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Dedicated to my mother, Lucy Seemann, who loved reading and learning.


They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old;

Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.

At the going down of the sun and in the morning.

We will remember them.

– Laurence Binyon
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ONE

Carrying my precious designer purse, I walk on the sidewalk of the Westminster Bridge over the River Thames. I wear my most fashionable skirt and sweater with my nicest overcoat so people will think I’m a working woman or tourist. Then maybe they won’t suspect what’s really going on. Stopping for a while, I lean over the low railing and stare at the rushing brown water below. It’s not pretty, but I look at it with longing. If only it could carry me away from my indecision.

Suddenly, I feel a tap on my shoulder. A woman asks, “Are you alright? Can I help?”

I straighten up, turn towards her and force a smile. Using one of the few English phrases I know, I say, “I’m fine.”

She doesn’t look so sure.

What if she sends someone to get me from St. Thomas’ Hospital across the bridge? I could see them locking me up in a straitjacket and transporting me to a mental institution. Then I’d have to tell them what got me to this point. I don’t want that. They couldn’t help me anyhow. So as not to arouse any further suspicion, I leave. However, I resolve to return to the bridge for as many days as necessary to review my life in hope that it will help me decide what to do.


TWO

I  go back eleven years to 1926 when I was 27 years old and first set eyes on the Bauhaus School of Art and Design. The building was like one gigantic sheet of glass. I said to myself “Yes, this is what I’m looking for.” I felt like everything before then was just a prelude to the real life I was about to begin as a student of the new, modern Bauhaus.

One time when I looked out the window of my room in our little town of Zmajevac I saw a shooting star. I wondered, When stars fall from the sky are they creating new forms or simply disappearing into nothingness? I asked myself, Was my fate to create new forms or simply disappear among the clutter of life? I thought the Bauhaus would be my opportunity to find out, and so far, it seemed like all I had dreamed it to be.

The sign for the building appeared on a large, vertical gray wall in gigantic descending letters that spelled out Bauhaus in a font I’d never seen.

The challenge was to find the entrance. I followed a sidewalk that led to the gray wall. Under a small roof, I saw a red double door. When I turned the knob that looked more like a fancy latch, I saw an open area with a staircase. There was no receptionist or signage to direct the visitor. I set down my suitcase and stood until a student walked by and I asked him how to get to the director’s office.

He smiled and said, “Master Gropius’ office is at the end of the hallway and to the left.”

“Thanks so much.” In my mind, I registered that instructors here were called “masters.”

The door to Gropius’ office was open. He was standing and studying some papers. A slender man, he looked to be in his mid-forties. He wore a stylish, dark, three-piece suit, white shirt and black string tie. His face was lined with concentration, but to me it was a handsome one.

The room was about 12 feet wide and 20 feet long. Its large window had slender panes and no drapes or window coverings; its lemon- yellow couch was the simplest and sleekest I’d ever seen; no flowery upholstery here. On a ledge behind his desk, I saw the only two personal objects in the room —a picture of a striking, brown-haired woman and another of Gropius in a military uniform.

Sensing my presence, Gropius looked up and said, “You must be Miss Ottilja Berger?”

“Yes Sir,” I answered, trying to smile but feeling my arms straining with my suitcase and valise.

Gropius welcomed me to put down my things and take a seat. “You know you have already been accepted by the Bauhaus, but I’d like to acquaint you further with our goals.”

Among other things, he said in a very formal tone, “The Bauhaus is a new type of art school that combines life, craft and art all under one roof. The school marries the latest technologies with the newest ideas in art. You will be expected to learn but also to innovate and to share your innovations.”

After looking at my credentials—mainly the two schools I attended —Gropius said I had a formidable education and that I probably possessed potential.
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For my introductory classes I was taught by some of the greatest artists of our time: Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky, and Làszlò Moholy- Nagy. After I finished those classes, I had to decide on which workshop I would enter.

