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The Society for Defiant Women
Exil der frechen Frauen

review

The ‘defiant women’ on whose careers Robert Cohen’s novel is

based are three Communists active in the antifascist resistance: the

children’s author Ruth Rewald (1906-1942), the journalist Maria

Osten (1908-1942; real name: Maria Greßhöner), and the militant,

Olga Benario (1908-1942). The action opens in 1928, when Ruth and

Maria meet in Café Josty on Potsdamer Platz in Berlin on the same

day that Olga has freed her lover and comrade Otto Braun from

prison armed with an unloaded pistol. They discuss her defiance

(her Frechheit) somewhat enviously, and Ruth suggests founding a

society for defiant women with Olga as their coach. This society never

assumes a more concrete form, but the theme of women who refuse

to play the role expected of them and do instead what they believe to

be right is central to the novel. As it progresses, more and more

women join the ranks of the freche Frauen: the novelist Anna

Seghers, for instance, and the photographers Annemarie

Schwarzenbach and Gerda Taro.

As the German title suggests, Das Exil der frechen Frauen follows its

defiant protagonists into exile. Olga is sent to Brazil as the bodyguard

of Luís Carlos Prestes, the leader of the 1920s tenente rebellion;

Maria spends her exile in Moscow and Paris, and Ruth in Paris and

Madrid. But their premature deaths (Maria is executed by the Soviets;

Olga and Ruth both die in concentration camps) are documented in

the very first chapter. As Cohen traces the lives of these women, their

relationships, their struggles to survive in exile, their experiences of
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motherhood, their hopes and ideals, their doubts and their fears, the

reader already knows of their ineluctable fates.

This does not mean that Cohen has written so many hagiographies.

While the bravery and even heroism of the three women is never in

any doubt, the novel focuses too on the more everyday aspects of

exile: sitting in trains, standing in queues, filling out forms. The

women are often confused, worried about their relationships,

uncertain about what it means to be Jewish, or a woman writer, or a

Communist.

To appreciate this book there is no need for any particular knowledge

of, or interest in, the anti-fascist-resistance. Robert Cohen’s passion

for his subject and his fast-moving prose are reward enough in

themselves.

‘And the ship with eight sails

And with fifty cannons

Will disappear with me.’

– Pirate Jenny in The Threepenny Opera by Bertolt Brecht and Kurt

Weill

about the author
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