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It opened a century ago, but, even at 100, the Bauhaus is looking good. Although it was only active for a very short period, from 1919 to 1933, the Bauhaus’s afterlife has been much longer. In fact, it is still shaping the world around us today.


While it’s tempting to reduce the idea of the Bauhaus to a series of objects – functionalist buildings 36, a gleaming metal chair 43, a sans-serif typeface 99, perhaps a circle, square and triangle 28 – the Bauhaus always sought to be more than this. As László Moholy-Nagy 37 said, ‘Not the product, but man, is the end in view.’1 The Bauhaus was an evolving, sometimes contradictory, collection of ideas and ambitions that extended far beyond its three physical homes in Weimar 2, Dessau 36 and, finally, Berlin 77. It was united by optimism more than style – the idea that good design was for everyone, and a belief in the potential of good design to build a new world.


Because the Bauhaus was never just one thing, The Story of the Bauhaus uses 100 entries to delve into the patchwork of personalities, ideas and designs that shaped its existence, and that continue to shape its afterlife. It celebrates the Bauhaus’s creativity and variety – from its pioneering of ideas in arts education, such as the Vorkurs course 5, to its theatrical experiments for the stage at the Bauhaus 54 – as well as challenging some of the myths that have surrounded the Bauhaus since its earliest days. Whether it’s the claim of its founder, Walter Gropius 1, that he brought modern architecture to the United States, or the overstated Bauhaus contribution to the development of the ‘White City’, Tel Aviv 92 such statements and generalisations can overshadow the rich variety of ideas, products and personalities that were shaped by the Bauhaus.


While it’s easy to identify examples of when the Bauhaus didn’t live up to its ideals – the flaws in the social housing developed at Dessau-Törten 53, for example, or products such as Marianne Brandt’s 60 Tea Infuser 31, that emulated the machine age but were made, laboriously, by hand in the Bauhaus workshops 6 – its redeeming quality was that it was, always, trying. It was a place where people could experiment creatively – with techniques, mediums and ideas – with the freedom to get things wrong. It was an attempt at a new way of teaching, making and living that, with the rise of Fascism, was too short-lived. It’s this sense of exploration, curiosity and pushing forward which means that, at 100, the Bauhaus still has plenty of fresh ideas to offer.
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‘Together let us desire, conceive and create the new structure of the future’1


– Walter Gropius


Born out of the destruction of the First World War, the Bauhaus was an attempt by its founder, Walter Gropius 1, to achieve a unity through art and design, rethinking their role in shaping a new society.


Renowned artists from the international avant-garde, such as Wassily Kandinsky 27 and Paul Klee 14, were its first teachers, while the charismatic Johannes Itten 4 shaped the school’s initial curriculum, emphasising craftsmanship, expression and harmonisation. At the heart of the Bauhaus education was the Vorkurs 5 preliminary course 5 – compulsory for all students. In contrast to traditional artistic training, it encouraged exploration and re-evaluation of even the most everyday materials. The subsequent workshops 6 – whether ceramics 16, wall-painting, sculpture or textiles – married practical work with theoretical considerations. Students experimented with a range of avant-garde styles, including Expressionism, as shown in designs such as the African Chair 12 by Gunta Stölzl and Marcel Breuer, and De Stijl, in Breuer’s Slatted Chair 20. But, as emphasised by Itten’s introductory lecture, ‘Our Play – Our Party – Our Work’ 9, the Bauhaus experience wasn’t just about study – its community was characterised by its parties, festivities 33 and music 35, and by the close relationships it forged.


With the emphasis on collaboration, the Bauhaus undertook ambitious school-wide projects such as Sommer feld House 10 and the New European Graphics  prints portfolio 13. However, it was really the 1923 Bauhaus Exhibition 21 that revealed the scope of its ambition to the world. The exhibition wooed visitors to Weimar by showing them Bauhaus designs relating to many different aspects of everyday life, from ceramics to cradles, and from kitchens to an entire house, Haus am Horn 22. It also heralded the beginning of a new era, that of ‘art and technology’ 25. Following Itten’s departure, Gropius pushed the Bauhaus towards the latter, resulting in some of its most famous designs, such as Marianne Brandt’s Tea Infuser 31 and what is now known as the Bauhaus Lamp 32.


