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Introduction

Kathleen James-Chakraborty and Sabine T. Kriebel

The centennial in 2019 of the founding of the Bauhaus, the twentieth century’s most 
innovative and influential place to study art, architecture, and design, was marked by 
considerations of how its students and the pedagogical methods to which they were 
exposed circled the globe in the decades the followed. The nearly precise chronolog-
ical overlap between the school’s lifetime and that of Germany’s first democracy, as 
well as the coincidence that both were established in Weimar and died in Berlin, lent 
itself especially well to soft power efforts on the part of the German government. 
These interpreted the school’s legacy in ways that burnished Germany’s reputation 
with audiences abroad. Already during the Cold War, both the United States and the 
Federal Republic had harnessed the Bauhaus to contemporary political goals. The 
2019 effort was no longer simply intended, however, to tie modern art to political 
democracy. Instead, its purpose was to demonstrate the degree to which German 
architecture and design had served supported its export-based economy, including 
across the Global South. Germany, this expensive and expansive program of cultural 
outreach implied, was not only abreast of the global turn in art history but a source 
for diverse iterations of a universalizing modernism that encompassed economic and 
technological progress as well as artistic innovation.1

There was little that was soft, however, about the designs produced at the school, 
regardless of whether they featured Expressionist angles or hewed to a machined 
rectilinearity, and even less connection to contemporary attempts, almost entirely 
absent during the concurrent histories of the Bauhaus and the Weimar Republic, to 
project German cultural authority internationally.2 Indeed, despite being founded in 
the same revolutionary ferment, the school never enjoyed the support of the national 
German government, being precariously funded instead at the state and local level. 
Moreover, charting the migration of its students, many of whom came from other 
European countries as well as from as far afield as the British Mandate of Palestine, 
Japan, and the United States, following the school’s closure in 1933 conveniently 
overlooks the compromises that many Bauhäusler who remained in Germany made 
with the Third Reich, capitalist West, and Communist East Germany.3 At the same 
time, focusing on what were indisputably the school’s paradigm-changing pedagogies 
also overlooks the wide range of other fields on which it had an effect.

The present collection, based on a conference held at the National Gallery of 
Ireland in February 2019, is both a part of and a rejection of the approaches that 
dominated that year. The conference was generously funded by the German gov-
ernment, in our case through Goethe Institut, Dublin, and the German Embassy in 
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Ireland. Not surprisingly in consequence, the collection of chapters assembled here 
draws unprecedented attention both to the impact of the Bauhaus in Ireland and to 
the community of scholars in Ireland who are interested in the school, which is sur-
prisingly robust despite the fact that Ireland sent only one student, Stella Steyn, to the 
Bauhaus and, following its closure, sheltered no one directly affiliated with it. The 
school’s Irish reception is thus important for the degree to which it sits entirely outside 
the narratives privileged in most places in 2019. But specifically, Irish perspectives do 
not dominate this collection, even if many of the contributors live and work there. 
Instead, the goal is to demonstrate the wide range of practices upon which the school 
had an effect. These are astonishingly diverse and enduring.

The term “effects” stands in for the various operations of transmission, as mul-
tifarious as the individuals who have adopted and transformed Bauhaus ideas and 
practices. Rooted in process and change, the word “effect” names the state of becom-
ing operative through a stimulus or action.4 Sometimes stealthy and surprising, at 
other times more overtly derived, the repercussions of Bauhaus innovation were far 
reaching and often unpredictable. They were also temporally erratic, ranging from 
immediate or synchronic impacts on architecture, design, or photography in the 
1920s and 1930s, to diachronic impacts, resting dormant only to reemerge in con-
texts as unexpected as counter-cultural hair design or millennial digitality. As many 
of our contributions illustrate, process mattered as much as product, conception was 
as legitimate as thing. Far from being a passive vessel, the recipient of ideas remains 
an active agent in shaping interpretation, and history, as Michael Baxandall is at 
pains to remind us.5 In the case of Bauhaus effects, those agents of interpretation may 
be individual artists, collective exhibitions, or periodicals and books generated in col-
laboration; that is, they may originate in mind, in material, or in spatiality. Aesthetic 
practitioners, whether acting singly or in groups, respond purposefully to local, his-
torical circumstances, negotiating a rich semiotic field by finding solutions to their 
visual problems through assimilating, aligning, paraphrasing, reviving, remodeling, 
subverting, reconstituting, or extracting from existing paradigms. Anyone familiar 
with Baxandall’s text will recognize the array of active verbs; there are many more in 
this volume to describe the various reconfigurations of Bauhaus ideas in the course 
of time. Importantly, in charting these “effects,” the Bauhaus has been repositioned 
also, its legacy shifting however modestly in the discursive field, becoming richer, 
more nuanced, diffuse, and paradoxical.

