
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Such visual high fidelity, close framing, and personal investigation 
were typical of the photo portraiture of the middle years of Weimar-
era Germany. But Lendvai-Dircksen’s talent and sensitivity provided an 
added aesthetic value, enabling her to generate a melancholic picture 
that coordinated stylistically with Kollwitz’s own famously sad images. 
Lendvai-Dircksen, in other words, was so thoroughly in control of 
style and photographic technology that she could provide a pictorially 
tight correspondence to Kollwitz’s own approach to image making. 
The photographer had clearly studied contemporary art forms closely 
enough to create a precise photographic equivalent in her work.

Concurrent with her celebrity portraits (and a great deal of female 
nudes) Lendvai-Dircksen also shot innumerable peasant portraits, which 
she claimed to have begun amassing into a large archive throughout the 
teens and twenties, although many of these pictures seem to date from 
the mid-twenties to the early thirties. Nonetheless, she asserted that this 
initially peripheral interest began in 1911 when, while on vacation, she 
whimsically photographed a rural blacksmith and a tenant farmer (see 
Fig. 3.5).

It was then, according to her book, that she perceived how these 
peasant faces seemingly reflected a bond with, and dependence upon, 
the ländliche Heimat, the rural homeland. As she explained in her book:

The common man who, in his essence and possessions, resides near 
nature, bears a face that is true and authentic, a face that reveals the basis 
of his existence. He and his style of living have a physiognomy that speak 
of existence in a completely and deeply convincing way. Here lies the 
impression of something eternal… [emphasis my own]12

According to Lendvai-Dircksen’s thinking, after an apparent right-wing 
or Völkisch ‘awakening’, the sun and soil of rural life marked the peasant 
face and left an imprint of ‘something eternal’ on the countenance. 
The stamp, in turn, expressed an equally eternal but latent character 
from inside the body outward, allowing the physiognomy to ‘speak’ a 
common peasant’s ‘complete and deeply convincing’ identity.13 

12  Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche Volksgesicht (1932), pp. 5–6.
13  For a similar understanding of physiognomy and language from the fascist 

period, see Fritz Lange, Die Sprache des menschlichen Antlitzes. Eine wissenschaftliche 
Physiognomik und ihre praktische Verwertung im Leben und in der Kunst (Munich: J. F. 
Lehmanns Verlag, 1937).
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Physiognomy served as a deeply freighted term even before National 
Socialism’s applied use of its tenets. The study of this pseudoscience14 
can be traced to antiquity, but in its modern practice, adherents such as 
the Briton Sir Thomas Browne and the Swiss pastor Johann Lavater held 
a consistent belief that human temperament helped shape the face and, 
therefore, that facial features could ‘speak’ of a person’s interior character 
or health. As Browne wrote in 1675, ‘the Brow speaks often true, […] 
Eyes and Noses have Tongues, and the countenance proclaims the heart 
and inclinations’.15 These arguments liken facial features to loquacious 
speech. But Lendvai-Dircksen’s understanding of physiognomy equates 
her peasant faces with the photograph itself, for both ‘speak’ in complete 
and convincing detail after having been inscribed from outside by 
nature, such that they can articulate their interior content more clearly. 
It is therefore the etching of the face and the photograph in uncanny 
accord that produces a picture of doubly enhanced clarity.

By 1926, Lendvai-Dircksen had produced enough peasant portraits 
to open a widely heralded exhibition in Frankfurt that already bore 
the title Das deutsche Volksgesicht. In 1932, she published her first book 
of this material and sold enough copies to finance a full-time focus 
on peasant portraiture. Other forms of photography were neglected 
by Lendvai-Dircksen, as her formula for depicting the Teutonic face 
ossified in fifteen subsequent books. After her first publication, she 
turned her attention to younger and middle-aged peasants as well. 
But with few exceptions, such as her book on the construction of the 
autobahn, scarcely more than the region changed as she moved from 
province to province, even publishing volumes on the ‘Germanic’ 
face in German-occupied Norway, Denmark, and Flanders during 
the war.16 By then her books were fully embedded in the nationalist 
state apparatus. The majority of the volumes produced after the 1933 

