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Preface


The Bauhaus led a brief, yet seminal life. Founded in Weimar by the pioneering modernist architect Walter Gropius, the German arts and crafts school was operational between 1919 to 1933, and is considered to be the most revolutionary artistic movement of the 20th century. With utopian visions for the future, the school was notable for its rejection of classical teaching methods, and radically sought to merge artistic practice with the emancipating advancements in industrial production.


It enrolled both male and female students alike, appointing Wassily Kandinsky, Josef Albers, Gunta Stölzl, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and Paul Klee amongst its most influential tutors. Despite varying in artistic approach, they came together in the pursuit of an all-encompassing art form, one which was no longer preclusive of interpretation, lofty or unattainable – but to be found in the fabric of everyday object.


After its three successive locations in Weimar, Dessau and Berlin, the school was eventually closed by the Nazi Party in 1933, who had denounced it a hotbed for fanatical, communist ideology. But they were much too late – the Bauhaus tradition had already reached the shores of the US, where many of its members had fled before the Second World War. Since then, the movement has become synonymous with both modernist design and theory, and stands as an enduring testament to the phenomenon of this short-lived school.


The central character in Blueprint is Luise Schilling, a young female student who is beginning her first day at the Bauhaus in Weimar in 1921. She is from an affluent Berlin family who, despite being sceptical of her enthusiasm to study architecture, afford her the luxury of her own privately rented room. Luise’s privilege does not extend to any sense of self-importance, however, which is apparent in her relaxed, affectionate relationship with best friend and fellow student, Maria.


At the onset of the novel, Luise is presenting her portfolio to the school’s director, Walter Gropius, who is depicted as a distant, imposing figure – yet one she is nevertheless enamoured by. When he finally admits her to the course, she meets his rather impassive gesture with a brimming sense of pride. Here begins Luise’s most disquieting tendency, which is apparent throughout the novel: her holding-up of all self-worth in the eyes of men.


She becomes infatuated with the elusive Jakob, and quickly immerses herself amongst his cult of friends; Samuel, Sidonie and Erich. Distinguishable by their strict vegetarian diets and crimson monkish robes, the ‘cowl-wearers’ adhere to the spiritual doctrines of Mazdaznan; a mystical, pseudo-religion advocated by the Bauhaus’ preliminary course leader, Johannes Itten. This new-age movement was ostensibly concerned with the total purification of body and mind, and at first, Luise is subsumed into fairly innocuous rituals – meditation and spiritual excursions among them.


But as she grapples with the increasingly mercurial affections of her new friendship group, she engages in practices that become much more sinister – masochistic, even. In doing so, she unwittingly stumbles upon a truth most young women must reconcile with in their pursuit of acceptance: that is, to be desired is to necessarily punish oneself. After rejecting the ideology and rituals of the Mazdaznan community, Luise gradually distances herself. The supposedly enlightened group appear to her to be equally as unwavering as her Fascist-becoming brother, and on the order of her family, she leaves Jakob and Weimar for good.


The novel’s first section, contained in Weimar, and its second, in Dessau, both reflect the political and cultural shifts in the schools’ movement across Germany. These geographical locations and their spirits also serve to offset Luise; put simply, she is forever an outsider. When Luise returns to the Bauhaus in Dessau, determined to enter the newly formed architecture course, it’s now a well-oiled, municipally funded school, enabled at a time of rising economic fortune. But following her brother’s refusal for financial support, she must now tirelessly work to pay her own way. Her vulnerability is further highlighted with the introduction of her new, frenetically disposed partner, Hermann – his liquor-filled soirées feel both exhilarating and uneasy, as if he is yielding her towards his recklessness. The ambiguities that envelop their hedonistic relationship become clear when their passionate relationship reaches its peak.


Mercifully, Luise battles on, developing her own plans for a modern housing estate which she determines to present directly to Gropius. Despite her repeated relegation to the female domains of the weaving workshop, and the stubbornly persistent sexism she continues to endure within Dessau’s newly formed architecture course, Luise finds a personal resolve that is commendably unshakeable. For all its proclamations of equality and liberalism, the Bauhaus proves decidedly resigned in any attempt to subvert bipolar concepts in gender capability. Luise must find her own way under the glass ceiling that is all too familiar.


