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TERESA FEODOROWNA RIES
AND THE WITCH

Despite the  fact  that she was Jewish and a   woman , 
Teresa Feodorowna Ries (1866-1956)  gained  
the  position  of a prominent artist at the  time  of 
Austro-Hungarian Empire and the First Austrian 
Republic.  In 1938 her  studio  was 'Aryanised' and 
she  had to  fl ee to Switzerland. 1 Vienna quickly 
forgot about her, but  traces of her  activity can 
 still be found in the  city’s p ublic space. She w as 
one of the fi rst women sculptors in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire to r eceive a state commission, 
for the fi  gure  of Saint Barbara for t he Church of 
O ur Lady of the Sea (Madonna del Mare) in Pula 
- a city today s ituated  in Croatia.  The sculpture 
can still be seen on the upper part of the church's 
facade.  It is s ituated in the middle of a g roup of 
fi ve s aints  and i s the only female s aint adorning 
the f acade.  It is also the o nly sculpture there that is 
made by a w oman.2  Teresa R ies  a lso  made a b ust 
 of Mark Twain and a s tatue  of Count J ohann 
W ilczek,  an art patron and an explorer who 
supported polar expeditions. Wilczek derived 
from Polish noble family. His d aughter  Elisabeth 
von Kinsky was a model for the Saint Barbara 
in Pula.3  The s tatue of W ilczek installed at the 
Wiener R ettung building s till exists in the p ublic 
space in Vienna.  In the K ongress Park, we can 
s ee her sculpture group e ntitled Invincibles, 

which was r emoved during the dictatorship of 
Dollfuss and reinstalled after the Second World 
War.4  Some of her w orks are s tored in the Wien 
Museum and exhibited f rom t ime  to t ime. 
 Teresa Ries's n ame was recalled in 1994 
in the b ook Künstlerinnen in Österreich 1897 
- 1938. Malerei. Plastik. Architektur by Sabine 
P lakolm-Forsthuber.  Almost two decades later, 
by means of the b ook The Memory Factory:  The 
Forgotten Women Artists of Vienna 1900 by 
Julie Johnson, the s tory of Teresa R ies g ained 
more international recognition.  Although h er 
works h ave appeared in i mportant exhibitions 
s uch as The Better Half:  J ewish Women Artists 
Before 1938  in t he Jewish Museum in Vienna, a nd 
City of Women (Stadt der Frauen) in the Lower 
Belvedere in Vienna, many details regarding her 
l ife still r emain unknown or uncertain.  

I am writing this article from the 
perspective of an artist who has been also 
educated as an art historian. The case of Teresa 
Ries, and especially her sculpture entitled The 
Witch, are the subject of my research-based 
art project entitled Lost Element, on which 
I began to work during the KulturKontakt artist-
in-residence programme in Vienna in 2016. 
A second opportunity to go back to Vienna and 
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continue my artistic investigation appeared in 
2019, thanks to an OeAD scholarship. During 
this period I had a chance to discuss my project 
with prof. Marina Grzinic, who runs the Studio 
of Postconceptual Art Practices at the Academy 
of Fine Arts in Vienna. At that time I also met the 
artists Valerie Habsburg, who was also working 
on the subject of Teresa Ries, and Simone Bader, 
a professor at the Academy interested in the 
biographies of women artists. Just a few weeks 
before our meeting Valerie Habsburg managed 
to purchase Teresa Ries's private archive, which 
may shed a new light on the life and art of this 
artist. A person who also contributed much to 
clarify some questions about the details of Teresa 
Ries's life during my stay in Vienna was Anita 
Stelzl-Gallian, of the Commission for Provenace 
Research/ the Archive of the Austrian Federal 
Monuments Authority

There are three intertwining threads 
in my article. The fi rst one refers to some facts 
from Ries's life, that seem to be signifi cant for 
my research. The second concerns the fate of her 
sculptures during and after the Second World War, 
with a particular focus on The Witch (Die Hexe),
which, according to the surviving documents and 
the opinions of art restorers, has been damaged 
on more than one occasion, and under varying 
circumstances. I also consider possible causes of 
this damage, which in my opinion is related to 
the rebellious meaning of this sculpture, both in 
its title and in its form of artistic expression. The 
last thread is an explanation of my own interest 
as a contemporary Polish woman artist in Teresa 
Ries and her Witch.

