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The Evolution of Hanne Wassermann’s ‘Gymnastik 
Methode’ in Vienna’s Golden Autumn

Patricia Vertinsky  and Aishwarya Ramachandran 

school of Kinesiology, university of British Columbia, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada

ABSTRACT
Hanne Wassermann’s contributions to teaching gymnastics and 
body culture during Vienna’s interwar period took place within 
the rich contexts of ongoing developments in radium research, 
psychology, physiology and anatomy, and gynecology. This paper 
explores the movement theories she developed for her classes as 
well as the ways in which she distinguished her teaching from 
other renowned female physical culturalists of the time. In ‘Tägliche 
Gymnastik’, a workbook on daily gymnastics that Hanne co-edited 
with Jewish gynecologist Oskar Frankl in 1934, and other published 
and unpublished manuscripts, she described the psychological 
theories supporting her ‘Gymnastik Methode’—mainly the principles 
of Gestalt psychology learned from psychologists Karl and Charlotte 
Bühler at the Vienna Institute of Psychology. She was able to tap 
into a remarkable network of associates and acquaintances, includ-
ing celebrated physicians, scientists, movie stars, multi-millionaires, 
and royalty—and use their influence and status to popularize and 
begin to commercialize her ‘Gymnastik Methode’, as well as to assist 
her escape from Vienna following the Anschluß Österreichs 
(Annexation of Austria) and develop a successful career in massage 
and remedial gymnastics in North America. She took with her 
copies of ‘Tägliche Gymnastik’ and the as yet unpublished ‘Methode’ 
which became important supports to her future livelihood in North 
America.

In October 2018, the Rare Books section of the University of British Columbia 
library was offered, for a significant sum, a large and eclectic collection of docu-
ments including a valuable set of photographs by Trude Fleischmann, generally 
recognized in her time as one of Vienna’s leading female portrait photographers. 
What was particularly interesting about these photographs, taken in Vienna during 
the first heady decades of the twentieth century was their subject—Hanne Wassermann, 
a rather beautiful, scantily clad young woman demonstrating a variety of exercise 
poses and routines. The photographs (see Figure 1) often depicted her on the tips 
of her toes, holding a rubber ring with swinging and curving movements—move-
ments reminiscent of what Hillel Schwartz has described as the new kinaesthetic of 
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2 P. VERTINSKY AND A. RAMACHANDRAN

the twentieth century with its ‘loving accommodation of the force of gravity, fluid 
movement flowing out of the body center, freedom of invention and natural tran-
sitions through many fully expressive positions’.1

Sorting through the documents that had been carried away in several garbage 
bags by Wassermann’s New York executors following her death in Vancouver, Canada 
in 1986,3 it was evident that Hanne Wassermann had been deeply involved in phys-
ical culture developments in Vienna during her adult years until her escape from 
Hitler’s Nazis in 1939.4 According to personal letters, bills and advertisements for 
her gymnastic school, as well as notes and lectures found in the carefully collected 
remnants of her former life in Vienna, she had promoted a well-organized system 
of health, beauty, and physical wellbeing for girls and women in her classes through 
a series of therapeutic ‘daily’ exercises. Documents in sections of the substantial 
archive include a variety of articles in Austrian newspapers and popular European 
magazines regarding fitness advocacy and ideas on personal training, sports, and 
appearance that Wassermann taught, wrote about, and promoted in lectures, class 
notes and pamphlets. Beauty, she opined in a number of these documents, was not 
accidental, but required determination, practice, and incentives to follow her carefully 
designed ‘Methode’ with its sets of daily exercises. The extensive clientele she built 
up included numerous well known and wealthy women (and some men) from elite 
circles in Vienna and other European cities in the years leading up to her flight 
from Austria to London, and onward to New York, California, and eventually 
Vancouver, Canada in 1943.

