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CIEL DES HOMMES: GENDER PERSPECTIVE ON EARLY AVIATION
IN FRANCE AND GERMANY (1903-1939)

In 2007, taking stock of the centenary of aeronautics in Germany, Helmuth Trischler and
Kai-Uwe Schrogl concluded that aviators were vested with male attributes even more in
Germany than in the United Kingdom and the United States.! Perhaps the Nazi regime and its
desire to create a new fascist man reinforced the place of young pilots in the discourse of
modernity.? Yet this emphasis on the aviator was common to Western nations in the early
twentieth century.® What about France, one of the first aeronautical nations in history?* While
the gender perspective has been embraced by the social sciences for several decades, they
are still relatively absent from historical studies on aeronautics. The theme deserves to be
explored in greater depth, as it appears that aviators are models of masculinity in a context of
restructuring gender relations in the first half of the 20" century.® Airmen seem to participate
in the hegemonic masculinity theorised by Raewyn Connell, i.e. the masculinity that prevails

in representations as well as in social relations.® They thus form a relatively new normative

1 “Mehr noch als etwa in Grof3britannien oder den USA war Fliegen in Deutschland dabei mit
mannlichen Attributen belegt” in H. Trischler and K.-U. Schrogl (ed.), “Einleitung: Perspektiven der Luft-
und Raumfahrtforschung in Deutschland im langen 20. Jahrhundert”, Ein Jahrhundert im Flug: Luft- und
Raumfahrtforschung in Deutschland 1907-2007 (Frankfurt/New York: Campus, 2007), 17.

2 0n this subject, see the much debated essay of G. L. Mosse, The Image of Man: The Creation of
Modern Masculinity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 155-80.

8 For the United-Kingdom, see in particular the seminal work of M. Francis, The Flyer: British Culture
and the Royal Air Force, 1939-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

41 would like to thank the two anonymous reviewers for their valuable comments as well as
Guillaume de Syon for his generous and careful editing. They helped to improve the article substantially.

5 We understand gender studies as studies that attempt to analyse social relations between the
sexes. Only Claude d’Abzac-Epezy has devoted a chapter to the question: C. d’Abzac-Epezy, “Les
héros de I'air. Figures et nouveaux modéles de masculinité dans la premiére moitié du xx® siecle”, in
N. Roseau and M. Thébaud-Sorger (ed.), L’emprise du vol. De linvention a la massification, histoire
d’une culture moderne (Genéve: MétisPresses, 2013), 31-42. For an overview on the scholarship on
aeronautics and gender, see the introduction to the thematic section. For a broader historical perspective
on the twentieth century, see: J.-J. Courtine (ed.), Histoire de la virilité, 3: “La virilité en crise? xxe-xxi¢
siecle” (Paris: Seuil, 2011).

6 For R. Connell, “Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as the configuration of gender practice
which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which
guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women.”
Within masculinities, hegemonic masculinity is distinguished from the complicit, marginalised and
subordinate masculinities it dominates. This conceptual system makes it possible to move away from
the uniformity of the masculine and its unqualified association with a masculine identity, which prevents
full perception of deviations from the norm. R. Connell, Masculinities (Berkeley: University of California
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figure before 1939, that is, a dominant representation that sends a set of injunctions to the rest
of society, which mode can be defined as virility. The latter, which is relatively stable insofar
as itis a “form of ideal, [a] sum of representations linked to the idea of performance (economic,
social, sexual and bodily)”, should not be conceived as a male monopoly, although the
incarnations of hegemonic masculinity attempt to essentialise it for their own benefit. This
virility is, however, only one attribute among others of a form of masculinity that is enriched by
characteristics related to social class, ethnic origin and sexuality.” Also, this hegemony in which
aviators participate does not prevent it from being contested or put into competition, particularly
by women who could take over the virile codes and redefine the contours of masculinity. It
therefore seems essential not to exclude women aviators from this study, in order to obtain as

complete a picture as possible.

This article focuses on common representations without neglecting social interactions and
including nuances necessary for in-between situations. Indeed, “the aviator” and “the aviatrix”,
like “the man” and “the woman”, are social constructs that tend to polarise and smooth out the
multiple experiences of men and women.? Gender as well as the injunctions and stereotypes
associated with it are in fact less obviously established than the social construction of
“masculinity” and “femininity”. Their status is relatively unstable and depends on the socio-
cultural context in which they are embedded.® Spaces for emancipation from the dominant
masculinity are thus more or less open depending on the country and the time. Taking into
account national frameworks allows for a better understanding of social relations as well as

aeronautical relations, i.e. the social spaces in which gender is inscribed.

Germany and France allow for comparison between a country that has remained
democratic and another that has gone from Empire to parliamentary republic and then to Nazi
dictatorship, whose relationship to aviation and to gender was different from the rest of Europe.
As neighbouring and antagonistic countries, they were in constant contact and shared
experiences, notably that of the Great War, whose effects on society can thus be compared.
This shall help to identify constants and/or divergences until 1939, that is, when the Second
World War reconfigured gendered identities through the remobilisation of individuals, the
mutilation of bodies, and the trauma of psyches. Moreover, linking French historiography,

which has focused particularly on the figure of the pioneer airman, to German historiography,

Press, 2" ed., 2005), 76-81; R. Connell and J. W. Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking
the Concept”, Gender & Society, 19/6 (2005), 829-859.

7 H. Rivoal, “Virilité ou masculinité? L’usage des concepts et leur portée théorique dans les analyses
scientifiques des mondes masculins”, Travailler, 38/2 (2017), 147-149, 153-154.

8 F. Thébaud, Les Femmes au temps de la guerre de 14 (Paris: Payot & Rivages, 2013), 10.

9 E. Zegenhagen, “Schneidige deutsche Médel”: Fliegerinnen zwischen 1918 und 1945 (Goéttingen:
Wallstein, 2007), 22.



which has worked more on the figure of the female aviator, will be instrumental to determine
to what extent aeronautical culture was part of a masculine culture in the first part of the
20™ century. In other words, did Saint-Exupéry’s Terre des hommes (Wind, Sand and Stars),
which exalted camaraderie between aviators as well as humanism, left a place in the sky for

“women of the air“?°

This article does not claim to be exhaustive and offers perspectives for further research.
It takes as its starting point the establishment of the first representations of the aviator, which
were — although uncertain — already mainly masculine. These virile bases formed an initial
dominant representation of the aviator before the experience of the First World War
transformed it. The article will then analyse the impact of the militarisation of the wartime
aviator and the transfer of these representations to civil aviation in the 1920s. This second
phase corresponded to the appropriation of professional aviation and its institutions by men in
an exclusive way, because aviation was (also) a weapon and women were not allowed to
handle it. Some women nevertheless managed to make their way in the aeronautical world,
especially at the turn of the 1920s and 1930s. Therefore, this article will finally examine in
greater dept the evolution of women’s place in the increasingly masculine aeronautical world
during the inter-war period. Their exceptional status and their image as “new women” allowed
them to use aviation as a means of relative emancipation before the rise of Nazism and the
military preparation for the Second World War strengthened the male hold on aviation. This
pathway shows how aviation was developed and reinforced as a gendered space. It reveals
how the aviator has increasingly become an artefact of hegemonic masculinity in Germany
and France, despite the attempts of some women to navigate this male-dominated space in a

fundamentally unequal gender relationship.
1.1 1. The aviator, a fiqure of hegemonic masculinity in the first half of the

20" century

1.1.1 1.1. Air as a new frontier: masculinity validated by confronting the dangers of

the unknown

As a new figure emerging at the beginning of the 20™ century and because they were
mainly men exposed to the gaze of their contemporaries, aviators incorporated a number of
representations that had previously belonged to other incarnations of hegemonic masculinity.
As David Courtwright has explained, aviation in its early years used a vocabulary that had

already been employed in the nineteenth century: envisioning the sky as a frontier, aviators

10 A, de Saint-Exupéry, Terre des hommes (Paris: Gallimard, 1939). The original French title of
Wind, Sand and Stars literally means “land of men”. If the earth belonged to men, it seems legitimate to
ask the question about the sky (ciel) as well.



were pioneers who participated in its conquest.!! The air, a relatively unknown space
symbolically reserved for the gods since Antiquity, was now open to man. Seen as a flying
avant-garde, the aeronauts of the end of the century were distinguished from the common man
by their physical and symbolic elevation in relation to the rest of humanity, riveted to the
ground.'? By entering the third dimension by means of light constructions of wood and canvas
equipped with engines, the aviators followed in their footsteps in the second half of the 1900s,
at a time when aerial exhibitions were developing. Gabriele d’Annunzio, after attending the
Brescia airshow in September 1909, was particularly instrumental in assimilating the aeroplane
pilot to a superman. Confronted with flight, in full light and glory despite the danger and the
possibility of violent death, the aviator on his frail aircraft would thus have appeared as a sort

of demigod reminiscent of the mythical figure of Icarus.®

Aviation was a mechanical sport that was offered as a spectacle, with some of the
European elite attempting to beat previous records, but also competing against each other and
playing with death at international meetings. It thus became a particularly favourable ground
for the (re)construction of a hegemonic masculinity at the beginning of the century.** The first
active aviators in Germany and France were overwhelmingly white men from the petty and
middle bourgeoisie, or even the nobility.'® Their financial means were sufficient to enable them
to create or buy aeroplanes and to train in their use on the outskirts of urban centres. Fairly
young in view of the efforts to be made and the novelty of the technology to be mastered, and
well dressed, they also displayed a certain nonchalance in the face of the risks involved and
thus developed the image of the ‘dandy’ aviator, living in relative carefree fashion, as can be
seen, for example, in the memoirs of Roland Garros.® In contrast, as we will see, the few

women who took the controls of these motorised devices before 1914 were judged

11 What is particularly relevant for the United States is valid, albeit to a lesser extent, for Western
Europe. D. T. Courtwright, Sky as Frontier: Adventure, Aviation, and Empire (College Station: Texas
A&M University Press, 2005), 11.

