
 Early life and the art of empire

In October 1916 nineteen-year-old Elise Schlie travelled to Berlin, accompanied by her 
mother, to pursue training at the Royal Art School. Wary of their daughter’s exposure 
to the big city, her parents Paul and Elfrieda Schlie had arranged accommodation in a 
boarding house for upper-class girls.1 Despite their best efforts to cosset their daughter 
in reassuringly bourgeois lodgings, the cosmopolitan city of Berlin awaited, offering 
an extraordinary entrée into adult life. These were years of both artistic and personal 
awakening. For the fi rst time the young Elise saw paintings by van Gogh, Cézanne 
and Matisse, as well as the most contemporary avant-garde practices of Kandinsky and 
Chagall.2 Her period of study in Berlin coincided with a most tumultuous era in German 
history. Blumann arrived in the middle of World War I, and in her fi nal year at art school 
the empire collapsed following the German defeat. Civil unrest spilled onto the streets 
of Berlin, with strikes, rallies and bloody confrontations between republican forces and 
the socialist revolutionaries (the Spartacists), which are vividly recounted in her diaries. 

This chapter considers the artistic infl uences of Blumann’s youth within the bounds of 
conservative Wilhelmine cultural policies, and the ways her artistic sensibility was formed 
during her Berlin years, amid the constellation of avant-garde activities that fl ourished in the 
city. Despite the turbulence of the times and the political activism of many avant-garde artists 
around her, Blumann did not refl ect on the social issues of the day in her art. Her driving 
creative impulse was the interpretation and expression of the natural world. This passion 
was nurtured in her youth among the lakes and forests of eastern Prussia, and is visible in 
her earliest works. Blumann’s personal evolution is traced through diary entries written in 
the chaos of 1918, as well as passages that elucidate her deep connection to nature and its 
restorative power. The chapter concludes by looking at key events in Blumann’s life during the 
post-war period, her residence in Hamburg and her fl ight from Germany in 1934.

Blumann’s experience of art and politics in Berlin had little to do with the comforts and 
security of her childhood. She was born Elise Margot Paula Rudolphina Hulda Schlie on 
16 January 1897, in the northern German town of Parchim in the Duchy of Mecklenburg, 
the Kingdom of Prussia.3 Her early life to the age of twenty-one spanned the later years 
of the German empire, a federation formed in the wake of the Franco-Prussian war in 
1871 (fi g. 3). Blumann had a privileged upbringing within the conservative militaristic 
culture of Prussia, the most prominent state in the federation. The dominant fi gure of 
the age was Kaiser Wilhelm II, who succeeded as German emperor and king of Prussia 
in 1888, ruling until his abdication in 1918. At dinner in the Schlie household the fi rst 
glass was toasted to the emperor and the second to Blumann’s mother, Elfrieda.4 Her 
father Paul was an army major and later civil servant in the Prussian military, and her 
older brothers Paul and Ludwig were also to take up military careers. The family moved 
between various towns in eastern Prussia, from Parchim to the lakeside city of Schwerin, 
and later to Hamburg where Blumann completed her studies at an all-girls high school. 
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1 Empire to republic: student days in Germany and 
the path to modern art

Fig. 3. Elise Schlie at Eutin, c. 1917
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At the outbreak of the war in 1914 her father was stationed at a garrison in Eutin serving 
in an administrative role, being too advanced in years for active duty. In the same year 
Blumann began to receive lessons from Baron Leo von Lütgendorff-Leinburg, director 
of the Cathedral Museum in the town of Lübeck, who ran a private art school next to 
the cathedral building. She commuted by train from Eutin to Lübeck for classes over the 
period of a year, and as a result began to move away from the expectations of her bourgeois 
roots.5 We can assume that Blumann received basic instruction in drawing and painting, 
focused on copying from nature in a traditional realist style. The young artist did not 
see any modern art in these years, though avant-garde movements were flourishing in 
major centres in Germany. Blumann’s exposure to art during this period was largely 
dictated by her parents. She visited galleries with her mother but was apparently not 
interested in the naturalistic works displayed.6 Kaiser Wilhelm controlled the major state 
cultural institutions, including the art galleries and art academies of Germany, and the 
Schlie family’s values in cultural matters would doubtless have broadly aligned with his 
conservative tastes. Peter Paret summarises Wilhelm’s approach to art: 

