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Figure 58 Maria Likarz-Strauss, Asunta, 1929,  
silk, plain weave, block printed, 27.9 × 16.5 cm,  
Cotsen Textile Traces Study Collection,  
Inv. no. T-0193.175
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Bright Colors, Stylized Flowers: Notes on Asunta,  
a Fabric Pattern by Maria Likarz-Strauss

Lisa Cornali

The quality and stylistic richness of the fabric patterns of 
Maria Likarz-Strauss (1893–1971) are often emphasized in 
literature about the Wiener Werkstätte (WW). Through her 
activity in several departments of the company, but in par-
ticular through her work for the textile and fashion divisions, 
Likarz emerged as one of the most influential female artists 
of the WW. From her studies at the k. k. Kunstgewerbeschule 
(Imperial Royal Arts and Crafts School) in Vienna (1911–16) to 
the company’s closure in 1932, she designed more than two 
hundred textile patterns—about 15 percent of the more than 
1,320 fabric designs created by the WW—which were highly 
valued for their versatility.1

In this regard, the Cotsen Textile Traces Study Center 
(CTTSC) holds a representative collection of Likarz’s pro-
ductions. Thirty-seven samples exemplify nineteen motifs 
created between 1910 and 1929. They thus cover almost all 
her activity for the Textile Department and offer an excellent 
overview of her main stylistic orientations. Early on, Likarz 
developed geometric and abstract patterns—as in Athos, 
Marmon, or the famous Irland (Ireland)—but also numer-
ous motifs characterized by increasingly stylized vegetal el-
ements—like Gräser (Grasses) or Menorea.2 Designs such as 
Basel and Rhodesia attest to Likarz’s ability to combine styl-
ized plant forms with strong geometric structures.3 Reflecting 
the variety of her designs, the CTTSC perfectly documents 
Likarz’s creativity and contrasting styles. The juxtaposition 
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of these samples also hints at the profusion and diversity of 
her sources of inspiration, whether ancient or contemporary, 
European or non-European.4

The CTTSC features two fragments of the design Asunta: 
one printed on silk [Figure 58], the other on cotton [Figure 59].  
This design stands out due to its large, bright, and colorful flo-
ral motifs, outlined with a black line. Created by Maria Likarz 
in 1929, the design Asunta is well known as it is believed to 
be printed on a kimono worn by Marlene Dietrich in the film 
Der blaue Engel / The Blue Angel. Surprisingly, no specific re-
search has ever been conducted on this design.5 This paper 
seeks to shed some light on its possible sources of inspiration 
and examine some of its practical applications in fashion and 
interiors.

Japanese Tendencies and Other Possible  
Sources of Inspiration
A preparatory work on paper by Likarz makes it possible to 
grasp Asunta in its totality [Figure 60]. Round and angular 
flowers and leaves of various scales stand out against a plain 
background. They are scattered without symmetry over the 
entire surface, as if randomly arranged. The forms are highly 
stylized; one can distinguish several kinds of flowers, but it 
would be hard to identify real species. No modeling, shading, 
or chromatic variation suggests any volume. Thus, these pla-
nar forms are not articulated in three dimensions, but accord-
ing to a principle of plane-layering. These characteristics call 
for a comparison with Japanese formal language, the impor-
tance of which is well known for the artistic, decorative, and 
clothing development in Europe between the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century and the interwar period.6

Literature on the WW regularly mentions the crucial phe-
nomenon of Japonisme to the evolution of the company’s for-
mal vocabulary, but mainly in general terms and without go-
ing beyond the 1910s, focusing mainly on Japanese stimuli in 
the works of Josef Hoffmann (1870–1956) and Koloman Moser 
(1868–1918).7 Likarz’s work has been little and only recently 
considered in relation to the Japanese formal language.8 
Asunta represents a perfect case study of this inspiration that 
could have been drawn from katagami.
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These finely cut paper stencils used to print on fabric were, 
from the last years of the nineteenth century, set up as models, 
as “formal treasure,”9 for the European applied and fine arts, 
where they informed the shaping of floral patterns in partic-
ular.10 It is now thoroughly documented that Hoffmann often 
employed them in his teaching at the Arts and Crafts School 
in Vienna: according to him, katagami made it possible to 
grasp the form itself in order to develop a proper ornamen-
tal language.11 As a student of Hoffmann, Likarz must have 
used them in the 1910s and remembered them in her work for 
the WW, where the theoretical precepts of the Arts and Crafts 
School were applied in commercial practice.12

Hoffmann possessed his own collection of katagami but 
may also have used the ones preserved in the k. k. Öster
reichisches Museum für Kunst und Industrie (Imperi-
al Royal Austrian Museum of Art and Industry), today the 
MAK—Museum of Applied Arts, which already housed the 
extensive Japanese collection gathered by Heinrich von Sie-
bold (1852–1908).13 Several katagami from this collection are 
reminiscent of Asunta, where Likarz does not aim to achieve 
a mimetic representation of flowers, but rather generic, styl-
ized forms. Specifically, the large, angular yellow flowers 
of Asunta evoke the inner petals of the plum blossoms of 
the katagami reproduced in figure 61, while the many little 
blooms are strikingly similar to those shown in figure 62.  
As in the stencil in figure 61 or in other examples, Likarz pairs 
massive forms with numerous small floral elements, seemingly 
randomly distributed across the fabric. As in these Japanese 
stencils, Asunta’s flowers overlap and appear to float against 
a uniform black background. As is often the case in Likarz’s 
designs, the overlapping conveys a sense of depth, but with-
out generating three-dimensionality, a general characteristic 
of katagami that Hoffmann seems to have emphasized in his 
teaching.14