Figure 1. photograph of hanne Wassermann taken by Trude fleischmann.2
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Our purpose in this paper is to examine Hanne Wassermann’s considerable 
contributions to body culture during Vienna’s interwar period, a time seen as a 
crucial yet overlooked period of Viennese modernism which was marked by a 
particular fascination with the body.5 We take a close look at the development of 
her ‘Methode’ (Hanne Wassermann’s Method), which she promoted in numerous 
unpublished and published articles and manuscripts as well as the accompanying 
‘Tägliche Gymnastik’ (Everyday Gymnastics) pamphlet, which she co-authored with 
well-known Jewish gynecologist Oskar Frankl in 1934. We situate her efforts within 
the rich contexts of ongoing developments in radium research, psychology, phys-
iology and anatomy, and gynecology in Vienna during these years and explore the 
movement theories she adopted and used as well as the ways in which she dis-
tinguished herself from other renowned female physical culturalists of the time. 
We pay special attention to how she was able to tap into a remarkable network 
of associates and acquaintances—from celebrated physicians and scientists to movie 
stars to multi-millionaires and royalty, many of them Jewish—and use their influ-
ence and status not only to develop, popularize, and indeed commercialize the 
Wassermann ‘Methode’ but eventually to escape Vienna following the Anschluss 
and develop a successful career in massage therapy and remedial gymnastics 
in Canada.

Hanne Wassermann’s Early Life: Vienna’s Jewish Community at the Fin 
de Siécle

Born in Vienna in 1893 to Rudolf and Hedwig Hermann (neé Heller), Hanne, or 
Johanna as she was named by her parents, grew up in a relatively prosperous Jewish 
community which had been given civic equality by Emperor Franz Joseph in 1867, 
thus removing former barriers for Jews in the Austro-Hungarian empire to teach 
and to own property.6 ‘I will tolerate no Judenhetze in my empire’, the Emperor 
had said, ‘…I am fully persuaded of the fidelity and loyalty of the Israelites, and 
they can always count on my protection’.7 Indeed, the very structure of the Habsburg 
monarchy at the time allowed Jews a certain degree of latitude to demonstrate their 
Jewish identity within the larger culture. In a number of respects, they could be 
viewed as Austrian by political loyalty, German by cultural affiliation and Jewish in 
an ethnic sense. At the same time, there was plenty of evidence that anti-Semitism 
remained part of everyday life in Vienna.8 At the turn of the twentieth century the 
incoming Mayor of the city, Karl Lueger noted with foreboding for the future that 
‘Jew-baiting is an excellent means of propaganda and getting ahead in politics’.9

Hanne’s father was an architect, her mother a homemaker, and as a young girl 
she and her sister appear to have lived among a tolerated and relatively emancipated 
group of Jews working in a liberal bourgeois German speaking society. Hanne was 
among the second generation of these Jewish migrants, many of whom dominated 
the press, the theatre, literature, and art, as well as social organizations. At the turn 
of the twentieth century for example, seventy-one percent of financiers, sixty-five 
percent of lawyers, and fifty-nine percent of doctors in Vienna were Jewish,10 one 
of whom Hanne would marry in 1914. Indeed, it could be surmised that Hanne 
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spent her formative and early adult years in what has been called ‘Vienna’s golden 
autumn’ – described by Hilde Spiel as those magical decades between 1898 and 
1933 that spawned a flowering of talent and Jewish regard for German cultural 
achievements, especially the arts.11 Of course, the fragility of that democracy, the 
catastrophe of the WWI years and the burdens of the Versailles treaty of 1918, 
along with its turbulent dissolution between 1930 and 1933 challenge that view.12 
It seems unlikely that Hanne’s father was part of the early Secessionist wave of 
artists and architects who gained fame following 1897 as the Vienna Jugendstil, with 
the demand that new forms of art might penetrate every corner of life.13 Nor is 
there evidence of a particularly strict Jewish upbringing. While Hanne’s birth reg-
istration in the Jewish book was found among her belongings, there is also a baptism 
document concerning her conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1938 at a church in 
Vienna’s 8th district (as well as a certificate of membership in the ‘Cenacle Crusade 
of Prayer’—associated with a Catholic church in Vancouver decades later). Of course, 
this was hardly surprising due to the urgent mass conversions of many Jews to 
Christianity in the years leading up to 1938 in a vain attempt to avoid the growing 
Nazi atrocities toward Jews.With the rise of Austrian nationalism and anti-Semitism 
during the interwar period, many Viennese Jews, including Hanne, downplayed their 
Jewishness as they increasingly participated in public life. Indeed, growing numbers 
of Jewish women actively contributed to both Viennese modernism and to Jewish 
culture through women’s movements, social work, journalism, literature and the 
fine arts.14