Bauhaus ideas did not, in other words, enter a particular cultural vocabulary 
though indeterminate means, like a vaporous entity or an invisible pathogen, but 
through human and material conduits.6 There were teachers who taught, students 
who thought, objects that were mass-produced and imported across borders, books 
that were circulated, essays published, exhibitions mounted. The circulation of 
Bauhaus ideas was facilitated not only through strategic publicity, as Patrick Rössler 
shows, but also through the repercussions of politics, fascism in particular, whose 
nefarious spread throughout the European continent triggered mass emigrations, 
enabling Bauhaus ideas to take root and mutate across the globe.7 A young Robert 
Rauschenberg would not have otherwise encountered the ideas of Josef Albers with 
such forceful immediacy; that Rauschenberg nominated himself Albers’ “dunce” 
institutes a fractious narrative of incomprehension and friction rather than an 
inevitable transference. Bauhaus effects, that is, were also by turns resistant and  
contradictory.
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Moreover, as Rössler observes, the Bauhaus’ reputation sometimes exceeded its 
actual contribution, its cultural reverberations rendered exponential through canny 
publicity, its influence asserted in words rather than form. This too belongs to the 
historical record of Bauhaus effects. The school was equally an interpreting agent, 
assimilating, reconstituting, appropriating, even colonizing aesthetic solutions from 
elsewhere and repackaging them as its own. Rather than promoting an origin myth 
of the Bauhaus, this volume also understands the school as a productive interme-
diary that synthesized artistic ideas from a rich interwar matrix of cultural, social, 
economic, and political discourses. Itself a shifting, contingent entity, the Bauhaus 
underwent multiple transformations, ideological and pragmatic, during the years of 
its complicated existence, as did the individuals who taught at the school. Concepts 
stereotypically associated with the Bauhaus, such as the integrity of materials, geomet-
rical form, or machine aesthetics, for example, often belong to the broader legacy of 
modernism, from which the Bauhaus borrowed and to which it contributed in signifi-
cant and indelible ways. That hair could be the elemental material at issue belongs to 
the identity politics of 1960s London, where values of bodily liberation were signified 
by geometrical simplicity and mobility. Answers to the questions of designing corpo-
real emancipation were to be found, in abundance, in Bauhaus precedents. Perhaps 
more surprising is the longevity and reach of Klee’s adage “taking a line for a walk,” 
which encapsulated his emphasis on open-ended process and furnished a productive 
set of conceptual modalities for developing computer art, a medium whose existence 
could not be anticipated in the 1920s, inchoate though they were in the jacquard 
looms acquired by Gunta Stölzl for the Weaving Workshop.8

The first four chapters focus upon the look of the new in housing, typography, 
photography, and window display. These are the fields in which the school’s impact 
was immediate, as has long been recognized but more can still be teased out, these 
authors show, regarding the Bauhaus’ effects upon them. These chapters also illus-
trate the connections between the hard-edged corners and polished metal surfaces 
that increasingly characterized Bauhaus products after 1922 and the consumer cul-
ture and polarized politics of the interwar years, as well the school’s ties to other 
European avant-gardes.

Kathleen James-Chakraborty’s opening chapter addresses the houses and housing 
Walter Gropius, Hannes Meyer, and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe designed during 
their respective tenures as directors of the school. Following Robin Schuldenfrei’s 
recent highlighting of the importance of luxury to modern German architecture and 
design in this period, she addresses the full range of housing types Gropius, Meyer, 
and Mies built, including comfortable villas for Bauhaus faculty, as well as basic 
rooms for students and apartments for Dessau’s working and lower-middle classes.9 
She demonstrates the range of social classes and circumstances confronted by the 
leaders of a school that is often assumed to have focused on designing for the masses. 
Although most Bauhaus housing was cloaked in a relatively similar aesthetic, the 
degree of spatial experimentation was relatively modest, as was its impact upon the 
large programs of social housing completed in Berlin, Hamburg, and Frankfurt dur-
ing these same years.

