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In 1938, just before the outbreak of World War II, the artist Hannah 
Höch bought a cottage on the outskirts of Berlin. Having been 
labeled a Cultural Bolshevist by the ruling fascist regime and vili-
fied in Wolfgang Willrich’s book Säuberung des Kunsttempels (The 
Cleansing of the Temple of Art, 1937), she urgently needed a place 
to go where no one would recognize her by sight or be aware of 
her past as a Dadaist.1 The former watchman’s cottage was situated 
on an abandoned airfield that had been recently divided into modest 
allotments. Years later, in an interview with Edouard Roditi, the artist 
recalled that she had bought the house at first sight and subsequently 
moved all of her possessions there, tucking them away in cabinets 
and chests, and, in doing so, safeguarding a veritable treasure trove 
of avant-garde materials.2 By necessity, Höch kept to herself dur-
ing the war, living clandestinely in her home and garden where she 
was surrounded by scores of plants.

At a glance, her allotment might have seemed much like the 
others. She raised chickens, grew fruits and vegetables to supple-
ment rations, and even cultivated some tobacco.3 By day, the art-
ist presented herself as a rose breeder, an activity that shielded her 

from her neighbors’ prying questions and 
which earned her their discretion when she 
undertook suspicious activities in the gar-
den at night. It was an occupation she could 
convincingly perform, having learned to graft 
plants from her father when she was a child.4 
Höch grew roses for the local market and sold 
little bouquets of mixed flowers in cans at a 
makeshift stand she set up next to the entrance 
to the town cemetery.5 During the Weimar 
Republic, Höch’s collages had critiqued the 
political establishment through absurdity and 
satire. Later, during World War II, thanks to the 
seclusion provided by her house and garden, 
Höch continued to make art while surrounded 
by her stash of illicit books, manuscripts, art-
works, and other political contraband. So it 
was that she came to live sub rosa or “under 
the rose” in her garden of roses. And though 

1   Although Wolfgang 
Willrich’s book provided the 
framework for the infamous 
1937 Degenerate Art exhibition 
in Munich, Höch’s artworks 
were not included because 
the selection was limited to art- 
works in public collections. 
Regardless, Höch was labeled 
as a Cultural Bolshevist, and 
her home was subject to raids. 
Edouard Roditi, “Hannah Höch,” 
in More Dialogues on Art (Santa 
Barbara, CA, 1984), p. 96.
2    Ibid., p. 96.
3   Gesine Sturm and Johannes 
Bauersachs, Ich verreise in 
meinem Garten: Der Garten der 
Hannah Höch (Berlin, 2007), 
p. 87. Translated by Ella CB 
and Andrea Geyer for the author. 
4    Ibid., p. 28.
5    Ibid., pp. 28 and 62.
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plants and flowers played a significant role throughout her life, they 
were never more important to her than during the war years—as sus-
tenance, shelter, and creative cosmology.

In the centuries preceding the war, plants and flowers had 
taken on new significance in European society. This was due, in 
part, to a large-scale feeling of loss brought on by intense industri
alization.6 It was also a result of the colonial project, with Euro-
pean settlers bringing about an ecological change so vast that it has 
been described by the historical geographer Alfred W. Crosby 
as being “comparable to the cataclysm of an asteroid impact.”7 As 
a result, innumerable botanical species were introduced into dif-
ferent environments. Take, for example, the varieties of cacti that 
were imported into Germany from the so-called New World.8 
A photograph taken around 1925 (in the same 
location as p. 58) shows Höch in her Büsing
straße studio surrounded by such succu-
lents, a collection of heirloom plants gifted 
to her by her uncle; Höch, like many of her 
avant-garde peers, was inspired by their 
unfamiliar and angular forms.9 The introduc-
tion of plant species into new contexts, on 
both sides of the ocean, coincided with a 
growing desire among Europeans to identify 
and hold onto the traditional characteristics 
of a place—the plants that had supposedly 
always already been there.10 This desire was 
increasingly articulated through the natural 
garden movement of the late eighteenth 
century. It was, of course, a dubious premise. 
Although plants are deeply interconnected 
with particular places, they also migrate in 
haphazard ways—spreading through wind 
and excrement and as stowaways on boats.11 
Garden design has shifted throughout time 
to reflect changes in the environment as well 
as changing social attitudes toward nature. 
Yet in Germany and elsewhere, a nativist 
drive had been in place since the beginning 

