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Building a New Germany

�,f you don’t long for the impossible, how can you achieve the
possible?” wrote the artist Hermann Finsterlin in 1920.1 He was a member
of a group of architects and artists brought together by Bruno Taut, who
expressed their visionary hopes in a series of letters to one another, the
“Crystal Chain,” as they called it. Writing amid the enthusiasm of
revolution, they imagined a world in which art reigned supreme.
Humanity’s great aesthetic achievements would no longer be mere
ornaments tacked onto the everyday world, fleeting glimpses of beauty
amid the drone of daily life. Art would penetrate the very pores of
individual and collective existence. Art would mold society, reshape
humanity. Art and life would be one.

Many of the Crystal Chain artists and architects were exponents of
expressionism, that sprawling, loose-knit style that probed the
psychological depths of individuals and societies, often exposing harrowing
experiences of violence and disorientation. Bold strokes of color and figures
set awry from their surroundings characterized many expressionist
paintings (see plate 3). But expressionism also had a utopian tenor, a bold
imagining of a harmonious and beautiful future, which the Crystal Chain
letter writers articulated. The expressionist sensibility ran from the depths
of despair to the heights of joy, and evoked the trauma of World War I and
the initial, glorious hopes of the revolution. Both histories and both
sensibilities—war and revolution, despair and hope—fired the creative
imaginings of painters, writers, and architects. They made art, like politics,



a “serious thing” in Weimar Germany. Politics was not just about whether a
sales tax should be 6 or 7 percent, and art was not about decoration and
prettifying this or that corner or canvas. Weimar art was about the totality of
being and was infused with powerful, utopian visions of transforming
society—and humanity—once and for all.

By 1924, a new, more sober-toned artistic style—“New Objectivity”—
had emerged, which challenged and tempered the expressionist advocacy of
the extremes. New Objectivity, with its modulated tones and clean lines,
seemed more suitable to the middle phase of the republic, the era of relative
political stability and strong economic development. But expressionism
never quite died off, and in many instances and among many working
artists, no sharp break divided the two styles and the two periods.
Especially in architecture, some of the most fully realized creations of the
Weimar period, like those of Bruno Taut and Erich Mendelsohn, were the
results of holding together in dynamic tension the utopianism of
expressionism with the restraint of New Objectivity. Both architects
challenged conservatives, whose unease with modernity and paucity of
ideas resulted in buildings that endlessly evoked the past, and functionalists
like Walter Gropius, whose adherence to strict rules and formal design
principles resulted too often in a sterile architecture that seemed to forget
human beings. All three of them, Taut, Mendelsohn, and Gropius, prolific
writers as well as builders, believed fervently that the structures they
designed—notably, Taut’s apartment blocks, Mendelsohn’s Einstein Tower
and department stores, and Gropius’s Bauhaus building—heralded a new,
modern era, a world that would be creative, joyous, and dynamic, in
harmony with both nature and frenetic urban industrial life. Their buildings
evinced the very best of the Weimar spirit.

________
Taut had had a difficult career marked by many professional

disappointments. He was a well-trained architect and had entered numerous
competitions, but in the years before World War I he received very few
commissions. His one great success was a highly innovative glass house
exhibited at the Cologne Werkbund exhibit in 1914. He lived modestly and
sometimes in dire straits, primarily in Berlin and Stuttgart. Taut’s



intellectual orientation no doubt created problems with potential clients who
were more staid, more conservative in their politics and their aesthetics.
Taut, in contrast, was a great and eclectic searcher: he sought deep
meanings in Christian-tinged spirituality, in Japanese culture, in socialism.
He put all these tendencies together in somewhat inchoate fashion, but a
thread ran through it all: his belief in the possibility of creating a more
humane society, and the leading role that a new architecture would play in
that creation.

A deeply committed pacifist, Taut had managed to avoid army service
during World War I, though at the personal moral cost of working in war-
related production. As with so many artists, the revolution offered
opportunities that had been closed off to him in Wilhelmine society. He was
already a prolific writer, and with the revolution he threw himself into a
bustle of activities. In the winter of 1918–19, Taut seemed to be present in
virtually every artistic pronouncement and organization, however
ephemeral. He cofounded the Works Council for Art, drafted countless
manifestos, initiated discussion circles, and published his writings and
drawings that had languished for years.

Taut’s beliefs are vividly expressed in �$�O�S�L�Q�H���$�U�F�K�L�W�H�F�W�X�U�H, published in
1920, though he had been working on the project since 1917.2 It is a wild,
fantastic collection of drawings and paintings based on his imaginings of
building all around the Swiss Alps, even setting some structures atop the
largest mountains. Taut had never even seen the Swiss Alps; he based his
work on tour guides and artists’ renderings of the mountains. The images
convey a strong mystical and religious tone. Many of the drawings and
paintings concern the Christian themes of pilgrimage, ascension, and
redemption; in line and color, they are also quite sensual, and are sometimes
run through with sexual symbolism. Seen in its totality, �$�O�S�L�Q�H���$�U�F�K�L�W�H�F�W�X�U�H
is a cri de coeur against the brutality of World War I and a search for
spiritual integrity through beauty—of landscape, of design, of sexuality.
Taut wants to place humankind in an environment that marries the dramatic,
natural landscape of the Swiss Alps and the human-made technology of
construction. It is an organic vision of peace, in sharp contrast to the utter
destruction of landscapes and lives by the mechanized warfare of World
War I (fig. 5.1).



Many of the same themes also emerge in the Crystal Chain letters, a
running correspondence among thirteen architects and artists, some of
whom would go on to prominent careers, that Taut initiated in 1919. The
group was a kind of secretive brotherhood that fancied itself the pioneer of
a new age. The members adopted meaningful pseudonyms—Taut’s was
“Glass,” reflecting his lifelong fascination with its many-sided beauties—
and shared their musings only with one another. They were given to flowery
manifestos and provocative nonsense, to fanciful architectural drawings and
paeans to spiritual renewal. Like Taut’s �$�O�S�L�Q�H���$�U�F�K�L�W�H�F�W�X�U�H, the Crystal
Chain reflected the despair of the war, and the confidence that the old
society had been destroyed and a new one was waiting to be born. It
required only the determined imagination and commitment of great artists.
They called themselves knights, gods, and creators—women need not apply
—and at the same time planned socialist collectives and new cities of artists
and craftsmen. In the dire political and economic situation of 1919 and
1920, all they could do was dream since virtually no buildings were being
constructed. Taut turned the desperate situation into a virtue. As he wrote in
the very first letter, a call to arms to his fellow architects:



�)�L�J���������� Bruno Taut, �&�U�\�V�W�D�O���0�R�X�Q�W�D�L�Q, 1919, from his �$�O�S�L�Q�H���$�U�F�K�L�W�H�F�W�X�U�H. Taut fantasized about
building glass and crystal structures in the Alps, creating a utopia that combined natural and man-
made beauty. Stiftung Archiv der Akademie der Künste, Berlin. © Erbgemeinschaft Bruno Taut.

Let us consciously be “imaginary architects”! We believe that only a
total revolution can guide us in our task. Our fellow citizens, even
our colleagues quite rightly suspect in us the forces of revolution.
Break up and undermine all former principles! Dung! And we are
the bud in fresh humus.3

The new architecture would be a collective accomplishment, not the
work of any single man. In Taut’s third letter, he quotes the revolutionary



leader Karl Liebknecht:

Storm, my companion,
you call me!
Still I can do nothing,
still I am in chains!
Yes, I am also the storm,
part of you;
and the day will come again
when I shall break the chains.
I shall rage anew,
rage through the worlds,
storm around the earth.
Storm through the lands,
storm mankind,
his brain and heart,
storm-wind, I am like you.4

Through Liebknecht, Taut gave vivid expression to the revolutionary hopes
and sensibilities of the era. One of the other prolific correspondents in the
group was Wenzel Hablik, a successful textiles and interior designer. He
shared Taut’s utopian fantasies.

Your ideas should be as irresponsibly free as a bird…. Let us create
a fresh atmosphere, a pure aura of spirit, wit, and joy. Many an idea
comes to life through another spirit and matures into fact….

Come and join the struggle against all things negative and
corrupting.

Join the struggle, preach, rejoice, blow the trumpet! Speak out in a
hundred persuasive tongues. Sacred duties await you—speak out.