An arena in which the Bauhaus had an even greater impact was typography, 
the subject of a chapter by Patrick Rössler. The New Typography did not begin at 
the Bauhaus. Nevertheless, it was quickly co-opted by the school when it pivoted 
away from its original association with Expressionism. Asymmetric layout, lower 
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case writing, and sans serif typefaces became, especially in the hands of László 
Moholy-Nagy and Herbert Bayer, an easily recognizable component of the school’s 
memorable branding efforts. The New Typography was obviously dependent upon 
Soviet Constructivism and German Dada, as well as the less political Dutch De Stijl.10 
Interestingly, the take up was not just commercial, although this aspect of the school’s 
success has often been downplayed by those who would like to celebrate the Bauhaus 
as a product of the November Revolution. The New Typography appealed not only 
to those selling new products and fashions but also to government bodies anxious 
to demonstrate that they were up to date. In a link between the first two chapters, 
Rössler shows how the New Typography was used to advertise new housing estates 
in Frankfurt. He also maps its rapid dissemination across Europe in part through the 
audience for Bauhaus publications. Here, he reveals that it was quickly adopted by 
authoritarian as well as left-leaning regimes, as the notorious Nazi condemnation of 
what they labeled degenerate art did not necessarily require them to forego modern 
graphic design techniques.

Another artistic practice where the effect of the Bauhaus was clearly discernable 
by the time that the school was forced to close in 1933 was photography. Rose-Carol 
Washton Long has described how students shifted to it from painting, the medium 
favored by many of Gropius’ early hires, including most famously Wassily Kandinsky 
and Paul Klee.11 Photography proved especially popular with the school’s female 
students, the subject of steadily increasing attention since the mid-1990s.12 Among 
the most original of these was Florence Henri. Sabine Kriebel analyzes how Henri’s 
most celebrated photographs, made in Paris after she had left Dessau, drew upon 
two different aspects of her Bauhaus experience. In addition to the methods she had 
learned from Moholy-Nagy and Lucia Moholy, who introduced her to photography, 
she absorbed aspects of the industrial aesthetic epitomized by the design of the chairs, 
lamp, and teapot she brought to Paris with her. There, in addition to her own produc-
tion as an artist, she trained Lisette Model, Gisèle Freund, and Ilse Bing. Long after 
Henri herself returned to painting, these three women would continue to explore the 
sachlich, that is, sober or objective, approach they had learned from Henri, carrying 
it with them in the case of Model and Bing to the United States.

Located in Weimar and Dessau, both provincial cities, the Bauhaus kept metropol-
itan fashions at arm’s length. Its faculty and students largely, for instance, eschewed 
the streamlined curves with which Erich Mendelsohn enlivened his Schocken depart-
ment store in Stuttgart, for which nonetheless Moholy-Nagy contributed a print 
campaign.13 Moreover, the school’s female students disdained chic flapper fashion, 
even as they bobbed their hair. Many shockingly preferred pants to short skirts.14 
Nonetheless, as Kerry Meakin describes in her chapter on the Reimann School, 
approaches pioneered at the Bauhaus quickly came to influence the exhibition of 
consumer goods-in the display windows of German department stores and high-end 
shops. The Reimann School, a private commercial art school based in Berlin, used 
techniques borrowed from the Bauhaus to teach the art of staging such displays, 
even employing some of same faculty. Its short-lived London spin-off, in operation 
between 1937 and 1940 exported these techniques to Britain, where their impact 
continued well into the postwar period.

The second part of the collection features two chapters examining the utility of 
the Bauhaus in demonstrating the modernity of new nation states. This may seem 
paradoxical as the Bauhaus itself had a strongly international orientation that existed 
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in strong opposition to the nationalism that characterized both the Wilhelmine 
period that preceded it and the Nazi years that followed. One of its three directors, 
Hannes Meyer, was Swiss, and both Gropius and Mies were alert to new artistic 
ideas from across Europe, while students arrived in Dessau, in particular, from even 
further afield. Nonetheless, the embrace of modern design became a way for coun-
tries around the world to demonstrate that they were up-to-date. Essays on the very 
different circumstances of two young European nations, the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) and Ireland, illustrate the range of ways in which this could operate.

