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            Preface

            The Silver Prince

         

         How do you decide on your subject? This is a question people like to put to writers at literary festivals. I tend to answer that my subjects have always chosen me, the result of a long obsession, as with Byron, the fruits of a chance encounter, as with Eric Gill. They sit there in your mind, sometimes for years, waiting to claim you, like the start of a close friendship or inevitable love affair. In fact the starting point of my search for Walter Gropius was not an encounter with a person but a chair.

         It was 1964. I was then a mini-skirted Courrèges-booted young journalist working for the Guardian. The place was Dunn’s of Bromley, a modern-minded furniture store in a London suburb. The chair was the Isokon Long Chair. It was not designed by Gropius himself but by his close Bauhaus colleague Marcel Breuer and it was created when they were both living in England, taking refuge from the Nazi regime in Germany. I may have been the Guardian’s Design Correspondent but this was like no chair I had ever seen before, made of laminated plywood, curvaceous, fluid and poetic. The original advertising leaflet, designed by another Bauhaus Master, László Moholy-Nagy, suggested that anyone reclining on the Long Chair would imagine they were airborne. I tried out the chair and decided he was right.

         This was where the chain of coincidence that led me to Walter Gropius began. The occasion at Dunn’s was the relaunch of the Long Chair, production of which had been suspended in the war, when plywood parts made in Estonia could no longer be obtained. Among those present was Jack Pritchard, the modernist entrepreneur who had founded Isokon, commissioned Lawn Road Flats in Hampstead and supported Gropius and Breuer while they were in England. He came darting over and I was enchanted by his somewhat risky spontaneity of manner. Within the first two minutes he had invited me to come and spend a weekend at his house in Blythburgh in Suffolk. Over the next twenty years I went there often with my designer husband David Mellor and later with our children. It became a place we could escape to, almost a second home.

         That house was like nothing I had ever known before. Jack and his psychotherapist wife Molly presided over a regime of the ever-open door, through which a wonderfully random mix of people – architects and scientists, artists and musicians, academics, surgeons, psychoanalysts, inventors – endlessly thronged. Conversations on art, science and politics raged non-stop. Children were treated as if they were grown up.

         The mood, as I came to realise, was a throwback to progressive Hampstead of the 1930s. Jack never failed to emphasise that the house itself had been designed by his architect daughter Jennifer, the proud result of his liaison with the Hampstead nursery school teacher Beatrix Tudor-Hart. The layout of the building had a lovely flexibility which was later to remind me of Gropius’s own house in Lincoln, Massachusetts. The routine was self-consciously uninhibited. The early-evening sauna with a little birch-twig beating was followed by the obligatory naked plunge into a fairly freezing Suffolk swimming pool. Supper often consisted of Jack’s Ultimatum Salad, an amalgam of any food he could lay his hands on in order to feed the often unexpected multitudes. Conversation, which continued way into the night, included many references back to Gropius and Breuer and that whole lost world of pre-war European modernism. There was much detailed talk about the Bauhaus, its personalities, its ethos. This became familiar territory to me too.

         Most memorably at Blythburgh art was all around us. The little Henry Moore on the side table in the dining room; the Calder mobiles in the children’s bunkhouse, almost asking to be kicked around. The curtains were designed by the Pritchards’ friend Ben Nicholson. Art was not treated as sacrosanct, not given ostentatious attention or respect, certainly not regarded as a commercial commodity. It was there to be enjoyed just as part of normal life. This was the driving force behind the original concept of the Bauhaus as envisioned by Gropius. Responding to the horrifying carnage of the First World War, in which technological  advances had been harnessed to the weaponry of destruction, the Bauhaus – literally the House of Building, with its underlying sense of spiritual reconstruction – was Gropius’s attempt at a reversal of this process. Biography as I’ve come to see it is a slow-burning process of the making of connections. My original friendship with Jack and Molly Pritchard brought me in the end to Walter Gropius himself.

         In autumn 1968 the Bauhaus exhibition arrived at the Royal Academy in London. It had opened originally in Stuttgart, sponsored by the German government at a time when the achievements of Gropius and the Bauhaus were being celebrated in a somewhat desperate attempt to obliterate the memory of their persecution by the Nazis, who had forced the closure of the school in 1933. The exhibition stressed the concept of democratic art as part of the German tradition of the past. For Gropius himself and for the remaining Bauhaus students and teachers, many of whom came to London for the opening, this was a highly emotional time. The exhibition and the catalogue had been designed by the former Bauhaus Master Herbert Bayer. Jack Pritchard took on a delightedly proprietorial role.

         He invited me to come to dinner at the Isobar, the Lawn Road Flats restaurant designed by Marcel Breuer, to meet Bayer. In the 1960s, thirty years after it was first designed, the Isobar still kept its authentic period quality. We sat at Breuer’s plywood table, Jack and Herbert Bayer facing me as I perched on an Isokon plywood stool. Bayer was still handsome, debonair and charming. We talked about the past, about the Bauhaus and Berlin in the 1930s, about Bayer’s later years of working in New York. What I was only much later to discover was that Herbert Bayer’s passionate affair with Gropius’s wife Ise had been the one serious threat to their long marriage. One of the fascinations of working on biography is the way in which such submerged histories emerge.

         The next day, at a special private viewing of the Bauhaus exhibition, Jack Pritchard introduced me to Gropius himself. He was then eighty-five, small, upright, very courteous, retaining a Germanic formality of bearing, a reminder of how Gropius had once been the glamorous moustachioed officer in the gold-frogged dress uniform of the Hussars. 

         As he told me, by 1968 he had experienced three disparate lives: first in Germany as a radical young architect and then as the founder and director of the Bauhaus, the flight to England via Rome in 1934, followed by yet another emigration. He had now lived in America for more than thirty years. Gropius had experienced the long life of a wanderer, albeit an especially distinguished one. Though his English had obviously improved greatly since his nervously tongue-tied arrival at Victoria Station, he had never entirely lost his German accent. His face was deeply lined. He was by this time evidently ageing and he died a year later, in July 1969. But Gropius at this point was still valiant and impressive, with a flickering of arrogance. I could see why Paul Klee, one of the first Masters he appointed to the Bauhaus, referred to Gropius in his early Weimar days of authority and glamour as the Silver Prince.

         
            *

         

         Walter Gropius was a man of extraordinary charisma. For more than twenty years, from 1910 to 1930, he was at the very centre of European modern art and design. His Fagus factory building of 1913 and his purpose-designed buildings for the Bauhaus at Dessau, much admired in their time, still strike one as impressively experimental. As the founder and director of the Bauhaus he invented a form of creative education that influenced art schools worldwide. Gropius was a philosopher and thinker who could put his ideas over with conviction and lucidity. He was enormously attractive to women. For those (myself included) who initially viewed Gropius as a driven, formal character his sexual charisma comes as a surprise. He had a glamorous notoriety in his own time through his long love affair with Alma Mahler, Gustav Mahler’s wife, the sex goddess of Vienna. But for one reason or another Gropius has more recently failed to register as the fascinating figure that he was in his own time.

         Not the least of the myths I have had to contend with in writing his life is the idea that Gropius was doctrinaire and boring. For this we have to blame Tom Wolfe’s coruscating satire From Bauhaus to Our House, published in 1981, in which Gropius is pilloried unjustly as inventor of the monolithic high-rise buildings in our cities. His later image was certainly not helped by his lacklustre portrait in the memoirs of Alma Mahler, who had her own agenda in denigrating Gropius to justify her sexually volatile behaviour. In Ken Russell’s 1974 movie Mahler poor Gropius appears as a sadly wimpish figure who never stood a chance. In Percy and Felix Adlon’s more recent cult film Mahler auf der Couch (2010), in which Gustav Mahler takes a trip to Leiden to discuss his marriage problems with Sigmund Freud, Gropius again appears as a negligible figure on the outer reaches of the composer’s tormented sexual history. My own view of Gropius is altogether different. I see him as in many ways heroic, a romantic and optimist, a great survivor. Through the spiritual and physical upheavals of the twentieth century, to which Gropius the architect was especially vulnerable, his life had a peculiar resilience.

         By the time he met Alma in the health spa at Tobelbad in 1910 the young Gropius was already established as an architect, at the centre of the Berlin avant-garde. It was a summer of reciprocated passion, as their interchange of letters clearly shows. Nor was this in any sense a fleeting romance. After Mahler’s death Gropius and Alma were actually married for five years. They had a child together, the daughter named Manon who died in her teens and to whom Alban Berg’s Violin Concerto ‘To the memory of an angel’ was dedicated. Gropius plays far too important a role in Alma’s history to be convincingly written out.

         Once they were divorced in 1920 Gropius had further liaisons. New documentation shows him as the ardent – sometimes the absurdly over-ardent – lover of two particularly interesting women, Lily Hildebrandt and Maria Benemann, one an artist, one a poet. Both were still in adoring contact with Gropius decades later. Sexually Gropius was far from negligible.

         His second wife Ise, born Ilse Frank, whom he married in 1923, was his equal partner, a sharp and sophisticated woman. Ise provides the riposte to another Gropius legend put about by his detractors: that Gropius denigrated women. It is difficult to see how the Bauhaus could have flourished as it did without Ise by his side as organiser, as adviser. Her detailed Bauhaus diary, from which I quote many extracts in this book, deserves to be published in its entirety for the light it sheds on Gropius’s achievements in setting up the Bauhaus in the first place and recruiting such a variously talented body of teachers, including Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky, Oskar Schlemmer, Josef Albers, Marcel Breuer, László Moholy-Nagy. These were by no means the easiest of people. Gropius had warring artistic egos to contend with. But a clash of opinion was something he believed in. He viewed argument as part of creativity itself.

         As Gropius envisaged it the Bauhaus, first in Weimar then in Dessau, was a place of light and freedom, concentration and experiment. Walter Gropius has often been compared with William Morris, not totally convincingly. But something they certainly shared was a belief in the importance to designers of a knowledge of materials and techniques in evolving new forms of construction. From the start Bauhaus teaching had its basis in the crafts. Although almost all the Bauhaus Masters were men, this was a place in which women, too, would flourish. Recruitment figures for the Bauhaus show that female students frequently outnumbered males. Anni Albers, Gunta Stölzl, Marguerite Friedlaender, Marianne Brandt: all these were star performers who responded to the rigorous yet easy-going ethos of the Bauhaus. For the wonderfully talented textile artist Albers the Bauhaus gave her purpose and direction. Oskar Schlemmer’s famous painting, now at MoMA in New York, showing female Bauhaus students crowding up the Dessau stairway, beautifully seizes the exciting aspirational mood.

         Any modern biographer of Gropius has the accusation to contend with that he was a Nazi sympathiser, an idea that started to gain currency in the 1970s and which I examine in some detail in this book. He clearly had no sympathy for the local National Socialist factions in Weimar and in Dessau, who opposed and harried him through the Bauhaus years. The increasingly violent and repressive tendencies of German politics appalled him, as his revealing letters to his daughter Manon make absolutely clear. But in 1928 he returned to Berlin, planning to resurrect his architectural practice. He had an office to support. He needed commissions. He needed clients. These were lean years for architects in Germany. He sought work where he could find it, some of it connected with the projects of Nazis. In such circumstances the question we should ask is ‘What would we have done?’

         Once Hitler came to power in 1933 Gropius’s situation was increasingly untenable. The Nazis opposed everything the Bauhaus stood for and the creative freedom that Gropius believed in. In many people’s eyes Gropius was the Bauhaus. Although he was not Jewish, his avantgarde associations and his connections with ‘degenerate’ artists made him a marked man. Gropius was not actually forced into exile, but his beliefs and his affiliations left him little choice.

         From then on, his was the story of a displaced person. ‘Nobody’s baby’ was how Gropius described himself in London in 1956. He continued to feel himself German but once he reached America he managed to reinvent himself, not so much as an architect but as a theorist, an educator, an architectural sage. He always claimed to have greater rapport with younger people than with his own contemporaries. This had been true at the Bauhaus from the start. Emotionally and intellectually deepened by the experience of exile, Gropius, the respected philosopher and teacher, was to flourish in the States. He spoke up for developing artistic creativity, especially the innate creativity in children. Gropius began to argue with a new conviction, echoing the words of William Morris, for the central importance of beauty in every human life: ‘the creation of beautiful proportions and materials is not enough … Beauty is an integral element in the whole life and cannot be isolated as a special privilege for the aesthetically initiated; it is a primary need of all.’

         Gropius’s influence on post-war architecture in America and internationally was enormous. His one-time Harvard students amounted to a global dynasty. They included I. M. Pei, Paul Rudolph, Philip Johnson, Bruno Zevi, Ulrich Franzen, Harry Seidler, Fumihiko Maki, the industrial designer Eliot Noyes. Two young English architects, Richard Rogers and Norman Foster, were later to train with Paul Rudolph at Yale. Without Walter Gropius’s broad-based approach to industrial designing, as first developed at the Bauhaus, there might not have been an architect-designer as fluently imaginative as the American Charles Eames. 

         Gropius found a role in the States, celebrated and bemedalled. But like many of his contemporary exiles he never lost the sense of his European past. When I met him in London in the 1960s he reminded me of Christopher Isherwood’s Bergmann, the Austrian émigré film director in the novel Prater Violet. ‘I knew that face,’ says the narrator. ‘It was the face of a political situation, an epoch. The face of Central Europe.’ This was equally true of Walter Gropius. He still seemed a European through and through.

         Who Is Walter Gropius? This was the title of a film made in 1967 by the documentary director Roger Graef. It was the question I eventually decided I must try to answer. That initial meeting with Gropius intrigued me. As a subject for biography he gradually settled in my mind. Was he really so charmingly courteous as he seemed? To some he appeared merely arrogant and grumpy. The architectural historian Joseph Rykwert, for instance, was later to write harshly, ‘As a man he seemed to have fewer redeeming features than many of his kind … his pinched humourless egotism was unrelieved by sparkle.’ Others have detected an element of phoneyness. This was the so-called great architect who remained unable to draw. Was Gropius a lastingly important innovative thinker or, as some would argue, simply a remarkably effective self-publicist?

