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Klee’s Birthday Party

It was the fall of 1972, and I was driving Anni Albers down the Wilbur Cross Parkway from my family’s printing company in Hartford, Connecticut, back to her and Josef’s house in the New Haven suburb of Orange. The Alberses—she was seventy-four, he eighty-five—were the last two surviving members of the Bauhaus faculty. I had been introduced to them two years earlier, and was now working with Anni on a limited edition print in which she was making ingenious use of photo-offset technique that was generally applied to commercial lithography rather than abstract art.

Anni and I were in my two-seater hatchback car, an MGB-GT which the Alberses praised as an exemplar of the Bauhaus ideals of impeccable functioning and no wasted space. “We prefer good machinery to bad art,” Josef had explained. But the torrential rain that afternoon was so intense that Anni was an anxious passenger. “Please pull over under that bridge until the downpour gets lighter,” she requested in her German-accented English, the controlled politeness barely masking an inner desperation. “In Mexico, when we would go there in the thirties with friends in their Model A, we often had to pull over during storms,” she added, to make it clear that she was not criticizing my driving.

The cascade of rain on the windshield was intensifying and the visibility was becoming dire as I stopped the car. Under one of the charming carved stone parkway bridges built by the WPA, Anni momentarily closed her eyes in relief. She was an adventurer—luring Josef from the Dessau Bauhaus to Tenerife for five weeks on a banana boat in the 1920s, getting them to Machu Picchu in the fifties—but she also was chronically anxious, which she directly attributed to the period in 1939 when she had to get her extended family out of Nazi Germany; her parents’ ship docked in Veracruz, in Mexico, where she and Josef had to scramble to bribe one person after another before Anni’s increasingly desperate mother and father finally managed to disembark. At twenty-four, I was soaking up Anni’s life experiences as if they had been my own, and was enchanted by the consuming dedication she and Josef had to the making of art and by the way their work enabled them to withstand anything. Now, in the sports car under the bridge, the woman who had become director of the Bauhaus weaving workshop assured me that our journey had been worth its challenges because of her thrill at supervising the presswork of her latest prints, and the importance of her being there to oversee the mechanical adjustments that intensified the tonality of the gray ink.
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Josef Albers, photo of Anni Albers. Anni disparaged her own looks; others considered her a great beauty. This is one of the many pictures Josef took of her over the years.

I had switched the motor off. Anni turned to me and said with a smile, “You deserve a reward. I know you have been wanting to hear about Paul Klee for a long time.” Since our first meeting, I had badgered her with questions when either she or Josef mentioned Klee, Kandinsky, or their other colleagues. Both the Alberses, however, were so focused on their current work and uninclined to nostalgia that I had not been able to elicit more than a few cursory remarks. “I will tell you something I have never told anyone before—about his fiftieth birthday.” It was 1929. Klee, Anni told me, was her “god at the time;” he was also her next-door neighbor in the row of five superb new masters’ houses in the woods a short walk from the Dessau Bauhaus. Although the Swiss painter was, in her eyes, aloof and unapproachable—“like Saint Christopher carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders”—she admired him tremendously. She had even acquired one of his watercolors after being bowled over by an exhibition in which Klee tacked up his most recent work in a corridor of the Bauhaus when it was still in Weimar. The purchase had been a rare public admission of her family’s wealth, which she normally concealed: she told me that she had been so embarrassed by the appearance in Weimar of two of her uncles in a Hispano-Suiza that she had begged them to drive off immediately. But though her ability to buy the painting conspicuously set her apart from the other students in difficult economic times, she still could not resist acquiring Klee’s composition of arrows and abstract forms. Now, as her god approached his major birthday, Anni heard that three other students in the weaving workshop were hiring a small plane from the Junkers aircraft plant, not far away, so that they could have this mystical, otherworldly man’s birthday presents descend to him from above. He was, they had decided, beyond having gifts arrive on the earthly level where ordinary mortals live.

Klee’s presents were to come down in a large package shaped like an angel. Anni fashioned its curled hair out of tiny, shimmering brass shavings. Other Bauhauslers made the gifts the angel would carry: a print from Lyonel Feininger, a lamp from Marianne Brandt, some small objects from the wood workshop.

Anni was not originally scheduled to be in the four-seater Junkers aircraft from which the angel would descend, but when she arrived at the airfield with her three friends, the pilot deemed her so light that he invited her to get on board. For all of them, it was their first flight. As the cold December air penetrated her coat and the pilot fooled with the young weavers by doing 360-degree turnabouts as they huddled together in the open cockpit, Anni became suddenly aware of new visual dimensions. She told me she had been living on one optical plane in her textiles and abstract gouaches. Now she was seeing from a very different vantage point, with the factor of time added in. She was too fascinated to be afraid.