According to the d ocuments p reserved 
in the Archives of the City of Vienna, Teresa 
F eodorowna R ies was b orn on 30 January 1866 
in Budapest, into a Jewish family, as a daughter 
of Bertha (née Stern) and Gutmann Ries.5  She 
herself declared that she was Russian, although 
the registration document gives her place of 
origin is as Prague-Bohemian.  Although many 
discrepancies concerning the place and date 
of her birth have appeared in diff erent sources, 
according to her autobiography she spent her 
youth in Moscow where, as she claimed, she 
attended the 'Moscow Academy'. We may assume 

that she was a student of the Moscow School of 
Painting, Sculpture and Architecture, which 
was a branch of the Academy of Fine Arts in St. 
Petersburg. We can deduce from her book that 
she was a formally-registered student, which 
would not have been possible in other centres of 
artistic life in Europe in that time, where women 
were completely barred from studying at the 
most prestigious art academies and could not 
matriculate in the normal manner. But in Russia, 
due to the reforms introduced by Tsar Alexander 
II, including access to higher education for women, 
this was possible. It is also worth mentioning that 
the fi rst women art students came from Jewish 
families.6 However, Teresa Ries did not enjoy 
her status long. After a promising beginning as 
one of the most gifted and valued s tudents, she 
was e xpelled from the A cademy because s he had 
c hallenged the a uthority of a p rofessor in f ront of 
the other s tudents.7

 She therefore decided to search for better 
opportunities for her artistic career in Vienna.  The 
young artist, dreaming of being a sculptor, was 
impressed by the quality of artworks produced 
in the Viennese Academy of Fine Arts.  But its 
d oor was c losed to her because s he w as a w oman, 
and in the fi eld of sculpture women were even 
less welcome than in other art disciplines.  O nly 
when s he s howed a p hotograph of her s culpture 
e ntitled The Sleepwalker (Die Somnambule) to 
a p rofessor of the A cademy, Edmund H ellmer, 
was she able to c onvince him to t ake h er on as 
a private student. Hellmer p romoted h er in 
Viennese artistic society, but he a lso used her 
talent to his own advantage. She secretly took 
some of his commissions, which he later exhibited 
under his own name, including The Lamp 
Carrier ( D ie L ampenträgerin).  H ellmer r eceived 
the Grand Gold Medal (Grande Medaille d`Or) 
for this sculpture at the Paris World Exhibition 
in 1900.8

The Sleepwalker, although providing 
evidence of technical skill and an extraordinary 
feeling for sculpture on the part of the young 
artist, follows the aesthetical cliche of the 
representation of a woman as an object created 
to please a male viewer. The Sleepwalker depicts 
a young woman, still a girl, who, is trying to walk 
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with her eyes closed against a wall. The wind 
blowing against her face is stirring her long curly 
hair and revealing the shapes of her adolescent 
body, hidden under her nightdress sculpted in 
the manner of wet drapery covering naked female 
bodies in ancient Greek statues. These patriarchal 
cliches, and an artistic education based on 
the study of copies of antique statues, were 
unconsciously revealed in this debut artwork by 
Ries. However, this sculpture depicting a young 
woman walking with her eyes closed and with her 
hands slightly, as if shyly outstretched in front 
of her and exploring the world with the sense of 
touch instead of sight, could be interpreted as 
a representation of the artist herself. She feels her 
vocation for art and follows it, but is still uncertain 
which way to choose in order to achieve her goal.

T he real debut of R ies in Vienna w as at 
an e xhibition in t he Künstlerhaus, where she 
s howed her s culpture e ntitled The Witch (1895). 
 This s culpture d epicts a vigorous sorceress 
preparing herself for a Witches' Sabbath.  The 
naked female fi gure with dishevelled hair cuts 
her toenails with large scissors, while looking at 
the v iewer defi antly and b iting her l ips in a smile 
both a malicious and l ascivious.  The initial 
o pinions of fellow-artists and c ritics proclaimed 
the work a d isaster.  The s culpture was considered 
to be scandalous and disgusting.  The art critic 
E mmerich R anzoni g reeted the artist the d ay 
before the o pening in the K ünstlerhaus with the 
w ords “Is that R ies?  How can she support making 
such a horrifi c grimace out of noble m arble?  One 
should d eny her e ntry!” .  H owever t hings t ook 
a d iff erent course when the Emperor v isited the 
e xhibition and s aw the s culpture.  As R ies recalled, 
he e ngaged her in conversation for over half an 
h our, and the next day the n ewspapers discussed 
The Witch at l ength.9

The circumstances in which the artist 
decided to create the fi gure of the witch are also 
worth considering. Bored with sculpting nothing 
but busts, which was a part of the standard 
training for sculpture students she felt a need to 
fi nd her own subject in art. This story is connected 
with the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, where 
Ries studied privately with Professor Edmund 
Hellmer, and used his atelier as a place in which 

to work. In her book she recalls how she came up 
with the idea of the Witch. One day after leaving 
the academy she stumbled upon an old broom 
in a dark stairway leading to the basement. 
She had been contemplating plaster models of 
antique statuary in the Academy's auditorium, 
and wondered why the hands and feet of the 
statues were so beautiful. She concluded that they 
expressed the sublime mood of the artist. 

