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Contemporary feminist art historians have had difficulty
reconciling what they view as the paradoxical nature of Paula
Modersohn-Becker’s artistic production. Modersohn-Becker
was a “modern” woman in that she sought autonomy and inde-
pendence as a professional artist, in spite of societal conven-
tions in turn-of-the-century Germany. However, feminist art
historians such as Linda Nochlin, Wendy Slatkin, Griselda Pol-
lock, and Rozsika Parker have aligned her pejoratively with
essentialist ideologies which theorize women as bound to na-
ture and their natures by their biological ability to reproduce.
Essentialism, in the words of Diana Fuss, “appeal[s] to a pure
or original femininity, a female essence, outside the boundaries
of the social and thereby untainted by a patriarchal order.”1

Slatkin compares Modersohn-Becker’s work to that of male
artists such as Gauguin and Maurice Denis who employ the
theme of the mother as a fertility symbol, a universal type that
equates metaphorically nature, sexuality, and maternity.2 She
admits the figure’s “abstract power or significance,” while main-
taining that it “reduce[s] woman to an animalistic level, deny-
ing her personality, intellect, or full human faculties.”3

Pollock and Parker similarly cite Gauguin’s paintings as a
standard by which to diminish Modersohn-Becker’s works.
Believing that Modersohn-Becker’s female figures are power-
ful, they feel, nevertheless, that these images are “undermined”
by the natural settings and fruit which reductively equate woman
to nature.4 By equating Modersohn-Becker’s imagery to what
they perceive as Gauguin’s sexist imagery they reduce both art-
ists’ works to a stereotype, and, therefore, dismiss these artists
without consideration of temporal context.

Nochlin views Modersohn-Becker’s mother and child
imagery, produced between 1906 and 1907, as “dark, anony-
mous goddess[es] of nourishment, paradoxically animallike

[sic], [and] bound to the earth,” created when the artist her-
self was “looking forward to motherhood.”5 Indeed, she was
pregnant in 1907, but her personal ambivalence about actual
motherhood is well documented.

These too-easy dismissals of Modersohn-Becker’s work
based upon retrospective views colored by contemporary po-
litical concerns obscure the fact that representations of mother-
hood are symbols with multivalent interpretations. As such, they
may be used as weapons in interclass and intraclass conflict to
effect social changes. Further, these feminist dismissals ignore
the historicity of feminist discourse. Early twentieth century
European women’s movements may appear conservative to us,
but this judging of the past, by the standards of the present,
diminishes the real power of this movement within its cultural
context. Moreover, it reveals a reductive “presentist” bias that,
as Amy Hackett has said, “assum[es] that equality of rights is
the essence of feminism.”6 Furthermore, these feminist dismiss-
als fail to recognize differences between Anglo-American and
European ideas of feminism. As Karen Offen has demonstrated,
instead of being informed by ideas that assert the similarities
existing between the sexes, as espoused in the nineteenth cen-
tury by John Stuart Mill, for instance, Europeans were more
entrenched in the idea that differences did indeed exist, and
were to be celebrated. Rather than seeking equality per se, Eu-
ropeans wanted to assert the fundamental complementarity
of this relationship as a means of social reform.7 Therefore, as
I will argue, Modersohn-Becker’s mother and infant imagery
should not be limited to interpretation as an aspect of an over-
all “primitivist” discourse based upon stylistic affinities with
the work of famous male artists. It must instead be seen as en-
gaging with the political discourse surrounding the League for
the Protection of Mothers, a German women’s organization
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which advanced its cause primarily through metaphors of the
maternal. As I will demonstrate, as a result of her parallel con-
cerns with this movement, her depictions of the mother and
child will undergo abrupt changes signaling her engagement
with these issues. Thus, Modersohn-Becker’s work can be seen
not as a passive acceptance of already naturalized prescrip-
tions about women’s biological nature, or simply anticipation
of her own role as a mother, but as an expression of a leftist
progressive movement which sought far-reaching social reform.