She guided the pilot by identifying the house the Klees shared with the Kandinskys next door to her and Josef. Then he swooped the plane down and they released the gift. The angel’s parachute didn’t open fully, and it landed with a bit of a crash, but Klee was pleased nonetheless. He would memorialize the unusual presents and their delivery in a painting that shows a cornucopia of gifts on the ground in good condition, even if the angel looks a bit the worse for wear (see color plate I). James Thrall Soby, who owned the colorful canvas, told my wife and me that he thought it depicted “a woman passed out drunk at a cocktail party,” with the golden brushwork Klee used for Anni’s brass shavings representing the socialite’s blond hair, but Anni’s account revealed the actual facts.

[image: ]

Josef Albers’s photo collage of Klee in his studio at the Dessau Bauhaus. Albers’s portrait photos were scarcely known until after his death in 1976.

Josef Albers was less impressed than Klee was. Later that afternoon he asked Anni if she had seen “the idiots flying around overhead.” Anni smiled mischievously as she recalled this. “I told him I was one of them,” she said with her usual tone of proud defiance.

The rain let up, and we resumed our drive. This was America in the heyday of Pop Art, a time when the newspapers reported daily about what parties Andy Warhol and Baby Jane Holzer had gone to the night before; while that sort of current gossip held no interest for me, every morsel about Bauhaus life had a glow. Listening to Anni in her newly expansive mood as we headed home, I began to see that the geniuses of the Bauhaus lived with the creativity and flair of their work.

Yet at the same time that these painters, architects, and designers were having extraordinary impact and leading unusual lives, they were subject to the same needs and fears and longings as most human beings. As I spent more time with Josef, too, he made clear both the pleasures and the struggles of his colleagues, so that I had at least a tiny glimpse of their everyday realities as well as their exceptional lust for improving the seeable world. A reverence for the universe, a profound dedication to adding to its beauty—these were constant, but so were the inescapable realities of money and family and health.

ANNI ALBERS WAS SOMEONE who was not used to confiding in another person, possibly not even in Josef, and she clearly had a lot bottled up that she wanted to say. Although she seemed full of certainty, there was much that made her uncomfortable. Once our friendship helped assuage her own feeling of inadequacy, Anni described a slight that had stung her nearly a half century earlier, but that, until she told me about it, she had kept to herself.

Shortly after the Alberses had moved into one of Walter Gropius’s splendid, flat-roofed masters’ houses at the Dessau Bauhaus, Josef, who by then had a high rank on the faculty, told her that Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Lilly Reich, Mies’s mistress, would be coming for dinner. Eleven years her husband’s junior, still a student in the weaving workshop, and not someone who was ever sure of herself socially, Anni wanted to do everything right. By then she and Josef had been married for three years, but she still felt like a new bride who wanted to make the right impression on her husband’s cohorts. Besides, Mies already had a reputation as one of Germany’s most important architects, and both Alberses admired his work immensely.

Anni’s mother had given her a butter curler. In the luxurious Berlin household in which Anni had grown up, family members never entered the kitchen, which was strictly reserved for staff, but when dinner was laid out on the heavy, carved Biedermeier table in the ornament-laden dining room, butter balls were part of the landscape, and Anni knew how they were made. Preparing for dinner that evening in Dessau, she carefully used the clever metal implement to scrape off paper-thin sheets of butter and form them into graceful, delicate forms resembling flower blossoms. It was the sort of process and manipulation of materials she prized, and which she often discussed in explaining her textile and printmaking work. Like weaving, the making of butter balls required the careful stretching and pulling of a simple substance with the correct tool, to achieve a transformation. The resemblance of the result to a flower was at odds with her usual concept of nonrepresentational design, but it amused her in this rare instance.

Mies and his imperious female companion arrived. They had not even removed their coats or uttered a word of greeting before Reich, glancing at the table, exclaimed, “Butter balls! Here at the Bauhaus! At the Bauhaus I should think you’d just have a good solid block of butter!”
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Josef and Anni Albers with Wassily Kandinsky on the grounds of the Dessau masters’ houses, ca. 1928. After the Bauhaus moved to Dessau, the masters and their wives were thrilled to live in the new houses Walter Gropius had designed for them. Josef Albers and Wassily Kandinsky often took walks in the woods together.

It was a sting Anni Albers remembered word for word half a century later. But the significance of Lilly Reich’s remark was not just its nastiness. The incident involving the form of butter on the dining room table exemplified the way that every detail of how we live, every aesthetic choice, affects the quality of daily human experience. That idea, as well as the significance of individual personalities, was, I was beginning to see, the crux of the Bauhaus.