When I had read in the Bauhaus brochure that the school welcomed “any person of good repute, without regard to age or sex,” I was impressed. However, I found that old-fashioned views towards a woman’s role still influenced the way things were done. On my very first day, Gropius had lethargically shown me around to all the other workshops, but when we stopped at the weaving workshop, his voice rose with excitement, “You will really like this one.”

As polite and humble as I was to his face, I listened to my inner voice that said Don’t let even the famed Walter Gropius pressure you. But despite my internal resistance, I ended up choosing the weaving workshop. That was because when I took my hands to one of the gigantic looms that literally loomed over the room, I felt like my hands and mind worked beautifully as one and I fell in love with all the possibilities for texture, color and design that weaving offered.

Finding my artistic calling, I was happier than I’d ever been. That was until a conversation occurred that made me realize I had a problem—a big one. It took place on a bright afternoon when the sun magnified the colors of the fabrics on our looms. Master Klee came in, strolled around the room and chatted with a few of us.

The head of the weaving workshop, Gunta Stölzl, welcomed him. “We’re always so happy to see you here.”

“Occasionally I like to look at and touch what is on our students’ looms. Hopefully, they’re using a few of my design ideas but also digging into their own imagination.”

Gunta encouraged Master Klee to sit down and stay a while. Just then Lotte Rothschild, one of the few female students in the graphic design workshop, dropped by too.

Lotte smiled when she said, “I loved it when I was in your class, Master Klee. You see things in such a fresh way. I remember when you said that a line is a dot that keeps on walking.”

We all chuckled.

“I love teaching, but there is one problem.” Klee’s eyes turned from playful to leaden. “My heritage is not widely honored in Germany.” He hesitated, then said, “I am Jewish.”

I winced. I suddenly recalled words from our gossip sessions back at my boarding school in Vienna. I thought I’d pushed them out of my mind, but now they surfaced. Occasionally, when one girl criticized another behind her back someone would whisper, “Well, you know she’s Jewish” like that explained every flaw known to mankind. And then there was the warning from my father that I thought was unnecessary, “Don’t tell anyone you’re Jewish.”

Gunta scowled. “I’m in love with Arieh Sharon from the building department. He happens to be Jewish.”

Master Klee’s facial features contorted into a worried expression.

Ever the optimist, Lotte said, “I’m Jewish too. I don’t think that’s such a problem.”

Klee said, “I hope not. I’ll be honest: the city of Dessau makes Gropius take a periodic census of our students to make sure the Bauhaus student enrollment is 90% Aryan Christians.”

Gunta chimed in, “Our Jewish students account for at least 30% of our population.”

Klee said, “I know Gropius really plays with the numbers to satisfy the city.”

I asked, “Why this bias against Jewish people?”

Klee’s expression remained grim. “Our people have always been blamed for the problems of the world. Now the German generals and some political groups blame us Jews as well as Communists for losing the war. They say we stabbed them in the back because we didn’t believe in the war and pressured the generals to sign the armistice.”

“That doesn’t sound true,” Lotte said.

Klee stood up and paced back and forth for a moment. “You’re right, Lotte! The generals and our military lost the war on the battlefield. It was as simple as that. Why, oh why, must people blame others for their mistakes? Why can’t they just admit, with some humility, that they may have erred in some way? I will never understand that.”

We were all quiet, but Klee continued, “The generals and politicians also claim that we Jews didn’t enter the military and, the few that did, didn’t serve on the front lines. But guess what?”

“What?” we asked in unison.

“The military did a census. They tried to hide the results, but I had friends in high places who said the census showed most Jews did serve on the front lines. I was one of them.”

So, our esteemed teacher fought and witnessed the horrors of war but felt condemned rather than appreciated.

“The generals had one more theory—that Jews, Communists, and even some Catholics back home— made them lose the war because they criticized Germany for becoming too ‘nationalistic.’”

The troubled look remained on Klee’s face, “Actually, I couldn’t agree more, but I did my duty as a soldier anyhow.”


