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Introduction: Embodying the Bauhaus

Elizabeth Otto

Bauhaus Basics

A century after its founding in 1919, scholars and the art-and-design interested public most often associate the Bauhaus with modernist architecture, sleek avant-garde design made accessible, and abstract painting by artists such as Wassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee, or László Moholy-Nagy. While the body is an implicit component of practices of architecture and design, the idea of “Bauhaus” too rarely evokes it as a central element of the school. In that light, aspects of a 1927 photograph might come as a surprise for some readers (Figure I.1). It reveals a narrow sliver of the school’s iconic Dessau building—completed just one year before the photograph was taken—as a series of stacked, white, hard-edged blocks and planes, embellished only by functional steel and glass. The building soars to meet a clear sky where just one, perfect cloud silhouettes it, and it dwarfs the barely visible—seemingly not worthy of notice—old-fashioned houses at the lower right.

But what animates this photograph and keeps it from being, frankly, somewhat boring, are the six weird humanoid figures who we see posing, signaling, and playing to the camera along the vertical axis of this multistoried structure. These beings are difficult to identify as specifically male or female, or, in the case of some, even as human at all.1 Some have outsized hips or heads. The two nearest the top wave and stand at attention; the third down is preaching from a book and proclaiming with its tiny arms; beneath it, a fourth figure is insect-like with whimsical antennae; and the second lowest dominates the picture and conducts an unseen crowd—or is it us? Are we called to do something?—with an elongated baton and a ball raised high. In a final gesture of specific nonsense, a mustached man with dark glasses at the composition’s base solemnly descends the steps towards us, bearing a giant letter “A.” The figures appear to be fully intent on communicating something, but no intelligible message comes through. Here the iconic modernist Bauhaus architecture is largely a backdrop, a multi-leveled stage for these bodies at play, that elevates them and supports their antics so that their creative inhabiting of the space is the photograph’s real subject.

In light of the profound impact of emerging ideas about health, movement, science, gender, and sexuality on many aspects of interwar European culture, it only makes sense that those ideas and the energies that inspired them had a significant influence on both art and life at the Bauhaus, an institution that was utterly of its own time and place. Indeed, because of the particular context in which the Bauhaus came to exist, its spaces were often especially charged with issues of the body, gender, and sexuality, yet it was also a place where these issues were frequently suppressed. In the words of architectural historian Beatriz Colomina, “the politics of space are always sexual, even if space is central to the mechanisms of the erasure of sexuality.”2
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Figure I.1  Photograph by Erich Consemüller (?), figures and staging by Oskar Schlemmer, Der Bau (Bauhausneubau) als Bühne (The Building [Bauhaus New Building] as Stage), 1928. Gelatin silver print with ink drawing and red pencil by Schlemmer. Bauhaus-Archiv Berlin (Inv. Nr. F 74). 17 × 4.1 cm (6.7 × 1.6 in.). Image courtesy Bauhaus-Archiv Berlin, with kind permission of Stephan Consemüller.


Bauhaus Bodies: Gender, Sexuality, and Body Culture in Modernism’s Legendary Art School makes the bold claim that the Bauhaus cannot be fully understood without exploring the post-First World War culture of embodiment that was a seminal aspect of the school’s project of rethinking art and life. The book’s expansive yet intimate scope is evoked by its cover image of two luminous, androgynous figures intertwined as they recline (cover; also Figure 11.6). The upper figure appears placidly asleep, and yet she nuzzles toward her companion and draws her close. The latter—self-possessed and dreamy—gazes into the distance. She must have moved while being photographed since her face has a partial double-exposure halo. Like their heads and bodies, the women’s attributes point in contrary directions. They each mix gender codes, with the upper figure’s delicate eyebrows and lipsticked mouth framed by a severely cropped men’s haircut. The other woman wears an androgynous shirt collar and likewise radically short bangs, but the rest of her hair flows long and darkens the photo’s lower left corner to black. Further, it is not simply these women’s styles that refuse to conform to common codes; the nature of their intimacy remains enticingly open. With their closeness and echoing physiognomies, we may wonder if they are sisters—even twins, lovers, or the kind of trusted, soul-mate friends so many found at the Bauhaus. Above all, these fresh-faced, non-conforming women embody a kind of Zeitgeist as they present fundamentally novel types for their day. They appear relaxed now, but also seem preternaturally poised on the edge of the new, as if at a moment’s notice they could take flight to embrace the unknown.