As a young female architect myself, I sat down to read Blueprint expecting to be more familiar with the contextual references. But, despite being separated by a century, Luise’s story felt similar – in fact, uncannily like my own.


In 2014, I was a twenty-year-old, image-conscious undergraduate who was just about to commence her second year of architecture studies at the University of Brighton. In common with Luise, I’d spent my first year living wildly, moving frenetically from one friendship group to the next, and with my newfound independence, I was caught up in a whirlwind of hedonistic distraction. But our long summer break had afforded me some downtime, and I reflected on what had been a distinctly uninspiring introduction to a course I’d waited so long to study. For everything that was going on around me – from the excitingly anarchic sounds of electronic music my new boyfriend had introduced me to, to the social-media-inspired watershed in mainstream feminism – my course felt comparatively stale, slow to react and decidedly male-oriented. To my lecturers, Le Corbusier seemed to be Modernism’s only poster child, and the rigid set squares and drawing boards we were tasked to use felt like inadequate, outdated tools in which to represent myself and the world I was experiencing. Fortunately, I had the wholehearted support of my family, and was certainly never subject to any physical abuse. But those particular feelings of erasure, inadequacy or generally having to make it by oneself ring very true to me – even to this day.


Indeed, Blueprint’s author, Theresia Enzensberger, has chosen to position this novel at an interesting time. 2019 will mark a century since the founding of the Bauhaus, and in this way, the novel is in part a celebration of its life and influence. Through the experiences of a student, Enzensberger is able to animate this world in such a way that gives substance to the Bauhaus legacy beyond simply the icons with which we are familiar. But it is also those same icons we are encouraged to reconsider. We’ve certainly arrived at the mass production utopia the Bauhaus had hoped to achieve, but in all its ubiquity and homogenous effect, have we also lost the ability to find beauty in everyday objects? The disposable tendencies of IKEA would certainly suggest so.


Perhaps the most lasting effect of Blueprint is linked, both then and now, to the disturbing emergence of far-right thought – and ultimately what this means to a new generation of young women. The likes of the Me Too and Stop Trump movements are encouraging demonstrations of feminist advocacy and suggest that we are much quicker to articulate or call out misogyny than would have been the case a hundred years ago. But in the pages of Blueprint – in our desperation for Luise to see sense – Enzensberger likewise encourages an introspection, also reminding us not to overlook those certain institutions we deem safe or exempt from prejudiced thought. In this way, Blueprint could not be more well timed.


Lois Innes


June 2019



Weimar, 1921

I still don’t know where the director’s room is. According to the big clock in the foyer it’s almost five, and I stray through the corridors, hoping to spot a sign somewhere. The hallways are empty. I can only hear muffled voices and noises coming from the depths of the building. The other students are probably still in their workshops. When I climb the long spiral staircase for the second time to reach the third floor, I see a group at the end of the corridor. But unfortunately, it’s only Sidonie and the other cowl-wearers, and I don’t want to look like the new girl in front of them on any account. So I walk past them, looking as purposeful as possible – they don’t even seem to notice me – and then turn a random corner. I have to stop myself from cheering when I finally see the name Walter Gropius on a sign at the end of the hall.

In response to a surly ‘Come in’, I enter a bright room. There is a huge desk in the middle, buried under stacks of papers. Holding the telephone in one hand, Gropius stands at the window with his back to me. The thick cable coils to the base. He’s taller than I thought, and even though I can’t see his expression, I sense that he’s used to being treated with the greatest respect. The conversation seems to go on for ever. Should I leave again? Pretend I never received the envelope with his invitation?

‘Well, then please call me when you find out … Yes … and a good day to you too!’ Gropius’ manner is controlled, but his voice is thick with pent-up anger. He slams down the receiver on its spindly brass arms, then turns around and looks at me, his mind elsewhere. ‘These bureaucrats!’

I nod, trying to show my solidarity with him against the ominous bureaucrats although he’s not talking to me, of course.

For a moment, Gropius seems confused at my being in his room; then he collects himself. ‘Come in, sit down. What can I do for you?’ Now it’s my turn to be confused. He’s the one who asked me to come, after all, so why do I have to explain myself?