THREE

After that conversation, life at the Bauhaus didn’t seem so perfect. I realized I had a secret to keep. However, I hardly thought of myself as a Jew. I saw myself more as an individual who came from the far-away, little village of Zmajevac in Croatia where it didn’t matter what your religion or heritage was.

Although I worried a little about what was going on beyond our school’s walls, I had my studies and weaving to absorb me, so I could ignore it. But then two bad things happened.

The first had to do with a Bauhaus party. One of Walter Gropius’ main credos was that all of us students and teachers should function as a team. I remember how he annnounced in my initial interview,“To innovate we all need to work and play together as one.”

The Bauhaus parties were held in the school’s theater. The wide hallway leading to the theater looked like it came straight from a Nagy abstract painting. On the ceiling, asymmetric tubular lighting led to a wall of pink with large double doors having a rich, glossy finish and striking hemispherical handles.

Although Gropius encouraged the parties, he usually sat in a corner smoking and thumbing through a stack of papers. I heard he worked day and night to keep funds coming into the school and that he was always trying to please his glamorous, young wife Ise who thought she ran the Bauhaus.

Having attended very traditional (might I say “stodgy”) schools in Vienna and Zagreb I was not used to the dancing and drinking at the Bauhaus parties. If you were looking for a man, the odds were good for a women—almost two men for each woman in our school of about 300. By the end of the evenings, most of us—including myself—were pleasantly intoxicated. Students who coupled off sat on couches half kissing and half dozing.

At my second Bauhaus party, I had an unfortunate experience with another student that still haunts me to this day. The student’s name was Fritz Ertl. He asked me to dance, but he was so stiff and full of himself that I made an excuse to go to the ladies’ room before the dance was over. Throughout my next four years at the Bauhaus, Fritz Ertl took every opportunity he could to irritate me—knocking over my tray in the cafeteria, pointing at me and laughing. What a bully, I thought. He must not feel very good about himself if he needs to push me around because of a little social faux pau. I tried to apologize to him once, but he wouldn’t listen.

Another negative situation arose with my roommate, Pauline Schultz. Gunta hinted that she might not be easy to live with, but her room was the only one with an extra bed. Others had fled from Pauline as soon as another room opened up.

At around the time that Gunta asked the class to write up our newly formed theories on weaving, I worried because several of my pages went missing. One day when Pauline was in the cafeteria, I saw something familiar peeking out of her desk drawer. When I opened the drawer, I saw the pages.

That day a reporter and photographer had just come and wanted to take pictures of us female students outside by the bike racks. They wanted to know why we at the Bauhaus called ourselves The New Women— besides wearing our hair short and smoking cigarettes.

We put our heads together and then announced that it meant attaining a satisfying career, earning one’s own money without being dependent on the good will of a husband, and not being a slave to fashion and glamour. I piped up in agreement with the first two points, but when it came to fashion and glamour, I was a little different. My hair was longish, and I felt good when I looked in the mirror and saw that my natural curls fell just right. Plus, I liked dressing up at times in a pretty sweater and wearing my favorite pearl necklace. That was just me. I knew who I was and didn’t feel I had to follow the crowd.

I waited until the group interview was almost concluded and then whispered to Pauline, “As soon as this is over, I have to talk with you.”

After we returned to our room, I held up the pages.

Pauline didn’t know what to say. She just made grunting noises. “Ah, ee, Yo.” As soon as she collected herself, she said, “You’re a loser, Otti. You and your Jewish parents!”

“Jewish parents, where did you get that?”

“You remember one of the letters from your father that you left open on your desk? He said you should remember not to tell anyone you’re Jewish.”

“Ooh” I yelled.

We were only about two feet from each other. My eyes popped with rage. Looking frightened, Pauline took a step back.

I demanded, “What does that have to do with stealing my chapters?”

Pauline couldn’t come up with anything. She threw her backpack on the floor, sat on her bed and dissolved into a pile, holding her head in her hands. “I don’t know, I don’t know why I was so mean. I felt a twinge of guilt when you kept looking for them, but it made me happy too, as strange as it sounds.”