Beautiful hands and feet, toilette, 
broom, witches' Sabbath, a witch who so 
enchanted and enchants, who has power 
over humans, power, power – my fantasy 
took fl ight, and my thoughts had taken 
form. I created the witch after an academy 
model named Anna Faust ... Faust – witch 
– witches Sabbath!10

Although, as Per Faxneld notes, witches 
were not a rare inspiration for artists at the turn 
of the 19th and 20th centuries, Ries's sculpture 
was an extraordinary example of an artwork 
challenging the old patriarchal order. He agrees 
with Ulrike Stelzl, who concludes that the witch 
was a symbol of feminine power for Ries.11 At this 
point, we should juxtapose The Sleepwalker with 
The Witch, as two sculptures created one shortly 
after the other, both realistic and infl uenced 
by the Secessionist style, both depicting 
a young woman, but completely diff erent in their 
expression. The image of a soulful but also fragile 
and defenceless Sleepwalker with her eyes closed 
contrasts with the glance both piercing and witty 
of The Witch, looking straight into the viewer's 
eyes. Ries's Witch seems to refl ect in a broken 
mirror the patriarchal imagination of female 
beauty, which was expressed in a peaceful face 
and graceful poses and gestures. The confused 
feelings that The Witch may evoke in a viewer 
today must have been even more striking in 
the case of Ries's contemporaries. First of all, 
Ries's Witch does not follow the simple pattern 
of an old and ugly crone, which appears in the 
artworks of her male colleagues. Her body is 
young and attractive, but her grimace and her 
pose are rebarbative. The witch as depicted is 
seated with her legs slightly spread apart, and 
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Teresa Feodorowna Ries, Saint Barbara, 
c.a. 1903, The Church of our Lady of the 
Sea in Pula, Croatia, photo: Anka Leśniak.

The facade of the Church of our Lady of 
the Sea in Pula with the fi gure of Saint 
Barbara in the central part, Croatia, photo: 
Anka Leśniak.

The facade of The Church of our Lady 
of the Sea in Pula, Croatia, photo: Anka 
Leśniak.

Teresa Feodorowna Ries, The Witch, 1895, 
photography from the the autobiography 
of the artist Die Sprache des Steines, 1928.

Teresa Feodorowna Ries, The Witch, the 
exhibition The Better Half: Jewish Women 
Artists Before 1938, Jewish Museum in 
Vienna 2016, photo: Anka Leśniak. Courtesy 
the Wien Museum.

Anka Leśniak, The restoration of the Witch. 
Part I. An interview with Marija Milchin, 
video-work, 2019.

Anka Leśniak, The Witch in Red, video-
work, 2016.
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BDA-Archiv, Restitutionsmaterialien, K44-2, PM 
Ries-Feodorowna S.6V. Courtesy thw Commission for 
Provenace Research in Vienna.

BDA-Archiv, Restitutionsmaterialien, K44-2, PM 
Ries-Feodorowna S.6V. Courtesy the Commission for 
Provenace Research in Vienna.
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is cutting her toenails with large shears. We are 
unable to see her genitals only because a strand of 
her hair 'accidentally' covers her lap. The 'toilette 
of The Witch' is a reversal, a sort of profanation 
of the 'toilette of Venus' – a classical subject, 
frequently appearing in artworks throughout the 
centuries. Ries's Witch is conscious of her sexual 
attractiveness just as Venuses in the artworks 
of the Old Masters are, but she is not waiting 
passively and half-asleep for an (art) lover/
voyeur who is going to (symbolically) consume 
her body. The Witch symbolises an active sexual 
power, and is ready to 'devour' the viewer. With 
shears or scissors as her attribute, she evokes 
associations with the Three Fates, one of whom 
cuts the thread of human life at the appropriate 
time.  In an internet encyclopedia on Russian Art 
and Architecture, The Witch is given the title The 
Kiev Witch.12 Could The Witch be the result of 
inspiration deriving from Russian and German 
folklore? Could we see in Ries's Witch traces of 
the iconography of Lilith, the beautiful female 
demon, a temptress from Jewish tradition? 
Although Ries declared that she was Russian, 
in fact she was a cosmopolitan with multiethnic 
roots, which must have infl uenced her art.