We should be teaching people how to be happy—man and woman,
girl and child. Speak out! Speak out! Delight in existence—in the
universe—in being and in perishing. We should be expunging the
thought of war from the hearts of all mankind!



Where are you, prophets?—the heralds of the new life, telling of the
new suns—moons—and stars!

The millions await you!5

Naive sentiments? To be sure. But such great longing, the powerful
belief in the possibilities of the future, inspired the work of so many
creative artists, including those among the Crystal Chain participants who
doggedly pursued their paintings, sculptures, designs, and poetry despite
minimal success, and those who would go on to highly successful careers.
Even Hans Scharoun, after 1945 West Berlin’s powerful building
commissioner and codesigner of the new Philharmonie, the home of the
Berlin Symphony Orchestra, could, in 1919 and 1920, lapse into rhapsodies
about

let[ing] the fantasy that springs from asceticism shine forth. Not
seeking but storming, not wanting one path to the goal but a
universal goal. Infinity is not outside us, is not a star that we can
force down to earth, but twinkles delicately in every stirring of the
artist’s fantasy. In creating we are gods, in understanding sheep.6

Storms, illumination, trumpet sounds—these were the images the artists
summoned to evoke the promising future. Taut put it most succinctly:
“Long live Utopia!”7

Hablik, Scharoun, Taut, and the others in the Crystal Chain expressed
the grand ideas and the brimming self-confidence, and also the shadows of
despair, that define revolutions. Taut believed in “socialism in an unpolitical
sense … [meaning a society] free from every form of domination and
[characterized by] the simple, unpretentious relationships of people to one
another…. Socialism, fraternity, develop through the devotion to an idea,
through idealism.”8 In 1919 and 1920, he was given to sketching out idyllic
communities of small producers in which money would not be needed, idle
chatter would disappear, and everyone would live in harmony. The
nineteenth-century anarchists Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Peter Kropotkin
(whom he quotes) would have felt at home in Taut’s village.9



But Taut learned to control his most fervent longings in order to realize
some of the most important public housing developments of the Weimar
era. As an architect balances elements in the design of a great building, Taut
managed to combine visionary beliefs with practical concerns in the service
of social reform. In 1921, he was named building commissioner
(�6�W�D�G�W�E�D�X�U�D�W) in Magdeburg, a medium-sized, heavy-industrial town with
an SPD-led city council. That post was (and is) a powerful position in
Germany, because the commissioner has to approve all building plans. An
energetic official could initiate all sorts of projects; it is no accident that the
great buildings and the great housing developments in Weimar arose in
cities with energetic, reform-minded commissioners who had the political
support of Social Democratic–led local governments.

Taut had a rocky tenure in Magdeburg. Despite the SPD-led city
council, he faced huge obstacles from more conservative city officials and
the building industry. In fact, nothing got built in Magdeburg, but the
political trials served as good experience when he received a call to Berlin
to serve as consulting architect to a newly founded, mixed-financed
cooperative company established with a mission to build low- and medium-
income housing. Taut took up his new post in 1924 and would remain there
for six years. He worked closely with Martin Wagner, another pioneering
architect who had been appointed Berlin’s building commissioner. It was an
auspicious time: the hyperinflation was over, and the economy boomed
with the help of American capital. German municipalities and state
governments borrowed on the American markets. Germany’s long-standing,
catastrophic housing crisis cried out for redress, and inspired reformers now
had the political backing and the financial means to undertake major
projects.

And build they did. In Stuttgart, Frankfurt am Main, Hamburg, Berlin,
and many other cities, housing developments large and small were
constructed. Usually cooperative building societies took the initiative.
Typically these were limited-profit companies with a high degree of public
involvement, generally from the municipalities. Their financing came from
a variety of sources, including tax revenues, municipal governments, trade
unions, foundations, and churches. They could not alleviate the housing
crisis in total, but in certain areas they had a profound impact. “�/�L�F�K�W, �/�X�I�W,



�6�R�Q�Q�H”—light, air, sun—were the bywords, and they signified everything
that the large, dark, and dank �0�L�H�W�V�N�D�V�H�U�Q�H—the rental barracks that we
visited in chapter 2—did not have. Now many Germans for the first time
had indoor plumbing, electricity and gas, and clean apartments open to the
sun and greenery. Members of the new middle class—the army of white-
collar workers in government and business—and a few well-paid skilled
workers poured into the new apartment blocks, usually designed in
modernist fashion with clean lines, flat roofs, and recessed windows.
Modernism was not always to the liking of the residents, who sometimes
pined for the more typical two- or three-story German house with sloped
roof, balcony, and window boxes full of flowers (at least in the summer).
But the new apartments were a great advance over the old �0�L�H�W�V�N�D�V�H�U�Q�H.

The statistics themselves tell one part of the story. As noted in chapter 2,
overall 2.5 million new dwellings, housing about 9 million people, were
built in the Weimar era. In 1930, around 14 percent of the entire German
population lived in newly built apartments. Frankfurt am Main, the city
with the most extensive construction program and, in Ernst May, another
visionary building commissioner, added 15,000 new dwellings between
1924 and 1933. Between 1924 and 1929, Berlin alone built 135,000 units.10

The construction plans were like a �*�H�V�D�P�W�N�X�Q�V�W�Z�H�U�N (a total artwork)—the
architects provided for adequate infrastructure and playgrounds, gardens,
and schools for leisure, rest, and self-development. The architects devoted
great attention to interior design, which was intended to make family life far
more “modern” and “rational” than it had been in the past. The apartments
were geared toward the small, nuclear family with two children (as we saw
in the course of our walk around Berlin), most definitely not toward a
multigenerational extended kin group or even a two-generational household
with a slew of children. The two-bedroom unit was standard, and the
kitchen was closed off from the rest of the apartment, a result of the
architects’ and planners’ conviction that modernity meant a complete, even
spatial, division of work and rest. The door dividing the kitchen from the
more open combined living and dining room was de rigueur.11

Taut’s achievements in Berlin were a part of this story. At least in this
period, he proved himself an adept, politically savvy, and economically
efficient architect. He kept his more utopian longings in check; instead, he



designed housing that provided many people with the first reasonably sized,
sun-drenched apartments in their lives, also equipped with many modern
conveniences that lessened some of the most trying elements of women’s
household labor. And he did it all in the most cost-saving manner possible.

Two of Taut’s greatest developments were—and are, since they are still
standing and in very good condition—the Onkel Toms Siedlung in
Zehlendorf in Berlin’s southwest (which we visited in chapter 2) and Britz,
with “Hufeisen” (Horseshoe) the core element, in the southeastern part of
the city. On both of these projects, Taut collaborated with other architects,
and they generally divided the work into sections, each designing a
particular part of the settlement. The Onkel Toms Siedlung—named after a
local tavern and subway stop, themselves named in playful allusion to the
famous American novel by Harriet Beecher Stowe—was built in stages
between 1926 and 1932. The buildings are typically three and four stories
high with recessed windows (see chapter 2, fig. 2.6).12 They run a long way
down the block, providing a strong horizontal line, accentuated by the
recessed windows. When they curve along the street, as many of them do,
they project a dynamic sense of movement. Single-family homes were also
built on the site, also in modernist style. True to his fondness for nature,
Taut ensured that the pine trees native to the area remained, which gave the
residents quick and easy access to wooded areas. All of the buildings
backed onto green stretches, and the entire area is virtually adjacent to
Berlin’s lovely Grunewald and the lakes Krumme Lanke and Schlachtensee.
Playgrounds and a school were also incorporated into the development.

Taut’s fascination with color, so vivid in �$�O�S�L�Q�H���$�U�F�K�L�W�H�F�W�X�U�H, was
evident in the multihued exterior stuccos, from brown-red to gray-green,
that he had splashed onto the buildings. A variety of color schemes
accented the window and door frames: green exteriors had yellow, red, and
white accents; red exteriors had white, yellow, and red. Taut rejected the
white dogmatically promoted by pure functionalists, and the gray of so
many nineteenth-century buildings. In Germany’s dreary climate and
smokestack-heavy economy, wrote Taut, white quickly turned “a dirt-
ingrained, dead gray. Or alternatively—and this is even worse—a white
house after a certain time looks as if it is wearing a dirty white shirt….
[T]he same pure white that in Mediterranean countries produces such



perfect harmony … in our latitudes fails completely.”13 Color provides “a
certain warmth and depth,” especially on dull-gray days (of which there are,
of course, many in Germany). Used properly, color also deepens
perspective, creating the illusion of expanse. Color “can make the wall of a
house appear to recede … to come forward to meet the observer; it can
calm or relax the eye or, contrarily, it can disconcert or dazzle the eye.”14 It
can make buildings appear in harmony with their natural surroundings, or it
can set off the buildings in opposition to nature. The overall effect of a
carefully designed color scheme imparts a “feeling of stability … [of]
decisiveness followed by unconditional avoidance of all sentimental
combinations and mixtures.”15 And he worked out the details: deep, rich
colors to enhance the sense of space between buildings, balconies painted
white to reflect more brightly into the living room, darker colors where
buildings faced west and received the warmer afternoon sun.