The two cities with which the Bauhaus is most closely associated, Weimar and 
Dessau, were both part of the Soviet sector, following Germany’s division by the 
victorious allies at the end of World War II. They thus ended up, along with many of 
the school’s former students, in the GDR, also known as East Germany. In the first 
years after the war, Bauhaus alumni attempted to found successor institutions in the 
Soviet zone.15 While Stalin was still alive, official policy in the Soviet bloc supported 
Socialist Realism, however. The Bauhaus, denounced as “formalist” in the 1950s, 
was viewed with considerable official suspicion by the communist state until the early 
1970s, when the refurbishment of its Dessau building finally began in anticipation of 
the 50th anniversary of its completion. Katherina Pfützner makes clear that despite a 
lack of official recognition, design education in the GDR remained strongly informed 
by the lessons that many influential instructors had learned as Bauhaus students. She 
argues that the pedagogy and products of the GDR’s most important design schools, 
the Burg Giebichenstein School in Halle and the Weißensee School in East Berlin, 
identify them as successors to the Bauhaus, albeit ones in which the corporate brand-
ing that was so prominent a feature of the Hochschule für Gestaltung in Ulm or the 
American career of Herbert Bayer, was necessarily absent.16 After the completion of 
the renovation of the Dessau Bauhaus in 1976, the school’s history became folded 
into the GDR’s efforts to identify itself as the legitimate heir to a wide variety of 
aspects of German cultural heritage, from Luther to Goethe and Schiller.

While the GDR inherited people, buildings, and approaches tied to the Bauhaus, 
Ireland, which declared itself a Republic in 1949 after holding dominion status as 
the Irish Free State since 1922, had no direct Bauhaus legacy. Irish national identity 
was more often expressed in the first two-thirds of the twentieth century through 
literature, theatre, and music than avant-garde experimentation in the visual arts. 
Moreover, Irish artists and architects were more much more likely to look towards 
London or Paris than to Germany. The Bauhaus had almost no discernable influ-
ence in Ireland until long after its closure. From the 1920s through the 1950s, the 
country remained largely agricultural, and its most celebrated artists were known 
for their romantic depictions of its peasantry and rural landscapes. By the 1960s, 
however, modern art, architecture, and design closely tied to Bauhaus people and 
principles offered the country a means of expressing its ambition to modernize 
through increased engagement with the United States and the European Economic 
Community, which it joined in 1973. The degree to which lessons learned from for-
mer Bauhäusler shaped these efforts demonstrates that the school’s legacy was now 
associated with mainstream corporate culture on both sides of the Atlantic as well as 
with established cultural elites.

The Bauhaus nonetheless continued to be a force prompting real change for dec-
ades after its closure in 1933, including in ways that have been overlooked in previous 
scholarship. The final four chapters in this volume capture both the variety and the 
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longevity of its effects upon the visual culture of the twentieth and twenty-first cen-
turies from the 1940s to the present day.

In the first of these, Dietrich Neumann positions Sigfried Giedion’s analysis of the 
Dessau Bauhaus building in a longer trajectory of interpretations of the relationship 
between space and time in modern architecture. Published in English in 1941 in the 
middle of a world war that would place the building off limits to most of his read-
ers until the 1990s, Giedion’s interpretation situated Gropius’ design in relation to 
both cubism and Albert Einstein’s theories of relativity. Although Einstein himself 
dismissed it, this interpretation powerfully shaped the way in which two generations 
of students and scholars who had not seen the building for themselves understood it. 
Neumann unearths multiple sources for Giedion’s explanation. He takes us back to 
the late-nineteenth century, when space was conceptualized in new ways by German 
architectural theorists, including August Schmarsow and Adolf Hildebrand, and 
details as well the way in which it built upon German architectural criticism from 
the 1920s.