However, Likarz’s work with katagami as a student does 
not guarantee a reference as late as 1929. The link with Jap-
anese ornaments is more obvious in her pattern Timur,15 as 
it clearly refers to the Japanese motif seigaiha, which sym-
bolizes the “waves of the blue sea.” Likarz could have noticed 
it in a katagami held in the Siebold collection and perhaps 
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Figure 59 Maria Likarz-Strauss, Asunta, 1929,  
cotton, plain weave, block printed, 27.9 × 19.1 cm,  
Cotsen Textile Traces Study Collection,  
Inv. no. T-0193.174
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Figure 60 Maria Likarz-Strauss, Asunta, ca. 1929,  
pencil and ink on paper, 63.3 × 47.8 cm,  
MAK, Vienna, Inv. no. KI 12386-3
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Figure 61 Katagami, Japan, mid-nineteenth century,  
paper stencil, 24.2 × 41.8 cm, MAK (Siebold Collection), 
Vienna, Inv. no. OR 3925-2003
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Figure 62 Katagami, Japan, mid-nineteenth century,  
paper stencil, 21 × 38.8 cm, MAK (Siebold Collection),  
Vienna, Inv. no. OR 3925-4960
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Figure 63 Maria Likarz-Strauss, Ballets russes, 1912,  
color lithograph, 14 × 9 cm, Leonard A. Lauder Collection, 
Neue Galerie New York
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even in the form of printed textiles kept in Vienna’s Museum 
of Ethnology (today’s Weltmuseum).16 As Timur was designed 
in 1929, the same year as Asunta, it proves at least that Likarz 
was dealing with Japanese ornaments in the late 1920s. Given 
that Likarz may also have observed the seigaiha pattern on 
Japanese clothing and prints, both extremely popular in Eu-
rope at the time,17 it is also very likely that Japanese prints 
were another source of inspiration for Asunta, especially re-
garding its graphic and chromatic aspects. Breaking with illu-
sionism, Likarz actually depicts forms with large areas of flat 
and luminous tints that she outlines with a fine and continu-
ous black line, a process not very common in her work.18

Graphic, chromatic, and formal treatment in Asunta and in 
Japanese katagami and prints offer clear similarities, but a 
spatial characteristic of Likarz’s design departs from the Jap-
anese ornamental aesthetic. The surface of Asunta is indeed 
saturated with a dense and relatively messy pattern, which 
may have been inspired by the costumes of the famous Bal-
lets Russes who were then performing throughout Europe.19 
Likarz had been familiar with them since 1912, when she de-
signed a series of postcards for the WW entitled Ballets russes. 
One of them depicts a figure dressed in pants crowded with 
floral patterns [Figure 63].20

At the time, the folk art of Central and Eastern Europe 
aroused renewed interest and was a source of inspiration for 
the company. Furthermore, Angela Völker has pointed out its 
importance for the evolution of the textiles of the WW toward 
a less geometric style.21 Likarz studied samples of folk art in 
Rosalia Rothansl’s class at the Arts and Crafts School and 
this inspiration is visible in motifs she developed in the 1920s 
such as Rebhuhn (Partridge) (1924), which was produced and 
sold until 1929.22 Therefore, European folk art may have been 
more of an inspiration for the spatial density of Asunta than 
the Japanese visual vocabulary.

However, the Japanese inspiration for Asunta seems to re-
main the most prevalent and likely. Throughout the 1920s, the 
WW sought to overcome their financial difficulties, caused in 
particular by high production costs. One way to achieve this 
goal was to adapt textile production more closely to the mar-
ket,23 and fabrics with Japanese tendencies were intended to 
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respond to the European taste for Far Eastern style in inte-
riors and women’s fashion during the interwar period. In the 
early 1920s, Likarz thus designed chinoiseries to adorn the 
walls of the Kaiserbar (Imperial Bar) in Vienna.24 In 1928, she 
sketched several carnival costumes, including ornaments and 
forms of the traditional Japanese clothing,25 thus probably 
responding to public demand of the day.