Perhaps institutional mechanisms at the Bauhaus work in the usual bureaucratic way – an invisible hand consisting of protocol, regulations and appointments bringing people together who aren’t exactly sure how they ended up there. I explain that I’m new to the Bauhaus and that I was asked to introduce myself and bring my portfolio. Gropius’ face brightens.

‘Ah, that’s right, a new student. Forgive me for not being able to see you earlier. I usually look at portfolios straight away so that you can start taking classes, but the past weeks have been very busy. Let’s have a look,’ he says, reaching for the large box that I have been clutching tightly all this time. During the next few unbearably long minutes that he spends immersed in my work, I look out of the large windows that face the summery courtyard.

I steal several furtive glances at his face, his high forehead and bushy eyebrows furrowed in concentration. Perhaps it’s because of the call he just made, but his expression bears a gravity that emphasises his authority.

‘It’s unusual for students to join us mid-semester,’ he says at last, returning my portfolio. ‘How did you hear about the Bauhaus?’

He does not even mention the architectural drawings that I did at the office of a family friend, in the evenings after everyone had left. At the time I had felt so grown up, like a real architect surrounded by sharpened pencils, giant rulers and oily, translucent draughtsman’s paper.

I explain that my father makes cast-iron purlins, which brings him into regular contact with the more modern architectural offices in Berlin, including Peter Behrens’. They are closely following the developments in Weimar. But if my father hadn’t left a pamphlet lying in our living room, I would probably never have heard of the Bauhaus. He’s always been sceptical about my enthusiasm for architecture and would be damned rather than tell me about a university where you can learn something other than good housekeeping. So I sent off my application in secret. When the acceptance letter arrived, it took some persuasion and my mother’s complicity for my father to allow me to go. In the end, he gave his reluctant consent, probably because there is a weaving workshop at the Bauhaus.

Although I’d love an ally, I don’t mention any of this to Gropius. For now, I let him believe that my family is fully behind my plan to study architecture. He stands up and says, ‘Your drawings have potential, but we are very keen to offer our students a comprehensive education. In the preliminary course and other workshops, you will learn many things that will certainly help you with your architectural studies. If you have any questions, feel free to contact me.’ I’m sure that these are the standard platitudes he trots out to every new student, but the idea of Gropius being my mentor fills me with pride.

[image: image]

Maria sits on my narrow bed, stuffing herself with the biscuits that Frau Werner has brought up to my room. The tea, which my landlady has brewed from herbs picked in her garden, smells suspicious. Neither of us touches it, but the sweet wafers are a pleasant change to the mush of vegetables served in the canteen. Maria rolls her eyes in delight, dangles her long legs over the bed and says while chewing, ‘I can’t believe that those silly cowl-wearers have got their way at mealtimes! I couldn’t swallow a single mouthful at lunch today. God bless old Frau Werner and her fanatical baking!’ Maria likes talking like this: full of ironic pathos and lots of exclamation marks. She feels at home here; very much at home, I think, looking at the crumbs on my bed.

I can’t blame her for preferring my room to her cramped attic, but sometimes, it feels like she has moved in altogether. Her tall thin build belies her love of food and her inclination for drama. She has a gaunt face and large, moist eyes.

Although we both pretend not to care about Johannes Itten’s cronies, we always circle back to them in our conversations. Most of the time we make fun of them – their brown, hooded robes that resemble monk’s gowns, their strange customs, gymnastics and diets, and how sometimes, with no warning, they strike up a song in the corridor. I tell Maria about my meeting with Gropius and my wretched hunt for the director’s room, which makes her laugh at me fondly. Then she returns to the subject we were on before. ‘Seriously, though, they have some nerve! Ten people deciding what the entire college eats!’

‘I hate the grub too. But I heard that the budget has been cut. Perhaps the school can’t afford to buy meat any more?’

Maria shakes her head. ‘I’m sure Itten’s lot are behind it. I heard that they don’t even pay school fees!’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘Some people say it’s because they’re Jews, and get favourable treatment.’