Taut showed here his deep sensitivity to the real living circumstances of
people, even though he shared the modernists’ arrogance: they were going
to design the way people �V�K�R�X�O�G live, whether they liked it or not.
Meanwhile, strict functionalists considered his innovations with color
merely decorative and therefore a swipe against the modernist ethos.16

The principles Taut realized at Onkel Toms are evident also in Berlin-
Britz, which was built between 1925 and 1927, almost contemporaneous
with the Zehlendorf settlement. Taut was the lead architect on Onkel Toms;
Britz was a collaboration between Taut and Wagner. Britz was the name of
a noble family who owned the land, still agricultural until the city
purchased it in 1925. So the site could be completely planned; the Berlin
city council and the local Neukölln authorities took charge and turned the
project over to Taut and Wagner. Along a green thoroughfare (Fritz-Reuter-
Allee), they designed four-story, block-length apartment buildings, a kind of
living wall that defined the area. Behind them and separated by gardens,
they built two-story row houses. Taut designed the buildings west of the
green thoroughfare in modernist style with flat lines, recessed windows, and
repeating patterns. His structures have no ornamentation, no historical
references. East of the thoroughfare, a different architect and construction
company built more traditional-looking apartments and houses, with sloped
roofs and outcroppings. As at Onkel Toms, Taut and Wagner broke up the



monotony of modernism through the use of various exterior colors and
some variety in the architectural forms. Some blocks, for example, had
curved exteriors for the staircases on either side of the apartments (fig. 5.2).

Both sides, the modernist and the traditionalist, made some
compromises at Britz that, finally, complemented each other well. The more
traditionalist buildings had recessed windows, not the bay windows typical
of the older structures in Berlin’s bourgeois districts, and some of Taut’s
blocks had partly sloped, tiled roofs and attic rooms. Some of the
construction elements were prefabricated in an innovative effort to hold
down costs, and for the first time a construction firm used heavy machinery
on a housing site. Taut drew on the ideas of the garden city movement,
developed especially in Britain with echoes in Germany before the war, but
now joined them to a large-scale urban development. All told, Britz had
1,027 residences, of which 472 were single-family homes. The main area,
the Hufeisen, was shaped in a horseshoe (as signified by its German name),
which provided sunlight for all the residents and was also supposed to
demonstrate social equality and the residents’ sense of community.17 A large
structure, it nonetheless gained a free, airy feel from its open architecture
and large green areas in front and back (fig. 5.3).



�)�L�J���������� Bruno Taut and Martin Wagner, Berlin-Britz housing development, built 1925–27. A fine
example of the drive to build housing that offered residents “light, air, and sun.” Berlin-Britz is also
modernism with a difference: note the rounded corners and stairwells, anathema to strict
functionalists who prized straight lines and ninety-degree angles. Author’s photograph.

As in many of his other designs, Taut incorporated the existing natural
areas into the construction. Green areas abound in Britz, and the gardens
are, relatively speaking, large—easily the size of �6�F�K�U�H�E�H�U�J�¤�U�W�H�Q, the highly
prized garden plots on the edge of German cities; these also serve to
interpose significant space between the blocks of buildings. To emerge from
the subway at Blaschkoallee after the traffic, bustle, and noise of
Kurfürstendamm or Alexanderplatz or Friedrichstraße—Berlin’s central
commercial and shopping zones—is to find oneself suddenly in a quiet,
peaceful neighborhood, an area unlike so many parts of the city. Especially
on a summer day, one can breathe in the smell of flowers, grass, and trees.
It has an utterly calming effect, as it must have had on its residents in the
1920s and early 1930s, even if not all the vegetation was yet so fully grown.
Later on, families could walk their children to school, to play areas, to the
local clinic, all the social institutions that reform-minded planners like Taut
and Wagner had envisioned.

At both Onkel Toms and Britz, Taut and Wagner devoted as much
attention to the household interior as to the exterior design. The new
apartment was to be the site of the “rationalized” household: the language
and program of Weimar economics had made their way into the family and
the home. Explicitly referring to time-motion studies that sought to enhance
labor productivity, Taut happily called this new development “the
application of the Taylor System to the home.” Newly designed apartments
with their streamlined architecture, he claimed, would allow “the woman …
a way to improve her performance.” She would organize her daily
household labor according to plan, with, of course, “sufficient time for
going on walks and sleeping.” Order would always prevail, so the parlor,
where unexpected guests had to be kept while the mess was hurriedly
picked up, could be eliminated. Each room would have its specific function,
and would serve that function alone.18



�)�L�J���������� Bruno Taut and Martin Wagner, Hufeisen (Horseshoe), part of Berlin-Britz, built 1925–27.
Taut believed that the interior sightlines into other apartments would inspire a sense of community
among the residents. Today’s residents and observers might think first about the loss of privacy.
ullstein bild / The Granger Collection, New York.

The architects targeted the kitchen for the major overhaul, as was most
famously expressed in the “Frankfurt kitchen” designed by Margarete
Schütte-Lihotzky. But the same principles were at work in Taut’s and many
other new housing developments. To minimize bending and stretching, the
architects designed countertops at the appropriate height; they replaced
open dish racks with cupboards, minimizing dust collection. Metal and
brick replaced wood, which was both hard to clean and subject to rotting.
Racks eliminated the need for drying the dishes; preset flour dispensers
obviated measuring. Perhaps most important, the kitchen was to be closed
off from the rest of the apartment or house, eliminating the congestion and
dirt of the open room that had served both functions. And a separate
bathroom for every family, small as it had to be, became de rigueur. In
addition, all sorts of useless ornaments, the knickknacks so beloved by the
lower middle class and working class, were to be eliminated. Even a floor
lamp, with its large and ornate lampshade, had to be expunged because it
collected dust and, well, just looked so awful, as did the oil paintings of
German landscape scenes or of the kaiser. Taut and other modern architects



also hated the carved, ornamented Victorian-style furniture that was so
prevalent in Germany. Spare, sleek, efficient—Taut’s apartments embodied
the modern ideal.19

And modern also meant a clearer division of labor between men and
women. Taut and other progressives advocated the formal equality of
women, but when it came to the home and the family, that was still
women’s sphere. The small, efficient, and closed-off kitchen was her space,
from which she would emerge into the dining area, voilà!, wholesome
dinner in hand. Taut did make some moves toward egalitarianism by
suggesting that men and children make the beds and clean a bit. Apparently,
they needed help to figure out these tasks: he recommended that
cumbersome featherbeds be replaced by simpler blankets or duvets.

Still, Taut’s architecture always had a humane element at its core.
Despite the large size of the developments at Onkel Toms and Britz, they
retain a human scale, unlike so much modern architecture with its coolly
rational and scientific form. The horseshoe design ensured that all the
residences received sunlight. By exposing the exterior of virtually every
apartment to the line of sight of everyone else, Taut emphasized social
equality and hoped to create a communal sense among the residents. Later
generations might think first and foremost that the building all too easily
enables the surveillance of people in their apartments and limits their
privacy. But Taut saw only the progressive, socially egalitarian character of
the design, which would help create the more compassionate men and
women of the future society. At Onkel Toms, Taut designed the doors and
windows not only according to the formal aesthetics of modernism, but also
with human action in an urban environment uppermost in mind. The doors
offer ease of entrance and egress; the windows enable the residents to peer
out, elbows on the ledge, at the activities on the street below. Taut created
“a kind of alliance between man and architecture,” in the words of one
critic.20 And he always thought of architecture as a collective enterprise.