8   The popularization of this prac-
tice is reflected by “Kakteen 
im Zimmer” (Cacti at Home), a 
German-language instructional 
article that Hannah Höch saved 
in a notebook dedicated to 
her gardening. See “Kakteen 
im Zimmer,” undated clipping, 
in Hannah Höch, Garden Book, 
undated notebook, Hannah 
Höch Estate, Berlinische Galerie, 
Berlin. For more on the role of 
cacti in art during the Weimar 
Republic, see Megan R. Luke, 

“Still Lifes and Commodities,” 
in New Objectivity: Modern 
German Art in the Weimar 
Republic 1919–1933, exh. cat. 
Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art (Munich, 2015), pp. 229–57. 
9   Unattributed photograph 
reprinted in Hannah Höch: Eine 
Lebenscollage 1921–1945, vols. 
2.1 and 2.2, ed. Künstlerarchiv 
der Berlinischen Galerie (Berlin, 
1995), vol. 2.1, p. 195; Kristin 
Makholm, “Chronology,” in 
The Photomontages of Hannah 
Höch, exh. cat. Walker Art 
Center et al. (Minneapolis, 1996), 
p. 193; Der Garten meiner Tante 
Hannah Höch, directed by Peter 
Carlberg (1978), DVD. The art-
ists’ interest in plants coincided 
with their attraction to cultural 
artifacts from Africa, Oceania, 
Asia, and Polynesia, part of a 
broader primitivist tendency in 
their work. 
10   For more on the relationship 
between plants, places, and the 
notion of belonging, see Alhena 
Katsof, “Mythological Formu
lations: Autochthony at the Root 
of the Matter,” in On the Neces-
sity of Gardening: An ABC of 
Art, Botany and Cultivation, ed. 
Laurie Cluitmans (Amsterdam, 
2021), pp. 39–42. 
11   See Maria Thereza Alves’s 
multidisciplinary artwork Seeds 
of Change (1999–ongoing). 

6   Richard H. Tilly and Michael 
Kopsidis, From Old Regime 
to Industrial State: A History of 
German Industrialization from 
the Eighteenth Century to World 
War I (Chicago, 2020).
7   Alfred W. Crosby, The 
Columbian Exchange: Biological 
and Cultural Consequences 
of 1492 (1972; repr., Westport, 
CT, 2003), p. 374. See also 
Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological 
Imperialism: The Biological Ex- 
pansion of Europe, 900–1900 
(Cambridge, 1986). For an 
examination of landscaping 
and imperialism, see Jill 
H. Casid, Sowing Empire: 
Landscape and Colonization 
(Minneapolis, 2005).
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of modern Romanticism, with writers such as Alexander von Hum-
boldt championing the protection of indigenous fauna and flora.12

The movement to identify and propagate native plants 
gained further momentum in the nineteenth century alongside the 
search for a national German identity.13 Willy Lange, Germany’s lead-
ing garden theorist, argued that plants were an essential compo-
nent of national culture. “Our feelings for our homeland should be 
rooted in the character of domestic landscapes,” Lange wrote in 1907. 

“[T]herefore it is German nature that must provide all ideas for the 
design of the gardens. They can be heightened by artistic means, but 
we must not give up the German physiognomy.”14 Lange’s approach is 
characteristic of the völkisch movement (loosely translated as “folk-
ish”), a German political ideology that espoused ethno-chauvinism. 
By harnessing the idea that national culture is rooted in the soil, as 
well as in the principles of Social Darwinism, the völkish movement 
turned an emphasis on ethnicity into an obsession with racial purity 
that presided over plants and people alike.15 Connecting nature to 
militant patriotism—a link that would become central to fascist ideol

ogy—the movement transformed xenophobic 
nativism into twentieth-century political dis
course. By the time of the Weimar Republic, 
when the völkish movement rose to promi-
nence and when Höch and her Dada asso-
ciates were most active, the role of plants 
in society was already bound up with nation
alistic ideology, both explicitly and obliquely.16

Those years were also a bridge between 
Imperial Germany’s brutal colonial rule in 
Africa and the Third Reich’s imperialist ambi-
tions.17 And, as National Socialism gained 
prominence, members of the völkish move-
ment joined the Nazis by the thousands, 
their countercultural energy and dreams of 
harmony with nature bearing bitter fruit.

