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For Carla, who knows where she’s going.

KALLE: In principle I think orderliness is a good thing. But I once saw a Charlie Chaplin film where he was packing a suitcase – or rather, chucking his stuff into a suitcase – and once he’d shut the lid he decided it was too messy because there were too many bits of cloth poking out. So he took out a pair of scissors and just cut off the sleeves and trouser legs and everything else. It astonished me. I can see you don’t think much of orderliness either.

ZIFFEL: I’m just conscious of the enormous advantages of sloppiness. Sloppiness has saved thousands of lives. Often, in war, a man need only deviate very slightly from the course of action he’s been ordered to take and he’ll escape with his life … I wouldn’t want to stay in a country where order reigned supreme.

Bertolt Brecht, Refugee Conversations, 1940–11




Introduction

The Aliens


i am definitely not bored, even though the initial period here is very difficult. the >feet<, the >pounds<, and the accursed language slow down the hard won pace of work many times over … sensible heating is pretty much unknown in england, and chilly draughts, which supposedly kill germs, are virtually organized here; on the other hand, everybody lies in bed nursing colds, roasted by the fireplace on one side, while on the other a cold draught blows through the rooms. the thick fog makes sure you literally get to eat the unburned particles from the old-fashioned fireplaces. why do the english do absolutely nothing about this perpetually deplorable state of affairs? i think out of puritanical self-denial, for it is exactly the same with food; it is prepared almost to make sure it can give no one real pleasure. puritanical discipline has, to be sure, produced the most respectable and self-controlled of europeans, but in this neutralized air all imagination withers away. nevertheless i feel comfortable here in this sentiment-laden inartistic world, because people’s humaneness here is so attractive and – because I am treated with a respect I cannot help liking.

Walter Gropius to Martin Wagner, 19341
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From the Palace of Pensions to the Palace of Westminster

In 2004, I was admitted to St Thomas’s Hospital, London, which stands directly opposite the Palace of Westminster across the River Thames. I’d spent a week with unbearable pains in my left eye, which had become red and inflamed. What I could see through became increasingly murky and unclear. After finding that I could no longer sleep through the searing pain in my eye, I made an appointment. A morning visit to my GP led to a patch being placed over the left eye and the strict instruction not to go back to work under any circumstances, but to immediately go to St Thomas’s to see the emergency eye specialist. So I got on the bus from New Cross to Lambeth, and alighted at the hospital – barely glancing at it – and scurried into one of the hundreds of wards, receptions, laboratories and surgeries in this multi-storey, multi-level complex. I was complimented by the doctor for my speed in seeking attention – apparently, left just a little longer, I could have become blind in one eye – given some eye drops, and told two things. The first, that what I had was a curable inflammatory infection called Uveitis, sometimes called Iritis, because the iris, specifically, is attacked. The second was that I probably acquired the infection because I had the incurable Crohn’s disease, which, it would soon transpire after a few tests, I did. Stumbling, dazed, out of the hospital, but with the eye drops already starting to do their soothing work, I used that inflamed iris to have a good look around.

Immediately, I noticed the Palace of Westminster across the river. There is probably no building that is more quintessentially, insufferably English. Mainly containing the Houses of Parliament, it was designed at the turn of the Victorian era by the establishment Anglican classicist Charles Barry, in a deliberately compromised alliance with the charismatic, Catholic goth Augustus Welby Pugin. The details, designed by Pugin, are in the most flamboyantly ornamental Gothic, with no surface left uncovered. Statues, tracery, crockets and spires adorn the structure, particularly at the top of its several towers, the second largest of which is the clock tower nicknamed Big Ben; yet the massing, and accordingly, the facades of the building facing the river, are completely symmetrical and classical. It is the perfect English compromise. A pact between the two factions in the nineteenth century’s style wars, a solution to the question of how to construct a building that would look both ancient and new, to project both immense wealth and puritan sobriety, to showcase both illogicality and rationality.

St Thomas’s Hospital, out of which I had just emerged, is right on the south bank of the Thames – the eye clinic is in full view of Big Ben. The hospital consists of three buildings: two long, low pavilions, and a central tower, which deliberately does not compete with the building opposite, which we will come to presently. All of the buildings are clearly modernist, but not in the way such buildings are usually done in Britain. Unlike the National Theatre and the South Bank, east along the Thames from the hospital, St Thomas’s is not Brutalist – that is, it is not aggressive, charismatic, or characterized by rough and raw concrete surfaces. Unlike the similarly close Royal Festival Hall, it is not light-hearted, decorative, pretty or ‘typically English’. And unlike later modernist buildings, such as those in the City of London skyline visible from the hospital’s higher levels, it is not high-tech, denoted by a slick skin of glass and an ‘iconic’, instantly recognizable and reproducible shape. It is a modernist’s modernism, classical modernism.

One can list the negative virtues of St Thomas’s Hospital, but most important is an attempt to create an image of order: of society as a seamlessly flowing and functioning machine, calm, clean, rational, sensible, and equal. Unlike the hospital’s previous incarnation – a fussy, poorly planned collection of tawdry spires and turrets, a cluster of which still survive to the west of these buildings – it makes not the slightest effort to complement, impersonate or compete with the Houses of Parliament, despite the fact that their direct proximity, facing each other at all times, means you can never really contemplate one without the other. Perhaps because of this refusal to play a game of architectural tennis across the Thames, St Thomas’s has usually been ignored. It is not listed, it is not famous, and unlike many buildings of its era, it never appears on a mug or a tea towel. It has also never been vehemently hated. Charles III very probably doesn’t like it, but he did not coin a particular epithet or insult to sum up his dislike. Rationality and order, St Thomas’s suggests, is normal, and – why not? – a little boring. It is the least you should expect.

That, at least, is how you might see it on an average day. But this wasn’t an average day, and I wasn’t seeing things as I normally would. The experience of having a ferocious pain was suddenly salved, and given the time to linger – knowing I wouldn’t be going back to work – I did so. I remembered, from a library book about public sculpture in London, that somewhere near here was a work by the Russian Constructivist Naum Gabo, and after a short wander – the sculpture wasn’t signposted – I found it. It is in a sunken garden, on the Embankment. There is no building directly in front of it, so it is framed either by the insane spiked skyline of the Palace of Westminster over the river, or by the right angles of St Thomas’s lower blocks. The sculpture is a thin, organic, curved form at the centre of a fountain. It is called Revolving Torsion, and like many of Gabo’s sculptures it is ‘kinetic’ – that is, it moves and revolves, and water pours from it.1 The way the water emerges makes the metal form look like a series of membranes, like tendons pulled over bone. If you can’t quite see properly – and of course, on first seeing it, I couldn’t – you might find the effect slightly unnerving, and ask yourself whether or not you’re actually seeing what you’re seeing. That feeling is exciting. But when you look closely at the sculpture, you see that the effect of motion is perfectly rational, and you can see the game that’s being played. Gabo is sharing its rules with you.

