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1  Introduction

Arguably, the Bauhaus was the rst internationally acknowledged institution that 
formulated a coherent attitude towards modern design and its relation to the emer-
ging image culture. Do its concerns still have relevance for us in our twentieth- rst- 
century world of seemingly endless supply of consumer products and image ow? The 
answer is “not really” if we content ourselves with the rigid view of Bauhaus design 
promulgated by postmodernism (to some extent based on the school’s own rhetoric), 
which exhausts itself in an obstinate pursuit of rationalism and functionalism, and 
a naive social utopia. Based on this understanding of the institution, contemporary 

Figure 1.1  László Moholy- Nagy, Front and back cover for Foto- Qualität, 9, nos. 1– 2. 1931. 
Courtesy of Hattula Moholy- Nagy.
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design studies similarly view the Bauhaus as monolithic and outdated. Recent 
exhibitions, from the 2008 MoMA Bauhaus show to the Moholy- Nagy exhibitions 
at the Bauhaus Museum in Berlin (2014) and the Guggenheim Museum in New York 
(2016), and publications have nevertheless shown growing interest in the Bauhaus 
and its artists, yet they have failed to explain what substantiates this interest today 
beyond the current revival of the art- science- technology paradigm in cultural dis-
course.1 Can we critically understand Bauhaus design’s complex relation to visual 
culture and ask what its ongoing critical legacies may be? To recognize its import, it 
would be pro table to think of design in a broad sense, and as a practice rather than 
a product, as a practice still embracing multiple meanings, as it was thought of right 
before its nal separation from artistic and handcraft practices.

Although photography became part of the Bauhaus curriculum only in 1929, 
after László Moholy- Nagy left the school, students enthusiastically experimented 
with its various techniques inspired by his and other leading artists’ photograms, 
photomontages, New Vison pictures, and “typo- photos” (combination of photog-
raphy and typography) from about 1925. While not made for a Bauhaus publica-
tion, Moholy- Nagy’s cover for the 1931 rst issue of the magazine Foto- Qualität 
(Figure 1.1) carried out after he left the Bauhaus helps illuminate an important aspect 
not merely of Bauhaus advertising or graphic design but of Bauhaus design in gen-
eral. Instead of matching the photographic camera with the eye, as in Dziga Vertov’s 
famous “camera eye,” for instance, the artist juxtaposed it with the hand, highlighting 
its function as a hand tool. The picture insists that the camera is more than a “mech-
anical eye;” it helps to transform and question the world around us. Nevertheless, the 
camera that carries out the transformation in the picture is not one of the latest models. 
Rather, it appears to be an early camera, which operates with a visibly and manually 
assembled glass plate, mirror, lens, and framing aperture. The process of creating an 
image with it requires technical skill and hand manipulation, not unlike playing on the 
strings of a guitar or constructing an object. As the back cover suggests, with proper 
maneuvering and experimentation, its mechanism may open up new vistas, vortex- like 
spaces of possibilities, and latent meanings inherent in our surroundings, overcoming 
its inbuilt one- point perspective view and challenging our automatic acceptance of its 
conventional rationalized framework.

The subtitle of the book, “Optical Deconstructions,” is a somewhat unusual 
juxtaposition of terms, which in the critical discourse of postmodernism were fre-
quently regarded as oppositional. Derrida, and post- structuralist theories inspired 
by him, offer deconstruction as a textual event intersecting discourse, an effort 
meant to counter the prevailing dominance of visual culture.2 The type of visual cul-
ture and opticality I am interested in is that which is grounded in material culture 
and practices such as camera optics and technical processes. Modernist opticality, 
including the “optical unconscious” evoked by Walter Benjamin and reworked 
in Rosalind Krauss’s Optical Unconscious in Freudian terms, can certainly be 
extended in different directions and its critical potentials re- evaluated, avoiding the 
dualism she employs to oppose the pure vision of Greenbergian “high modernism.”3 
Modernism developed a variety of means to access cultural and social issues related 
to the image culture of its time, even if they were not as radical as postmodern 
methods. Bauhaus- type optical deconstructions involved more than an empiri-
cist practice of elementarizing things. Embracing difference, they constituted the 
reverse side of the coin occupied by the school’s of cial program of universalizing 
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functionalist rationality. Since the deconstruction derives from experimentation with 
materials and the taking apart of photographic processes, visual culture becomes 
“deconstructed” in the artwork, allowing for different “Derridian” readings. Given 
the works’ interactive or process- like character, their changing— visual, spatial, 
and historical— context generates different meanings. Although allied with a social 
agenda, Bauhaus- type opticality is also compatible with contemporary interpret-
ations of opticality, especially as related to immersive video installations, where it 
is understood as haptic, visceral, and bodily inscribed. Therefore, modernist decon-
struction is less a negation than a— sometimes utopian, sometimes pertinent— 
proposition, an imagining visual culture otherwise.