In 1930, the garden architect Alwin 
Seifert published his concept of Boden-
ständigkeit (rootedness in the soil) in a Ger-
man-language journal called Gartenkunst, or 

12   Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn, 
Nature and Ideology: Natural 
Garden Design in the Twentieth 
Century (Washington, DC, 
1997); Gert Gröning and Joachim 
Wolschke-Bulmahn, “Changes 
in the Philosophy of Garden 
Architecture in the 20th Century 
and Their Impact upon the 
Social and Spatial Environment,” 
Journal of Garden History 9, 
no. 2 (1989), p. 54.  
13   Gert Gröning and Joachim 
Wolschke-Bulmahn, “The 
National Socialist Garden and 
Landscape Ideal: Bodenstän-
digkeit (Rootedness in the Soil),” 
in Art, Culture, and Media Under 
the Third Reich, ed. Richard 
A. Etlin (Chicago, 2002), p. 73. 
14   Gert Gröning and Joachim 
Wolschke-Bulmahn, “The Native 
Plant Enthusiasm: Ecological 
Panacea or Xenophobia?,” 
Arnoldia 62, no. 4 (2004), p. 23.
15    Janet Biehl and Peter 
Staudenmaier, Ecofascism: 
Lessons from the German 
Experience (Edinburgh, 1995). 

16   There is a long-standing rela-
tionship between the taxonomy 
of plants and the classification 
of humans into categories (such 
as adult and child, man and 
woman, civilized and primitive). 
The practice of ethnography, 
which was popularized during 
the time of the Weimar Republic, 
is caught up in this operation, as 
were the European museums 
that put ethnographic collections 
on display. Höch was interested 
in these collections and their 
presentation in ethnographic 
museums, visiting the Rijks 
Ethnographisch Museum Te Lei-
den in the Netherlands in 1926 
with the artist Kurt Schwitters. 
This visit, along with a widespread 
fascination with African art 
among the Dada artists and their 
peers, informed Höch’s series 
Aus einem ethnographischen 
Museum (From an Ethnographic 
Museum, 1924 – ca. 1934), which 
contains explicit examples of 
racializing assemblages. 
17   Sara Friedrichsmeyer, 
Sara Lennox, and Susan Zantop, 
eds., “Introduction,” in The 
Imperialist Imagination: German 
Colonialism and Its Legacy 
(Ann Arbor, MI, 1998), pp. 1–29. 
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“garden art,” thus extending the blood-and-soil ideology into the 
nation’s forests and domestic gardens.18 For National Socialists, gar-
dening was meant to strengthen German culture by featuring plants 
that contained the essence of the nation.19 The contemporary land-
scape architects Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn and Gert Gröning 
describe, in their extensive research on the subject, how plants and 
gardens were subordinated to nativist ideological doctrine.20 Using 
the same strategies as the propaganda campaign against so-called 

“degenerate art,” agents of the Third Reich allegedly placed foreign 
species of plants under the umbrella term of “degenerate horticul-
ture.”21 A planning board set out to completely reshape parts of the 
Polish territory into ideal German landscapes.22 Meanwhile, the Cen-
tral Office for Vegetation Mapping of the German Reich was estab-
lished in 1939. Its director, Reinhold Tüxen, lent his support to a 
team of botanists whose imperative was to 
embark on a “war of extermination” in an 
attempt to eradicate non-native species like 
small balsam from the soil of German wood-
lands.23 These administrative branches of the 
authoritarian government attempted to reg-
ulate and control vegetation according to a 
list of exclusively native plants, turning design 
into doctrine.24