14  Editor’s note — For more on the current scientific re-evaluation of physiognomy 
see: Lou Safra, Coralie Chevallier, Julie Grèzes, Nicolas Baumard, ‘Tracking 
historical changes in trustworthiness using machine learning analyses of facial 
cues in paintings’ Nature Communications 11, 4728 (2020), https://doi.org/10.1038/
s41467-020-18566-7

15  Thomas Browne, Christian Morals (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1716), 
Part 2, Section 9.

16  This series of books included titles such as Das Gesicht des deutschen Ostens (1935), 
Das deutsche Volksgesicht: Mecklenburg und Pommern (1940), Das germanische 
Volksgesicht: Norwegen (1942) and Reichsautobahn: Mensch und Werk (1937).
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National Socialist electoral victory were released by provincial state-
owned publishers, a highly beneficial arrangement that only ended 
with Germany’s defeat in the summer of 1945.

The Photographs and Their Context

Lendvai-Dircksen’s pictorial formula followed her fascination with 
physiognomy by taking the face as a near singular focus (see Fig. 3.6).

As she explains in her first volume, ‘Here it is attempted […] through 
a series of pictures to bring the German racial face to view. With few 
exceptions the illustration of movements and action have been avoided 
because this would have deflected from the primary topic’.17 

As a consequence, her images are strikingly static and inexpressive, 
often even more so than those of August Sander. Her portrait sitters 
generally gaze stoically outward as their physical features alone perform 
optical acrobatics. One can see quite clearly that the photographer has 
removed these subjects from the course of their everyday lives and 
placed them in a specific photographic setting moulded by the demands 
of her project. Sometimes her peasants clearly sit in the confines of a 
photographic studio or a similar space set aside for the purpose. The 
stasis of identity envisioned by her ideology becomes a static expression 
on her peasants’ faces, made to freeze for the snapping shutter and, in 
some cases, illuminated by studio light.

Aside from Lendvai-Dircksen’s near manic focus on the face, it was 
her extraordinary emphasis on the aged physiognomy that made her 
work so unique, particularly in her first peasant book of 1932. Here too 
she admonished that:

Decisive for selecting from a monstrous amount of material was the fact 
that the truly essential of any physiognomy only emerges with advancing 
years. It is for this reason that the young face is seldom enlisted. Only the 
completed cycle of an entire life is a full sum. And like an old tree that 
shows the peculiarity of its nature most precisely, so too the old human, 
who becomes the most pronounced type, who becomes the life history 
of his line.18 

17  Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche Volksgesicht (1932), p. 5.
18  Ibid., p. 13.



Fig. 3.6  Erna Lendvai-Dirksen, Frau aus der Regensburger Gegend (Woman from 
Regensburg Region), reproduced in Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche 
Volksgesicht (The Face of the German Race), (Berlin: Kulturelle Verlag-

Gesellschaft, 1932), p. 155. Public domain.
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What could be described as her formalist approach to photography 
encoded this imprinted history in the pictorial rhetoric of the hyper-
legible stamped image. Where old trees have rings, her aged faces have 
wrinkles and her sharp prints have shadow and light.

Correspondingly, of the 140 pictures in this first volume, 110 depict 
elderly and weathered people. In each, Lendvai-Dircksen deployed with 
extraordinary agility a sort of technical sophistication closely associated 
with modernist photography at the time. She could close the face in 
a tight frame of black and thereby have it float in an inky ether likely 
cultivated by a studio space and artificial light (see Fig. 3.7).

Or she could reduce other features to the multiple folds and repetitive 
patterns of traditional dress that, in turn, frame the central face. The 
uncomfortably tight focus and close proximity of her lens combine 
with a sharp film stock and high print value conveyed by her book’s 
photogravure printing, to produce a relentless visual assault. In this 
manner, Lendvai-Dircksen deployed photography’s best visual fidelity 
to confirm how deeply the Heimat, the German homeland, actually 
inscribed itself onto the eloquent physiognomy.