Walter Gropius
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Alma Mahler, 1909
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Walter Gropius, in the uniform of a cavalry officer, during World War I


The loveliest girl in Vienna
Was Alma, the smartest as well
Once you picked her up on your antenna
You’d never be free of her spell




Her lovers were many and varied
From the day she began her beguine
There were three famous ones whom she married
And God knows how many between
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The first one she married was
Mahler Whose buddies all knew him as Gustav
And each time he saw her he’d holler
“Ach, that is the fräulein I moost hav”




Their marriage, however, was murder
He’d scream to the heavens above
“I’m writing ‘Das Lied von der Erde’
And she only wants to make love!”
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While married to Gus, she met
Gropius And soon she was swinging with
Walter Gus died, and her teardrops were copious
She cried all the way to the altar




But he would work late at the Bauhaus
And only come home now and then
She said, “What am I running, a chow house
It’s time to change partners again”
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While married to Walt she’d met Werfel
And he too was caught in her net
He married her, but he was careful
’Cause Alma was no Bernadette




And that is the story of Alma
Who knew how to receive and to give
The body that reached her embalma
Was one that had known how to live

—TOM LEHRER, “ALMA,” 1965






1

When thirty-six-year-old Walter Gropius conceived the Bauhaus, it was to provide the larger world with sensible designs in which form followed function, and ornament and fluff were eradicated. His private life was topsy-turvy, his personal relationships stormy. He intended to create a visual environment as simple and balanced as his emotional situation was tumultuous.

Gropius preached anonymity and a sense of service as the fundaments of his pioneering art school. In this community of workshops, students and masters would work hand in hand, as had the humble stonemasons and woodcarvers who built the Gothic cathedrals. Modesty and dedication to a shared purpose were to rule. Human conduct was to be as straightforward as the tubular steel and tough textile fibers that would now be utilized openly—exposed and celebrated, rather than concealed or adorned with a deceptiveness demanded by previous generations. Gropius’s personal existence might be an imbroglio, but the setting and props of the society he envisioned would be built on precepts of grace and honesty.

Gropius’s complex life was set in chic spas and glamorous metropolises far removed from the quiet and historic city of Weimar, where he was starting the Bauhaus. Gropius had long been a bon vivant and a womanizer, but never before had his cavorting caused him such trouble. Now his marriage to one of the most demanding femmes fatales of the twentieth century had him in turmoil. While promulgating the alliance of art and industry at the Bauhaus, the patrician architect was also dealing with the decline of his marriage to Alma Mahler. Mahler was as duplicitous as she was beguiling; Gropius had recently discovered that he was not, as he had previously believed, the father of his wife’s newborn son.

The young artists for whom the first Bauhaus brochure, with Gropius’s brief manifesto on the virtues and potentials of their labors, had been a summons to this radically different art school—and who now sat riveted as he confidently charted the future and mapped that new relationship between art and industry—had no idea that their smiling leader, declaring his mission with such assuredness, was distraught. But when the former Adolf Georg Walter Gropius—name trimming was a Bauhaus norm—arrived in Weimar in 1919, he was in the midst of the agonizing on-again, off again phase that often precedes divorce.

Had the students known, they might have recognized that the way he handled his situation demonstrated the strength he would need to keep the Bauhaus going. One of the reasons he could start a new and extraordinary school in a repressive milieu and then guide it to a position of lasting worldwide influence in spite of constant, merciless opposition, both from outside and from within, is that he was a master juggler who could manage complex, tortuous developments with unwavering mettle and calm. Anyone who could cope with Alma could run the Bauhaus. And she was just one of many challenges this steely, tenacious man had already faced squarely and survived.

BORN TO AN AFFLUENT Berlin family on May 18, 1883, “Walty” was christened in a Gothic-style church because his father deified the famed nineteenth-century neoclassical architect Karl Friedrich Schinkel, who was buried in the church cemetery. Walter Gropius, Sr., then thirty-three years old, was a mid-rank building official for the government; he dreamed that his newborn son would become an architect of Schinkel’s skill and renown.

In earlier generations, the family had prospered in the field of silk weaving. Our Gropius’s great-grandfather, whose business success enabled him to co-own a theater for the pleasure of it, had commissioned Schinkel to make its proscenium and stage curtains. In the next generation, Gropius’s great-uncle was the successful architect Martin Gropius, internationally recognized for his work in Schinkel’s style. Walter’s father was an architect in the same vein, but minus the drive or consequent success; his son deemed him “withdrawn and timid … without sufficient self-reliance, so therefore he never penetrated to the first rank.”1 Walter Senior’s failures as a designer of buildings had, by the time his namesake was born, reduced him to the rank of a minor municipal employee.

Walter Junior would compensate in spades for his father’s professional setbacks, and more so for his father’s bourgeois lifestyle. Walter Senior lived unadventurously in a long-term marriage to the daughter of a district councilor who descended from French Huguenots; the couple kept to a straight and narrow path from which they appear never to have strayed. Their son would help change the appearance of buildings worldwide and be a Don Juan.

In his childhood, however, Walty was timid. He got in trouble at school for speaking too little and answering questions too slowly. Shy to the point of being unsociable, he first gave a hint of his colorful future when, wearing a topcoat indoors, he passed his gymnasium examinations by reciting his own translation of Sappho’s “Ode to Aphrodite,” garnering great praise from his professors. His father toasted him with champagne at a celebration dinner at Kempinski’s, Berlin’s most fashionable restaurant.