The reception of the Bauhaus itself is a slightly different story, however, from the 
continuing influence of its pedagogy. An important case study of this type of effect 
is captured by Vanessa Troiano, who documents the impact of Josef Albers’ teaching 
at Black Mountain College upon Robert Rauschenberg. The large blue and white 
photograms Rauschenberg and his then wife Susan Weil produced under Albers’ tute-
lage provided the point of departure for Rauschenberg’s later combination of images, 
including his use of silkscreen techniques. Albers’ own art remained utterly distinct 
from Rauschenberg’s later pioneering of Pop, but this example highlights the degree 
to which, first at Black Mountain and later at Yale, his teaching had a powerful 
impact upon his many extremely talented American students, who also included Eva 
Hesse and Richard Serra, regardless of the direction that their work later took.17

Albers’ students shaped the direction of modern American art for the rest of the 
twentieth century and into the twenty-first, but the aftereffects of the Bauhaus also 
extended into popular culture as Mariana Meneses Romero demonstrates in her 
contribution on the school’s influence upon Vidal Sassoon. From the 1950s through 
the 1980s, Sassoon, who was based in London but had salons elsewhere, including 
New York, transformed the styling and coloring of hair light in part through his 
tremendous admiration for many different aspects of the Bauhaus. His introduction 
of casual haircuts that needed a minimum of styling was informed by the approach 
to structure and form taken by two architects he greatly admired and went out of 
his way to meet, Mies van der Rohe and Marcel Breuer, who had respectively taught 
and studied at the school. He also learned from and in turn taught his many students 
principles absorbed from Johannes Itten and Paul Klee. Sassoon’s fascination with 
Oscar Schlemmer’s Triadic Ballet informed punk hairstyles designed in the 1980s. 
This example demonstrates the degree to which the Bauhaus’ ambition to inject art 
into daily life, a goal it shared with the German Werkbund, founded already in 1906, 
took hold in ways that remain well outside the purview of mainstream art history but 
were nonetheless transformational.18

In the final chapter in this collection, Ingrid Mayrhofer-Hufnagl describes one 
last way in which the effects of the Bauhaus, and again specifically of its pedagogy, 
continue into the present. She shows that Klee has been a key figure for those who, 
beginning in the 1960s, utilized the new technology of computing to produce pioneer-
ing digital art. Although Klee, who died in 1940, never anticipated the technology 
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that digital artists manipulate, his conception of form and of process proved enor-
mous utility to them. This demonstrates the degree to which the development at the 
Bauhaus of new principles from which to teach an art that no longer depended upon 
representation, much less the human figure, proved transferrable to engineering very 
different from the daylight factories and their transportation-oriented products, that 
had been so key to the school’s conception of industry.

In 2009, the most persuasive scholarship prompted by the school’s ninetieth anni-
versary detailed the degree to which its early experiments had been grounded in 
Weimar’s Golden Age engagement with everything from color theory to the stage.19 
By 1922, the Bauhaus had already transcended these specifically Germanic roots. It 
found compelling alternatives to Expressionism in new Dutch and Soviet forms of 
abstraction, which its faculty and students transposed into more different domains 
and media than the advocates of those styles had ever anticipated. Although this 
internationalist rejection of German nationalism should not be confused with univer-
salism, the results, as this collection clearly proves, eventually had wide appeal. Today 
more than a century after its founding, and indeed nearly nine decades after its clo-
sure, the effects of the Bauhaus endure. What was once avant-garde and revolutionary 
has now been assimilated into everything from high art to hair styles. Just as the work 
of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Friedrich Schiller inspired the Bauhaus’ first 
students and faculty, so today there remains much that contemporary counterparts 
of Gropius and those he gathered around him can continue to learn from them. As 
this book shows, they will thus insert themselves into this long and lively trajectory.
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1 Bauhaus Housing

Kathleen James-Chakraborty

How is the Bauhaus relevant today, a century after its faculty and students helped 
invent a vocabulary of forms that still seem modern? Form, and indeed even peda-
gogy, is only part of the story. Although the degree to which the school was inherently 
progressive has been much exaggerated, certainly many of those involved in inte-
grating expressionism with craft and then abstraction with industry were motivated 
to address the pressing political and social issues of the day. One of these issues in 
1920’s Germany, as it is today in many parts of the world, was housing. Unpicking 
the complex relationship between the Bauhaus, housing, and houses highlights the 
Bauhaus’ failure to make a more decisive and influential contribution to one of the 
most pressing architectural and social issues of its and our own time as well as its 
difficulty in aligning the industrial aesthetic it adopted early in its history with the 
efficiencies this was intended to foster.