Growing Up in Vienna; Hanne’s Early Education

As a girl, Hanne studied at ‘Hermine Brabbées Civic School for Girls’, a private 
school which offered an education for people pursuing jobs in the commercial or 
trade sectors rather than for those planning to get a university degree (which, in 
any case, was not available for women until 1897 in philosophy and 1910 in med-
icine). From 1912-1914, she enrolled in the K.K. Graphic Arts Teaching and Research 
Institute (Graphischen Lehr und Versuchsanstalt) in Vienna to study portrait pho-
tography, freehand drawing, chemistry, commercial/business math, and writing. It 
was an opportunity that had been newly opened to women in 1908 and Hanne 
would become part of a trend in which a number of women pursued careers involv-
ing photography which, as a relatively new commercial media, had become com-
paratively easy to enter.15

Her time at the school overlapped by at least one year with another pupil, Trude 
Fleischmann, who studied there for three years before becoming an apprentice 
photo-finisher in the studio of well-known portraitist Dora Kallmus, and following 
that founding her own studio in 1920. Hanne and Trude became close friends, with 
Hanne often posing as a model for Trude (including at least one nude photo taken 
in the early 1920s). When Hanne opened her gymnastic school in the heart of 
Vienna in 1927, it was Trude who provided the photographs for her publicity mate-
rials such as posters and cards. Indeed, the boom in photography paralleled the 
growth of magazines and artistic portraits and a growing trend in which a number 
of Jewish women pursued a career in the arts, fashion, gymnastics, and dance. 
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Trude, for example, became one of Vienna’s leading portrait photographers soon 
after opening her own studio at the age of twenty-five. Her work focused particularly 
on artistic portraits of female celebrities in opera, music, dance, and theatre, often 
with an erotic focus. Indeed, her studio became a gathering place for Vienna’s cul-
tural elite, and it seems entirely possible that Hanne met some of her prospective 
wealthy clients at those gatherings.16

Hanne’s Marriage, Widowhood, and Efforts to Make a Living

In July 1914, Hanne married Dr Gustav Wassermann, a gynecologist, and claimed 
that she assisted him in his job, learning about one of his special interests in 
post-partum exercises for women.17 It was a civil marriage, and in one of her 
unpublished manuscripts entitled simply ‘Physical Education’, she wrote about how 
his work stimulated her growing interest in exercise and her regret that she had 
been kept from regular exercise when young due to a sickly early childhood and a 
number of serious surgeries. Her marriage, however, lasted only six months. Gustav 
Wassermann died in early 1915, which, according to Hanne’s notes and his death 
certificate was related to chronic inflammation of the heart muscle. Whether her 
husband’s army experiences contributed to his ill health was not clear. His unex-
pected and untimely death brought on a situation, Hanne realized, that required 
her to ‘step up her game’ and find a job to make a living. Familiar with Vienna’s 
General Hospital she first joined the Radium Institute to work as a nurse where, 
as Maria Rentetzi has documented, a surprising number of women were involved 
in radioactivity research.18

The Radium Institute was led at the time by Dr Guido Holzknecht, a young doctor 
who had become so interested in Roentgen’s discovery of the x-ray in 1895 that he 
had published a well-received textbook on the potential uses and applications of radi-
ation in managing disease.19 His clinic at the General Hospital (Allgemeines Krankenhaus) 
of Vienna was one of the largest and most up to date physical and therapeutic labo-
ratories for x-ray experiments and treatment in the world at the time. Once Hanne 
had gained some experience working there, she offered to help out at the K.U.K. 
Reservespital Nr. 1, (Stiftskaserne) supervised by Professors Haudet and Robinson.20 Due 
to a shortage of doctors, many of them likely conscripted for WW1 work with the 
troops, she was needed to assist in the wards while also using the opportunity to learn 
more about anatomy from Professor Julius Tandler. As Dean of the Medical Faculty 
at the University of Vienna and head of interwar Vienna’s Welfare Office, Tandler was 
not only a leading anatomist but an architect of the Austrian welfare state promoting 
family planning and marital therapy (while also advocating a string of eugenic policies). 
This fascination with pathological anatomy in Viennese culture at the time, notes Alys 
George, meant that health and hygiene initiatives foregrounded the body with a cen-
trality perhaps unmatched anywhere else at the time, and certainly sustained the growing 
enthusiasm for gymnastics and body reform.21 Hanne would not know then that as a 
Jew, Tandler felt it necessary to leave Vienna in 1933, fleeing first to China and then 
to Moscow where he continued his work on public health and hospital reform until 
his early death in 1936. What she did realise at the time, however, was that working 
as a nurse where x-ray treatment was involved was likely to injure her health. Exposure 
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to the medical applications of x-rays (sometimes called ‘the new photography’) was 
increasingly understood to be problematic, for while therapeutic x-rays became more 
and more the standard of care for malignancies, they also increased the risks of radi-
ation to technicians as well as patients.22 Indeed Dr. Holznecht at the Radium Institute 
would die rather horribly from the effects of radiation through skin lesions which 
developed into carcinomas and caused the loss of his hands. Hanne thus set about 
finding a new job while participating in a variety of public health initiatives, for which 
she was rewarded with a medal from the Red Cross Society (see Figure 2). One offer 
of work in the hospital’s sanitarium needed her to teach Swedish corrective gymnastics 
to patients, requiring her to take lessons from a ‘Mensendieck’ gymnastics teacher.23 
The experience helped her realize how relatively untrained in exercise systems she was 
and encouraged her to take the exams newly required by the Viennese State School 
Ministry for gymnastics teachers, even while insisting that she believed exams were 
not necessary in the making of a good teacher.