It is important to note that this pictorial discourse about Heimat 
merged with a political and cultural discourse that had been rattling 
the country since its unification in 1871. The decades that followed saw 
the much delayed but exceedingly rapid industrialization of Germany’s 
economy. The majority of the population continued to live on the land, 
even through the Weimar period. But the country’s rise to become 
one of the world’s top industrial powers in the late nineteenth century 
precipitated a national identity crisis. Would Germany foster an urban 
society complete with social mobility and unceasing cultural innovation? 
Or would it recover its far less dynamic and more familiar communal 
virtues as forged on the land through old-fashioned agricultural work?19

This crossroads was summed up by sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies as 
a choice between Gesellschaft (society) and Gemeinschaft (community).20 
The tension strung by this binary wracked the Weimar era from its 
beginning. But it climaxed with a number of industrial and agricultural 
crises in 1928, the sum of which saw deep setbacks for factory and 

19  See David Blackbourn, History of Germany, 1780–1918: The Long Nineteenth Century 
(London: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003).

20  Ferdinand Tönnies, Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (Leipzig: Fues Verlag, 1887).



Fig. 3.7  Erna Lendvai-Dirksen, Geestbäuerin (Farming Peasant Woman from 
the Geest Region), reproduced in Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche 
Volksgesicht (The Face of the German Race), (Berlin: Kulturelle Verlag-

Gesellschaft, 1932), p. 53. Public domain.
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agricultural workers before the depression began in late 1929. It was in 
this broader context that Weimar’s photo-essays on human typologies 
appeared and that Lendvai-Dircksen chose to visualize the eternal 
human identity of Germany’s rural Gemeinschaft.21

It is also here that her images, so controlled, so removed from the 
actual life situation of their subjects, emphasise their theme of toiling 
peasant and embossed character. Many reactionary Germans through 
the Weimar period and beyond strongly embraced an existing adulation 
of the country’s rural Heimat, advocating this location not merely as 
a site of traditional collectivity but as one of racial health and purity. 
The pastoral terrain of Blut und Boden (blood and soil) set the alleged 
contrast between urban and rural into brutally stark clarity. While cities 
promoted rootlessness, miscegenation, and corporeal degeneration, the 
countryside offered sun, fresh air, the forest, and regenerative physical 
exercise. The heavily photographed, nationalist, right-wing nudist Hans 
Surén, for example, exclaimed in the introduction to his 1925 book Der 
Mensch und die Sonne (Man and Sun):

[a] desire to call attention to the fundamental facts of national existence 
and development. If physical strength is allowed to decay, even the 
highest achievements of the spirit and the most profound scientific 
knowledge will not avert national decline and death.22

Without physical strength, the urban achievements of intellect and 
science will fail to help a German nation in decline. Only in the Teutonic 
countryside could this strength be recovered. His ‘Ode to Light’, which 
also appears in his book’s introduction, exclaimed how this ‘aspiration 
of the true German race’ could be realized beyond the city:

Hail to all of you who love nature and sunlight! Joyfully you wander 
through field and meadow, over hill and vale. Barefoot in your linen 
smocks open at the neck, your knapsack on your back, you wander 
happily whether the skies be blue or storms rage. The straw in the barn 
or the noble temple of the forest itself is our resting place at night.23

21  I draw this overview of German debates on urban and rural society from Jennings, 
‘Agriculture, Industry’ (2000), and Detlev Peuckert, The Weimar Republic: The Crisis 
of Classical Modernity (New York: Hill & Wang, 1993).

22  Hans Surén, ‘Ode to Light’ in Der Mensch und die Sonne (Stuttgart: Dieck & Coin 
Verlag, 1925), translated in Anton Kaes, et al, eds, The Weimar Republic Sourcebook 
(Oakland: University of California Press, 1994), pp. 678–79.

23  Surén, ‘Ode to Light’ (1925), p. 678.



Fig. 3.8 Leni Riefenstahl, Dancer, Olympia, 1938, courtesy Archives Riefenstahl. 
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Höppener was an adherent of the youth movement after the turn of 
the last century, and he advocated its ideas of nudism, vegetarianism, 
and naturalist ways of living that positioned the rural German Heimat 
as the primary source of health.25 His Light Prayer, first produced around 
1913 as a postcard, tightly distilled the relationship between the rural 
sun and corporeal health by having its figure throw his nude body to the 
sun’s regenerative rays and accompanying winds, forging a motif that 
found repeated expression in the photography of the youth movement 
published in numerous journals well into the Weimar era.

