Weimar Gender Difference

Asta Nielsen’s Hamlet and Ernst Lubitsch’s Schuhpalast Pinkus


[Originally delivered during the conference session of Tony Kaes’ Film 240 Seminar, The Emergence of German Film, Spring 2005. This paper uses a multi-media dvd, playable in most dvd players,  to present quotes on screen and discussion of clips as they are playing. Italics indicate on screen quotes, plain text indicates commentary simultaneous with film clips.]


I would like to draw attention to the ways that the redefinition of gender in the cultural atmosphere of the Weimar Republic plays out in the construction of identity of the protagonists of Weimar Era films Schuhpalast Pinkus (Lubitsch, 1916) and Hamlet (Gad, 1920). I believe that these films give evidence of both the period’s relative tolerance toward the exploration of difference and otherness and also of the sometimes startling adherence to prescribed behavioral and cultural normativity, particularly in the amorphous status of women. The  protagonists of these films serve to embody the precarious nature of gender and its inscription on the individual. 


Hamlet (Asta Nielsen) and Sally Pinkus (Ernst Lubitsch) emotionally wrestle with and physically struggle with and suffer from the demarcations of gender, and the limitations prescribed by adherence to either pole of the bifurcated identities it creates. While the films’ conclusions pay a certain tribute to narrative closure and the consolidation of alternate possibilities for remaining on the margins of gender, the main bodies of the films explore precisely these intermediary states and the meaning of such concepts as the “New Woman,” and the promise of social-economic mobility that characterized this era. 


In both Schuhpalast Pinkus and Hamlet, I will explore the films’ penultimate sequences in detail. I would suggest that the penultimate sequences form the locus of the films’ transitions between the opening of possibility for negotiations of gender and mobility and the narrowing or closing of these avenues for the purposes of narrative structure in the final sequences of the films.  As we will see, the burden of consequences tied to the flexibility afforded by the main part of the films falls distinctly differently on “women” than it does on “men.” 

While Pinkus escapes with a shoe palace, a new suit and Lubitsch’s signature cigar, Nielsen’s Hamlet dies a death doubly convoluted and tragically marked by the limitations imposed in the inscription of gender. 

[Insert DVD, play Intro segment]

I have prepared a multi-media presentation interspersing a framework of theoretical quotes into two short clips derived from the penultimate sequences of Schuhpalast Pinkus and Hamlet, respectively. The structure of my slideshow is as follows:

Penultimate Pinkus Sequence:

· The Shoe Show, the Catwalk and Gender

Penultimate Hamlet Sequence:

· The Swordfight, the Body and Gender

 [Play Pinkus Clip]

We will now look at the penultimate sequence from Schuhpalast Pinkus. Director Ernst Lubtisch plays young Jewish entrepreneur Sally Pinkus, who learns to make use of his abilities to understand and cater to women. 

[On screen quote]

·  “Lubitsch’s closeness to his female characters, both in role and performance style, reveals the identification of the Jewish male with the marginal position of women. 

· Lubitsch scholar Sabine Hake points out a potential link between Pinkus’ role and the role of later female protagonists in Lubitsch films as evidence of the interrelated marginality of Jews and women. 
· [Next on screen quote continues]
· It also points to a regressive narcissism that finds expression in the women’s relationship to beautiful clothes and luxury items, as commodified versions of an all-encompassing eroticism. 

Pinkus’ careful display of the model’s shoes displays a certain eroticism toward the commodity, revealing his own stake in women’s shoes and their frilly decorations.
[Final segment of on screen quote]
· … it bears witness to a more complicated process of identification on the basis of an experience of difference.”

Hake, Sabine. Passions and Deceptions: The Early Films of Ernst Lubitsch. 

New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1992. 

As a result of his own sense of otherness, Pinkus is compelled to relate to the position of difference held by women – to the point that he takes on the eroticized commodification of their footwear.
[New on screen quote]
· “in Freud’s psychoanalytical model … “femininity” and “masculinity,” are not terms that represent fixed, opposite poles of identification (“active” vs. “passive”); instead they refer to different end points on a spectrum along which oscillation constantly occurs. In addition there is no necessary separation between identification and object choice: that is, one may indeed identify with an object of desire.”

· McCormick, Richard W. Gender and Sexuality in Weimar Modernity: Film, Literature, and “New Objectivity.” New York: Palgrave, 2001. p33

Pinkus may be displaying his own range on Freud’s spectrum. He seems to identify with the women, or perhaps with their shoes.
[Next on screen quote]
· “On the traditional catwalk the star body of the model has the function to style the clothes, while at the same time being styled by them … The absence of the star body implies [that] … [t]he model is made obsolete by a process of depersonification that allows the clothing to become the body.” 
Khan, Nathalie, “Catwalk Politics,” in Bruzzi, Stella and Gibson, Pamela Church, eds. 

Fashion Cultures: Theories, Explorations, and Analysis. London, Routledge, 2000. p125

Here we see the effect of detracting from the model in favor of the all-consuming power of the clothing, and the subsequent substitution of clothing for the body.

[Next on screen quote]
·  “Metonymy… functions within visual expression to introduce much more than the signification of the whole object by a part of that object. This is particularly true when the part shown is a part of the human body or an article of clothing that covers that part. Shoes become a privileged metonymy, one that portrays much about sexuality, desire, class and culture.” 