Beauty and the sublime were found above all in the works of classical antiquity: The modern 
artist could do no better than emulate these eternally valid models of idealized realism. 
Experimentation was risky; the distortion of conventionally perceived reality, unacceptable. 
So far as possible, the painter should seek the effects of sound sculpture: clear contours, 
accurately distributed shadows, correct perspective, and symmetrical composition.7

In the wake of the Franco-Prussian war an official aversion to the corrupting model 
of French impressionism was evident in Germany. Modern art was seen to bow to 
internationalist trends and presented a threat to German national identity and purity, the 
most conservative critiques containing strong anti-Semitic sentiments.8 Impressionism 
and the avant-garde practices that followed it frequently deviated from the representation 
of idealised subject matter – to show, for instance, human suffering – and for Wilhelm 
this had the potential to threaten the status quo.9

Progressive art in Berlin: Der Sturm, internationalism and expressionism

This Wilhelminian resistance to foreign artistic models caused a considerable delay in the 
development of modern art in Germany. For instance, impressionism appeared radical when 
it emerged on the German art scene towards the turn of the century, almost twenty-five years 
after its genesis in Paris. Wilhelm’s influence in cultural matters, however, began to diminish 
in the first decade of the twentieth century, even in relation to state institutions.10 Moreover, 
as Peter Gay suggests: ‘Wilhelminian Germany, though philistine and oppressive, was not 
a dictatorship; and the modern movement fed on opposition. Expressionism, which would 
dominate Weimar culture during its formative years, was fully matured in the Empire’.11 
When Blumann arrived in Berlin in 1916 the city was a centre for progressive art practice, 
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following the efforts of numerous avant-garde groups which had resisted state policies in the 
preceding twenty years, namely the Berlin Secession, formed in 1898 under the leadership of 
impressionist Max Liebermann, and the New Secession, formed in 1910 when the jury for 
the summer exhibition of the Berlin Secession rejected the expressionist Die Brücke painters. 
In a 1912 catalogue Berlin gallery owner and business manager of the Berlin Secession Paul 
Cassirer described this movement towards the new expressionist art: ‘Friends and enemies 
claim my gallery is the gallery of impressionism. In 1898 that was a curse word meaning 
revolution. In 1912 it is again a curse word, now signifying reaction’.12 On these changes 
Blumann later commented: ‘You know it was so quick, going then from impressionism and 
I must say impressionists impressed me the least’.13 The distinction between impressionism 
(aligned with naturalism) and expressive art was to remain a key polarity for Blumann 
throughout her artistic life. 

It was during this period, through exposure to these various avant-garde groupings and 
styles, that Blumann began to conceive of the kind of artist she wished to become. Like 
any young student she was struggling with many aspects of her craft, but in 1919 in 
Hamburg, soon after completing her Berlin studies, she wrote:

For the Impressionist, shape and colour mean everything, content nothing. Content is only 
carrying colours and tone. For the Expressionist, content is everything. Today’s times are 
changing, full of strong impressions that look for expression, therefore today’s artists can only 
be Expressionists. An artist who stays distant from his times can be an Impressionist, and be 
good at it, but he won’t fulfil today’s tasks. Inside me there is an inkling of realisation but 
outside I am still a dabbler.14 

On her arrival in Berlin, Blumann was attracted to the circle around Herwarth Walden’s Der 
Sturm (The Storm), a gallery established by the impresario in 1912. Walden was an influential 
dealer and exhibitor of contemporary art. His empire also encompassed the literary journal 
Der Sturm, published from 1910 to 1932, and an art school he had opened in 1916. The 
gallery and journal promoted German expressionism, as well as international artists such as 
Chagall, Kandinsky, Kokoschka and Klee. Maurice Godé suggests that in 1916 the Sturm 
enterprise had declared its ‘will to render the production of art totally independent of society, 
cultural tradition, common language, and all other referent’.15 According to Kate Winskell: 
‘From 1914 Der Sturm increasingly presented art not only as free from politics, but also as 
immune to explanation, analysis or exegesis, its reception tantamount to an act of faith’.16 
The tensions implicit in such a stance during a time of international conflict are alluded to in 
Sturm writer Walter Mehring’s description of a dinner held in 1916, in honour of Sturm artists 
Franz Marc and August Macke and poet August Stramm, all of whom had died in the war:

after dinner – for at the Waldens’ one still dined despite rationing of bread and food – in 
the middle of the World War, [we sat] beneath paintings by Léger, Severini, Kandinsky, 
Chagall, and other non-German, enemy art products…17
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Blumann recognised the uniqueness of this cosmopolitan nexus, later noting that: ‘Even 
though there was then the war already between France and Germany...we still saw the 
most modern French paintings [that were in Berlin]’.18  