The next day Pauline left the Bauhaus. After she packed, she said a terse “goodbye” and walked out. I breathed a sigh of relief.

This whole scenario could be interpreted as an adolescent action by a disgruntled roommate that hardly deserves any remembrance, but it became very significant as did the ridiculous reaction by Fritz Ertl at the Bauhaus dance.


FOUR

On the bright side, hours seemed like minutes, minutes like seconds, as I wove with love and imagination. I learned a great deal from Gunta and a student named Annie Albers who was at the Bauhaus for two years before me.

Gunta, Annie and I wanted to figure out how to make upholstery that would be durable, stain-resistant, and comfortable. We figured it would be needed in our new industrial era in which cars, buses and airplanes were being mass-produced. We came up with the idea of weaving cotton and plastic fibers together, and the process worked. Presto! We had the rugged fiber we were looking for. Then it was time to apply the design principles we learned from Nagy, Klee and Kandinsky to make the material pleasing to the eye. I chose rich colors for the backgrounds and then imposed on them simple, abstract designs.

My three masters didn’t want to pick favorites. They knew Gunta and Annie excelled, but they also seemed to like my work. When they visited our workshop, they looked at everyone’s creations, but they often lingered by my loom and discussed with me my choices for designs and materials.


FIVE

Gunta stayed after class one day, pulled up a chair by my loom, and told me in a conspiratorial tone, “Arieh proposed to me.”

She glowed with excitement. However, she said her parents worried about her decision because they knew prejudice against Jews was rising even in Munich where they lived. Gunta spoke with pride about how she had been a Red Cross assistant on the front lines and rarely feared anything.

But, almost as an aside, she muttered, “That war was such a waste of time and life.”

I shook my head sadly. “I know. Tragic.”

Gunta looked away for a moment like she was thinking. Then she said, “There’s been so much poverty in Germany since the war; those reparations did us in. Because you’re not German, you don’t know all we’ve been through. There was hope for a while, though. People wanted positive change. In Weimar, they made this new constitution, saying we are all equal, and women have the right to vote. Instead of having an all-powerful Kaiser running the country, we now have a regularly elected chancellor and a group of representatives. That’s great! But now it seems there are too many political parties, and they can’t agree. The problems with the economy keep coming back— making some want to blame others—especially Jewish people— like my fiancé.” Gunta paused and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I know I’ve been rattling on. I’m just trying to make sense of everything.”

Hearing about the problems of being “Jewish” set off alarm bells in my head again, so I approached the subject from a different angle. “You are truly The New Woman, Gunta. Doing such a daring thing! Marrying the man you love, even though it may prove to be challenging.”

Gunta smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


SIX

At about this time I noticed a new man in the cafeteria. He was having lunch with Gropius and Nagy. Meticulously dressed in a three-piece suit, he wore frameless glasses and combed his hair back in a formal style. He looked like he hung on Nagy and Gropius’ every word.

A few days later when I saw this man in the cafeteria again, I asked Gunta about him, and she told me his name was Ludwig Hilberseimer. Hannes Meyer, the master of the building program, somehow knew about his work and said he was impressed with Hilberseimer’s knowledge of building theory and urban planning. Walter Gropius hired him, after Meyer bragged about the man’s qualifications.

Ludwig and I became friends when we attended what was called The Metal Party by Oskar Schlemmer who planned the Bauhaus’ most important events. Influential people who were or might become donors attended. Ludwig and I bumped into each other and laughed as we examined everyone’s costumes made out of real or imitation metal (most used aluminum foil for their outfits).