In this sense, Taut’s more wildly utopian writings and drawings between
1917 and 1921 and his designs and buildings between 1924 and 1930 are
intimately linked. He did not have two distinctive phases that can easily be
parsed into expressionism and New Objectivity. Both his early and his later
work are marked by an intimate interrelationship of environment, building,



and life; by a similarity in design forms, such as the horseshoe, a symbol of
openness, that appears in both his drawings in �$�O�S�L�Q�H���$�U�F�K�L�W�H�F�W�X�U�H and the
Britz development; and a rejection of universal rules and pure logic and
rationality as a basis of design. Taut was always more of a humanist than
his modernist contemporaries Walter Gropius, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,
and Le Corbusier, whose dogmatic adherence to strict design principles
sometimes resulted in sterile, anonymous buildings.

________
On 9 November 1918, the day when masses of workers, returning

soldiers, and onlookers gathered in huge demonstrations all across Berlin,
the day when Philipp Scheidemann proclaimed a German republic and Karl
Liebknecht a socialist republic, Erich Mendelsohn founded his architectural
office. Mendelsohn, too, had just returned from the front, and he was hardly
oblivious to the events going on around him. But even the chaos and
upheaval of revolution could not impinge on his enormous self-confidence
or inhibit him from launching his career. It was a step he had daydreamed
about all the while he languished in the trenches on both the eastern and
western fronts, and he wasted no time upon his return.

Mendelsohn, like so many other figures of Weimar culture, understood
the distinctiveness of his times, its dilemmas as well as its possibilities, the
trauma of war and the hope of revolution. “Revolution is not only in
politics,” he told a small group of well-placed listeners, gathered in the
salon of Molly Philippson, in the winter of 1918–19. It has an entire
complex of conditions; it is dramatic, chaotic, and forceful, moving and
exciting, and also wonderfully embracing.21 In the complex character of
revolution, Mendelsohn lectured, we find a drive toward human fulfillment
that cannot be met or limited by claims to power and daily concerns, and
reaches far beyond the territorial borders of a state. Mendelsohn advocated
a kind of creative internationalism, a play of fantasy and aesthetics that
might be based in national conditions but, in its working out, dissolves
borders and brings people together. It was no surprise, he continued, that an
era of general want and misery—the war and its aftermath—had fostered
the creation of a new consciousness. Its spiritual triumph would also be a
triumph of form, of a new architecture.22



Mendelsohn was no socialist and, indeed, always cultivated very close
relations with businessmen. After all, he needed commissions. By the late
1920s, he had become perhaps the most successful architect in Germany, a
man who presided over a firm with forty employees and was designing
some of the most distinctive commercial and private architecture in the
world.23 Yet his rhetoric in 1919 and his involvement in revolutionary
artists’ organizations like the November Group and the Works Council for
Art were not mere flirtations. He always spoke in terms of revolution, of
new beginnings, of great possibilities, in Germany and beyond. A new art, a
modern art, was needed that reflected the spirit of the age and did not
merely seek to replicate nature or reproduce the styles of the past. The new
art had to be a total art.

And that, of course, is where Mendelsohn the architect comes into the
picture. The modern architect will give shape to this new spirit in the fixed
form of new buildings. He has to be a “whole person,” possessed of
practical as well as theoretical knowledge, of the humanities as well as the
sciences, a veritable Renaissance man.24 The fantasy of his creative genius
will render the materials of the modern age—steel, plate glass, and
reinforced concrete—into beautiful and distinctive structures that, at one
and the same time, stimulate and soothe the senses. The new buildings will
arouse the aesthetic sensibilities and ease the tensions of frenetic urban life
for all those who live, work, or shop in the structures, or simply pass by and
observe them. The buildings themselves will inhabit and challenge the
cityscape of ornamented, traditional buildings; if built in rural or wooded
areas, they will blend into and depart from nature. The great architect, in all
his designs, will be able to balance these complex tensions. His work will
be, in a word, “organic,” that term beloved by so many Weimar figures,
whatever their aesthetic or political inclinations.

Great modern architecture will create a sense of dynamic tension, of
movement and calming stasis. Mendelsohn often used the metaphors of
music and “force-field” (�.�U�¤�I�W�H�V�S�L�H�O) to illustrate his ideas.25 The “organic
cohesion” for which the architect strives can take a “harmonic direction or a
contrapuntal direction,” which can be realized horizontally or vertically.26 It
is especially in counterpoint, where several different melodies are pieced
together to create a unified composition, that Mendelsohn identified the



essence of architecture.27 But his love for the organic beauty of a Bach
fugue or a Gothic cathedral did not prevent him from seeing the same
possibilities in the “hard clang” of a machine’s movements, the “metallic
sheen” of its material, and the “precision of its rotations.”28

Certainly, Mendelsohn was a firm defender of the modern. To
businessmen, fellow architects, and an educated public he trumpeted the
excitement of the present, with its new construction techniques and
materials, mass consumption, automobiles, and advertising. “It is
unthinkable,” he wrote in 1923, “that we can turn back time…. Unthinkable
that we leave unused the greatly broadened possibilities of technology. That
we see the machine as the enemy of humanity, instead of as our powerful
tool that we need to master…. That we found our personal lives on some
original and ancient fatherland [�8�U�Y�¤�W�H�U�O�D�Q�G], instead of trusting the house
key to modern times. For this �P�R�G�H�U�Q time is our �R�Z�Q time.”29

But modern times also create a distinct nervousness and unease among
men. Only through his “will to reality,” through his domination of the
natural elements, can man become master of his modern unease.30 Like so
many other brilliant Weimar figures, Mendelsohn sought to resolve the
tensions of modern life by grasping, not rejecting, modernity. Like Taut and
Gropius, he claimed that architecture was the most unified of all the arts,
hence the medium best suited to stimulate as well as to calm, to establish
the balance. And the structural form it has to take is very clear: “The man of
our time, with the nervous excitement of his fast pace of life, can find his
equilibrium only in the calming effect of the horizontal dimension.” The
dynamic sense of movement must also create a sense of harmony to calm
the nervousness of the modern age.31 A great building has to project a
balance of emotional effects. It is precisely through his advocacy of balance
and harmony that Mendelsohn tempered his expressionist, perhaps even
Nietzschean, excesses, found in his use of terms like “vitality,” “emotion,”
“feeling for life,” “mastery over nature,” and in his utter conviction
concerning his own genius.

His great structures—the Einstein Tower, the Schocken department
store in Chemnitz, the Universum movie palace in Berlin, and the
Columbus House on Potsdamer Platz in Berlin—brilliantly realize his
theories. They create a sense of dynamic movement that also has a calming



effect. Mendelsohn’s Einstein Tower, his very first building, remains one of
the best expressions of his ideas (see plate 4). Built in Potsdam in a
scientific park that housed a number of research institutes, the Einstein
Tower contained a telescope and laboratory (and is still today a working
observatory and laboratory). It was intended to test Einstein’s theories
through research on the light spectrum of the sun. Built in circular and
spiral fashion out of a variety of materials, the Einstein Tower arises
seamlessly out of its low-slung base. The horizontal base situates the
building in the surrounding field; the vertical tower mimics the upward
thrust of the trees that envelop the site. Its recessed windows ensure that no
outcroppings disrupt the symmetry of the structure. Mendelsohn spent
almost as much effort on the interior of the building, one of his signature
approaches. He designed the working rooms without ornamentation and
with a great deal of natural lighting. Darker-toned furniture played off the
light-colored walls and richly stained wood doors and railings.

