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English-language literature on gender and modernity in the Habsburg
monarchy tends to concentrate on perspectives emanating from Vienna —
focusing on the denizens of the glittering capital to illuminate cultural, intel-
lectual, political and economic trends in Central European life. Such recent
collections as Tag Gronberg’s Vienna: City of modernity, 1890-1914 (New
York: Peter Lang, 2007) and Christian Brandstätter’s Vienna 1900: art, life &
culture (New York: Vendome Press, 2006) delve deeply into the world of turn
of the century Vienna, following a path forged by Carl Schorske in Fin-de-
siècle Vienna (New York: Vintage, 1980) more than three decades ago.
Deborah Holmes and Lisa Silverman’s Interwar Vienna (Rochester: Camden
House, 2009) and Gemma Blackshaw and Leslie Topp’s Crazy for Vienna
1900 (Burlington, VT: Lund-Humphries, 2009) continue to build on these
cultural history traditions by expanding the chronological and disciplinary
foci. Agatha Schwartz’s provocative collection takes a broader view to
examine the impact of competing modernist and anti-modernist forces and to
demonstrate how they played out in gendered political, social, economic, and
cultural contexts throughout the lands of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and
in the successor states. Like Judith Beniston and Deborah Holmes’s From
Ausgleich to Jahrhundertwende: Literature and Culture, 1867-1890 (Leeds:
Maney, 2009), published in Austrian Studies in 2008, this volume includes
scholars’ works in a variety of academic disciplines to illuminate literary and
intellectual currents of the late Habsburg monarchy. Schwartz’s volume also
goes further to explore the Habsburg legacy bequeathed to contemporary
society, particularly to Central European society, in the decades since the
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collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War to bring to the fore
aspects of the “various facets and intricacies of the debate around gender and
modernity” in the Dual Monarchy and successor states (6).

As is characteristic of compilations that originated in conference
papers, the individual essays vary considerably with respect to their quality,
originality, and adherence to and interpretation of the twin themes of gender
and modernity. The editor divides the fourteen articles among five sections to
guide readers seeking specific emphases on gender or modernity or both.
Themed sections range from rather specific to broad, from “Early Psycho-
analysis and Its Legacy” to “The Historical and Cultural Legacy of Austria-
Hungary.” Or, they distinguish specific groups from others in the empire as in
“The Contribution of Jewish Women to Viennese Modernity.” The overall
effect is one of syncretic rather than synthetic coverage and certain themes
emerge more clearly than others.

The book explores gender from a variety of perspectives. Helga Thor-
son’s essay examines new conceptions of gender and sexuality that emerged in
Grete Meisel-Hess’s “Zwei vergnügte Tage” (21-23) to demonstrate how
literature reflected the highly contested gendered terrain of the monarchy. She
points to the shaping and reshaping of identity based on exclusionary or “anti”
movements that sprang up on the Habsburg political landscape (19) as respon-
sible for conflict and sexual “othering.” Basing his interpretation in ideas of
the “civilizing process” theorized by Norbert Elias and Pierre Bordieu, Miklos
Hadas explores the complexities of notions of masculinity in the monarchy in
an article examining the development of cycling in Hungary. He demonstrates
how the evolution of cycling as a sport and how sports technology reflected
underlying gendered and bourgeois assumptions that we regionally specific.
Focusing on the example of Hungary, he shows how ideas of masculinity and
maleness changed over time and space and that “modernity” itself was a
dynamic notion. Saskia Elizabeth Ziolkowski also focuses primarily on notions
of masculinity. Her essay highlights Austro-Italian literary relations comparing
depictions of sexually inept men in Italo Svevo’s and Robert Musil’s writings.
She consciously employs gender as her lens to compare the two writers’ “men
without qualities” (93) and to show how conflicting expectations and gendered
assumptions affected male sexuality. Ziolkowski’s concentrates on the two
text, but her detailed reading could be taken further to highlight the univer-
sality of intellectual currents and gendered conceptions related to modernity
that affected the inter-related, multi-lingual literary world of the monarchy and
Europe.
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Several essays touch on ambiguous or confused gender expectations
related to ambivalent responses to modernity. Marcin Filipowicz examines
how the universal theme of misogyny played out in Czech modernist poetry
and depictions of the femme fatale. He concentrates on Czech modernism to
show the “intricate interplay between misogyny, misandry, and pro-feminist
ideas,” concluding that the recognition of inequality played a conspicuous role
in fomenting modernist “revolt” (114). More might be made of the Bohemian
nationalist context and nationalist “othering” that Filipowicz touches on, but
the essay offers an intriguing look at Czech modernist poetry and gender.
With respect to ambivalent responses to modernity, more “sexy” but perhaps
less analytical, is Jill Scott’s interpretation of the mixed metaphors of gender
reflected in Gustav Klimt’s “The Kiss.” Although scattershot in its method
and analysis, the article raises interesting questions regarding the intersections
of “political power” and “erotic power” (33) in Klimt’s visions and explores
the artist’s ability and intention to “tell many stories” in a single work (42).
Scott’s “rich” reading of the colors and images embedded in Klimt’s iconic
painting provides an art history perspective that contributes to the inter-
disciplinary appeal of the collection.