Revolving Torsion is completely abstract – it doesn’t represent or ‘look like’ anything, although an unimpressed observer might compare its stainless-steel components to a partially melted bottle opener. What is not abstract is the way the work relates to the buildings on either side of it. Look towards the hospital, and the sculpture’s taut curves are in an obvious dialogue with, are framed by, the straight and pure lines. Look towards Big Ben, and it’s more puzzling. This tiny work becomes monumental, and it seems to grip the Gothic turrets in a vice, as if wanting to freeze them, stop them, interrogate them – ask them what exactly it is they think they’re doing, what the point is of all this silly gesticulation. Moving away from this intense little game, the green public square in which Gabo’s sculpture sits, with its built-in concrete benches, feels exceptionally calm and restful, a difficult thing to be when you’re just under Westminster Bridge Road. Sitting here, next to the white flowers growing in the specially made concrete boxes, I started to take in the white hospital buildings around. They’re all clad in perfectly square white ceramic tiles, shiny and wipe-clean, as the surfaces of a hospital should be. The windows are large, and their painted steel frames are lightweight, designed so that as much as possible can be seen from inside them, and as much light and air can reach the patients and the staff. At the corners, the windows are slightly inset, as a way of revealing to the viewer the technology behind the building – that this is a frame construction, that it is not built from the ground up. The roofs are, of course, flat.
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Naum Gabo’s Revolving Torsion and Yorke Rosenberg Mardall’s St Thomas’s Hospital.

The space is very quietly beautiful – crystalline, soothing, pure. This is an impression I have tested when not putting eye drops into my eyes and found to be accurate. But I also remembered another building I had seen, in a far-away city better known for its Gothic and Baroque rather than its modern architecture – the Dům Radost or ‘House of Joy’, originally known as the Palace of Pensions, in Prague. It was built between 1932 and 1934 when the city was the capital of the new Central European state of Czechoslovakia. Unlike St Thomas’s Hospital, the Palace of Pensions is quite famous in the histories of modern architecture, and features in many of them as an example of the Functionalism and Constructivism that briefly became the architectural mainstream in a handful of countries at the turn of the 1930s – the Netherlands, Czechoslovakia, Germany, the Soviet Union. While St Thomas’s went looking for me, as it were, I went looking for the Palace of Pensions, on a visit to the Czech capital, on a pilgrimage to the great interwar modernist buildings that fill that city’s inner suburbs, ignored by the tourists en route to the palaces and churches along the River Vltava. The Palace of Pensions consists of a long, tall slab and lower flanking blocks, just like St Thomas’s. It is similarly clear in its design, an image of impeccable logicality and restraint, but at the same time quietly dramatic in its high-rise scale and confidence, its lack of qualms about ignoring the past. It is also clad in perfectly square tiles (here, more off-white). It is a public building for a welfare state, as of course is St Thomas’s Hospital, the most prominent building of the National Health Service. The Palace of Pensions is also obviously the product of people who think Gothic architecture is a bit silly. What I didn’t realize at the time was that there was a reason why this influential, cultish edifice in Prague looked so much like the banal public building in London. It’s because they were both substantially designed by Eugene Rosenberg.

[image: ]
A 1930s photograph of the Palace of Pensions in Prague, taken from J. M. Richards’ Pelican Modern Architecture.

In the early 1930s, when the Palace of Pensions was built, Eugene Rosenberg, born Evžen Rosenberg in 1907 in Topoľčany, Slovakia, was a partner at the firm of Josef Havlíček and Karel Honzík, a duo who were making their names as leading members of a Czechoslovak avant-garde of artists, architects and photographers. Czech and Slovak modernists were positioned at the heart of Europe, a midpoint, a bridge, between the capitalist, imperialist West and the fresh, new, socialist experiment in the East. At the Palace of Pensions, Rosenberg was the project architect, tasked with the day-to-day work of marrying the utopian design of the building to the practical possibilities of its builders on the site, and making any changes that might result. On the strength of this, Rosenberg struck out on his own, designing a series of similarly sharp and rational-looking office blocks, flats and shopping arcades on small sites in the Czech capital. Nazi Germany’s piece-by-piece absorption of Czechoslovakia – first annexing the German-speaking Sudetenland, then invading the Czech heartland of Bohemia and Moravia, then turning Slovakia into a fascist puppet state – made Rosenberg, who was on the political left and had Jewish ancestry, decide to escape to Britain in 1939. Having arrived, he quickly made friends and contacts among a nascent modern architectural scene, helped by the fame of the Palace of Pensions. After the war, Rosenberg would found a firm with the English architect and writer F. R. S. Yorke and the Finnish designer Cyril Mardall – Yorke Rosenberg Mardall. ‘YRM’ still exists today, decades after the deaths of its founders, as a corporate architecture conglomerate.

Yorke Rosenberg Mardall designed all manner of buildings across Britain, and in a language which consistently and strongly recalls the vision of modern architecture that one finds at the Palace of Pensions, a graph-paper style of imperishable materials and unimpeachable logic. And always, those square white tiles, about which the company’s founders would boast that the proportions of the buildings were so well calculated that they never had to cut a tile. Most of all, they were architects to the Welfare State, and especially to the most important, most loved aspect of the post-war British mixed economy, the National Health Service, whose staff were surely attracted by all those easily cleaned white tiles – the very image of public health. Yorke Rosenberg Mardall would design big NHS hospitals in Crawley, Hull, Oxford, and this, the largest, St Thomas’s Hospital in London. You didn’t ‘express yourself’ if you were designing an NHS hospital, any more than you invited patients to ‘consultations’ about the design. You did the job, and you made it as clear, straightforward and sanitary as possible.2 If you are, as I was on that day in 2004, scared and in pain, this can be comforting rather than alarming – a signal to you that everything is going to work just fine, that a machine designed around you is ready to cater to your needs.

It’s telling that in designing this incredibly prominent building, Rosenberg employed another exile of the 1930s to design the public sculpture to stand at the heart of the public space opposite Parliament. Naum Gabo was born in the Russian provincial town of Bryansk in 1890 and educated in Moscow and St Petersburg; after the 1917 revolution, he became one of the first pioneers of the Constructivist movement with his Realistic Manifesto, written with his brother Antoine Pevsner. Gabo moved westwards across Europe as the interwar years went on; like Rosenberg, he was a Central-Eastern European Jew who had fled the rise of Nazism and come to London in the second half of the 1930s. He would not make his life there, unlike Rosenberg, but Gabo did live in Hampstead and St Ives for a decade between 1936 and 1946, and he had a huge effect in those ten years as a real, living emissary of the utopian fervour of the Soviet avant-garde, spurring on the courage of young sculptors and painters unsure how far they could take the break with the imperial consensus of their forebears. For Gabo, designing the sculpture for this NHS hospital was a gift, giving something back. In a note published as it was unveiled in 1976, he wrote of how he had ‘lived in England through the most tragic years of her history and the most glorious period in the life of her people … I never, in my heart, lost my attachment to England.’3 And here they both were, at St Thomas’s Hospital: Gabo and Rosenberg. These avant-garde experimenters managed to build their ideal right in the centre of the European capital that had once been the most hostile to their modernist ideology – although it had been comparatively forgiving, compared with the countries they had come from, as to their physical existence.