By 1939, communities like the one 
in Heiligensee, on the outskirts of Berlin, 
where Höch’s allotment was located, were 
organized into garden associations run by 
elected officials. These officials were 
directly influenced by thinkers and figures 
like Humboldt and Lange, and they set strict 
guidelines for the local gardens.25 Garden-
ers in these communities were pressured to 
comply with prejudiced ideas rooted in the 
soil of ethno-nationalist discourse. This was 
the chilling horticultural backdrop against 
which Höch made her move to the northwest 
edge of the city and began cultivating her gar-
den. Given that by 1938 most of Höch’s Dada 

22   Gröning and Wolschke- 
Bulmahn, “The National  
Socialist Garden,” p. 80.
23   Gert Gröning and Joachim 
Wolschke-Bulmahn, “Some 
Notes on the Mania for Native 
Plants in Germany,” Landscape 
Journal 11, no. 2 (Fall 1992), p. 123.
24   For a history of the notion 
of “native plants” and its 
usage in Germany and the 
United States, see Gröning 
and Wolschke-Bulmahn, 

“The Native Plant Enthusiasm.”
25   Sturm and Bauersachs,  
Ich verreise in meinem  
Garten, p. 59.

18   Alwin Seifert, “Bodenstän-
dige Gartenkunst,” Garten-
kunst (1930), p. 162, as quoted 
in Gröning and Wolschke- 
Bulmahn, “The National  
Socialist Garden,” p. 78. 
19   Gröning and Wolschke- 
Bulmahn, “The National  
Socialist Garden,” p. 73.
20    Ibid., pp. 73–97.
21   For analysis of the relationship 
between horticulture, Social 
Darwinism, and genocide, see 
Gröning and Wolschke- 
Bulmahn, “The National Socialist 
Garden.” On Joseph Pertl 
and the notion of degenerate 
culture, see Gert Gröning, 
Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn, 
and Marianne Sommer, Ein 
Rückblick auf 100 Jahre DGGL 
(Berlin, 1987). On the concept 
of “degenerate art,” see 
Olaf Peters, ed., Degenerate 
Art: The Attack on Modern 
Art in Nazi Germany 1937, exh. 
cat. Neue Galerie, New York 
(New York, 2014).
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counterparts had already emigrated from Germany, and consider-
ing the hostile conditions of life under an intensely regulatory regime, 
we might wonder why she remained in the country at all.26 As an erst-
while Communist sympathizer who had recently ended a long-term 

“private love relationship” with Til Brugman, a Dutch writer, Höch 
had many reasons to fear for her safety under the homophobic fas-
cist regime.27 But as the child of bourgeois parents who had recently 
inherited a small sum of money, she also had access to the kind of 
resources that make hiding in plain sight possible—the right to own 
property most notable among them. What we know for certain is that 
in the summer of 1934, while being spied on by her neighbors in Ber-
lin’s Friedenau district, Höch suffered from a life-threatening goiter 
and underwent a surgery that left her physically depleted.28 The art-
ist was already living in fear, having been blacklisted and watched 
by the Gestapo, and she remembers her increasing isolation from the 
artistic community that had fed her creatively. “Each of us avoided 
associating even with his oldest and dearest friends and colleagues 
for fear of involving them in further trouble,” she later recalled.29 That 
same year, Höch created Siebenmeilenstiefel 
(Seven Mile Boots, 1934, p. 46), a pres
cient photocollage that anticipates the lone-
liness to come. It features a pair of legs that 
bound across the sky, soaring over a village 
situated on a small tract of land at the edge of 
a forest. The legs have been glued to the spi-
raling shell of a snail— a modest mollusk that 
carries its house on its back. It is as though 
Höch knew that she was about to retreat into 
herself and simultaneously take flight. Unfit 
to cross an ocean, Höch had moved across the 
city instead, bringing the collection of heir-
loom cacti with her.