The present study examines the ways in which photography and lmmaking as 
new models of artistic practice and vehicles for optical deconstructions expanded 
design possibilities. I want to emphasize that the book does not contain a survey of 
the design institution called the Bauhaus, nor does it lay out a universally accepted 
and methodically pursued design method. Rather, the reader is offered a collection of 
case studies directly or indirectly converging around the Bauhaus that include diverse 
geographic locations, such as Germany, the United States and Japan, and varying 
contexts, from the 1920s to the late modernist era of the 1950s, and ultimately to 
contemporary art. The case studies excavate various historical strategies of design 
that involve photographic images made by the artists, as well as photographic trans-
coding, that is, inspiration taken from photography understood as a material process 
and optical technology that can alter or reframe our view of the world. Did the design 
in those cases offer access to the transformation of the self, physical and social space, 
and critical thought, or only to concerns of utility or the exchange of subjectivities as 
perpetuated by media and consumer products? Furthermore, can we trace comparable 
reframing of the world, directly or indirectly related to the Bauhaus model, in con-
temporary art and design, relevant for current issues, which go beyond mere percep-
tual games and immersive affects? These are the questions the book explores through 
case studies of experimental projects that strove to reformulate the relationship of 
art, design, technology, media, and the social self. They address problems of embodi-
ment and spatiality, technologies of the self and of vision, nihilism, and the dangers of 
Western metaphysics, as well as the perceived disappearance of the public sphere and 
with it modernism’s hope for bringing about social change.

The Bauhaus was among the rst to recognize photography’s central importance 
in commodity culture and the fact that, more than style— in this case machine aes-
thetic— photography provided access to the social sphere and the means through 
which to contest social conventions or negotiate social integration. While partici-
pating in the dissemination of image culture, Bauhaus artists nonetheless recognized 
that the evolving proliferation of images and signs severed from their referents 
precipitated the development of abstract relations between people and things and 
devised characteristically modernist ways to address it. Even though the focus of 
the book is not the deployment of photography in advertising design, we should 
keep in mind that the majority of Bauhaus advertisements complemented the type of 
Bauhaus design I am addressing here.4 Take for instance Moholy- Nagy’s unfolding 
suit- shaped brochure Die individuelle Anfertigung (1932, Figure 1.2), designed after 
he left the Bauhaus, which shows the tools used to make it (as a sign of honest 
work) when opened up, emphasizing the image’s objectness and materiality more 
than its status as an image. Herbert Bayer’s title page for the Breuer Metal Furniture 
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Figure 1.2  László Moholy- Nagy, Die individuelle Anfertigung, brochure, 1932. Courtesy of 
Hattula Moholy- Nagy.