When  I began to be interested in The Witch, 
it was really striking and surprising for me that an 
artist only 22 years old had created such a powerful 
artwork. I ev en  included this infor mation in 
my video-work entit led The Witch from 2016.13

The information that Ries was born in 1874 has 
been repeated in many sources. Based on this 
knowledge, I interpreted The Witch as evidence of 
the extraordinary intuition that leads promising 
young artists, rather than as the result of a conscious 
decision by an already experienced artist and 
woman. But the fact that Ries was born probably 
a few years earlier than 1874 sheds a new light on 
The Witch. In these circumstances the fi gure, full of 
vigour and eroticism, and at the same time a rebel 
who challenges the divine and patriarchal order, 
who sows mayhem and goes beyond stereotypes, 
could be understood as the manifesto of a still 
young, but already mature artist.14

Over  the next few y ears, comment on 
Teres a Ries  appeared frequently in Viennese 
newspapers. She  also received many private 

commissions, evidence for which is provided 
by the photographs of her sculptures included 
in her autobiography The Language of Stone
(Die  S prac he des Stein es), published in 1928. 
She  not only exhibited in Vienna, but was also 
invited to parti cipate in international exhib itions, 
such as the Venice Biennale or the P aris World 
Exhib ition.

Even during her lifetime the sculptures of 
Teresa Ries were compare d to those of August 
Rodin's. However, the simil arities between 
Rodin's and Ries' s sculp tures still  need more and 
deeper research, and the assum ption that she 
was h is follo wer appears too simplistic. Here  it is 
worth drawing attention to her fi gur e of Lucif er,
unfortunately destroyed during the Second World 
War, which evoke s assoc iations with Rodin's 
Thinker. Both  sculp tures were creat ed at the 
same  time, and Ries' s sculp ture was presented 
to the public earlier than Rodin's.15 Two  other 
outstanding sculptures created by her under the 
infl uence of the Secessionist style are The Soul 
Returning to God, at the Central Cemetery in 
Vienn a, and Eva, a recumbent female fi gure with 
soft, rounded forms, which today belongs to the 
collection of the Wien Museum. Ries   was n ot only 
a successful artis t, but she also attra cted peopl e's 
inter est on account of a lifes tyle chall enging the 
moral ity of bourgeois socie ty. “The re ’s too much 
Feodor owna Ries”,  Karl Kraus  complained of the 
press interest in the artist when she opened  her 
atelier at the Palais  Liechtenstein in Vienna.16

Her  eccentric personality was caricatured in the 
play Der Feldherrnhügel by Roda Roda.17

Art historians working on the subject of Ries 
ask the question, how did it happen  that an artist  
hailed 'a genius ' by her contemporaries, among 
them Stefan Zweig, disappeared completely into 
oblivi on?18 Sabine Plakolm-Forsth uber, while 
workin g on her book o n Austrian women artists of 
the turn o f 19th and 20th centuries , found a few 
sculpt ures by Ries i n the open space in Oberla a, 
on the outskirts of Vienna. These  sculpt ures had 
been vandal ised, some parts  were missin g and 
others  were covered in red paint.  Among  them 
were E va and The Wi tch. This  last w as found  with 
the face painted red, and the hand with its scisso rs 
missing... To re cons truct what happen ed, we have 
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t o look i nto  the archiv es of the Wien Museum and 
the Archive of the  Federal Monuments Authority 
Austria (Archiv des Bundesdenkmalamtes). The 
s culpt ures were probably transp orted to Oberla a 
on the occasi on of the World Garden Exhibition 
WIG 74.19 They  were f ound  there about 20 years 
later. They  were already a part of the collec tion 
of the Wien Museum at that time,  but most likely 
not considered particularly import ant. After  
the incident had been reported, the sculptures 
were taken to the museum's depot and restored. 
Durin g the last few decades they have been 
exhibited with increasing frequency, especially 
The Sleepwalker, Eva and The Witch.

The debate  regarding The Witch reache s 
a diff er ent level after seeing  contemporary 
photographs of the sculpt ure, which show 
t he hand w ith scisso rs missing. Throu gh an 
unexplained loss of this important element, the 
artwor k has change d both its expres sion and 
its meanin g. With  the use of  new media art, 
I am trying  to 're cons truct' the lost e lement. 
My re sear ch-based  art project also poses the 
question, how it is  possible to get at  the 'truth ' of 
the lost e lement, to descri be it and  're-create' it 
thr ough contemporary cultural discourses and 
interp retations. As part of my research, which 
I also call an artistic investigation, I interviewed 
art historians, curato rs, art restorers and 
contemporary artists from Vienna.

The fi rst question that fi red my imagination 
was, in what circumstances had The Witch's hand 
disappeared? Was it vandalised by the Nazis, for 
ideological reasons before or during the war? Or 
was it perhaps hit by shrapnel from an explosive 
weapon? The damage could also have happened 
during transportation of the sculpture, because of 
carelessness on the part of the people responsible 
for it. And the last supposition is that the hand 
was stolen, either as a kind of sexual fetish, or as 
an ‘amputation' by a mad person motivated by 
a fear of castration. Thus the aim of my artistic 
investigation is rather to show what this missing 
element signifi es, how its loss is meaningful, 
and how we can reconstruct it by means of 
contemporary art in contemporary contexts, 
than to fi nd the missing hand or to reconstruct 
it in a physical way. However, the circumstances 

in which the hand disappeared seem to be 
important, because they somehow reveal the 
changing attitude of Austrian policy towards the 
history of the country and the legacy of women 
artists as a part of it.