I haven’t thought about the fees since I persuaded my father to let me study here. And I wonder how you can tell that somebody is Jewish, anyway. My brother Otto is constantly going on about the Jews. I only know one Jewish family, who live two houses down the street from our flat in Berlin. And only the father is recognisably Jewish because of his locks and skullcap.

Maria says, ‘If you ask me, it’s nonsense. Not all Itten’s disciples are Jews. Most of them were already at his art school in Vienna and he probably made a deal with Gropius. Still, it’s not fair.’

‘That might be the case, but aren’t we focusing on them too much? Maybe we should just ignore them,’ I say.

‘Ignore them! Easier said than done, those stupid songbirds stand and chirp on every corner. If they weren’t so cliquey, I wouldn’t mind. But they won’t even talk to us. And Sidonie is the worst. Who does she think she is?’

I happen to think that Sidonie is very beautiful, the way a few of her short red curls are always peeking out from under her hood. But I keep that to myself.

[image: image]

During the breathing exercises that we do at the beginning of the preliminary course, I feel the sweat running slowly down my spine. Usually I love the heat, more than your average European. I like it when even the breeze is so hot that it feels as though it’s coming from an oven. I like it when the heat doesn’t let up, even at night, and you have to throw off the bedsheets. But the large, curved windows of the workroom can only be cracked open, and the heat hanging over Weimar for days now is unbearable, even for me. On the positive side, I have been allowed to take part in lessons although I don’t officially start until next semester. Sidonie and the others are sitting in the front row. They inhale and exhale so diligently, while everyone else just seems to be going through the motions. Johannes Itten is standing at the front giving instructions in a stern voice. We’re supposed to take a deep breath and then exhale noisily through our wide-open mouths. I seem to be the only one who is trying not to laugh. But I’m also the only one doing this for the first time. Now Itten tells us to choose a scrap of metal from the pile lying on the floor.

‘The goal is to understand the material. You can examine materials in many different ways. Today, we’re going to examine them from the perspective of drawing,’ says Itten. He’s wearing a floor-length purple robe that looks much more expensive and elegant than the coarse jackets of his acolytes. He does look a little bit like a monk, perhaps because his face doesn’t reveal any emotion. His instructions sound like sharp commands, reminding me of my father. I stare at my blank sheet of paper and the crooked piece of metal lying on my desk like a grotesque, misshapen worm. I don’t think Itten expects us to simply draw our piece of metal. I glance around surreptitiously. The others have all started. Unfortunately, I can’t see how they’re going about the exercise. Architectural drawings are different: there are no uncertainties. They have a clear aim, a design and fixed units of measurement.

I think back to my lonely nights in the studio. I had to beg my parents’ friend for the keys, but at least I could work there in peace. Officially, I was with my friend Charlotte, whose parents are always travelling. Last year, I kept more secrets from my father and mother than ever before. Today I’m wearing my new carpenter’s trousers for the first time. I went to quite some lengths to buy them, even hiding them under my bed. My father would have a heart attack if he could see me now, which is a satisfying thought. But in this heat, the trousers aren’t the best choice; they feel tight, and my bottom is sticking to the wooden seat.

Up until now, Itten was sitting on his desk meditating with his eyes closed, his long thin legs entwined in a complicated cross-legged position. Now he is standing up to take a look at the drawings. I haven’t even started. I hastily sketch a few lines on the paper to form a simple illustration of the piece of metal. I can’t come up with anything better. Itten leans over my shoulder and looks at my sketch. He gives off an odour of garlic, beeswax and sorrel. Beads of sweat have formed on his bald crown. If I weren’t so intimidated by his presence, I’d feel disgusted. A bead of sweat rolls so slowly off his shiny head that I imagine I can still prevent it from falling on my paper. The soft, thick drawing paper is absorbent, and small waves form around the puddle in the middle. The pencil line unravels in rivulets. ‘You’d better throw that away,’ says Itten; not because he has dripped sweat on to my drawing, but because I haven’t accomplished the task. I look at him helplessly.

‘Hold the material in your hand. Yes, like that. And now close your eyes. How does it feel? Try to internalise that feeling so much that you can draw it.’ Then, he moves on to look at the next piece of work.