Turim, Maureen. “High Angles on Shoes: Cinema, Gender, and Footwear.” In Benstock, Shari and Ferriss, Suzanne. Footnotes: On Shoes. Piscataway: Rutgers University Press, 2001. p58

Shoes serve as a stand in for the body as a whole. In one of the handful of close-ups in the film, Lubitsch shows us to what degree this standing in of part for whole reflects the essence of (and thus the best marketing technique for) film as a medium. Again, he points out the ties between the commodity of women’s shoes and that of film – and the demographics he assumes for his film. Note the presence of one or two men in the catwalk audience as well.
[Next on screen quote]
· “… the catwalk is a purely visual event, in which ideas come alive through the choice of location, performer, and the garments themselves.”

Khan, Nathalie, “Catwalk Politics,” in Bruzzi, Stella and Gibson, Pamela Church, eds. 

Fashion Cultures: Theories, Explorations, and Analysis. London, Routledge, 2000. p123

In the last seconds of the catwalk, Pinkus, or Lubitsch himself, is revealed as the real star of the show. He brings together performer, performed garments and location (we are, afterall, in Schuhpalast Pinkus) to create an entity on the borders of gender, vacillating on the spectrum of body to commodity and in a setting which functions as shoe palace, theater and film palace alike.
·  [Play Hamlet Clip]


As I mentioned earlier, Nielsen’s Hamlet does not escape so easily as Pinkus. The opening sequence of the film puts forth the idea credited to an obscure American Shakespeare theorist that Hamlet was actually a woman forced to live as a man in order to provide an heir to the Danish throne. This reading of the play speaks directly to the construction of gender and brings up a host of complications and reframings of both the play and of women’s role in Weimar Germany.

[Next on screen quote]

“Weimar society seemed to promise social mobility to women, but at the same time it demonized such mobility and ultimately delivered little of it.” 

McCormick, Richard W. Gender and Sexuality in Weimar Modernity: Film, Literature, and “New Objectivity.” New York: Palgrave, 2001. p34

Here we see Asta Nielsen as Hamlet sword-fighting with Laertes over his sister Ophelia’s honor. Hamlet’s second in the duel, and in this case, her unrequited love, Horatio, stands behind her.

[Next on screen quote]

· “The move by women into new segments of the work force during the war was unprecedented—and perceived as threatening by many men, even though most women lost these jobs at the end of the war.”
McCormick, Richard W. Gender and Sexuality in Weimar Modernity: Film, Literature, and “New Objectivity.” New York: Palgrave, 2001. p22

Hamlet’s duplicitous mother accidentally poisons herself with the cup meant for Hamlet. She also distracts Hamlet from her duel, allowing Laertes to take unfair advantage of the moment and stab her while her guard is down. We can read in this fragment allegories of male resentment towards women in the work force (Laertes with the sword), of the “New Woman” as one who poses as male (Hamlet), of the displacement of men (Horatio as the duel second), and as a general problematization of the often illusory promises of mobility made to women in the Weimar Republic.

· [Next on screen quote]

· “Her spiritualized eroticism is dangerous and demonic because no clothes can stop its far-reaching effects….”
Bela Balazs, quoted in Brod, Max and Thomas, R. Love on Film. Reader p179 Cowan, Michael, trans. Liebe im Film (Giessen: Kindt & Bucher Verlag, 1930).

Horatio keeps attempting to remove Hamlet’s shirt, presumably to attend to the wound, and Hamlet repeatedly tries to prevent him from doing so, in order to conceal the breast as marker of femaleness.


[Next on screen quote]

· “Lacan maintained that sex is a symbolic position that one assumes under the threat of punishment, that is, a position one is constrained to assume, where those constraints are operative in the very structure of language and, hence, in the constitutive relations of cultural life.” 
Butler, Judith. Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.” New York: Routledge, 1993. p95-6

In life, while functioning in the role of agent (often marked as male), Hamlet succeeded for the most part in not being marked as other. In death, as a passive, objectified entity (often marked as female) she is inscribed by Horatio as female and as tragic. He implies that her real tragedy was being female. She was in fact doubly restrained, as many women of Weimar were, and forced to attempt to adhere to both male and female construct positions simultaneously, while taking on a double set of limitations and restrictions.

· 
[Next on screen quote]

· “The conceptualization of bisexuality in terms of dispositions, feminine and masculine, which have heterosexual aims as their correlates, suggests that for Freud bisexuality is the coincidence of two heterosexual desires within a single psyche.” 
Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge, 1990. p60-1

Judith Butler provides another way of conceptualizing this dual imperative and its dual limitations faced by a single psyche. 

[Next on screen quote]

 “A textual reading that stresses the “closure” of a narrative—how its loose ends are wrapped up, how its various conflicts are resolved—will generally downplay the destabilizing elements in the text that the narrative supposedly works to “close off” in its resolution.”

 McCormick, Richard W. Gender and Sexuality in Weimar Modernity: Film, Literature, and “New Objectivity.” New York: Palgrave, 2001. p34

Weimar gender and modernity theorist Richard McCormick postulates two possible readings of narrative analysis. He suggests that the body of the work may contain elements that destabilize beyond the closure of the text and any attempts it makes to tie up loose ends. 


In the case of Hamlet we can then posit the continued existence of the problematics of Weimar gender concepts alluded to in the trials of Hamlet. The bisexually constructed “New Woman” does not simply disappear or end conveniently in tragedy in the way a closure narrative of the film might suggest. Lubitch’s gender identities and negotiations as well continue beyond Pinkus’ mastery of the shoe show. 
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