The similar iconographies maintained a grip on photography during 
the National Socialist era, as Riefenstahl’s still demonstrates. But soon, 
added to this was the related motif of young corporeal military strength 
that removed these sun-nourished bodies from the rural Heimat and 
instead placed them in marching grounds and urban festivals, making for 

25  See Ulrich Grossmann, Claudia Selheim and Barbara Stambolis, eds, Abruch 
der Jugend: deutsche Jugendbewegung zwischen Selbstbestimmung und Verführung 
(Nuremburg: Germanisches Nationalmuseum, 2013), exhibition catalogue.

Her worship of the cloud-filtered sun followed directly on from the 
famous motif of Fidus (a pseudonym for the artist Hugo Höppener), 
which similarly depicted a nude athletic youth, in this case male, 
exposing his body to the sunny elements (see Fig. 3.9). 

According to this conception, the bucolic wind and sun stimulated 
happiness while the strain of hiking, of carrying a backpack and 
sleeping on simple hay conveyed nobility. ‘Placed in the bright frame 
of exalted nature,’ Surén  intoned, ‘the human body finds its most ideal 
manifestation’.24 

The most obvious photographic expression of this thinking in 
the National Socialist era was the oeuvre of Leni Riefenstahl around 
her production of Olympia, a two-part film produced during the 
1936 Olympic games in Berlin. A series of film frames and separately 
produced stills, particularly from the opening sequence, flooded the 
country’s ideological space with racial thinking and largely fixed the 
image of young white strength — with a few important exceptions, such 
as the African American runner Jesse Owens. One of the more iconic 
stills from the film’s opening featured a dancing nude woman with her 
back arched and her arms raised against the sky, bright light framing the 
edges of her taut body (see Fig. 3.8).

24  Surén, ‘Ode to Light’ (1925), p. 679.



Fig. 3.9  Fidus (Hugo Höppener), Lichtgebet (Light Prayer), 1894. © Deutsches 
Historisches Museum / A. Psille. 
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an endless array of bare-chested men undergoing martial training. Both 
permutations received the full endorsement of Hitler himself when he 
publicly acclaimed such body types in a speech delivered at the opening 
of the notorious 1937 Great German Art Exhibition, which was set in contrast 
to the Degenerate Art Exhibition. Man has never, he declared:

been more similar in appearance and in sensibilities to the men of 
antiquity than he is today. Millions of young people are steeling their 
bodies through participating in competitive sports, contests, and 
tournaments and, increasingly, are putting these bodies on display in 
a form and constitution that has not been seen, much less imagined, 
in perhaps a thousand years… This new type of man who, in all his 
glistening, glorious human strength, made his spectacular debut at the 
Olympic Games last year — this, dear sirs of prehistoric artist stammering, 
is the model of man for the new age…26

With these words, Hitler meant to condemn modernist art and 
Expressionism in particular. But more broadly, he was casting his lot in 
with the most reactionary of right-wing aesthetic creeds orbiting around 
an ever-transforming rightist ideology. His equation of modernist 
figuration with victims of what he called physical degeneration had 
largely been heralded by architect Paul Schulze-Naumberg in his 
Weimar-era study entitled Kunst und Rasse (Art and Race) , the lengthiest 
and most widely read discourse on nationalist art and its depiction of 
the human body since Julius Langbehn’s 1890 Rembrandt als Erzieher 
(Rembrandt as Educator).27 The scene had been set for a dominant 
National-Socialist-era photography of a heroic human form shaped by 
sun and militarism, and redolent of health over ‘degeneration.’

Lendvai-Dircksen and the Heimat

Lendvai-Dircksen, however, offered an alternative understanding of the 
reactionary human form in photography. Her far more lugubrious take 
on nature and the racial body invoked sickness, debilitating labour, and 

26  Adolf Hitler, ‘Hitlers Rede zur Eröffnung des Hauses der Deutschen Kunst, 
München, 18.7. 1937,’ in Mitteilungsblatt der Reichskammer der bildenden Künste (1 
August 1937), 4, translation from, Anson Rabinbach and Sander L. Gilman, eds, The 
Third Reich Sourcebook (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), pp. 494–500 
(quoted from p. 498).