Walty’s family members included wealthy landowners, on whose vast estates—one of eleven thousand acres—he spent idyllic summer holidays. But with all of his opportunities for pleasure, he was a dour and solitary adolescent. It is as if he were charging his batteries for the flair with which he would live as a man.

EVEN AS HE KEPT to himself, Walter Gropius, Jr., acceded to his father’s goal and strategy for his future. To become an architect, the first step was Technical School in Munich, following which he became an apprentice for a large reputable firm. Then, at twenty-one, Gropius enlisted in the Fifteenth Hussar Regiment.

It was a digression from architecture, but it was also a deliberate step up in the German class system, which would have bearing on his architectural career. Gropius’s relatives had money; they were not, however, aristocrats. A bourgeois surrounded by other young men whose titles and “von”s made him an outsider, he befriended another soldier who had a sense of not belonging: a Jewish doctor with the surname Lehman. A letter he wrote to his mother showed both an open-mindedness rare for his milieu and inherent prejudice. Gropius described Lehman as “a very nice person. Inexperienced, naïve, and clumsy, he is not at all ostentatious or profligate. I have not discovered any Jewish trait in him. He is the best-educated man in the regiment.”2 Gropius, however, was mainly determined to be at home with the upper echelon.

The reclusive adolescent began to transform himself into a worldly gentleman. He became an expert horseman, jumping more than a meter from a standstill; his commanding general applauded him. He was also developing an eye for the ladies, even if he did not yet act on it. On a Christmas furlough in Hamburg, close to where he was billeted, he attended a musical evening about which he wrote his father, “Very beautiful girls, but all cold Hanseatic blood.”3 As his connoisseurship of the opposite sex grew, he became eager to make a good impression and chalked up considerable expenses with the tailor and the shoemaker. The bills, along with his casino costs and charges at the saddler’s, sparked tension with his parents. The Gropiuses came from comfortable families, but their own means were limited, and they considered their son a spendthrift.

Fortunately, the military had instilled its rigor as well as a fondness for pleasure, and when Gropius returned to Berlin to attend the Konigliche Technische Hochschule, he assumed an intense course load that required up to twelve hours a day in class. Rich relatives had him design buildings on their estates, and some family friends commissioned a house. His future seemed assured. And when he wasn’t working, he was learning how to hunt, drink, and smoke, under the tutelage of a prosperous uncle.

Then Gropius inherited a windfall of money from a great-aunt. Once his financial situation changed, so did everything else in his life. Although he had nearly finished his program at the Hochschule, he dropped out without bothering to take the final examination. Gropius was beginning to evince the traits that would drive him, a decade later, to start up the radical art school in Weimar: a brave disregard for traditional education and its metrics, and an intrepidity that facilitated and required risks. Just when his contemporaries were settling down, Gropius took off for a year in Spain to “push forward from the beaten path into unknown regions, in order to know myself better.”4 With a male traveling companion of his own age, he swooned to Gregorian chants sung by the monks in a monastery near Burgos, feasted his eyes on Coca Castle—which, with its many pinnacles and towers, seemed like something from a fairy tale—devoured the wonders of Avila with its spectacular Roman ruins and eleventh-century cathedral, and furthered his studies of the opposite sex.

[image: ]

Walter Gropius, 1905, as a student at the Munich Technical School. He was determined to outdo his father in the same field.

The women in Avila were in a league of their own, remarkable especially for their bold features, which to him overpowered what he now considered the inherent weakness of those “beautiful girls” he had previously admired in the north. But other categories of Spanish women interested him as well. Much as he liked the blond and blue-eyed Basques, he also admired those with jet-black hair, which contrasted so dramatically with their pale skin and deep crimson lips. His attraction to more than one type of woman at a time would be a central element of his life as the director of the Bauhaus.

WHILE HE WAS BECOMING increasingly aware of females his own age, Gropius was cementing his relationship to his mother. Manon Gropius was a woman of sharp opinions, and she doted on her son, for whom she had no end of ambition. She was eager to know what was happening in his life, and he let her in on a surprising amount. He wrote Manon that in Madrid he had donned his best clothes just because they made him feel worldly while he took evening strolls to admire the exquisite ladies. One night he met two Cuban women whom he decided were the most alluring females in all of Madrid; he found them “so ravishingly beautiful in figure and face that my breath stood still.” One of them “was also intelligent and amiable, a rare combination.” Although the twenty-four-year-old assured his mother that his heart was “not yet broken in two—so don’t worry,” it would be soon enough.5 He would also break a few hearts himself, while navigating treacherous seas with Manon, whose reactions to his choices in women as well as to his architecture would always matter greatly to him.
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Entrance of the Fagus factory, designed by Gropius and Adolf Meyer in 1911. This remarkable building helped establish a new vocabulary of architectural forms and materials.