The Witch was among the sculptures that 
Ries had to left in her atelier in the Lichtenstein 
Palace when the Nazis occupied the country.20

In 194 1, when she was already in her mid-
seventies, Ries had to fl ee from Vienna in order 
to save her life. During  her exile i n Switzerland 
she used th e surname  Loevito wa, after her ex-
husband. After  s he had left, her atelier was taken 
over by Gustinu s Ambrosi , who collabo rated 
with Hitler's archite ct Albert Speer. The mu seum 
 dedicat ed to Ambrosi  was establi shed in 1977, 
and remaine d open to the public  until 2017(!).21

I n 19 48, there was discuss ion of the idea of 
dedicat ing a room at  the Wien Museum to Ries, 
b ut the idea wa s never implemented.22

Ries ma naged to avoid d eath i n 
a concent ration camp, but her exi le in 
Switzerland was a d eath f or her as an artist.  She 
st ill p robably made so me picture s and sketche s 
in the Casa of Santa Brigitt a, which was her  
fi rst shelter, and then in the retirement home in 
Villa Emilia.23 After  she left Vienna and found 
shelter in Switzerland, she desperately tried to 
fi nd out about the fate of her sculptures. She 
never returned to Vienna, but she cor responded 
incessantly with the Viennese and Austria n 
authorities, and with Fritz Hunzike r, who was 
the  Austria n consul in Bern in that time.  In he r 
stirring letter to the ex-Chancellor of Austria, 
dating from 1946, she asks for state protection 
for her artworks, to rescue them from destruction 
and vandalism.24 In the same year, the sculptu res 
were found i n the yard of the archite ct Rudolf 
 Potz,  w ho had probably got acquired them from 
SS offi   ce rs. The sc ulptures were taken to the City 
Art Collections, the continuation successor of 
which today is the Wien Museum. The Witch was 
among Ries's few surviving artworks.

As Rudolf Potz testifi ed, he was ordered by 
the Nazis authorities to clean out the atelier after 
the sculptor Ries, where he found a lot of plaster 
models alongside marble sculptures. Some of 
the sculptures, among them The Witch and The 
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Sleepwalker, were taken to his company's yard, 
where they were damaged during bombing in 
1944. The Sleepwalker suff ered the most, and 
probably at this time the sculpture lost its hands. 
Potz added that The Witch and The Kneeling 
Woman were also damaged during the Russian 
invasion.25 A document from 15 May 1946 drawn 
up by an offi  cial from the City Hall of Vienna 
states that fi ve sculptures by Ries were found in 
Potz's yard: the marble fi gures of a recumbent 
naked woman, probably Eve (the only one not 
damaged), The Witch (partially damaged), The 
Kneeling Woman (without the head, which had 
been broken into several pieces), the plaster 
model of Invincibles (badly damaged), and 
Death (completely destroyed ). According to this 
document the fi gure of the witch “lacks some toes 
and curls of hair.”26 The fact that the offi  cial sent 
to Potz's yard noticed such tiny losses and did not 
mentioned a missing hand, allows us to presume 
that The Witch still had the hand with scissors at 
this time. However, there is no mention in this 
document of The Sleepwalker, which according 
to Potz was also in his company’s yard . Why did 
the offi  cial not mention it? Should we rely on his 
testimony?

While co llecti ng material s for the 
series o f artworks  inspired by the Ries 's case, 
I   interviewed two art restorers who specialised 
in stone restoration: Marija  M ilchin,  from 
the University of Applied Art in Vienna, and 
Johann N immirch er, from the Department of 
Conservation and Restoration of the Federal 
Monuments Authority in Austria. I was c urious 
 as to their opinion  of whether the hand of  The 
Witch should be reconstructed or not. I also 
 asked th em if they could identif y the cause of  
the damage t o the sculptur e. Accordi n g to their 
statemen ts, the sculptur e could have been 
damaged on more than one occasion. Milchin  
 noticed  characteristic hollows in the surface of 
the face of  The Witch, which may have been made 
by shrapnel.27 Nimmri ch ter conside r ed that it  is 
very unlikely that The Witch was intentionally 
damaged by the Nazis, o n acc ount of the subject 
of the sculptur e or the  Jewish origin of its author. 
 Both t h e theme o f the witch, f requently appearing 
in German folklore, and the realistic aesthetics of 

the sculptur e itself did not run counter to Nazis 
id eas about art.28 An d Au strian Nazis,  unlike 
 their German allies, were generally reluctant to 
destroy artworks. 