In the small community of Heiligen
see, Höch disappeared from public view 
so completely that it was as if she had gone 
underground.30 The artist arranged no less 
than five protective layers of plants around 
her plot of land, according to a hand-drawn 

26   Roditi, “Hannah Höch,” p. 96.
27   Julie Nero, “Hannah 
Höch, Til Brugman, Lesbianism, 
and Weimar Sexual Subculture” 
(PhD diss., Case Western 
Reserve University, Cleveland, 
Ohio, 2013), p. 159.
28   Maria Makela, “From an 
Ethnographic Museum: Race 
and Ethnography in 1920s 
Germany,” in The Photomon-
tages of Hannah Höch, p. 73.
29   Roditi, “Hannah Höch,” p. 96.
30    Ibid., p. 110. 
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map of the garden (p. 24).31 These layers, composed of trees, bushy 
shrubs, and the heirloom cacti, formed a living fence and protective 
shield, obscuring Höch behind a curtain of vegetation. Her “prick-
les” and “guards,” as she called the cacti, also dissuaded thieves from 
raiding the garden, making it a place of relative safety during the war 
years.32 Hidden behind her army of prickles, Höch refused to com-
ply with the regime’s xenophobic botanical ideology and instead 
grew a garden rich in variety and full of foreign species. Her passion 
for innumerable plants and flowers was one of the many interests 
she shared with her former lover, Brugman, who wrote a piercing 
allegory about monoculture set in Holland’s tulip fields (pp. 62–67).33 
The story, which Höch secreted away among her papers, is one of 
Brugman’s only pieces to survive the war. As the fighting intensi-
fied, it was no longer safe for Höch to live surrounded by the cultural 
contraband that she had stored away, even with her prickles stand-
ing guard. In order to protect the artworks, manuscripts, and forbid-
den publications, she wrapped them in blankets and hid them behind 
wooden boards in a partition in her attic.34

In this way, Höch’s home and garden became a safe haven 
for forbidden artistic and cultural materials as well as greenery. 
Alongside fruits and vegetables, she grew other edible plants. Some, 
like purple cornflower, had healing properties. The artist had 
a fondness for the nonindigenous silver-haired dittany, a tender 
perennial plant from Crete that has therapeutic and aromatic qualities. 
She also propagated poppies, delighting in experimentations with 
colors and crossbreeds that would have been considered impure 
by the garden associations.35 In addition to the frowned-upon 

varieties of plants that she raised in secret, 
Höch grew numerous fragrant flowers, rang-
ing from snapdragons, petunias, sunflowers, 
daylilies, and forget-me-nots to anemones, 
begonias, foxgloves, thistles, lupins, cowslips, 
and bleeding hearts, alongside the roses, 
whose cultivation had given her a life-saving 
alibi.36 In her letters, Höch writes about the 
beautiful smell of the flowers as an antidote to 
the stink of the Nazi regime.37 The Heiligen-
see cottage and its garden, which had been 

31   Sturm and Bauersachs, 
Ich verreise in meinem Garten, 
pp. 18 and 30.
32   Alma-Elisa Kittner, Hannah 
Höch: Life Portrait; A Collaged 
Autobiography (Berlin, 2016), 
n.p.; Sturm and Bauersachs,  
Ich verreise in meinem  
Garten, p. 18.
33   Til Brugman, “Von Hollands 
Blumenfeldern,” in Atlantis: 
Länder, Völker, Reisen 5, no. 7 
(July 1933), pp. 429–32. Illustra-
tion by Hannah Höch. Reprinted 
in English translation in the 
present volume, pp. 62–67.
34   Sturm and Bauersachs, Ich 
verreise in meinem Garten, p. 60. 
35    Ibid., p. 24; Peter Carlberg, 
Der Garten meiner Tante 
Hannah Höch (see note 9). 