Figure 1.3  Herbert Bayer, Breuer Metallmöbel, brochure title page, 1927. © 2017 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York/ VG Bild- Kunst, Bonn.
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brochure (1927, Figure 1.3) presents a woman sitting in a tubular chair, again refer-
ring to the materiality of the photographic image in the form of a photographic 
negative that simultaneously serves as a “diagram” explaining the various parts of 
the chair. In turn, Grete Stern and Ellen Auerbach’s (working under the name ringl 
+ pit) hair dye advertisement for Komol (1932) highlights the image’s constructed 
arti ce by placing arti cial hair samples over a wire mesh. In these cases, appeal to 
desire and fantasy is de- emphasized by the highlighting of materials, processes of 
making, and unfamiliar ways of encounter. Although this outdated “materialist” type 
of advertisement that transformed Russian Constructivist practices for a German 
context, and which is enlightening more than seductive, would clearly not sell today, 
it illuminates the concerns of its designers.5 Bauhaus advertisement, in fact, was an 
offshoot of exhibition design, in which objects, images, and words intermingled, and 
where images did not lose their referents, and images and words challenged each 
other. Exhibitions already belong in the world of commodity exchange, yet they are 
places where production, display, and image still remain under one “roof” and there-
fore, it was believed, they could be kept interrelated and played against each other. 
Rather than focusing on advertising photography, although keeping this practice in 
mind, the present study attempts to discover more mediated applications of and 
deconstructions through photography and lm, in design, and their intermeshing 
with material processes that activate or point to the gap between production and 
consumer images. The book considers examples in which photographic principles, 
properties, techniques, and modes of operation found their way into the design of 
three- dimensional objects, which thus became “mediatized,” and it considers the 
various cultural issues and problems of subjectivity this mediatization was bound 
up with and brought to the surface. Although Bauhaus artists tried to shift emphasis 
from consumer subjectivities to the subjectivity of perception itself, since they 
designed everyday objects and living spaces, the two concerns became intertwined or 
produced tensions, a development which will be explored here.

In place of the type of Bauhaus scholarship that is predominantly texturally 
oriented and often narrowly focused on individual artists or workshops, the book 
intends to offer practice- oriented interpretive methods that make possible an uncon-
ventional understanding of Bauhaus- related works, while participating in a shared 
appreciation of the power of objects. Scholars’ focus on the self- declared func-
tionalist approach of the Bauhaus, which subsequently became a convention, has 
hindered the recognition of other cultural and social interests in the design work. 
The book proposes that Bauhaus artists’ optical deconstructions led to a variety of 
practical applications of phenomenology seeking to understand technology’s rela-
tion to the body and the self in a larger context. While immersing themselves in the 
problems of their age, in the aesthetics of technology, and practices of rationaliza-
tion and visualization, artists associated with the Bauhaus retained an experimental 
attitude that sometimes differed, sometimes converged. The type of experimenta-
tion under examination here has to do with the transference of the technical model 
of photography over design work, which enabled seeing things in a different light 
and engaging the contingencies of modern life.6 One might argue that the develop-
ment of phenomenology parallels that of photography and the invention of lighter, 
portable cameras that allowed for various ways of focusing and framing the world 
while being immersed in it. Phenomenology encouraged a shift in the understanding 
of the self and its relation to its surroundings. Modernist photography, in turn,  
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discovered aspects of the urban environment and its social relations that everyday 
experience overlooked to generate renewed meanings for them, or to throw light on 
them from an unusual perspective. What the book thematizes is a practical appli-
cation of phenomenology developed at the Bauhaus, which is rather distinct from 
contemporary theoretical philosophy as put forward by either Edmund Husserl, 
Martin Heidegger, or Maurice Merleau- Ponty, although some common concerns 
emerge. In the designs and photographs, one may nd common points with either 
Husserl’s idea of intentionally formed consciousness that is combined with object- 
based motivation, Merleau- Ponty’s notion of bodily perception, Heidegger’s idea 
of place- forming as “being- there,” which emerges as part of our involvement with 
things in various situations, or the Kyoto School’s focus on bodily perception based 
in nothingness as a form of emptying. The point, however, is not to suggest or to 
try to prove that the writings of these philosophers, or those of other theoreticians 
who made use of phenomenological methods of investigation, directly in uenced 
Bauhaus designers, but rather to generate constellations that problematize design 
work. The problematizing approach makes possible the consideration of Bauhaus- 
related works in a new light, as “mediatized” or “conspicuous” rather than fet-
ishistic objects and spaces that call attention to the context of their experience, to 
the materiality of image production, and aspects of self- formation related to them. 
Interconnecting private and public realms, the designs alter our awareness of the 
potentials of appearances and set in motion unstable meanings, making con icted 
claims about their applicability to integrative or critical social agendas. The last 
chapter traces comparable optical deconstructions in contemporary art and design, 
as well as their uneasy relationship to and reformulations of the modernist model.