I still find the whole thing strange, but I try to participate in the exercise. After all, I don’t want to fail. The metal is smooth and not cold like I imagined, but then again, nothing has been cold in this room for a long time. It also feels quite bulky. OK then, I think. I pick up my pencil and begin to do some shading. I don’t get very far. The others have long since finished. Itten holds up a few successful drawings, gets the students to describe what is special about them, and gives us the next assignment: we are to go and look for interesting materials in the park on the Ilm. ‘We’ll meet again in an hour.’ Everyone is relieved. No one could have endured this stifling oven for much longer.

[image: image]

Another assignment I don’t understand. How am I supposed to know what Itten considers interesting material? I pick up a couple of sticks and branches, weigh them in my hand and toss them away again. I try to stay in the shade. The path is lined with large, gnarled trees. I’ve lost sight of nearly all the other students, but I’m quite happy about that. I’m too uninspired to be good company, and my trousers are still clinging to my legs. Further on, a tower appears between two trees – Gothic Revival, I think straight away. My knowledge of architectural history is patchy, but we had a magnificent book about Gothic architecture at home, which I flicked through from time to time. This building doesn’t seem very old, meaning it can only be Revivalism. Why anyone would build in the same style aeons later is a mystery to me. And in Berlin it’s got out of hand since the middle of the last century. They just copy styles from various eras and cobble them together. It’s not very original. But maybe it’s a sign of our times. No one wants to adopt an independent position or take something seriously.

I try to focus on the assignment instead of letting myself drift off. Perhaps there’s something that could pass as interesting material near the Gothic Revival building. Next to the tower is a squat annex house. The walls are overgrown with ivy and a few trees surround it; an ornate balustrade runs around the flat roof. Its high stone walls, which are such a surprise to see here, give off a pleasant coolness, and a smell of mildew comes from the shaded parts. Atop of the sturdy columns that frame a large wooden door, two figures stand, tilting slightly forward. I stop and wonder who they might be.

‘May I introduce you? Vroni and Peter, the Guardians of the House of the Templars,’ I hear someone say in a bright, slightly husky voice with an Austrian accent. A young man is sitting on the ground against the wall near the entrance, looking up at me in amusement. He’s about my age, and his thick, blond curls and long lashes make him look like a pretty, boyish girl. I must seem confused because he adds, ‘That’s what we call them. I haven’t got a clue who they’re supposed to be. Saints, I suppose.’ He jumps to his feet and holds out his hand to me. ‘I’m Jakob.’

Only now do I see that he’s wearing a monk’s jacket. Strange, I think, I’ve never seen him with Sidonie and the others.

I pull myself together. ‘I’m Luise. And what are you doing here?’

‘Collecting interesting materials – what else would I be doing?’ he says and smiles in a way that is obviously meant to be roguish, but which I can’t seem to resist all the same. I’m surprised I didn’t notice him in class before.

He picks up two stones from the ground. One looks as if it was carved as part of a relief and the other looks as if it has been buffed smooth by water. I admit that I wasn’t sure before what qualified as interesting material – and that while, sure, it makes sense that the contrast between handcrafted stones and those shaped by nature might be interesting, I still don’t know what I’m supposed to look for. Jakob grins again in the same mischievous way and offers me one of his stones. ‘We’ll say that we went looking together. Johannes doesn’t mind us collaborating.’ It seems strange that Jakob wants to work with me, of all people, because the cowl-wearers normally stick to their own, but I’m so happy that I agree straight away.