In Madrid, Gropius bought art he thought he could sell at a profit back in Germany, and he also enlarged his circle of influential acquaintances. Among them was Karl Ernst Osthaus, founder of the Folkwang Museum in Hagen, an avatar of modernism. Osthaus had the idea that Gropius should return to Berlin and work for the architect Peter Behrens. He wrote Behrens a letter recommending the young man; that turn of events changed Gropius’s life.

In his AEG Turbine Factory (1908–9), Behrens introduced an unprecedented use of steel and glass into architecture. Young Gropius worked on the project and on Behrens’s boldly modern factories for the Krupp empire in Germany’s Ruhr region. He became excited by the possibilities of this new building style for industry, imagining its being used not just for manufacturing plants but also for prefabricated mass housing. Gropius suffered all of the usual problems endemic to apprenticeship—Behrens was a notorious bully—but by the time he left Behrens’s practice to start out on his own in 1910, he had a new aesthetic outlook. Mies van der Rohe and Le Corbusier would also apprentice in Behrens’s office and have similar experiences: both the confrontation with authority and the transformative exposure to a fresh concept of architecture.

In his first year on his own, Gropius, with fellow architect Adolf Mayer, designed a factory for the Fagus shoe-last company. Behrens’s style was clearly evident, but so, for the first time, was Gropius’s magical touch. The Fagus factory is a crisp and handsome block that ennobles the idea of sheer simplicity. It used large rectangular panes of glass divided by trim steel mullions; the corners look as if a completely transparent wrapping has been stretched taut at right angles around an invisible support.

The building seems to be made of air and light as well as of steel and concrete and glass. In the glazed corner staircase, the passage of daylight through the ample windows onto the stairs is palpable, and the straightforward, efficient stairs sing out in their vigorous up-down movement. The bold entrance block is a tour de force. Comprising seven tough bands of bricks stacked one on top of another, their mass punctuated only by a modest overhang and a large circular clock that epitomize elegant understatement, the entryway blends classical simplicity with unprecedented forthrightness.

Twenty-seven-year-old Walter Gropius was developing ideas on how good design and the latest technology could benefit society at large. To spell out his program and try to put it into effect, in April 1910 he wrote a memorandum of twenty-eight typewritten pages, which he gave to a prominent Berlin industrialist, Emil Rathenau. The dream Gropius codified for Rathenau was a construction company that “sees as its aim the industrialization of the building of houses, in order to provide the indisputable benefits of industrial production methods, best materials and workmanship, and low cost.” It would be an uphill battle to offer as much for the masses, since, he explained, “instead of good proportions and practical simplicity, pomposity and false romanticism have become the trend of our time.”6 Gropius decried as “unbearable” all that was “ostentatious” and “purely superficial,” favoring instead “good material, solid workmanship, distinction, and simplicity.” He imagined using uniform plans and components in a range of settings to assure large groups of people the chance to live in houses with “clear and open spatial arrangements,” where construction would be based on “the selection and application of proven materials and reliable techniques,” achieving “excellence, to be guaranteed for many years.”7 Salubrious living conditions, he insisted, should be available for people at every level of society.


2

While developing his idealistic agenda for re-forming the world around him, the handsome twenty-seven-year-old had moved from the solitary pleasures of horsemanship and gambling in his hussar’s uniform to doing more than simply observe women. On June 4, 1910, at a sanatorium in the Tyrol, he encountered Alma Mahler for the first time. This fetching woman with a pouf of jet-black hair had a way of looking at him that was charged with electricity; Gropius had never before experienced anything like it.

The architect was at the sanatorium because, overworked, he was suffering from a cold that refused to abate. But ill health did not prevent the young man from falling instantly head over heels for Alma. Her husband, the renowned composer and conductor Gustav Mahler, was fifty-one years old to her thirty-one, and she was restless. Her young daughter’s presence did not impede her availability.

Alma Schindler Mahler was a force to reckon with. Her appearance was more fascinating than classical; she had fiery eyes and a vibrant presence that many men found irresistible. Because of her partial deafness, she stood especially close to anyone speaking to her and carefully read the person’s lips, a posture that many men regarded as a sexual invitation. Alma’s early romantic liaisons had included theater director Max Burckhard and composer Alexander von Zemlinsky. She had married Gustav Mahler in 1902, when he was director of the Vienna Court Opera.

For Alma, an essential ingredient of male greatness was artistic creativity. As a child she deified her father, Emil Jakob Schindler, a landscape painter who did well enough with his art to bring up his family stylishly in a castle on the outskirts of Vienna, where he devoted almost as much energy to throwing lavish parties as to painting. Alma never recovered from the jolt of his sudden death when she was thirteen.

She had far less regard for her mother, Anna. When her younger sister Grete was put into an asylum following two suicide attempts, her mother said the reason for Grete’s illness was that her father (who was not Schindler) had syphilis. Alma held Anna in contempt, and resented her all the more for marrying yet another former lover, the painter Carl Moll, soon after Schindler’s death. Moll had been a student of Schindler’s when he and Alma’s mother first had an affair.