We can a lso not ice round ho les in the place 
of  the toenails, and in the missing parts of  The 
Witch's hair. Th ese h oles are the traces of the 
conjunction of two pieces of marble connected by 
means of metal rods. However ,  the sculptur e is 
rather monolithic, consisting of a single piece of  
marble.  The hol es may thus be either the traces of 
an early restoration of the sculpture, or could have 
been made by the artist herself if, while working 
on the sculpture, she encountered a brittle part of 
the marble.29 In thi s case, sh e had to c onnect  the 
pieces o f marble,  and these parts of  the sculptur e 
became more fra gile and consequently more 
su sceptible to damage. 

The othe r damage, such as the red paint 
or spray on the face of  The  Witch, is much lat er 
a nd is probably the result of an act of v and alis m 
committ ed between  the 1970s and the 1990s, 
when Ries's s culp tur es were le ft exp osed in an 
exterior setting . Even i f  we assume that there 
was nothing other than an aggressive stupidity 
behind the attack on her sculptures, we can see 
a kind of deliberate logic in the manner of their 
devastation. The lap  of T he Kneeling Woman, 
the buttocks and thighs of Eve and fi nally the 
'provocative' face of The Witch were all painted 
 in red. All  the se parts ar e associat ed with female 
sexuality. Thus th e question arises, to what 
extent did the subject of the sculptures – female 
nudes – trigger the aggression against them? It 
is als o worth noticing, as Johan n Nim mricht e r 
indicates ,  that som e of the damage to the face of 
Th e Wi tch, such us an irregular hollow in the left 
eye a nd a  missing part of the nose, coul d hav e 
been made intentionally by a sharp inst rument. 
Looking  a t  the ph otograph s of The Wi tch made 
immediately after the  sculp ture  was found  in 
Oberlaa, w e can s ee  t hat t his  damage was made 
after  the   face  of th e sc ulpture  had been  cover ed in 
red paint. 30 Thus we   do not know how many times 
the sculpture was vandalised while it had been 
left in an exterior setting . In the ph otographs 
referred to above we can als o s ee t hat  one foot of 
Th e Wi tch is lying next to the sculpture.  This part  



VARIA

152 Sztuka i Dokumentacja nr 21 (2019) │ Art and Documentation no. 21 (2019) • ISSN 2080-413X • e-ISSN 2545-0050 • doi:10.32020/ARTandDOC

10

11



VARIA

153Sztuka i Dokumentacja nr 21 (2019) │ Art and Documentation no. 21 (2019) • ISSN 2080-413X • e-ISSN 2545-0050 • doi:10.32020/ARTandDOC

Anka Leśniak, The Witch, video-work, 2016

Anka Leśniak, Re-construction of the Witch, 
the exhibition of KulturKontakt Artists-in-
residence, Vienna, 2016.

Teresa Feodorowna Ries, Saint Barbara, 
a stained glass window. An archival 
photography with the inscription on 
the back. The Private Archive of Teresa 
Feodorowna Ries. Photo: Courtesy Valerie 
Habsburg.
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was subsequently reattached to the sculpture, but 
the hand is still missing.

To conclu d e t he issue of t he damage to 
 the sculpture,  we still do n ot know under which 
circumstan ces the hand disap peared. It is rat h er 
 unlikely that the Nazis dama ged it . It is  mor e  
pr obable that the damag  e happened d uring th e 
bombing of  Vienna, when the sculpture  suff ered 
f rom shrapnel. But when  we realise the meaning 
of a female hand holding scissors, which can be 
interpreted as a castration tool, it seems to be more 
likely that the hand was either stolen, as a sort of 
fetish, for example, or was intentionally smashed. 
At this p oint we c an con clu de t hat the damage to 
The Witch was 'accidental' rather than ideologica l. 
However,  if we remind  ou r selves  that it was Nazi 
p oli tics that resulted in subsequent  damage to  
 Ries's art isti c heritage and the oblivion o f her 
ac hievemen ts, none of  this damage can  in fa  c t b e 
regarded as simply ac cidental. But Nazi  politics 
always has its roots in patriarchal societies, based 
on the persecution of so-called 'feminine values', 
minorities  and otherness.  