When we enter the workshop, most people are back, and some are already at work on their sketches. Perhaps I’m imagining things, but I sense that we’re being scrutinised. Sidonie, most of all, gives us a probing look for just a little too long before turning back to her drawing. Jakob walks purposefully over to a corner away from the others, I follow him. When I confess that I haven’t fully understood how we are supposed to feel the materials, Jakob gives me a lesson in what he calls ‘material studies’. We both feel the stones with our eyes closed. A few times, I accidentally-on-purpose touch his hand, which doesn’t seem to bother him. His earnest explanations are laced with pathos, but all the same, something about them makes me respect him. At least I think I understand the exercise now. We prepare drawings that are supposed to depict our perspectives of the two stones. I make a rubbing across some sand that I’ve scattered under the paper to give my picture the rough texture of the hand-sculpted stone. Then I apply pencil shading to the other drawing, so thickly that it shines like a pebble worn smooth by water. Jakob fills one sheet with small boxes, the other with wave-like overlapping shapes. His abstract drawings are very skilled. At the end of the class, our drawings are the ones Itten holds in the air.
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Maria pushes the brown lentil mush around her plate with a spoon, perhaps in the hope of finding a piece of meat somewhere. She’s so preoccupied with her food that I’m free to keep an eye out for Jakob. Strangely, I haven’t seen him since the day he shared his stone with me. That was two weeks ago. How can a normal student not show up for lessons? I haven’t seen him in Kandinsky and Klee’s lectures on form and colour either. Maybe he’s been expelled? That’s only happened once in the history of the Bauhaus, so I’ve heard, to a student who didn’t show enough commitment. But surely that would be news? Besides, he was taking his studies very seriously. What if something happened to him? Maria would have told me; she’s always up-to-date on college gossip. Then again, I haven’t told her about my meeting with Jakob, so she has no way of knowing I’d be interested.

We’re sitting in front of the Prellerhaus studio in the shade of a low-hanging tree. This nondescript building is available to a few select students as living accommodation. A couple of men who excel in their subjects are allowed to work and live here in one of the spacious studio rooms. Women are not allowed to apply ‘for moral reasons’. The canteen is located right outside, on the big square, in a house that used to be the studio of Alexander Brendel, a former director here. It has stone walls and a roof that used to look like a glass dome. But barely a single window has survived the war, and the roof is now boarded up with thick planks.

It looks forlorn compared to the main building, which reminds me of the pictures of the grand new buildings in Vienna. Leaves are already lying on the ground; the heat of the late summer has hardly let up in Weimar since August. We’ve put our plates on the wooden bench next to us. The other students are scattered across the square, some sitting on the floor, others on chairs that they have taken outside to use as tables. On the other side of the square, the cowl-wearers have sat down as a group. Jakob is the only one missing.

‘Lu, why are you making that face all the time? It can’t be this disgusting food because you haven’t even tried it,’ Maria says, giving me a nudge.

Before I can reply, a stocky girl and a long-haired boy come over to us. The girl starts chatting to Maria and very soon, the two of them are trying to outdo each other in sparkling conversation. The boy listens, either because he’s too shy or because he doesn’t want to vie for a turn to speak. His long hair somehow looks strange to me, and I try my best not to stare too much. The girl is talking about the kite festival. No one talks about anything else these days. There hasn’t been an official announcement, but everyone is already speculating about possible venues for the after-party, the prizes and, most of all, their inventive kite designs.

‘Hopefully, we won’t have to go on strike again,’ says the girl. ‘It hardly makes a difference to workshop production on the pittance we earn, but we can’t stop working on our kites!’

Maria laughs and is about to answer, but the long-haired boy suddenly pipes up and says, ‘No one had to go on strike in spring, silly! It was a show of solidarity with the workers’ uprising. People died! It’s not something to joke about.’

The girl rolls her eyes and turns to me while her long-haired companion goes back to sitting in silence.

‘It’s bound to be less disorganised this time. It was our first festival last year and it started when a few people decided to fly kites as a bit of fun,’ the girl tells me. ‘After that, a crowd gradually gathered to watch, and by the time it was dark, the whole Bauhaus was out there. A few students played instruments, some danced, it got late, and at some point, Maria and I were sitting drunk on the top of the hill, watching the sunrise.’

‘Stop!’ cries Maria. ‘You’re making me all nostalgic. We’re not that old!’ She laughs her raspy Maria laugh.

This year, people say, the festival will be promoted officially with invitations designed by the Bauhaus workshops. A few students have agreed to play music for the dance and are already rehearsing. Afterwards, there will be a party organised by the teachers. The long-haired boy thinks it’s likely to be at the Ilmschlösschen, but Maria claims that those rumours are nonsense; after all, the great outdoors was good enough for everyone last year.