The Einstein Tower has a remarkable, unmistakably distinctive
appearance yet somehow creates a sense of harmony with its surroundings.
The building is fully integrated into its setting, the wooded park and other
nearby research institutes, and thrusts upward to the heavens.32 Upon seeing
the structure for the first time, Einstein himself said one word: “Organic!”33

And so it is, as overused is the term. As Mendelsohn glossed Einstein’s
expression, “organic” signified that “one cannot take any part away from it,
neither from its mass, nor from its motion, nor even from its logical
development, without destroying the whole.” Organic means that “exterior
forms express their interior structure … [and] use, structure and
architectural expression coalesce to an organic whole, where scientific facts
and creative vision combine to an unbreakable pattern.”34

This one building conveyed (and still conveys) harmony both with
nature and with the built environment, and the quest for spiritual and
scientific truth. It is also remarkably playful, in stark contrast to the strict
functionalism of Bauhaus, which took itself so very seriously. However,
playfulness is probably not what Mendelsohn had in mind: he also took
himself so very seriously and always claimed to have been influenced in his
art by Einstein’s theory of relativity. The design of the building was not
meant simply to be beautiful and organic, but to be an expression in



concrete of relativity theory. Mendelsohn was influenced by his friendship
with the physicist Erwin Finlay Freundlich, who was Einstein’s assistant
and whose book �'�L�H���*�U�X�Q�G�O�D�J�H�Q���G�H�U���(�L�Q�V�W�H�L�Q�V�F�K�H�Q���*�U�D�Y�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V�W�K�H�R�U�L�H
(The Fundamentals of Einstein’s Gravitational Theory) served as a kind of
primer to relativity theory. Mendelsohn was especially interested in the
premise that energy carries mass and the two exist together, and that every
kind of material contains latent energy. “Dynamic tension” and “function
and dynamics,” the terms Mendelsohn used so often to describe his own
architecture, derived directly from his reading of Freundlich and
conversations with him and with Einstein, who would later be a frequent
guest of the Mendelsohns.35

The Einstein Tower did not succeed as an expression of relativity
theory. And certainly not every contemporary was overwhelmed by the
building, or by Mendelsohn’s self-confidence in his own genius.
Predictably, Potsdam officials had initially rejected the design as unsuitable
to the site and were only reluctantly dragged along into acceptance.
Reactions were decidedly mixed, and the cutting observations of the art
critic Paul Westheim were shared by many who saw in the structure only
the self-aggrandizing expression of a dilettante. The Einstein Tower,
Westheim wrote, is

not thought through according to the objective standards of the
engineer, but flirts embarrassingly with elements of engineering.
Despite modernist touches, it has a monumentality that suits the
style of the memorial to the war of liberation
[�9�¶�O�N�H�U�V�F�K�O�D�F�K�W�G�H�Q�N�P�D�O] and of the Bismarck on the Rhine
monument. This tower in Potsdam is a gigantic poster. It is an
advertisement less for the observatory than for the originality of the
builder. It is a Mendelsohn Tower…. If he had more of an architect’s
skills, his building style would have more structural consistency, yet
at the same time it would have fewer distracting flourishes, through
which he directs attention to himself. He has the grandiose self-
consciousness that unites genius and dilettantism. He is unskilled,
which prevents him from being a master builder in the true sense,
but it enables him to manage the material in the kind of naive



fashion from which the skilled tradesman, thinking about the
practical and purposive design, would inevitably shy away.36

The Einstein Tower also did not succeed as construction. Within five years
it had to undergo significant repairs, and many more followed, not always
with the best results. (A full-scale, complex, and highly scientific
renovation in the late 1990s finally restored the building to its original
glory.) Mendelsohn’s fascination with concrete and reinforced concrete ran
ahead of the technical capacities of the materials. In fact, the building ended
up as a mix of materials, including brick, cement, and reinforced concrete,
and they did not always adhere well to one another, a principal reason for
the building’s structural problems.37 The stucco exterior created the
appearance of a building made totally out of concrete, but that was, in fact,
a modernist deception.

Nonetheless, the Einstein Tower is a brilliant building. Even the
inconsistent use of concrete hides the load-bearing features of the
construction, giving the structure a smooth, dynamic character, and also
permitted the rounded features of the building and the sense of an upward-
escalating spiral. The sharp angles and ninety-degree corners of the vast
majority of other buildings were metaphorically consigned to history by
Mendelsohn. The Einstein Tower is like an elegant sculpture rendered in
great mass. Its deceptive lightness and proportionality constitute a vivid
expression of the questing spirit and sparkling creativity of Weimar culture.

These qualities are also evident in the department stores Mendelsohn
built in the 1920s and early 1930s, especially for the Schocken brothers in
Nuremberg, Stuttgart, and Chemnitz, as well as his Columbus House on
Potsdamer Platz in Berlin. In these works, Mendelsohn tamed the
expressionism so vividly conveyed in the cement and stucco of the Einstein
Tower, yet his basic design principles remained constant.

It was a perfect partnership with Salman Schocken, who wanted not a
luxury store but a temple of mass consumption. The store in Chemnitz,
designed and built from 1928 to 1930, is the best of the three and
Mendelsohn’s most fully realized building. It is a massive structure, nine
stories tall and seventy meters long, yet light and dynamic. Built on a large
plot in the city center, it was marked off from all the surrounding structures



by its bracing modernism (fig. 5.4). Mendelsohn achieved its light, dynamic
effect through the use of the modernists’ favored materials, reinforced
concrete and glass. The five rows of repeating, equally sized windows
lighten the feel of the building and also permit streams of daylight to bathe
the goods on sale inside. On the two ends, the main staircases, the twenty-
five narrower windows that Mendelsohn designed contribute a sense of
greater height and vertical dynamism. The top four stories are recessed in a
steplike fashion, also lightening the feel of the building. But the most
profound effect is the curvature, which, in combination with the repeating
glass, lightens the massive structure and endows it with dynamic
movement. The cantilevered construction meant that no load-bearing
vertical columns or steel I-beams interrupted the continuous flow of the
facade (figs. 5.5 and 5.6). Mendelsohn’s design contrasted enormously with
the heavy stone constructions of earlier department stores. With the
Chemnitz store he achieved the “dynamic tension” he so often wrote about,
the apparent contradiction that the static mass of a building, firmly tethered
to the earth by steel and concrete, can nonetheless be dynamic. It is as if the
very condition of modernity, the tension between stasis and movement,
tradition and progress, had been rendered in this one building.38



�)�L�J���������� Erich Mendelsohn, Schocken department store, Chemnitz, built 1929–30, aerial view. Like
his Columbus House (fig. 2.3), the building is an almost shocking assertion of modernism amid the
traditional structures all around it. Schloßberg Museum Chemnitz.

And it was a department store, a temple of consumption. As mentioned,
the bands of windows provided streams of natural light to heighten the
allure of the displayed goods. The color of the products played off well
against the light shades of the walls. Carefully designed electric lighting
also brightened the merchandise and the entire experience of shopping. The
elevators and escalators looked stylish and elegant. From the outside, the
constant lighting gave a modernist glow to the buildings and also provided
a place for advertisements; internally it bathed the goods in an enticing
shimmer. The ability to use ever larger display windows also opened the
building to the street, with passersby able to look in, not only to the display,
but past it to the arrangements of goods in the store’s interior.39 All design
elements, interior and exterior, were not mere ornamentation. They had
functional purpose—to enable people to move easily through the store,
from one display of goods to another, from one section to another, and
thereby to enhance sales, “to move the merchandise,” as American retailers
would say.



For Mendelsohn, as for Taut, there was no strict line of division between
his earlier, expressionist phase and his later work. The Chemnitz store is
certainly more restrained than the Einstein Tower. But many of the design
principles that Mendelsohn championed are evidenced in both—the
curvature of the structures, the absence of ornamentation, the smooth
exteriors, and the attentiveness to lighting. Mendelsohn transformed the
playfulness of the Einstein Tower into the pleasure of shopping in
Chemnitz. But both buildings were designed to elicit joy as well as wonder,
and to evoke the cry of “Organic!” that Einstein had (perhaps) voiced at the
sight of his tower.

�)�L�J���������� Erich Mendelsohn, Schocken department store, Chemnitz, built 1929–30, full view. The use
of steel I-beams and reinforced concrete enabled Mendelsohn to hide the load bearing features of the
structure and open the outer wall to repeating sheets of glass. As a result, an aura of lightness belies
the building’s mass. The curvature gives it a dynamic sense of movement. Staatliche Museen zu
Berlin, Kunstbibliothek.



�)�L�J���������� Erich Mendelsohn, Schocken department store, Chemnitz, built 1929–30, night view. The
extensive use of glass allowed natural light to bathe the goods on display inside. At night, the effect
was reversed. Artificial light beamed outward from the store, giving the building a compact glow.
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kunstbibliothek.