An interview with David Bromfield in 1984 elucidates the various artistic influences 
assimilated by the young artist during this time. She describes the years during the war 
as ‘the most exciting time’ in terms of expressionist art practice.19 However, when asked 
if she felt a particular affinity with the German expressionists, Blumann replied: ‘No. 
There were too many artists coming into Berlin especially from France, but Russia as 
well, like Chagall and they all impressed you’.20 Blumann was particularly interested in 
the international artists that showed at Der Sturm gallery and makes no mention of any 
members of the German expressionist group Die Brücke in the interview. When asked 
how often she frequented Der Sturm she replied: 

Oh yes it was a lot. The Walden house was in the Tiergarten and his gallery was built 
and there was the ‘Actions’ as well, but that was, well they showed lots of expressionists, 
and German ones.21

Here Blumann is referring to Die Aktion, a left-wing political and artistic journal that ran 
from 1911 to 1932 under the leadership of Franz Pfemfert. The pages of both Der Sturm 
and Die Aktion featured woodcut illustrations of the most avant-garde artists of the day. 
The roll call of exhibitions at Der Sturm gallery during Blumann’s residence in Berlin was 
extraordinary, and she was most impressed by Lyonel Feininger (September 1917), Marc 
Chagall (October 1917), Chagall, Wassily Kandinsky and William Wauer (July–August 
1918), Paul Klee, Johannes Molzahn and Kurt Schwitters (January 1919).22 Other artists 
Blumann was aware of, Käthe Kollwitz and Paula Modersohn-Becker, also showed in Berlin 
during this time.23 Cassirer Gallery exhibited Modersohn-Becker’s work in 1916 and held 
an exhibition in honour of Kollwitz’s fiftieth birthday in 1917. Modersohn-Becker was also 
presented at J. B. Neumann’s Berlin gallery in May 1919.24 Blumann’s familiarity with a wide 
variety of avant-garde art practices suggests a regular attendance at exhibitions in the city. 
The Cassirer Gallery was not far from her lodgings, and the New Secession Gallery was also 
close by.25

Blumann refers to the artists of the Sturm circle but also to a lineage of earlier modernists, all 
broadly expressionist. She recounts seeing van Gogh paintings for the first time in Berlin: ‘I 
liked him straight away. Don’t forget that was all new to us. Well they were the avant garde 
and everything was new. I was still a student. Before I came to Berlin I didn’t see any of this 
work’.26 This reflects the late introduction of modern painters such as Gauguin, Munch 
and van Gogh to Germany. In 1916 work by these artists did not represent the latest trends 
of the international avant-garde, but they had a particular resonance for German artists of 
Blumann’s generation and formed a vital link to the expressionist movement through a 
shared approach to the natural world. In the words of Charles Kuhn:
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It was a personal and subjective way of looking at the world about them – a Neo-Romantic 
subjectivity which imbued nature with their own emotional attitudes. To Gauguin, it was 
an exotic refuge in which man found peace in a remote paradise. To Munch and Van Gogh 
the world was a surging restless one, filled with the fateful tensions in man’s soul. Both of 
these attitudes are to be found in the next generation of German painters.27 

Blumann’s art relates to a broad definition of expressionism, a term coined in the 
early twentieth century to emphasise the importance of interiority and subjectivity 
as communicated through the artwork, as against art which is broadly descriptive 
of the external world or attempts to capture the effects of natural phenomena, as in 
impressionism. The concept of expressionism was not initially associated with a Germanic 
tradition: ‘the word Expressionism started its career in Germany around 1911 as a generic 
term that embraced a number of the avant-garde trends of the day, such as Cubism’.28 
Later, German expressionism came to refer to particular stylistic characteristics of Die 
Brücke painters such as Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and Erich Heckel. It is certainly possible 
to point to a relationship between Blumann’s mature style and the formal characteristics 
of Die Brücke paintings, particularly Blumann’s images of surfers, with roughly rendered 
bodies hurtling through the water. However, the rhythmic, decorative quality of many of 
her Australian landscapes can be traced more convincingly to styles which prefigured Die 
Brücke: the quite different expressionism of van Gogh, and Jugendstil.