         Such questions continued to waylay me and Gropius remained stored up in my mind for several decades as a possible subject for biography. The urge to define him turned into a quest that for the last few years absorbed my thinking time and working time, research programme and travels. This book is the result. Who indeed is Walter Gropius, a man who has always aroused such strong feelings both of admiration and opprobrium? What interest and relevance does he still hold for us today?
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            1

            Berlin

            1883–1907

         

         The ageing Walter Gropius looked back at his childhood, remembering an episode that struck him as significant: ‘when I was a small boy somebody asked me what my favourite colour was. For years my family poked fun at me for saying, after some hesitation, “Bunt ist meine Lieblingsfarbe,” meaning “Multicoloured is my favourite colour.”’ The colours of the rainbow were what he really loved. Gropius’s early yearnings for variety were serious and lasting: his appreciation of completely varied building styles, from classical Greek to twentieth-century Japanese; a love of music that included both Schoenberg and the Beatles; the improbable and sometimes inflammatory mixes of creative people he gathered in around him. As he put it in a speech made in Chicago on his seventieth birthday, ‘The strong desire to include every vital component of life instead of excluding them for the sake of too narrow and dogmatic an approach has characterised my whole life.’

         Gropius was born on 18 May 1883 in Berlin, the rapidly expanding imperial capital where variousness had become a way of life. He was christened Adolf Georg Walter Gropius in the neo-Gothic Friedrichswerdersche Kirche, of which Karl Friedrich Schinkel was the architect. Growing up he was exposed to a whole commotion of architectural styles, Gothic and Romanesque, Baroque and neo-classical. The challenge of the city, as he came to comprehend it, was intriguing and dementing. What was the ideal city? And what were an architect’s responsibilities in the shaping of the city? After victory in the Franco-Prussian War and the unification of Germany in 1871, Berlin was emerging as a powerful and thriving European capital, a city on a par with London, Paris or Vienna. Its population grew from 826,000 in 1871 to 1.9 million in 1900. Alongside the excitements of expansion there were the inevitable social problems. Berlin, as Gropius watched it through its stages of transition from imperial to modern, was the place of his first loyalty, the city which first taught him that an architect had social obligations. Even when far away from Germany through his years of exile, Berlin was still the city that Gropius came back to in his architectural imagination.

         Architecture was in his background. His father’s Prussian family was embedded in the solidly respectable high bourgeoisie. Gropius’s great-great-grandfather had been a parson in Helmstedt, a town in Lower Saxony. His descendants were predominantly clergymen, teachers, minor landowners and soldiers. But Gropius’s family had an entrepreneurial tendency as well. In the early nineteenth century his great-grandfather Johann Carl Christian Gropius became a partner in a Berlin silk-weaving works. Already there were family connections with the intricate skills of making and an intimate knowledge of materials, early precedents for the workshop practice on which Gropius’s Bauhaus philosophy was based.

         Johann’s brother Wilhelm Ernst was the proprietor of a company making theatrical masks and, more ambitiously, acquired a theatre where he put on performances with landscape scenery and moving statuary magically animated and lit. Such entertainments were a popular feature of the city. The writer Walter Benjamin, who grew up in Berlin, described the strange enchantments of these so-called dioramas. A little bell would ring before each moving image was revolved to face the expectant audience: ‘And every time it rang, the mountains with their humble foothills, the cities with their mirror-bright windows, the railroad stations with their clouds of dirty yellow smoke, the vineyards, down to the smallest leaf, were suffused with the ache of departure.’

         Wilhelm Ernst’s two enterprising sons, inspired by Bouton and Daguerre’s famous Paris diorama, developed these techniques to create their own spectacular Gropius Diorama in Berlin. This consisted of three huge scenic paintings, each more than sixty foot wide and forty high, revolving in sequence accompanied by four-part choral music. The Gropius Diorama continued until 1850, and again one finds the family fascination with theatre paralleled in Walter Gropius’s later interest in performance, for instance his collaboration with Erwin Piscator on the concept of ‘Total Theatre’ as well as Oskar Schlemmer’s theatrical experiments of the Bauhaus years.

         A key figure in developing the Gropius Diorama was the architect Karl Friedrich Schinkel. He was a protégé of both Johann Carl Christian and Wilhelm Ernst Gropius, who employed and encouraged him at an early stage of his career. Indeed for a time the young Schinkel was a lodger in a Gropius family house on Breitestrasse, near the silk works, sharing cramped accommodation on an upper floor where the aspiring architect ingeniously used painted folding screens as room dividers. It was Schinkel who provided the sketches, made in Paris in 1826, for the Gropius Diorama. Years later, after Schinkel himself had become renowned as the architect of many of Berlin’s great civic buildings – the Neue Wache, the Schauspielhaus theatre, the Altes Museum, Gropius’s christening place the Friedrichswerder church, the Bauakademie architectural school – he was to have a potent direct influence on the Gropius architectural dynasty.

         Schinkel was certainly the role model for Walter Gropius’s successful great-uncle, Martin Gropius. He studied at the Bauakademie and formed one of the largest architectural firms in Berlin, Fa. Gropius & Schmieden. Martin Gropius absorbed the classical influence of Schinkel to design such well-proportioned and grandly urban buildings as the Gewandhaus in Leipzig and the Renaissance-style Kunstgewerbemuseum in Berlin, originally built as a royal art museum and now known as Martin Gropius Bau.

         More poignantly, Gropius’s own father Walther Gropius, also inspired by Schinkel, started out with ambitions to become an architect. But according to Gropius, his father was too lacking in confidence, too timid and withdrawn for a profession that needed a certain flamboyance in approach. After only a short period of designing actual buildings he retreated into public service. He was working as a civic building official by the time his son Walter was born. However, his own thwarted ambitions never stopped him from supporting his son’s architectural beginnings. According to an old friend, the elder Walther Gropius was ‘the only really kind man’ he had ever known.

         Walther Gropius assumed that his son would follow family tradition by becoming an architect in the formal urban Schinkel mode. In a sense he would not have been disappointed, for Gropius himself remained a staunch admirer both of Schinkel and of Schinkel’s own mentor David Gilly. In spite of the fact that Schinkel himself was stylistically promiscuous, veering from neo-classical to romantically medieval, his buildings had an overriding structural consistency, a mastery of space that Gropius admired. Even Adolf Loos, early-twentieth-century uncompromising modernist and anti-ornamentalist, recommended Schinkel to the newer generation as the exemplar of architectural purity. And for Gropius’s contemporary Mies van der Rohe, Schinkel ‘had wonderful constructions, excellent proportions, and good detailing’. Gropius’s father might have found his son’s later architectural work in some ways disconcerting but their shared admiration for Schinkel’s architectural mastery was unwavering.

         Though it seems that Gropius’s father was sweetly ineffectual, Gropius’s mother was quite another matter. Manon Scharnweber Gropius, the descendant of French Huguenot émigrés who settled in Prussia in the seventeenth century, was a formidable woman, possessive and ambitious for her family. Young Gropius had three siblings: Elise, who was born in 1879 and who died in her early teens; a second sister, Manon, two years older than Walter, to whom he was devoted; and a younger brother, Georg, known in the family as Orda. Family life was sedate, contained and cultured. Walter Gropius ‘had Kultur in his bones’, as the historian Peter Gay described it. There were theatres and lectures, there was a lot of music, with family outings to operas, concerts and ballet in Berlin. Walter’s sister Manon was encouraged by their mother to accompany her brothers in trios and chamber music. Orda was a precociously talented violinist. Walter played the cello, but nothing like so well.

         Walter and his mother were always particularly close, locked together in a fondness which would later prove a challenge to his wives. Alma’s response was confrontational, Ise’s more deviously conciliatory. 
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               Walter with his parents, sister Manon and younger brother Georg, c.1892.

            

         

         The family lived at 23 Genthinerstrasse in the Schöneberg district on the west side of the city. This was a pleasant, highly respectable residential area close to the Tiergarten, the large public park. The Gropius apartment building stood in a leafy area of substantial houses, with the tall spire of the Apostelkirche, built in the 1870s in bright red-orange brick, dominating the end of the street.

         Walter Benjamin, born ten years after Walter Gropius, was brought up in a Jewish but otherwise similarly comfortable, settled bourgeois household in the same part of the city. Benjamin’s memoir of his Berlin childhood gives an almost dreamlike impression of the area, with its formal mid- to late-nineteenth-century Gründerzeit architecture of prosperous, substantial houses with their inner courtyards and their loggias. ‘Everything in the courtyard’, wrote Benjamin, ‘became a sign or hint to me.’ Nearby there were hackney carriage stands on which the fascinated child watched the coachmen hang their capes while watering their horses. He remembered how the rhythm of the metropolitan railway and the distant sounds of carpet beating rocked him to sleep.

         Walter Benjamin’s memoir was written in the early 1930s, before he, like Gropius, was forced to leave Berlin, and it exudes a sense of pending exile. Benjamin is thought to have eventually committed suicide on the French–Spanish border in 1940. There is a strange magic in his account of childhood. The statues in the Tiergarten, ‘the caryatids and atlantes, the putti and pomonas’, mystify the boy who, ‘thirty years ago, slipped past them with his schoolboy’s satchel’. He is struck by the curious sights and sounds from the zoo nearby, with its gnus and zebras, elephants and monkeys, accompanied by the distant music of the Tiergarten bandstand. In shopping expeditions to the city with his mother, he glimpses another side to Berlin life, the underworld of poverty, seeing with fascinated horror the beggars and the whores with their thickly painted lips. As Benjamin comments in his book, ‘I have made an effort to get hold of the images in which the experience of the big city is precipitated in a child of the middle class.’ Walter Gropius’s own upbringing, exposed to similar enchantments and terrors of the city, was very much like this.

         At the age of six Gropius was sent to a private elementary school in Berlin, and then three years later he started a conventional classics-based education at the Humanistische Gymnasium, part of Berlin’s publicly sponsored educational system. He attended three of these gymnasia from 1893, finally leaving the Stegliz Gymnasium when he was nearly twenty. He had done so well in his final exams, which included submitting an impressive translation of Sappho’s ‘Ode’, that his proud father took him out to a lavish celebration dinner at Kempinski’s restaurant, where he toasted Walter’s successes with champagne.

         Gropius was at this stage rather withdrawn, shy and solitary. His visual interests were still quite undeveloped. So far there were few signs of Gropius the influential architect. But he later claimed that his obsession with building structures had been fired while still at school by Julius Caesar’s account of the construction of the bridge across the Rhine, which Gropius discovered in The Conquest of Gaul. He had drawn it up according to Caesar’s description and constructed a scale model. Not long after, in early 1903, he enrolled in the Munich Technische Hochschule to take an intensive course in architectural studies: history, design, building construction. This was his first time away from home.
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               Gropius the architectural student at the Munich Technische Hochschule, 1903. 

            

         

         Gropius’s apartment in Munich was just a stone’s throw from the Alte Pinakothek picture gallery and the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, close to the university, the second-hand bookshops and the ancient courtyards tucked in behind the street facades. The young Gropius had spent his free hours in the museums, studying the Munich collections of German, Dutch and Italian Old Masters and discovering the work of the French Impressionists.

         But he was not to stay in Munich long. First of all he was officially summoned to start his compulsory year’s military service in the late summer of 1903. Then there was intense family anxiety about the serious illness of his younger brother Orda, who was suffering from what seems to have been the kidney disorder later to be known as Bright’s disease. Gropius decided to postpone his military training and returned home to Berlin in July. After months of painful illness, in January 1904, Orda died. This shock affected Walter profoundly. He stayed on in Berlin comforting the family and entered the architectural firm of Solf and Wichards, two Berlin architects who were family friends, as a by then relatively mature apprentice. Although he began as a draughtsman in the office, his true talent for practical construction was quickly recognised and he was soon being sent out on site work, controlling the concept and architectural detailing of buildings. As is well known – a much repeated truth that has almost become a cliché – technical draughtsmanship was never to be Gropius’s strong point.
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               Gropius the cadet in the 15th Hussars Regiment, Wandsbeck, 1904. 

            

         

         Finally, in the summer of 1904 Gropius reapplied for his military service with the 15th Hussars stationed at Wandsbeck near Hamburg. He wrote home to his mother, optimistically telling her he was living comfortably in a big old rural Gasthof. He added with a characteristic touch of vanity, ‘My uniforms fit me well and I shall look very elegant in them.’ A photograph of the slim and upright Walter Gropius as a cadet in the Hussars’ splendid uniform, staring boldly ahead, definitely bears this out. Probably he looked even better on his horse.

         The Hussars’ training schedule was focused upon horsemanship: cleaning the stables in the early morning, grooming the horses, polishing the harnesses and saddles. Then afternoon riding lessons, learning how to trot with no stirrups and no bridle, riding side-saddle, backwards and standing up. He boasted to his mother that he outrode his companions in spite of the fact his horse was particularly challenging. This horse’s name was Devil. His progress was recognised by the officers, who soon awarded him his spurs. After such intensive training Gropius kept up his love and indeed his need for horses, carrying on riding right into old age.

         His regimental social life was far more problematic. Gropius’s family had military connections: his father had fought in the Franco-Prussian War; his cousin Richard had served in the army from 1863 and kept meticulous records of the Gropius family’s military history, listing his relatives’ ranks and decorations. But what nobody seemed to have foreseen as a hazard was that the 15th Hussars was an aristocratic regiment. Gropius, whose background was essentially bourgeois, found it hard to gain acceptance amongst the inner circle of his contemporaries who on the whole came from wealthy families. Interestingly he seems to have made friends with another exception to the regimental rule, a Jew, ‘Doctor’ Lehman, whom Gropius described in a letter to his mother as ‘a very nice person. Inexperienced, naïve, and clumsy, he is not at all ostentatious or profligate. I have not discovered any Jewish trait in him.’ It would be wrong to interpret this too strictly. His youthful comments typify the automatic anti-Semitic thinking of his time and class.

         Gropius was gradually accepted in the regiment, partly because of his inherent skill in horsemanship and also because he had been assiduous at cultivating useful introductions, a talent he would perfect in his later Bauhaus years. He began to be invited into Hamburg high society, going to musical evenings and dances where he found the atmosphere uncongenial, superficial, snobbish: ‘very beautiful girls, but all cold Hanseatic blood.’ Gropius now started to find himself in favour with his commanding officer, who took him to the races and invited him to lunch. But the military life was alien to him. He missed being able to cultivate his own special interests in art and architecture. ‘After this year’, Gropius lamented to his mother, ‘I will be mentally completely dull.’