Although the Dutch were the first out of the starting gates in providing substantial 
government support for social housing already before World War I, one of the chief 
achievements of Germany’s Weimar Republic was the construction by city govern-
ments and trade unions of a substantial amount of social housing, much of which 
was designed in the abstract style associated with the Bauhaus (often termed at the 
time in Germany Neues Bauen or the New Building).1 Yet, despite the commitment 
all three of the school’s architect-directors had to designing housing, two of them –  
Walter Gropius and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe – were clearly torn between the aes-
thetic possibilities inherent in reforming the domestic life of relatively well-to-do 
clients and the more pragmatic approach required to provide accommodation for 
the masses, to which only Hannes Meyer was solely and unequivocally committed. 
Moreover, if housing comprised the New Building’s most enduring and politically 
engaged success, it is also the arena in which postwar modern architecture has often 
been understood to have failed most decisively.2 The Bauhaus’ impact on housing as 
opposed to houses – and the two should not be conflated – was surprisingly limited, 
especially considering how central the school is to the story of the New Building, in 
particular, and modern architecture, in general, and how important housing was 
in turn to them. Demonstrating this absence of an enduring effect, which should 
instead be credited to other German “housers,” including Ernst May, Bruno Taut, 
Fritz Schumacher, and Martin Wagner, is important in mapping the school’s impact 
and the degree to which it can and should serve as a model today.

The Bauhaus addressed three very different types of housing. Single-family houses, 
including most notably for the school’s own faculty, provided showcases for new 
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approaches to modern middle-class domesticity. The Törten housing estate in Dessau 
targeted the rather different problem of providing economical housing to relatively 
large numbers of tenants. Finally, there was student housing. The Bauhaus building 
in the same city housed a small number of students in rooms furnished with prod-
ucts designed and made at the school, while the Federal School of the German Trade 
Union Federation (ADGB) trade union school in Bernau also offered both student and 
faculty accommodation. It is important not to conflate these distinctive types, which 
focused on different issues and offered different solutions. The first, not surprisingly, 
provided the greatest means for aesthetic experimentation, while the second offered 
the chance to demonstrate efficient approaches to both construction and the organi-
zation of space. The third has attracted less attention, although the clear popularity 
of their dormitory rooms with Bauhaus students merits a second look today at a time 
when some developers favor building highly profitable housing for students over units 
intended for the working and lower-middle classes.3

One of the great advantages of the New Building was its relative affordability, for 
which there were several reasons. One was the absence of ornament. Architectural 
critics from more prosperous nations, such as Great Britain, remarked during the 
1920s on this aspect of modern German commercial architecture, which would be 
widely imitated in Britain only in the 1930s, after the onset of the Great Depression.4 
Yet, there were several paradoxes at work. The absence of ornament might appear 
to save costs, but to be aesthetically impressive, it often required the high level  
of craftsmanship so clearly displayed in Lucia Moholy’s original photographs of 
the Bauhaus building in Dessau, but which was missing in some of the parts of the 
Törten Siedlung designed by Gropius’ office.5 Moreover, the crisp white lines of the 
stucco boxes that Bauhaus architects favored by the early 1920s did not age well.  
Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, not, of course, designed by a Bauhaus-affiliated architect, 
has famously been extremely expensive to maintain, and those Bauhaus-designed 
housing units that survived World War II have often also undergone multiple refur-
bishments.6 Even more central to the rhetoric supporting the New Building was the 
claim by its proponents, including each of the Bauhaus’ directors, that it was more 
efficient to construct. Mass production off-site of standardized building compo-
nents as well as the Taylorization of the construction site were both upheld as ways 
in which the production of housing could avail the same savings in cost that the 
assembly line had brought to the manufacture of automobiles, most famously the 
Model T Ford.7 Yet such a rhetoric routinely outpaced actual achievement, espe-
cially until the production of partially prefabricated tower blocks commenced after  
World War II.8

The gap between an aesthetic (no ornament) and a process (construction efficiency) 
is clearly displayed in the difference between the houses the Bauhaus designed for its 
directors, its faculty, and their supporters, and the housing erected for people who 
have usually been described as workers but were just as likely to be white-collar 
clerks.9 Because, with one important exception, both usually shared some of the same 
features – including crisp unornamented volumes covered in white stucco, expansive 
windows, and flat roofs – the degree to which the first were actually relatively lux-
urious and the second quite bare bones has been largely overlooked until recently.10 
Somewhere in the middle were the Bauhaus students fortunate enough to be housed 
in the Prellerhaus wing of the Dessau Bauhaus and the faculty and student housing 
incorporated into the ADGB complex. Although relatively spartan, the Prellerhaus 
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proved enormously popular, even if the exterior balconies were photographed much 
more often than the interiors.