Grit Kallin-Fischer has here created an unconventional portrait of her fellow Bauhaus members Miriam Manuckiam and Hilde Rantzsch, one that defines its own terms even in the crookedly cropped negative from which it was printed. And yet bound up with this photograph are futures that never fully came to fruition and histories that have yet to been written. Like so many Bauhaus women, the yawning silence around the lives and work of these three is almost deafening. Kallin-Fischer fares the best; she is remembered as a sculptor and member of the theater workshop who exhibited her photographs as far away as New York City and published them in the prominent design journal Gebrauchsgraphik.3 Of the two women pictured, however, there are but a few intriguing glimpses at the margins of other stories or in the archives. Manuckiam was a Persian national who was born and raised in Dresden. She studied in the wall-painting workshop, bore the nickname Koko, and was photographed in another dynamic scene by T. Lux Feininger (Figure 11.1). Hilde Rantzsch performed on stage for the theater workshop and published photographs of her marionettes in a special, theater-focused issue of the school’s bauhaus journal. Her official studies were in printing, the free painting class (Freie Malklasse), and weaving, a craft in which she was still active during the mid–1930s.4 After that, the trail goes cold on both of the double portrait’s subjects. One wonders what challenges all three of these women subsequently faced that kept them from figuring more centrally in the history of the Bauhaus. And yet, while this photo speaks of untapped possibilities, this in no way diminishes its power to transport us far from the staid, streamlined modularity that is usually understood as the Bauhaus’s quintessence. Instead, these photographed Bauhaus bodies magically evoke mystery, energy, and possibility.

The fourteen original essays presented here by notable established and emerging scholars yield a fundamentally new look at the Bauhaus by engaging with that institution’s politics and cultures of the body. Subjects of focus include the broader context of the Lebensreform or “Life Reform” movement out of which the Bauhaus emerged, its ongoing probing of the intersection of art and identity, its members’ embrace of photography and other modern technologies, and its turn to communist politics in its later years. The groundbreaking research presented by this volume’s authors enhances our understanding of the range of the Bauhaus’s foundational concerns and culture to an extent that stands to fundamentally redefine what “Bauhaus” means, both historically and as a cultural keyword. This introductory essay provides an overview of the Bauhaus, how it functioned, why it matters, and the broader context of the gender and sexuality issues prevalent during the school’s historical moment—the Weimar Republic, Germany’s first democracy.

As a term, “Bauhaus” has evolved to have global reach as shorthand for modernity, quality, and minimalism; it has been used to sell everything from hardware to hair care.5 Yet this seemingly outsized influence pertains to an institution that existed for only fourteen years, from 1919 to 1933. Despite tumultuous transitions among locations (of which there were three) and directors (also three, all of them architects), the school quickly established itself as a beacon for creative talent from throughout Europe and sometimes even farther afield. It became a meeting point for some of the most exciting minds of its day, and many Bauhäusler, as members of the Bauhaus were called, are among the twentieth century’s most prominent avant-garde artists, designers, and architects.

The Bauhaus originated in the provincial city of Weimar in 1919, where it occupied the former digs of the Grand Ducal School of Arts and Crafts, designed prior to the war by the Belgian architect Henry van de Velde. The Bauhaus’s founder and first director, Walter Gropius, had been strongly influenced by the Werkbund, Germany’s first wide-scale architectural reform movement which, like the Bauhaus, had the goal of reforming design and industry.6 He took his post shortly after concluding his service as an officer in the First World War and participating in Germany’s 1918–19 November Revolution.

The new school Gropius created enfolded two old ones, the School of Arts and Crafts and the neighboring Academy of Fine Arts. He combined them with the intent to form something entirely new: a school that would admit creative young people based on merit alone and train them through a system of workshops.7 In this way, it would do away with bourgeois “salon art,” mere commodity fetishes such as paintings, and foster a unity of art and craft.8 He dubbed it the “Bauhaus,” a new word that evoked the medieval Bauhütten (masonic lodges, part of the guild system) but was also a simple combination of “Bau” (build) and “Haus” (house), or “house of building.” The guild system was also evoked by calling faculty members “masters.” Already during its first year, one of these masters, the influential Johannes Itten, established the Vorkurs or preliminary course, a revolutionary way of schooling incoming students in concepts more than skill sets. This would be another defining feature of the Bauhaus throughout its existence. During his nine years as director, Gropius established the school and shepherded it through numerous crises. When the city of Weimar withdrew all support, he oversaw the Bauhaus’s transition to its own, purpose-designed building in the industrial town of Dessau. The Dessau Bauhaus opened in 1926 and still stands today.