Teresa Ries died on 16 July 1956 in Lugano 
and was buried in the Jewish Cemetery there.31

Until this year, when the certifi cate of her death was 
discovered and the date of her death was confi rmed, 
the year had only been presumed on the basis of the 
date of her last letter to Fritz Hunziker, 4 February 
1956, written with a shaking hand.32

The exile of Teresa Ries was not limited 
only to the period of her life that she spent in 
Switzerland. It should also not be interpreted as 
simply the fate of an individual. The fate of Teresa 
Ries is a representative case of the exclusion of 
minorities from the dominant narrative. As 
Whitney Chadwick proves in her book Women, 
Art and Society, outstanding and famous women 
artists existed in every epoch. Only the forgetting 
of them is very modern. Ries was a woman and 
a Jew. Because of the second of these reasons, she 
was intentionally erased from the Viennese art 
scene by the Nazis. After the war, paradoxically, 
her story belonged to the uncomfortable history 
of an Austria which the citizens of a new, post-
war state would rather wish to forget.

Teresa Rie s on th e one hand repre sents  
the problem of  a woman artist who was co nscious 

of her artistic p otential, and who, despi te the 
limita tions imposed on her gender in  that epoch, 
ful fi lled her artistic a ims. On the ot h er hand, her 
life recalls the motif of a  newcomer f rom a remote 
place, who search es for opportunit ies to fulfi l 
her professional aims, but cannot be  completely 
assimilated, particularly because she is an alien. 
She can be defi ned b y the category o f the 'other'.

Teresa Rie s manag ed t o  succee d as  an art ist 
in  the Au stro-Hungarian Empire even though she 
was a   wom a n,  a m igran t, a  Jew an d, a t l east for 
some part of he r li fe in Vi enna , not even a   citizen  
of  any co untry. T he docu m ent d ating from 1936 
records that she was a   stat eless person.33 There 
we r e obvio usly some protests f rom the members 
of  the Künstlerha us against the fact that  she – 
the  foreigner,  not an Austrian – had received 
the  commission for the fi gure of Sa int Barbara 
in Pula.34 But these  protests were neither caused 
nor supported by the authorities of the state. 
Although we  cannot glorify any country with 
imperial ambitions in history, the case of Ter esa 
R ies shows t he d i ff ere nce b etween the  Austro-
Hungarian Empire, consisting o f many nat ions 
and  accepti ng th is fact,  and Hi tler' s 'empire' based 
on n ationalism  and the div ision and persecution 
of people according th eir ethni c origin. The latter 
 has its roots in the nationalisti c politics of the 
Prussian and Russian Empires of the 18th and 
19th centuries, based on the denationalisation of 
people from  conquered lands.

At this poin t I woul d lik e to refe r to   my 
 own r oots and to the history of P oland,  which for 
over 120 years was di vided  betw een the  Prussian, 
Russian and Austro-Hungarian Empires. In 
two fi rs t of these the Poles were p ersecuted 
b ecause their nationality,  and use of  the Polish 
language was forbidde n. I n the thi rd of th ese 
empires the Poles had a   relati ve autonomy, 
w hich also resulted in cultural contacts, such as 
the  participatio n of Polish artists from Kraków 
in ex hibitions  in Vienna. I was born  and gre w 
up  in the southern part of Pola nd,  which had 
been a part of Aust rian -Hungarian Empire until 
1918, and traces of in frastr uctu re of that tim e, 
such u s ra ilway stations, old fortifi  c ati ons and 
military barracks, are still a part of the  land scape. 
T here is a ls o another more signifi cant place, 
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which was built in 191 6 as  a transit-camp for 
immigrants f rom lands  contro lled  b y Prussia 
 or R ussia a nd searching for employment in the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire. This was th e camp  
in Oświ ęcim, to day internationally recognised as 
Auschwitz. When Poland  gained its i ndependence  
in 1918, the barracks of  the camp were us ed by 
the Polish Army, and then were abandoned. This 
comple x drew  an atte ntion of  a German offi  c er 
during the Second War World, when Poland was 
under German occup ation. It was tran sformed 
 into Auschwitz Concentration Camp.35 Would 
Ries  have en ded her li fe there,  if she had not 
managed to escape to Lu gano? 

My  interest  in  the case of Tere sa Ries is 
a co nsequence of my earlier a rtworks inspired 
by the biographies of women, whom  I call 
'women  discon nected from history'. Th ese are 
w omen fr om  t he pa st who gai ned a  ce rtain 
position in public sphere, but today they have 
recede d into oblivion, be cause of  a ‘blemish’ 
on their biographies. T here were t h e  cases  of 
Michalina  Tata rkówna-Ma j kowska, a Polish 
Com munist, the leader o f the  Commun ist Party 
in Łód ź; Fifi  Zas trow ,  an a c tress o f Jew ish 
ori gin who played the  le a ding r oles  in the Nazi 
Propaganda Theatre of the Third  Reich in the 
Theater zu Litzmannsta dt   in Łódź; or H anna  
Rei tsch, a Ger man test -pilot, born in Hirschberg, 
to day Jeleni a Góra,  who wor k ed f or  th e  Third  
Reich during the Second World W ar. All these 
wo m en managed to make a professional career 
in a public life that was largely dominated by 
men, and all of them lived during periods of 
totalitarian regimes, which infl uenced their 
choices. The dominant  political Polish narrative 
of t he German  occupation of Poland during the 
War and Soviet  co ntrol over the country after  the 
War  unequivoca lly  condemns these periods  and 
t he people somehow  invol ved in the structures 
of  these tota lita rian  r egimes. Howe ver, the 
 b iographies of  these women ar e not  as obvious 
and clear as the simplifi ed narrative inve nted 
for current political propaganda. When we look 
 more carefully  into their biographies, i t is not 
so obvious wh eth er they were more pers ecuto rs 
or  victims of the  regimes in que stion. That was 
a re ason  why I   decided to mak e a series  of site -