As the saying goes, the rest was history. Although he was timid, Ludwig found it in himself to invite me to the Kornhaus café along the River Elbe. Eventually, we met frequently in the cafeteria. Then we started taking walks by the Elbe. Ludwig tickled me when he laughed at his own weak jokes and did everything he could to make me happy —including yelling at Fritz Ertl (that goofy dance partner) when he knocked over my tray in the cafeteria. Ludwig was decent looking but not handsome. The distance from his nose to his lips was bigger than the distance from his lips to the bottom of his chin. However, I really enjoyed his company because he was a good listener, and he always cared about everything I said. Also, he spoke clearly and loudly enough to counteract my loss of hearing in one ear due to a childhood accident with a horse.


SEVEN

Gunta said that when I did my writing assignments she was impressed with how I described my weaving in ways that Klee, Nagy and Kandinsky would talk. I wrote about how, because of studying at the Bauhaus, I valued clarity, simplicity and abstraction, and I looked for patterns that emphasized the structure of my fabrics.

“Your writing has elevated weaving to an art form,” Gunta told me, “And as a result, I think Master Gropius has a pleasant surprise for you. Why don’t you go down to his office now so he can tell you about it?”

I just about ran down the halls.

Gropius smiled fully for a change. “Gunta has bragged about your scholarly way of describing weaving.” He lit a cigarette and continued. “If you are willing, I would like you to work on a book about the mechanics and theories behind weaving. It could possibly be a text for students and even art historians. I know you are just getting started here. So, take your time. I’m making this request, because Gunta and I see an exceptional scholarly as well as artistic capability in you.”

I felt my face flush. “Wow! That’s quite a compliment. I don’t know if I can live up to your expectation, but I would love to give my mind to the task.”

When I returned, I said to Gunta, “I will write my book about weaving but only if you write an introduction for it. After all, you’ve been my teacher and my inspiration.”

Gunta consented and three days later brought an introduction to me that read like this, “We Bauhaus weavers want to create living things with contemporary relevance, suitable for a new style of life. Huge potential for experimentation lay before us. It is essential to define our imaginary world, to shape our experiences through material, rhythm, proportion, colour and form.” I couldn’t thank Gunta enough for this astute description of our work.


EIGHT

One evening Ludwig and I took a walk on the main street of Dessau. Suddenly and right in front of us, some men just about fell out of a door where the interior smelled like beer. I assumed it was a tavern. The men punched at each other. One guy already had a bloody nose. Another yelled, “Commie Jew!”

In protective mode, Ludwig pulled me to the side, and we hurriedly walked away. However, I couldn’t help but look back to see what happened. The men kept swinging at each other until two nearby policemen heard the noise and ran to stop the melee.

As they pulled the men apart, one said, “We were just talkin’…”

The one who punched him barked, “Yeah, you and your Commie friends were talkin’ ‘bout how to ruin Germany.”

“Nah, we were just havin’ a beer. But if we wanted to improve Germany, what would be the shame?”

And, so, the men exchanged insults and random blows until the policemen got out their billy clubs and subdued them. We turned our backs and didn’t see what happened next.

My voice shook as I asked Ludwig, “What…what was that all about?”

Ludwig looked as tense as I was. “There are a lot of physical confrontations—you could call them brawls— lately in Dessau and throughout Germany. You notice one of the groups wore brown shirts. They’re Hitler’s guys.”

“Hitler? Who’s he?”

“He’s a provocative guy who wants to be a leader in Germany. A lot of young fellows who were in the war follow him: the ones without jobs. Hitler’s a big- mouth, and he gets their attention. I call them thugs.”

“Why?”

“They’ll look for a fight with almost anyone, but mostly with little groups like you just saw that they say are Communists.”

For the first time, Ludwig and I held hands. Tightly.

When I returned to my room, I saw, to my surprise, that, Friedl Dicker, a friendly woman from down the hall, was sitting at the desk that used to be Pauline’s. And, so, Friedl was my new roommate. We became best friends, and I learned a great deal from her about kindness and the politics of our day.


NINE

Tragedy always occurs when you least expect it.

Shortly before class was over one day, Ludwig walked into our room on quiet birds’ feet and whispered, “How’s your weaving going? Can I see what you’re working on?”