Exercises according to the Mensendieck system, she realized, were recognized as 
a good foundation for teaching, though she was already developing her own ideas 

Figure 2. hanne’s awards for ‘services to the red Cross’.24
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about the promotion of daily exercises and beauty routines. Once she passed the 
necessary official exams, she was able to teach gymnastics at several private schools 
for girls while also taking on private students. It was not long before she was able 
to open her own school of gymnastics on Graben 26 in the heart of Vienna, and 
this initiative was accompanied by the organization of a growing variety of summer 
school classes in Paris, Berlin, Graz, and especially on the island of Brioni, the 
Austrian Riviera’s playground for European royalty and the ultra-rich. There she 
mingled with a number of high society and well-endowed women and men, many 
of whom became pupils in her exercise, gymnastics, and swimming classes, and 
some of them life-long correspondents.

Hanne Wassermann, the New Modern Woman, and the Foundations  
of Her ‘Methode’

The ideas for Hanne’s gymnastic system were deeply embedded within the efflores-
cence of physical culture systems and approaches popular in Europe in the first 
decades of the twentieth century. Indeed, a wide variety of physical culture move-
ments reached their peak during these years, in no small measure because of the 
modernist preoccupation with the body (a preoccupation characterized by the desire 
to intervene in the body through techniques which could be biological, mechanical 
and/or behavioral.)25 European systems of gymnastics such as those of Friedrich 
Ludwig Jahn and Pehr Henrik Ling had already made a profound impact on 
approaches to physical culture. Jahn, who invented the system of German Turnen 
or German gymnastics in the early nineteenth century, considered his movement 
system critical in helping mold German manhood with the aim of unifying and 
strengthening the nation. Ling’s Swedish gymnastics’ system, also oriented toward 
national revitalization, was a carefully organized system of therapeutic exercises 
designed to maintain posture and functional health. Both systems and their deriv-
atives found their way throughout Europe and North America, to be incorporated 
into school, college and community physical training and physiotherapy schemes in 
a variety of ways.26

Gymnastic systems, however, were not only purposive; they could also be expres-
sive and the early decades of the twentieth century saw a nudging aside of Ling’s 
remedial gymnastics in a search for expressive movement. This was characterized 
by a desire for the aesthetic reformation of the body with a special focus upon 
rhythmic stretching and swinging techniques increasingly popular among women.27 
Georg Simmel, for example, saw rhythm as one of the decisive facets of modernity, 
where the desire to counter neurasthenia gave way to a whole array of reform 
movements designed to awaken the body’s natural rhythms and swinging move-
ments.28 At the heart of this new enthusiasm for expression through gesture, modern 
dance and rhythmical movement were the ideas of François Delsarte, Émile 
Jaques-Dalcroze and modern dancers such as Rudolf Laban and Isadora Duncan.