12 L. Robeéne, L’Homme a la conquéte de l'air. Tome 2: Des aristocrates éclairés aux sportifs
bourgeois (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1998), 167-75.

13 According to the Greek myth, Icarus escaped from the prison of King Minos with wings designed
by his father, Daedalus. Flying too close to the sun, the wax wings melted, causing Icarus to fall to his
death. On Gabriele d’Annunzio and aviation: R. Wohl, “Poets of Space”, in A Passion for Wings: Aviation
and the Western Imagination, 1908-1918 (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1994), 110-22;
P. Demetz, The Air Show at Brescia, 1909 (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2002), 30-38; F.
Esposito, Mythische Moderne: Aviatik, Faschismus und die Sehnsucht nach Ordnung in Deutschland
und Italien, (Minchen: Oldenbourg, 2011), 32.

14 Masculinities must be understood as a particular position of these individuals within gender
relations, perceptible in particular through practices and their effects. R. Connell, Masculinities, op. cit.,
71.

15 Alberto Santos-Dumont (1873-1932) or Jorge Chavez Dartnell (1887-1910), respectively
Brazilian and Peruvian, could be considered exceptions if they were not of European descent. Jules
Védrines (1881-1919), of modest origins, appears in this respect as a more singular case.

16 R, Garros, Mémoires, ed. by Jean-Pierre Lefevre-Garros (Paris: Phébus, 2016).



ambivalently by their contemporaries, who were unsure of how to position themselves in

relation to these sportswomen who joined the male effort.’

The frequent confrontations with danger, which involved the deployment of strength and
physical feats at the controls of the aircraft, were indeed all validating experiences of
masculinity for these elites, in a context of the physical and symbolic construction of sports by
men, partly in reaction to what was identified as a contemporary crisis of masculinity.'® In
German iconography, for example, attention seems to have been focused more on the bodies
of aviators and the strength they conveyed than in France, as suggested by the poster for the
Konstanz seaplane meeting in 1913. Occupying the whole poster, the aviator wearing boots,
a flying suit, a helmet and a thick scarf was portrayed facing the viewer, his legs spread and
firmly anchored in the ground, his left fist clenched and pressed against his hip. He gives an
impression of strength that is reinforced by the severe traits of his face, turned towards the
right of the poster, i.e. towards the future. His right hand holds a seaplane like a plate,
symbolising the perfect mastery of the machine by this man.*® This artist’s vision of the aviator
par excellence finds other echoes in popular culture and the arts.?° It seems to reflect a hexis,
a body posture and an overall appearance specific to aviators that accentuates their virile
character, particularly through the manifestation of physical strength.?* This remains visible in
many wartime photographs, whether of a German pilot held prisoner, of the famous ace
Oswald Boelcke posing with his British prisoner Robert Wilson and adopting the same posture,

or of the other famous pilot officers Eduard Schleich and Hermann Goering.?? This portrayal of

17.. Robene, “L’aviation c’est du sport! Images et représentations de I'aéronautique dans la presse
sportive de la Belle Epoque. L’exemple de La Vie au Grand Air (1900-1914)”, Nacelles. Passé et présent
de I'aéronautique et du spatial, 1 (2016), § 38-49 <http://revues.univ-
tise2.fr/pum/nacelles/index.php?id=145>.

18 This is especially the case before the Great War, in a context of reconfiguration of gender
relations, notably among the dominant classes. P. Dine, “Du collégien a 'homme (aller-retour). Rugby
et masculinité en Grande-Bretagne et en France”, Le Mouvement social, 1/198 (2002), 76.

19 “Bodensee-Wasserflug 1913, reproduced in facsimile in Plakat gedanke und kunst; einiges aus
der plakat-praxis (Stuttgart: Propaganda Stuttgart, 1912), 20
<https://jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.29391751>.

20 Of particular note is the expressionist statuette Der Flieger produced by Hans Belling for the
Berlin-Adlershof military inspection in 1916. Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin, 1990/548, Hans
Belling, “‘Der  Flieger”, lime wood sculpture, 635 x 305 x 22cm, 1916
<https://www.dhm.de/lemo/bestand/objekt/g0000051>.

21 For a development of the Bourdieusian concepts of habitus and hexis as applied to aviators, see:
C. Kehrt, Moderne Krieger: Die Technikerfahrungen Deutscher Militarpiloten 1910-1945 (Paderborn:
Ferdinand Schoéningh, 2010), 94-97, 245-282.

22 Historial de la Grande Guerre, Péronne, 2PHO5151.1, photograph “Airman is taken prisoner”,
showing a German airman with cap and fur-lined jacket, surrounded by French soldiers of the
130° Regiment, <http://recherche.archives.somme.fr/ark:/58483/a011260969022Nelpch>; O. Brissau,
Ein Boelcke will ich werden. Ein Lebensbild unseres Fliegerhauptmanns Oswald Boelcke fiir deutsches
Heer und deutsches Volk (Leipzig & Hamburg: Gustav SchloeBmann, 1916), 12; A. Luebke, Hauptmann
Boelcke. Ein Gedenkblatt fir den ruhmbedeckten Heldenflieger (Warendorf: J. Schnell, 1917), 15-25;
“Boelcke, Knight of the Air” in H. B. Swope, Inside the German Empire. In the Third Year of the War
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the German aviator seems to be independent of the gender at that time, as the Fraulein Flieger
(“Miss Airman”) was also photographed by the famous Berlin postcard studio Sanke in aviator’s
outfits and in this same posture?. However, she preserved the characteristics conventionally
associated with femininity: high heels, hands on hips, face open with a smile. Gerhard Fieseler,
a former war pilot, still poses more or less the same way in front of his plane but without a
uniform in 1932, showing the relative persistence of this stance?*. In France, most of airmen’s
portrayals had less forceful features: the legs were usually together, the hands in the pockets
or behind the back. It was not until the end of the 1920s that postures comparable to those of
the Germans were observed in Jean Mermoz, a relatively unique “kind of Tarzan of the airs”®
— perhaps as a result of more direct and numerous contacts between French and German

aviators.

Fig. 1. Bodensee-Wasserflug 1913

Konstanz
29.3uni-5Juli

“Bodensee-Wasserflug 1913”, reproduced in facsimile in Plakat gedanke und kunst (Stuttgart:
Propaganda Stuttgart, 1912), 20, https://jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.29391751.

(London: Constable and Co., 1917), 184-96; Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Kriegsarchiv, Munich,
MMJO V K 18/12, “Der Jagdflieger. Hauptmann Schleich (30 Siege), Fuhrer einer Jagdgruppe an der
Westfront”, Berliner lllustrirte Zeitung, 21 July 1918; M. H. Sommerfeldt, Hermann Géring, ein
Lebensbild (Berlin: Ernst Siegfried Mittler & Sohn, 1932), 16-17.

23 Personal collection, Postkartenvertrieb Willi Sanke, “Fraulein Flieger”, 5000/3, Berlin, ca.1918.

24 Bibliotheque nationale de France, Mondial, 2279, “The German Fieseler’, 4 June 1932,
<http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb41599162b>.

25 E. Chadeau, Le Réve et la puissance. L’avion et son siecle (Paris: Fayard, 1996), 135.
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Fig. 2. Eduard Schleich
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Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, Kriegsarchiv, Munich, MMJO V K 18/12, Berliner lllustrirte
Zeitung, 21 July 1918.

Fig. 3. German Postcard “Fraulein Flieger”
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Personnal collection of the author, Postkartenvertrieb Willi Sanke, “Fraulein Flieger”, 5000/3,
Berlin, ca.1918.



Fig. 4. Gerhard Fieseler

Bibliothéque nationale de France, Mondial, 2279, The German Fieseler, 4 June 1932,
http://catalogue.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cb41599162b.