In 1928, Gropius stepped down and transferred the Bauhaus directorship to the Swiss architect Hannes Meyer. The hallmark of Meyer’s tenure was an even starker orientation towards mass production, public housing, and other projects aimed at modernization and the greater good. Meyer’s communist leanings were mirrored in an increasingly politicized student body; these elements, which clashed with the local and national rise of the political right, would lead to Meyer’s dismissal after only two years, in 1930, and his departure for the Soviet Union.9 Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, the Bauhaus’s third and final director, inherited an institution in crisis, and he responded with a heavy hand; he temporarily shut down the school, banned any student political activity, and dismissed the most seriously engaged among them.10 Yet even these tough measures could not save the Bauhaus from its continuously more hostile setting in Dessau, which elected a National Socialist (Nazi) city government to power in 1931.

When the Bauhaus was forced from its building and out of town the following year, Mies stewarded it to its third and final location—an abandoned telephone factory in the Steglitz district of Berlin—where it functioned as a small, private institute organized almost exclusively around the teaching of architecture. With the Nazi assumption of power on a national level in 1933, the Berlin Bauhaus was again targeted and temporarily shut down. Rather than comply with Nazi mandates for reopening the school—such as the dismissal of foreigners among the students and staff, including Wassily Kandinsky, by then arguably Europe’s most famous painter—the faculty voted to dissolve the Bauhaus in July of 1933, effective immediately.11

But the institution’s closure became an opening to many other beginnings. Bauhäusler were cast to the winds, and they took their ideas to new and existing institutions throughout the world. During its fourteen years, the Bauhaus produced over 1,400 alumni.12 They came from throughout Europe and as far away as Japan and North America, and they would leave Nazi Germany in droves, bringing Bauhaus approaches and methods to far-flung places.13 Among the most famous sites were institutions like The New Bauhaus in Chicago, Black Mountain College in North Carolina, Yale and Harvard Universities, and the city of Tel Aviv. But they also included universities, colleges, art schools, businesses, and informal artists’ networks in Argentina, Australia, Canada, China, France, Israel, the Netherlands, Turkey, the Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom. Through publications and classes on the school, there are few places in the world that have not been touched by the idea of “Bauhaus.”14

As this brief summary of its history reveals, the Bauhaus was formed and led by a range of influential and creative people. The majority of these, however, were men, as the sober and minimalistic cover of a 1928 edition of the in-house bauhaus journal graphically represents (Figure I.2). Within an extended grid of heads in squares—surely a self-ironic joke on the school’s reputation for minimalism—the Bauhaus presents twelve of its masters, with new director Meyer tucked un-hierarchically among them at the left of the second row. The standout is Gunta Stölzl, junior master in the weaving workshop, in the middle of the third row. With an open gaze and friendly smile for the camera, she is most remarkable as the cover’s only woman. In an institution founded on Gropius’s public statement that it would make “no distinction between the fair and the strong sex,” this bauhaus cover charts a failure in this regard; at eleven to one, it would seem, the Bauhaus was heavily male dominated.15
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Figure I.2  Bauhaus 2:2/3, 1928, journal cover with photographs of (from left to right and top to bottom): Wassilly Kandinsky, Lyonel Feininger, Paul Klee, Hannes Meyer, Hinrik Scheper, Josef Albers, Joost Schmidt, Gunta Stölzl, Hans Wittwer, Ernst Keallai, Oskar Schlemmer, and Mart Stam. 29.7 × 21 cm (11.7 × 8.3 in.). Private Collection.