         Besides, in this fast-spending regiment he found himself embarrassingly short of money. Expenses in the 15th Hussars were quite enormous, with outlay on horses, tailors, saddlers, shoemakers or the whole extravagant lifestyle thought suitable for officers. Gropius’s family was reasonably prosperous but the allowance his father could afford to give him went nowhere near to meeting the bills he had to pay. At one point Gropius was reduced to asking for a loan from his Jewish friend Lehman. It appears to have been a relief both to him and to his parents when after a year in the army Gropius decided to return to his architectural training, enrolling in September 1905 at the Königliche Technische Hochschule in Berlin-Charlottenburg. 

         For the next two years Gropius was back in Berlin, going through the motions of an architectural training as rigorous and formal as the one he had already experienced in Munich, with as many as seventeen courses to master. Students were expected to work a twelve-hour day, but Gropius was always good at finding his escape routes. He liked to leave Berlin for holidays at Timmendorf, the family summer house on the Baltic north of Lübeck. This house by the sea belonged to his mother, Manon Gropius, a present from her relatively wealthy aunt, and it had been a gathering point for the family since Walter was a child.

         He also loved to visit the family estate at Janikow near Dramburg, Pomerania, owned by his father’s younger brother Erich. Erich was an ambitious experimental farmer, far more go-ahead in attitude than Gropius’s father. He originally bought Janikow in 1883, an estate of fertile fields and woods and trout ponds, developing scientific methods of animal breeding and fish hatching. He was conscious of the need for proper functional standards in his agricultural buildings and in housing for his workers. It was Uncle Erich who gave Gropius his first professional commission, for farm buildings at Janikow.

         This commission came in autumn 1905. Gropius was twenty-three and was only just beginning his training at the Hochschule. But the opportunity to design real working farm buildings, including a smithy and a laundry, was too tempting to resist. He set himself up with a draughtsman to assist him, recognising his own technical weakness in this area and inventing the collaborative method he continued all his life, with Gropius originating the architectural concept, delegating the detailed constructional drawings to an assistant but still keeping close control over the progress of the work. After these first farm buildings Uncle Erich commissioned a new granary. Gropius designed a tall fairy-tale building with sloping roofs and high-up windows, a structure that is almost Rapunzel’s tower.

         At the same time Gropius was designing his first domestic building, a house near Dramburg for the Metzners, who were family friends. This building too has elements of fantasy, with its gables, balconies and low curving roofs. What people forget about Gropius the functionalist is that he had a deeply emotional expressionist side. These very early buildings are in tune with the sentimental-medievalist architecture of the British Arts and Crafts movement, with Ashbee and Voysey, with Mackintosh and Lorimer. Nor in fact are they remote from the later Hitler-period mythology of buildings related to their native German soil. Gropius himself would refer to these first buildings as his youthful sins.

         A further commission from his uncle for agricultural housing at Janikow brought out a very different side: that of the socially conscious and rational young man. Uncle Erich, benign landowner, inculcated him with views of the social responsibilities of an architect. Gropius began developing an awareness of the extreme divisions within society, an attitude quite different to the narrow social outlook he had known in the privileged Hussars, whose lifestyle provided such a blatant contrast to the restricted lives of the agricultural labourers. He designed four simple practical buildings at Janikow, each with accommodation for two farm workers’ families, with gardens around them and large views across the fields. All his life Walter Gropius would be convinced of the human need for greenery, a yearning for proximity to nature, the reminder of the natural forces of renewal. This was something that sustained him through the years of his long exile. It is already manifest in his designs for Janikow.

         Gropius had by now given up on the Hochschule. There had been too many interesting interruptions, time taken out from his studies to design his new buildings and supervise their construction on site. ‘I cannot follow the lectures after the long pause,’ he told his mother arrogantly. ‘They are anyway illusory except maybe for geniuses.’ Already he was showing his belief in the practical above the merely theoretical. He resisted the Hochschule’s prevalent philosophy of clothing new buildings in historical styles. Gropius made another of the peremptory decisions that were by now becoming a feature of his life. Without completing his course and without taking his final examination he left the Hochschule in Berlin in 1907. He had conveniently received a legacy from a relation which allowed him, as he put it, to ‘push forward from the beaten path into unknown regions, in order to know myself better’. He now set out on a year-long expedition to Spain.
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            Spain

            1907–1908

         

         Walter Gropius was unusually susceptible to travel. Certain journeys were to leave an indelible impression on his highly tuned visual imagination. His first visit to America in 1928 was one such influential journey. The vast industrial architecture of factories and silos, bridges and conveyors, vista upon vista of functional grandeur, lastingly affected the scale of his ambition. Another expedition that affected Gropius deeply was his tour of Japan in 1954, a journey that put architecture in a new perspective. His Spanish trip of 1907 was the first of these journeys that influenced him for life.

         In the autumn of that year he set off with a travelling companion, Helmuth Grisebach, a young aspiring artist he had known for years from seaside holidays in Timmendorf. Helmuth’s father, Hans Grisebach, a fashionable Berlin architect, had designed both families’ holiday homes. Gropius at first was not pleased with his companion, complaining of his lack of responsiveness: ‘not even the most wonderful thing in the world can raise him from his slumber. He has not once said anything interesting.’ The lethargic Grisebach left all the detail of their travel arrangements to Walter, behaving like a helpless child. He had hardly even bothered to learn three words of Spanish. But gradually, as they shared such revelatory experiences, the two of them started to get on.

         They travelled on a passenger ship, the Albingia, stopping off in the harbour at Le Havre, which Gropius found extremely sinister, assuring his mother he had kept his revolver at the ready as they strolled around the port at night. The ship hit a bad storm as they reached the Bay of Biscay and all the passengers were seasick. It was rather a relief when the ship docked at Bilbao and the journey continued across dry land. A contemporary photograph shows the two young men on horseback. A little comic drawing by Grisebach shows them riding donkeys through mountainous countryside. Otherwise they travelled on foot. On previous expeditions in Europe Gropius had been en famille, guided by his mother with her Baedeker around Italy, Switzerland, Austria, France and the Low Countries. These were carefully planned cultural excursions. Spain in 1907 was a great deal more ad hoc.
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               Gropius and Helmuth Grisebach travelling in Spain.

            

         

         Gropius, at twenty-four and having already started his own practice as an architect, had his mind on studying Spain’s great architectural structures: the churches, the palaces, the fortified towns. He was an unusually earnest and well-motivated young man. Before they left Bilbao he and Grisebach had viewed the city’s churches and cathedrals, including the fourteenth-/fifteenth-century cathedral of Santiago, so named as Bilbao had been a point of transit for pilgrims travelling the route to Santiago de Compostela through northern Spain. Further on, approaching Burgos, Gropius and his companion stopped at the abbey of Santo Domingo de Silos, a Benedictine monastery where they were enthusiastically received by the abbot and the monks. 

         Here Gropius was not only impressed by the extreme beauty of the cloister with its decorative carvings in Romanesque style, he was also deeply touched by what for him was the new experience of the Roman Catholic Mass. Up to now Gropius had seemed immune to religion, admitting, for example, in a letter to his grandmother that a Rogation Day procession passing beneath his window in Munich in 1903 had left him cold. But now four years later the monks’ Gregorian chant especially moved him.

         Gropius and Grisebach were now heading south towards Segovia. Gropius was wildly excited by the sight of the Castillo de Coca, the massively turreted late-medieval castle-palace built in brick in the highly decorative Mudéjar style, combining the Islamic with flamboyant Gothic. He described Coca in a letter to his mother as looming up in the barren landscape like a story-book edifice, a fantasy building ‘with its thousand pinnacles and towers’. It rose ‘wonderful, grand, and monumental in the melancholy desolation of its environment’.

         Travelling on he was also much impressed with the architecturally peculiar cathedral of Avila, in the south of Old Castile. The cathedral was actually planned as a cathedral-fortress, its rounded apse having a dual function as one of the defensive turrets of the city walls. The construction of this dual-purpose building apparently began in the late eleventh century within the remains of a previous church which was then in ruins following a sequence of Muslim attacks. For Gropius his Avila visit was an early indication of the vulnerability of buildings, as would become so tragically clear to him when he returned in 1947 to a Berlin devastated by the Second World War.

         Besides the architecture of Avila Gropius was also impressed by the women of the city, almost all of whom struck him as genuinely beautiful, with a strength of feature that made northern Europeans look insignificant in comparison. Considering his record of extreme susceptibility to women as he grew older, Gropius seems to have been a surprisingly late starter. There are no signs of earlier flirtations, let alone serious love affairs. But in Spain to some extent he made up for lost time. Arriving in Madrid in late October 1907 he reported to his mother that the women were in general so ravishingly beautiful and well turned out that he dressed in his own best formal clothes, the perfect off-duty Hussar officer, in order to join the evening parade along the street. At an evening party, the result of an introduction from the German embassy, he met ‘the two most beautiful girls in Madrid’, a pair of young Cubans both so exquisite in face and figure that Gropius almost gasped. He braced himself to escort one of the young Cubans to the dining table and discovered she was also intelligent and amiable. But, as he reassured his always watchful mother, his heart was still intact.

         Another new experience for Gropius in Madrid was the corrida. This too was unsettling. The Spanish bullfight, with its ferocious element of ritual, struck him at first as absolutely alien. He watched with horror as the matador and banderilleros pranced brandishing the muletas to enrage the bull. The torn and bloodied body of the horse filled him with such horror mixed with strange excitement he found himself trembling. The twitching picador’s horse in its death throes; the spectators roaring; the confidence and skill of the matadors themselves. The whole scene of primitive Spanish passions appalled but fascinated Gropius and he returned to the corrida several times.

         The Berliner could not help observing that Madrid did not compare for grandeur with Potsdamer Platz, lacking the same quality of monumental buildings. Perhaps he was a little biased about this. But he admired the city for the elegance of its layout, with its beautiful squares and interconnected promenades. He and Grisebach went to concerts and theatres, and Gropius explored the public galleries. He counted up that he had been on nine visits to the Prado, mainly to view the Velázquez paintings he particularly loved.

         Their German embassy contacts meant that he and Grisebach had a sociable time. One of their new friends, Josef ‘Pepé’ Weissberger, a sophisticated bachelor businessman who spoke six languages including Arabic, encouraged the young men to start up a new career in the art market, buying cheap bits and pieces, especially pottery, in the little Madrid junk shops and selling them on at a considerable profit. They became more ambitious in their plans. Helmuth, who had by far the larger income from his family, telegraphed home asking for more money when he thought he had discovered a genuine Murillo. Their idea was to take their treasures back to Germany, where they would be exhibited and sold. Grisebach made an excited expedition to Paris to show what he imagined was a painting by Claudio Coello to the director of the Louvre.

         Gropius, initially a little sceptical, got carried away by the possibilities and he too wrote home to beg his mother for more funds, which she sent on condition that his father was not told. It is interesting to see Gropius at this stage growing in confidence in his own judgement in assessing works of art. He claimed that the discipline of picking out and valuing artworks for the market taught him a great deal more than merely viewing paintings as an amateur. However, Gropius proved to be an art dealer manqué. Once they returned to Germany their acquisitions turned out to be at best works by followers of Murillo and disappointingly unsaleable.

         In the run-up to Christmas 1908 Pepé Weissberger joined them on an expedition to Segovia, Granada and the southern Spanish coast. It was a delight to emerge from rocky landscapes into the tropical vegetation and sultry air of Malaga, where, according to the now slightly homesick Gropius, it was as warm as a July day in Berlin. Writing home he describes the laden orange trees, the cacti (Gropius was always to be a bit obsessed by cacti), the profusion of chrysanthemums and roses. They feasted on two dozen oysters each in a restaurant in which the table decorations had transformed the room into a bower of beautiful geraniums and they drank far too much of the local sherry, stumbling over the rocks and tiptoeing through the late-flowering Spanish tulips on the way home to their beds. Gropius comments on how alcohol in conjunction with the romantic landscape had affected his companions, Grisebach becoming moody, Weissberger sentimental, while he himself simply grew more quiet and content.

         This was the first Christmas he had spent away from home. By now the travellers were back in Madrid. They were swept up into Spanish Christmas celebrations, dining in Madrid’s most elegant restaurant and going to a sparkling rococo performance at the Teatro Lara, which Gropius describes as the best theatre in Spain. But in spite of such diversions Gropius was overcome with nostalgia and anxiety, picturing his parents sitting alone beneath their modest Christmas tree. The still quite recent loss of his brother Orda was greatly on his mind. He wrote in a newly affectionate mood to reassure his parents that at Christmas there would be ‘a strong thread of love and longing’ between Berlin, Alfeld (home territory of his mother’s family) and Madrid. Gropius wrote separately to his father, who was on the edge of retirement from his post in the civil service and showing signs of depression and withdrawal from family life. He suggested, perhaps a little overconfidently, that this was the right time for his father to retire since he himself was now set to make his way in life.

         One of Walter Gropius’s lifelong enthusiasms certainly started on his journeyings through Spain. This was his passionate predilection for traditional Spanish decorative tiles: the alicatados, inlaid tiles in Moorish style, and the blue-and-white Catalonian tiles known as azulejos. He made sure that he saw the best collections in Madrid, the most impressive being that belonging to de Osma, the Spanish Finance Minister. Presumably the introduction came through the embassy. This private display struck Gropius as much more beautiful than anything comparable in most museums; only the Poldi Pezzoli in Milan could compete with it. De Osma was thrilled by the young German’s precocious interest in and knowledge of the crafts.

         Through the embassy Gropius met another young German enthusiast, Hans Wendland, and together they set off to Barcelona, where they searched out marvellous examples of traditional Spanish craftwork, textiles and carvings, being especially excited by the decorative tiles of Catalonia. It was here that Gropius hit on the idea of reviving old methods of ceramic tile production to make newly designed wall coverings for contemporary architecture. He managed to be taken on for work experience in a ceramic tile factory at Triana near Seville, working alongside the Spanish artisan-craftsman employees. At Triana he sketched out his designs for some animal friezes, cut them into large tiles, glazed and kiln-fired them and finally assembled them, the first of the glazed ceramic murals which became a feature of his later buildings. Years later, when his new wife Ise first toured the Bauhaus workshops she remembered how Gropius had gone through a craft training in one of the most famous tile-making plants in Spain and how this ‘had instilled in him a great admiration for the intricacies of good craft work in any kind of material’.