1.1.2 1. 2. Heroic masculinity or the praise of mastery

René Schilling and Marionne Cronin applied the concept of heroic masculinity to analyse
the heroisation of aviators, insofar as these few men became, in the first part of the
20™ century, models who participated in the hegemonic masculinity.?® This heroism was
characterised in particular by the control these men kept, even in the most precarious
circumstances. Their practice of flying, a delicate exercise inaccessible to most other
individuals, placed them in a position of superiority while making them exemplary. In line with
the nuances introduced by Demetrakis Demetriou regarding hegemonic masculinity, aviators
thus manifested both internal hegemony — over other men — and external hegemony — over
women.?’

The success of the aviator’s flight reflected — in the idea that their contemporaries had of

it — the relative mastery over their environment (air, bad weather), the laws of physics (gravity,

weight) and the natural obstacles (mountains, seas and oceans) that pilots progressively

26 See in particular on this subject: R. Schilling, “Kriegshelden”: Deutungsmuster heroischer
Mannlichkeit in Deutschland 1813-1945 (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schéningh, 2002), 15, 252-315;
M. Cronin, “Richard Byrd, Technological Explorer: Polar Exploration, the Machine, and Heroic
Masculinity in Interwar America”, Technology and Culture, 57/2 (2016), 322-352. For an interdisciplinary
study about heroism, see: P. Centlivres, D. Fabre and F. Zonabend (eds.), La Fabrique des héros
(Paris: Editions de la Maison des sciences de ’homme, 1999),
<https://books.openedition.org/editionsmsh/3993>.

27 D. Z. Demetriou, “Connell’'s Concept of Hegemonic Masculinity: A Critique’, Theory and Society,
30/3 (2001), 341; D. Moraldo, “Les conquérants de l'inutile. Expression et diffusion d’'un modéle de
masculinité héroique dans I'alpinisme francais d’aprés-guerre”, Genre, sexualité et société, 13 (2015)
<http://journals.openedition.org/gss/3419> [accessed 23 May 2022].
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“‘erased”. For a predominantly male intellectual bourgeoisie, the elevation of heavier-than-air
aircraft was sometimes interpreted as the triumph of the spirit and the human will over matter,
but also as the domination by human beings of “Mother Nature” (Mére Nature) in the French
case, or “Mother Earth” (die Mutter Erde) in the German one?. The femininity granted to nature
and the earth thus contrasted with the altitude that the pilot took to overlook the world from
which he seemed to be extracting himself. Rising above the masses, he distinguished himself
from them both physically and symbolically, as women began to access leisure activities
formerly reserved solely for the male elite. In this respect, aviation was part of a movement
analogous to mountaineering in Germany and France.?® As an “old and lonely mountaineer”,

the pilot Erwin Béhme himself drew this comparison:

The new mastery of the air resembles the conquest of the Alpine peaks in that it also leads into the
realm of the air, which is inaccessible to the masses...] it was a much nobler feeling of victory to have
conquered all difficulty and danger with my own strength alone. As an old alpine ‘soloist’, | was already

predestined for fighter flying.3°

The air and the mountains, seemingly preserved from the imprint of civilisation, thus
appeared to be virgin spaces that enabled the individual to be purified and morally

regenerated.®!

The heroic aviator thus seemed to dominate his environment by the strength of his own
body, both physically and spiritually. This was a standard feature in the sport as it developed
at the end of the 19" century, which, attached patrticular significance in the case of aviation to
the control of the nerves (Nerven). The Prussian physical culture prior to 1914, which
emphasised stoicism and self-control, thus pervaded the medical examination of aviators.

Indeed, although very efficient for their time, the first devices were rather rudimentary. Only

28 M. Osietzki, “Der Flug ist das Leben wert: Entgrenzung weiblicher Lebensentwirfe in der
Luftfahrt des 20. Jahrhunderts”, in W. Meighdrner, H. Vogel, B. Waibel (eds.), Frau und Flug: die
Schwestern des Ikarus (Marburg: Jonas Verlag, 2004), 22-23.

29 E. Nadal, “Duel au sommet'. Emergence de I'alpinisme sportif germanique et mutations de la
masculinité bourgeoise (1887-1914)” in P. Liotard, T. Terret (eds.), Sport et genre. Vol. 2: Excellence
féminine et masculinité hégémonique (Paris: L'Harmattan, 2005), 199-215; D. Moraldo, L’Esprit de
I'alpinisme: Une sociologie de I'excellence, du xixe siécle au début du xx siécle (Lyon: ENS Editions,
2021), 169-215.

30 “Die neue Beherrschung der Luft ahnelt ja darin dem Erobern der Alpengipfel, dafl auch dieses
in das der Menge unerreichbare Bereich der Lifte fihrt. [...] es war ein viel hehreres Siegesgefiihl, alle
Schwierigkeit und Gefahr allein mit eigener Kraft bezwungen zu haben. So war ich als alter alpiner
LAlleingeher” fir die Jagdfliegerei wohl schon pradestiniert”. Letter from Erwin Béhme to his fiancée
Annamarie, 4 October 1916, in E. Bohme, Briefe eines deutschen Kampffliegers an ein junges Madchen
(Leipzig & Berlin: Hase & Koehler, 1930), 60-61.

31 G. L. Mosse, “The Knights of the Sky and the Myth of the War Experience”, in R. A. Hinde and
H. Watson (eds.), War, a Cruel Necessity? The Bases of Institutionalized Violence (New York & London:
[.B. Tauris, 1994), 137.



the possession of “healthy” and solid nerves would enable one to respond effectively to the
performance of the machine, to contain and control it2. To this extent, the self-control of the
aviator also conditioned the control of the machine. This led individuals to overdetermine the
importance of the mind in aerial success. A man would have an “aviator’'s mind” provided he
had sufficient moral strength, which would allow him to always dominate the sometimes-failing
technology, contributing to thinking of the air as a world reserved for the strongest souls.? This

made the few female aviators all the more remarkable, as we shall see.
1.1.3 1. 3. From phallus to joystick: regeneration and power

Perhaps even more so than aeronauts, who benefited from the lightness of gas to rise into
the air but appeared relatively passive in the ascent, aviators established themselves as
models of heroic masculinity insofar as they would actively participate in lifting heavier-than-
air machines by means of the powerful engines they piloted. Thus, the aeroplane was
sometimes assimilated in turn-of-the-century literature to a vitalist and eroticised symbol,
notably through the metaphor of ascent, which refered the ascent to erection or the union of
man and the cosmos to coitus in the work of an author such as Stefan Zweig.** The relationship
between modern man and his machine can therefore be understood as eroticised on a

82 C. Kehrt, Moderne Krieger, op. cit., 122-125, 154-157.

33 This primacy of the “human factor” is expressed for example by F. G. Jinger, “Manfred von
Richthofen”, in E. Jinger (ed.), Die Unvergessenen (Minchen: Justin Moser, 1928), 281, or R. Fonck
in  L’Equipement  automobile, 231  (September  1936), 31, <https://bibliotheques-
specialisees.paris.fr/ark:/73873/pf0000552970/1936/n231septembre/v0049>.

34 Tessy Korber has analysed this analogy between the desire to fly and the desire to come to
orgasm, particularly obvious in two poems written by Stefan Zweig. Like a phallus, the plane announces
its desire to rise into space:

“And the engine wheezes: | Und der Motor keucht:
'l make you light! | ‘Ich mache dich leicht!
I have drunk the fire into me, | Ich habe das Feuer in mich getrunken,
My veins burst, my blood boils and whirs, | Meine Adern bersten, mein Blut siedet und surrt,
Listen how it boils | Horch, wie es kocht
And with hot desiring thrusts throbs into the open. | Und mit heil3en Verlangenden Sté3en ins Freie
pocht.
Burst my girth, | Spreng mir den Gurt,
Rip them open, my iron clasps, | Rei@ mir sie auf, die eisernen Schlie3en,
| want to pour my strength into the world, | Ich will meine Kraft in die Welt ergiel3en,

Help me, and I'll thrust myself steeply into the air!’ | Hilf, und ich stoRe mich steil in die Luft!”

When penetrated by the plane, the cloud becomes a feminine counterpart that suggests the coming
orgasm, like an outcome.

“What flashes | Was blinkt
There from the Deep steeply upon me, | Dort aus der Tiefe steil auf mich los,
What penetrates | Was dringt

So overpoweringly into my bosom. | So Ubermachtig in meinen Schol3.”

Quoted and analysed in T. Korber, Technik in der Literatur der friiheren Moderne (Wiesbaden: DUV
Literaturwissenschaft, 1998), 297-300. Translated by D. Accoulon.
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symbolic level, particularly through the appreciation of the machine as an extension of the male

body with a phallic dimension.

The equestrian culture of the European elites, which partly based the “survival of heroism”
in the 19" century on the “cavalier ideal” and “the quest for aristocratic honour that it conveys”,
often led the actors to compare the plane to a mechanical horse.*® The handling of the most
modern aircrafts, which were particularly fast and therefore dangerous, thus appeared as a
performance of masculinity, a marker of power. Pierre de Fleurieu recounted having had, as
he took the commands of a Nieuport for the first time, “the impression never experienced since
of being astride a shell. But at last | managed to dominate this fiery mount [...] and returned
triumphantly to the hangar with my tail held high as it should be”.*® Like the steering system
— the “joystick” — placed between the pilot’s legs, the fuselage itself seemed to be associated
with the phallus to the point of forming an extension of the individual. Erwin Bohme confirmed

this impression of a pilot merging with his machine:

You no longer have the feeling that you are sitting in an airplane and steering it, but it is as if there is
a spiritual contact. It’s like a good rider who [...] is so completely at one with his horse that the horse
immediately feels what his rider wants. Both have full understanding and trust in each other, and it is

a will that animates them.?’