Jugendstil – the expressive and decorative style known in English as art nouveau – gained 
great popularity in Germany towards the end of the nineteenth century, though it 
originated in England and Belgium. The formal elements of art nouveau were ‘based on 
plant forms, distorted and bent into thin linear, sinuous calligraphic patterns’, qualities 
evident in Blumann’s landscapes in Western Australia in the 1940s.29 The flat decorative 
shapes and sinuous lines of art nouveau had a broad affinity with artists admired by 
Blumann, such as van Gogh.30

While we may be able to identify some broad influences on Blumann’s mature style in 
these various expressive forms, her appreciation of art was not limited to any particular 
style or technique. She reserved much praise for Matisse: ‘Landscapes most of all and the 
clarity of his paintings. If you analysed his paintings how he put always a cold colour next 
to a warm and he stuck to that even later’.31 She was also drawn to the work of Cézanne, 
Chagall and Kandinsky. With Kandinsky she was attracted to ‘The freedom, how he 
approached his subject’.32 Kandinsky represented another facet of German expressionism 
in the Blaue Reiter group he cofounded in 1911 which, more than Die Brücke, emphasised 
the transformative and spiritual aspects of artistic practice. In discussion with Anna Gray, 
Blumann makes a distinction between the groups, describing how she ‘liked Marc and 
Macke better than Heckel and Kirchner, who she thought one-sided’.33 On the art of 
Chagall and Kandinsky, Blumann was attracted to the way ‘they translated much more 
and even more freely than the French painters, Matisse and van Gogh’.34 In all these 
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artists’ work Blumann valued an artistic approach in which the motif was interpreted 
freely and expressively, according to the impulses of the individual artist. 

The Royal Art School, Berlin (1917–19), and life in the city

During the period Blumann lived in Berlin, women had few opportunities for tertiary 
education in art. The two most prestigious art schools in the city were the Prussian 
Academy of the Arts (after 1918 named the Academy of Arts), and the Royal Academy 
of Fine Arts, which also dropped its association with royal patronage in 1918 and was 
renamed the Academy of Fine Arts.35 Women were unable to study at either institution 
until the winter term commencing in October 1919.36 This relaxation was part of wide-
ranging changes to the state education system in the new German republic. Artists 
who had not accepted the conservative cultural aims of Wilhelmine rule now found 
themselves the republic’s leading artistic figures: the socially engaged Käthe Kollwitz was 
made a member of the Academy of Arts and named professor in 1919, and impressionist 
Max Liebermann assumed its presidency in 1920.

But in 1916 the only art schools that allowed for the enrolment of women were the 
School of Applied Arts, the Berlin School for Women Artists and the Royal Art School. 
Though she was to pursue studies at a school of applied arts in Hamburg in the early 
1920s, Blumann was not inclined towards this form of training at the beginning of 
her student life. The Berlin School for Women Artists would have been the obvious 
choice for an ambitious artist such as Blumann. The school was established in 1868 
to compensate for women’s lack of access to the official academies, and was closest to 
the rigorous standards of the aforementioned academies. Nonetheless, she pursued her 
training at the Royal Art School, from 1917 to 1919.37 The school prepared students for 
the profession of art teaching in Prussia, combining art classes with tuition in teaching 
methods. Blumann’s conservative parents may have preferred their daughter undertake 
such vocational training that would result in a teaching diploma. The director of the 
school was Philipp Franck, a founding member of the Berlin Secession and a respected 
figure in Berlin art circles.38 Men also studied at the Royal Art School but were taught 
separately, and Blumann was in a class with thirty other women. 

There has been a general misunderstanding in scholarship to date regarding Blumann’s 
training. Various sources have maintained that she studied at both the Royal Art School and 
the Academy of Arts (the former Prussian Academy), or exclusively at the Academy of Arts.39 
While Blumann certainly did graduate from the Royal Art School, she cannot have been a 
student of the academy, since that institution only allowed female students from October 
1919, by which time the artist had left Berlin and was studying in Hamburg. Nevertheless, 
she does seem to have been involved in the social life of the academy, recalling friendships 
with its male students and political meetings she attended with them.40 More significantly, 
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Fig. 4. Untitled (male figure), n.d.
red charcoal on paper, 91.0 x 58.7 cm
Private collection

Fig. 5. Untitled (seated male figure), 1948
red charcoal on paper, 74.0 x 49.0 cm
Private collection

though hard to verify, Blumann recounted sitting for a portrait by Max Liebermann – by 
now the elder statesman of the Berlin art world and member of the Academy of Arts – and 
also described his teaching style.41 Apparently this portrait was abandoned, as Liebermann 
complained of his sitter moving too much. It is not beyond the realm of possibility that 
Blumann did meet Liebermann during her Berlin years, perhaps through Franck, who had 
founded the Berlin Secession with Liebermann. But this must remain a matter of conjecture, 
given that there is no trace of an unfinished portrait by Liebermann, and no other extant 
documentation to indicate the two artists met.