Tina Bahovec, too, adopts an approach using images, but her empha-
sis is on propaganda in the context of the political and territorial conflict bet-
ween Austria and Yugoslavia and Germans and Slovenes in Carinthia. She
explores the ambiguous constructions of gender encapsulated in fin-de-siècle
images of the “new (emancipated) woman” and the “effeminate” man and then
shows how war propaganda undermined and ridiculed these “modern” images
as “unnatural” in an effort to reassert traditional gender roles (222). She also
shows how traditional gender images were employed in modern political agen-
das to promote women’s nationalist political activism in exercising their vote
in post-World War I territorial plebiscites. The emphasis on the political con-
text ties well into recent trends in Central European history to explore women
in the context of their public and legal relationships relating to citizenship,
patriotism, and emancipation.

Susan Ingram’s “Czech Maters” offers a sketch of competing Habs-
burg presences at the Chicago Columbian Exhibition of 1893, reminding
readers of the possibilities for examining how Habsburg women’s identities
were articulated outside the territorial boundaries of the monarchy. Ingram’s
discussion of the participation in Chicago and particularly her emphasis on the
number of books written by women of various “nationalities” of the empire
and the comparison between Czech and German presences in donations to the
library in the Women’s Building (120-24) is intriguing, yet the article suffers
somewhat from scanty evidence.
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Several essays highlight the challenges of competing currents of
tradition and modernization in the patriarchal and paternalistic Habsburg
society. In a succinct and polished essay based on women’s autobiographies,
Michaela Raggam-Blesch explores the experiences of three Jewish intellectual
pioneers on the “particularly notorious battleground” of the university (148).
She defines Jewish women based on the well-known models proposed by
Paula Hyman and Deborah Dash Moore (133) and proceeds to highlight their
struggles for higher education, intellectual recognition, and to enter the
Viennese academy. Raggam-Blesch’s emphasis on generational conflicts to
demonstrate the evolution of gendered expectations and to show the effects of
early women’s activism on developments in higher education in the last
decades of the monarchy reflects critically on the tendencies to consider
modernity as an established and accepted viewpoint and emancipation as a
welcome and ineluctable process in the fin-de-siècle.

Alison Rose adopts a similar biographical approach to the examina-
tion of Jewish salonières in Vienna in an article that focuses on the ways in
which Jewish bourgeois women of the salon set responded to contradictory
impulses of modern and traditional society. She emphasizes the clash of
traditional Jewish life and currents of assimilation and acculturation that
affected women’s paths to “cultural modernity” and political mobilization
(119). While Rose suggests that Viennese salons offered “an alternative
sphere in which women could operate as leaders and still maintain their bour-
geois femininity” (132), she points to the negative depictions of these women
in period caricatures and parodies. The contradictory vision of salonières she
presents, as both villains and heroines, begs further analysis and explanation.
The story of the heroine or even the “hagiography” of the cult of “Sissi” is
teased out in Judith Szapor’s essay on images and the memory of the Empress
Elizabeth, the Queen of Hungary. Szapor uses gender as a lens to explain the
longevity of Sissi’s appeal and to point to the ways in which the empress’s
image has been used and reused in a variety of Hungarian nationalist political
contexts. The essay, which touches on aspects of memory popular in recent
approaches to European society, skillfully traces the ways in which “reve-
rence” for Sissi developed and changed over the decades after her death to
explain the contours of the contemporary cult of Elizabeth.