The pilot had to climb onto the aircraft to enter it, take control of it and fly away. In a sense,
he was one with the machine, which “augmented” him, both in his performance and in the
masculinity that results from it: more powerful, the futuristic “machine-man” would only be more
virile. For a poet such as Walter Hasenclever, describing his first flight over Leipzig and
exclaiming: “Man of flesh — You have become steel!”™® The symbiosis of man and machine
thus led Fernando Esposito to analyse the aviator as a “mechano-organic hermaphrodite”

(mechanisch-organischer Hermaphrodit), whose sex was indeterminate for his observers

35 D. Roche, La Culture équestre occidentale, xvie-xixe siecle: 'ombre du cheval (Paris: Fayard,
2011), 366.

36 “[...] l'impression jamais éprouvée depuis d’étre a cheval sur un obus. Mais enfin, jarrivai a
dominer cette fougueuse monture [...] et revins triomphant au hangar la queue haute comme il se doit.”,
in P. de Fleurieu, Mémoires (Paris: self-publ., 1971), 16-17.

87 “Man hat gar nicht mehr das Geftihl, da man in einem Flugzeug sitzt und dieses lenkt, sondern
es ist, als ob ein seelischer Kontakt da ware. Es ist wie bei einem guten Rieter, der [...] mit seinem
Pferde so vollig verwachsen ist, dal3 dieses unmittelbar fuhlt, was sein Reiter will. Beide haben volles
Verstehen und Vertrauen zueinander, und es ist ein Wille, der sie beseelt.” Letter from Erwin Béhme to
his fiancée Annamarie, 4 October 1916 in E. Bohme, Briefe eines deutschen Kampffliegers, op. cit., 59-
60.

38 “Mensch aus Fleisch — Du bist Stahl geworden!” quoted in T. Korber, Technik in der Literatur der
friheren Moderne, op. cit., 344-345.



when he was in flight.*° Indeed, this erotic relationship between the aviator and his mount was
probably not foreign to the few female aviators, who could also take the upper hand over the
machine before 1914, but sources are lacking to provide a substantiated answer to the

guestion.

However, the dominant representations of the aviator clearly fall within a heterosexual
framework. The desirability of flight and risk-taking was closely associated with the masculine
and the materiality of the ground and safety with the feminine. Daniel Berthelot, President of
the Société Francaise de Navigation aérienne, explained for example at the beginning of 1914
that “women were appalled by aviation. The men who had begun the noble and dangerous
apprenticeship saw before them the grieving herd of their mothers, their sisters, their
mistresses.”® The gender injunctions were reinforced by such narration of these charming
pilots, who nevertheless did not speak about their relationships to their contemporaries. This
was probably more evident in France than in Germany, where officers’ representations tended
to give precedence to morality and a sense of duty over any carnal relationship before the end
of the 1920s.%* Thus, René Vincent was able to portray the French aviator as elegant, bold and
desired by women in the pages of the wartime newspaper La Baionnette at the end of 1915,
aimed at a largely male readership. The aviator was thus a social referent among other figures
of a hegemonic masculinity with which men were required to identify. This seems to have
worked, since in matrimonial advertisements, some of the men who wished to appear virile
portrayed themselves as aviators, much more regularly than the women themselves claimed
to wish to meet a pilot.*? This gendered division seems to be rooted in aviation culture. Olivier

Odaert considers that in French aviation novels of the early 1920s,

according to a pattern that has gradually become traditional, or at least received as such, the symbol

of the aeroplane concentrates [...] a system of virile and solar values which are opposed by the

39 F. Esposito, “Uber keinem Gipfel ist Ruh’: Helden- und Kriegertum als Topoi medialisierter
Kriegserfahrungen deutscher und italienischer Flieger”, in H. J. W. Kuprian and O. Uberegger (eds.),
Der Erste Weltkrieg im Alpenraum: Erfahrung, Deutung, Erinnerung / La Grande Guerra nell’arco alpino:
Esperienze e memoria (Innsbruck: Wagner, 2006), 23, 80.

40 “Contre l'aviation, se sont dressées les femmes épouvantées. Les hommes qui avaient
commenceé le noble et dangereux apprentissage ont vu surgir devant eux le troupeau éploré de leurs
meéres, de leurs soeurs, de leurs maitresses.” in D. Berthelot, “Préface”, in A. Dumas, Les accidents
d’aviation: étude générale de leurs causes, recherche des moyens propres a en diminuer la fréquence
(Paris: Librairie aéronautique, 1914), 6.

41 S. Schiiler-Springorum, “Flying and Killing: Military Masculinity in German Pilot Literature, 1914-
1939”7, in K. Hagemann, S. Schiler-Springorum (eds.), Home/Front: The Military, War and Gender in
Twentieth-Century Germany, trans. by Nicholas Yantian (Oxford: Berg, 2002), 217-218.

42 C.-L. Gaillard, “Les Aviateurs a la conquéte des cceurs. L'imaginaire de I'aviation dans le marché
de la rencontre au début du xx¢ siécle”, Nacelles. Past and Present of Aeronautics and Space, 5 (2018)
<http://revues.univ-tlse2.fr/pum/nacelles/index.php?id=590> [accessed 28 February 2019], § 12-13.



http://revues.univ-tlse2.fr/pum/nacelles/index.php?id=590

temptations of the always deceitful and carnal female relationships, dangerous mistresses often linked

to the moon.*?

Thus, the aviator was modelled as a free and vitalist male figure, escaping through his

vigourous personality from the material contingencies and baseness of the world.

Fig. 5. The aviator portrayed by René Vincent in late 1915

L ar WSPIRE,

R. Vincent, “l’Aviateur inspire...”, La Baionnette, 23 (16 December 1915), 376-377,
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6580711t/f8

1.2 2. From war pilots to airline pilots: strengthening the masculinity of the sky

1.2.1 2. 1. The sky of war, a sky of men by excluding women

The Great War was the first to involve airmen in a strategic and massive way in armed
operations. The conversion of the “peace aviator’ (Friedensflieger) into a “war aviator”
(Kampfflieger) was all the easier as some of the values attributed to civilian pilots (endurance,
tenacity, self-sacrifice, strength) were also militarised manly values, and some of the aviators

were already employed by the army before the war.** The spread of the Prussian model of

43 “Selon un schéma devenu progressivement traditionnel, ou du moins regu comme tel, le symbole
de l'avion concentre [...] un systéme de valeurs viriles et solaires auxquelles viennent s’opposer les
tentations des toujours fourbes et charnelles relations féminines, dangereuses maitresses souvent liées
a la lune.”, in O. Odaert, “L’aviateur dans la littérature frangaise de 1909 a 1923”, in F. Lucbert and
S. Tison (eds.), L'imaginaire de l'aviation pionniére. Contribution a I'histoire des représentations de la
conquéte aérienne, 1903-1927 (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2016), 305-306. Emphasis
in original.

44 S, Tison, “Du sportsman au combattant: archéologie de la figure de l'as, 1910-1916”, in
L. Robéne (ed.), Le Sport et la guerre: xixe et xx® siécles (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes,
2012), 345-355.


https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k6580711t/f8

compulsory service in France, as in Belgium and Italy, had in fact helped to reinforce a virility
militarised by the barracks.*® The army had become a bastion for the preservation and
reproduction of masculinity during the 19" century, while a certain number of women were
gradually escaping gender injunctions and appeared to threaten the foundations of male
society.*® In this perspective, the Great War reinforced gender stereotypes in the long term as
it allowed men to make legitimate use of violence while women were excluded from bearing

arms and were relegated to a situation of dependence.*’

This phenomenon of crowding out is very clear in aviation, as some forty women had
already been licensed as pilots of civilian aircraft before August 1914. There were six German
women out of the 800 or so aviators in Germany, and eight French women out of 966 male
pilots.*® As rare as they were, these women were excluded from flying in both countries.
Overall, no women took up arms for the air forces on the Western Front.*° Offering her services
to the French army for the first time in October 1914, the aviatrix Elisa Deroche was rejected
each time she and her colleagues in the Union patriotique des aviatrices de France (Patriotic
Union of Women Aviators of France) made a request from April 1915.%° The latter again
complained, without success, in an article in the Figaro in September 1915: “Aviators are very
well received everywhere. Why push back the women aviators? [...] we do not pretend to bomb
cities. Leave us behind, like Red Cross ladies, and make us work there.”®* Aware of the social
framework in which they were embedded, women aviators claimed — but did not obtain — the
use of aviation to carry out tasks traditionally assigned to women, such as caretaking and

maintaining the home front. In the same way, in Germany, women aviators had to stop their

45 0. Roynette, Bons pour le service: la caserne a la fin du xixe¢ siécle (Paris: Belin, 2000); J. Le Gac,
“La virilité a I'épreuve des guerres”, Encyclopédie pour une histoire nouvelle de I'Europe, 2015
<https://ehne.fr/node/180> [accessed 21 September 2020].