In considering the social implications of early design and the issue of how 
design form shapes subjectivity, to some extent, Fredric Schwartz’s book The 
Werkbund:  Design Theory and Mass Culture before the First World War, which 
explores Jean Baudrillard’s notion of the political economy of the sign in the eld 
of design, charts the preconditions of my discussions.7 Schwartz explains how 
form, through the notions of style, Typisieriung (“type objects”), and the trade-
mark, had been theorized and deployed by members of the German Werkbund— 
association of designers, architects and representatives of industry united in their 
goal to raise the standards of German design— as means by which culture would 
be able to shape and redeem capitalist economy as its saving power. Schwartz 
concludes his astute theoretical and market- oriented analysis by regretting that the 
“type object” having been accepted into practice, animated theorizing about the 
nature of form and style under capitalism by practitioners of art and design ceased 
after World War I. I want to argue that a further reason for the development was 
that a new problem arose, which was, how to confront and harness mass media, 
emerging as the main cultural model and means of forming subjectivity in capit-
alist society, gradually overpowering the paradigm of industrial mass- production.8 
Although, as Schwartz notes, Bauhaus advertisements participated in the evolving 
consumerist symbol management, the focus here will be on other types of Bauhaus 
design’s engagement with media culture and its constructions of subjectivity. During 
the 1920s, the design of the “type object” would thus absorb into itself both the 
problem of mechanized production and the mechanical reproduction of images, 
the two, as I  suggest, intermediated through the model of photographic practice. 
While my practice- oriented approach is more in line with work such as Maria  
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Gough on Russian Constructivism, my interpretation provides a contribution to 
recent critical discussions about the Bauhaus.9 Bauhaus Construct:  Fashioning 
Identity, Discourse and Modernism, edited by Jeffrey Saletnik and Robin Schuldenfrei, 
for instance, addresses issues such as authorship, intellectual property, male iden-
tity, and the Bauhaus’ relation to industrial production. In particular, the present 
study problematizes Schuldenfrei’s polemic argument about the “irreproducibility” 
of Bauhaus objects, to uncover the “mediatization” of these objects and a phe-
nomenological (more than a functionalist) attitude to design at the heart of this 
“irreproducibility.”10 The book also places more emphasis on design made by and 
for women than is usually accorded to the topic in Bauhaus studies, other than 
monographs on female artists. In aiming to elucidate important design practices 
outside of the textile workshop, the main area of feminist inquiry, it complements 
essential work accomplished by T’ai Smith, Elizabeth Otto, Elizabeth Wynhoff, and 
others.11

The Bauhaus’s interventions into visual and material culture are worth revisiting 
today to pose relevant questions about current design work, which often lacks any 
critical attitude, while keeping in mind their different historical conditions and mod-
ernist motivations. The historical “excavation” nevertheless needs to be carried out 
in a manner that does not reduce the design to textual facts or causes and effects. 
Instead of imposing a predetermined theory into which artworks are plugged in for 
illustration, or accepting Bauhaus rhetoric at face value, my method of historical 
rediscovery resembles Thomas Crow’s notion of the “intelligence of art,” the idea 
that there is a particular “thought” involving processes and practices that becomes 
developed in the artwork, independently of the artist’s intentions, which gradually 
are explored to reveal larger social issues beyond the work itself.12 A close inquiry 
into the construction, processes, and competing meanings of artworks allows for 
the emergence of wider issues of cultural and social change, patterns of experience 
and logic, each with con icting histories. I make use of various intersecting critical 
concepts adopted from post- structuralism, Guy Debord, and Benjamin to comple-
ment the historical techniques of phenomenological interpretation and to help over-
come its limitations, while the physical, material, and formal aspects of the artworks 
maintain a meaningful critical ground. The book thus explores possibilities offered 
by Bauhaus design, neither praising them as successful models in challenging the 
status quo nor entirely dismissing them as a failed utopia or politically compromised 
projects.13 With its global scope and topics that failed to receive adequate or full 
consideration before, it calls attention to strategies of rechanneling image culture 
into material processes and physical body space, the space of dimensionality and 
everyday activity.