In Vienna, the Wiesenthal sisters, Rosalia Chladek, Gertrud Bodenweiser and 
others championed their particular approaches to and styles of Ausdruckstanz during 
the 1920s, driven primarily by the desire to distance themselves from the traditional 
content and aesthetics of classical ballet. Grete Wiesenthal, one of free dance’s earliest 
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proponents, had a ‘typically Viennese’ style of choreography and performance which 
bore a particular resemblance to the art and design of the Jugendstil movement. 
Her audiences said they appreciated the sweetness and charm of her rounded, flowing 
movements. Bodenweiser, who, like many other Jews, was forced into exile in 1938, 
developed an interdisciplinary style combining gymnastics, classical ballet, acrobatics, 
jumping, tap dance, and expressive dance with music. Her choreography sought to 
unify the techniques of Delsarte, Dalcroze, and Laban, and she collaborated with 
well-known cinematic and stage directors Max Reinhardt and Karlheinz Martin to 
develop special performances such as the ‘Dämon Maschine’.29 These efforts to reach 
into physical education and expressive dance and gymnastic practices in varied and 
lasting ways opened new artistic paths, especially for girls and women, and facilitated 
bold, and reorganized forms of physical development and expression. As Robin 
Veder describes the growing movement, ‘two modes of embodiment, disciplinary 
efficiency and emancipatory expressiveness co-existed and were even united within 
this specific body culture praxis’.30 Intertwined with numerous life reforms around 
physical culture focused upon fashion, beauty, personal hygiene, diet, as well as new 
forms of recreation, these new ‘practices of self ’ became widely celebrated as emblems 
of modernity.

This new modern woman, epitomized by Hanne Wassermann, increasingly sought 
out dance, gymnastics, expressive and purposive physical activities and sporting 
opportunities, wore practical (and fashionable) clothing, and demanded greater access 
to leisure pursuits and public spaces. Hanne was careful to point out to her pupils, 
however, that while expressive gymnastics could helpfully stimulate movement 
through simple rhythms, the generation of ‘arbitrary images of imagination in the 
student (sadness, joy, longing, etc.)’ might lead to ‘neurotic’ behaviour. The purpose 
of gymnastics, according to Hanne, lay in their ability to serve the ‘needs of life 
and the life requirements of man…to be a help and not a luxury’. ‘Movement effort’, 
she claimed, was necessary for the ‘purposeful actions of life’, not to express ‘great 
feelings’. Thus, expressive dance, which she felt ‘artificially evoked suggested expe-
riences that lacked any realistic basis’, was, ‘unpleasantly exhibitionist’ as a gymnastic 
method and resulted in inefficient, non-economical movements.31

Purposive Movement: Drawing from the Mensendieck’s System of Functional 
Exercises

Bess Mensendieck’s system was a particularly important contribution to early twen-
tieth century Viennese body culture movement and to the foundations of Hanne’s 
‘Methode’.32 Observing how the study of Classical Greek sculpture helped focus 
attention upon anatomical structure, Mensendieck decided to study medicine in 
Paris and Zurich. Simple people living in non-urban settings, she wrote, seemed to 
have a more natural posture, which she held to be equivalent to those she saw in 
classical Greek sculptures.33 She was also fascinated with new studies in electricity 
which held out the possibility of stimulating muscular activity and unlocking human 
energy through the use of the machine.34 Indeed electricity’s credibility as a thera-
peutic and energy promoting agent derived from an emerging tradition of professional 
scientific experimentation including water cure and Galvanic belts or rings.35 Energy 
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theorists came to view the body as infinitely improvable, hence the idea that it 
could be altered by applied energy and manipulated through external forces became 
an increasingly acceptable proposition in fashionable health spas and hydropathic 
institutes across Europe as well as North America.

Mensendieck’s System of Functional Exercises, which she established across Europe 
as well as in the United States, offered a set of somatic practices designed to help 
realize the self–determination of women through a subjective method of bodily 
education.36 Her model for training middle class women’s bodies rested on the notion 
that the body could be understood as a culturally malleable construct within a 
patriarchal and increasingly urban context. Her system also had a clearly eugenic 
goal focused upon building up fit mothers for the future. In ‘Körperkultur der Frau’, 
Mensendieck specifically focused her movement instructions for women upon pos-
ture, balance and muscle control.37 ‘Thoughts guide movements’ was her central 
principle; hence one needed to visualize each movement before executing it, piece 
by piece, to create a powerful tool for improving postural habits. In a sense, her 
system could be seen as a marriage of advocates of muscle with defenders of artistic 
grace where the goals of muscular efficiency and expressive grace came together to 
contribute to both dance and physical education.38 These ideas were likely the initial 
motivational source of Hanne’s approach to organizing gymnastics classes, given that 
she had already studied them for her earlier teaching jobs.