         It was in 1908 in Barcelona that Gropius first encountered the work of Antonio Gaudí. It might at first appear that Gaudí the fantastical futuristic architect and Gropius the rational were polar opposites. This was not completely so. First Gropius visited the Gaudí buildings then finished or in various phases of construction: the Park Güell, the garden suburb on the Montaña Pelada, a glorious kind of Spanish Disneyland with its magical creatures and weirdly inventive ceramic decorations; the Batlló House with its wonderfully undulating roof. He may have seen the Milà House, Gaudí’s almost surrealist six-storey apartment block. He certainly saw the Sagrada Família in its early stages, for it was here in the workshop alongside the slowly evolving cathedral that Gropius and Gaudí met.

         The meeting itself was a non-event. Gropius found Gaudí, an obsessive and eccentric personality then in his mid-fifties, absorbed in his work and uncommunicative. The vastly ambitious Sagrada Família had been commissioned in the early 1880s. At the time of Gropius’s visit the crypt was complete and the Nativity facade was making progress. The construction of its tall encrusted stone towers had been ongoing since 1901. At the time Gropius admitted himself mystified by Gaudí’s architectural thinking, with its curious blend of neo-Gothic and art nouveau, although he was impressed by Gaudí’s obvious religious fervour and fanatical concentration on the task in hand. It was only much later that Gropius fully understood Gaudí’s daring and inventiveness as a structural engineer. ‘Some of the Sagrada Família walls are a marvel of technical perfection,’ he commented when he revisited Barcelona in 1932.

         The idea of the building of the great cathedral by a dedicated group of artist-craftsmen living on the site had been inculcated in Walter Gropius early. While still at the Hochschule in Berlin he had listened to an influential lecture on the Bauhütten, the communal dwelling houses for the construction workers of the Middle Ages. It seems likely these ideas were reinforced by his visit to Gaudí on the site of the Sagrada Família, where Gropius was conscious of the sense of dedication and spiritual awakening inherent in such a perfectionist architectural work. The concept of the great Expressionist cathedral, co-operative in its organisation and inspiringly organic in its forms, resurfaced in the early stages of the Bauhaus, symbolising the hoped-for start of a new world.
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            Berlin

            1908–1910

         

         In 1908 Gropius returned to a Berlin very different in mood from the city of his childhood. Berlin was now the fastest-expanding manufacturing centre in the whole of continental Europe, with its population swelling accordingly. The great majority of Berliners were crammed unhealthily into large-scale barrack-like tenement blocks, the profitable Mietskasernen. Even in the more elegant environment of West Berlin, where Gropius was once again living with his family, there was a growing sense of instability. As described by the journalist Robert Walser, who arrived in Berlin from Switzerland in 1905, ‘Everything here is caught up in an endless process of cultivation and change.’

         Berlin city centre was by this time lively to the point of frenzy. The hustle and bustle was said to be so great that ‘In Berlin you have the impression that an alarm has just been sounded: “Everything races, takes flight.”’ Already the jostling Berlin streets had the mouvementé quality of a Kirchner painting. The palatial coffee houses overflowed with patrons holding secret trysts and guzzling Berlin patisserie. The nature of the metropolis was altered by the overwhelming bulk of new department stores and by shopping arcades, centres of urban pleasures and temptation, futuristic structures built in glass and iron and steel, the materials emblematic of modernity.

         Gropius almost immediately found employment in the architectural office of Peter Behrens, thanks to Karl Ernst Osthaus, a contact he had made in Madrid. Osthaus was an influential young German patron of avant-garde art and architecture who had founded the Folkwang Museum in Hagen. He was a friend and admirer of Behrens, and had given him his first architectural commissions. Osthaus had been impressed by Gropius’s knowledge of local ceramics and had actually purchased some examples of Spanish pottery which Gropius had shown him. He wrote to Behrens suggesting that he interview the obviously promising young architect as soon as Gropius got back to Berlin.

         Behrens’s increasingly successful architectural office was then at Neubabelsberg near Potsdam, a large purpose-built studio in the garden of the Behrens family home. Gropius joined a set-up that was busy and optimistic. Behrens had an eye for talent. The young Mies van der Rohe had already been taken on as an assistant. For a while he and Gropius worked side by side on a Behrens housing project. A little later Le Corbusier would also join Peter Behrens at Neubabelsberg.

         For a socially conscious architectural practice at the beginning of the twentieth century the challenges of urban development and rampant industrialisation were daunting, but Behrens’s cool, systematic approach remained impressive. As Gropius remembered, ‘he took a fresh unprejudiced start for any problem of design.’ He described him as ‘an imposing personality, well dressed and having the cool deportment of a conservative Hamburg patrician. Endowed with will power and a penetrating intellect he was moved more by reason than by emotion.’ Gropius was always to acknowledge Peter Behrens as his master, the person who introduced him to the basic working principles of architecture and design.

         It was Behrens who gave him ‘the first foundation’ on which he could build his later development as an architect. Most importantly this lay in Behrens’s breadth of vision. He was a designer of enormous versatility, designing not just buildings but the detail within buildings: furniture and textiles, light fittings, cutlery, glass, china. He was just as confident in lettering and type design. As the influential art director for the Allgemeine Elektrizitäts-Gesellschaft (AEG), Germany’s largest supplier of electrical equipment, Behrens controlled all aspects of the company’s architecture and design. It is possible to view him as the founding father of industrial design and corporate identity.

         Previously, Behrens had been a moving spirit in the artists’ colony at Darmstadt, developed with the support of the Grand Duke of Hesse in 1899. Hesse, like Osthaus, belongs in the European network of progressive,  confident young male connoisseurs who gave twentieth-century modernism its original impetus. The Grand Duke, son of Queen Victoria’s favourite daughter Alice, was an anglophile art lover and an enthusiastic patron of English arts and crafts. He had commissioned work for the palace at Darmstadt from both C. R. Ashbee and M. H. Baillie Scott. Peter Behrens’s own beautifully detailed, artistically coherent Darmstadt house was not only a marvellous continental exemplar of English Arts and Crafts philosophy, the notion of ‘the art that is life’, it was also in its way a harbinger of Gropius’s architectural imperatives. Behrens’s vision of architectural totality, extending from the structure to the art and design within the building, was an obvious inspiration for Gropius’s concept of Gesamtkunstwerk, the total work of art.
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               Portrait of Peter Behrens by E. R. Weiss, 1906 

            

         

         Years later Ise Gropius pointed out how his years with Peter Behrens, ‘who was not only a famous architect but also worked as a designer of utilities’, had instilled in Gropius a great deal of ‘practical knowledge’. This was in the context of her first viewing of the Bauhaus Weimar workshops, with their hands-on training in techniques of pottery, carpentry, metalwork, weaving, wall painting. Behrens himself respected making both by hand and machine. A few months before Gropius joined his office Behrens had been one of the co-founders of the Deutscher Werkbund, a progressive group of architects, designers, artists, craftsmen, industrialists, academics and interested intellectuals. The Werkbund was concerned with reforming design education; bringing fine and applied art closer together; redefining the role of the artist in society; evolving a new culture ‘based on respect for the creative power of the individual personality’. There was a political subtext in the aim of improving the German economy by raising the aesthetic standards of manufactured products. These were central interests to Gropius, who would join the Deutscher Werkbund in 1910.

         Gropius modestly defined his starting role within the office as that of ‘Professor Behrens’s factotum’, being given any job that needed doing. His first more formal assignment was that of site manager for two rather extravagant and esoteric private houses, the Cuno and Schröder houses in Hagen, which Karl Ernst Osthaus had originally commissioned. These stood on a hilltop above the town at Eppenhausen, where Osthaus was in the process of developing an artistic colony, much inspired by Darmstadt.

         Out of the office Gropius was welcomed into the Behrens family home at Neubabelsberg, where he seems to have been treated as a favoured son. Here he taught the Behrenses’ daughter, Petra, to play tennis. He himself was a good player, powerful and agile, but it seems that at this point he overstrained his wrist, developing a tremor that made drawing and writing, a problem since his youth, now even more difficult for him. 

         Professionally too Behrens took Gropius under his wing. He shared his own knowledge of such specialist subjects as the stereometric constructional secrets of the medieval mason guilds and the geometrics of Greek architecture. Behrens himself was an admirer of Schinkel, whom he too regarded as his architectural ancestor, and he and Gropius made expeditions together to examine Schinkel’s buildings in and around Potsdam.

         In 1908 Behrens took his young assistant on an architectural study tour of England, Gropius’s first visit to the country that in the 1930s would become his place of exile. We have no detailed records of an itinerary which included factories, industrial buildings and historic monuments. It is likely that in planning the trip they took advice from Hermann Muthesius, a power behind the concept of the Deutscher Werkbund. Muthesius, who had been officially attached to the German embassy in London, researched English housing from 1896 to 1903 and returned to Germany to preach the merits of the impetus towards the simple and rational he discovered in English Arts and Crafts architecture and design.

         We might assume that on Gropius’s initial journey to England he and Behrens viewed Richard Norman Shaw’s garden suburb at Bedford Park, which included a remarkable house by C. F. A. Voysey, an architect Muthesius especially admired. They may well have seen such feats of engineering as William Henry Barlow’s vast overarching train shed at St Pancras Station and Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace, by then re-erected at Sydenham, a masterpiece of nineteenth-century iron and glass architecture and a very early example of prefabricated building. Gropius later called it ‘a landmark in the history of building, the birthdate of modern architecture’.

         We do know that on this visit to England Gropius took the opportunity to see Uncle Willy, his father’s youngest brother. Gropius knew his aunt and uncle and their five anglicised children from their holiday visits to Uncle Erich at Janikow. There is a small memento of the 1908 family reunion, a photograph of Gropius and his Tante Wiene sitting together on a bench in Chislehurst, Kent. 

         When Gropius was working in the Behrens office designs for the new AEG factory in Moabit, Berlin, were already underway. This factory was Gropius’s first real experience of a large-scale building under construction. The new Turbine Hall, in which huge turbine engines were produced, was at the time the biggest steel-structure building in Berlin. Artistically, too, it was ambitious, the idealistic Behrens being eager to make the factory ‘sing the great song of work’ (‘Das hohe Lied von Arbeit singen!’). The Turbine Hall had something of the monumental quality of a Schinkel building, while its emphasis on good working conditions for its employees brought it unmistakeably into the modern world. Not just good practical working conditions but something more inspiring. Following his experience with Behrens Gropius would argue that the awakening of the sense of beauty lying dormant in every human being was in itself a basic worker’s right.
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               Peter Behrens’s AEG Turbine Hall, Berlin, 1909.

            

         

         He established a particular rapport with Walther Rathenau, son of the founder of AEG. Walther, the lively and literate young industrialist, became the friend of Stefan Zweig, Max Reinhardt and Rainer Maria Rilke, as well as the architect-designer Henry van de Velde. Edvard Munch painted his portrait. He exchanged verse telegrams with Richard Dehmel. He was a modernist, a lover of American architecture, addicted to notions of technology and speed. It was Walther Rathenau, by then AEG President, to whom Gropius made a personal approach in 1910 in order to arrange a meeting to discuss his ideas on factory-produced housing.

         Inspired by visiting Krupp’s workers’ housing initiative in the Ruhr, Gropius presented a paper to Rathenau suggesting that AEG should invest in prefabricated housing. He pointed out that the Americans were already entering the field, citing catalogues produced by Sears, Roebuck and the Hodgson Company of Dover, Massachusetts offering components for houses of various styles, shapes and sizes which could be ordered by mail for erection on site. Rathenau did not in fact pursue Gropius’s proposal, but schemes for low-cost, quick-assembly housing remained central to Gropius’s thinking for many years to come.

         There were by now signs that Gropius was moving out of Behrens’s orbit. He had been absorbing other influences, already becoming particularly interested in architectural developments in the United States. His ever-encouraging mother drew his attention to Frank Lloyd Wright, just becoming known in Germany, and they went together to the first exhibition of Wright’s architecture in Berlin. The earliest book about Wright’s work to appear in Germany was published by Wasmuth in an edition by the English Arts and Crafts architect C. R. Ashbee, whose own mother was German. International cross-currents in design and architecture were evidently speeding up and the highly ambitious Gropius was getting restless.

         Problems arose in the Behrens office. Behrens was understandably annoyed when, due to an error made by Gropius, the height of the attic in the Cuno house at Hagen turned out to be incorrect. The client, Dr Willy Cuno, was the Mayor of Hagen, and Frau Cuno was vituperative in her criticism of the faults in design and lack of supervision in construction, leading to problems with the circular staircase and ‘the most vexatious dampness of the walls’. There were complaints about technical misjudgements in the Schröder house as well. Gropius in his capacity as site manager was obviously culpable.

         It seems probable that Behrens had been irritated by Gropius’s independent approach to Walther Rathenau. It has also been suggested that their early closeness had been undermined by Behrens’s growing sense of social inadequacy compared to Gropius. Behrens, born out of wedlock and then orphaned early, was brought up by a guardian, whereas Gropius’s own family background was relatively upright and secure.

         In any case Gropius himself had now begun complaining about conditions in the Behrens office. He resented pandering to affluent clients neglectful of the real needs of the great mass of the populace. He saw the problems caused by Behrens’s own inability to control his workload, being always overwrought and in a rush. This may have been self-justification on Gropius’s part, although it should be noted that Le Corbusier made similar complaints of an unreasonable and unstable employer and lasted only a few months in Neubabelsberg. The upshot of these tensions between Gropius and Behrens led to what was a perhaps inevitable parting of the ways. Gropius wrote unapologetically to Osthaus, who had brought them together in the first place, that ‘latterly differences between Behrens and myself have so escalated that yesterday I was obliged to see that I can do no further work with him’. He left Behrens’s office in June 1910. But he realised that his own debt to Behrens was considerable and they remained in touch over the years.

         
            *

         

         In 1910, after leaving Behrens, Gropius set up his own architectural practice, first close by in Neubabelsberg and later in Berlin itself. He already displayed formidable self-confidence for a young architect with so little practical experience. He now took on an architectural assistant, Adolf Meyer, who had coincided with Gropius in Behrens’s office, before leaving to work with Bruno Paul, another progressive architect on the Deutscher Werkbund circuit. Meyer, who was just a year older than Gropius, was an interesting man who had trained as a cabinet maker. He had come under the influence of the Dutch architect and Theosophist Johannes Lauweriks as a student at the Düsseldorf Kunstgewerbeschule. Like other progressive architects of the period Meyer had an exploratory spiritual side, a belief in ideal concepts of harmony both on a practical and a metaphysical level. He and Gropius formed a close working collaboration that lasted, with a wartime intermission, until 1925.