27  Paul Schulze-Naumberg, Kunst und Rasse (Munich: Lehmann Verlag, 1928) and 
Langbehn, Rembrandt (1890).
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martyr-like sacrifice as its most decisive features. In her unforgiving and 
carefully posed images, signs of aging and decay inscribed by nature 
were not just represented but actually heightened with a photographic 
attentiveness that extended down to the very pores of her subjects’ 
faces. The ‘Woman from the Regensburg Region’ stares vacantly as 
her closely framed face appears apparition-like from the blackened 
background (Fig. 3.6). Static and inexpressive, her countenance speaks 
through worried wrinkles and almost abject liver spots. The ‘Woman 
from the Tölzer Region’ seems to sport an enormous goitre that confirms 
her status as an authentic peasant but also transforms her into an 
Amazonian colossus, transgressing traditional gender boundaries while 
edging toward what the nationalist right often condemned as diseased 
degeneration (see Fig. 3.10).

An unusually expressive ‘Woman from a Small Mecklenburg City’ 
closes her sunken eyes and cracks a smile to reveal dramatic dental decay.

Lendvai-Dircksen’s short and unfocused texts accompanying some 
of these portraits serve to amplify the themes of age and deterioration 
highlighted in her physiognomic studies. The words accompanying 
‘Farming Woman of the Geest Region’ (Fig. 3.7) reads as if an epitaph:

She lived a life full of work on a meagre strip of land. Belonging to the 
Niedersachsen racial type, which neighbours the Frisian type, the Geest 
Volk are dour and hard, slow, withdrawn, hardworking. Their struggle 
with the meagre land defines their existence. This seventy-year-old is 
the embodiment of worry, she never thought of herself. Thinking only 
of others, her nervous eyes stare out toward new duties, new and hard 
demands.28

What the loquacious face does not say by itself, Lendvai-Dircksen is 
happy to supply in her Fraktur gothic-print text, idolizing her subjects 
through attributes of poverty, deterioration, hardship, and loss. Such 
attributes stood in stark contrast to the health and physical exaltation 
associated by the Right with the regenerative German countryside and, 
as seen in Hitler’s Great German Art Exhibition opening, increasingly 
associated with military service and sport.

In the case of men, Lendvai-Dircksen was often more careful. She 
took pains to emphasize her subject’s powerful — if not occasionally 
portly — masculinity. But her ‘Village Peasant from the Devil’s Heath’ 

28  Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche Volksgesicht (1932), p. 52.



Fig. 3.10  Erna Lendvai-Dirksen, Frau aus der Tölzer Gegend (Woman from the Tölzer 
Region), reproduced in Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche Volksgesicht 
(The Face of the German Race), (Berlin: Kulturelle Verlag-Gesellschaft, 

1932), p. 154. Public domain.
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(Fig. 3.5), is a weak-willed poor man who steals the photographer’s 
purse after posing for her, or so her text narrates. He later returns 
the bag, complaining that he could not resist the evil lure of urban 
wealth. This blending of the depicted pose with the moments before 
and after it sees the man perform an act actually authenticating his 
racial purity. 

In her few young faces, Lendvai-Dircksen starkly violates her optical 
precision by applying a heavy airbrush. In so doing, she seems to 
emphasize the utterly blank slate of these physiognomies, the freshness 
of that surface on which a character-building sun and soil will inscribe 
an interior and latent German authenticity.