St Thomas’s Hospital itself was built between 1966 and 1974; its construction exactly spanned the shift between the high-water mark of post-war modernism in Britain and the artistic movement’s sudden and decisive plummeting of its public reputation. It is extreme in its lack of extremity. The architectural historian Reyner Banham, writing a retrospective of Yorke Rosenberg Mardall at the start of the 1970s, pointed out how strange, how un-English, their commitment to clean, efficient public service actually was. ‘The delivery of such a service offends both the extremes at which our island architecture tends to polarise: the high-falutin’ cathedral-buildin’ prima donna, and your humble servant the honest two-by-four craftsman.’4 The Houses of Parliament were, of course, a combination of both, fusing the talents of the staid country-house builder Barry and the fanatic Pugin. But this is something else – it is hard to imagine that there was ever any period in British life where something so seemingly hostile to all ‘British values’ in design and everyday life could possibly have been built here. St Thomas’s Hospital is like a Malevich painting photomontaged across the photographs on a London picture postcard; it is a giant three-dimensional work of propaganda against making do and muddling through. What on earth, I asked myself, as I squinted at the buildings and the sculpture with my one good eye, is this building doing here, right opposite Parliament? How did something that makes so little fuss of itself, and yet which so resolutely refuses to doff its cap, get built on the most symbolically important site in the country? I had no answers to these questions then, but as I walked off to take the bus home, my vision had been permanently realigned.
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Sanatorium for the Totalitarians

This is a book about the intellectuals who migrated to Britain during the 1930s from the countries in Central and Eastern Europe that were overrun by fascism; it is a book about how these individuals shaped Britain, and how Britain shaped them. It begins in a period that in some ways resembles our own, dominated by a pervasive sense of crisis, the rise of the far right and the far left, and hyper-speed technological change, but the country at the heart of it is almost unrecognizable from the one we live in today. One of the reasons for this is the influence of that generation of migrants upon Britain, bringing to the country a more proudly urban, modernist and serious culture, which was at first ridiculed by many, but gradually became so accepted that we don’t even realize how many aspects of quintessentially British twentieth-century culture, from Picture Post magazine to the conservation of Victorian architecture, from the classic design of Penguin Books to tourist pageants like Glyndebourne or the Edinburgh Festival, were the products of refugees fleeing either from Germany or those places Neville Chamberlain called ‘small faraway countries of which we know nothing’. Some of these people would go on to become pillars of the British establishment, as could be seen by the amount of them who became Knights of the Realm: Sir Ernst Gombrich, Sir Nikolaus Pevsner, Sir Karl Popper and others.

Yet the cultures from which these people emerged has a reputation for being the most advanced and radical of the twentieth century in Europe.1 The Central European movements in art, architecture, design, literature, theatre and much else, which are retrospectively summarized as ‘the avant-garde’, or as ‘modernism’, entirely revolutionized those disciplines, making them almost unrecognizable: those avant-garde movements included Expressionism, a trend in painting, sculpture and, briefly, architecture that shifted from the most angst-ridden and tortured form of art into a crystalline utopianism; its nihilistic, parodic outgrowth, Dada; and Constructivism, a rationalist and socially reforming fusion of technocracy and creativity.

These movements weren’t confined to the ateliers and art studios, but would affect theatre, for example the revolutionary, artificial, deliberately ‘alienating’ stagecraft of Meyerhold, Toller, Piscator, Brecht. It also influenced cinema, in the work of Expressionists like F. W. Murnau, Fritz Lang or G. W. Pabst, or Constructivists like Sergei Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov. Also literature, in the mix of matter-of-fact reportage related with a ‘camera eye’ in the work of Joseph Roth or Ilya Ehrenburg; and the covers of those books, which became Constructivist artworks in their own right under the design of László Moholy-Nagy, Karel Teige or Aleksandr Rodchenko, and their lettering, transformed by typographers such as Jan Tschichold or Paul Renner. There were also the magazine and newspaper designs and layouts, turned into agitational canvases through the Dadaist John Heartfield’s work on the Arbeiter Illustrierte Zeitung (Workers’ Illustrated Newspaper). Finally, of course, architecture, where Expressionist and Constructivist ideas were translated into thousands of workers’ houses by architects such as Bruno Taut in Berlin and Ernst May in the ‘New Frankfurt’; and at the Weissenhof Estate in Stuttgart, planned by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, various German architects and the Swiss designer Le Corbusier created what seemed for a time like a new, globally applicable model for housing and architecture. What unified all of these activities was an aspiration towards dissolving the boundaries between ‘art’ and ‘life’. Painters were seldom content just to be painters, but imagined being able to serve some sort of new revolutionary society, which was imagined as being of the left in Germany and Russia – though the closely linked Italian Futurists put their work at the service of fascism.

Particularly after Dada’s purgative retch of disgust, this was a period of ‘constructive’ movements, and the attempt to create new institutions and new rules for old forms of art. It was a great moment for the creation of new schools and institutes. To name the most famous and most relevant for this book, there was the Bauhaus school of design, architecture and art, which in its various homes in Weimar, Dessau and Berlin always maintained the belief that the built world could be transformed through some form of utopian thinking; the Warburg Institute in Hamburg, which pioneered a new form of art history that was both more ‘scientific’ and rigorous, and also more esoteric and experimental, than anything that had gone before it; and the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, which tried to fuse the ideas of Freud and Marx as a means to understand the apparently puzzling fact that capitalism did not die following the revolutions of 1917–19. Leaving aside a generally shared love of American cinema and technology, Ford factories and mechanization, this was not a period full of people who were pleased with the world as it was. All would have adhered to some version of Brecht’s maxim, put to music in collaboration with Hanns Eisler: ‘change the world – it needs it!’
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New Surfaces: an advertisement for Bauhaus Wallpaper, 1932.

[image: A view of high-rise buildings with metal bridges crisscrossing in front of them.]
New Cities: a still from Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, 1927.

[image: The cover of A-I-Z features a woman piling her arms with books from a store.]
New Media: a 1930 issue of A-I-Z, covers by John Heartfield.

[image: A sculpture hanging from a ceiling features a woman floating horizontally with her arms on her chest and her head lifted to look forward. Small, patterned tiles are on the walls around the sculpture.]
New Figures: Ernst Barlach’s Expressionist sculpture, 1927.

All of this emerged under the influence of the seismic political changes in the aftermath of the First World War. In November 1918, Germany, on the verge of military humiliation, underwent an abortive socialist revolution, which wasn’t wholly suppressed until 1923, after a five-year period of chaos, punctuated by invasions, Communist, military and fascist coup attempts, mass political violence and hyperinflation. In 1917, two revolutions in Russia overthrew first an age-old absolute monarchy, and then the centrist Provisional Government, instituting a regime in St Petersburg and Moscow committed to fomenting a World Revolution. Mass parties were under its substantial control in Germany, Czechoslovakia, France and elsewhere. In Hungary, for several months in 1919, a Communist Republic of Councils ruled from Budapest, enthusiastically supported by modern artists. New independent states were created by the treaties with the defeated powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary, and by the collapse of the Russian Empire. In Central Europe, these states included the newly separated Austria and Hungary, of course, but also the new union states of Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia; straddling the historic centre and east of Europe were a reconstituted Poland and an expanded Romania, with the new states of Finland, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia.