         Adolf Meyer is the mystery man in Walter Gropius’s history. There have been long-running arguments over just who was responsible for what aspects of the office. Gropius himself was always adamant that Meyer was not an equal partner but a paid employee, albeit an assistant whose creative input was important. There was no later clarification from Meyer, who died unexpectedly in middle age by drowning off Baltrum in the North Sea.

         But the working methods he first evolved with Adolf Meyer amounted more or less to the modus operandi that Gropius developed into a philosophy. This was a slow process of Gropius outlining his ideas for Meyer to interpret on the drawing board, a toing and froing of creative input that would form the basis of Gropius’s evolving theories of architectural co-partnership. The sharing out of responsibilities is arguably the reason why Gropius’s buildings lack the sometimes transcendent personal qualities of architecture by his contemporaries Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe.

         In beginning his own practice at the age of twenty-seven Gropius already had work on hand from his most faithful client, Uncle Erich. His father’s ambitious younger brother had now bought a much larger new estate adjoining the original Janikow in Pomerania. This estate, known as Golgenzut and comprising twenty-five acres of fertile land with farm workers’ houses and agricultural buildings, provided opportunities for Gropius and Meyer, and they also had commissions from other local contacts of Uncle Erich’s. But these were only relatively minor jobs and the flow of work at the start was not sufficient to make Gropius feel secure.

         It was from the other side of Gropius’s family that his most important new commission came. Gropius was energetic in contacting companies he knew were embarking on new buildings. He was always adept at the dropping of an influential name and had written on spec to Carl Benscheidt, owner of the Faguswerk in Alfeld-an-der-Leine in Lower Saxony, a factory that specialised in making wooden lasts for orthopaedic shoes. In the letter Gropius mentioned his mother’s cousin Max Burchard, a district magistrate in Alfeld. Benscheidt, a progressive, paternalistic industrialist, attended Gropius’s talk at the Folkwang Museum in Hagen and was intrigued by his ideas.

         The subject of the talk was industrial construction and monumental art, and Gropius used what had become his favourite illustration of the subject: the enormous grain elevators and silos of the United States. He was at this period obsessively collecting photographs of American industrial buildings, in collaboration with his patron Karl Ernst Osthaus. Shortly before he started work on the Fagus factory he drafted a letter to his then lover Alma Mahler, who was spending the winter in New York with her husband Gustav Mahler, confiding his highly romantic architectural dreamings:

         
            I would like to build a large factory entirely of white concrete, all blank walls with large holes in them – large plate-glass planes – and a black roof. A great, pure, richly structured shape, undisturbed by small colour variations, painterly values, and architectural curlicues. Impact achieved solely with bright walls and shadows. Simple. Egyptian quietude. Increasingly, I am convinced that work is the only true deity of our time and in art we must help find an expression for it.

         

         This was not quite how the Fagus factory turned out. It was not the futuristic white building of Gropius’s imaginings. But when he and Benscheidt met in February 1911 they found that they had an immediate rapport and Gropius was commissioned to begin work on the new shoe-last factory developments.

         The production of orthopaedic shoe-lasts was a very specialist industry linked to naturopathy and the cult of health and freedom, popular in Germany in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Benscheidt himself had taken to a naturopathic diet after a chronic illness as a child. He became a vegetarian and all his life he kept to a routine of early-morning barefoot walks across the fields. His consciousness of his mission in life first dawned on him when he went to work as a young man in the well-known naturopathic treatment centres run by Arnold Rikki. It was Rikki who realised that the foot problems he saw in so many of his patients were caused by badly fitting shoes. The remedy was to provide custom-made orthopaedic shoes. The form-fitted shoe-lasts produced by Benscheidt helped shoemakers work more precisely and could differentiate the left foot from the right.

         The enterprising Benscheidt, who had connections to the Lebensreformbewegung, the nineteenth-century German social reform movement, first set up his own workshop in Hanover producing both lasts and shoes. He was then appointed general manager for Carl Behrens, whose firm in Alfeld soon became the leading shoe-last manufacturer in Germany due to Benscheidt’s technical innovations. By the time Benscheidt and Gropius met, Behrens had died and Benscheidt had resigned after a ferocious quarrel with the Behrens heirs. He was now in the process of forming his own company with American backers, the United Shoe Machinery Corporation in Beverly near Boston. With maximum tactlessness Benscheidt bought a site directly opposite the Behrens factory in Alfeld, with its own private railway line extension linking the new works to the main Hanover–Göttingen line. Gropius’s Faguswerk commission was involving him in a bitter exercise in local rivalry. It was Benscheidt’s ambitious declaration of intent.

         Initially Gropius was not given the job of designing the whole factory. Benscheidt had already taken on Edmund Werner, a Hanover architect experienced in factory design who had previously worked on the Behrens buildings just across the way. Werner had already provided a site plan, floor plans and constructional drawings for the Fagus factory, but Benscheidt was less confident about Werner’s involvement in the factory exterior, feeling that he lacked the necessary flair. It was this initial partial commission for a facade for the office block, the public face of the forward-looking new company, that Benscheidt entrusted to Gropius.

         The obvious influence on the design for the Faguswerk is Peter Behrens’s AEG Turbine Hall. Perhaps it was Gropius and Meyer’s connection to that project that secured them the commission. Like AEG the Fagus factory was conceived in modern terms, its architecture branding it a temple of progressive industrial thinking, a palace of beauty for the workers, dozens of whom were being tempted across from the neighbouring Behrens factory by Benscheidt, who needed their expertise. Construction of Gropius and Meyer’s spectacular steel and glass facade began in May 1911. Shoe-last-making flourished, additional buildings were needed and by the winter of 1912 Werner had been sidelined. All future architectural contracts went to Gropius, the start of a close relationship between him and the Benscheidt family that lasted until 1925.

         Walter Gropius’s glass, steel and yellow-brick Faguswerk building (see Plates 1–3), the revised and expanded design for which was finally completed in 1914, has a special place in architectural history as the first European example of curtain wall construction, a self-supporting glazed-wall system in which the outer layer is non-structural, giving the building’s exterior the appearance of a total curtaining of glass. It has obvious antecedents, not only in Behrens’s AEG Turbine Hall and such earlier experimental glass and metal structures as Hans Poelzig’s Werdermühle building in Breslau (now Wrocław in Poland). But the Faguswerk’s thoroughgoing use of glass, the ‘ethereal material’ of Gropius’s visions, gives a particular impression of architectural lightness, of a building practically floating in space.

         The critic Reyner Banham especially admired the glazed south-west corner of the long facade, within which the inner staircase apparently floats free. He saw this as ‘one of the classic locations of the modern sensibility in architecture, possessing the kind of open, limpid, unbegrenzt [unlimited] space that would, in due course, become the International Style’s most beguiling contribution to the vocabulary of architecture’. He did, however, make the comment that the building might not have acquired its legendary status had it not been so photogenic.

         Gropius himself would later view the Faguswerk as his first significant building. He could be combative in defence of his reputation and late in life became embroiled in an argument with the American architectural theorist and critic Lewis Mumford, in which he fiercely defended his own building as the first example of the truly modern architecture, pre-dating anything by André Lurçat or Le Corbusier. Ise Gropius, who visited the factory in 1924, the year after her marriage, was greatly impressed but made the comment in her diary: ‘what a pity that this work by Gropius is sitting in such a tiny place and is therefore little known.’

         After the Second World War Benscheidt’s son Karl, then in charge of the factory, reported to Gropius that occupying American troops had been astounded that a building which struck them as so modern had in fact been designed in 1911, earlier than the First World War. He had to get out the original working drawings to convince them that this was true.

      

   


   
      
         

            4

            Vienna and Alma Mahler

            1910–1913

         

         Walter Gropius’s momentous first meeting with Alma Mahler took place at the Wildbad Sanatorium, a fashionable clinic in the Styrian mountains set up on the principles of Dr Heinrich Lahmann, pioneer of alternative medicine. The naturopathic regime at Tobelbad focused on exercise, fresh air and a vegetarian diet. As Alma, a reluctant resident, recalled, ‘Barefoot, clothed in a horrible nightgown, I meekly took the outdoor exercise in rain and wind that was the hall-mark of the therapeutic faith adhered to at this institution.’

         When Alma actually fainted in the hot springs and had to be carried back to bed the German doctor in charge of her regime prescribed sociability and the then fashionable ballroom dancing as an alternative cure. In her memoirs she writes:

         
            Feeling responsible for me, and worried about my dependency and loneliness, he introduced young men to me; one was an extraordinarily handsome German who would have been well cast as Walther von Stolzing in Die Meistersinger. We danced. Gliding slowly around the room with the youth, I heard that he was an architect and had studied with one of my father’s well-known friends. We stopped dancing and talked.

         

         Gropius and Alma Mahler met on 4 June 1910. Gropius was twenty-seven and exhausted from the stresses of setting up his own practice. Alma was then thirty, wife of the composer Gustav Mahler and well established as the femme fatale of avant-garde Vienna. It seems that within minutes they were totally in love. In her own later account of it her eyes had been opened ‘by the tempestuous wooing of the young man in Tobelbad’. Alma’s memoirs of course are famously self-serving and she baulks at admitting to her physical unfaithfulness to Mahler. But Alma’s diary entries and letters between her and Gropius tell another story of amorous meanderings along the stream after dinner on the night of their first meeting at Tobelbad and passionate sexual entwinings through the night. Even years after, such memories were vivid, mystical in their enchantments: ‘I remember one night that was troubled by the coming of the light in the morning and by the sweet singing of a nightingale – but beside me lay a beautiful young man – and on that night two souls met and the body was forgotten.’ 
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               The voluptuous Alma Mahler, c.1908 

            

         

         For Gropius the meeting with Alma was crucial not just on grounds of his amorous awakening but because it opened up a whole new world of culture. Alma’s background was Vienna, in contrast to Gropius’s Berlin. ‘I am the daughter of an artistic tradition,’ wrote Alma, never inclined to play down her credentials, in her autobiography And the Bridge Is Love. Her adored father Emil Jakob Schindler was a highly regarded landscape painter, romantic and elegiac in his style. Schindler died in 1892, when Alma was thirteen. Her stepfather, Carl Moll, who had been her father’s pupil, was a co-founder of the Wiener Secession, a progressive group of painters, sculptors and architects. Gustav Klimt was the first president of the Secession, which was different in tenor to the Deutscher Werkbund to which Gropius belonged, more subtly self-expressive, more concerned with decoration and texture and the whole spiritual role of art. First members included the architects Joseph Maria Olbrich, who designed the Secession’s exhibition building on the Karlplatz, and Josef Hoffmann. Early secret meetings of the Wiener Secession had actually taken place in Alma’s family home. In 1901 her family moved into the villa on Vienna’s Hohe Warte that Moll had commissioned from Hoffmann. This house, with its beautiful Secessionist interiors, then became the backdrop to Alma’s early life.

         Where Gropius’s background was predominantly visual, with good amateur music-making part of the regime, for Alma music on the best professional level had been the most important element in her upbringing. She herself had been taught and encouraged by Alexander Zemlinsky and, from her teenage years, was composing her own songs and instrumental pieces. She was later to lay claim to more than two hundred musical compositions, but possibly Alma was exaggerating here. Her marriage to Mahler had immersed her yet more thoroughly in the Viennese musical world. For Gropius his sudden passionate, surprising liaison with Alma brought him new insights, an expansion of his interests and a sometimes painful new depth of understanding of human relations that affected him profoundly from now on.

         
            *

         

         In comparison with Berlin Vienna was historically speaking an old and relatively settled city. The Hapsburg Emperor Franz Joseph, a conservative Catholic, had been on the throne since 1848. The Christian Socialist mayor, Karl Lueger, had run the city since 1897 and exploited the latent anti-Semitic feeling in a city with a relatively high proportion of Jewish citizens. The young Adolf Hitler, living in Vienna from 1908, was presumably already all too susceptible to Lueger’s views.

         Gropius, through his connection with Alma, was conscious of a very different city, a city in a state of transformation. By 1910 Vienna was becoming a much more fluid place, in which a strong reaction against its old conservatism was evident amongst the intellectual and cultural elite. There was by now a questioning of accepted values in the spheres of art and architecture, literature, theatre and especially human behaviour and psychology. Vienna at this period was undergoing a deep-rooted crisis of identity.

         The whole look of the city was changing. As the population expanded, reaching over two million by 1910, the town planner and architect Otto Wagner gave Vienna a new, modern, technological appearance, challenging its former historicist ornamental style. The architect Adolf Loos’s powerful series of anti-bourgeois writings expounded values of honesty, rationality and restraint. His design work was brilliantly minimalist. Loos’s most controversial building in Vienna, the apartment block and men’s tailoring establishment Goldman and Salatsch, was sited with maximum confrontational bravura opposite the ornate gates of the Imperial Palace. It was built in what has now come to seem the magical year of Vienna, 1910. 

         In Vienna Gropius found a flexibility of outlook that taught him to rethink and expand on what he had previously learned from Peter Behrens on the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk. There were frequent crossovers of discipline. The composer Arnold Schoenberg was a painter whom his friend Wassily Kandinsky made a member of the Blaue Reiter group of artists. The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein tried his hand at architecture, designing a radically austere house for his sister. The painter Oskar Kokoschka wrote stories and dramas. Kokoschka’s own life story would soon overlap with Gropius’s – and indeed with Alma’s – in unexpected ways.

         The idea of creative cross-currents of discipline, one area informing and expanding another, would be central to Gropius’s thinking at the Bauhaus, as would another influential Viennese concept of that period: the idea of the child as an instinctive artist, whose natural creativity should be encouraged rather than damped down by formal training. The ideas of Franz Cižek, Viennese pioneer of children’s art education, can be traced in Gropius’s own experimental and tolerant approach.

         Sex was on the agenda in early-twentieth-century Vienna with a blatancy shocking to the bourgeois population. Freud’s studies of the essential importance of infantile and childhood sexuality to later psychological development were deeply controversial. Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams had been published in 1900 and his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality in 1905. Art was becoming more psychologically intense, as in Oskar Kokoschka’s and Richard Gerstl’s portraits and self-portraits of human beings in extremis. Klimt’s allegorical paintings and his drawings of nude couplings and masturbating women reflect the fact that at this point in its history Vienna was becoming a highly eroticised city. Egon Schiele’s naked self-portraits express both the beauty and the sexual torment that this brought. Child prostitution was then widespread and Schiele’s explicit depictions of children and adolescents remind us that in the Vienna of this period, amongst artists and writers, there was a cult of underage sex.