46 R. Schilling, Kriegshelden, op. cit., 208.
47 T. Terret, “Sport et masculinité : une revue de questions”, Staps, 66/4 (2004), 217-218.

48 B. Gundler, “Geschlechterverhaltnisse in der Luftfahrt bis zum Zweiten Weltkrieg”, in C. Meinel
and M. Renneberg (eds.), Geschlechterverhéltnisse in Medizin, Naturwissenschaft und Technik,
(Bassum: Verlag fur Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften und der Technik, 1996), 247; K. D. Fell, “Im
Flug: Neue Perspektiven?”, in K. D. Fell (ed.), Kalkuliertes Abenteuer: Reiseberichte deutschsprachiger
Frauen 1920-1945 (Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 1998), 204; M.-C. Villatoux, “Femmes et pilotes militaires
dans I'armée de I'Air”, Revue Historique des Armées, 272 (2013), 12-23.

49 The British Women'’s Royal Air Force, active from 1918 to 1920 and given a specific blue uniform,
consisted solely of a grouping of female manpower. Confined to auxiliary duties, as in the rest of the
British army, no women were pilots. J. P. Hicks, Wales and the First Air War 1914-1918: The Welsh
Airmen and Airwomen of the Great War (Talybont: Y Lolfa, 2017), 164-168.

50 | etter from Baroness Raymonde de Laroche (Elisa Deroche) dated 17 October 1914, reproduced
in facsimile in “Raymonde de Laroche”, Icare, 197 (2006), 141; M.-C. Villatoux, "Femmes et pilotes
militaires”, op. cit., 12-23.

51 “Les aviateurs sont trés bien accueillis partout. Pourquoi repousser les aviatrices? [...] nous
n’avons pas la prétention de bombarder des villes. Qu’on nous laisse a I'arriere, comme des dames de
la Croix-Rouge, et qu’'on nous y fasse travailler.” in E. Berr, “Nos aviatrices s’ennuient”, Le Figaro
(27 September 1915), 3 <https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k2908124/f3>.
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activities, like Melli Besse, the first German woman to obtain a pilot license in 1911. A flight
instructor and an aviator, she was forced to stop her activities, especially as her husband,

Charles Boutard, was French.?

The gendered division of European societies at the beginning of the 20" century thus
extended to aviation the “group portrait without a lady” that war became when it was conducted
and narrated by men.%® A pilot such as Ernst Udet could thus describe the world of military
aviation as a world that no woman could understand.>* The male appropriation of the airspace
became such that, on the German side, the homosocial relationship between a pilot and his
observer was described as an “aviators’ marriage” (Fliegerehe). Although a female aviator
such as Marie Marvingt was described after the war as having taken part in two bombing
missions in 1914, there is no evidence to support this claim and it is difficult to determine
whether this narrative was not an ex-post construction of a heroic female figure at the end of
the war.%® In a reinforced masculine universe and the according narrative, women seemed to
be reduced to the rank of substitutable commaodities, one-night stands or mothers who were
recipients of stories, even though there are evidences of serious sentimental bonds for many
airmen during the war years.®® The armed aircraft was henceforth vested with a stronger virile
charge, as shown by the portraits of airmen posing most of the time in front of the plane or at
its commands. The machine gun that equiped it symbolised even more obviously the male sex
in erection when it was straddled, as did the officer-observer of the pilot Louis Coudouret in

the loose context of his personal album in autumn 1915.%°

52 Unable to get her business back on its feet after the war, she committed suicide in 1925.
K. D. Fell, “Im Flug”, op. cit., 324.

53 S. Breuer, Anatomie de la Révolution conservatrice, trans. by Olivier Mannoni (Paris: Maison des
sciences de 'hnomme, 1996), 29-56.

54 E. Udet, Mein Fliegerleben (Berlin: Deutscher Verlag, 1935), 93.

55 “Une femme qui pratigue tous les sports: M'"e Marvingt”, Le Miroir des sports (28 Octobre 1920),
260-261 <https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k65253224/f4>.

56 S. Schuler-Springorum, “Flying and Killing”, 211-212.

57 Archives départementales de I'Hérault, 1 J 310 (view 44), Coudouret collection, photo of
Lieutenant-Observer Prodolliet and pilot-aviator Louis Coudouret, Malzéville, 30 September 1915.
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Fig. 6. Photograph from the album of Louis Coudouret, a bombing pilot with VB.102,
30 September 1915

Archives départementales de I'Hérault, 1310 (view 44), Coudouret collection, photo of
Lieutenant-Observer Prodolliet and pilot-aviator Louis Coudouret, Malzéville, 30 September
1915, https://archives-pierresvives.herault.fr/ark:/37279/vta0f983a1c83484480/daogrp/0/44.

1.2.2 2. 2. Gradients of masculinities, from “Knights of the air”to deviralised bombers

This male sky reconfigured in wartime transformed representations of aviation in Germany
and France in varying ways. Joélle Beurier’s work has established the clear difference between
French illustrated magazines, which attempted to show the war as close to reality as possible,
and German illustrated magazines, which attempted to soften the front and its violence. French
newspapers increasingly emphasised soldiers as ‘everyday heroes’ facing the difficulties of
war, while in Germany the virile characteristics of the male hero were reaffirmed and
accentuated to the point of turning the modern German soldier into a super ‘man-machine’,
resisting and fulfilling his duty until victory.%® Thus, from 1916 onwards, German illustrated
magazines focused on young combatants, handling and magnifying modern technology.®® In
both countries, the young and athletic bodies of daring and machine-taming airmen were all
the more prominent as the majority of combatants found themselves buried in the trenches,

relatively powerless in the face of mass death.®® Deviations from these dominant models of

58 J. Beurier, Photographier la Grande Guerre: France-Allemagne, I'héroisme et la violence dans
les magazines, Histoire (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2016), 255-421.

59 J. Reulecke, “Vom Kampfer zum Krieger: Zur Visualisierung des Mannerbildes wahrend des
Ersten Weltkrieges”, in S.Quandt and H. Schichtel (eds.), Der Erste Weltkrieg als
Kommunikationsereignis (Giel3en: Justus-Liebig-Universitat, 1993), 167.

60 The historiography has extensively studied this idea. See for example: R. Wohl, A Passion for
Wwings, op. cit., 203-250; Guynemer: un mythe, une histoire (Vincennes: Service Historique de I'Armée
de I'Air, 1997); L. R. Robertson, The Dream of Civilized Warfare: World War | Flying Aces and the
American Imagination (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005); M. Szczepaniak, “Ritter der
Lufte’: Der Kampfflieger als (post)heroische Mannlichkeitskonstruktion”, in C. Glunz and T. F. Schneider
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masculinity tended to be erased: Max Immelmann’s coquettishness was removed from his
published correspondence while Jean Navarre’s loss of mental capacity was mitigated by

censorship.®!

Allowing, on the contrary, to re-establish a sort of rationality in the industrial mass warfare,
there were numerous references that inscribed aviation in a rich and deep warrior genealogy
going back to ancient and medieval times. The analogy between the horse and the plane, as
well as the imaginary of the aerial war — supposedly fought through aerial jousts —
progressively forged the success of the chivalric metaphor, which became popular in France
in particular from 1917 onwards in the tributes to the deceased Georges Guynemer.®? The
success of medievalism in the 19" century have probably favoured the development of this
representation of a gentlemanly war above impersonal slaughter, which preserved the virile
rhetoric of honour, courage and fair combat.®® The same analogy can be found in the memoirs

of the German pilot Carl Degelow:

Aerial combat was comparable to the medieval tournament in which the opponents fought openly
and freely. [...] one did not fight against an invisible enemy, but saw one’s opponent, armed only with
his goggles, freely and openly in front of one. These conditions of combat, which rarely occur in field

warfare, provoked [...] a certain chivalry.®*

(eds.), Wahrheitsmaschinen: Der Einfluss technischer Innovationen auf die Darstellung und das Bild
des Krieges in den Medien und Kiinsten (Géttingen: V & R Unipress, 2009, 2010), 243.