In her two-year course at the Royal Art School, Blumann studied freehand drawing, 
painting, drawing on blackboard, straight proportional drawing and art history. In the 
second year an additional course, ‘free perspective’, was added to the syllabus. Blumann 
also chose ‘nude’ as an elective subject.42 Her areas of study suggest a concentration on 
drawing and the study of perspective, and the ‘nude’ course presumably entailed an 
intensive focus on anatomy. In June 1919 she passed her final exams and received a 
diploma in teaching, allowing her to use the title Staatlich geprüfte Zeichenlehrerin (state-
certified drawing teacher). The training Blumann received was of a traditional nature, 
as in all the state-run art institutions in Berlin, including the academies. The strict rules 
governing these institutions were gradually relaxed with the end of imperial rule, however, 
and some seven months before graduating, in December 1918, Blumann recorded a 
change in atmosphere at the school: ‘Early this morning there was a students’ council. A 
different relationship now between teacher and pupil. More academic freedom…’43

Blumann appreciated these early studies and later commented: ‘I went through a long 
study of drawing, painting, anatomy, muscles and everything…I think a good foundation 
is good for life’.44 Though an instinctual and expressive artist, Blumann maintained 
throughout her career a disciplined practice of life drawing (figs 4, 5). As a mature artist 
she alternated between this traditional approach to the presentation of the body and more 
abstract, modern figures. Ultimately, her understanding of anatomy and the underlying 
forms of the body was the basis for her more stylised renderings. 

Unfortunately, Blumann’s diaries from 1918 and 1919 give little information regarding 
artistic interactions, as they are either of a personal nature or focus on the social and 
political upheavals of the time. She describes neither specific artistic friendships, nor 
teachers she gravitated towards. The diaries present only a few tantalising snippets which 
point to Blumann’s contact with figures actively engaged in the avant-garde. We learn that 
the day after the kaiser’s abdication and the establishment of the republic on 9 November 
1918, she attended a political meeting at the home of Franz Pfemfert, publisher of Die 
Aktion journal. This was not particularly controversial behaviour, since citizens all over 
Germany were discussing the political future. But it is significant that at this moment we 
find Blumann at the headquarters of a radical left-wing journal promoting expressionist 
literature and art:
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There is shooting – Revolution! What do people want from each other?
In the evening there was the gathering at Pfeifert’s. Intellectual discussions! Many had 

figured out the way they wanted to take and were angry if someone wanted to take another 
way. An engineer of at most twenty years of age said, briefly and precisely, ‘You talk about 
the sins of the Emperor and his advisors amongst the Conservatives but you carry the same 
blame. Now is the time to take heart; and you waste it chastising each other’.45 

From the diaries we also learn of Blumann’s interactions with Lavinia Schulz, an 
expressionist dancer who would go on to live a challenging and precarious artistic 
existence. In December 1918 she writes: ‘Lavinia Schulz came to talk to me: what a sad 
Bohème! All I could do was listen to her. She is almost crying for a man. Shameless? I 
pity her. Good night, stupid, clever, arrogant Lavinia’.46 Schulz was a year younger than 
Blumann and was a student of ballet, music and painting in Berlin.47 She was associated 
with the Sturm circle and in particular with Lothar Schreyer, a writer, editor and theatre 
director, who invited her ‘to perform, apparently nude, in his wild production of August 
Stramm’s Sancta Susanna in 1918’.48 Schreyer described Schulz as ‘a genial person with 
violent passion’, which seems to accord with Blumann’s perception of this complicated 
friend.49 Schulz moved to Hamburg with Schreyer in 1919, where Blumann unexpectedly 
encountered her again, and in a diary entry writes: ‘And Lavinia was there – Germany is 
so small – so the storm re-enters my life. Enter, storm!’50 There is no further reference to 
Schulz in Blumann’s diary. She had a fascinating but tragically short career, performing 
expressionist dances with her husband Walter Holdt, dressed in extravagant masks and 
costumes that they fashioned themselves. During the great inflation the couple lived in 
extreme poverty and in 1924 were found dead in their Hamburg flat, Schulz having shot 
first her husband and then herself.51 