Both Mendelsohn and Taut departed from strict functionalism with its
hard lines and absence of color. Mendelsohn had an affinity for curves; Taut
happily used color and, along with Wagner, introduced some quirky
elements into his designs, such as the towerlike stairwells in some of the
Britz buildings, to disrupt the monotony of totally clean and straight lines.
Both Taut and Mendelsohn were also keenly aware of the larger



environments in which they situated their structures, unlike so many
modernists who just plopped down their aesthetically refined buildings with
no attention whatsoever to the surroundings. Their buildings might just as
well have landed from Mars, or so thought many critics. Not that Taut and
Mendelsohn believed that their buildings should be subsumed by the
environment. Both built highly distinctive, even dramatic structures that
were impossible to ignore. But Taut was always attentive to the wooded
areas and green spaces in which his housing developments were built. They
provided a serene respite from urban life and broke up the monotony of
repetitive rectangular structures. Mendelsohn always sought to make his
buildings relate to the sidewalks and the streets of city life. They were built
with the cityscape in mind, the movement of pedestrians and vehicles at the
site of the building, which he often curved so as to calm the “nervousness”
of the modern city and also to enhance the flow of movement around the
building. As he wrote about one of his early triumphs, the expansion and
renovation of the Mosse publishing house in Berlin, the building “is not a
disinterested spectator of the rushing cars and of the advancing and
receding flow of traffic; rather, it has become an absorbing, cooperating
element of the motion…. The balance of its forces soothes the frenetic pace
[�1�H�U�Y�R�V�L�W�¤�W] of the street and of the passersby…. By dividing and guiding
the traffic, the building, despite all tendencies of its own towards
movement, becomes an immobile pillar amidst the turbulence of the
streets.”40 In Chemnitz, the street in front of the Schocken department store
was widened and curved to reflect the curvature of the structure, bringing
building and cityscape into a unified whole.

Mendelsohn’s resistance to strict functionalism explains his deep
admiration for Frank Lloyd Wright. The two met in 1924 during
Mendelsohn’s first visit to the United States. They developed an immediate
bond—both great architects, both egomaniacs, each unquestionably
convinced of his own genius, both certain that they were forging not only a
new aesthetics but a new way of being in the modern world, attuned to its
characteristics yet also attentive to history. For both, great architecture
would be aware of tradition yet expressive of the times. It would be
intellectual and intuitive, creative yet responsive to its environment,
whether a natural landscape or the cityscape; it would work with the



available materials yet not be limited by them.41 Each of them forged a
highly distinctive style—Wright’s Prairie School style, Mendelsohn’s
“architectural dynamics” (as he termed it)—that, indeed, blended these
diverse elements and came to be expressed in some of the most distinctive
buildings of the twentieth century.

________
In many of his writings and speeches Mendelsohn developed an

articulate critique of strict functionalism. His unnamed target was Walter
Gropius, the famed founder of the Bauhaus school and another legendary
twentieth-century architect. Right after World War I, Gropius, too, was
imbued with utopian hopes. He collaborated with Taut on a number of
manifestos and projects during the revolution of 1918–19. Like so many
others, Gropius believed that the utter disaster of World War I marked an
irreparable break with the past. Artists and society were at sea, searching
for a new way forward. As he wrote in 1919: “Today’s artist lives in an era
of dissolution, without guidance. He stands alone. The old forms are in
ruins, the benumbed world is shaken up, the old human spirit is invalidated
and in flux toward a new form. We float in space and cannot yet perceive
the new order.”42 At this moment especially, to indulge in historicist
architecture would be a foolish exercise in nostalgia for a world that could
never be re-created. Better to grasp reality, deepen the breach with the past
and create something new, something that would reflect and mold the
modern condition. A highly effective exponent of the new architecture,
Gropius, too, was convinced that modernist aesthetics would transform man
and society, ushering in a new age of harmony and creativity.

The famous Bauhaus school that Gropius founded in 1919 with the
support of the SPD government of Saxe-Weimar would be the main vehicle
for his ideas. The school, in Gropius’s design, would break down one
barrier after another: between the different fields of art, arts and crafts,
teachers and students, machine and man, and art and society. As he wrote
later, education at the school should develop “the individual’s natural
capacities to grasp life as a whole, a single cosmic entity.”43 The curriculum
entailed instruction in artisanal crafts as well as the more traditionally
defined arts like sculpture and painting. Students applied themselves to



metalworking, typography, photography, and carpentry as well as design,
drafting, weaving, and pottery. The instructors, some of whom were already
or soon would be among the foremost artists and architects of the twentieth
century, included Wassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee, László Moholy-Nagy, and
Mies van der Rohe, among others. They were given the title of master,
rather than professor, to invoke the artisanal world of apprentices,
journeymen, and master craftsmen, and to try to create a more informal
social attitude than that which prevailed in the universities and art
academies of Germany. Creativity at the school would be encouraged by
“friendly relations between masters and students outside of work; therefore
plays, lectures, poetry, music, fancy-dress parties. Establishment of a
cheerful ceremonial at these gatherings.”44 Compared to the extreme
hierarchy and gaping social distance between professors and students at
German universities, that kind of exchange alone was revolutionary—even
if one is left bemused by the idea that students and instructors had to be
ordered to have fun.

Like Mendelsohn and Taut, Gropius believed that architecture, because
of its distinctive characteristics, had a unique role to play in the forging of a
new art and a new society. The fruit of architectural creativity—the building
—was not consigned to the mausoleum museum, as a painting or sculpture
would be, but was visible to all in daily life. It required the services of
artists in varied media, and also skilled craft labor, for its construction.
Architecture was therefore the truly “organic” art form, into which all the
others would be subsumed. Architecture would synthesize and surmount the
existing division between artistry and artisanal labor. The workshop would
be the site of this union, where “the mere drawing and painting world of the
pattern designer and the applied artist [would] become a world that builds
again.” Gropius called on architects, sculptors, and painters to “return to the
crafts! For art is not a ‘profession.’ There is no essential difference between
the artist and the craftsman…. 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.”45 Even Taut could not have said it more fancifully.



But this was not mere whim on Gropius’s part, the flush of
revolutionary enthusiasm in 1919. As with Taut and Mendelsohn, his views
and designs became somewhat moderated, and more successful, in the latter
half of the 1920s, but his oeuvre cannot be divided into two distinct phases,
an expressionist or utopian beginning abandoned for New Objectivity. His
own development was, shall we say, “organic,” his best buildings dependent
on the imagination and fantasies inspired by the revolution and the
opportunities offered by the republic. He always condemned the “dead
architecture” that was prevalent before the war, which was focused only on
reproducing the past and pretty ornamentation.

This kind of architecture we disown. We want to create a clear,
organic architecture, whose inner logic will be radiant and naked,
unencumbered by lying facades and trickeries; we want an
architecture adapted to our world of machines, radios and fast motor
cars, an architecture whose function is clearly recognizable in the
relation of its forms.46

This was the modernist program that Gropius advocated tirelessly and
effectively. The beauty of a building should derive from its function;
indeed, beauty and function should form a unified whole. Instead of an
exterior covered with a riot of disruptive ornaments, the new architecture
would have clean lines and smooth surfaces that reflected the function of a
building, whether it be a residence, office, or factory. Beauty should also
derive from the very nature of the materiáls used in construction. There
should be no historical references in a building, no imitation of past styles,
whether of classical Athens, Renaissance Rome, or baroque Vienna. A
building’s only reference would be to itself, its function and the modern
times of which it was a part.

As Gropius wrote and lectured in various venues, during and after
Weimar, new industrial materials—steel, reinforced concrete, and plate
glass—technically opened up new possibilities. Architects could design
much lighter structures. The load-bearing capacity of the building is moved
from the exterior walls to the steel skeleton; the external face of the
building is reduced to a screen to protect the inhabitants from noise, rain,
and cold. Windows are no longer holes that have to be cut out of massive



stone walls, but a continuous sheen of glass separated only by the thin steel
frames. “[The] sparkling insubstantiality [of glass], and the way it seems to
float between wall and wall imponderably as in the air, adds a note of
gaiety” to modern buildings.47

The New Architecture throws open its walls like curtains to admit a
plenitude of fresh air, daylight and sunshine. Instead of anchoring
buildings ponderously into the ground with massive foundations, it
poises them lightly, yet firmly, upon the face of the earth; and bodies
itself forth, not in stylistic imitation or ornamental frippery, but in
those simple and sharply modeled designs in which every part
merges naturally into the comprehensive volume of the whole. Thus
its aesthetic meets our material and psychological requirements
alike.48

Similarly, flat roofs hide some of the ugly features of a building, like
gutters; are useful as play areas; and are more efficient because they reduce
maintenance-heavy surface areas.