Modernity and Modernism

Complimenting Lendvai-Dircksen’s otherwise standard focus on 
advanced age and toil is an insistent refusal of the modernity that might 
otherwise aid her suffering peasants. She utterly removes her subjects 
from the course of history in order to restrict the temporal narrative to 
its strict task of nationalist identity formation. No tractors, no paved 
streets, no signs of contemporary medicine, no technology at all ever 
sully the insistent anachronism of her images. This odd time warp in 
which only identity takes shape sets her work dramatically apart from 
other photographs of rural peasants. These alternatives often play with 
entertaining juxtapositions of old and new, and thus evoke the ‘non-
synchronicity’ or uneven temporal development that thinker Ernst 
Bloch viewed as a social product of industrial modernization.29 August 
Sander, for example, photographed his land-bound farmers with 
modern agricultural implements or with the contemporary touches of 
rural poverty in makeshift constructions. In Sander’s book, the intrusion 
of the industrial into the rural defines the social moment that his book 
navigates and that his assisted perception aimed to provide. By contrast, 
Lendvai-Dircksen’s vision of rural poverty, as in her Dorfbauer aus dem 
Teufelsmoor (Fig. 3.5), favours old bricks and rickety timber over Sander’s 
improvised modern cinderblocks. 

29  Ernst Bloch, Erbschaft dieser Zeit (Zürich: Oprecht & Helblin, 1935), republished by 
Suhrkamp Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 1985.
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In a different venue for National-Socialist-era visual culture, 
specifically the mystical and rabidly racial anthropological journals from 
the mid-1930s, one finds many peasant portraits, often with acceptable 
intrusions of modernity, such as telephone lines. Photographer Albert 
Renger-Patzsch in the mid-twenties also permitted a temporally 
contingent countryside, in some cases allowing rural half-timbering 
to rub against the factory-scapes of industrial modernity in the Ruhr 
region. Although these photographs did not all appear in photobooks, 
they were nonetheless set into paginated or portfolio sequences that, 
from one image to the next, marked the non-synchronicity of the 
pictorial succession itself and the developing world outside.

In the case of Lendvai-Dircksen, however, the only sign of 
modernity in her images is the photography itself. And significantly, 
rather than suppress obvious signs of this technology’s presence, she 
proudly highlights these indications in her work’s intricate detail 
and traces of carefully arranged studio lighting. This, in turn, allows 
her to transform three-dimensional physical features into a two-
dimensional play of form and grey tone, all the while emphasizing 
the primal and timeless qualities of peasant physiognomy. By contrast, 
the photographic medium announces its presence demonstratively. It 
becomes a self-referential exercise in technologized vision, a dramatic 
disclosure of forms, patterns, and underlying structures that the 
unaided eye cannot see.

In this respect, her pictures closely followed trends in avant-garde 
photography generally associated with the Bauhaus instructor László 
Moholy-Nagy. They thereby intervened in the larger discourse on art 
photography. For the Hungarian artist, largely working in Berlin by 
1926, photography’s self-referentiality operated as a critical component 
of the medium’s artistic legitimacy. In a typically modernist gesture, he 
declared in 1927 that:

[the] first and foremost issue […] in today’s photographic work […] 
is to develop an integrally photographic approach that is derived 
purely from the means of photography itself; only after a more or less 
exact photographic language has been developed will a truly gifted 
photographer be able to elevate it to an ‘artistic’ level.30 

30  László Moholy-Nagy, ‘Die beispiellos Fotografie,’ Das deutsche Lichtbild (1927), 
translated as ‘Unprecedented Photography,’ in Christopher Phillips, ed., Photography 
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Moholy-Nagy and his wife Lucia Moholy-Nagy famously began forging 
this photo-specific language in the early twenties with photograms, 
direct prints made by placing objects on light-sensitive paper.31 In these 
images ‘sculpted with light,’ as Moholy-Nagy described the procedure, 
juxtaposed forms tangle against each other and offer optical titillation. 
Because the photogram process often made it difficult to discern exactly 
what these objects were, Moholy-Nagy could claim that his and Lucia’s 
pictures produced new relationships of form rather than representing 
existing relationships already found in the phenomenal world. By his 
reckoning, such work freed photography from mere reproduction, 
allowing it instead to become an autonomous tool of art that might 
train the capacities of human perception to perceive purely formal 
relationships. Later Moholy-Nagy realized similar strategies with the 
camera, turning the lens sharply downward or upward in order to 
defamiliarize the viewer with exactly what it was that she or he saw. 
These photographs also stressed a play of form over a revelation of 
content. The pictures, he explained, ‘suffice to establish a new kind of 
seeing, a new kind of visual power’.32