36   For a list of the  
flowers in Höch’s garden, see 
the virtual memory room at  
www.hannah-hoech-archiv.de  
(accessed January 16, 2024). 
37   Sturm and Bauersachs, Ich 
verreise in meinem Garten, p. 27. 
See also Höch’s poem “The 
Garden: What It Means to Me?” 
in the present volume, p. 84. 
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Höch’s refuge at the onset of the war, became her entire universe. 
The artist, who had dearly loved to travel to new places before the 
war, now began to travel into her garden instead.38 Leaves from the 
cherry and apple trees that cast intermittent shadows as they moved 
in the wind looked to Höch like hands waving to keep her company. 
Colorful flowers radiated a warm glow under the gray, low-hang-
ing skies. Each autumn, Höch swaddled her cacti in blankets and 
brought them inside the conservatory for the winter.39 During the 
war years, Höch’s plants became her closest companions; they were 
her friends and family.40 She would often go weeks without speak-
ing to another person, and in her diaries and letters she writes about 
the plants as if they were her children. It was the garden alone that 
could support her—literally and emotionally. During this period, the 
artist entered into an isolation so deep that the art historian Monika 
Wenke frames it as an example of inner emigration.41

Höch’s conservatory, which doubled as a nursery and artist’s 
studio, was a small, glassed-in room at the edge of the garden 
(p. 33). The artist describes running her hand through the lavender 
and rosemary that she had potted and placed by its doors, activating 
their scents whenever she crossed the threshold.42 “I live very iso-
lated in my house and the piece of earth which is enclosed by a fence,” 

she once wrote in a letter. As if talking to her-
self, she described her daily practice thusly: “If 
your back hurts, go to the easel. If your eyes 
hurt, go outside again.”43 So it was that Höch, 
renowned for playing a key role in the devel-
opment of photomontage, spent her days cut-
ting and trimming photographs in the studio 
while cutting and trimming plants in the gar-
den, giving renewed meaning to her comment 
that collage is “an art form that has grown out of 
the soil of photography.”44

In 1945, as the Russian Army advanced 
on Berlin and it became too risky to keep 
her treasured contraband hidden in the attic, 
Hannah Höch moved everything into teak 
boxes that she buried in her garden under the 
cover of night, turning the rose garden truly 

38   Kittner, Hannah Höch:  
Life Portrait, n.p.
39   Höch’s nephew recalls this 
annual “drama,” which continued 
for years after the war, in his 
short film Der Garten meiner 
Tante Hannah Höch (see note 9).
40    It bears mentioning that 
Höch was married to Kurt Heinz 
Matthies, a traveling salesman, 
from 1938 to 1944. Matthies 
joined Höch at her cottage in 
1939 and frequently traveled 
on his own. By 1941, Höch was 
spending most of her time alone 
on the allotment, and her letters 
and daybook reflect an increas-
ing sense of abandonment. The 
relationship ended in 1942 
and the couple formally divorced 
in 1944. For Höch’s letters to 
Matthies, see Hannah Höch: 
Eine Lebenscollage 1921–1945 
(see note 9), vol. 2.2, pp. 663–
69. For a detailed exploration of 
Höch and Matthies’s relationship, 
see Cara Schweitzer, Schranken-
lose Freiheit für Hannah Höch: 
Das Leben einer Künstlerin, 
1889–1978 (Berlin, 2011). 
41   For an analysis of Hannah 
Höch and the concept of inner 
emigration, see Monika Wenke, 

“Aspects of Inner Emigration 
in Hannah Höch, 1933–1945” 
(PhD diss., University of 
Cambridge, 2010), p. 39. The 
term, popularized in Germany 
by the novelist Frank Thiess, 
describes those who experience 
intense alienation from their 
government as well as political 
dissidents who secretly violate 
censorship policies of the state. 
When speaking about Nazi 
Germany, it refers to someone 
who remained in the country and 
outwardly appeared to conform 
to fascist ideology, while pri-
vately holding anti-fascist views 
and/or secretly working against 
the regime. The term is therefore 
highly controversial; while it can 
be used to describe a mode 
of survival, critics point out that 
it can also be used to cover 
up complicity with the Nazis.

42   Peter Carlberg, Der Garten 
meiner Tante Hannah Höch  
(see note 9).
43   Hannah Höch, summer of 
1943, letter to Thomas Ring with 
an April 9, 1944, addendum, 
reprinted in Hannah Höch: Eine 
Lebenscollage 1921–1945 (see 
note 9), vol. 2.2, p. 676. 
44   Hannah Höch, “A few words 
on photomontage [1934],” trans. 
Jitka Salaguarda, in Maud Lavin, 
Cut with the Kitchen Knife: 
The Weimar Photomontages of 
Hannah Höch (New Haven, CT, 
and London, 1993), pp. 219–20.