         It is obvious from the tone of Gropius’s letters that his six weeks at Tobelbad with Alma took him into new realms of sexual experience. She was then the voluptuous slightly older woman with a considerable amatory back catalogue. Alma’s first suitor, when she was seventeen, had been Max Burckhard, distinguished director of the Vienna Burgtheater, who was then in his early forties. Burckhard had wooed her with vintage champagne, partridges and pineapples; he had deluged her with books, fine editions of the classics, which arrived packed in laundry baskets borne in by two porters. ‘We had some odd scenes’, wrote Alma, ‘when I was first intrigued by his strong masculinity, only to turn it aside with a heartless joke.’

         Another of the young Alma’s serious pursuers had been Gustav Klimt himself, friend and ally of her stepfather, Carl Moll. Klimt was then thirty-five and ‘strikingly good-looking’. As Alma analysed it later, ‘His looks and my young charm, his genius and my talent, our common, deeply vital musicality all helped to attune us to each other. My ignorance in matters of love was appalling, and he felt and found every sensitive spot.’ The masterful Klimt pursued Alma to Italy, where, in 1897, she was travelling en famille. Even as a teenager she exerted a magnetic effect on men. Before they reached Genoa Alma’s mother had read the entry in her daughter’s diary revealing that Gustav Klimt had kissed her, and she put a stop to the relationship.

         Alma’s next love had been her music teacher, Alexander Zemlinsky, the highly talented musician and composer who was also Arnold Schoenberg’s musical instructor. Alma describes Zemlinsky in her memoirs as ‘a hideous gnome. Short, chinless, toothless, always with the coffee-house smell on him, unwashed – and yet the keenness and strength of his mind made him tremendously attractive.’ It was when Zemlinsky was playing Wagner’s Tristan that the moment of truth struck them: ‘I leaned on the piano,’ wrote Alma, ‘my knees buckled, we sank into each other’s arms.’ The music from Tristan und Isolde would be a recurring feature, a kind of leitmotif, of Alma’s complex love life. In fact Alma never gave herself completely to Zemlinsky but sex-teased and tormented him until, according to her memoirs, she was introduced to Gustav Mahler at a dinner party that included Max Burckhard and Gustav Klimt, her ‘childhood crush’. 
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               L. to r.: Max Reinhardt, Gustav Mahler, Carl Moll, Hans Pfitzner in the garden of Carl Moll’s villa in Vienna, 1905.

            

         

         The dinner party, somewhat overcrowded with Alma’s admirers, was held in autumn 1901 at the house of Berta Zuckerkandl, powerful wife of an eminent anatomist. Mahler evidently noticed Alma at once and watched her all through dinner laughing and flirting as she sat between Burckhard and Klimt. She and Mahler later moved out of the group and, according to Alma, ‘stood in the kind of vacuum that instantly envelops people who have found each other’. The next morning she agreed to meet him at the Vienna Court Opera House, the Hofoper, where Mahler was rehearsing Tales of Hoffmann. In January 1902 their engagement was made public. Alma, already pregnant, married Mahler the following March. She was twenty-two, he was forty-one. It had been a rainy morning and Mahler arrived on foot at the magnificent Baroque church of St Charles Borromeo, the Karlskirche, wearing galoshes, a detail that remained in Alma’s mind when she came to write her memoirs. This unromantic footwear seemed to encapsulate the age difference between them. It was hardly a propitious sign.

         Burckhard, Klimt, Zemlinsky, Mahler: there is a certain pattern in the sequence of men with whom the young Alma became sexually connected. All were in their way celebrities, Mahler by this time being the director of the Hofoper as well as an increasingly revered composer and conductor. And the pattern continued when she first met Walter Gropius. Even if he was not famous quite yet, Alma had seen convincing signs of his future architectural reputation. She wrote to him that summer: ‘I love in you – your intellect – your artistry – which I knew – before I have seen a stroke of your drawings – your talents – in regard to living – your charm – and last but not least your beauty – to say nothing of your nobility and kindness??’ She added that ‘there is not one spot on your body that I would not like to caress with my tongue’.

         Alma’s marriage with Mahler had begun with high intentions. On the night of their wedding they took the train to wintry St Petersburg for Mahler to conduct Alma’s favourite opera, Tristan und Isolde. Mahler, although suffering from chilblains, a sore throat and a high temperature, rose to the occasion, giving a superb performance. ‘In this strange world’, writes Alma, ‘I heard the Liebestod,’ Isolde’s final hymn of ecstatic love. Alma was ill too on their arrival in St Petersburg and had been given special permission to stand behind the orchestra, where she could watch her husband’s face as he conducted. It became a quasi-religious experience: ‘that uplifted face, those open lips! There was divine beauty in his expression when he conducted. I trembled, and felt and knew it was my mission to remove all evil from his path, to live for him alone.’

         Nine years later such zealous hopes of marriage were dwindling into an onerous and deadening routine. Even before their wedding Mahler had insisted that Alma give up her own composing, ridiculing the marriage of Robert and Clara Schumann with what he saw as Clara’s pathetic attempts at competing with her husband. Mahler sent Alma a long letter demanding that she should now live for his music alone. Alma cried all night but she finally agreed. Her married life had become that of the supporter of the egocentric genius. Everything was programmed to Mahler’s own work schedule.

         Their summers were spent in the country house they rented at Maiernigg in Carinthia, on the shores of Lake Woerther, Mahler rising at dawn to start composing in his isolated little brick hut in the forest. At first Alma, left in the house alone, attempted to play the piano very softly, but Mahler always managed to hear her and objected, even though his workroom was far off in the woods. He would take a midday swim, whistling for his wife to come and join him at the boathouse. Then back to the house. ‘The soup’, Alma recorded, ‘had to be waiting on the table.’ After this a long, long walk. ‘I climbed fences, crawled through hedges.’ Mahler dragged her up almost vertical hillsides. Sometimes she simply felt too exhausted to go on.

         Their life back in Vienna would be no less arduous. Mahler’s winter schedule was like clockwork too: up at seven, breakfast, work on rechecking his summer compositions, to the Hofoper at nine, lunch at one o’clock sharp, with Alma alerted by a call from the opera to tell her when Mahler was on his way home so that the apartment door stood open for the moment of his arrival. Not a minute lost. After lunch he and Alma went for breakneck walks around Vienna, four times around the Belvedere, the whole way round the Ring. After coffee and cake Mahler would go back to the opera, remaining there for part of the performance. Alma would pick him up but was not allowed to stay any longer than her husband needed to, with the result that she saw a lot of operas ‘only in part, never to the end’.

         By the time she met Gropius strains were accumulating within the marriage. Serious financial crises: Mahler was incompetent with money. Tensions over music: Mahler’s compositions, positioned as they were between the nineteenth century and the modern era, engendered often hurtful controversy. Frequent upheavals at the opera house resulted in Mahler’s resignation in 1907. In that same year there had been the terrible anxiety of the Mahlers’ elder daughter Maria falling seriously ill with scarlet fever and diphtheria. The child, known as ‘Putzi’, meaning ‘precious’, died aged only four at the end of two agonising weeks. Just a few weeks later Mahler himself was diagnosed with a serious defect of the heart.

         It seems likely that the sex life of Alma and Gustav Mahler was at this stage far from satisfactory. In spite of his early reputation as a rake, about which her mother had warned her, he had seemed to Alma almost virginal on marriage, having always lived a life of such extreme dedication and austerity. Alma the compulsive flirt was still collecting her admirers, even within the strict boundaries of marriage. These included the young pianist Ossip Gabrilowitsch and the composer Hans Pfitzner. But she could not help lamenting to her diary that she felt as if her wings had been clipped by her marriage to Mahler when she was by nature such a colourful, free-flying bird. By 1910 Alma’s doctors decided she was heading for a breakdown. ‘I was really sick,’ she wrote, ‘utterly worn out by the perpetual motion necessitated by a giant engine such as Mahler’s mind.’

         To help her recover Mahler deposited Alma, little Anna their younger daughter (known as ‘Gucki’ on account of her penetrating gaze) and the nanny at Tobelbad. He stayed a day or two before returning to the new country home at Toblach in the Dolomites that they had moved to after the death of little Putzi. Mahler was anxious to continue working on his Tenth Symphony.

         It is easy to sense the exhilaration and relief for Alma in her meeting with Gropius in this beautiful, discreet, secluded place, the spa being set in a wide valley, carefully landscaped with individual rusticstyle villas, each with its own flower garden. Not only was he young, handsome, potentially talented and immediately won over by Alma, he was almost flamboyantly non-Jewish, as her comparison of Gropius in her memoirs to the young knight Walther von Stolzing in Wagner’s Die Meistersinger shows.

         Alma’s attitude to Jews is, like many of her traits, ineffably peculiar. On the one hand she shared the anti-Jewish prejudice common to many in Vienna at that period, in particular her virulently anti-Semitic stepfather Carl Moll. She glorifies Gropius for his Aryan qualities. ‘Did you ever see Gropius?’ Alma was still asking the writer Elias Canetti in the 1930s. ‘A big handsome man. The true Aryan type. The only man who was racially suited to me.’ And yet Alma had married the Jewish Gustav Mahler, as she was later to marry the Jewish Franz Werfel. As she so candidly observed to Canetti, ‘All the others who fell in love with me were little Jews.’

         As the passionate affair with Gropius continued Mahler became anxious at receiving only strangely cursory replies to his daily letters or no replies at all. He challenged her, suspecting she was hiding something from him. At the end of June he arrived at the Sanatorium to check up on her. What he found was reassuring. Alma was a good dissembler. Mahler reported back to her mother in Vienna that he had found Alma ‘much fresher and stronger’ and that he was ‘convinced that her cure here has started well’.

         Anna Moll herself would soon know about the exact reasons for Alma’s miraculous improvement in morale. In early July Gropius travelled to Vienna for a secret visit, during which Alma introduced him to her mother. The meeting was evidently a great success. Afterwards he sent Anna an effusive thank-you letter praising her ‘noble humanity’. ‘You dear!’ exclaimed Gropius. ‘My mother couldn’t have let me go with more love.’ They had evidently made a conspiracy for future communication between Gropius and Alma once she had returned to the Mahler summer house. He would start by sending her a letter through the Toblach general post office, but Anna was to intercept it by telegram if this method seemed too risky.

         If Anna Moll’s complicity in her daughter’s latest love affair seems a bit surprising, we need to remember that her own early life had been sexually mobile. Her second child, Alma’s half-sister Grete, was not Schindler’s daughter but the result of an extra-marital affair with the painter Julius Victor Berger. Her relationship with Moll, Schindler’s student and assistant, had been going on for years before her husband’s death and was a cause of great resentment to Alma, who was eighteen when they eventually married. Anna Moll was a natural conspirator and Gropius’s arrival brought a certain vicarious excitement to her life.

         Alma finally left the clinic on 16 July. Mahler met her at the station at Toblach and he seemed to Alma suddenly more amorous. In her memoirs she speculates as to whether ‘the young stranger’s infatuation’ had restored her self-confidence, making her more desirable to Mahler. As the desperate post-Tobelbad messages and letters between Gropius and Alma started winging their way to the arranged poste restante address three kilometres from the Mahler home, where Alma had to travel to receive and send them, she reassured her lover, ‘I feel dreadfully sorry for G [Gustav] – he must feel that I have absolutely no desire to make love to him – on the contrary, that I keep him away from me – which I have so far completely succeeded in doing.’ Meanwhile, Mahler had commissioned a specially designed tiara from Josef Hoffmann via Carl Moll for Alma’s thirty-first birthday the next month.

         What were the lovers expecting to happen? Anna Moll had been enthusiastically encouraging to Gropius, instructing him to hold his head high, telling him that he and Alma had a splendid objective ahead of them. She was evidently envisaging their marriage, signing her letter with a thousand greetings from ‘your devoted Mama’. Alma was typically vaguer, telling Gropius how deeply Mahler’s music bound her to him still and entreating him to wait. Gropius himself, returning to Berlin, evidently felt a rather arrogant younger man’s impatience with these prevarications and it seems he now decided to bring matters to a head.

         On 29 July a letter arrived at the Mahler house in Toblach. The letter, in a grey-blue envelope, came addressed in Gropius’s handwriting to ‘Herr Direktor Mahler’. According to Alma’s account of a scene that has now entered legend through its numerous replayings in biographies and films, ‘Mahler was seated at the piano when he opened the letter. “What is this?” he asked in a choking voice and handed it to me.’ Alma was appalled and mystified, writing back to Gropius, ‘Just think – the letter in which you openly write about the secret of our nights of love was addressed to: Herr Gustav Mahler – Toblach – Tirol. Did you really want this to happen?’ Or had it been an oversight? In a slightly later letter Alma tells Gropius, ‘I am now almost certain that you, in the hurry of departure of the train, forgot to put the address at the beginning. Be that as it may.’ 

         It has sometimes been suggested that Gropius had simply been preoccupied or careless in addressing this letter to Herr Mahler. Indeed in the 1950s Gropius told Mahler’s biographer Henry-Louis de La Grange that he had simply made a dreadful error. But this seems unlikely. Gropius was by nature too precise. Later in life he sought confrontation and discussion with, for instance, the husband of his lover Lily Hildebrandt, as well as the fiancé of his future wife Ilse (later Ise) Frank, and indeed much later with Ise’s own lover Herbert Bayer. This suggests Gropius wanted to take charge of any complex emotional situation. It appears that he had a basic instinct for what would be described in modern parlance as talking problems through.

         What is certain is that the arrival of the letter unleashed a storm of torment as Mahler felt the shock of his wife’s unfaithfulness and Alma in self-defence confronted him with the inadequacies of their married life. He temporarily abandoned composition of the Tenth Symphony and the two of them spent days walking about the countryside in tears, until Anna Moll arrived and attempted to calm down the situation. Although she promised Mahler that she would never leave him, Alma was clearly still hankering for Gropius and his young, lithe, Walther von Stolzing-like physique: ‘Gustav’, she told him, ‘is like a sick, wonderful child. Do write to me frankly and honestly, and tell me what you are hoping for the future – how you would arrange things – what would happen to me! If I – decide for a life of love with you, oh – when I think of it – my Walter, that I could be deprived of your strong love for my whole life.’