However, following the dominance of right-wing parties in the 1924 election, the Bauhaus suffered a sharp reduction in its funding and remained highly reliant on state funds. Gropius decided to move the Bauhaus to Dessau, an emerging industrial city, encouraged by support from its mayor. The likes of Marcel Breuer 42, Josef Albers 47 and Herbert Bayer 58, who had come to Weimar as students, would return to serve in Dessau as young masters and help shape the next phase of the school.
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Portrait of Walter Gropius in front of a development plan
Unknown, 1930
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Walter Gropius


Director, 1919–28


Walter Gropius is intrinsically linked to the Bauhaus: its visionary founder and tireless promoter and, subsequently, central to the development of the Modern movement.


Gropius established his reputation before the First World War, working for the renowned architect and designer Peter Behrens, before setting up his own practice. His Fagus Factory, designed with Adolf Meyer in 1911–13, is an early Modernist masterpiece. Post-war, he joined the many trying to look at the world anew. ‘The old forms are in ruins,’ he said in 1919. ‘The old human spirit is invalidated and in flux towards a new form.’1 For Gropius, that new form was the Bauhaus, founded later that year.


In Gropius’s innovative timetable, all students took the Vorkurs 5 course, before dual artistic and practical training within the workshops 6. Known for his charm, Gropius adeptly handled personalities and established contacts. He appointed avant-garde artists, such as Paul Klee 14, Wassily Kandinsky 27 and Johannes Itten  4, as staff, and encouraged collaborative projects, such as Sommerfeld House 10. His 1923 call for ‘Art and technology – a new unity’ 25 emphasised design for mass-production. And Gropius cemented his vision with the new buildings he created when the school moved to Dessau.


He left the Bauhaus in 1928, amid a worsening political situation, suggesting Hannes Meyer 62 as his successor. In Germany, Gropius’s subsequent projects included housing estates in Karlsruhe and Berlin, before he emigrated, first to Britain and then to the United States, where he was appointed professor of Harvard’s Graduate School of Design 87. His Bauhaus promotion continued through books such as 1935’s New Architecture and the Bauhaus and 1938’s ‘Bauhaus 1919–1928’ exhibition at New York’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). As a result, it is Gropius’s version of the Bauhaus – at the expense of his successors’ – that is best known today.
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Gropius with Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky and Georg Muche in Dessau
Unknown, 1926
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Bauhas Weimar
Unknown, 1919
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The founding of the Bauhaus


1919


‘Every thinking man,’ wrote Walter Gropius  1, looking back on the period following the First World War, ‘felt the necessity for an intellectual change of front.’1 In order to look forward, he looked back to examples such as William Morris and John Ruskin, who – at the end of the 19th century – upheld the medieval craftsman to counter the Industrial Revolution. Gropius’s contemporaries, such as members of the Arbeitsrat für Kunst (Workers’ Council for Art) and individuals such as Henry van de Velde and Peter Behrens, called for a radical response through art.


Gropius negotiated for the position of director of Weimar’s School of Arts and Crafts, a role that was previously Van de Velde’s. Amid postwar confusion, he also persuaded the authorities to combine the school with the city’s Academy of Fine Arts. This new institution, Staatliches Bauhaus Weimar, opened in April 1919. The name echoes its influences. Bauhütte were medieval lodges and student apprentices, training – as in medieval guilds – to become journeymen. It would be a place where ‘architects, sculptors, and craftsmen of all grades – came together in a homogeneous spirit’.2


Likewise, their teachers – the ‘masters’ – were ‘a whole staff of collaborators and assistants: men who would work … independently, although in close cooperation, to further a common cause’.3


Gropius’s mission spoke ‘directly to the hopes and quests of the young’, according to Bruno Adler, who lectured at the Weimar Bauhaus, promising ‘a new way of life, founded on a real community of creators; new teaching methods in place of the old, worn-out conventions; a return to handicrafts and above all the vision of a future creative unity’.4
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Plan of a theatre showing possible moving of the stage
Walter Gropius, 1927
LITHOGRAPH
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Gesamtkunstwerk


Although it originated in the 19th century, the idea of restoration through Gesamtkunstwerk – a total work of art, or a synthesis of the arts – resonated with Gropius 1.


A word first used by the German philosopher K F E Trahndorff, it became associated with the composer Richard Wagner who, in two 1849 essays, saw the stage as the unifier of the arts. For the Bauhaus, as Gropius would make clear in the manifesto 7, the ‘new structure of the future’ that would ‘embrace architecture and sculpture and painting in one unity’1 was to be the building. In the early years, such ideals were seen in projects such as Sommerfeld House 10 and Haus am Horn 22; later in the Bauhaus buildings in Dessau 36, where furniture, wall-painting, lighting and more worked as a whole to enhance the architecture. Even later, when the emphasis shifted towards industry and technology 25, the ideal can be traced through other Bauhaus work – for example, in Marcel Breuer’s 42 interiors and in the Frank House 94.