Or was it? As Patrick Rössler and Anke Blümm reveal in their essay in this volume, during the Bauhaus’s existence, over one-third of its students were female: 36.9 percent.16 The school provided these women with a relatively unsupervised, co-ed working and living environment that allowed for experimentation with new creative forms and lifestyles. In addition, while they are not represented in the 1928 bauhaus grid, a number of other women held various leadership and teaching positions at the Bauhaus, among them Gertrud Grunow, Marianne Brandt, and Karla Grosch.17 Others were less formally involved in instructing their fellow students, including Friedl Dicker and Otti Berger.18

Further, at times the Bauhaus traded very publicly on the image of the liberated female Bauhäusler. The very next edition of the bauhaus journal seems to have done just that (Figure I.3). Captioned with the slogan, “Young People, Come to the Bauhaus!” a circular cutout of a photograph by the female student Lotte Beese serves as a peephole into the school. It reveals a very different set of heads than the bauhaus issue just before it; this time all are young and female. As if to contrast with the strict and serious grid, and in a composition not unlike Kallin-Fischer’s photo of Rantzsch and Manuckiam, these students’ smiling faces are arrayed as a happy jumble—the result perhaps of simply trying to get all of the heads as close to each other as possible—with the students’ bodies fanning out from this center. The “Bauhausmädel” (Bauhaus Gal), as a popular magazine dubbed the type in 1930, was the quintessential embodiment of the school’s commitment to the new.19

The Bauhaus drew and fostered a particularly extraordinary generation of creative women. The strength of this group was, ironically, in part due to a sexist policy; starting in 1920, the Bauhaus’s leadership held female applicants to stricter admissions criteria than their male counterparts, a practice intended to keep women’s numbers low and thus to avoid charges of dilettantism against the school. Yet it also meant that the women who attended the Bauhaus were exceptionally well qualified. The work of female Bauhäusler has generally received much less attention than that of the men, but it has also been the subject of important feminist work that provides the essential basis for many of this book’s essays.20

In private as well, rarely seen photographs show modern women inhabiting and even dominating Bauhaus spaces. A snapshot from 1930 gives a New Vision birds-eye view of a balcony in one of the Dessau Master Houses (Figure I.4).21 Similar views—shot from above and staged across the school’s modern architecture—are staples of Bauhaus photography, but this one is full to almost overflowing with fashionable women and elements traditionally associated with the feminine that are mixed into the modern surroundings: flowers, tea cups, a parasol, a crib, and a baby. Taking a fresh look at the archives disrupts an old cycle that privileges an impoverished view of the Bauhaus; as most histories have been written largely without women, Bauhaus women are generally unknown or deemed unimportant. When we look again and at new objects, it is clear that women artists, designers, photographers, and even architects were—despite the very real adversity that they encountered—an essential part of the Bauhaus and its innovations.
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Figure I.3  Bauhaus 2:4, 1928, journal cover with photograph by Lotte Besse. 29.7 × 21 cm (11.7 × 8.3 in.). Private Collection.
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Figure I.4  Unknown photographer, untitled (photograph of Gertrud Arndt along with Bauhaus women and babies on the balcony of a Bauhaus Master House, Dessau), c. 1930. Collection of the Getty Research Library. 8.3 × 5.7 cm (3.25 × 2.25 in.). Image courtesy Getty Research Library.

Gender, Sexuality, and the Body in the Weimar Republic

Not coincidentally, the years of the Bauhaus’s existence were precisely the same as those of Germany’s first democracy, the Weimar Republic (1919–33). Gropius was already dreaming up the Bauhaus while serving as an officer in the First World War (1914–18); difficult times, during which he led his men through incredible danger, not always successfully.22 The war’s prolonged years of unimaginable violence would shape the institution and its members profoundly.23 In July of 1919, after the school had only existed for a few months, the students created an exhibition of their work that Gropius found severely wanting. In a speech to them, Gropius contextualized his disappointment in their shared postwar moment:


… Not a single painter or sculptor has exhibited compositional sketches which ought to be at the heart of an institution like ours. Who today is in a position to paint a completed, fully executed picture? …

For all of us, the main thing undoubtedly remains the experience and what the individual makes of it. We find ourselves in a dreadful catastrophe of world history, in the midst of a revolutionary change in our entire lives and the entire inner life of man.

For the artistic person this is perhaps a stroke of luck—as long as he is strong enough to bear the consequences—since what we need is the courage which allows us to experience inwardly. Then, suddenly, a new path for the artist will be opened up … the greatest intensity, the stirring up of one’s entire being by suffering, privation, fear, difficult relationships, or love, lead to
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