61 Max Immelmann discusses with his mother his concern for his own elegance. This allusion, which
may seem superficial, was erased by the successive editors of the text, including his brother Franz, an
aviator himself: “You will see in the photos that no one wears gaiters, because they are forbidden. Only
| wear them. | think it looks better.” (“Auf allem Bildern wirst du sehen, daf} niemand Wickelgamaschen
tragt, weil das verboten ist. Nur ich trug welche. Ich finde die hibscher.”). Militarhistorisches Museum,
Flugplatz Berlin-Gatow, AAAG 8800, Letter from Max Immelmann to his mother, 17 November 1915;
M. Immelmann, Meine Kampfflige, selbsterlebt und selbsterzahlt (Berlin: August Scherl, 1917), 87;
F. Immelmann (ed.), Der Adler von Lille. Eines Fliegers Werdegang und Erfullung (Leipzig: K.F. Koehler,
1934), 134. On Jean Navarre, see for example: C. Raynaud, “Le co(t humain de la bataille aérienne”,
in G. Aubagnac and C. Raynaud (eds.), Verdun, la guerre aérienne (Paris: Pierre de Taillac & Musée
de I'Air et de I'Espace, 2016), 141-143.

62 B. X. Bao, “Naissance d’'un héroisme nouveau dans les lettres frangaises de I'entre-deux-
guerres : Aviation et littérature” (unpublished PhD thesis, Université de Paris, 1961), 28-33. There are
thus several works that explicitly associate the aviator with a knight: H. Bordeaux, Vie héroique de
Guynemer (Paris: Plon, 1918); H. d’Orcines, Les Chevaliers de I'Espace (Paris: F. Rouff, 1918), 66
<https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k63150490>.

63 S. Goebel, The Great War and Medieval Memory. War, Remembrance and Medievalism in Britain
and Germany, 1914-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 189-203.

64 “Der Luftkampf war zu vergleichen mit dem mittelalterlichen Turnier, in dem sich die Gegner offen
und frei gegenubertraten. [...] Hier kAmpfte man nicht gegen einen unsichtbaren Feind, sondern sah
seinen, nur mit der Schutzbrille bewehrten Gegner, frei und offen vor sich. Diese sonst im Feldkrieg
selten wiederkehrenden Kampfbedingungen bewirkten [...] eine gewisse Ritterlichkeit.” C. Degelow, Mit
dem weil3en Hirsch durch Dick und Diinn: Erlebnisse und Betrachtungen eines Kampffliegers (Altona-
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https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k63150490

The imaginary of close combat, of the duel between two alter-egos fighting each other on
equal terms, thus made it possible to maintain the fiction of a cleaner chivalrous war in the air.
It seemed to reenact the bourgeois duels which, like the aviation of the pioneers, based

masculinity on individuality and mastery, both of the weapon and of the body.%®

This figure of hegemonic masculinity, which the fighter pilot became, captured the media’s
attention from 1916 onwards. It stood up to other types of masculinity, notably the more
negative one that bombers seemed to display.®® Their virility was sometimes questioned as
their actions were devalorised or rejected. They were not considered as “real men”, i.e. real
fighters: they appeared as cowards, well protected from the air, and would deviate from the
chivalric creed to bomb defenseless civilians and children. This negative masculinity of
airborne bombers was particularly evident in an author such as Jean Bastia, who wrote a
“Zeppelinade” in early 1915 in which he compared the aircraft to a “large phallus violating the
virginity of the stars,” a “demon” scattering “sterile seeds” to “depopulate the world”.®” However,
this representation was essentially applied to enemy airmen through their aircraft, by
metonymy. In the case of the Allied airmen, on the other hand, the heroisation was certainly
less strong yet real: the military necessity justified the self-sacrifice and the accomplishment
of their duty by these bomber airmen, like on the French side the bomber aviator Henri de
Kérillis described by La Guerre aérienne illustrée, or on the German side the Zeppelin captain
Peter Strasser and the bomber pilot Hermann Kéhl who both received the prestigious Prussian
order Pour-le-Mérite and were therefore recognized as exemplary.®® Thus, gradients of
masculinities could be observed in the representations of aviators depending on the
significance that contemporaries gave to their actions. The air fighter was a model of
masculinity insofar as his combat remained confined to military airspace and respected its
militarised virile principles. The bomber was a more ambivalent figure and certainly lower on
the scale of values. He appeared nonetheless higher than the ground staff, or even the

members of the sanitary air force that was developed during the interwar period and less

65 U. Frevert, Ehrenmanner: das Duell in der birgerlichen Gesellschaft (Minchen: C.H. Beck,
1991), 196-198 & 240-241; L. Robéne, “Les sports aériens: de la compétition sportive a la violence de
guerre”, Guerres mondiales et conflits contemporains, 251/3 (2013), 25-43. References to the duel are
present from the first years of the war: Das Luftduell, Helden der Luft, 1 (Berlin: Verlagshaus fur
Volksliteratur und Kunst, 1915), Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin <http:/resolver.staatsbibliothek-
berlin.de/SBB00006C3B00000000>; M. Viallet and J. Mortane, Quelques grands duels aériens : lettres
& récits de Guynemer, Fonck (Paris: Edition francaise illustrée, 1919).

66 Fighter pilots used machine guns against other flying aircraft while bombers dropped bombs on
ground targets.

67 This poem, sanctioned by the censor, can be found in the archives of the Préfecture de police in
Paris. S. R. Grayzel, “Gender and Warfare”, in S. R. Grayzel and T. M. Proctor, Gender and the Great
War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 173-176.
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directly involved in the fighting. This shows the symbolic importance of the plane as weapon

and its uses by airmen from the Great War onwards.
1.2.3 2. 3. Civil aviation, the manly adventure of modern men

The aviator thus emerged from the Great War virilised, while he took the controls of civilian
aircraft, setting off on new epics. While European societies were measuring the horror of trench
warfare, the ability to master one’s destiny and the mystique of flying were exalted more than
ever.%® Ernst Junger could state that “the flying man is perhaps the sharpest expression of a
new masculinity. He represents a type already foreshadowed in the war.””® After the “aces”,
exemplary and heroic soldiers, the first airline pilots were true adventurers because their only
mission was to transport mail, a ridiculous goal in comparison to the dangers they faced.
Joseph Kessel, himself a former wartime pilot, summed up this continuity in 1933 when he said
that “the adventures of the air are the supreme chanson de geste of our time.””* Like the
European explorers of the 19" century, the aviator was part of a set of prescriptive and
formative masculine representations. The hardships and physical risks taken became a means
of restoring the value and intensity of human life in a disenchanted modern society. They were
nostalgic embodiments of an evanescent world that technical progress was trying to render
obsolete by automating it and making it safe. In Germany as in France, aviators such as Ernst
Udet, T.E. Lawrence and Jean Mermoz were all popular heroes who animated this aerial
adventure.”? Their media coverage made them modern standard-bearers, “ambassadors of
the air”, while the imperial dimension of aeronautics was asserting itself. After the Great Warr,
the control of airspace as well as of advanced technologies seemed decisive. Flying over many
territories, the aviator embodied the power of his nation. Several authors tried to place the
airlines' actors in the lineage of the aces of war, contributing to the heroisation, particularly in

France, of the pilots of the air mail lines.”® Referring to the pilots of the Aéropostale company,
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Jean-Gérard Fleury stated that “through them, the Latin American nations know that there are

still Knights in France.”’*

As technical as it was strategic, and therefore perceived as rewarding and desirable in the
1920s and 1930s, the profession of aviator became a “man’s job” par excellence.” While it is
true that significant physical strength was required to maneuver increasingly heavy transport
aircraft before the introduction of servocontrols, the argument was not explicitly put forward in
the inter-war period.”® In the post-war context, when European economies were undergoing
conversion and the new commercial aviation was flourishing, jobs were relatively scarce and
sought after by more numerous aviators who had been trained with government subsidies.
After several years of armed conflict, they were more experienced and better trained in flying
several types of aircraft than the women who were deprived of flying.”” The bonds of
camaraderie forged in the squadron also favoured endogamous recruitment which, coupled
with the pilot habitus, excluded women from the airlines. This led for example Ernst Udet to
portray the transport pilot as a muscular man unafraid of bad weather and ready to brave all
circumstances to accomplish his mission. Perfectly equipped and a master of modern

techniques, he embodied the adventurers of the air celebrated in France by Joseph Kessel,

those same flying men and their comrades, whom their passion and their duty unite in a fraternal
heroism [...]. From Toulouse to Santiago de Chile, along this line of fierce struggle and stubborn hope,

it carried with them the mail for which they risked their generous lives.”®

In contrast, in Udet's same album, the only female aviator depicted, Ruth Elder, was
portrayed as a scantily clad woman, wearing make-up and smiling from the window of her
aircraft, winking at the onlookers whose attention she attracted with her embroidered

handkerchief.” This is an indication, if not of a certain machismo, at least of a gendered
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laviation”, La Francaise: journal de progres féminin (September-October 1939), 3-4
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division of the air, referring men and women to their assigned social status.® This vision fitted
quite well in the Nazi line, of which Udet became one of the main protagonists from the mid-

1930s onwards.

Fig. 7 and 8: Caricatures of a transport pilot and the American aviatrix Ruth Elder drawn
by the German aviator Ernst Udet in 1928
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52
Ernst Udet and Karl C. Roellinghoff, Hals- und Beinbruch. 100 lustige Karikaturen (Berlin, 1928),
52 & 95.