Other members of the Bauhaus experimented with combining art forms in different ways – such as Wassily Kandinsky 27, who linked art and music and Oskar Schlemmer 17, whose experiments in theatre came closer to Wagner’s conception. If the ‘Total Theatre’ that Gropius designed for the director Erwin Piscator in 1926–7 had been realised, this too could have been considered a Gesamtkunstwerk.


While, in reality, the Bauhaus only created a handful of examples of Gropius’s vision of a Gesamtkunstwerk, the Vorkurs 5 training and workshop system established at the Bauhaus did open its students’ eyes to such possibilities, creating a collaborative, experimental school that was innovating and influencing across a range of design and art disciplines.




The ‘Total Theatre’


Theatre director Erwin Piscator was famed for his innovative productions which included projections and optical and acoustic effects and in which performers mingled with the audience. He also had close links to the Bauhaus – Marcel Breuer 42 designed the interior of Piscator’s Berlin apartment, while Walter Gropius produced a design for his ‘Total Theatre’ in 1927. Gropius drew on experiences of the experimental theatre at the Bauhaus 54 to create this flexible space, capable of transformation through its revolving platforms and ramps, which were intended to break the barrier between actors and audience. There would be projections of pictures and films onto its walls and ceilings, as well as onto screens. Intended for a working-class audience – to attract large numbers at a low price – the theatre, however, coincided with the economic crisis that began in 1929, which meant that the project was never realised.
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Portrait of Johannes Itten
Unknown, 1920
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Johannes Itten


Master and deputy director, 1919–23


Johannes Itten was known as ‘the strongest and most influential personality’1 in the early years of the Bauhaus. He shaped the school’s curriculum – establishing teaching methods that continued throughout the Bauhaus and subsequently flourished post-war – and encouraged the hiring of Oskar Schlemmer 17, Paul Klee 14 and Wassily Kandinsky 27.


Itten looked for ways of recovery, following the ‘shattering losses of the war’.2 He turned to Mazdaznan, an Eastern-influenced religious cult that informed everything from his monastic-style dress and his vegetarian diet to the breathing exercises that he introduced at the start of his lessons. According to student Paul Citroen, Itten’s radical, dogmatic beliefs made him either ‘ardently admired’ or ‘just as ardently hated’.3


In his teaching, Itten sought personal responses, stating that the most valuable moment was ‘touching a student’s innermost core and striking a spiritual light’.4 His influence extended from the Vorkurs5 to the workshops 6, whether through the objects produced by the metal workshop that deliberately displayed their craftsmanship, or the textiles that played with colour and contrasts. He did not, however, embrace the workshops’ commercial potential – Itten felt that students should be detached from such concerns. As Gropius 1 pushed the workshops towards profit-making, this became a point of contention. Following a prolonged period of disagreement, Itten left the Bauhaus in March 1923.


Through his teaching career, including a role at Ulm 90, Itten continued to influence and inspire. Student Gyula Pap evocatively captures his Weimar experience: ‘The thoughts and ideas that [Itten] called forth in us were all embracing, inexhaustible, and work on us still, like chain reactions.’5
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Bauhaus timetable
Unknown, 1920s
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The Vorkurs



‘A whole new world of seeing and thinking opened up to us.’ So former student Hannes Beckmann described the role of the Vorkurs,1 the Bauhaus’s preliminary course, compulsory for all students before joining a workshop 6. In traditional art schools, studying was often a matter of copying Old Masters and life drawing; at the Bauhaus, the Vorkurs’s first teacher, the charismatic Johannes Itten  4, aimed to ‘unleash the creative powers of the learners’.2 Using what could be found in scrapheaps and rubbish bins, works created explored the materials’ ‘essential nature’ and contrasts. Lessons attended to the ‘tendencies and talents of each individual,’ Gyula Pap recalled, guiding them ‘towards real, independent work, freed of all convention’.3


While the emphasis on creative experimentation characterised the course throughout its existence, it took on a new direction with each of its teachers. When László Moholy-Nagy 37 was appointed head in 1923 – assisted by Josef Albers 47, who was subsequently his successor – he stripped the course of this subjectivity, prioritising instead the artist as technician and the machine over the handmade. Albers, meanwhile, saw the Vorkurs as a process of exploration, with the aim of sharpening sensitivity to materials.