Several of the essays interweave notions of modernity and gender in
the development of Central European intellectual culture, and here the
authors’ various multi-disciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches lend
richness to the volume and help to point to intersections across different fields
of research. Anna Borgos offers a complex and nuanced discussion of multi-
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layered conceptions of women, femininity, and women’s relationship to
intellectual endeavor in her essay that examines assumptions regarding gender
norms and social tensions in psychoanalytic theory, particularly in Freudian
thought. Borgos then goes on to show how Freudian thought and uncertainties
in gendered notions it provoked affected early women analysts’ conceptions of
femininity and practice of psychoanalysis. Perhaps the greatest strength of this
essay is its explanation of the difficulties such female psychoanalysts as
Helene Deutsche faced in their attempts to square theoretical views with their
own intellectual position and career trajectories (164).

Emphasis on the importance of the emerging social sciences and
concomitant debates over the effect of these studies on understandings of
gender and gender roles threads through the volume. An analysis of Sándor
Ferenczi’s “harsh rejection of spiritualistic worldviews” (171) forms the
foundation for J. Edgar Bauer’s essay highlighting the interplay of religious
belief, notions of sexual identity, and psychoanalytic theory in the push-and-
pull of the evolution of “modern” thought. Emphasis here on Ferenczi’s ambi-
valent position with respect to religion and religiosity and its relation to
sexuality provides a nice counterpoise to less nuanced discussions of Jewish-
ness or religion in the volume and points, at least obliquely, to the broader
currents of social science thought and debates on nature and nurture that raged
in the late years of the monarchy.

Bauer’s essay also provides the link for understanding the enduring
influence of Ferenczi in Hungary and throughout the lands of the former
monarchy and the importance of the relationship of Ferenczi and Freud that
emerges in Ferenc Erös’s essay, a translated version of an essay published in
2007 that explores psychoanalytic approaches to war neurosis and hysteria in
the wake of the First World War. Erös carefully situates Ferenczi in the
Hungarian intellectual world, demonstrating how Freudian thought introduced
by Ferenczi revolutionized the treatment of war-related neurosis in the postwar
period (191-192). The emphasis of Ferenczi in the section on “Early Psycho-
analysis and Its Legacy” points to one of the broader contributions of the
collection, its inclusion of a variety of ethnic, cultural, and political perspec-
tives de-centered from the German or Germanic perspective, so often empha-
sized in studies of the monarchy and successor states.

The importance of such alternative ethnic views is no where more
evident than in Matthew Stibbe’s detailed explication of the political intern-
ment of subject “minorities” during the First World War and its impact on
population politics in the successor states. His focus on the political deporta-
tion of Serbs, Ruthenians, Italians and Galician Jews (seen as Russophiles)
brings to light the troubling legacy of the Habsburg inability to deal with
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ethnic rivalries and nationalist conflicts that erupted during wartime. He
places the Habsburg experience in the context of broader European experience
and historiography, particularly with respect to the analysis of internment and
captivity (214). Stibbe’s essay along with the contributions of Szapor, Ziol-
kowski, and Bahovec offer particularly fertile ground for further comparative
work on aspects of inter-ethnic and multi-ethnic relations in the monarchy and
their legacy. Borgos, Erös, Raggam-Blesch, Filipowicz, and Thorson point to
important themes that highlight the universal applicability of Habsburg
thought and experience.

More succinct definition of such key concepts of the “modernity,”
“modernism,” and clearer delineation of the volume’s conceptual approach to
gender, sexuality, and the politics of identity would have helped to make the
volume more cohesive. Explanation of the variety of the author’s viewpoints
and more consistent adherence to the volume’s twin themes would have made
the links among the essays and approaches more evident and strengthened the
volume’s contributions to comparative analysis. However, this does not appear
to have been the editor’s intent. Rather, the essays offer tantalizing bits that are
certain to provoke interest and provide further avenues for study of gender and
modernity in the late Habsburg monarchy and its impact on Central European
society today.

NOTES

On the subject of comparative feminist studies of German-Austrian and Hungarian
women’s literary contributions in the fin-de-siècle see also Agatha Schwartz, Shifting
Voices: Feminist Thought and Women’s Writing in Fin-de-Siècle Austria and Hun-
gary (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, Cornell University
Press US Distributor, 2008).