Indeed, women’s unequal access to aviation was reinforced in the 1920s. While men could
benefit from free flying instruction as part of their military service, women who wished to fly had
to pay for private lessons and/or acquire second-rate aircraft, such as the decommissioned
Caudron that Adrienne Bolland had to use for her flight across the Andes.8! Similarly, in the
context of the ban on German military aviation, the Deutsche Luftfahrtverband (DLV) only
subsidised flight training for men, with a view to building up a reserve of potential military
aviators. Thus, although women were allowed to train as pilots at the end of the 1920s, their
training was de facto more expensive because it was never subsidized.®? Moreover, it could

only concern sport and aerobatic piloting, since the International Commission for Air Navigation

80 This assessment is confirmed by Elly Beinhorn, who testified in her memoirs that Ernst Udet had
spontaneously tutored her and warned her about the excessive ambition of her programme in a
paternalistic tone during an aerobatics competition. E. Beinhorn, Alleinflug: mein Leben (Minchen:
Heyne, 1981), 82.
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the Wars: Gender and Politics (London: Routledge, 1996), 68.

82 In 1929, the DLV subsidy reduced the price of Al pilot training, which cost at least 2500 marks,
to 1000 marks. Women were not eligible for the grant. Evelyn Zegenhagen-Crellin’s study showed that
for all types of licences in Germany from 1927 to 1938, the training costs offered to men remained lower
than those offered to women. E. Zegenhagen, “Schneidige deutsche Médel”, op. cit., 115 & 137-138.



(ICAN) made “be[ing] of male sex” a “medical requirement [...] before obtaining a licence as a
pilot, navigator, engineer, or member of the operating crew of aircraft engaged in public
transport” from 1924 onwards.® Thus, civil airspace became an exclusively male sector in view
of the physical and emotional instability allegedly inherent in women nature.®* Indeed, the
medical criteria used by several experts to qualify the best pilots — “nerves of steel’, self-
control, courage, decision-making ability — were essentialized as masculine. They thus made
the “aviator spirit” a “naturally” male quality, which characterised professional pilots.®> Excluded
from commercial aviation, women rarely had the opportunity to compete with men in sport
aviation, especially in the quest for speed records — the most spectacular and prized ones —
which were only accessible on condition of having the most powerful aircraft, which were still
allocated primarily to the most experienced pilots, i.e. to men.8® As a result of these various
obstacles, although sports aviation — like tennis — allowed some women to make a name for
themselves, aviatrixes were extremely rare compared to aviators before 1939. While the
United States was the exception, with more than 500 female licensed pilots out of some 18,000
in the early 1930s, there were around 200 in the United Kingdom, 50 to 60 in Germany and
barely 40 in the French empire as a whole.®’ It is therefore important not to be fooled by the
mythical narrative of exceptional female pilots’ careers, which would be part of a progressive
and global emancipation: hegemonic masculinity is also defined by the imposition of power

over women, which can be observed in the aeronautics during the interwar.8®
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1.3 3. Women aviators ‘in the neqgative’: the history of the sky in unequal parts

1.3.1 3. 1. Female aviators, virile women?

Masculinities are part of a dynamic system of relationships in which men and women lead
gendered lives.? Women pilots also position themselves in this universe in relation to men and
their appropriation of masculinity. Always perceived through the prism of their femininity and
compared to men because they were women pilots, women aviators performed in a virile
manner and were also invested with characters considered by their contemporaries as
masculine. While their transgression of gender injunctions could be seen as a “feminine
masculinity” as proposed by Thierry Terret*®®, one could consider it rather as the performance
of a virile femininity, i.e. a femininity that appropriates and integrates virile elements before the
eyes of men. Talking about virile femininity would therefore help to clarify Judith Halberstam’s
concept of “female masculinity” — a masculinity which is autonomous from men themselves —
because it is in fact a virility — a set of invariant and positive attributes related to performance —
that these women have come to contest from the male monopoly by transgressing the roles

they had been assigned by hegemonic masculinity.®!

At the beginning of the century, the sports press, which echoed representations of
dominant masculinity, was puzzled on the subject of the first “women of the air” between a
condescending conservatism and the recognition of exceptional women.®> The athletic
dimension of aviation meant that, as with men, biographers emphasised the multidisciplinarity
and taste for physical effort of female aviators®. The first female pilots, Elisa Deroche (8 March
1910 in France) and Melli Besse (13 September 1911 in Germany), were depicted in relatively
similar fashions to their male counterparts, at the controls or in front of their aircraft.®* However,
their outfits differed — skirts, woollen jumpers or fur coats — while the suits were not yet
standardised. The war, which deprived them of flying, kept them away from the airfield for a
long time. It made them invisible and/or forced them to confine themselves to a “female”
commitment, such as caring for the wounded. The second generation of female aviators who
emerged from the mid-1920s onwards reflected a more gendered relationship with these

women, who became the embodiment of the “new woman” — “femme nouvelle” or “Neue
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Frau” — whose modernity was also expressed in the new, more androgynous hair and clothing
fashions that were available to young women.®® In France, this new woman was also known
as the “garconne”, a social (stereo-)type that catalysed the anxieties of French (male-
dominated) society in the 1920s and 1930s.%® Not coincidentally, the writer Victor Margueritte,
who helped to popularise this figure with his scandalous novel La Gar¢onne (1922), evokes in
Nos égales (1933) a young woman of 19 who told her parents that she aspired to become an
aviatrix, like the girls of her age whom she saw in the aeronautical newspaper Les Ailes.®” The
figure of the aviatrix, so associated with modernity, seemed to be so avant-garde and a
harbinger of future times in Germany that the “new human being” (der neue Mensch) depicted
on the cover of the illustrated weekly Die Woche was a woman in flight suit on 29 January
1927%,

The short hair and the standardisation of aviation suits were in line with the
undifferentiation of appearances, whatever the gender. With her boyish haircut, Adrienne
Bolland “dressed in her pilot’s suit, [...] looked like a young mechanic”, says journalist Louise
Faure-Favier, before adding that “she is an excellent pilot” — always in the masculine form.®
Helmets, glasses, overalls, boots, trousers and large coats erased the forms and standards of
femininity: long hair, pumps, dresses and thin fabrics that revealed the lines of a body that was
at least partially corseted. The delicacy assumed for women was no longer immediately
apparent in their silhouettes when they flew.'® Such was the gender confusion that after a
flight for Lufthansa, the co-pilot Marga von Etzdorf —who had not been recognised as a
woman — greeted her passengers in return “with a silent, manly bow”, leaving nothing to be
guessed of her identity.1°* According to Guillaume de Syon, the aviation suit had the advantage
of not revealing too much of the female body, underlining a quality perceived as feminine
— discretion — before returning to their feminine finery outside the airfield.2%> A “feminine
wearing” of the belt —at waist level rather than at the hips like their male counterparts —
nevertheless suggested the curvature of the admittedly decorated bodies and, along with the

face, betrayed the biological sex alone. Marie-Claire emphasised at the end of 1938 this
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contrast that “under the heavy, masculine uniform, it is nevertheless a clear, fresh face of a

young girl that one finds”. 103

The difficulty that literary men had in positioning themselves in relation to these modern
women led them to mobilise previously established cultural referents, in particular to turn them
into Amazons.’** Carl Maria Holzapfel described the transformation of German women
aviators, driven by the rhythm of time (Rythmus der Zeit) and the rhythm of the engine
(Rythmus des Motors), into Amazons of the air (Amazonen der Luft).1% Liesel Bach was upset
by the labels of “tomboy” (Mannweibtyp) and “Amazon”, which reduced her to being, in her
opinion, only half of an individual and not a full woman.'°® However, according to Erik Jensen,
this reference to Amazons allowed for the integration of the equal status of men and women
in the modern era while implicitly suggesting the bellicose challenge to male pre-eminence.%’
This was illustrated when Joseph Kessel's magazine Confessions described Maryse Bastié as
a “heroic Amazon of the air [...] revolting against the tutelage of her family” at the age of ten,
before she herself told the reader that “it was my first marriage which, breaking down what |
was too fiery, too straightforward, first made me fit for happiness.”% The balance was thus
struck between the contestation of gender hierarchies and the return to order through the
marital alliance. The latter was regularly questioned by journalists who were probably anxious
to know when the celibacy of these young women would end, especially in France where the

declining birth rate was a constant issue during the interwar.®® The possible homosexuality of
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these “Amazons” was never mentioned, however, even implicitly. While the multi-sporting
Marie Marvingt was promoted as the “bride of danger” (fiancée du danger), promised to
adventure in a metaphor useful to the aerial narrative in the 1910s, the risks incurred by female
aviators in the air seemed to make their contemporaries fear that they could not assume the
status of wife and mother that was assigned to them in the long term. The Countess of
Mantigny thought it useful to point out in Les Ailes that “aviator husbands can rest assured that
the majority of French women who love and practice flying will increasingly be their

companions, but not their competitors.”° It is unclear whether her plea was heard.