The epicentre of this ‘new civilization’, the Weimar Republic that ruled over most of Bismarck’s recently unified German Reich, was unstable from the start; as early as the 1950s, the Polish avant-garde filmmaker, publisher and writer Stefan Themerson was having to correct the romantic ideas young people had of the Weimar Republic, those who ‘think about the famous Twenties as if they were an Artistic Paradise, a kind of Glorious Technicolour where young poets were cushioned on soft pink sofas and asked to recite their abstract poems to immense, enthusiastic crowds, here and there gently sprinkled with a war widow, a (perhaps temporarily unemployed) war hero, and a war orphan. Well it was not so.’2 The Hungarian painter Imre Hofbauer, who lived in Berlin, Prague and Budapest before escaping to London, recalled the Weimar Republic in 1948 in a monograph on the Dadaist George Grosz:


For the first time [Germans] had freedom. But they did not know how to be free. They did not know what to do with their new Constitution. They were like freed slaves, all at sea because they were free. Their civilisation had been shattered. Their literature, architecture, art, methods of manufacture, monetary system, in fact, their whole being was shaken to the core in consequence of the upheaval of war.3



These new freedoms might have been embraced by an avant-garde, but this was storing up a counter-reaction – which, after the Great Depression hit Germany at the end of the 1920s, became a flood of racism, ignorance and conspiracy theory, overwhelming this half-hearted attempt at a rational liberal republic. As the Stuttgart lawyer-turned-painter Fred Uhlman realized, the German modernists, liberals and social democrats ‘had been living in a fool’s paradise. I had not believed it possible that millions of Germans, who quoted Goethe and Schiller and so proudly described their nation as ein Volk von Dichtern und Denkern, a nation of poets and thinkers, could fall for such a farrago of nonsense, the “diarrhoea of undigested ideas”, of a Hitler.’4

But this wave of reaction spread well beyond Germany. In the early 1930s, the Soviet Union first slowly, then harshly repudiated the artistic avant-garde it had incubated, ironically mirroring the way in which the National Socialists loathed these ‘Judeo-Bolshevik’ movements, repressing them as they came to power in January 1933.5 Although these were the most dramatic clampdowns, a similar process happened across Central and Eastern Europe. After brief democratic experiments, all of the new states – except for Czechoslovakia and Finland – had become right-wing, antisemitic dictatorships by the mid-1930s, as of course had Germany. Britain had its upheavals – the Irish War of Independence, 1919–21, the General Strike of 1926, two brief Labour governments undone first by the secret services and then by the Great Depression – but compared with the social and political avalanches happening between Cologne and Moscow, it was untouched.

Each of the wars, revolutions and coups in this zone created thousands of refugees, and the political crises would often follow on from each other. It wasn’t at all unusual for an artist living in Britain in 1939 to have lived during the previous decades in Budapest, Berlin, Vienna, Prague, Paris and then Amsterdam, before making their way to London. Conservative and liberal ‘White’ Russians fled between 1917 and 1921 to Paris, Berlin, Belgrade, Sofia, Harbin and Shanghai. Socialist Hungarians fled the violent suppression of the 1919 Republic of Workers’ Councils, usually to Vienna or Berlin. But these were followed by much larger migrations in the face of, first, the Nazi seizure of power in Berlin in 1933 – the concentration camps were opened within days, and were first filled with Communists – then the bloody overthrow in 1934 of the enlightened Social Democratic local government of ‘Red Vienna’ by the Catholic Fascist central state. This led to people who had escaped from Berlin to Vienna fleeing in turn to Paris or Prague. In 1938, Prague was also no longer safe, as Nazi Germany first chopped away at and then fully absorbed Czechoslovakia, mere months after liberal, conservative and apolitical Jewish Austrians who had remained after the coup of 1934 fled the Anschluss, the annexation by Germany. Those who thought it was possible to stay in Nazi Germany and hope for the best were horrified by the events of 1938, particularly the state-orchestrated pogrom of Kristallnacht in November. Relatively few refugees from Italian Fascism or from the Spanish Civil War of 1936–9 made it to Britain, but the Second World War itself, particularly with the fall of Warsaw in 1939 and the fall of Paris in 1940, brought many anti-Nazi Czechs, Slovaks and Poles to this country, many of whom went on to fight in Allied armies.

Overall, around 100,000 Central European refugees made their way to the United Kingdom between 1933 and 1940. This was a smaller number than many other countries had taken, and the United States was always the preferred destination for most refugees. Very few would have considered Britain their first choice. For Fred Uhlman, travelling further and further away from the obscurantist Reich that ruled over his home country, Britain was simply an unknown zone, ‘a happy isle of lotus eaters’6 which had somehow sat out the twentieth century. The ignorance was mutual: ‘I arrived in England on the 3rd September, 1936, but if it had been China I could not have known less about the country which was now my second home.’7 Because of this huge cultural, if not geographical distance, it has been argued that the people who came to Britain were disproportionately conservative, and unrepresentative of the more radical strains of interwar Central European culture. Whether this was really true we’ll explore over the course of this book, but one inescapable fact is that fairly few figures of the first rank from the Berlin-Budapest-Vienna-Prague-Warsaw culture of the 1920s and 1930s – often summarized, not wholly accurately, as ‘Weimar Culture’ – made it to Britain or, even less, stayed long-term. An extreme example is Sigmund Freud, who came to London in June 1939 when he was already dying, and who with his architect son Ernst transformed a Hampstead house into a replica of his Vienna apartment. Some refugees were in England for just a few months, like the brilliant playwright, poet and ideologue Bertolt Brecht, or weeks, like the luxury-modernist architect Mies van der Rohe. Some stayed for a few years before leaving for the United States just before the war began: this category included major figures in the Bauhaus school such as Walter Gropius, László Moholy-Nagy and Marcel Breuer, and the philosopher and main figure of the Frankfurt School, Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno. Many remained in Britain during the war, but left afterwards, for East or West Germany or America, such as Naum Gabo, the photomontage artist John Heartfield, or the radically opposed economic historians Karl Polanyi and Friedrich Hayek. Some lived in England for many years without attracting much attention, and died in poverty, like the Dadaist Kurt Schwitters.

Of the truly globally important cultural figures of the time, one can make a very short list of those who genuinely settled for the rest of their lives in Britain: this would include the novelist Arthur Koestler; the historian Isaac Deutscher; the novelist and critic Elias Canetti; the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein; the psychoanalyst Melanie Klein. Previous fame was irrelevant – the famous critic Alfred Kerr, once so feared that the Viennese journalist Hilde Spiel recalled an actor spontaneously vomiting when spying him in the audience, struggled in England; but Alfred’s teenage daughter Judith became one of the best-loved children’s book authors in the English language. The Czech architect Jacques Groag never designed a single permanent building during over two decades in Britain; but his younger, previously unknown wife Jacqueline (born Hilde Pick) became a very successful textile designer, creating modernist fabrics for the fashion industry and maquettes for London Transport. Then there are those who arrived as youths and went on to become major figures as adults, like the painters Lucian Freud and Frank Auerbach, or the historians Eric Hobsbawm and Ernest Gellner. Perhaps the most important were those who arrived as adults with some reputation, but whose major work was created in Britain. This category includes the majority of those whose work is most appreciated over here, such as the art historian Ernst Gombrich, the architects Ernő Goldfinger, Walter Segal and Berthold Lubetkin, the photographers Bill Brandt and Edith Tudor-Hart, the art and architecture historian Nikolaus Pevsner, the filmmaker Emeric Pressburger, the muralists Feliks Topolski and Hans Feibusch, the urbanist Ruth Glass, the novelist and travel writer Sybille Bedford, and the philosopher Karl Popper.

Many of these people became so integrated into British life that their foreignness, their avant-gardeness, completely disappeared, or seemed to.8 Wittgenstein, most likely unintentionally, effectively founded British analytic philosophy, with its hostility to abstraction, politics and generalization. Nikolaus Pevsner spent the 1930s and 1940s lobbying for modern architecture and modern design in the face of widespread official indifference and hostility, but he is known to most people as the author of ‘The Buildings of England’ series, the architectural guides to each county that will tell you everything you need to know about medieval parish churches and Victorian town halls. Generations of British people received their artistic self-education through a copy of Gombrich’s The Story of Art, a work that effectively stops short just before the avant-garde emerges. More to the point, in many cases the radicalism of the source was often hidden – how many people who have ever picked up one of Thames & Hudson’s black ‘World of Art’ paperbacks will be aware of the roots of its founders, Walter and Eva Neurath, in the interwar experiments in socialist culture of ‘Red Vienna’?