Unsurprisingly, the teachers made a huge impression on each generation of students, often influencing their subsequent work. The use of both shiny and semi-matt surfaces in Marianne Brandt’s 60 ME 105a ceiling light, for example, references Vorkurs lessons in contrasting different materials and finishes.4


As director, Hannes Meyer 62 doubted the Vorkurs’s necessity – substituting courses in psychology, sociology and social economics – but it was Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 75 who said it was no longer compulsory. Under increasing financial and political pressure, with the rising power of the Nazi Party, Mies shifted the Bauhaus curriculum to a more conventional footing and, instead, end-of-term exams determined whether students could continue.




The continuing impact of the Vorkurs


After the Bauhaus’s closure 82, its students ensured the Vorkurs’s influence in European art education, while the teachings of Albers in Black Mountain College 88 and Yale, and of Moholy-Nagy at Chicago’s New Bauhaus 84, brought it to North America, and, through their students, out to Korea, China, Japan, the Middle East and beyond.5 This preliminary course is still used as a versatile model for art and design schools today.
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The metal workshop, Weimar
Unknown, 1923
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The workshops


In his 1935 book, New Architecture and the Bauhaus, Walter Gropius 1 argued that the workshops were ‘the most important part of our preparation for collective work’.1 Students became legally bound workshop apprentices after completing the six-month Vorkurs 5, with workshops in Weimar including pottery and printmaking, weaving and wall-painting.


Each workshop had two masters appointed: the master of form – the artist, and the master of works – the technician. According to Gropius, this innovation enabled, ‘the coming generation to achieve the reunion of all forms of creative work’.2 Students learnt through doing, ‘working out practical new designs for present-day articles and improving models for mass-production’3 – and therefore helping the workshops contribute to the Bauhaus’s running. So, when the printmaking workshop wasn’t proving financially viable, it wasn’t continued when the Bauhaus moved to Dessau, just one of the changes that occurred to the workshops over the course of their existence. Sometimes shifts happened within workshops – such as the switch in the metal workshop from working with precious materials to designing mass-produced lighting – and sometimes between them, such as when Hannes Meyer 62 combined the metal, cabinetry and wall-painting workshops into a single workshop for interior furnishings. And new subjects were introduced, as when photography was officially integrated into the advertising workshop in 1929. Sometimes these changes had wider implications – Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s 75 adjustments, for example, steered the Bauhaus towards becoming a school of architecture.


Even from the outset, not all workshops were created equal. Although the Bauhaus initially took women students on the same basis as men, by 1920 they were being siphoned into the weaving, pottery and bookbinding workshops. It is satisfying to note that the weaving women would make that workshop into one of the Bauhaus’s most successful.




[image: Illustration]


Cathedral, cover for the manifesto and programme of the Weimar State Bauhaus
Lyonel Feininger, 1919
WOODCUT
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The Bauhaus manifesto


1919


‘Together let us desire, conceive, and create the new structure of the future, which will embrace architecture and sculpture and painting in one unity and which will one day rise toward heaven from the hands of a million workers like the crystal symbol of a new faith.’1 So concluded Walter Gropius’s 1 rallying Bauhaus manifesto, released in April 1919, the month that he signed as director of the newly formed school. On the cover, a woodcut by Lyonel Feininger, the newly appointed master of the engraving workshop, suggested a vision of this ‘crystal symbol’, an avant-garde-meets-Gothic cathedral.


The Bauhaus would – its manifesto claimed, printed alongside the Programme of the State Bauhaus in Weimar – tear down the ‘arrogant barrier between craftsman and artist’.2 A ‘new guild of craftsmen’3 offered a way to move forward, even if it looked back to medieval times for inspiration, with its masters, journeymen and apprentices rather than teachers and pupils.


While, during its existence, the Bauhaus moved away from several aspects of its manifesto, it would return to others. It wasn’t until the mid-1920s that it really began designing for industry, even though the manifesto promised ‘constant contact with the leaders of the crafts and industries of the country’.4 And, despite Gropius’s background and the statement that ‘the ultimate aim of all visual arts is the complete building’,5 architecture was not given dedicated classes until 1927.