In the realization of this new architecture, “organic” was the critical
term for Gropius, as it was for Taut and Mendelsohn and so many others. It
meant the complete unity of all things in a state of balance, and harmony
between a building’s form and its function.49 Properly ordered and
integrated with one another, form and function, not decoration, create
beauty. Properly designed, the building would express the beauty inherent
in the very materials used in construction. The work would be the creation
not of an isolated genius, but of a collective that joined together artists and
craftsmen. The result would be eminently modern, a building that was
“precise, practical, free of superfluous ornament, effective only through the
cubic composition of the masses.”50 A modern building, he wrote later,
“should derive its architectural significance solely from the vigor and
consequence of its own organic proportions. It must be true to itself.”51 And
because architecture is the major expression of the spiritual qualities of an
era, an organic architecture would both reflect and create the inner cohesion
of the epoch.52

Gropius firmly advocated machines and mass production. This was
modern reality, and students of the arts had to be trained to work with that



world; they must not flee into a nostalgia for the past of the supposed
individual artistic genius, working away in isolation on his canvas or
sculpture. The modern artist had to design lamps, chairs, hinges, everything
for mass production. Buildings had to make use of prefabricated materials
and standardized plans and modules. Gropius envisioned the factory system
moved to the building site, a viewpoint he shared with Taut and others.53

Gropius’s Bauhaus building, so often remarked upon, was—and is,
since it is still standing and in good condition—a fine expression of his
design principles and one of the greatest creations of the Weimar era (fig.
5.7). The building is composed of functionally related elements, three cubes
linked together by enclosed bridges. Each cube serves distinct functions:
workshops and auditorium; classrooms, offices, and library; and studios,
dining room, and dormitory. True to modernist principles, the load-bearing
structures are hidden, so the exterior becomes a playfield of airy lightness.
The horizontal plane of glass interrupted only by light steel is striking. As a
result, the workshops and studios were flooded with natural light; when
lighted in the evening, the building gave off a compact glow. The Russian
writer Ilya Ehrenburg captured the remarkable thought processes and design
elements in the building: “When I finally saw the Bauhaus which seems to
be cast of one piece like a persistent thought, and its glass walls which form
a transparent angle, united with the air and yet separated from it by a
distinct will—I stopped instinctively … [in] admiration…. [It is] a triumph
of clarity.”54 The linkage of the cubes is clearly evident, a stirring emblem
of Gropius’s belief in that hallowed word “organic”: all parts are intimately
related and no individual element can stand on its own. In addition, Gropius
designed houses for the staff and director that are related in style to the
main building. In Dessau, Gropius realized his total vision.

But Mendelsohn must have thought that Gropius had gone rather
overboard, even if this one building was successful. All his talk of
collective work, standardization, and mass production seemed to promote
those very aspects of modernity that Mendelsohn feared most, namely, the
creation of a society marked by monotony and dominated by the stultified
masses. Both were modernists, but Gropius’s encompassing vision
challenged Mendelsohn’s Nietzschean belief in individual creative genius.
Moreover, functionalism, according to Mendelsohn, constituted only the



preconditions of architecture, the technical requirements with which one
begins. But this foundation alone “despite great measurements and clear
relation to the technical means does not create great architecture.”55 Great
architecture unites function and dynamics. “But only out of this
interrelationship between function and dynamic, between reality and
unreality, consciousness and unconsciousness, between reason and feeling,
calculation and thought, between limits and infinity can emerge the active,
living desire for creation, the architect’s infatuation with space.”56

“Architectural dynamics,” as he later put it, expresses “the tension innate to
elastic building materials, of movement and counter movement within the
immovable stability of the building itself.”57 An architecture that expressed
these tensions, according to Mendelsohn, was a great architecture suitable
for the modern condition.

�)�L�J���������� Walter Gropius, Bauhaus Building, Dessau, built 1925–26. The most famous building of the
Weimar era, the Bauhaus was (and is) a triumphal statement of the modernist aesthetic. Its beauty
derived from the materials used in the construction and the building’s function. Like Mendelsohn’s
Schocken store, the repeating bands of glass lighten the structure and provide a wonderful light
source for the studios. The building is still in use as a design school and, after a number of
renovations, in good condition. Author’s photograph.

Many others went even further than Mendelsohn in his criticism—and,
indeed, included him among those whom they castigated for creating a



sterile, materialist, mechanistic architecture that tore men and women from
their rootedness in tradition. For many critics the “spiritual revolution” that
Taut, Mendelsohn, Gropius, and many other modernists promoted through
their writings and their designs was nothing but the factory brought to
living quarters, the triumph of “mechanistic” civilization over the true
spirituality represented by specifically German culture and history. The
modernists, in this view, degraded man to a mere material being; modern
architects had not transformed the degradation of the age but had
succumbed to it, indeed, fostered it. For the critics, beauty and history were
inseparable; a beautiful building had to evoke timeless values and historical
rootedness. The modernists had performed radical surgery, shorn modern
buildings of every association with a deeper, spiritually endowed past. The
modernists were not artists; they were merely engineers.

Many critics, for example, found the efficient, airy, predesigned houses
of Taut, Gropius, and Le Corbusier sterile and cold, the banning of
knickknacks and older furniture a sign of a failed sensibility, one that gave
no credence to history and tradition. One critic claimed that only a rootless
intellectual, a nomad, could feel at home in Le Corbusier’s concrete and
glass structure, part of the famed Weissenhof Siedlung in Stuttgart. It
seemed disconnected from everything around it, as if it had only
“condescended to land for a moment on earth.” It was not everyone’s
desire, he opined, to fold away the bed during the day and live without a
bedroom in which to make love, rest, dream, conceive, give birth, and die.
Dramatic, yes; livable, no.58 Another critic claimed that Weissenhof had
been “designed and executed in complete ignorance of all the things a
family needs to make a dwelling a home.” The interiors of the houses
crafted by Mies van der Rohe lacked appropriate landings and railings, and
this omission, along with immense, drafty windows, made the homes
downright dangerous to children. Facing south, they allowed in too much
sunlight, sure to spoil food in the kitchen, while stoves were positioned
right in the way of traffic, and no place was provided for weather-drenched
clothes.59 Artistic, yes; sterile, also yes. And Taut’s design for the Onkel
Toms Siedlung set off the “Zehlendorf roof war,” as the newspapers dubbed
it, with conservative critics charging that the flat roof was distinctly un-
German.



The Bauhaus itself had been subject to withering critique from its very
founding, and Gropius was ultimately forced to move the school from
Weimar to Dessau.60 Even worse, the attack on the modernists became
entwined with ever-growing race thinking. In 1926, Emil Högg, a professor
of architecture at Dresden, attacked the new buildings as representing a
“nomadic architecture” that would lead to “uprootedness, spiritual
impoverishment and proletarianization.”61 The total break with the past that
the modernists promoted was nothing less than “bolshevist” architecture. In
contrast, Högg lauded the architects who based their work on traditional
buildings even as they developed new designs. This was a truly German
“folk architecture.” The words Högg applied to modern architecture—
nomadic, uprooted, bolshevist—were the very terms that the Right used in
relation to Jews and the republic in general. The conservative architect Paul
Schultze-Naumburg, one of the modernists’ main adversaries, was even
more blatant. Modern architecture, he wrote, was a direct reflection of the
Jewish blood that had despoiled German racial stock. The modernists were
not “real” men; they were “the uncreative men, formless and colorless, the
half and quarter men, unbeautiful men who desire no beauty, who set their
stamp upon our time.”62 What they build represents a “soulless, godless,
mechanical world.” The truly German house, he claimed, “gives one the
feeling that it grows out of the soil … like a tree that sinks its roots deep in
the interior of the soil and forms a union with it. It is this that gives us our
understanding of home [�+�H�L�P�D�W], of a bond with blood and earth.”63 For
those like Högg and Schulze-Naumburg, the modernist project was a
nightmare of dehistoricization and spiritual impoverishment. Only the
purification of the race could lead to a true revival of art and architecture.64

________
Taut, Mendelsohn, and Gropius went about their work with the

greatest of expectations. A new, innovative architecture, rooted in the
conditions of modernity, they believed, would surmount the fragmentation
of contemporary life. Modern architecture would heal the rift between
technology and beauty, man and nature, the individual and society. It would
evoke life rather than the mass death and destruction of total war, and
would fulfill the revolution’s promise—as they understood it—of renewal



and rebirth. Organic, crystalline, spiritual—these are the terms that coursed
through the writings of Taut, Mendelsohn, and Gropius.