Hanne’s ‘Methode’ Combining Psychology with Gymnastics

One can see, in the materials of Hanne’s developing gymnastic method, how her 
teaching approach was not only shaped by her Mensendieck training but also fash-
ioned by her training and experience in photography, and through the knowledge 
and skills about anatomy and body function she had learned from medical colleagues 
during her work in the Vienna hospital and the Radium Institute. Just as in 
Mensendieck’s system, Hanne’s lesson notes explained how her system was a ‘machine 
for liberation’—a way to manage bodies damaged by corsets and narrow shoes, poor 
work posture, bad diet, and lack of exercise - all habits of everyday life which 
eroded body efficiency.39 ‘Slumping and fat equal sloth and stupidity’, Mensendieck 
had complained. ‘Grace could be acquired through science’.40 Hanne disclosed similar 
sentiments in her own lesson plans and theoretical discussions of her system, 
although she did not require her students to pose in the nude. And while she was 
clear that her own introduction to the teaching of gymnastics began through 
Mensendieck’s physical culture system, Hanne was also keenly aware of some of its 
detractors in Germany and Austria. Hedwig Hagemann, for example, who had 
studied at one of Mensendieck’s training schools introduced a series of whole-body 
swinging exercise and dance like movements into her own system that became very 
popular in Vienna, as well as elsewhere in Europe. Hagemann’s particular ambition 
was to modify Mensendieck’s gymnastic system from what she viewed as ‘a luxury 
for well to do women’ into a support for ordinary women struggling with the 
physical strain of daily work. Her approach was to focus upon the whole body 
rather than singling out specific body parts for attention, and she advocated that 
women exercise in groups, often in the outdoors and in the nude.
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A particular feature of Hagemann’s gymnastics was the performance of movements 
on tiptoe designed to intensify contraction and release rhythms, often performed 
besides lapping water. It was an approach clearly favored by Hanne who frequently 
used a rubber ring to great effect in stretching, contraction and release movements 
in her own teaching.41 She copyrighted this symbol of her gymnastic system; the 
picture of a rubber ring, red with a white stripe, was portrayed on posters adver-
tising her classes. It was, she claimed, the ideal object for triggering and controlling 
those movements that corresponded to the basic gymnastic principles—the law of 
ballistic movement, the demand for uniform use of the entire muscular apparatus, 
and the principles of movement coordination. It enabled the student to see ‘his own 
mistakes and experience his own progress’ by indicating whether the correct move-
ment was being made. If the student did not follow the rules of movement flow, 
force-economy, poise, and rhythm, the ring, Hanne claimed, ‘would not follow the 
course through the air which the student desires’.42 The circularity of the ring drew 
from the psychologist Wolfgang Köhler’s ‘conciseness rule’, which stated that ‘the 
organism tends to provide the simplest form in each case. The simplest shape is 
the circle’.43 Physiologically and anatomically, said Hanne, one could achieve the 
maximum range of motion by performing circular movements.

In the introduction to an unpublished manuscript outlining her gymnastics method 
‘Methode Hanne Wassermann: Das erste psychologisch fundierte gymnastische System 
mit Bewegungskontrolle’ (The Hanne Wassermann Method: The First Psychologically 
Sound Gymnastic System with Movement Control), Hanne described the theoretical 
thinking supporting her approach. It was, she said, the first psychologically based 
gymnastic system with movement control based upon the principles of gestalt psy-
chology which she had learned from her numerous discussions with psychologists 
Karl and Charlotte Bühler. Her plan to organize her gymnastics classes using the 
perspectives of experimental psychology built upon her developing relationship with 
the Bühlers who had arrived in Vienna in 1922 to set up the Vienna Institute of 
Psychology.44 As an officer in the German army during WWI, Karl Bühler had 
become interested in applied psychology and clinical research leading to a Professorship 
of Psychology in Dresden before his arrival in Vienna as Head of the Psychological 
Institute. The Institute, the first to be established in a European university, offered 
an innovative curriculum of experimentation and research methods in child psy-
chology and social psychology. Psychology, Bühler suggested, must be studied in 
three ways; through observable behavior, inner experience, and mental products, 
and he famously coined the notion of an ‘aha’ experience to describe one’s realization 
of making a new connection among hitherto unrelated thoughts.

At his Institute, Karl’s primary focus was on movement, with the suggestion that 
all movement, including the use of rhythm, should convey a sense of pleasure, 
incentive, and purpose. This introduced the notion of functional pleasure with the 
release of tension as a motivating force in human behavior. The ideas emerged in 
the Bühlers’ work on child development, especially their observational studies of 
children’s play.45 Karl Bühler’s book titled the ‘Moral Development of the Child’ was 
a critical appreciation of behaviorism, psychoanalysis, and his own experimental 
ideas on psychology. Criticizing Freud’s preoccupation with the specific content of 
associations he suggested asking how, rather than what, and emphasized how the 
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pleasurable nature of human movements was inherent in the process of doing.46 In 
other words, Bühler preferred to consider how people desire to function satisfactorily, 
and fulfil their creative urges, while Freud viewed human behavior through the lens 
of overcoming psychological crises.