I pulled out a simple sketch and showed him how I got to the finished product by the wefting and wafting I’d begun. I was making window coverings with rows of light grays, browns and whites to create a fabric that was light enough to let light in during the day but heavy enough to provide privacy at night.

Ludwig seemed impressed. “So different from my parents’ draperies with layers of heavy fabric extending from ceiling to floor! You’d hardly know there’s a window behind them.”

With our superior Bauhaus attitude, we both snickered.

And then that light-hearted, happy moment was shattered when the janitor came to our class and told me Master Gropius wanted to see me immediately. When I arrived at his office, he showed me a telegram and said that sometimes telegrams bore bad news. So, Gropius said he’d like to be with me when I opened it.

The tragedy was that my father fell while walking in our family vineyard and could not get up. The hired hands carried him back to the house and, since then, he’d been lying in a state near death. My brother Otto got a doctor, but he didn’t give Mama much hope. She asked if I could come home as soon as possible.

Dazed, I packed and set out for the next train. Master Schlemmer, the party planner, was nice enough to drive me. Another tragedy occurred: I slipped and fell on the platform just as the train was leaving. I ended up in the hospital with a broken leg and could not get to my parents’ house. A flurry of telegrams back and forth to my mother ended up with her telling me my father had died.

Mama was so sweet, so dear. She didn’t want me to feel bad that I couldn’t come. For months, I was haunted by guilt. My friend Friedel helped me get over that, but regret has lingered with me ever since, and it’s another reason I’m walking this bridge.


TEN

One day at about twelve noon Gunta said she was leaving the workshop to have lunch at home. Five minutes later she returned, yelling, “We’ve been threatened!”

We pummeled her with questions. “By whom? How?”

Gunta could hardly get her words out. “A swastika…a large one… is painted…was painted on our door.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A symbol. Those followers of Hitler made it up as their symbol—to scare people.”

A couple of us were shaking as much as Gunta. We were the Jewish ones.

“How can we help?” I stuttered.

Gunta ran her hands through her hair and looked devastated. “Thanks, but Arieh will help me wash it off. I just wonder who did it.”

Annie said, “It might be some kids in the neighborhood…”

“Or… it could…it could… even be people from within,” Gunta said shakily.

After doing the best we could to comfort Gunta, she returned to her quarters.

Seeing as how we were too upset to keep weaving, Annie said, “Let’s take the afternoon off.”
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That evening I had very little appetite for my cafeteria dinner with Ludwig. He asked, “What’s wrong, Otti? You’re not yourself.”

“Let’s wait until we’re done eating and go to our favorite spot.”

As we walked to our destination, I caught a glimpse of a baseball in the window of the toy store we always passed. A swastika was painted on it! I stopped and pointed as I put my hand over my mouth. Ludwig’s eyes opened wider than I’d ever seen them.

“I feel like cursing!” he said. “I’ve been reading about the swastikas and seeing them on the shirtsleeves of guys who wear the brown shirts. Now they’re trying to brainwash our German children!”

“I hate them!” I’ve never said I hate an individual or group before.

When we got to our bench, we looked around to make sure no one was in earshot. I told Ludwig about the swastika on Gunta’s door. He yelled, “Deplorable! I’d like to figure out who did that!” He balled his hands into fists. “But cowards like that strike and run before you can find them.”

Ludwig sighed. “If a citizen of Dessau did this, I wouldn’t be surprised. The people are starting to despise us. Rumor is they’re complaining that the masters of The Bauhaus have new, modern quarters—all paid for by the city —while a lot of them are living in rundown buildings.”

He continued, “And now we Germans have a new problem. The Stock Market just crashed in the U.S., and this will probably make it hard for Germany to borrow money to pay the reparations. The financial leaders in the U.S. may be broke now. This only adds to Germany’s woes. Some look for people to blame…and even hurt.”

I said, “I guess that’s why a few idiots put swastikas on people’s doors.”
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