For some, this combined prominence and disappearance could be explained by something quite simple. Britain was unappealing for a radical intellectual in the 1930s and 1940s, a combination of smug imperial hegemon and wealthy backwater; this meant that the refugees who remained were those who had some sort of affinity with British quietness and restraint. This was, indeed, the argument of some of the emigrants themselves: in his 1954 autobiography The Invisible Writing, Arthur Koestler related that:


I have found the human climate of England particularly congenial and soothing – a kind of Davos for internally bruised veterans of the totalitarian age. Its atmosphere contains fewer germs of aggression and brutality per cubic foot in a crowded bus, pub, queue or street than in any other country in which I have lived.9



Accordingly, Koestler decisively ‘chose’ Britain:


Up to this turning point, my life had been a phantom-chase after the arrow in the blue, the perfect cause, the blueprint of a streamlined Utopia. Now, with unintentional irony, I adopted as my home a country where arrows are only used on dart-boards, suspicious of all causes, contemptuous of systems, bored by ideologies, sceptical about Utopias, rejecting all blueprints … enamoured of its leisurely muddle, incurious about the future, devoted to its past … I was even more intrigued by the English attitude to the outside world, which I summed up in a maxim: ‘Be kind to the foreigner, the poor chap can’t help it.’10



But the near-seamless assimilation that accounts like these represent was the basis for an influential attack on almost the entire generation of exiles by the young Marxist historian Perry Anderson, published in the New Left Review in the mythic year of 1968. In ‘Components of the National Culture’, Anderson lamented the ‘mediocre and inert’ culture of ‘the most conservative major society in Europe’. This hidebound environment had been changed to some degree by the 1960s, because ‘in this intensely provincial society, foreigners suddenly became omnipresent’.11 Yet if those who went from Berlin to New York, Moscow, Shanghai, Ankara or Tel Aviv brought their revolutionary culture with them, this wasn’t the case for London. ‘The wave of emigrants who came to England in this century were by and large seeking refuge from the instability of their societies,’ wrote Anderson, and ‘England epitomised the opposite of all this: tradition, continuity and orderly empire’, with a ‘culture [which] was consonant with this special history’. As a result, ‘a process of natural selection occurred, in which those intellectuals who had some elective affinity to English modes of thought and political outlook gravitated here. Those refugees who did not went elsewhere.’12

Not everything in this stands up to scrutiny so many decades later. Anderson deliberately excised the arts from his survey; and while he correctly noted the large number of ‘Austrians among those who chose Britain’, his dismissal of Vienna – the centre between 1919 and 1934 of the most developed socialist culture in Europe – as a heartland of ‘parish-pump positivism’ was unfair. Follow the Austrian tradition in another direction and you end up not at the exam-question trivialities of Oxbridge analytic philosophy but at the radical internationalism of the Isotype pictorial language devised by Otto and Marie Neurath.13 But the question remains. Why is it that, say, Ernst Gombrich and Karl Popper, self-proclaimed defenders of bourgeois culture, came to embrace British life, whereas aesthetic and political revolutionaries such as Bertolt Brecht (a lifelong Anglophile who loved Samuel Johnson and Jacobean drama) and Theodor Adorno (who lived in Oxford for several years) did not? According to Anderson, it was because for the likes of Gombrich or Popper, ‘England was not an accidental landing-stage on which these intellectuals found themselves unwittingly stranded … it was a conscious choice, as the antithesis of everything they rejected.’

These figures were especially hostile to grand ideologies and ‘general ideas’, something that could be seen in Popper’s vehement rejection of all systematic political philosophy from Plato to Hegel to Marx, and in Friedrich Hayek’s elevation of nineteenth-century British free-trade capitalism into a trans-historical model, precisely because it was based on accident. ‘Established English culture,’ wrote Anderson, ‘naturally welcomed these unexpected allies.’ Not only did they ‘[reinforce] the existing orthodoxy’, they also ‘exploited its weakness’14 – they told the British establishment what it wanted to hear. But these minds, sharpened by the universities of Berlin, Vienna and Prague, were intellectually much more formidable than the flabby existing cadre of Oxbridge.

These successes rested on the failures of other, more radical refugees. Anderson’s major example was the Polish-Jewish biographer of Trotsky and Stalin, Isaac Deutscher, ‘the greatest Marxist historian of his time’ anywhere in the world, who had lived in Britain since the 1930s but had ‘never secured the smallest university post’.15 What we now know, and Anderson didn’t, is that this was because of the specific lobbying of Sir Isaiah Berlin, the quintessential liberal exile, raised in Riga and St Petersburg, who had fled at a young age with his parents from the Russian Revolution; Berlin felt an obsessive hatred of Deutscher and his unrepentant Marxism, and blocked his projected appointment at the new University of Sussex in the 1960s, something Anderson could not have known at the time.16 Another example he cited was the Hungarian Marxist art historian Frederick Antal, who was similarly ‘kept outside the university world’17 due to his politics. Even those places where Britain didn’t seem at all backward were deceptive, according to Anderson. He explained that the Freudian psychoanalytic establishment moved almost in toto from Vienna to London at the end of the 1930s and stayed there – with Anna Freud and Melanie Klein leading rival schools of analysis from different corners of Hampstead – because psychoanalysis was successfully ‘sealed off as an esoteric enclave, a specialised pursuit unrelated to mainstream “humanistic” concerns’.18 The familiar narrative that Britain was made more international and less parochial by Central European intellectuals was totally reversed by Anderson – for him, the emigration into Britain had actually made the country more parochial, not less, by giving its ‘eccentric’ conservatism the seal of continental intellectual approval.

However, expanding out from Anderson’s ‘humanistic’ disciplines of philosophy, economics and history, into art, architecture, theatre or literature (let alone the natural sciences), it’s easy to see that a ‘red’ rather than a ‘white’ emigration made the most significant impact. British modern architecture, for instance, roots itself in two émigré founding fathers: Berthold Lubetkin, born in Tbilisi to Polish Jewish parents and educated in Moscow at the ‘Soviet Bauhaus’, VKhUTEMAS, the state art and technical school founded in 1920, and the Budapest-born-and-raised, Paris-educated Ernő Goldfinger. Both were very public Marxists who were extensively employed by governmental bodies. But Anderson’s critique pointed to something real: the complex romance between these continental migrants and the island they were washed up upon. If you found the place unappealing, you naturally would move on somewhere else, whether to the United States, Palestine or what was left of ‘home’ after the war. But if you felt an affinity, what kind of country was it you were admiring?
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A Desert Island

Great Britain, as seen through the eyes of these newly arrived refugees, is as alien to us now as it was to them at the time. Irrational but clean and pleasant, with everything in its place and everything working smoothly; insular and monocultural; cold and emotionless. The only thing in their accounts that hasn’t changed (rather, has intensified) is the poor housing and the constant damp.