Reading Hanne’s copious notes concerning the development of her theories around 
body movement and gymnastics, one can sense her growing interest in the Bühlers’ 
ideas regarding child development and their detailed humanistic theory concerning 
the process of living and the course of human life.47 It was Charlotte Bühler’s views 
on how a person ought to live one’s life appropriately that especially attracted Hanne, 
leading to her frequent visits at the Institute in Vienna where both Karl and Charlotte 
were recording detailed observations of daily life.48 Charlotte would later write the 
preface to one of the first anthologies concerning these observational methods of 
movement and bodily therapy in 1973, reflecting new social demands for more 
individual creativity and personal responsibility and encouraging a renaissance of 
the experience concept.49

One can also see the reflection of the Bühlers’ views (as well as those of 
Mensendieck) in Hanne’s notes for a Radio broadcast in Prague in 1929. ‘Dear 
listener’, said Hanne, ‘women, girls, old, young, fat and thin, machines make life 
easier so you need to use your muscles’.50 She went on to provide everyday tips for 
young women to maintain their health, including how to build muscle; how to burn 
fat in specific places; exercises for the feet and the problems caused by high heeled 
shoes; how to improve posture and firm the lower back; and how to walk properly. 
Health, beauty, sport, hygienic relationships, blood circulation and metabolism were 
all topics of her many talks, and she frequently emphasized the psychological advan-
tages of daily gymnastics such as better mood and feelings of security and self-worth. 
‘Daily gymnastics are just like brushing one’s teeth’, she would say, ‘…don’t give up 
or others will give up on you!’ In ‘Tägliche Gymnastik’,51 Hanne and Oskar Frankl 
(who had the title of extraordinary professor ‘Privatdoz. tit. ao. Prof.’ for obstetrics 
and gynecology at the Medical School of the University of Vienna),52 maintained 
that gymnastics should not be understood as athletics or acrobatics, or even as 
sport, but simply as a way of life, an honest beauty agent for every-day women. 
‘Gymnastics should only be done once…namely once a day life-long. They should 
maintain health, preserve harmonious body dimensions, promote blood circulation, 
burn off fat, strengthen muscles, promote efficient breathing, and be specially adapted 
to age’. The best clothing for gymnastic exercises, she continued, ‘is the Adam cos-
tume – and if naked practice is impossible then a very light thin swim dress should 
be used’.53 In many ways, her advice was similar to that of Bess Mensendieck, where 
nudity and a beautiful image of the body were tied to everyday tasks in ordinary 
life, while women were urged to think scientifically about their bodies as machines 
of liberation (at least, a liberation appropriate for the times.) It was a view that 
included the essence and value of gymnastics, the right posture, breathing exercises, 
walking exercises, exercises for the spine, back and torso muscles, exercises for the 
back and shoulder, chest muscle exercises and more.

Oskar Frankl, who received his medical degree in 1897, was a renowned Jewish 
gynecologist and ‘Associate Professor’ at the University of Vienna (a title he received 
after converting to Roman Catholicism in 1920). He founded and edited the medical 
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journal ‘Gynaekologische Rundschau’ (Gynaecological Review) and wrote well over 
a hundred articles and books—including ‘Physikalische Heilmethoden in der 
Gynaekologie’ (Physical Healing Methods in Gynecology) in 1906. He was also a 
member of numerous medical societies where he lectured and presented his research, 
including the ‘Society of Physicians in Vienna’, the ‘Vienna Gynecological Society 
‘and the ‘German Society of Gynecology’.54 With Hitler’s rise in the 1930s, however, 
and believing he was to be removed from his position as professor and expelled 
from the university, he committed suicide in Vienna on March 18th, 1938—only a 
few years after he wrote ‘Tägliche Gymnastik’ with Hanne.