At least Moll, who was a major figure in the contemporary art scene in Vienna, attracted interesting people to the house. Young Alma gave her first kiss to the painter Gustav Klimt, whom she met when she was seventeen. Klimt had recently become president of the Secession, an artistic movement he had conceived with Moll and a third artist, Josef Engelhardt. Its goal was to break away from the traditional academic style that dominated the artistic establishment in Vienna. Alma was by nature attracted to rebellious groundbreakers who were in positions of power (Gropius would be a prime exemplar), and it’s no surprise that the painter fell for her in return. Klimt deliberately confronted societal norms—he sported a fringe beard and wore voluminous monk’s robes—and considered his colleague’s teenage stepdaughter a perfect quarry. The slightly oversize features that made her face so riveting, her unabashed mischief, and her skill at singing Wagner with her mezzo-soprano voice enchanted him to the point of obsession.

When Alma’s mother and Moll heard about her kissing the painter, who was more than twice her age, they tried to put an end to the relationship, to which Klimt responded with a letter saying that Alma was “everything a man can wish for in a woman, and in abundant measure.”8 Alexander von Zemlinsky, who was Alma’s music teacher, was also obsessed with her. Although Alma considered him “a hideous gnome,”9 a private rendition he gave her of Tristan led to passionate embraces.

Alma remained a virgin, but it was a struggle. Even at an early age, the future first lady of the Bauhaus confessed her sexual longings in her diary. While she would not allow Zemlinsky full intercourse, she wrote, “I madly desire his embraces, I shall never forget the feel of his hand deep in my innermost self like a torrent of flames! … Perfect bliss does exist! …I would like to kneel down before him and press my lips to his naked body, kiss everything, everything! Amen!” Although she would have been “in the seventh heaven” if she had allowed him to bring her to orgasm, she would not give him “the hour of happiness” he craved.10 The reason was that she had met Gustav Mahler.

In February 1901, Alma, age twenty, saw the forty-one-year-old tyrant with famously unruly hair and unkempt clothing conduct the Vienna Philharmonic in The Magic Flute. While most young women were repulsed by Mahler, Alma, noting his “Lucifer face” and “glowing eyes,” was completely thrilled.11 Without knowing that his agonized expression was caused by his deep hemorrhoids and the onset of a rectal hemorrhage, she realized that he was someone of unequaled intensity and made it her mission to rescue him.

Later that year, a friend of Alma’s, the journalist Berta Zuckerkandl, organized a meeting between Mahler and Alma. The two began a tempestuous courtship. At the start, Zemlinsky was still very much a player; as Walter Gropius would discover, initially to his advantage, Alma required the simultaneous presence of at least two ardent pursuers.

ALMA SCHINDLER AND GUSTAV MAHLER were married in March 1902. It was a small private ceremony, designed to keep the press at bay, for Mahler was already a Viennese celebrity. Alma agreed to give up her own wish to compose in order to support her husband’s work, and while Mahler composed and conducted and toured, she practiced diplomacy on his behalf. When Mahler sulked silently at public dinners or stormed out in the middle of them, Alma smoothed the waters. Her striking looks helped distract people from Mahler’s unpleasantness on his New York tour; the pianist Samuel Chotzinoff called her “the most beautiful woman I have ever seen”—a complete contrast to the husband who was enthralling in “the force of his genius,” but, besides being awkward and homely, was given to fits of rage.12

The Mahlers soon had two daughters, and for a while all went well. Then, in 1907, the older girl died of diphtheria. Alma began to suffer from deep depressions. Her spirits further declined when, in a splendid concert hall in Paris, during the middle of the second movement of Mahler’s Second Symphony, Claude Debussy—who had been Alma’s dinner partner the night before—walked out conspicuously, as did the two other French composers, Paul Dukas and Gabriel Pierné, who were with him. They subsequently explained that the music was “too ‘Schubertian,’ … too Viennese, too Slavonic.” Mahler was devastated. Alma had to pamper him to such an extent that she ended up exhausted. “I was really sick,” she later explained, “utterly worn out by the perpetual motion necessitated by a giant engine such as Mahler’s mind. I simply could not go on.”13 In the spring of 1910, the doctors recommended that she treat her severe melancholy by going to the resort spa of Tobelbad for a rest cure. This was where, in early June, she met Walter Gropius, in an encounter that revived her more effectively than anything the doctors had in mind.

ALMA HAD BEEN COMPLETELY dispirited when she and her little daughter, Anna, known as Gucki, arrived at the spa, in the duchy of Styria in the southern reaches of what was then the Austro-Hungarian Empire and is today Slovenia. Despite the beautiful location—a fir forest that blanketed a valley surrounded by mountain peaks—initially Alma showed no signs of rebounding. Neither the diet of lettuce and buttermilk, nor the walks in rain and wind that were supposed to bring her back to health, had any effect, and the baths in hot springs made her faint. Finally, the German doctor in charge of her care resorted to persuading her to dance and meet young men. “One was an extraordinarily handsome German who would have been well cast as Walther von Stolzing in Die Meistersinger,” Alma later recalled.14 Gropius had what it took to bring her back to life.
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Alma Mahler at the time of her marriage to Gropius. Her profile could have been on a Greek vase, but there was nothing classical about her personality

In Gropius’s arms on the dance floor, the forlorn patient felt her humor change completely. The dashing young man, “handsome, fair-haired, clear-eyed …the son of an eminently respectable Prussian bourgeois family,” was her husband’s opposite.15 As they slowly glided around to the music of the small orchestra, Alma learned that he had studied architecture with a friend of her beloved father’s; she considered it a magical connection.