Where Moholy-Nagy’s ‘New Vision’ enhanced modern perception 
through formal pictorial means, the more content-based ‘New 
Objectivity’ of other photographers foregrounded overlooked social and 
natural structures through a use of repetition. Renger-Patzsch’s careful 
1928 image of shoe lasts seems to unveil hidden forms woven into the 
world of industry. Karl Blossfeldt’s near-microscopic imagery provides 
much the same unveiling of hidden forms, this time in nature, revealing 
the aesthetic product of evolution’s natural selection. In the world of 
advertising, such extraordinary play with form and repetition served 
to cast commodities in a stunningly new and attractive light, charting 
the course from bag to bean to delicious cup of coffee in one of Renger-
Patzsch’s most famous commercial photographs.

But for many right-wing Germans, the ‘New Vision’ of Moholy-Nagy 
and the seemingly more sober ‘New Objectivity’ of Renger-Patzsch 
and Blossfeldt were associated with urban modernity, uncontrolled 

in the Modern Era. European Documents and Critical Writings, 1913–1940 (New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1989), p. 84.

31  See Renate Heyne and Floris M. Neusüss, eds, Lászlo Moholy-Nagy: The Photograms. 
Catalogue Raisonné (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009).

32  Moholy-Nagy, ‘Unprecedented Photography’ (1927), pp. 83–84.
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industrialization, and international trends in photography that 
seemingly erased nation-defined content. Such images appeared to 
fragment and aestheticize a modern life that many reactionary Germans 
deemed deeply alienating and foreign. Lendvai-Dircksen herself wrote 
that, ‘although our time bears the distinct stamps of science, technology 
and commerce, one can scarcely talk of a human unity because the 
man of today is struck off balance by an imbalanced attention and an 
overtaxing of sensation […]’.33 Remarkably, however, her images also 
use ‘New Objectivity’ techniques to tease out invisible and overlooked 
patterns. The result provides the same strain on the viewer’s visual 
faculties.

It is with such thinking in mind that one can return to her equation 
of photography with the peasant face. She principally employed this 
operation to shift modernist photography away from its associations 
with technology, science, and alienation, and instead orient the medium 
toward mystical and nationalist notions of racial authenticity. Hers was 
not a newly objective vision of the world, but something she termed a 
‘psychology of vision’, a deeply subjective investigation of the national 
persona, paradoxically expressed with the cold technical precision of 
modernist photography.34 The visual power of her images enhanced this 
ideological rhetoric, while her principles lent gravity to formal exercises 
that might otherwise be dismissed by her targeted audience as hollow 
formalism.

But Lendvai-Dircksen’s equation of the authentic German face with 
the light-imprinted image did something else as well. It displaced the 
equation made in Sander’s book — and others like it — that saw the 
act of flipping through pages as navigating across an arc of class or 
professional identity. As noted in Sander’s Antlitz der Zeit, the perusing 
reader passes up and down a hierarchy of social difference largely 
defined by profession. In the process of comparing one photograph to 
the next, she or he experiences the distinctions of contemporary social 
formation in the duration of consuming the book itself. But because 
Lendvai-Dircksen saw identity as fixed and inherent, shy of its slow 
imprinting by the German sun and soil, reading her photobook cannot 

33  Lendvai-Dircksen, Das deutsche Volksgesicht (1932), p. 8.
34  See Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, ‘Zur Psychologie des Sehens,’ in Das deutsche Lichtbild 

(1931), five pages, not paginated.



126 Photography in the Third Reich

serve as a time-based equation of identity’s social formation. Instead, 
each page sees the revelation of pre-existing identity in a flash. In a 
display approaching pyrotechnics, every moment of the shutter’s snap, 
as experienced by the reader from print to print, becomes yet another 
affirmation of identity’s life-long inscription, its natural emergence over 
de-historicized time. In such a way, the allegory of the photo for the face 
obscures the disjunction between the temporal development of identity 
and its frozen stasis in ideology. 