Since at least the seventeenth century, the bourgeois de nition of the self had been 
related to domestic spaces and objects, including domesticated imaging technologies. 
The camera obscura, for instance, used by artists, rst took the form of furniture (a 
closet equipped with a sedan chair and table), literally a “dark room” that provided a 
disengaged perspective through its pinhole, a particular view of the world. Jonathan 
Crary’s in uential study discusses how, during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, the camera obscura became an assemblage of various social and cultural 
practices.14 Above all, due to its design and mode of operation, it was embraced as 
the model of human vision, corresponding to the Cartesian notion of the disembodied 

�

�

�

�

�

�



8 Introduction

8

eye as the seat of knowledge, the basis of representational thinking. It was believed 
that, just as the furniture object separated its user from its surroundings, turning him 
or her into little more than suspended eyes that surveyed a reliable mediated image of 
a delimited section of the world through its pinhole, so human perception, governed 
by the directedness of the rational mind and its inner image, likewise separated sub-
ject and the objects of its surroundings. Carried over to the photographic camera 
and its scienti c one- point perspective, the close af nity between the eye, camera 
image, and knowledge— as objective truth— thus has been a deep- seated convention 
in Western culture. In a more general sense, the world as rationalized representation 
(a preconceived system or schema of organizing the world), an instrumentalized atti-
tude towards the world, had become the guarantor of truth and the main avenue to 
understanding the world.

As Herbert Bayer’s photomontage Lonely Metropolitan (1932, Figure 1.4) suggests, 
however, unlike the isolated disembodied eye developed within the con nes  
of rationalist philosophy of the seventeenth century, modern vision has engaged a  

Figure 1.4  Herbert Bayer, Lonely Metropolitan, 1932. © 2017 Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York/ VG Bild- Kunst, Bonn.

�



Introduction 9

9

promising technological world; it has become comparable to touch as the main 
conduit of the sensuous body, replete with a physical experience of urban space. 
Yet, simultaneously vision also became elusive, left without metaphysical supports, 
as it had been released from its protective “dark room” and potentially equipped 
with optical devices, to be constantly tested and contested. Bayer’s uncanny pic-
ture questions the continued equation of the photographic image with reliable 
objective knowledge in modernity, and with the lure of transcendence that now 
the illuminated and photographed commodity object offered. Bauhaus design and 
photography practice confronted the convention as they reminded one that the 
modern subject belonged in a different episteme, one in which the self was already 
constituted by normalizing practices while it was also encouraged to actively con-
stitute itself through things and different modes of experience. Thus, instead of the 
isolated self, Marcel Breuer’s 1923 dressing table evoking the mechanism of the 
camera, for instance, interpellated a gendered and social self in tune with new cul-
tural practices. Marianne Brandt’s self- portraits captured on a metal sphere, showing 
her at work, using a lightweight photographic camera in the manner of a hand tool, 
again pointed to broader social issues concerning female agency, through the con a-
tion of artistic and domestic work. Brandt made use of a metal sphere that functions 
as an inverted “camera obscura,” as it abolishes one- point perspective and opens the 
interior and its inhabitant towards the world outside. In different ways, then, these 
works raise the question whether the self is projected by the subject or whether our 
surroundings attune us to things.

Chapter 2 focuses on the exhibition photographs of an unconventional Constructivist 
dressing table exhibited by Marcel Breuer at the 1923 Bauhaus show “Art and 
Technology: A New Unity.” By considering the construction and the use of Breuer’s 
interactive dressing table, and its incorporation of photographic techniques and prop-
erties, the chapter excavates its social and cultural implications with regard to the 
Weimar- era New Woman. By making visible the process of fashioning a new female 
identity as a conscious embodied activity, the camera- like “mechanism” of the desk 
part opposed the deployment of the female body and self in mass media images, while, 
concurrently, participating in the institution of new codes of bodily behavior. The 
presentation of Breuer’s room in the Bauhaus exhibition prospectus, at the same time, 
was part of the rst public attempt to construct a new Bauhaus image that re ected 
the institution’s new technological and media- conscious orientation. The construction 
of the Bauhaus image and the image of the New Woman thus here become entwined, 
advancing competing interpretive strategies in countering the disembodying effects of 
mass cultural imagery.