Then Mrs. Mahler and Walter Gropius went for a walk in the moonlight. They talked until dawn. The young architect’s “aristocratic bearing, unwavering gaze, and restrained demeanor” had their effect on the tormented young mother.16 In return, Alma’s intensity and arresting looks took Gropius by storm.

Gropius stretched his stay at Tobelbad to mid-July. Alma was convinced that no man had ever made her as happy. Her mother, who had arrived at the spa, sanctioned the affair and took care of Gucki so that the lovers could spend entire nights together. When Mahler, who wrote regularly, became anxious over the dearth of mail from the woman he addressed as his “child-wife,”17 his mother-in-law sent a letter reassuring him that all was well but that Alma was too fatigued to be in touch.

Mahler was then composing his Tenth Symphony in Toblach, a village in the Tyrol where he and Alma had a country house. Once Alma returned to him, she and Gropius began sending daily letters back and forth. The longer they were apart, the more fervently they expressed their love.

Alma relished having a lover and a husband at the same time. Mahler had become “more amorous than ever” since her return;18 she attributed his increased ardor to the new allure she had acquired in Gropius’s arms. The combination of the confident young lover and the tormented yet brilliant older husband was ideal.

THEN CAME ONE of the great slip-ups of all time. Walter Gropius put a love letter to Alma Mahler in an envelope that he addressed to “Herr Direktor Mahler.”

When Gustav Mahler returned home from the concert hall one evening, the envelope was on the piano. As soon as he read the incriminating document, he handed it to his wife. He told her he was convinced the so-called mistake was deliberate on the part of the young architect. Mahler believed this was Gropius’s way of asking him to release her, a ploy that enraged him almost as much as the affair itself. Alma was less certain; she didn’t know “whether the youth had gone mad or had subconsciously wanted this letter opened by Mahler himself.”19

Gropius’s letter was full of explicit references to what was going on between him and Alma, and posed the question, “Did your husband not notice anything?”20 Alma answered by writing Gropius that while Mahler had not previously detected the affair, everything had changed because of the misaddressed letter. She demanded that he write her an explanation for the catastrophe, letting her know whether it was a faux pas or by plan, and send it to her private post office box.

IN THE INCIDENT of the letter sent to Gustav Mahler may lie a clue to the real nature of the man who launched the great art school. Alma’s biographer Frangoise Giroud—who maintains, “One thing is certain; it was no accident”—asks, “Was it Mahler he was in love with, through Alma?”21 Gropius’s taste for women married to fascinating husbands would be borne out again at the Bauhaus.

Gropius himself never made any effort to explain what had happened. Meanwhile, in response to the crisis, the Mahlers grew closer. They took long walks on which they both wept, Alma telling all, Gustav blaming himself for having made Alma forsake her own work. Alma let her husband know she now realized she could never leave him; ecstatic, the composer clung to her “every second of the day and night.” Mahler took to writing her love letters; in one he described standing by her bedroom door “with longing” while he kissed her “little slippers a thousand times.”22 He also insisted on keeping the door between their adjoining rooms open at night just so that he could hear her breathe.

During the days, when Alma went to the forest hut where Mahler worked so that she could summon him for meals, she often found him lying on the floor, weeping in fear that he might lose her. But all signs pointed to the marriage lasting, especially when Alma’s mother appeared on the scene to offer them both her support—even if she had abetted the secret liaison with Gropius.

Alma instructed Gropius that under no circumstances was he to come to Toblach. He was not, however, someone who followed instructions. With the resolve and determination that would mark his tenure at the Bauhaus, he showed up anyway. After wandering around town, he went to the Mahlers’ house, where a guard dog chased him away. Alma inadvertently spotted him concealing himself under a bridge. She immediately told Mahler, who ferreted Gropius out of his hiding place and invited him to the house. The swashbuckling former hussar walked up the dark country lane with the bedraggled musical genius who was old enough to be his father. They said nothing to each other. Mahler then left Gropius and Alma alone in the parlor to work out things by themselves.

The lovers spoke only briefly before Gropius left the room and found Mahler, whom he asked to divorce his wife so that she would be free to marry him. When Mahler calmly asked Alma if this was what she wanted, she replied that her lover’s proposal was out of the question and that she would stay with her husband. Mahler led Gropius down the lane up which he had guided him only an hour earlier, the darkness requiring him to carry a lantern. Again the two men walked in complete silence.

