Twisted, Knotted, Stitched: Carmen Einfingers "The Orphanage"

1.

The worst probably was the wake-up call: to be torn from dreamland, ripped out of bed, the bed that was your own, was privacy and protection, into the daily routines of the orphanage, its schedule, that demanded, first of all, obedience. 5 a.m. It's still dark. What did they use? Did they have a bell, a gong, a whistle, an alarm clock? Or did they simply shout? "Get up! Aufstehen!" Fräuleins' voices. Harsh. Hurry up, schneller! No maternal sound to carefully pull you out of the bed's seclusion into the world. Instead plain orders. "Waschen! Anziehen!" A cold push into the reality of Sao Paolo. German imperative. Wash, dress, be clean, be proper. Represent your class and race. A German orphanage in Brazil. Deutscher Hilfsverein, Sociedade Beneficiente Alemã. This is not 19th century London, this is not Berlin of the fourties, this is new and clean postwar pedagogical methods, repeating lessons of health, reason and efficiency of the twenties. One of the educators would make her favourite children take an ice-cold bath in the morning. A privilege, to make them strong. To give them a shield, a shell, a defensive barrier against the world.

In her artwork, it seems, Carmen Einfinger is relentlessly working on this barrier. Marking the borders that shield the bodies from their environment. Showing and simultaneously breaking the armour plating that was the aim of the orphanage's education. They meant well, after all, as they say in German: "Sie wollten nur Dein Bestes." They only wanted the best. For you? Or of you?

Carmen Einfinger's art is that of underlining and dissolving the barrier-line that separates the figures from the ground. The lines of her paintings give evidence of the rigorous discipline imposed onto the orphans, the children, the teenagers, their desires and movements. But due to the bright colours, the lines starts to flicker, they decompose, they oscillate in the perception of the viewer.
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2.

The German orphanage in Sao Paolo seems a bright place on first sight, recalling Bauhaus architecture, simple immaculate white walls, open spaces, basic materials, simple proportions, nothing gloomy or dismal. A bowl of fruit on a table, where kids are busy doing their handicraft. Outside, banana trees spread their leaves and remind us, that we are in the tropics. Terrific tropics. These kids are safe from European post-war deficiencies, lack of vitamins, malnutrition. Brazil is oblivion from Europe's 20th century heart of darkness. 

On second sight, another layer shows: heavy furniture, Heideggerian mountain design, beds in rows like rigid frames for the children's bodies. And the curtains that keep out the tropic sun. Small-print curtains, flower patterns, reiterating patterns, apples and cherries, (and no papayas), the same, again and again, small-print fruit, small-print plants, tristes tropiques on industrial cotton. Filtered through industrial curtainfabrics, the light of the Brazilian orphanage turns out to be European. Europe's friendly, flowery invasion of the Americas, hardly perceivable, a shade of colonial strategy against the tropic light.

Carmen Einfinger has collected similar fabrics as backgrounds for her orphanage figures. The bright coloured figures are stitched onto material of cottonprints. Flowers and Mickey Mouses: the secret origin of the Brazilian orphanage's utopia is not limited to German culture. Flowers bloom in series, serials, mass-produced. Patterns, like a patterned orphanage-childhood in the fifties, early sixties. Healthy, clean and well-dressed. The children are taken care of. Education neatly excludes and extinguishes all irregularities, wishes and teenage desires anybody might have felt, under the Brazilian sun, among Brazilian voices, in the strange and magic Brazilian world that was filtered and shaded out. Emerging from the background fabrics, the orphan's figures are painfully exposed. They do not fit in with the environment.

[image: image5.jpg]


      [image: image6.jpg]


       [image: image7.jpg]


      [image: image8.jpg]



3.

The German orphanage in Sao Paolo is a document of history's strange knots. It is not a home for the poor. And some of the children brought to the orphanage were not really orphans. Their parents, in Brazil for different reasons, probably World War II related, probably representing all sides of the vicious fighting and killing, just could not afford to raise them properly. Education in a German institution obviously seemed the best solution. The pictures of the orphanage show it as a stronghold of German values, values that were on the verge of disappearing in Germany itself. Discipline and cleanliness, eagerness to work and obedience had found a home in Sao Paolo. A "Heim", a "Kinderheim". It was more likely to go through a proper German education in Brazil — or other far away places in South America, or South Africa or Asia, for that matter — than in postwar Germany itself. The children of the orphanage, the "Heimkinder", are raised according to ideals of a world that does not really exist anymore, anywhere. They are nowhere-children, hybrids, impossible cross-overs, composed of Brazilian realities and German ideals.

The paintings of Carmen Einfinger show precisely and without pity, how the bodies of the orphans have incarnated this. The bodies are knotted, tilted and twisted, as if they had had no idea in which direction they should have grown. Torn to and fro between the German order of the Heim and seductive sounds of Brazilian reality, between the wake up call at 5 a.m. and the call of tropic birds at dawn, between the reality of southern light and the real German illumination of the Speisesaal, where the children would eat quietly under the merciless observance of the gouvernants. Torn also between their love for life and the loyality for those who offered them an education that promised a better life in some improbable future. Torn and twisted between those who wanted the better of them, constantly suspecting, that love was not their main motive. That is why Twist is a synonym for all orphans: Charles Dickens in his novel had discovered the childrens' transformation of unbearable emotional situations into their bodies. In Carmen Einfinger's painting this symptom returns.

Yet, while the bodies seem distorted and uneasy, their smiles lost in the raw landscapes of the faces, there remains a certain pride and confidence in the figures. The seemingly suppressed returns as a physical energy that might take these kids far, if they knew how to use it. (We know, that not all have survived). Even while the unfavourable skirts hide the waists of the girls, cover up all signs of sexuality and expose what is awkward about teenage bodies, the posture of the figures shows an undestructible core of self-assurance. All the figures look like wounded dancers. In details, especially in the expression of the hands, this ambivalence strikingly evolves: they look a little clenched but on the verge of moulding something, making something, on the verge of being, themselves, creative.

If I am not mistaken, this self-assured confidence is not visible in the photographies of the girls in the orphanage Carmen Einfinger has based her paintings on. In fact, those teenagers in their school-skirts don't look like teenagers, their age could be anything between childhood and age. The pride in their postures is, as far as I can see, the result of the process of painting, which is, in Carmen Einfinger's case, a thorough working-through of an impossible biography. Her own, but not exclusively her own.

The work on the orphanage uses art techniques that Carmen Einfinger has applied ever since she has started to paint: strong, expressive lines, bright radiant colours, that challenge the logics of the lines, stitching and sewing of the paintings and, lately, the application of found fabrics. In the process of remembering her time in the German orphanage in Sao Paolo though, all these techniques seem to reveal the dynamics behind Carmen Einfinger's art: to find a solution to a life that cannot be traced back to simple structures of origin and identity, but that exposes ambivalences and contradictions at its base, illusions, even mysteries and probably unbearable and unrepairable loss. Orphan's, even if they eventually do find their parents, deal with an unaccessable question at the origin of their lives. In this sense, Carmen Einfinger's images are utterly personal.

But to the extent that they give an account of the strange historical hybridity of 21st century bodies they go far beyond her own biography and tell of the uncertainties of existence that most children face, whatever their ages might be.

©Ute Holl, June, 2006.
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Carmen Einfinger, aged 13, in front of the German Orphanage of Sao Paolo.