Fred Uhlman’s comparison of Britain to ‘China’ for a visitor from Stuttgart notwithstanding, there have been numerous times in which Britain and the countries of Central Europe have had a close, interrelated dialogue. It could be traced as far back as the mid-Victorian era, with a German Prince Consort decreeing the creation of an ‘Albertopolis’ of artistic and scientific institutions in South Kensington to emulate the centralized public patronage of a Munich or a Berlin; the innovative turn-of-the-century Glasgow architect Charles Rennie Mackintosh had an eager appreciation society in Vienna; and by 1900 there was a widespread English ruling-class fear – now reckoned by economic historians to have been largely needless1 – that Germany was overtaking Britain in technological and industrial expertise. But curiously, the Germany that is now probably most mythologized and celebrated, the country’s cultural explosion between 1918 and 1933, was probably the Germany in which there was least British interest at the time.

John Willett, the British art historian and translator who did more than most to explain this German culture to British readers during the 1960s and 1970s, recalled in the 1980s that ‘scarcely anybody in England’ was interested in Expressionism during the 1930s and 1940s, while ‘the socially advanced wing of Neue Sachlichkeit seemed positively detestable’.2 In his great study of the radical side of Weimar Culture, The New Sobriety, Willett ascribes this to British Francophilia, and to something specific to that culture in the first instance – the fact it was collective and deeply politicized, with no room for ‘art for art’s sake’, and with less role for the individual ‘genius’. Weimar had dozens of brilliant artistic groups, institutions and publications, but it produced no Picasso. Willett is categorical that when he first became aware of this culture at the end of the 1930s – in both Germany and his initial enthusiasm, Czechoslovakia – it was considered an eccentric, puzzling thing to care about.

Revisionist historians have snipped at the familiar notion of interwar Britain as a culturally conservative enclave distant in mind from continental Europe and implacably hostile to avant-garde ideas, but they have never quite managed to destroy it.3 One reason for this is the overwhelming evidence, in nearly every account by a European visitor, of what it was like to arrive here from the rest of Europe in the 1920s and 1930s. For artists, the change was particularly alarming. The photomonteur and sound poet Kurt Schwitters, who eventually found his last home in a barn at Elterwater in the Lake District, declared ‘nobody in London cares about good art’4 – though the genial Dadaist made an exception for the Anarchist art historian and polymath Herbert Read. In his 1932 book The Spirit of London, the Austrian artist and travel writer Paul Cohen-Portheim, who understood Britain better than most, warned aesthete visitors to expect ‘faultless but conservative taste’. In the West End, they’d discover that:


St. James’s is a centre of art, but of old, well-established, and recognised art only. You will see magnificent Chippendale chairs and cabinets, Chelsea china, and perfect mezzotints, Queen Anne silver, and Chinese porcelain; you will see pictures by the great painters of Italy and Holland, by Reynolds and Gainsborough – but you will look in vain for a Picasso or the products of the Bauhaus Dessau.5



On his arrival in Britain in 1934, the Bauhaus director Walter Gropius was appalled by the weather and the tasteless food. Yet he was also relieved when what he took to be something familiar from Nazi Germany turned out to be innocuous – as when he discovered that what he had feared was propaganda (‘TAKE COURAGE’, ‘WELCOME TO THE STRONG COUNTRY’) on the roads and streets was merely beer advertising.6 Art historians keen today to stress the importance of their pet eccentric English enthusiasms, be they the woodcuts of Eric Ravilious or the buildings of Edwin Lutyens, must grapple with the fact that the European artists, designers and architects of the first half of the twentieth century found these parochial and puzzling, if they noticed them at all. The engineer Ove Arup, born in Newcastle to Scandinavian parents, had studied in Denmark and worked in Hamburg before he returned to England in 1923. He would proceed to work on many of the most important buildings of the twentieth century, but he found that ‘In London I had to adjust to a completely different intellectual climate – it was like stepping 50 years back in time.’7

The exiles were primed for this by several books published on ‘the continent’ during the 1920s and 1930s, which stressed just how alien Britain was to conventional European sensibilities. For Cohen-Portheim, the title of his 1930 book, England, The Unknown Isle, was significant; the Dutch historian Gustaaf Johannes Renier published a widely read book in 1931, The English: Are They Human? The sensibility of the Central European avant-garde was similarly struck by English oddness and insularity. The great science-fiction writer and sponsor of abstract art Karel Čapek, very approximately a kind of Czech H. G. Wells, published his Letters from England in Prague a few years earlier, in 1924. In it, you can see all the tropes of Exotic England analysis, which combines paradoxical extreme modernity with great conservatism, uniformity with individualism. As his boat-train passes through the towns and suburbs of Kent:


At last the train bores its way between houses of a curious sort; there are a hundred of them entirely alike; then a whole streetful alike; and again, and again … the train flies past a whole town which is beset by some terrible curse; inexorable Fate has decreed that each house shall have two pillars at the door. For another huge block she has decreed iron balconies. The following block she has perpetually condemned to grey bricks. On another mournful street she has relentlessly imposed blue verandahs. Then there is a whole quarter doing penance for some unknown wrong by placing five steps before every front door. I should be enormously relieved if even one house had only three; but for some reason that is not possible. And another street is entirely red … I thank Heaven that I did not have fifty dreams alike, one after the other. I thank Heaven that dreams at least are not turned out wholesale.8



Much of the alienation derives from the way that these uniform streets are not where social life appears to be taking place. Čapek looks constantly in vain for any signs of urbanism, for people living some kind of identifiably urban existence out on the streets, and does not find it:


The London streets are just a gulley through which life flows to get home. In the streets people do not live, stare, talk, stand or sit; they merely rush through the streets … in Italy, in France, the street is a sort of large tavern or public garden, a village green, a meeting-place, a playground and theatre, an extension of home and doorstep; here it is something which belongs to nobody, and which does not bring anyone closer to his fellows.9



There is in fact a pervasive fear of a ‘continental’ urbanism, and despite – or because of – the terrifying uniformity of English streets, no sort of modernist ‘ballet of the street’ will be found in them. ‘In our country a man thrusts his head out of the window, and he is right in the street. But the English home is separated from the street not merely by a curtain in the window, but also by a garden and a railing, ivy, a patch of grass, a door-knocker and age-old tradition’.10 For Čapek, the alienation also extends to the strange way in which the city interacts with its countryside – not a place of production, as it is in his native Czechoslovakia, but something ornamental, just like the useless patches of green in front of each of those unnervingly identical houses. Cohen-Portheim makes similar observations about London, but knowing it much better than Čapek, he points out that a very real street life does emerge on the weekends in certain places, in the then largely Jewish district of Whitechapel and in the large towns and cities of the North, where ‘promenading’ was a distinct activity.

London is also an imperial city, and one in which it is unclear exactly where all the immense wealth of plunder has actually gone, outside of the museums and a few luxury districts. Čapek visits the ‘Empire Exhibition’ held in Wembley that year, 1924, and is as puzzled by it as by everything else: ‘there are four hundred million coloured people in the British Empire, and the only trace of them at the British Empire Exhibition consists of a few advertisement supers, one or two yellow or brown huxters and a few old relics which have been brought here for curiosity and amusement … Everything is here, including the stuffed lion and the extinct emu; only the spirit of the four hundred million is missing.’11 And yet, while ‘if you search in the London collections for ivory carvings or embroidered tobacco-pouches, you will find them; if you search for the perfection of human work, you will find it in the Indian museum and the Babylonian gallery, in the Daumiers, Turners, and Watteaus, or in the Elgin marbles’. Little of this wealth or beauty can be found on those endless, miserable streets. ‘You can ride for hours and miles on the top of a bus from Ealing to East Ham, and from Clapham to Bethnal Green; and you will scarcely find a place where your eye could derive pleasure from the beauty and lavishness of human work.’12 The Frankfurt musician and experimental radio pioneer Ernst Schoen put it all rather more pithily a few years later, in a poem:


A fascinating old woman: England,

London: Millions of tightly compressed

Identical little houses built quickly out of dirt.13



So England is not a country much concerned with beauty, especially not in the built environment – but it is one where a sense of order pertained, which was deeply strange to those raised in Central Europe. This difference was obvious even – or especially – to children. Two decades before he would flee Vienna as an anti-fascist intellectual, Elias Canetti, who grew up in Ruschuk (now Ruse), Bulgaria, briefly lived in Manchester as a child between 1911 and 1913, due to the textile-business connections of his upper-middle-class Sephardic family. ‘Everything I witnessed in England at that time fascinated me with its order,’ he remembered in the 1970s. ‘Life in Ruschuk had been loud and fierce, and rich in painful accidents’, but going to school in suburban Manchester was quiet, predictable and rigid.14

Perhaps the most vivid description of a sudden change from the interwar continental environment to that of 1930s England comes in the autobiography of a British historian raised in Alexandria via Vienna and Berlin, Eric Hobsbawm. In Interesting Times, Hobsbawm gives us first the breathless rush of his last memories of pre-Nazi Berlin, when, as a teenage Communist, he took part in the last legal demonstrations of the German Communist Party (KPD) and hid the printing press of the Communist School Students League in the family home (as he and his family had British citizenship, he was not at risk). ‘Next to sex, the activity combining bodily experience and intense emotion to the highest degree is the participation in a mass demonstration at a time of great public exaltation … the occasion has remained unforgettable.’ He sketches out his memories of Weimar Culture – not, he is keen to point out, a ‘youth culture’, for all its modernism, but something communal, cross-generational and to an extent cross-class. But most of all, Hobsbawm wanted to stress the shattering event of proudly being in the Communist crowd for the last days of Weimar Germany. ‘What I can remember,’ he writes, ‘is singing, with intervals of heavy silence’. The songs ranged from the ‘Internationale’ to ‘Red Wedding’ by the great Communist composer and Brecht collaborator Hanns Eisler, a song named after the most strongly Communist Berlin district. ‘When, in British isolation two years later,’ Hobsbawm continues:


I reflected on the basis of my communism, this sense of ‘mass ecstasy’ (Massenekstase, for I wrote my diary in German) was one of the five components of it – together with pity for the exploited, the aesthetic appeal of a perfect and comprehensive intellectual system, ‘dialectical materialism’, a little bit of the Blakean vision of the new Jerusalem and a good deal of intellectual anti-philistinism. But in January 1933 I did not analyse my convictions.15



What followed was like a cold shower. He was now in an immense, apparently endless suburban city, the capital of what was ‘in 1933 still a self-contained island where life was lived by unwritten but compelling rules, rituals and invented traditions’.16 Some distance now from the marching workers of Berlin, believing (tragically, utterly wrong-headedly) that they were on the verge of power in 1932 and 1933, the teenage Hobsbawm’s encounters with the British working class were ‘disappointing, but also puzzling’.17 Europe’s most advanced and oldest capitalism had created not an insurgent class ‘for itself’, but a proletariat that was both intensely class conscious and far from revolutionary. Ultimately, ‘by 1932 Berlin standards, London seemed a relapse into immaturity’,18 both for Hobsbawm himself, who went from being an aspiring revolutionary cadre in a city in ferment to just another middle-class English-school student; and more generally, the country came across as culturally, if not technologically, backward.

When émigrés began to arrive in larger numbers, they were amazed by London’s vastness, alternately alarmed and comforted by its placidity and ignorance – and frequently appalled by its weather. The Viennese Social Democrat, journalist and novelist Hilde Spiel wrote of her excitement on arrival at how genuinely international London seemed compared to anywhere in Central Europe – this was the hub of a global empire, and looked it, especially in ‘Piccadilly Circus with its statue of Eros, from which invisible threads appeared to radiate in all directions as far as the Antipodes … and everywhere the milling crowd of exotic figures, splendidly dressed Indians and African tribal chieftains’. She was simply ‘overwhelmed by the sheer size and diversity of the city’,19 but had an absolute horror of the weather, in her first December in London, 1938:


A winter without snow. And yet I feel the cold more than I ever did in Vienna. Fog, drizzle, rain, gales. The damp cold penetrates through all the cracks, through all our pores; the sliding windows let in a draft; a skylight in the bathroom stays immovably open; the radiant heaters in the fireplaces formerly used for coal hardly warm the rooms; there is a musty smell throughout the house.20



That smell recurs in the memoirs of Stefan Zweig, a popular middlebrow novelist who was forced out of Vienna to London at the end of the 1930s: ‘that curiously acrid, dense, damp atmosphere that wraps itself around you when you come close’, which hit him as he disembarked from Victoria Station.21 The feeling was not always negative, by any means. The Danzig-born, Berlin-based socialist psychologist Charlotte Wolff, a close friend of Walter Benjamin, arrived in 1935: landing ‘on a misty October day’, she recalled decades later:


The feeling which got hold of me after I had set foot in Dover can only be described as a sense of enchanted unreality. On boarding the train to London, I had a feeling of liberation redolent of my flight from Berlin after we had left the German frontier at Aachen. The comfort of the compartment, the quiet voice of the waiter, acted like a tranquillizer. His courtesy was enhanced by the quietness of the passengers, who seemed to be engrossed in reading newspapers, or just sat still. No noise, no unnecessary words or movements disturbed the peace of this English train. Silence is bliss to strained nerves.22
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Good-Day to Berlin

A picture of mutual uninterest between ‘Weimar Culture’ and Britain is largely accurate during its actual lifespan. One can list in a couple of paragraphs most of the British people and institutions between 1918 and 1933 who took a great interest in Central European culture. Leonard and Virginia Woolf’s Hogarth Press were early adopters of Viennese psychoanalysis and translators of it. In 1926, the Northampton toy-maker and industrialist W. Bassett-Lowke had the German proto-modernist Peter Behrens replace his earlier house by Charles Rennie Mackintosh with a very modest white-walled villa; this house influenced a small estate of modern houses by the Scottish architect Thomas Tait for the workers of the Crittall Windows factory in Silver End, Essex. The Studio magazine maintained a passing interest, and commissioned the Expressionist utopian turned housing architect Bruno Taut to write a series of articles, published in 1930 as a book, Modern Architecture, the first of its kind in English. British enlightened planners were aware of the monumental housing schemes of ‘Red Vienna’, and occasionally commissioned reduced versions of them such as the Ossulston Estate in Somers Town, north-west London.