Other designers in the Textile Department of the WW 
also appropriated formal Japanese language. In the 1920s, 
Josef Hoffmann and Felice Rix-Ueno (1893–1967) were im-
portant mediators of Japanese forms in the European visual 
lexicon.26 Established in Kyoto in 1925, Rix-Ueno produced 
many textiles with floral motifs clearly based on the Japanese 
formal vocabulary, particularly on katagami, such as Almira 
(1929) and Anemone (1927) [Figure 18].27 These may also have 
inspired Asunta, developed during the same years. While 
Likarz features stylized flowers in her fabric patterns from 
the beginning of her career, the dimensions of Asunta are 
characteristic of her motifs of the second half of the 1920s. 
Her textile designs Fidelio [Figure 25] and Verona (1924) show 
that the small graphic vegetal patterns did indeed give way to 
larger forms; these two motifs remained successfully on sale 
until 1929–30.28 Thus, the large scale of Asunta must have sat-
isfied a demand—in addition to requiring a less demanding 
production process—for Likarz’s colleagues designed similar 
patterns. Rix-Ueno’s Almira and Anemone are prime exam-
ples of this trend.

Delicacy and Versatility:  
Some Practical Applications of Asunta
Asunta fabric appears to have been sold essentially by the 
meter until 1930.29 Few objects or garments using this fabric 
have been documented or preserved. A sketch for a carnival 
costume, a cushion project,30 and four pieces of an incomplete 
dress [Figure 64] kept at the MAK make it clear that Asunta 
could be adapted to both interior decoration and fashion. 
While, according to Angela Völker, textiles fulfilled a less im-
portant role in the interiors of the 1920s than in the 1910s,31 
these documents illustrate the versatility of Likarz’s designs. 
The dress fragments also reveal a detail that neither the two 
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samples from the CTTSC nor the preparatory works on paper 
can show, i.e., the motif was printed in two slightly different 
arrangements and orientations: on the left side of the skirt, 
the blue petal of the large yellow flower points to the left and 
is placed just below the fuchsia petal, while on the right side 
of the skirt the same blue petal pattern pointing in the same 
direction is placed above the fuchsia petal. This difference is 
not due to a rotation of the printing blocks or to an axial sym-
metry resulting from the printing mechanism, but is inherent 
in the pattern.32 These subtle variations must have involved 
two sets of wooden blocks to print such a fabric, for a total of 
fourteen to sixteen blocks, depending on the colors chosen. 

The most famous object made of Asunta is undoubtedly a 
kimono kept at the Deutsche Kinemathek (German film ar-
chive) in Berlin [Figure 65] and said to be the kimono worn by 
Marlene Dietrich in the renowned German movie Der blaue 
Engel / The Blue Angel, shot in the fall of 1929. Although the 
actress does not wear it in the film, it has been claimed that it 
appears in the background of Lola Lola’s dressing room. The 
catalog of the exhibition Die UFA. Geschichte einer Marke / 
Ufa: The History of a Brand held at the Deutsche Kinemathek 
(2017–18) seems to be the source of this idea, as it juxtaposes a 
still of the set of The Blue Angel with a photograph of the Ber-
lin kimono.33 However, on more minute inspection, the black-
edged sleeves and patterns of the negligee appearing in the 
still have no equivalent in Asunta.

The Berlin kimono remains mysterious in many ways. Its 
label only indicates it was made by the Berlin company The-
aterkunst, founded in 1907 and specializing in the designing, 
making, and renting out of costumes for the film industry.34 
The archives of the Deutsche Kinemathek and Theaterkunst 
in Berlin and the Theater Studies Collection of the Universi-
ty of Cologne do not seem to hold any documents providing 
additional specifics about the ordering and manufacturing of 
this garment.35 Moreover, the genesis of The Blue Angel and 
the circumstances of the casting and the shoot remain very 
nebulous even today36 and sources diverge on the identity 
of the costume designer. Nevertheless, all costumes seem to 
match the aesthetic intended by Viennese director Josef von 
Sternberg (1894–1969). Sternberg saturates the image of his 
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Figure 64 WW, four pieces of a skirt and  
top part made from the fabric Asunta  
by Maria Likarz-Strauss, ca. 1930, silk,  
block printed, MAK, Vienna, Inv. no. T 11568

Figure 65 Kimono made from the fabric 
Asunta by Maria Likarz-Strauss, 1929,  
silk, block printed, 140 × 147 cm, Deutsche 
Kinemathek, Berlin, Inv. no. TX-50227
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movie, filling each space with materials, textures, a whole jum-
ble of objects, posters, garments, and mirrors.37 With its dense 
pattern, the Asunta kimono would have fit perfectly into this 
ensemble. It therefore seems likely that it was produced for 
the movie, without being used in it. Theaterkunst must have 
received the order for it and bought the fabric indicated by 
the client.38 The opening of the WW branch in Berlin, on Oc-
tober 30, 1929, coincided with the shooting of The Blue Angel 
and may have encouraged the choice of a pattern designed 
by the Austrian company. On this occasion, the Vossische Zei­
tung reported that Likarz’s printed silks were among the most 
highly regarded textiles of the WW.39 Sold in the capital since 
1910, WW textiles were, in fact, very popular in Germany.40

In any case, the Deutsche Kinemathek kimono is a fasci-
nating example of the way Japanese inspirations were ap-
propriated in interwar European fashions and the role Far 
Eastern art played in the development of a new female figure. 
A deeper inquiry could analyze how the form of the kimono 
was combined with a textile pattern itself probably inspired 
by Japanese formal language through artistic cooperation 
between various players, including the WW and, of course, 
Maria Likarz-Strauss.
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