48
 Alhena 
 Katsof

sub rosa. She worked by candlelight, fearing that she would be sur-
veilled during the day. Neighbors who saw the flickering lights 
thought that the artist was engaged in some kind of ritual. Ultimately, 
and perhaps through the good will she had generated by trading 
flowers, they left her and her late-night activity unreported.45 Dur-
ing this time, there were frequent air raids over Berlin. In her dia-
ries she recorded heavy artillery all around: the Russian army was 
shelling Berlin, while German planes attacked from the air.46 At first, 
Höch stayed in her garden during the bombardments, amongst her 
friends the flowers. She would pass the night sitting on a mint-green 
bench at the heart of the garden, under the trellis where she grew 
roses, instead of with her neighbors down at 
the shelter.47 As the bombs moved closer, she 
retreated to her cellar where she kept a small 
supply of water, sherry, and wine. 48 It was a pro- 
foundly solitary experience.

Eventually, the Russian army invaded 
the perimeter of Höch’s home, going through 
the cottage and garage in search of fuel, tools, 
and water, taking a flashlight and some garden 
hoses.49 As she recalls, many of the women 
in her neighborhood were assaulted by the 
soldiers, streams of refugees passed by the 
cottage, and there were constant attacks 
from German fighter planes. Höch was not 
personally harmed, but many of her neigh-
bors were. In her diary, she describes provid-
ing shelter for a terrified young woman and 
her son while a “dreadful redness” fell over 
Berlin.50 Throughout it all, Höch’s plants grew 
upward toward the sun, and her archives ges-
tated out of sight, down in the ground.

Long after the war ended and her 
archives were excavated from the dirt, the 
garden continued to nourish Höch. The 
plants and flowers that sustained her became 
increasingly prominent aspects of her artwork. 
In Lebensbild (Life Portrait, 1971–73, p. 40), 

45   Sturm and Bauersachs, Ich 
verreise in meinem Garten, p. 60.
46   Hannah Höch, 1945 date-
book entry, reprinted in Hannah 
Höch: Eine Lebenscollage 
1921–1945 (see note 9), vol. 2.2, 
p. 684, translated by Ella 
CB for the author in May 2023. 
47   Sturm and Bauersachs,  
Ich verreise in meinem Garten, 
pp. 27 and 56.
48    Ibid., p. 56.
49   Hannah Höch, 1945 date-
book entry, reprinted in Hannah 
Höch: Eine Lebenscollage 
1921–1945 (see note 9), vol. 2.2, 
pp. 684–85, translated by Ella 
CB for the author in May 2023; 
Kristin Makholm, “Chronology,” 
in The Photomontages of  
Hannah Höch, p. 199. 
50   Hannah Höch, 1945 date-
book entry, reprinted in Hannah 
Höch: Eine Lebenscollage 
1921–1945 (see note 9),  
vol. 2.2, p. 685, translated in 
Dawn Ades, Emily Butler, 
and Daniel F. Herrmann, eds., 
Hannah Höch (London and 
Munich, 2014), p. 172. 
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a large-scale autobiographical collage, photographs of the artist are 
interspersed with cutouts of cacti, her faithful guards. The plot of land 
remained her home until she passed away, some three decades after 
the Third Reich had fallen but eleven years before the Berlin Wall 
fell too. Underground and in the dark, rubbing up against gravel and 
dirt, Höch’s archives were seeded during the war. Seeds, like books 
in a library, can stay dormant and viable for extended periods, their 
latent powers ready to be activated, though all too often after acts 
of violent dispersal. It is tempting to think of that violence as sepa-
rate from the garden, but of course, our conceptions of gardens and 
nature are embedded in ideologies bent on control and power. Their 
sweetness exists in the certainty that plants will find ways to escape 
and evade.

Sub Rosa