Though Blumann’s student diary entries suggest a sensitive, inquisitive and at times 
impassioned nature, she was never attracted to the excesses of a bohemian lifestyle or 
radical politics. Although she lived in Berlin at a time of acute unrest, her own artistic 
inclinations were never politically motivated, unlike other expressionist artists who 
in December 1918 formed the revolutionary group Novembergruppe, declaring: ‘The 
future of art…and the seriousness of this hour forces us revolutionaries of the spirit 
(Expressionists, Cubists, Futurists) toward unity and close cooperation’.52 And while 
her diary reports vividly on the visible aftermath of war (‘On the streets, war cripples 
grind organs and beg’),53 in her work there is no trace of the desperation and decadence 
of life in Weimar Germany, pictured so powerfully in the work of her contemporaries 
Max Beckmann, Otto Dix and George Grosz. Nor did Blumann show any interest in 
Berlin dada and artists such as Hannah Hoch and John Heartfield, who were motivated 
by the political crisis spilling onto the streets in 1918. She gravitated towards artists 
who pursued subjective aesthetic visions, in short the introspective utopian aspects of 
expressionism. Her own work would gradually come to revolve around a personal and 
instinctive response to the natural world.
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Blumann’s diary entries of this period do bear witness to the momentous historical events 
going on outside her door, while also recounting the humdrum of her daily life as a student. 
She commenced writing her diary on 9 November 1918, a most fateful day in German 
history that saw the abdication of the kaiser and the proclamation of the new republic:

The entire city – possibly the entire Reich – is in Republican hands. They take away the 
soldiers’ arms and tear off their cockades, even the officers’. Many serve the movement, 
others are idle…And yesterday evening I sat in the Humbold [sic] Academy and today I 
drew the turkey in school...54 

Elsewhere she describes a general chaos: soldiers selling their weapons, armoured cars 
with machine guns in the city, and demonstrations on the streets.55 Her diary entries of 
this period express a profound despondency. On 11 November 1918: 

The armistice was the last spark of hope. Now it is only a sad glimmer. Soon the people will 
be dead, like a burnt-out stove. And cold – I am freezing. We sat together in despair and 
drank tea and smoked and now and then we would hear the shots outside.56

In the same entry Blumann shows herself to be alert to the beauty of nature, even within 
the confines of the fractured city:

The sun disappeared, as though she could stand the madness no longer, and the dry autumn 
leaves glowed golden red beneath her last kisses. Although she was already far away, she left 
a trail of warm colours behind, above the horizon.57

Despite the chaos outside and the banalities of life as an art student, Blumann remained 
highly sensitive to the natural world. This sense emerged with renewed strength when she 
returned to her family’s country residence in Eutin following exams in June 1919 and, 
while recovering from a bout of influenza, sought solace in nature. Close to the elements 
and away from the city on 2 August 1919, she writes: 

Slowly I become healthier. Never before was I this ill. The wind, the water and the racing 
clouds – they all do me good…I move through the days: embroider cushions and curtains to 
decorate my room and gather flowers out of the wood: deep red dahlias or purple flowering 
burdock and skylark and willows and yellow buds.58

And on 22 August 1919: 

I feel cold and outside there are autumn storms, although it is only August…Oh, I feel I 
will get healthy again. All my senses are alert, I need to open up and collect what I can for 
the coming dry times in the city. I am lying underneath our old oak tree. The branches are 
like a giant spider and the twigs her fingers: she wants to catch me.59
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Fig. 6. From my window, Eutin, c. 1913
watercolour, sheet 34.6 x 24.6 cm, sight 35.2 x 25.9 cm
National Gallery of Australia, Canberra
Purchased 1978
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Blumann’s first documented paintings are from this period – Eutin (cottages on the 
estate) (present whereabouts unknown) and From my window, Eutin (fig. 6) – both small 
watercolours set in the wooded grounds of the family home.60 From my window, Eutin may 
well depict the great oak of which Elise speaks in her diary entry quoted above. The large 
tree is depicted as a vital and expressive form, embodying Blumann’s desire that, ‘Each 
line should be alive’.61 And indeed, the inclination of the trunk and branches towards 
the right side of the composition speaks of movement and energy. This is repeated some 
twenty years later in depictions of the majestic melaleuca tree, as seen from Blumann’s 
studio window in Western Australia. The early watercolour differs considerably from her 
mature works, however. In From my window, Eutin the foreground, middle distance and 
background space are carefully delineated, aided by the dramatic contrasting of colour 
– the scintillating flash of bright blue representing distant hills and a bold touch of 
orange in the foreground space. The eye is drawn through the landscape in a way that 
is denied in her Australian landscapes of the late 1930s and 1940s, where there is an 
overall flattening of pictorial space with the use of broad bands of unmodulated colour. 
The softer expressionism displayed in From my window, Eutin – the delicately placed 
lines and vibrant colour – owes something to the work of Der Blaue Reiter artists such as 
Kandinsky, Franz Marc and August Macke.62 