specifi c artworks on the facades on aba ndoned 
houses. My interventi ons  become another  layer 
of chang e and yet , at the same time, form a part 
of  the ex isting palimpsest. Superimposed  on 
existing structures, they show the relat ionship 
b etween the status of aban doned houses and 
a biography that  we may not wish to remember.36

Wha t Teresa Ri es has in co mmon   wit h 
th e wome n listed a bove  is her ambitio n  to make 
a career  as a n a rtist  in the  fi eld  of sculp ture,  a   fi eld 
tha t was almost entirely reserved for men at this 
ti me. She was  a de fi  ant  woman, challen ging 
th e patriarchal and bourgeois expectations 
directed at women. What d isting uishes her 
from them is the fact that she was defi nitely 
a victim of a totalitarian regime, but was 
nevertheless treated as its unwanted part, as an 
uncomfortable fl ashback of Austrian history that 
did not wanted to be remembered. “Austria – th e 
fi rst vict im of  Nazism” – annou nced th e b oard 
installed  in the Auschwitz Concentration Camp, 
that was subsequently dismantled and today 
is exhibit ed in rearranged pieces in the House 
of Austrian History in Vienna. When Austria 
en tered the European Union it had to prove its 
status as a victim of the Second World War. In 
consequence,  thi s fact caused a gr adual  increase 
in interest in such artists as Teres a Ries. In the 
cas e of  Poland i t was mo re obvious that the  
German invasion was completely unwelcome. 
Poland was defi  n itely a victim of the Second War 
World and felt the consequences of the political 
division of Europe for the next four decades and 
more. However, this 'consistent' narrative of 
Poland as an everlasting enemy of Nazism, and 
of Poles who invariably rescued Jews, that was 
taught in Polish schools, turned out to be not 
so clear-cut. Alongside people of heroic attitude 
who risked their lives in order to save Jews, there 
were many who collaborated with the German 
occupant and persecuted people of Jewish origin, 
motivated by antisemitism or/and fi nancial gain. 
Antisemitism an d xenophobia did n ot appear in 
Po land only with the German invasion, and did 
not end with it.  After the collapse of Communism 
these questions were raised, but the current 
politics of the government tries to suppress these 
voices again. 
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I work as an art is t with the  biography of 
Ter esa Ries, not becaus e it is im portant for th e 
past, but becaus e it is me aningful for the present 
and the  future. Because of diff  e rent cr ises , the 
est ablished order of political forces seems to be 
shak y, an d, in t he fa ce of uncertai nty,  people 
turn toward populists, who  provide t hem wi th 
simplistic explanations for their fears and 
troubl es, a nd off er the easies t and  most  fi nal 
 solutions to t hem... And this consis tent image of 
the world, where the re is  no place for  an y do ubts,  
disputes  or in co nsistencies, destroyed the  life 
of Teresa R ies  and many ot hers , and seem s to 
 appear  attractive once again. 

The Witch by Teresa Ries is the 
contradiction of a consistent image through and 
through. Firstly, because although we see the 
infl uence of diff erent artistic styles in the form of 
this sculpture and the traces of diverse cultural 
traditions in its allegorical layer. Secondly, 
because the sculpture today is damaged and 
some of its parts are missing. Thus The Witch, 
a witness of history, of political and social 
changes, is an accusation against the HIStory, 
institutions, politics towards women (artists), 
and antisemitism, that support patriarchal order. 
However, The Witch as a representation of the 
character of the witch in culture has an inspiring 
potential for political and social changes and the 
emancipation of minorities.

To recall stories such as that of Teresa Ries 
I use the language of art, which, through many 
levels of meanings, infl uences the emotions and 
the imagination of the viewer, while avoiding 
an excessively persuasive and didactic tone or 
unambiguous message. The project on Teresa 
Ries, which is currently in progress, will result in 
a series of artworks based on her life and artistic 
heritage, as well as in a book and an artistic fi lm 
documenting her story.
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