Further, Modersohn-Becker’s representations of the mother
and infant theme, within this historical context, can be viewed
as one articulation of a discourse focused on maternalism, or
woman in the constructed role of mother. Carol Duncan has
written, in her classic article on the “happy mother” in eigh-
teenth-century French art, that such images were not based on
social reality, nor commonly accepted ideals. Rather, they were
intended to effect social change by promoting the view that
motherhood was the only emotionally fulfilling role for the
middle-class woman. Artists moralized the role of the mother
through visual associations with the Holy Family. Motherhood
was then objectified; it was represented idealistically as a pure
state of harmony and bliss.8 A century later, German social ac-
tivists might likewise try to affect social change by employing
the image of the mother. Here, however, by defining the mother
as a subject, or an active agent capable of defining and fulfill-
ing her own self-interests, activists could then be empowered
to resist the societal devaluation of women.9

The women involved in the maternalist women’s move-
ment wanted to exercise what they felt were their innate female
talents: the ability to care for and nurture others, an ability that
should be extended beyond the family, to benefit society as a
whole. It is this theme that finds resonance in both European
and American suffrage movements of the early years of this
century.

The rise of socialism in Germany in the 1890s provided a
new political framework that allowed women to assert them-
selves by subverting right-wing mores. With the changes in the
political landscape, the idea of the family as a microcosm of
society became a point of contention.10 The employment of
women outside the home coupled with the low birth rate in

urban areas brought about debates concerning the changing
roles of women in an industrial age. Friedrich Engels’s The
Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884)
and August Bebel’s widely read Woman Under Socialism
(1883), were the source of much thinking about the redirec-
tion of women’s roles in society, even for those who might not
have been members of the Socialist party.11 Socialist rhetoric
categorized women and the working class as two groups united
by a history of oppression. Moreover, the female ability to re-
produce was considered a form of labor which benefited soci-
ety, just as the working class provided society with material
goods.12 Women interested in the reformation of women’s roles
and societal discontent chose the symbol of the mother to as-
sert their political position. They saw their ability to mother
as their ability to regenerate culture. They were to be the moth-
ers of society, of civilization renewed. But outmoded senti-
mental notions of motherhood needed to be replaced by more
modern constructions. This was given explicit expression by
Ellen Key, a Swedish feminist contemporary whom
Modersohn-Becker met in Paris in 1906 through their mutual
friend, the poet Rainer Maria Rilke.13 Key said “the sentimen-
tal belief in motherhood as an always holy and always reliable
natural force must be superseded, and this natural phenom-
enon must be shaped by culture.”14 Key’s ideas on mother-
hood provided the ideological framework upon which the
League for the Protection of Mothers was built. “The great
social household” was the often repeated metaphor for society
as a family.15 Although many voices existed in this maternalist
discourse, the collective notion was that women, as potential
mothers, should be allowed to be mothers under the best pos-
sible economic conditions. Those choosing not to be actual
mothers, were to be assured the agency and the opportunity to
nurture others. More than this, those desiring reform embraced
the notion that woman was the source of all culture.

Johann Jakob Bachofen’s text Mother Right (1861) was
popular at the turn-of-the-century, and by this point his ideolo-
gies had already been incorporated by both Engels and Bebel.
Bachofen portrayed the origin of Western culture as matriar-
chal. He praised the relationship of the mother and child as the
“origin of all culture, of every virtue, of every nobler aspect of
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existence.”16 The empowering notion of a matriarchal past was,
in socialist thought, in dialectical relationship to the patriar-
chal present. The utopian ideal was a synthesis of the two cul-
tures as a union of equals.17 For Modersohn-Becker the mean-
ing of the image of the mother was not fixed. Early in her ca-
reer she employed the image of peasant mothers to suggest the
perceived morality of the laborers and liberal views toward
German society. Fritz Mackensen, her teacher at the artist’s
colony in Worpswede had employed mother and child imag-
ery. His Mother and Infant, 1892 (Figure 1), also known as the
Worpswede Madonna, depicts an idealized image of the peas-
ant mother. The woman sits in a peat cart, “the throne of the
landscape.”18 The woman is turned in near profile to give the
viewer a sense of her modesty and dignity. He forces the viewer
into a reverential gaze by suggesting that the viewer is looking
up to the subject. This reverential gaze equates the woman who
is breast feeding to the piety of nature itself.