Of the Bauhaus’ three directors, two cut their teeth as architects on the design 
of houses for those who could afford ambitious architects. During the period when 
both men were employed in his Berlin office, Peter Behrens chose Gropius rather than 
Mies to supervise the construction of the Cuno Villa in Hagen, probably because of 
Gropius’ more elevated social background rather than because of his understand-
ing of construction, which repeatedly proved faulty.11 Meanwhile, throughout the 
German phase of his career, Mies’ practice consisted almost entirely of relatively 
conventional single-family houses set in ample gardens.12 These initially clustered 
in Berlin’s western suburbs and nearby Potsdam, although the late twenties would 
see him building as far afield as Krefeld, near the Dutch border, in the west and 
Brno, in what was then Czechoslovakia and is now the Czech Republic in the east. 
Although he designed four modest blocks of flats in Berlin, it was his stewardship of 
the Weissenhof Housing Estate, an international housing exhibition held in Stuttgart 
in 1927, that propelled him into the upper tier of the European avant-garde and 
toward the eventual directorship of the Bauhaus. Built for civil servants rather than 
workers, its dwellings provided more room for aesthetic experimentation than other 
showcases for new approaches to housing. Only Le Corbusier, however, resisted the 
call to experiment with efficient construction and really blew the budget.13

Unlike Gropius and Mies, Meyer, who led the school between 1928 and 1930, 
had always been a houser. Before the war, the Swiss national studied in Britain, 
bringing back a familiarity with the Garden City movement that he used, first as an 
assistant to Georg Metzendorf in Munich, and then in his own practice, which he 
opened in Basel in 1919. Metzendorf was best known for his ongoing work on the 
Margaretenhöhe in Essen, a model housing estate sponsored by the Krupp family. 
Surrounded by a green belt, it was executed very much along Garden City lines, 
with the same nostalgia for the preindustrial village that characterized the housing 
in Parker and Unwin’s Letchworth. In the last years before World War I, large indus-
trial employers like Krupp led the way in Germany in the provision of well-designed 
housing built independently of the market; only during the Weimar Republic would 
high-quality dwellings for this class of occupants begin to be erected by those who 
were not motivated by the goal of retaining and controlling their workforces.14

Despite the role that one-off houses had played in their establishing their careers, 
both Gropius and Mies were attracted to the issue of mass housing, which provided the 
best means in the 1920s for German architects to prove their social relevance during 
a period of great political division and instability. Throughout the Weimar Republic, 
there was widespread agreement, however, across the political spectrum about the 
importance of addressing the housing crisis created by rapid industrialization and 
urbanization in the last decades before World War I. Social Democrats viewed it as a 
necessary intervention in the free market to further the living standards of the work-
ing classes, while those on the right followed Le Corbusier’s example in advocating 
“architecture instead of revolution.”15 Buttressed by the national government, city 
governments and trade unions engaged in enormous building programs. Although 
much of this housing, particularly in Hamburg, where exposed red brick remained 
the norm, was built in relatively conventional styles, many architects were willing 
to relinquish the quaint sentimentality that continues to make the Margaretenhöhe 
so endearing.16 In Berlin and Frankfurt, Bruno Taut and Ernst May led offices that 
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created thousands of units of housing that openly espoused New Building tenets. 
Most were erected on greenfield sites linked to their respective city centers by sub-
ways and trams. Like almost all housing erected in interwar Europe, the apartment 
blocks were low-rise walk-ups, with facilities for clothes washing often located on the 
uppermost floor. Small two-story terraced houses were also popular.17

Although already in 1920, Gropius envisioned the possibility of a housing estate to 
serve the school he had established only the year before in Weimar, the Bauhaus’ first 
two architectural set pieces were both single-family homes. The Sommerfeld House 
in Berlin, designed in 1920 and completed in 1921 by Gropius and his partner Adolf 
Meyer, and Georg Muche’s Haus am Horn in Weimar, a highlight of the Bauhaus 
exhibition held in 1923, were joined three years later by the director’s and mas-
ters’ houses in Dessau. The relatively modest courtyard house projects, including the 
Lemke House in Berlin, that occupied Mies and his students during his directorship, 
which began in 1930 and ended with the school’s closure in 1933, also merit inclusion 
in any consideration of Bauhaus houses. Meanwhile, across the course of the 1920s 
both Gropius and Mies also designed a number of other single-family houses in a 
modern style. Of these, only the Auerbach House in Jena of 1924 had a significant 
connection to the Bauhaus.