Lastly, consider another consequence of this displacement. In 
taking her photographs on a supposed journey through Germany’s 
countryside, Lendvai-Dircksen removed her subjects from the flow 
of their everyday lives and placed them in an alien temporal register 
carefully orchestrated by her photographic peregrination. As the shutter 
snapped and the flashbulb ignited, she locked her subjects into her 
tour of the countryside and, correspondingly, into fierce debates about 
Germany’s destiny and identity, disputations which the photographs as 
a book would contribute to and advance. Her pages in sequence provide 
a powerful visual form for, and intervention in, racial theories rapidly 
developing on the eve of Germany’s National Socialist takeover. Each 
new book of hers thereafter, fifteen in total, responded to and extended 
this discourse, thereby contributing to the larger context from which her 
project had emerged.

In her first and perhaps most important book, Lendvai-Dircksen 
uses sequencing and photo technology to perform a number of odd 
but interrelated manoeuvres, which compensate for the fundamental 
stasis of identity and society stipulated by her rightist ideology. She 
intended these operations to provide a right-wing nationalist alternative 
to modernist photography, creating an emotional, or  —  as she saw 
it — psychological impact for her audience, particularly where the cool 
Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity) otherwise provided sober analysis.

But one of her manoeuvres in particular, which likened the tortuous 
stamping of German identity across the peasant face to the imprinting of 
the photograph itself, proffered a fundamentally different sort of book-
based photographic scenario. It reassigned the temporal experience 
of the late-Weimar photobook away from the social processes of 
identity’s formation, as charted over pages, to the life-long stamping 
of physiognomic signs that could supposedly be found in any one of 
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her many photographs. Though this supposed embossing of identity 
took time, even an entire lifetime, it ultimately revealed an underlying, 
essential, and static ethnic character. Her implied allegory of the 
photo for the face served to obscure the disjunction between temporal 
development and frozen stasis. It also formed an aspect of her alternative 
to modernist photography.

As it turned out, however, her contemporaries scarcely took up the 
formula that she offered once the National Socialists achieved power in 
early 1933. Thereafter, the continual focus on festivals, rallies and sports 
quickly generated a large body of photographs that stressed youthful 
bodies nourished by the rigours of competition and military training. 
Photographers such as Heinrich Hoffmann, Max Ehlert, Leni Riefenstahl, 
and many lesser known photojournalists hired to documents events for 
the illustrated press, simply overlooked the rural origins that Lendvai-
Dirksen stressed. In other cases, they placed their photographed 
sports and military figures in the countryside without the extreme 
signs of wear so important for Das deutsche Volksgesicht. The onset of 
the Second World War accelerated the rising emphasis on the rugged 
healthy soldier who explored the countryside sometimes for leisure but 
more often for slaughter. Even Erich Retzlaff, one of the other notable 
photographers devoted to rural peasants during this era, increasingly 
avoided the physical marks of advanced age and wear in favour of 
elaborate regional costumes and youthful figures, albeit with important 
exceptions.35 Lendvai-Dircksen herself increasingly gave more space to 
younger peasants in her subsequent books and, in the case of her book 
on the autobahn, she even offered images of bare-chested men of working 
age employed on the vast public works project.36 

Because such visions turned out to be rare in her larger oeuvre, it 
is intriguing to consider what her career might have become after the 
turning point of 1933. In the same year that she published Das deutsche 
Volksgesicht (1932) she also released the book Unsere deutschen Kinder 
(Our German Children), which featured 105 high-quality photographs 
of peasant children. The subject of this other book is nearly the opposite 

35  See Christopher Webster van Tonder, Erich Retzlaff: Volksfotograf (Aberystwyth: 
Aberystwyth University, School of Art Gallery and Museum, 2013).

36  Erna Lendvai-Dircksen, Reichsautobahn. Mensch und Werk (Berlin: Volk und Reich 
Verlag, 1937).
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of Das deutsche Volksgesicht, although the minors who range from infants 
to toddlers are almost all dusted or even smeared with the soil that 
would go on to impress their features in older age, at least as far as the 
other book suggested. Though hedging her bets with these two nearly 
simultaneously published volumes, Das deutsche Volksgesicht defines 
what National-Socialist-era photography could have become, had not 
sport and militarism come to define the paradoxically reactionary 
modern conditions of Germany after 1933.