Women aviators played anyway on these different registers of curiosity and anxiety to
distinguish themselves and fit into a world shaped by and for men, without fundamentally
guestioning its foundations. The coincidence of the development of aeronautics with that of
celebrity culture allowed media attention to be focused - relatively disproportionately in
comparison to their numbers — on these original and heterodox young women.!'! As Sian

Reynolds pointed out:

Most women pilots remained loners, then, strange glamorous figures whose relationship with the rest
of the world was conducted through the media. As a result, they actually reinforced images of

femininity more than they challenged them.!?

Adrienne Bolland was indeed “charmingly graceful and carefree” for Le Figaro while Les
Ailes painted “a delicate portrait” of the “charming aviatrix” Maryse Bastié.'** The surpassing
of oneself and the effort being in opposition to the moderation and the measure of gestures
— injunction set to the female gender — these women had to make their practice of sports
acceptable by returning to more “feminine” attitudes outside the airfields in order to prevent a
too strong transgression.!'* If the suits hid the clothes and the bodies, these were exposed
again as soon as they got off the plane: the appearance of these women was all the more

scrutinised as they were celebrities whose sulphurous character was likely to attract attention.
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Adrienne Bolland, Héléne Boucher and Maryse Bastié took part in the launch of Caron’s
perfume En Avion (1930) dedicated to female aviators, while modern women were enjoined to
wear make-up that could withstand the speed of the plane.!'® In the same vein, the couturier
Jean Patou, who contributed to the spread of sportswear fashion in high society, emphasising
the shape of the female body through the use of supple materials, dressed, among others,
female aviators in the 1920s.11®* Commenting on one of his latest creations with a “completely
masculine” jacket, the monthly magazine Les modes developed: “such is the modern woman,
alternatively a lawyer, a star or an aviatrix, more well-groomed and dolled up than she has

been in any other era.”!’
1.3.2 3. 2. Singular and emancipated? Marginal characters in a gendered universe

Despite this media coverage and their relative fame, few women had a stable income to
finance their flights. As they could not legally be licensed to fly commercial airlines, female
aviators with permanent jobs in aeronautics can easily be enumerated and remained confined
to the margins during the interwar.'® However, they repeatedly demanded, albeit not virulently,
to be employed by aircraft manufacturers on a permanent basis, and not just for record-
breaking jobs that provided only occasional and precarious income.'® The financial cost of
training and then paying for flight expenses (purchase or rental of the aircraft and its
maintenance, use of the infrastructure, oil and fuel, etc.), with little prospect of a financial return,

limited the practice to a few relatively well-off women in the context of tourist aviation, or even
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sport aviation.'?® “Women’s aviation is currently only a very expensive sport [...] and cannot
offer the elements of a career. | cannot therefore commit you to building your future on such a
project”, replied Marie-Claire — the newspaper for “modern women” — to its young readers at
the beginning of 1939.1% If the French association La Stella had federated the women
aeronauts of the Aéro-Club de France before 1914, there seems to have been no attempt to
extend its efforts after the war.'??2 They were also kept on the edge of the male social circles
that the flying clubs were. Each female aviator therefore remained, in France as in Germany,
a singular personality who could only speak for herself. It was only in the autumn of 1939 that
Madeleine Charnaux called for the formation of a union of female pilots, who would thus rally
behind a collective work, in order to prove the capacity of female aviators to step aside in the
media to contribute to the development of civil aviation. Observing the marginality of female
pilots of her time, she proposed to go through the margins of aeronautical development, in the
colonies, where the major air transport networks were not yet established and where a space
would potentially be open to female aviators.'?® Nevertheless, this marginal position allows us
to revise Joseph Corn and Peter Fritzsche’s analysis that female aviators were used by
manufacturers during the interwar to demonstrate the safety of their aircraft and to reassure
the general public that the machines were not dangerous. On the contrary, it invites us to insist
with Sian Reynolds and Evelyn Zegenhagen-Crellin on the permanence of male domination

and the eviction of women from commercial aeronautics.'®*

The psychologist Elizabeth Baux nevertheless observed, through the desire of female
aviators to rise into the air, the absence of an “unconscious brake [...] on the expression of
their desire to fly with their own wings”.!?® The elevation of these pilots would physically

translate their will to emancipate themselves and to challenge patriarchal norms, both in the
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political and military spheres. This could be observed to some extent in France in the second
half of the 1930s, during the campaigns for women’s suffrage. In order to attract the attention
of the general public, Louise Weiss and the activists of La femme nouvelle brought together
the aviatrixes Adrienne Bolland, Maryse Bastié and Héléne Boucher in a meeting at the
Alhambra in Bordeaux, and then mobilised the aviatrix Denise Finat to stand as a feminist
candidate in the fifth arrondissement of Paris in the 1936 legislative elections. This support
was however short-lived. According to Louise Weiss’ testimony, the aircraft manufacturers — all
men who produced the airplanes and were the only ones to employ civilian pilots outside of
the military and civilian transport — put pressure on the female aviators to dissuade them from
pursuing this campaign, at a time when the media played a major role in the funding
opportunities available to aviatrixes.'?® The social and economic conditions of domination thus
forced female aviators to bend to the rules of an aeronautical universe in which every aspect

was controlled by men, in terms of infrastructure, financing and the media.

With political equality achieved in Germany since 1919, the majority of German women
aviators were not very vindictive despite the relative incrase in autonomy offered to them by
media income in the early 1930s. Christl-Marie Schultes was an exception, making very militant
statements in favour of women aviators in her magazine Deutsche Flugillustrierte, published
from April 1933. Placed in November 1933 under the patronage of Thea Rasche, who had just
joined the Nazi party, the magazine was finally banned at the end of March 1935 because it
did not conform to Nazi ideology.'?” Excluded from the movement of massification and
consolidation of aerial camaraderie — the fruit of homosocial relations — women remained
confined to the individualism of the beginnings of aviation and the role of singular stars. Their
particular demands thus seemed inaudible or out of place at the very moment when the
collective dimension of the aerial effort was being strengthened, through the insistence on

selflessness, abnegation and sacrifice for the greater cause of aviation.

In the second half of the 1930s, fascist penetration and rising perils made it more
necessary to train military airmen as a priority. They actively contributed to re-establishing
gender assignments and reinforcing the structurally male character of aviation in both
countries. The air training programmes of the Aviation Populaire in France from 1936 and the

Nationalsozialistisches Fliegerkorps (NSFK) in Germany from 1937 onwards contributed to a
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more or less direct eviction of women through the militarisation of aeronautics.'?® Women
aviators, who until then had been excellent ‘ambassadors of the air’ to convince the world that
Nazi Germany was not violating the clauses of the Treaty of Versailles by re-establishing a
military air force, thus found themselves reinscribed in gender relations. In the Nazi worldview
in particular, ideal women were protective mothers of the Aryan home. They were encouraged
to pass on airmindedness to the younger generation, i.e. to train future war pilots but not to set
an example.'*® The famous Hanna Reitsch and Melitta Schiller were notable exceptions,
becoming military engineers and test pilots in the second half of the 1930s. While their rise to
the rank of Luftwaffe officer could have challenge the male monopoly on military aviation, their
public stances were in the line of increased conservatism and a reinforcement of male
hegemony, particularly evident when Schiller finally stated, in a speech she gave in Stockholm
in 1943, that “we women aviators are not suffragettes”.*

1.4 Conclusion

Dominated, like society, by men before 1914, the sky overhead has become in France
and Germany more strongly masculine because of the Great War. After a short period of
relative indefiniteness of sky’s gender, the aeroplane turned into a weapon was in the
meantime taken out of the hands of women and appropriated exclusively by men, who made
it a male monopoly. The mechanical and athletic superman, master of his own destiny,
acquired the ability to brutally eliminate his competitors while maintaining a noble and
chivalrous appearance. The aviator — and in particular the fighter pilot — became the epitome

of hegemonic masculinity in Germany and France.

The socio-economic conditions of domination — institutionalised in the military sphere and
then transposed during the interwar to commercial aviation — made it more difficult for women
to challenge male domination over the aerial sector. While the relative transgression of gender
injunctions by women aviators revealed a desire to break free from female stereotypes and a
type of what could be perceived as a “virile femininity” in the air, the transition from an aviation

made up of singular figures to a more collective and militarised industry confined these female
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aviators to remaining exceptions, if not media curiosities, during the interwar. The very large
share still held by male pilots nowadays finds clear roots in the period that precedes the
Second World War.

This article aimed to open up research perspectives on the embedding of hegemonic
masculinity in early twentieth-century aeronautics. The analysis of the permanence and
reinforcement of the male hold on aeronautical culture could potentially be refined by the study
of influential women in the aeronautical media, such as Louise Faure-Favier or Madeleine
Poulaine. Their works and their relations with their male colleagues remain poorly known and
could possibly shed more light on their impact on the construction of the aeronautical
imagination, while an exhaustive study of French female aviators, comparable to that of Evelyn
Zegenhagen-Crellin for Germany, has yet to be written. It is also a stake in the writing of the
history of women aviators to unravel the invisibilisation of which they may have been the object,

whereas many women were active in war planes during the Second World War.