Hamburg and the ‘wandering years’

Blumann moved to Hamburg in September 1919 and took a studio with artist Virgile 
Popp (fig. 7). She greatly valued her friendship with Popp and brought two of his 
paintings to Western Australia in 1938, where they took pride of place in her new home. 
Popp committed suicide in the 1920s and little is known of his short artistic career. One 
of the works in Blumann’s possession (fig. 8) shows a predilection for the characteristic 
motifs of Weimar Germany, in the hat and gloves, bizarre theatrical masks, and other 
trappings of contemporary nightlife. 

In Hamburg, Blumann studied at the School of Applied Arts, initially taking evening 
painting classes between 23 September 1919 and 4 November 1919 with Julius Wohlers, 
among others.63 A diary entry of the period suggests she was working assiduously:

Three weeks I have been in Hamburg. This week, I worked as hard as a person can…And 
in the evening the study from the nude, this wonderful male nude. I was still a child in 
Berlin up until my exams. Now I do what the teachers want me to do. Then I didn’t. For 
the first time in my life, I work conscientiously: will it lead me to my aim? 64

She commenced her studies proper on 4 November 1919 and continued through to the 
end of September 1920. This was an intensive period with forty-two hours a week devoted 
to figurative painting with Arthur Illies, who specialised in landscapes, portraits and also 
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Fig. 7. Elise Blumann (far left) beside 
Virgile Popp, two unidentified friends 
and Arnold Blumann, Hamburg, c. 1923

Fig. 8. Virgile Popp, Untitled, n.d.
oil on board, 63.0 x 78.0 cm
Private collection

001_EB_CH1.indd   12 6/03/2015   10:39 am



printmaking, influenced by the decorative style of Jugendstil. Indeed, Hamburg had become 
a centre for Jugendstil in Germany with a number of Viennese teachers at the School of 
Applied Arts who had been painters and designers with the Viennese Secession and the Wiener 
Werkstätte.65 In 1906 the inaugural director of the school, Richard Meyer, promoted the 
institution’s interdisciplinary aim, which reflected that of the Jugendstil movement: ‘[the school 
would] bring together what has been separated, will restore harmony among the sister arts of 
architecture, sculpture, and painting and thereby help to fulfill the great yearning for a German 
art that will give a transfigured expression to our time’.66 And yet this strong connection to 
Jugendstil may have prevented the school from becoming truly progressive in its methods, as 
Mark Russell suggests: ‘In the 1920s, the School boasted modern but not avant-garde artists’.67

Blumann was absent from the school for three semesters from the end of 1920, 
recommencing her studies in 1922. In that year she studied figurative painting twenty-
one hours a week with Arthur Illies, combined with subjects more familiar to an applied 
arts curriculum: twenty-one hours a week with Hugo Meyer-Thur on the study of 
typography and seven hours a week with Eduard Winkler for lithography. 

The Schlie family experienced financial difficulty in the post-war period. They had 
previously lived well on Elfrieda Schlie’s family money, but much of this was lost 
following her husband Paul’s investment in war bonds. In retrospect it was just as well 
that Blumann had taken a teaching qualification in Berlin, as she was obliged to begin 
supporting herself during this period. In December 1920 she worked for a time as a 
German-speaking companion to a wealthy Italian family in Turin. She also taught art 
and gymnastics at a finishing school for girls at Brusselberg, near Kassel, and later had 
a teaching position at a state school in Eutin. Though Blumann was a devoted teacher, 
the difficulties of these times – which interrupted the studies she had commenced in 
Hamburg – were felt keenly. In 1921 at the age of twenty-four she wrote: ‘My feet have 
been made for a path strewn with buds; and instead this path rips and tears and hurts’.68 

But her life was soon to take a new direction, when in 1923 she married Arnold Blumann, 
a prominent industrial chemist who specialised in the extraction of essential oils (figs 9, 
10). Twelve years her senior, Arnold was a steady supporter of his wife’s career and, once 
married, the artist was able to give up her teaching work. Despite difficult years during 
the great inflation in Germany and the various upheavals that were to follow, Blumann 
was able to enjoy a life of economic security. In the late 1920s a studio was set up in the 
attic of the couple’s house in Hamburg (fig. 11), its furnishings fashioned uncannily from 
jarrah cases, which had been used to transport essential oils from Perth to the Hamburg 
factory where Arnold was director. Blumann had been searching for stability and now 
found it in a marriage which also accommodated the development of her art practice. 