I’m a bit envious of their memories of last year’s party, but next year, I think, we’ll all be reminiscing together. The whole Bauhaus came together last year, the girl said. The thought of seeing Jakob at the festival makes me feel elated.
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In my room, there’s only a little mirror over the wash bowl. I’ve hardly paid any attention to it up till now, but today I want to put on some make-up. I want to indulge the ritual, which makes you feel beautiful for a moment, steeled for a special evening. So I dig out the small silk purse filled with all kinds of cosmetics that Charlotte gave me as a going-away present, saying, ‘So you don’t fall apart.’ All of a sudden, I miss her. We spent hours before big parties doing ourselves up in her parents’ spacious flat on Kurfürstendamm. If she didn’t like the dress I’d put on, which was usually the case, she looked me up and down with a critical eye, shook her head and flung at least four gorgeous dresses at me. She turned on the gramophone; we quaffed her father’s champagne – he was never home – and I listened, riveted, as she told me about her latest conquests. I always admired Charlotte for her indifference to convention when it came to matters of love. If she took interest in a man, she started to view him as prey. Once she captured him, she would immediately cut him loose, and he would join her entourage of hangdog ex-lovers. I never enjoyed the kind of freedom she did in her parents’ absence, but even if I had, I probably would have been too shy to take advantage of it. My conquests amounted to a stolen kiss from a family friend of my parents whom I had been in love with for years. And then there was the night with that awkward, pushy boy, which I had decided didn’t count.

I look in the tarnished mirror and try to paint my lips neatly with dark-red lipstick. My thick brown hair has never succumbed to my attempts to tame it; I need an entire box of clips and hairpins to keep it under control. If Charlotte could see me now, she’d probably drag me back to Berlin on the spot. She had predicted that I would come to see my decision to study at the Bauhaus as a mistake. And she wouldn’t be happy with the threadbare room that my parents rent for me from Frau Werner either. I also thought it was uncomfortable in the beginning, before I realised what an enormous privilege it is to have your own room here. Maria sublets a place on the outskirts of town. She shares her tiny room with a mean girl she avoids. In comparison, my room is downright luxurious, even though I sometimes miss my parents’ house, with its high ceilings, paintings and dark-gloss parquet floors. But here I live near the park and have a desk, a chest of drawers and a fairly comfortable bed, which I’ve smartened up with a cashmere throw that my mother gave me. Frau Werner is a bit dotty but nice. She’s the widow of a civil servant and sometimes has enough money left from her pension to buy real coffee or the ingredients for an apple cake.

I just hope that she doesn’t knock on my door as I bend forward, attempting to draw a neat line across my eyelids. I step back to admire my work. I’m fairly presentable in my petrol-blue skirt and simple black blouse, which makes my eyes seem brighter – and anyway, the main attraction today is my kite, which I’ve spent every spare minute making. My four-headed hydra now lies crumpled on my bed. When the wind fills the papier mâché heads, I’m hoping they will spread out in all directions.

[image: image]

I spot Maria from far away. She’s caught up in the strings of a red monstrosity that must be her kite. Her ambitions have surpassed her craftsmanship, but she isn’t letting it ruin her good mood. She stands, laughing, among the folds of material, crowing, ‘Maybe I should have sewn myself a ball gown instead!’

Students are scattered over the whole hill, busy with their kites. Everyone is running around and checking the craftsmanship of the others’ creations. Some are squinting up at the sky with desperate expressions or testing the air with wetted fingers because it’s yet another hot, cloudless day without any wind. I’m happy when the first few people start running in an attempt to get their kites off the ground. I want to show off my hydra, too. People certainly look impressed when its heads drift up into the air for a moment. But it’s no use: kites don’t fly without wind.

People sit down and chat instead. The first bottles of wine are opened and passed around, and I look for Jakob, a little less discreetly than before. He’s nowhere to be seen. I’m surprised at the force of my disappointment.

I half-heartedly listen to the conversation that Maria is having with a boy from my preliminary course. She is extolling the virtues of the loom. She’s been working in the weaving workshop for half a year and is very interested in the possibilities of the equipment.

‘If you can mass-produce textiles, then you have to do it!’

Maria has found an appreciative audience in him.

‘I think so too. Doesn’t make them any less beautiful,’ he says.

‘I don’t understand why some people are so against it. What’s wrong with making an affordable carpet?’ Maria is getting very worked up.
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