         Gropius proposed travelling to Toblach to confront Mahler in person and persuade Alma to leave him. He had written to Alma: ‘I’ll go out of my mind if you don’t call me to come over. I want to justify myself before you both.’ The endlessly vacillating Alma was discouraging. But Gropius was determined and it seems that he actually arrived in early August without forewarning her. He was evidently in his most headstrong and obsessive mood. Alma describes in her memoirs how she was out driving through the village when she saw Gropius standing under a bridge. He had apparently been in the neighbourhood for some time. She ignored him, returned home and told Mahler what had happened. It was apparently Mahler who went down to Toblach village and located Gropius. ‘Come along,’ he said. It was by now night and Alma describes a bizarre scene of Mahler leading the way through the darkness with a lantern, Gropius following behind. Alma had been waiting in her room. Mahler left the two of them together but Alma very quickly broke the conversation off, anxious about Mahler, who had been pacing round his study reading the Bible, with two candles lit and burning on his desk. ‘Whatever you do’, Mahler said gravely to Alma, ‘will be well done. Choose!’

         ‘What choice did I have?’ writes Alma. She obviously decided on staying with her husband. Gropius presumably spent the night in the village because Alma describes how the next morning she drove down to see him off from Toblach station, Mahler anxiously coming out halfway to meet her in case she had decided to leave with Gropius after all. The rejected suitor wired her entreatingly from every station on his way back to Berlin. But his banishment was only temporary. Soon Alma was telling him that he must still consider himself as her fiancé, asking him to wait for her, assuring him that she would never look at another man: ‘Why should I look for one since I have found you?’

         Not surprisingly Mahler evinced extreme reactions to these unexpected dramas. He had been, as Alma puts it, ‘churned to the very bottom’. He attached himself to her obsessively, insisting that at night the doors between their two adjoining rooms were left open, so that he could hear her breathing. She often woke up with a start to find her husband standing over her in the darkness ‘like a departed spirit’. She was now implored to fetch him at mealtimes from the little building in the forest, where she would often find him lying on the floor weeping, claiming that this brought him nearer to the earth.

         Mahler became almost embarrassingly conciliatory. He announced his intention to dedicate his Eighth Symphony to Alma. He made a point of rediscovering her songs, the lieder he had banished in the days before her marriage. ‘These songs are good,’ he suddenly told Alma. ‘They’re splendid! I want you to go over them, and then we’ll have them published. I’m not going to rest until you start working again.’ The score of his Tenth Symphony, once he had returned to it, is annotated wildly with such pleadings as ‘Have mercy! Oh, God! Oh, God! Why hast Thou forsaken me!’ and ‘The Devil is dancing it with me! Madness, take hold of me, the accursed one!’ He burst out crazily, ‘I feel trapped by carnal lust, and eternal slavery is my desire!’

         Alma became anxious about her husband’s sanity, telling Gropius of her fears that ‘this idolatrous love and adoration – which he is now offering – can no longer be called normal’. It was at this point that Mahler decided to consult Sigmund Freud about the problems in his marriage. After making three appointments and then cancelling them, Mahler finally set out on a long train journey to Leiden in Holland, where Freud was then on holiday.

         They met in a cafe in the late afternoon of 26 August and spent the next four hours walking round the streets of the Dutch spa town. As Freud recollected in 1935:

         
            He felt his visit was necessary because his wife was rebelling at the time over the turning away of his libido for her. On a most interesting stroll, we went through his life and uncovered his conditions for loving, and most especially his Mary complex. I was quite impressed with the man’s brilliant ability to understand things. No light fell on the symptomatic façade of his obsessive neurosis. It was as if someone were digging a single deep shaft through a perplexing edifice.

         

         It seems from Freud’s account to his pupil Marie Bonaparte that the conversation had been reassuring to Mahler. The analyst focused on the fact that Alma had loved her father, Emil Jakob Schindler, and could only seek out and love the same type of small-sized older man with spiritual authority such as Gustav Mahler undoubtedly possessed. In Freud’s recollections of the consultation the Gropius factor seems to have been absent or at least played down. But then Alma, self-serving and probably inaccurately, comments in her memoirs that Freud had sternly reproached her husband for unreasonable expectations of their marriage: ‘How dared a man in your state ask a young woman to be tied to him?’

         The affair of course continued. For her birthday, in blatant competition with the Hoffmann tiara which Mahler had commissioned, Gropius sent Alma the present of a Chinese jacket via Anna Moll. She told him she would cherish it: ‘you owned it and you held it in your beloved hands.’ Through September the letters between them reached new heights of eroticism. Alma wrote to tell Gropius how much she needed sex: ‘I feel that for my heart and all my other organs nothing is worse than enforced asceticism. I mean not only the sensual lust, the lack of which has made me prematurely into a detached, resigned old woman, but also the continuous rest for my body … Now I am in bed … I am with you so intensely that you must feel me.’ She asked him ‘when will be the time when you lie naked next to me at night and nothing can separate us any more except sleep?’ She signed herself ‘Your wife’ and told Gropius how urgently she longed to have a child by him.

         They plotted secret meetings in Vienna and in early September carefully arranged an assignation in Munich, where Mahler, still very far from well, had arrived to conduct final rehearsals for the first performance of his Eighth Symphony. Alma and Mahler were staying in a luxury apartment in the Hotel Continental where their rooms had been transformed into bowers of roses. While Mahler was rehearsing Alma met her lover at the entrance of the Regina Palast, the hotel Gropius had booked into on his own. She had told him to be discreet in coming to the concert, which took place on 12 September.

         Mahler’s huge-scale choral work for eight soloists, double choir and orchestra, composed in 1906, was rapturously received, not least by Gropius. So carried away was he by Mahler’s genius that he afterwards wrote Alma a solemn letter of self-sacrifice. He told her that ‘G’s music moved my heart so much that I left the concert with this feeling that we could not hurt him, we must bow down to this man.’ Gropius had since been reading Paul Stefan’s biography of Mahler and told Alma that his respect for Mahler’s extraordinary talents – ‘your husband’s superb qualities both as a man and as an artist’ – prevented them continuing their physical relationship. ‘I met you yesterday with the intention of telling you that we must remain pure. Only what you said to me yesterday made it impossible for me to speak.’

         This extraordinary letter exists only in draft. Gropius writes in an evidently agitated state, gearing himself up to raise again this problematic question of their future abstinence from sex. We see him casting himself as the Wagnerian hero, telling Alma:

         
            I have a Tristan-like faith, I am too much of an idealist, more than I like to admit. I have got to know my feeling for chastity as something remarkably strong – my hair stands on end when I think of the unthinkable … My love for you is something so wonderful that I can only hope for your sake, I cancel myself out entirely and let you go free.

         

         Gropius drafted this letter not just in a heroic mood of self-abnegation in the face of Mahler’s genius, proposing they should separate at least until Alma was released by Mahler’s death. He was also forcing himself to face the almost unthinkable, the thing that went on haunting him, asking Alma the ‘difficult question’ of when her physical relations with Mahler had been resumed.

         
            What I wanted to believe was that you were following him, watching over him, and going to protect him until he passed away – but not that you were his beloved … for a person like you the physical presence of a strong-willed person was inevitably more effective than my bungling scribbling from a long way off. His will was simply stronger and more mature, and compelled you to surrender. The fact that you did shows that your passion for me was a mistake. I take the full blame for that.

         

         Most probably this letter, so full of dark imaginings, was never sent to Alma. They did not give each other up. In mid-September Gropius wrote to her ecstatically as ‘My life’s happiness’. He told her he could see ‘a younger, more beautiful life arise from the endured pain … There are absolutely no inhibitions in my feelings towards you … There is a likeness between us, our desires are similar, the fluctuations of our feelings move in similar ways.’ There was now a resumed intimacy, almost a kind of cosiness, in their relationship. Gropius was reading Stendhal’s The Charterhouse of Parma on Alma’s recommendation. ‘Have you read Novalis?’ he asked her. Alma Mahler would later set to music the texts of two Novalis poems.

         In spite of Mahler’s continuing suspicions their plottings and plannings continued as before, with clandestine meetings in Vienna. Mahler was committed that winter to New York, honouring his contract as conductor at the Metropolitan Opera, and was also booked for a series of concert tours around other cities in America. Alma had been hoping these plans might leave a little leeway in pursuing her relationship with Gropius but an increasingly possessive Mahler insisted she should travel out with him.

         They were sailing from Cherbourg. Alma had managed to negotiate things so that she travelled on her own from Vienna via Paris, bringing the family luggage with her on the Orient Express. Their daughter Anna would also be going to America, together with the nanny. Alma was planning that Gropius would meet her on the train. She sent him instructions:

         
            Rendez-vous would be Munich. I shall leave Friday 14th October at 11.55 on the Orient Express from Vienna. My coupé-bed Number 13 is in the second sleeping car. I have not been to town and so I don’t know your answer yet. I write and hope into the blue. I would advise you (if you are going) to take your ticket in the name of Walter Grote since Gustav leaves two days later and might have the lists of travellers shown to him. Please answer soon.

         

         Her lover Walter Grote joined Alma in her sleeping car in Munich and they travelled on to Paris, where they managed to spend the next few days together, days recollected by Alma in rapturous terms once she and Mahler had arrived in New York: ‘The days in Paris, delightful and untroubled. There was never yet a dissonance in our love. Only that you poor chap always had to wait so long for me. That was terrible for me! I was always among people and could be so little with my man!’ While she was away she told Gropius not to squander his ‘lovely youth’, which belonged to her.

         Gropius returned to his office at Neubabelsberg. He and Meyer were at this point designing a starch factory in Baumgarten in Kreis Karwitz and continuing their work on the estates of Walter’s Uncle Erich. Negotiations for their future work on the Fagus factory began in the winter of 1910.

         Gropius and Alma continued to communicate discreetly through the New York Central Post Office, located in a downtown area. She sent him little sketches of their ninth-floor apartment in the Savoy Hotel. Alma, at least at this stage, showed enthusiasm for Gropius’s architectural career, already envisaging how his success would make her love the greater. ‘The more you accomplish,’ she told him, ‘the more you will be mine.’ He had evidently given her commissions to carry out in New York on his behalf, and she told him: ‘I shall try to get the architectural things for you, the only difficulty is lacking the professional vocabulary.’ She asked him to send her ‘small fotos’ of his work. Just before they left Austria she and Mahler had bought a new plot of land at Breitenstein in the Semmering, a romantic mountain area not far from Vienna where they intended to build themselves a summer residence, replacing the now problematic house at Toblach, the place of such desperate emotional upheavals. Alma asked Gropius to advise on the building, telling him she was sending him her plans so that he could inform her mother of what was missing and give her his ideas. Signing her letter ‘Your bride Alma’, she told him, ‘I want something in my house designed by you.’

         
            *

         

         Alma and Gropius had been separated for three months when Gropius went to hear Mahler’s great Seventh Symphony in Berlin, returning as exhausted and agitated as he had previously been by Mahler’s Eighth. He said he now felt like someone who needed ‘to cling to his own identity, who doesn’t want to be thrown out of his own course, who enters a foreign land in amazement’. This stupendous one-and-a-quarter-hour-long symphony, which has often been described as an artistic milestone, the first beginnings of musical Expressionism, for the moment totally disorientated him.

         He remembered how when he first heard Mahler’s music in Munich in September, when Alma had also been present at the concert, too many ‘streams of feelings’ crossed his mind to allow his intellect to form a conscious understanding of the work. This time the situation was different. The ‘striving, the lonesome search for God in this work has moved me … but I fear this alien strength because my art rises from a different soil.’ He reminded Alma he had written to her recently about the ideal synthesis that he had become aware of in Greek philosophy, ‘the beautiful mind and the beautiful body and of my reverence for the duality. You understand the transferred meaning for the arts.’ Here Gropius was echoing, perhaps unconsciously, the Apollonian– Dionysian dichotomy that was a central tenet in the then fashionable Nietzsche’s thought.

         It is an especially significant letter since it shows Gropius’s developing perception of artistic and intellectual connection, the relationship between the theoretical concept and the physical presence of the artwork. Such ideas would be important to his later belief in breadth and experiment in education. In understanding the roots of creativity Mahler’s Seventh had deep personal significance. ‘For me’, he told Alma, ‘this evening has brought new insights into Gustav and you and me.’

         Meanwhile, Mahler’s schedule in America was exhausting. Problems arose within the orchestra. He drove himself on, insisting on performing even when obviously ill. Finally he collapsed with a streptococcal infection, endangering his already weakened heart. As Alma wrote to Gropius on 25 March 1911, ‘It is a recurring endocarditis – in other words a severe illness and very dangerous for a heart like his.’ She claimed to be longing more than ever for her glamorous young lover: ‘My dear Walter – I implore you, you must also be a completely healthy, strong and physically young man, so that we, when we see each other again, can have endless joy in one another and our love … I want you!!! But you? Do you want me, too?’

         It must have been absolutely clear to Alma that Mahler was dying. His doctor and close friend Joseph Fraenkel, another of the men who came under Alma’s spell, was holding out no hope for him. Alma was now forced to spoon-feed her husband and to sleep in his room at night. Anna Moll was summoned to New York. The whole family left America in April to make the crossing back to Cherbourg and from there to Paris, where Alma and Gropius had only recently spent such irresponsible days of bliss. From the Elysée Palace hotel Mahler was transferred to a sanatorium, and from there, as he continued to deteriorate, he was moved on to Vienna. He and his entourage arrived by train at the Westbahnhof and were transported to the Loew Sanatorium. He fell into a coma on 17 May and died towards midnight on the 18th, a night of the most terrible stormy weather. Alma construed it as a hopeful sign for her future life with Gropius that Mahler had died on Walter’s twenty-eighth birthday. In spite of her apparently devoted ministrations to her ailing husband in New York, was there a sense that Alma had wanted, even perhaps willed, her husband’s death? She confessed retrospectively in her diary in July 1920, ‘Gustav’s death, too – I wanted it. I once loved another man, and he was the wall I couldn’t climb over.’ Was Alma Mahler merely blithely irresponsible or were her instincts more reprehensible?

         Alma claimed to be too ill to go to Mahler’s burial at the cemetery in Grinzing. She had vowed not to attend a funeral again after the shattering experience of being at her father’s. Over the next weeks she spent much time collapsed in bed but continuing to write her daily love letters to Gropius, who had reacted solemnly and sympathetically to Mahler’s passing: ‘I knew him still too little as an artist, but as a human being he met me in such a noble way that the memory of those hours is inextinguishable to me.’