Chapter 3 interprets Moholy- Nagy’s Light Prop for an Electric Stage in relation 
to jazz improvisation, cinema, and the artist’s multimedia theater designs, as a kind 
of paracinematic construction that tests perception and the materiality of image pro-
duction. Since Moholy- Nagy’s explorations had an impact in some manner on the 
projects discussed, Chapter 2 is of key importance in explaining basic strategies offered 
for design. The Light Prop condenses Moholy- Nagy’s experiments in photography, 
lm, theater, music, and perceptual exercises that responded to new developments in 

Weimar visual culture. The construction not only alters its space but also generates 
a continuously shifting Spielraum (“room for play”) in terms of its possible contexts 
of understanding, in which previous relationships of image space and body space are 
recon gured. Depending on its various framing and display possibilities, the design 
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can offer different phenomenal encounters, related to the improvisational and rela-
tional aspects of the jazz performance and to pre- cinematic optical devices, suggesting 
different meanings for its beholder.

In Chapter 4, Marianne Brandt’s self- portraits captured on metal spheres that ref-
erence both her design objects and the camera lens transpose these issues into the 
domestic sphere to promote a female design identity by drawing attention to female 
agency and work. The chapter discusses the ways in which Brand explores the 
opticality of her designs, countering criticism of her works as stylish and replete with 
a fetishistic shine. Brandt’s strange round world optically abolishes what many people 
considered the alienating coldness and emptiness of the modern interior to allow for 
curvature, and its acceptance of, and resemblance to, her body. The re ections of the 
metallic spheres imply the substitution of the traces of labor formerly visible in hand-
made objects with a simulated “photographic” surface mimicking the camera lens that 
instead makes work— domestic or artistic, by any gender— visible, and imply a con-
textual understanding of design. The performative self- portrait photographs and their 
contextual interpretation of design establish a dialog with Lucia Moholy’s portraits 
and product photographs (of Brandt’s own designs) and with the increasingly ration-
alizing debates about the de nition of the concept of design and the status of the 
object in modernity.

Chapter 5 widens the scope of the study towards non- Western modernism in the 
1950s to enquire into Iwao Yamawaki’s “in- between” designs and Tokyo interiors, 
some of them executed with his wife Michiko, published in Japanese Houses Today 
(1958). The featured designs “take apart” the sukiya architectural tradition and trad-
itional screen painting in confronting Western nihilism and an emerging hedonistic life-
style, to search for lasting values in postwar culture. Here traditional artistic practices 
intersect with the Bauhaus’ interest in inter- mediality, optical and shadow play, and 
photographic techniques. The Yamawakis’ optical deconstructions are put into the 
service of the democratization of the domestic space, addressing the changing notions 
of self, place, and emptiness in postwar Japan. By fusing modernist and traditional 
Japanese architecture and design, and by giving expression to the Zen- based philo-
sophical concepts of “betweeness” and self- emptying, they offer a counterproposal to 
the Western existential anxiety of the 1950s and to the increasingly instrumentalized 
functionalist design.