As a call to action, the manifesto was immediately said to have influenced other institutions throughout Europe and even in Russia. But the best indication of its potency is the quality of the masters and students who were attracted to the Bauhaus from the school’s earliest years, from well-established names such as Paul Klee 14 and Wassily Kandinsky 27 to as-yet-unknown students, the likes of Gunta Stölzl 34 and Marcel Breuer 42, who would shape its future.
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Design for the Bauhaus signet (Star Manikin)
Karl Peter Röhl, 1919
INK OVER PENCIL ON TRANSPARENT PAPER
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Star Manikin


Karl Peter Röhl


1919
 

Karl Peter Röhl’s ‘Little star-man’1 had a short-lived outing as the Bauhaus’s signet – just two years, from 1919 to 1921, before being replaced by Oskar Schlemmer’s design 18. But, as a winner of the competition for the new logo, it represents how the Bauhaus Weimar saw itself during these first years – not least in its hand-drawn style, reflecting the simultaneous emphasis on craft and the suspicion of machines that characterised the Bauhaus’s early period.


As in Schlemmer’s later design, man is placed at the centre of Röhl’s signet. This signet puts him into a wider context, reflecting both Eastern and Western traditions. His head is a variation of the Chinese yin and yang symbol, while his body echoes a German tree of life rune.


While it was the logo for a new school, the signet also chooses to emphasise the past. It doesn’t even echo the cathedral of the manifesto 7 as an example of the ‘grand building’2 – instead, the star-man is shown lifting a pyramid. Like the organisation of the Bauhaus itself into master and apprentices, the key held by the man could reference medieval masons’ guilds.


East and West; forward and back – another pairing comes in the feathered form shown on the left and the swastika on the right of the signet: symbols for ‘calmness’ and ‘movement’ depicted opposite each other. The sun and the moon underline the motif: man at the centre of the universe. As an illustration of the desires of the Bauhaus’s first year, it perhaps reflects the influence of Johannes Itten 4, whose Vorkurs 5 course taught students to perceive and deal with contrasts. As a logo, it shows the Bauhaus’s search for harmony – echoed in the teaching of Itten, but also by figures such as Wassily Kandinsky 27 and Gertrud Grunow 30 – in the wish to create a union, the Gesamtkunstwerk 3.
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Our Play – Our Party – Our Work
Rudolf Lutz, 1919
POSTER
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‘Our Play – Our Party – Our Work’


1919


‘Our Play – Our Party – Our Work’: with this statement, Johannes Itten 4 introduced himself to the Bauhaus. These three values, representing a new conception of art and design education, would define the early years of the school, and continued to be an influence throughout its existence.


Rudolf Lutz’s poster advertising Itten’s first public lecture at the Bauhaus gives each of these strands a different colour and shape. While the idea of ‘work’ is in no way a radical concept for a school, combining it with the other two factors emphasised that it was just one strand of an education that was intended to shape someone who could contribute to a new society. With ‘Our Party’, Itten referred to collective work, and life in the Bauhaus, echoing Walter Gropius’s 1 intention, as voiced in the manifesto 7, for ‘theatre, lectures, poetry, music, costume balls. Creation of festive ceremonies in these gatherings.’1 Finally, ‘Our Play’ referred to an important element of Itten’s teaching, the linking of work and play. The programme that he created for the Vorkurs 5 course emphasised creative freedom and playfulness. Such ideas fed in a literal way into designs such as Alma Siedhoff-Buscher’s Ship-Building Game 24, and also more abstractly, giving Josef Albers 47, for example, the confidence to place the base of an old wine bottle into a work of art, as seen in his Shard pictures 11.


Even the use of the collective pronoun reveals how, from its earliest days, being part of the Bauhaus felt different. Belonging and contributing to ‘our’ Bauhaus was something with which its members could identify. It was a badge of honour.
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Sommerfeld House, Berlin, entrance
Walter Gropius and Adolf Meyer, built 1920–2
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Sommerfeld House


Walter Gropius and Adolf Meyer


1920–2


Until the creation of Sommerfeld House, the Bauhaus had little opportunity to put Walter Gropius’s 1 call for the unity of arts into practice. Berlin businessman and Bauhaus patron Adolf Sommerfeld commissioned a private residence from Gropius and Adolf Meyer’s architectural practice, and Bauhaus students were invited to collaborate on the endeavour.


Almost all the workshops 6 contributed to this Gesamtkunstwerk 3. The house was a celebration of wood, appropriate because Sommerfeld’s business specialised in timber structures, and was faced with timbers reclaimed from an old battleship on a limestone base. According to Gropius, wood was ‘today’s material’, reflecting ‘the primitive starting point of our newly developing life’.1
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