         
            *

         

         The glorious vision that the lovers kept expressing in their letters of an immediate reuniting after Mahler’s death inevitably proved impossible. They could not be together so instantly without causing a scandal. Alma herself was now a well-off widow, in receipt of a good pension from the Vienna Court Opera as well as the money she inherited from Mahler, whose incompetence with finance Alma herself had managed to reverse. The name Mahler gave Alma her own kudos, a position in society she went on exploiting all her life. There were clearly advantages for her in remaining Mahler’s widow rather than signing up for a new life with a still relatively obscure young architect.

         From Gropius’s own viewpoint the relationship had problems. His architectural practice, still in its early stages, needed more attention than his recent hectic lifestyle, with Alma’s continuing demands and dramas, had allowed him to give. In addition Gropius was shaken by the death of his much-loved father in February that year. There were also his lingering suspicions that Alma’s sexual ministrations to her husband had continued through Mahler’s final illness, a rumour that is still current, although it seems unlikely considering the condition he was in.

         Gropius became evasive, avoiding meeting Alma, telling her in late September 1911:

         
            A hot feeling of shame is welling up in me which tells me to avoid you. I want to go away for a while and test whether I shall really be able to put my love into such a beautiful form that it would be worthy of you if you would want it. Only this would balance the suffering I have caused Gustav and you on account of my lack of mature precaution. Today I do not know it and feel deeply saddened about myself.

         

         Through the autumn he was evidently in a state of collapse, suffering from a tooth infection and general exhaustion. In December he went into the sanatorium at Weisser Hirsch on the outskirts of Dresden, another institution founded by the famous Dr Lahmann. Here his pattern of life was sadly different from the enraptured weeks with Alma at the Tobelbad clinic. He told his mother he was taking lonely walks.

         When he returned to Berlin Alma arrived to join him and, for the first time, to meet his mother. The introduction went badly. Alma, used to the intellectual chatter and emotional fluidity of the Moll house in Vienna, found Gropius’s mother settled in her ways, with the formality and stiffness of the Berlin upper bourgeoisie. She registered and resisted Manon’s extreme possessiveness of her son.

         After that visit the relationship became increasingly fractured. Alma continued writing and demanding. But the letter she sent Gropius on 18 May 1912, recalling the fact that this was the anniversary of Mahler’s death, did not mention that it was also Gropius’s birthday, mystical in its importance as the convergence had appeared the year before. Through that summer she reproached him for not replying to her letters. She asked him why he wasn’t coming to see her in Vienna. By the end of November she was asking him to return some magazines that she had lent him, asking him accusingly, ‘Aren’t we human beings who had understood each other fully?’ It seemed the great love affair was winding down.

         Early in December Gropius replied:

         
            I was glad that you thought of me with love. But I didn’t really understand the meaning of your words. You have drifted too far away from me and therefore the intimacy of mutual understanding has suffered. And you seriously wonder and ask ‘Don’t these things grow?’. No, it cannot be as it used to be; everything has become basically different now. Is it possible to change very strong feelings of togetherness arbitrarily into feelings of friendship? Would these keys sound for you if I played them? No. Too little time has passed since the days of most painful realisation. I don’t know what will happen; it doesn’t depend on me. Everything is topsy-turvy, ice and sun, pearls and dirt, devils and angels.

         

         Mahler, before his death, had forbidden Alma to wear mourning. He had encouraged her to see people, attend concerts, go to the theatre. She took him at his word and, through that year of 1912, as her love affair with Gropius was waning, she reverted to her favourite form of entertainment. As she tells us in her memoirs, ‘Soon I was surrounded by outstanding men, as before.’ The secret of Alma’s magnetic effect on men of fame and talent was her combination of deference and knowingness. She understood their world. There was also the fact that apparently she wore no brassiere or corset. Alma’s soft and increasingly curvaceous body sent out a promise of accessibility.

         An early suitor was Dr Joseph Fraenkel, Mahler’s devoted doctor in New York, who now turned up in Vienna and entreated Alma to marry him ‘after a decent interval’. In the United States the Viennese-born Fraenkel had become a great hero. As personal physician to many millionaires he got huge fees, which enabled him to treat the poor on the East Side free of charge. But to Alma Joseph Fraenkel appeared merely ‘an elderly, sick little man quite unheroically nursing a fatal intestinal ailment. I did not want to tie myself to him.’ After two fruitless visits across the Atlantic Fraenkel was finally dismissed.

         Next on the agenda in Alma’s newfound project for ‘roaming in souls’ was the ‘immensely gifted composer’ Franz Schreker. But one of his recent operas, Irrelohe, had shown him to be ‘already on the downgrade’ while his latest, Der Schmied von Gent, which Alma had seen at the Charlottenburg Opera House, was a positive fiasco. Alma could be ruthless. She writes of Schreker, ‘I walked beside him for a stretch and left him at the right time.’

         A closer involvement it seems was with Paul Kammerer, the eminent experimental biologist, with whom Alma had happened to travel on the train back from Munich where Mahler’s great admirer Bruno Walter had just been conducting the first performance of Das Lied von der Erde. To her surprise Kammerer had offered her a job as his assistant in his biological laboratory in the Vienna Prater. Intrigued, she had accepted. ‘When I reported for work’, Alma recorded, ‘Kammerer showed me a box full of squirming mealworms which I was to feed to his beloved experimental reptiles. I felt a twinge of nausea. “What’s wrong?” Kammerer asked, surprised. “They’re not bad.” And he reached into the wriggling mass, brought out a handful, and stuffed the worms into his mouth!’ For some time afterwards Alma was put off eating noodle soup.

         But it was not the mealworms that finally determined Alma against Kammerer, nor even the lizard eyes and the axolotls kept in the basement of the laboratory. The problem was the fact that Kammerer, a married man, fell seriously in love with her. ‘I did esteem him as a friend,’ wrote Alma, ‘but as a man, I always found him disgusting.’ His behaviour was so outré. Every other day he would run out of her house threatening to shoot himself – preferably on Gustav Mahler’s grave.

         But if Fraenkel, Schreker, Kammerer were minor entertainments, Alma’s next relationship was altogether different. It was an affair that outdid even Alma’s complex life with Walter Gropius in the wildness of emotion and the passion of its sex. She looked back on her next three years with Oskar Kokoschka as ‘one fierce battle of love’, maintaining that never before had she experienced ‘so much tension, so much hell, such paradise’.

         The initial connection had come through Alma’s stepfather. Kokoschka had been commissioned to paint a portrait of Carl Moll. The sittings took place in the Josef Hoffmann house on the Hohe Warte, where Kokoschka, a newly fashionable young artist with highly sophisticated visual taste, had appreciated the now slightly passé aura of oriental magnificence, with its Japanese vases, great sprays of peacock feathers and Persian carpets on the walls. He would often be asked to stay to dinner and it was on one of these evenings that he met Alma. Writing in 1921 he was still able to recreate the drama of that first encounter: ‘I loved a woman from the moment I first set eyes on her, with my whole existence, even unto death for love’s sake.’

         After dinner Alma took him through to the next room and sat down at the piano, where she played and sang Isolde’s ‘Liebestod’ for him, using her well-practised seduction techniques. According to Alma, Kokoschka then pressed forward, locking her into an embrace of a ferocity she had never experienced before.

         He and Gropius were of the same generation – Kokoschka at the time was twenty-six – but they came from very different backgrounds, Kokoschka having been born at Pöchlarn, a small town on the Danube not far from Vienna. His father came from a Prague family of goldsmiths but was then employed as a travelling salesman for a firm of jewellers. Kokoschka had won a scholarship to study at the progressive Kunstgewerbeschule, the school of applied art, in Vienna. Compared with Gropius’s privileged upbringing Kokoschka’s early years were a struggle and, according to Alma, when she first met him his appearance was strikingly uncouth. ‘He was tall and slender, but his hands were red, tending to swell. His ears, though small and finely chiselled, stood out a little. His nose was rather broad and inclined to swell, too. His head was carried very high. He walked sloppily, as though shoving himself forward.’ But for her this uncouthness was part of the attraction, in contrast to Gropius’s uprightness and polish: ‘I loved the ill-bred, stubborn child in him.’

         There are signs of a sexual uncouthness too. Alma recorded how Kokoschka could only make love in the context of the most peculiar game-playing. He told her, ‘I shall never let you go away again except riding on my back, so that no one can take you away from me. I sleep in your coat, so that at least I have your smell.’ He evidently had sadomasochistic  tendencies. As he wrote longingly to Alma: ‘I would so much like you to be at least cross with me, but here and hitting me with your dear, beautiful little hands!’

         Where Kokoschka and Gropius certainly converged was in their artistic ambition and talent. Both passed the test of incipient star quality Alma looked for in her lovers. Where Gropius was being regarded in Berlin as a progressive young architect of promise, by this stage receiving important new commissions, most notably for the 1914 Deutscher Werkbund exhibition, Kokoschka had acquired a reputation in Vienna as one of the most promising artists of the avant-garde.

         In 1909 he had given up his commercial graphic work for the relatively conventional Wiener Werkstätte, the design workshop run by Josef Hoffmann. He became part of that close network of writers, intellectuals, composers and artists opposed to the artistic and social conventions of the time. Kokoschka’s great friend and patron, the architect Adolf Loos. encouraged him to take the financially riskier path as a painter of portraits in a modern Expressionist idiom, resisting easy flattery in favour of a penetrating, often painful psychological truthfulness.

         By the time he met Alma the alarmingly shaven-headed young artist had become a notorious figure, an object of fascination in the city. He was known for the lurid poster he designed for his own violent Expressionist drama Mörder, Hoffnung der Frauen (Murderer, the Hope of Women) and his frightening self-portrait as a suffering Christ. He had the reputation of being the Oberwildling, the super-wildman. Kokoschka’s iconoclastic persona in early-twentieth-century Vienna was roughly equivalent to that of the later young British artist Damien Hirst.

         The satirist Karl Kraus, the modernist writer and poet Peter Altenberg and his prime supporter Adolf Loos had already had their portraits painted by Kokoschka. Once he had completed the portrait commissioned by Carl Moll, Kokoschka turned his attention to Alma, who had demanded he should paint her.

         He found the request both pleasing and unnerving. He had never before painted a woman who appeared to have fallen in love with him at first sight. Over the next three years of their rapturous–tormented relationship Kokoschka drew and painted Alma innumerable times. ‘He painted me, me, me – he no longer knew other faces,’ Alma wrote. Kokoschka also painted her a series of decorative fans (see Plate 5). He viewed these as his love letters, their own passionate story spelled out in picture language. Six of the seven fans are still in existence: for such small, intimate objects, they overflow with incidental detail and high drama.

         After the death of Mahler, Alma’s relations with Kokoschka could be freer than her behaviour had been with Walter Gropius. This was no nerve-racking semi-clandestine affair. Alma was now living independently in her own garden flat in north Vienna, near the Vienna woods. She and Kokoschka were able to travel together. In August 1912 they took a working holiday in Mürren in the Bernese Oberland. Here Kokoschka painted the view across the valley of the three great looming mountains, the Eiger, Münch and Jungfrau, which might be seen as standing for Gropius and Kokoschka, with Alma in between them. He started on the portrait that she had demanded, a painting slightly reminiscent of the Mona Lisa, depicting Alma Mahler with a faint mysterious smile.

         The stay in Switzerland was extremely problematic. Kokoschka was now desperate to marry Alma, who suspected she was pregnant, and he travelled to and from Interlaken in the valley trying to make arrangements for a wedding. Alma was resistant to the whole idea of marriage, and describes herself awaiting his return upstairs in her room in the Grand Hotel and Kurhaus, trembling with anxiety in case he should succeed. When negotiations to obtain a licence failed she returned to Vienna in a highly nervous state. The pregnancy was now confirmed and Kokoschka reluctantly agreed to an abortion, carried out in mid-October. In the clinic he removed the blood-stained cotton dressing from Alma and took it home with him, insisting that this was his only child and always would be. ‘Later’, wrote Alma, ‘he perpetually carried around this old, dried-out piece of cotton.’

         In 1912 Kokoschka embarked on the Double Portrait of Oskar Kokoschka and Alma Mahler (see Plate 4) that has now become so famous, showing him and Alma standing close together, clasping hands as if in a symbolic giving of a ring. Kokoschka described this as an engagement picture, and it has a delicate solemnity. He was still viewing Alma as his future wife, and indeed Carl Moll had agreed to the proposed marriage, saying that he saw no particular difficulty. Alma herself had written encouragingly from Nice, where she was then staying with her great friend Lili Lieser, promising to marry him as soon as they were reunited in Vienna. It would not be long before she changed her mind.

         In the Double Portrait Alma is wearing the jacket of the pair of ‘fiery red pyjamas’ that she says she disliked because the colour was so piercing. The red pyjamas were taken over by Kokoschka, who habitually wore them while working in his studio, where he would ‘receive his shocked visitors in them and stood more in front of the mirror than his easel’.

         Alma and Gropius were virtually incommunicado through 1912 while she and Kokoschka were travelling abroad. It was as if she had totally exhausted him. Evidently Gropius had no idea of the recent developments in Alma’s life. Indeed it seems he was only just aware of Kokoschka as an artist, having seen but not particularly registered his graphic work in the newly opened Berlin Expressionist gallery Der Sturm. It was not until early in 1913, coming face to face with Kokoschka’s Double Portrait in the twenty-sixth Berlin Secessionist exhibition, that Gropius realised painfully and precisely what had been going on.
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Max Burchard  Eike Burchard 3 daughters  Johann Friedrich Burchard
(b. 1936) (b. 1939) (b. 1969)
= Susanne von Armin, née von Zawadzky (b. 1949)

Camilla von Armin  Anna Burchard Marie Burchard Wolf Burchard Bettina Burchard
(h. 1971) (b. 1981) (b. 1982) (b. 1985) (b. 1986)

= (1) Aima Schindler Mahler (1879-1964)
=(2) lise (‘lse’) Frank (1897-1983)

Manon (‘Mutzi’) Gropius Beate (‘Ati’) Gropius
(1916-1935) (19252014, adopted, daughter of Ise’s sister Hertha)
= (1) Charles Forberg (1919-2013)
= (2) John Johansen (1916-2012)

Sarina Forberg Erika Forberg
(19541975, adopted) (b. 1960)
= (1) Kypros Markou
= (2) Stephan Pfammatter

Matias Markou Lukas Markou
(b. 1992) (b. 1997)
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