Chapter 6, in turn, widens the focus from the private to public space in its com-
parison of György Kepes’s vast kinetic KLM Light Mural with Alfred Hitchcock’s 
Vertigo and its title credit designed by Kepes’s former student, the graphic artist Saul 
Bass. The KLM Light Mural wrestled with the proliferation of consumerist signs and 
their increasing abstraction of space into image in the cold war American city, and 
with the question what urban design should encompass in the postwar era beyond 
readymade city plans and standardized buildings promoted by modernist architecture. 
Hitchcock’s contemporary Vertigo helps us understand some of the issues raised by 
Kepes’s mural, such as sensory disorientation, the competition of logics resulting from 
urban material form’s transformation into images of patterns, technologized vision, 
the way the urban environment shapes subjectivity, as well as the search for possi-
bilities of embodied space in the modern city. The chapter reconstructs the mural’s 
struggle to transform the spectacle of the American city in the cybernetic age into 
embodied gestures and new symbols of technological society within the dwindling 
possibilities of the public sphere.
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The last chapter looks at a few examples of comparable optical deconstructions of 
image culture in contemporary art and design. What possibilities are available today when 
critical design by and large migrated to the gallery setting and spaces? Postmodernism 
and contemporary art often respond to a culture de ned by its overdetermined efforts 
at spectacle with a touch of hyperconscious satirical attitude or cool remark. The works 
considered alter our views by intensifying and inverting various media procedures to 
reframe our attention and concerns, not entirely unlike the Bauhaus- related projects. 
Although the main intention is not to seek out direct connections with the Bauhaus, 
in some cases they do exist, such as the deconstructions of social and public space that 
emerge in Isa Genzken and Aglaia Konrad’s works through correlations of architecture, 
design, sculpture, and photography, which suggest some yearning for the lost modernist 
optimism and utopia they simultaneously criticize. Diller and Sco dio’s withDrawing 
Room (1987) shares the Bauhaus’ socially oriented interest in consumerist visuality 
and imaging technologies. Like Breuer with his dressing table, the architects address 
intersections of private and public codes of behavior; however, they turn the mod-
ernist glass house into a “livable” claustrophobic space, the liberating experience of 
New Vision perspectives into voyeuristic peeping holes, while architecture references the 
body violated by media. Kara Walker’s projection installations, in turn, deconstruct race 
relations in cinema with the help of competing techniques of distancing and immersion, 
similarly to the mechanism of Moholy- Nagy’s Light Prop. Her use of various cinematic 
techniques and exaggerated stereotypes question the misconstruing of identities by the 
media and our continuing and implied involvement in that failure. Walker’s challenge 
to received notions of belongingness, violence, and sexuality also inspire a comparison 
with Blaxploitation movies of the 1970s and with contemporary African American 
cinema, reminding one of the complexity of contemporary mainstream media culture 
itself and its limited possibilities of critical awareness.
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no. 7 (April 1929): 162– 67 and “Das alltägliche Objekt in der Fotogra e” as part of the 
review of the “Film und Foto” exhibition, Die Form. 4, no. 11 (June 1929): 277– 80.

 9 Maria Gough, The Artist as Producer:  Russian Constructivism in Revolution (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005) and “Faktura:  The Making of the Russian Avant- 
Garde,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics no. 36 Faktura (Autumn 1999): 32– 59.

 10 This attitude, of course, does not make the objects more reproducible. See Jeffrey Saletnik 
and Robin Schuldenfrei, eds., Bauhaus Construct:  Fashioning Identity, Discourse and 
Modernism (London: Routledge, 2009).

 11 On gender politics at the Bauhaus, see for instance Anja Baumhof, The Gendered World of 
the Bauhaus: The Politics of Power at the Weimar Republic’s Premiere Art Institute, 1919– 
1932 (Vienna: Peter Lang, 2001) and Ulrike Müller, Bauhaus Women (London: Thames 
and Hudson, 2009). On the in uence of photographic theory on design see T’ai Smith, 
“The Haptics of Optics: Weaving and Photography,” in Bauhaus Weaving Theory: From 
Feminine Craft to Mode of Design (University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, 2014), 
79– 110.

 12 The inspiration is Thomas Crow, The Intelligence of Art (Chapel Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1999), although my approach is somewhat different.

 13 In place of optimistic scholarly assessments of artistic possibilities for challenging the 
status quo of contemporary image culture through images and visual technology, or fatal-
istic critiques about how power uncontestably works through images, the book takes a 
more subtle attitude. For a former approach see for instance Amelia Jones, Self/ Image: 
Technology, Representation and the Contemporary Subject (London: Routledge, 2006).

 14 It has been proposed that such a darkroom construction stood for instance in Vermeer’s 
drawing room studio, separating the artist from his model and the observed space. The 
hermetic space of the camera obscura was advantageous for presenting the middle- class 
drawing room as the place of quiet activities and contemplation, and the transcendence 
of the self through the everyday. Vermeer’s paintings suggest transcendence through the 
activity of light ltered in through the windows and re ected off objects as captured and 
magni ed by the camera’s lens, as if the stark contrast of being isolated in a “dark room,” 
along with the mechanism of the optical device, allowed for this insight. On Vermeer and 
the camera obscura, see Philip Steadman, Vermeer’s Camera: Uncovering the truth behind 
the masterpieces (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 136. On the discursive frame-
work of the camera obscura, see Jonathan Crary, Techniques of the Observer: On Vision 
and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1990).
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2   Orienting the New Woman
Breuer’s Furniture and Complex Gender 
Expressivity at the Haus am Horn

Figure 2.1  Marcel Breuer, Woman’s Room, Haus am Horn, Weimar, 1924.
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