Teaching Gymnastics to the Ultra-Wealthy: Hanne Wassermann’s 
Activities on the Island of Brioni

Hanne made a living teaching gymnastics and figure control to a growing audience 
of well to do clients at her school in Vienna, and in a variety of other European 
towns and cities where she could find willing clients. She also led summer schools 
in Paris, Berlin, Graz and on the island of Brioni in the Adriatic Sea, as well as 
writing numerous newspaper and magazine articles promoting sport and exercise 
for women.55 ‘Madame Wassermann does her best in her gymnastic exercises that 
are a suggestive form of art, which she knows how to communicate to her many 
students’, stated an Italian newspaper advertisement for Hanne’s offerings in Brioni 
(Figure 3), ‘[She] is a true lady of plastic art and her gymnastic method corrects 
every posture and modifies every line, bringing grace and elegance’.56

The island of Brioni, on what was known at the time as the Austrian Riviera, had 
become a popular summer playground for wealthy socialites from European cities and 
the United States, and it offered Hanne an excellent opportunity to enrol a number 

Figure 3. an Italian newspaper advertises hanne’s gymnastics lessons in Brioni.57
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of well-known clients there during her summer (and sometimes winter) classes at the 
Hotel Brioni.58 Austrian steel industrialist Paul Kupelweiser from Vienna had developed 
the island into an exclusive holiday resort and health centre in the early years of the 
twentieth century after hiring well-known German epidemiologist Robert Koch to 
eradicate malaria from the region.59 ‘I had the impression that it would be possible 
to make this clod of earth healthy, fertile and very beautiful in its vegetation with 
the help of a little understanding, patience, and of course more money’, he was reputed 
to have said.60 Favorable climatic conditions combined with Kupelweiser’s visionary 
project and diligent work helped transform the island into an exclusive health resort 
and following the introduction of a local steamship line from Pula the number of 
visitors rose dramatically. With the introduction of Brioni Insel Zeitung, a tourist 
magazine celebrating the pleasures of the Austrian Riviera, the island became a popular 
destination for health and cultural tourism. With the opening of the first indoor 
swimming pool with heated sea water in the Adriatic, along with five major hotels 
and numerous luxury villas, the island attracted the Austro- Hungarian upper classes 
as well as wealthy international visitors. When Paul Kupelweiser died in Vienna in 
1919 following WW1, his son Karl further elevated Brioni’s tourist industry by adding 
exclusive golf courses and polo fields – including a zoo.61

Many of the celebrities listed by Hanne as clients in her summer school classes 
at Brioni were regular visitors to the island resort and included Lady Louise 
Mountbatten, Baron Louis Rothschild (coming from the most prominent Jewish 
family in Vienna), Princess Helene of Greece and Denmark, Austrian born film 
actress and inventor Hedy Lamarr, and many others (See Figure 4).62 She became 

Figure 4. a letter of recommendation circulated listing some of hanne’s wealthy clients.63
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especially friendly with Louise Wanamaker Munn, granddaughter of enormously 
wealthy Philadelphia businessman John Wanamaker, who was a regular client at her 
Brioni classes. It was Munn who would become especially instrumental in supporting 
Hanne’s escape from Vienna in 1939 by assisting her with money and letters of 
recommendation as she sought safety and work in England, the United States and 
ultimately Canada.

It is idle to speculate what may have happened had the constant process of Jewish 
emancipation not been abruptly ended with the Anschluß Österreichs (Annexation 
of Austria), says Hilde Spiel in Vienna’s Golden Autumn. ‘Perhaps if Hitler had not 
crystalized the prejudice and racial intolerance latent among the Austrian population, 
some acceptable solution could have been found. Jews who were willing to quietly 
and gradually to merge with the Austrian population might have been able to do 
so’.64 Almost immediately, however, the shouts of ‘Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer’ 
turned into ‘death to the Jews’ as Austria turned national socialist and Hitler arrived 
in Vienna to celebrate his victory. Very much the modern woman, an educated and 
assimilated Jew, Hanne, like many other Jews fearing for their very existence, con-
verted to Catholicism, but was still eventually forced to flee.65 Advertising her 
immediate availability to teach gymnastics in England’s female physical education 
colleges she listed the names of her wealthy clients as references (See Figures 4  
and 5).66 In 1939, she was allowed to leave Austria for London after lining up for 
an exit visa, obtaining a criminal record report, and paying a substantial fee.67 She 
took with her copies of her ‘Methode’, and ‘Tägliche Gymnastik’, both of which would 
become an important support to her future life and work as gymnastics teacher and 
massage therapist when she finally arrived in Vancouver, Canada in 1943 at the 
age of 50.
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