And they were hardly alone. They were members of an extraordinary
generation of European architects, all of whom were born in the 1880s. In
addition to Taut, Mendelsohn, and Gropius, the list includes Le Corbusier,
Ernst May, Mies van der Rohe, Martin Wagner, Hendricus Theodorus
Wijdeveld, and many others. All of them were strongly influenced by the
great political and cultural debates and movements in the years before
World War I. In architecture, that included the first stirrings of modernism
and extensive discussions about housing reform, in Germany and in many
other European countries. As a student in Munich, Mendelsohn moved in
the circles of the Blue Rider group with Franz Marc, Wassily Kandinsky,
and others. Taut was among the avant-garde artists who frequented Der
Sturm (The Storm) gallery, which promoted expressionist and abstract art.
Taut especially was influenced by anarchist and socialist writers, and both
Taut and Mendelsohn read Leo Tolstoy very seriously, not only for his great
literary talents but also for the spiritual and nonviolent beliefs that marked
the great novelist’s later years. Gropius worked in the office of Peter
Behrens, Germany’s first great modern architect. And all three were
influenced by Dutch and Belgian architects, notably Henry van de Velde,
who before World War I were starting to forge a modernist architecture with
reformist social impulses. The cultural world of the generation of the 1880s
was European, not just German, and even American if one includes Frank
Lloyd Wright (born in 1867, a bit older than the others), who strongly
influenced Mendelsohn and Gropius. This was also the generation that very
directly experienced World War I, that sensed the shattering of the world by
the massive loss of life and material destruction of the war. They knew that
the pre-1914 world was gone forever. The German and European
revolutions of 1917–21 gave them new possibilities, and they believed that
now, finally, they could help create a more peaceful and harmonious world
through the design of homes, factories, research institutes, and stores—all
in modernist fashion.

Taut and Mendelsohn resisted the absolute functionalism of Gropius, Le
Corbusier, and other great architects of the twentieth century. They worked
with the same materials and designed the same clean buildings, but they



moderated the hard lines of functionalism and, sometimes, added playful
elements to their structures. Not everything they built was wonderful. Some
of Mendelsohn’s buildings of the 1920s are fairly mundane examples of
commercial architecture. But his best work vibrantly expressed the
possibilities of the age, whether oriented toward science (the Einstein
Tower) or business and consumption (the Schocken department store), with
poetic grace and verve. Some of Gropius’s designs prefigure the worst of
post–World War II architecture, as does Taut’s Carl Legien housing
development, built in 1929–30 in the Prenzlauerberg neighborhood of
Berlin. The Legien buildings resemble an earlier, smaller version of the
anonymous, sterile, large-scale public housing developments built after
World War II all over the Western world and beyond. But Gropius’s
Bauhaus school remains the signature work of Weimar modernism, and
Taut’s best work, at Onkel Toms and Britz, joined together social reform
and an aesthetic sensitivity to create a model of engaged architecture. And
even the Carl Legien apartments were well designed to receive plenty of
sunlight.65 Many Germans who moved into the new housing developments
recalled, years later, a great improvement in their living conditions. They
have fond, even warm, memories of the apartments and the communities—
even if, to the chagrin of the architects, they kept their oil paintings and
ornamented furniture, even if the residents endured flat roofs and strict
regulations that, for example, banned cats, allowed wash to be hung out
only on particular days, and banished bars to the surrounding
neighborhood.66

________
In the early 1930s, Erich Mendelsohn began collaborating with his

fellow architect Hendricus Theodorus Wijdeveld, from Holland, and the
French painter Amédée Ozenfant to found a new arts and crafts school, the
European Mediterranean Academy. It drew other prominent participants
from a variety of European countries, including the composer Paul
Hindemith. The academy would be an advanced arts school that would
teach architecture, painting, sculpture, ceramics, textile design, typography,
theater, music and dance, and photography and film.67 The subject matter
that would be taught would be similar to that of the Bauhaus, but
Mendelsohn and his collaborators were not so rigorously antihistoricist as



Gropius and other Bauhaus artists. They deliberately chose a Mediterranean
location for their school so they could draw from the historical heritage of
the ancient world. Mendelsohn and many of his collaborators were
modernists with a difference; they forged their own special blends of
expressionism and functionalism. But they founded the European
Mediterranean Academy at a highly inauspicious moment. It was 1933, just
about the low point of the world economic crisis and the year the Nazis
came to power. The academy never came to be.

Just a few years earlier, in 1930, the Mendelsohns had moved into a
house in Berlin that he had designed. It was (and is—it still exists and is
privately owned) an elegant, modern building situated near the Havel in one
of Berlin’s western districts. Its rectangular structure ran horizontal to the
ground and let in streams of light. The interior was decorated with furniture
specially designed by Mendelsohn. A terrace offered a lovely view of the
Havel and, in the summer, was the setting for many concerts, including
performances by the architect’s wife, Luise Mendelsohn, an accomplished
cellist. The house became a meeting place for many of the great intellectual
figures of Weimar Germany, as well as visiting intellectuals. Einstein was a
regular guest, and the early proponents of a European union, like Richard
Coudenhove-Kalergi, also visited. On 31 March 1933, two months after
Hitler’s assumption of power, the Mendelsohns each packed a suitcase and
left the house, and began an exile and a peripatetic existence that took them
to Holland, Britain, Palestine, and, finally, the United States.68 They never
returned to their home.

Bruno Taut was abroad when the Nazis took power on 30 January 1933.
He soon returned to Germany to find the situation drastically altered. He
was thrown out of the Prussian Academy of Arts, along with Erich
Mendelsohn and other exponents of modernism. From reliable sources he
heard reports that he was a wanted man, and on 10 March 1933 he fled
Germany, first to Switzerland, then to Japan, where architectural colleagues
offered him the opportunity to lecture and write, and finally to Turkey,
where Martin Wagner had also fled. Taut had never been of the hardiest
constitution and often lived on scant means. In exile his health deteriorated
seriously, and he died in Istanbul in 1938.



Walter Gropius had left the Bauhaus for private practice in 1928. But he
was shaken when the Nazis closed the school in April 1933, just three
months after they had taken power. In the Nazi view, the Bauhaus
epitomized modern, “degenerate” art. Gropius tried to keep his practice
going in Germany, but in 1934, he, too, went into exile. In Britain he had a
difficult time finding commissions; in 1937 he left for America, where well-
placed allies helped him get reestablished. A major Bauhaus exhibit at the
Museum of Modern Art in 1938, heralded by lavish praise from MoMA’s
fabled director Alfred H. Barr, Jr., contributed greatly to America’s
enduring fascination with the Bauhaus and its founder.

But in exile, none of the three was able to equal the best of his work of
the Weimar years. None of Mendelsohn’s later buildings, whether in
Palestine or the United States, has quite the verve and excitement of the
Einstein Tower or the Schocken department store. In Japan and Turkey,
Taut was unable to build at all. Gropius had a very eminent career as a high-
flying international architect and chairman of the Architecture Department
at Harvard. But none of his later structures had quite the restrained elegance
of the Bauhaus building in Dessau, and some were total disasters. The ugly
apartment blocks he designed between 1964 and 1968 in the Britz-Buckow-
Rudow district of West Berlin are typical examples of drab and sterile post–
World War II housing. Even worse is the Pan American building (now
Metropolitan Life) in New York City, which he designed with Pietro
Belluschi. Opened in 1963, the skyscraper rises like a huge, ugly abscess
that covers up the beautiful Beaux-Arts Grand Central Terminal and
destroys the elegant sight lines of Park Avenue.

Torn by Nazi repression from their grounding in the turbulent
excitement and hopeful optimism of Weimar Germany, Taut, Mendelsohn,
and Gropius could never quite find their bearings again, never produced
buildings that matched their greatest creations of the 1920s and early 1930s.
Nor would modern architecture, later on, be so fully devoted to the public
realm as it was in Weimar Germany. The great buildings of Weimar were
not corporate office towers, the self-displays of business wealth and power;
they were housing developments, department stores, and educational and
research institutions. Sun-drenched apartments, enticing places to shop, and
stimulating spaces to learn—that, too, was the promise of Weimar.