When it came to art, the Dutch bookseller Zwemmer’s, in Charing Cross Road, would stock volumes from the Bauhausbook series. London Transport under Frank Pick, various state propaganda boards under the enlightened imperial bureaucrat Stephen Tallents, and the advertising agency Crawford’s all kept an eye on German, Dutch, Czechoslovak and Soviet developments in design. British cinema wasn’t wholly uninterested in German Expressionism, with the director E. A. Dupont being hired to make the film Piccadilly in 1929. The more politically risky Soviet cinema was heavily censored in England but found supporters in the new London Film Society, run by the producer Sidney Bernstein and the aristocratic Communist, critic and screenwriter Ivor Montagu – which counted the young Michael Powell and Carol Reed among its members. Among critics, Herbert Read did not share in the conventional dismissal of German art, and even the francophile Bloomsbury critic Roger Fry was aware something was happening in art history out there, having attempted to publish the Munich-based Swiss aesthetician Heinrich Wölfflin. Evelyn Waugh knew enough about Weimar modernism to include a caricature Teutonic functionalist architect in his first novel, Decline and Fall, in 1928. Much earlier, in 1914, Wyndham Lewis and his Vorticist group had some awareness of Expressionism and early Constructivism, and part of On the Spiritual in Art by the future Bauhausler Wassily Kandinsky was translated in their journal BLAST. During the 1920s, Lewis’s solo journal The Enemy was the only British publication that even approximately resembled the continental avant-garde ‘small magazines’ of the time like G, Merz, ReD, Zenit, Litterature or LEF – but Lewis himself, who spent a long sojourn in Germany in 1931, was in his infinite wisdom inspired to publish a book in praise of Hitler, who himself was soon to do his best to eradicate this culture. So, while there was not an absolute disconnection, there was remarkably little engagement given the geographical proximity.

This changed in the 1930s, at least partly in consequence of the emigration, but also because people had come of age who were aware something had been happening on the continent, east of Paris. In terms of publishing, the new Left Book Club published many German and Austrian exiles, while the similarly newly established Penguin Books both borrowed shamelessly from Weimar book design and publicized Central European struggles through its series of Penguin Specials on current affairs. From the early 1930s on, London-based architects such as the Canadian Wells Coates and the New Zealanders Amyas Connell and Basil Ward began to develop a truly modern type of architecture. The circle around the Architectural Review formed a welcoming party for Weimar émigrés, with an enthusiasm for their work that for the moment even touched vehemently parochial Little Englanders such as the poet John Betjeman and the cartoonist Osbert Lancaster. The creation of the Courtauld Institute of Art in London by the bequest of a Manchester industrialist in 1932 created Britain’s first centre for art history, which would welcome many Weimar scholars. In the second half of the 1930s, émigré abstract artists and sculptors like Gabo and Piet Mondrian would be embraced by a Hampstead scene that now included both highly original abstractionists such as Barbara Hepworth and Henry Moore, and something new: English modernist epigones, like Ben Nicholson, who had changed his style almost overnight from Bloomsbury daubings to a derivative style redolent of a minor Constructivist painter from Łódź. A similar process of lightning conversion happened to young Neo-Georgian architects like Maxwell Fry.

Certainly, the situation was at its worst for writers. British developments in modernist fiction were well in advance of those in the visual arts – at least if one puts aside the fact that the famed ‘Men of 1914’ such as Joyce, Yeats, Eliot, Pound and Lewis were either Irish or North American – and this work enthused many Central European avant-gardists. The subtly experimental prose of Virginia Woolf was accorded a respect correctly not granted to her painter colleagues in the Bloomsbury Group; Joyce’s Ulysses was an exemplar of montage for figures such as Sergei Eisenstein and the novelist Alfred Döblin. Ironically, given the language barrier, these British or British-based writers were considerably more familiar to Central European modernists than were contemporary British painters, architects, photographers or filmmakers. But the interest was not reciprocal; with some advanced exceptions, such as the translations by Edwin and Willa Muir of Kafka’s novels and short stories and Hermann Broch’s Viennese modernist novel The Sleepwalkers, Central European modern literature was barely known in England.1

Compared with the 1920s, it was at least now clear to many British intellectuals that something had been going on in Central Europe. Because of this, by the time Hobsbawm and Canetti were writing their memoirs, there was a much more fully formed popular idea of what the society they had emerged from looked like. This came substantially through the interpretations of a tiny group of British writers who had seen the Weimar Republic and ‘Red Vienna’ first-hand – Wystan Hugh Auden, Christopher Isherwood and Stephen Spender. The reason they were all in Berlin and Hamburg at the start of the 1930s was very straightforward. As Isherwood recalled in the least fictionalized of his many memoirs, Christopher and His Kind, published in 1976, he had been promised something by Auden, who had moved to Berlin as early as 1928. ‘It was Berlin himself he was hungry to meet: the Berlin Wystan had promised him. To Christopher, Berlin meant Boys.’2 Similarly, The Temple, Stephen Spender’s then unpublishable 1929 novel of sexual self-discovery – with a sideline in architectural discovery, featuring plenty of scenes in clean-lined modernist villas and references to ‘the Bauhaus in Dessau’ – features a thinly disguised Auden making much the same recommendation. ‘Germany’s the Only Place for Sex. England’s No Good.’3

Some in the circle were later to regret they didn’t get to go to Paris instead, where they might have got to meet Picasso and the Surrealists, but the sexual libertarianism that was one outcome of the German Revolution of November 1918 meant there was no better place in Europe than the Weimar Republic to be a gay man (like Auden and Isherwood) or a bisexual one (like Spender). Not only were homosexual acts legal, there were socialist lobby groups such as Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institute for Sexual Research that actively fought for the rights of what would, decades on, be known as LGBT people; Isherwood briefly worked for the Institute, as did future émigrés in London such as Arthur Koestler and the psychologist and lesbian activist Charlotte Wolff. The sexual attraction of the Weimar Republic to Auden, Isherwood and Spender shouldn’t be regarded as sub-political – rather, for them sex and politics were deeply intertwined. Each of them would do all they could to aid refugees, marrying them if necessary. But it was almost by accident that these three otherwise very typical and conventional public-school champagne socialists were initiated into Weimar Culture. Isherwood in particular gave us the most famous representations in Mr Norris Changes Trains and Goodbye to Berlin, especially the story ‘Sally Bowles’, published as a novella by the Hogarth Press. Like the filmmakers Dziga Vertov or Walter Ruttman, Isherwood aimed to record with a ‘Kino Eye’, objectively recording the ‘decadence’, sexual freedom, cynical humour, scything satirical art and political unrest he found purely incidentally, while going to Berlin so he could have sex with the men he wanted to without worrying about being jailed for it.

Because of all of this, Auden, Spender and Isherwood saw the advances in modern architecture and design, in music, literature and theatre, and they had a front-row seat to witness the tragic defeat of Weimar’s socialist and communist movements and the rise of Nazism. They were able to sympathize with the Weimar Republic’s escapees, but ultimately they would remain too ironic and embarrassed to be as radical in their own work as the figures who had inspired them, like Brecht and Toller: something like Isherwood and Auden’s Journey to a War, a travelogue of the Sino-Japanese war, is very much like the Footlights trying to do Joseph Roth, and their play The Ascent of F6 is rather public-school Brecht. It is unsurprising that Auden, Spender and Isherwood experienced an exceptionally brief affiliation with socialism, which they dropped almost instantly with the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939.4 But it should be remembered that they combined this distant sympathy with socialism together with a moral seriousness and a quiet rage, as exemplified in Auden’s great poem in memory of Ernst Toller, the anarchist playwright who, just days before leaving New York for London, hanged himself in May 1939, when ‘the Europe which took refuge in your head’ had ‘Already been too injured to get well’.5

Isherwood’s Prater Violet, a roman-à-clef about his collaboration in 1934 with the Austrian Expressionist screenwriter and director Berthold Viertel on the flop film The Little Friend, provided a picture of these Weimar refugees that was both gently mocking and genuinely tragic. Viertel, aka ‘Bergmann’, is obsessed with the political effects of the English weather, which he sees as the cause and consequence of indolence and ignorance: ‘It is the English themselves who have created this fog. They feed upon it, like a kind of bitter soup which fills them with illusions. It is their national costume, clothing the enormous nakedness of the slums and the scandal of
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