Blumann was in her early twenties when the end of the war ushered in the Weimar Republic 
and the phenomenon of the Neue Frau: young German women increasingly taking on 
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Fig. 9. Elise and Arnold Blumann, c. 1928
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Fig. 10. Portrait of Arnold Blumann, 1945
oil on paper, 55.0 x 44.0 cm
Private collection
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professional roles and becoming visible in consumer culture.69 She certainly exhibited 
attributes of the new woman as seen in her stylish clothing and modern bob hairstyle 
(figs 12, 13). Diary entries from this time suggest that Blumann was contemplating the 
way she wished to live, and more specifically coming to an understanding of how she 
could find harmony and contentment as both a woman and an artist. In 1921 she had 
written: ‘Though my parents were right – sometimes I can fly – I cannot be up in the 
air all the time. I belong to the women who need four walls around them to be what I 
have to be. Where can one find a balance between the chaperoned society lady and the 
intellectual woman?’70 A self-portrait from the 1920s (fig. 14) suggests a sensitive and 
determined character, but one not prone to rebellion. Although studying art in Berlin 
was a somewhat unconventional choice, this did not appear to cause any tension within 
her family and Blumann remained closely attached to her parents and to her conservative 
Prussian roots. In the year that her friend Schulz died in raw circumstances, Blumann 
was married, settled into a new home in Hamburg and nursing her first child. 

The only extant painting from the late 1920s, Malcesine, 1929 (fig. 15), was painted 
during (or inspired by) a trip to the resort town Malcesine on Lake Garda, northern Italy. 
This work is significantly different from the flowing, graceful lines of From my window, 
Eutin, produced some ten years earlier. Malcesine depicts a boat at the edge of the lake 

Fig. 11. Blumann residence at  
2 Holbeinstrasse, Groß Flottbek, 
Hamburg

Fig. 12. Elise Blumann at the front door 
of the Hamburg residence, c. 1928
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Fig. 13. Elise Blumann posing in a 
photo booth, c. 1928

with houses and a mountain in the background. The scene is created through a series 
of bold, flat blocks of colour. The palette is subdued, though punctuated by passages of 
orange and blue. 

Soon after their marriage the couple started a family: Charles was born in 1924 and Hans 
in 1928. Hans (who had the pet name Hanshi) died of peritonitis in September 1933 
at the age of five.71 Coupled with this immense personal loss, the family witnessed the 
disturbing rise of the Nazi Party, with Hitler being appointed chancellor of Germany in 
January 1933. The Blumanns were opposed to the regime and made plans for a departure. 
On 25 June 1934 Arnold and Charles left for the Netherlands, under the guise of a 
business trip, travelling by ship to Amsterdam. Blumann had to wait in Hamburg as she 
was about to give birth and a son, Nils, was born some three weeks later. In August 1934 
Germany became a one-party state, with Hitler assuming control of the government. The 
artist and her infant son departed by boat in September, with some money smuggled out 
in the baby’s bassinet and a large diamond ring on Blumann’s finger, as only a limited 
amount of hard currency could be taken out of the country.

Blumann described the following period as ‘wandering years’.72 The family settled first in 
Hilversum in the Netherlands for one year and then in England, at Thorpe Bay in Essex, 
for a further two years. Three family portraits produced in England survive. Charles with 
cat, 1936 (fig. 16), captures the far-away gaze of her eldest son, his hazel eyes reflecting 
the colouring of the tabby cat perched on his shoulder. Blumann also painted a rare 
self-portrait in 1937 (fig. 32), discussed in the next chapter. A portrait of Elfrieda and 
Paul Schlie, Parents, 1937 (fig. 17), was painted when the couple visited the family in 
England. At personal risk, Blumann also returned briefly to Germany to bid farewell to 
her family.73 With the threat of war imminent the Blumanns had decided to move far 
away from Europe, to Perth, Western Australia. Arnold had accepted a senior position 
with Plaimar Ltd, a chemical manufacturing firm in West Perth, where he was to establish 
the manufacture of menthol, thymol and vanillin from Australian eucalyptus oil. They 
set sail from England in December 1937.

001_EB_CH1.indd   16 6/03/2015   10:39 am