Adolf Sommerfeld, the patron of the Sommerfeld House in Berlin, was one of the 
Bauhaus’ earliest and most enthusiastic supporters.18 Like many clients for the New 
Building, he was a successful Jewish businessman.19 He turned to Gropius and Adolf 
Meyer at the peak of the Bauhaus’ engagement with Expressionism and craft, before 
any hint of the shift back to their prewar engagement with industry and its products. 
In their house for him, Gropius and Meyer, supported by their Hungarian assistant, 
architect Fred Forbat, balanced references to rustic log cabins with sophisticated allu-
sions to the work of Frank Lloyd Wright, the American architect whose Wasmuth 
Portfolio they frequently consulted while designing it (Figure 1.1). The architecture 
of the Crystal Chain, an Expressionist architectural group, of which Gropius was 
a leading member, clearly influenced the graphic representation of the house, if not 
necessarily the built result.20

Erected out of timbers from a salvaged ship, according to a structural system devel-
oped by Sommerfeld’s firm rather than the architects themselves, the house was a 
carefully crafted showcase for Bauhaus talent, including stained glass windows by 
Josef Albers, furniture by Marcel Breuer, and decorative carvings in the stair hall 
by Joost Schmidt. A one-off dwelling luxurious enough to include a separate chauf-
feur’s residence designed by Forbat, which survived the destruction of the main house 
in World War II, the Sommerfeld House was nonetheless a moderately scaled and 
relatively subtle expression of wealth. The house encompassed a display of up-to-
the-minute style and artisanship instead of being rooted in either historicism or the 
understated display of rich materials that had emerged already before World War I 
and offered a compelling modernist alternative to conventional luxury.

Even after the Bauhaus shifted direction by 1923 toward industry and away from 
craft, and toward rectilinear abstraction, rather than the jagged Expressionist edges 
still featured in the Sommerfeld House, one-off houses continued to provide the most 
effective laboratory for the new approach. Sommerfeld continued to play a role, too, 
underwriting much of the cost of the Haus am Horn, which painter Georg Muche won 
an internal school-wide competition to design (see Figure 1.2). Executed in Weimar 
with the substantial assistance of Adolf Meyer, the somewhat gawky dwelling, in 
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which both service spaces and bedrooms were disposed around a square clerestory- 
lit central space, offered visitors to the 1923 Bauhaus exhibition a comprehensive 
opportunity to assess the school’s approach to domesticity. Stylistic rather than social 
conventions were challenged in a comfortable dwelling equipped with expensive 
modern conveniences, as well as furniture and textiles designed by Bauhaus students. 
Although not very large and intended to be an example of a model modular house for 
a proposed Bauhaus housing estate that was never realized, the Haus am Horn was in 
fact a showcase for products that remained, especially at a time of runaway inflation, 
far beyond the reach of most Germans. Robin Schuldenfrei makes clear the degree to 
which it served as advertising for the firms that supplied the building materials and 
state-of-the-art technology, as well as for the quite luxurious furnishings.21

The Auerbach House completed the following year in Jena attracted much less 
public attention but was a more compelling statement of the school’s new aesthetic 
direction (Figure 1.3). Like Sommerfeld, the Auerbachs were Jewish. Felix, who was 
already approaching retirement when he commissioned the house, was a professor of 
theoretical physics, while his wife Anna was a prominent campaigner for women’s 
rights. The couple committed suicide in February 1933 in despair over Hitler’s rise 
to power. A relatively inexpensive building constructed out of the same economical 
material as the Haus am Horn, the Auerbach House, too, was designed in terms 
of cubic volumes that the architect labeled “building blocks.” The wall paintings 
by Bauhaus student Alfred Arndt comprise its most outstanding feature. These flat 

Figure 1.1  Sommerfeld House, Walter Gropius and Adolf Meyer, Berlin, 1920–21. Photograph 
by Carl Rogge, 1923. © Gropius: V-G Bild-Kunst. Courtesy of Bauhaus-Archiv Berlin.