In her Peasant Woman and Child of 1903 (Figure 2),
Modersohn-Becker uses similar subject matter as Mackensen.
Although she abstracts the forms, the natural landscape of the
field is upheld. The point of view is raised to eye-level, but the
sense of modesty remains. This is still a somewhat mawkish
representation of the subject.

In her Silent Mother, 1903 (Figure 3), Modersohn-Becker
gives the canvas a raw, unfinished look to translate her ideas of
simple form signifying the perceived unaffectedness and
heroicism of the peasant mother. The rough surface metaphori-
cally reinforces viewer recognition of the difficult way of life
of a rural peasant. Physical labor is metonymic of the working
class. Thus, Modersohn-Becker’s labored surface also signals
her identity or at least empathy with the woman depicted, the
artist who labors over the canvas, now one with her subject.
The treatment of the composition is a statement by the artist
that this is a true and sincere representation of what mother-
hood is really like under adverse conditions. Although the sub-
ject is not in a natural environment, her role as a peasant is
further signified by her plain and weathered clothing, and by
her large, dark hands. The intimate view and the fullness of
the woman’s breast prohibits discretion. Her gaze is not fixed
lovingly on the child, instead she looks away as though she is
totally disengaged from this bodily function. Her beleaguered
expression suggests that this moment is but a respite from her
more tiresome obligations.

Modersohn-Becker viewed these women as heroic,19 ad-
dressing them intimately, and with subtle distortions that do

not allow for a fixed perspective. This shift in treatment of the
subject parallels her own shifting viewpoint regarding mother-
hood. She has chosen to reject her teacher’s form of expres-
sion, and subsequently no longer aligns herself with his more
sentimental ideology.

It is in 1906 that she appropriates images and techniques
that aligned her with so-called primitivism. Concurrent changes
in her images of motherhood question the notion of biology as
destiny and suggest the idea that artistic creation is analogous
to the creation of life. Modersohn-Becker was constructing an
identity that might resolve the ongoing conflict between soci-
etal expectations of women and their personal desires. Images
such as her Reclining Mother and Child of 1906 (Figure 4),
and Kneeling Mother and Child of 1907 (Figure 5) are the most
indicative of this ideology that gives primacy to women’s role
as mothers. This shift occurred while she was separated from
her husband and living in Paris in 1906, where she gained new
tools, both formal and ideological, with which to explore the
complexities presented by the potential to mother. She was ex-
posed to the works of Gauguin and Cezanne. She met and
painted a portrait of the professor Werner Sombart, one of the
earliest members of the League for the Protection of Moth-
ers.20 It was also during this time that she met feminist Ellen
Key. Her 1906 and 1907 images of motherhood, appropriate
the maternal metaphor to convey ideas of a universal life force
and the power of women to create, which would have held
further symbolic meaning for her as an artist, as well as a
woman, seeking autonomy from convention. This is particu-
larly true when considering that during this time she was ex-
periencing personal upheavals. By February of 1907, after a
reluctant reconciliation with her husband, she was pregnant.
As the experience of motherhood moved from the abstract to
a reality for her, she problematized and questioned the mixed
implications of motherhood.

In Reclining Mother and Child, the image is separated from
a recognizable setting. In opposition to Nochlin’s and Slatkin’s
perception of this image as animal-like, I would posit that in
her own language she is monumentalizing the form to suggest a
personification of the eternal and symbiotic nature of the mother
and infant. Unlike the obviously class-based images of the sub-
ject, the woman is nude, suggesting a natural state of being
which was Modersohn-Becker’s vehicle for transforming indi-
vidual mothers into the universality of motherhood itself. If
unclothed and lacking obvious signifiers of class, this Italian
mother,21 as an immigrant, is representative of the lower classes.
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