The next day, Alma went into Toblach to bid Gropius farewell at his small hotel and accompany him to the train. There is no way of knowing the precise conversation on the platform, but every time the train stopped on the way back to Berlin, Gropius dashed out to wire another telegram to Alma, begging her to reconsider.

THEN THE LYING BEGAN AGAIN. After assuring Mahler that she had renounced her lover completely, Alma continued to write to Gropius. When she and Mahler returned to Vienna, she sent the architect a letter explaining her predicament: “My remaining with him—in spite of all that has happened—means life to him—and my leaving—will be death to him. …Gustav is like a sick, magnificent child. … Oh—when I think about it, my Walter, that I should be without your love for my whole life. Help me—I don’t know what to do—what I have the right to.”23

Alma’s mother, Anna Moll, again became the lovers’ accomplice, so that Gropius, rather than risk having another letter fall into the wrong hands, could now write via this indulgent lady. The pace of their correspondence picked up, and Alma invited Gropius to Vienna. They fell into each other’s arms. The first meeting was followed by another, and another, always in secret. Alma studied her husband’s schedule in order to organize trysts when he was in rehearsal or performing out of town, and she and Gropius invented brilliant pseudonyms to use when registering for their hotel rooms. Physically, Gropius was everything Mahler was not: trim, well toned, impeccably dressed without being a dandy. He was terrifically handsome; even if he considered his nose too large, his well-proportioned features were those of a classical marble sculpture. His sallow complexion and thick, dark, straight hair were striking, and he had made a wise decision to go clean-shaven after sporting a slightly foolish mustache during his army days (it would periodically reappear at the Bauhaus). His ears stuck out, but rather than detracting from his looks they only increased the impression that he was listening attentively. The perpetual look of mischief on his face made him all the more irresistible.

When Mahler went on a concert tour, leaving Alma at home, he barraged her as never before with telegrams and letters and sent a stream of presents and flowers. Alma thought he had stepped over the edge into madness. “The idolatrous love and worship which he shows me now can hardly be considered normal,” she wrote Gropius.24 Mahler became even more unbalanced when, after he returned to Alma in Vienna, he found himself repeatedly impotent.

The composer urgently sought a consultation with Sigmund Freud, and was upset to learn that Freud was on a family holiday in Leiden, in Holland. Alma’s cousin Richard Nepallek, a well-established nerve specialist, persuaded the inventor of psychoanalysis to see Mahler even during this time away from work. Freud consented under the condition that Mahler come to him. The composer took off on the long journey to Leiden.

Following an initial fifty-minute session in Freud’s hotel room, Freud and Mahler walked through the ancient city’s narrow streets for four more hours. Freud later described the encounter to both Marie Bonaparte and Theodor Reik, which is why we know a surprising amount about it. The great doctor made Mahler aware that he often called Alma by her rarely used second name, Marie. This was only one letter different from Mahler’s mother’s name, Maria. And while the composer was looking for elements of his mother in his wife, Alma was seeking a replacement father. According to Alma’s account of the one-day treatment, Freud told Mahler, “I know your wife. She loved her father and can seek and love only his type. Your age, which you are afraid of, is just what attracts your wife. Don’t worry about it.” Alma thought Freud was completely “right. … I really was always searching for the short, stocky, wise, superior man I had known and loved in my father.”25

The session with Freud succeeded in accomplishing one of its primary goals. Freud wrote Reik that Mahler’s understanding of “his love requirements” had enabled him to overcome “the withdrawal of his libido.”26

With Mahler transformed, Alma concluded that the lean and fit Gropius, four years her junior, had been her attempt to escape her natural attraction to her father’s type, and to compensate for Mahler’s sexual failings, which had now been cured. With that knowledge, she considered herself over her love affair and content in Toblach.

WALTER GROPIUS, HOWEVER, proved irresistible. Alma wrote asking him if he would support her having “a life of love” with him. While the revivified Mahler was composing with feverish zeal in their mountain retreat, Anna Moll helped Alma engineer a cover story so she could sneak off to Vienna to be with Gropius. Alma now had a theory that the affair was necessary for her health; she needed the intensity and frequency of her orgasms “for the heart and all the other organs.”27 She craved “not only the sensual lust, the lack of which has made me prematurely into a detached, resigned old woman, but also the continuous rest for my body.”28

Time apart from Gropius was unbearable. When she returned to Toblach, Alma wrote him, “When will there be the time when you lie naked next to me at night, when nothing can separate us any more except sleep?” She signed this letter “Your wife.”29

Two weeks later, she wrote “My Walter” that she wanted to bear his child. Again, she signed herself “Your wife.”30

WHEN ALMA ASKED WALTER whether he shared her desire for them to have a child while she was still married to Gustav, knowing that eventually the day would come when they might, “secure and composed, sink smiling and forever, into each other’s arms,” he responded by return mail, “I see a younger, more beautiful life arise from the pain endured.”31

He told her, “What we experience together is the highest, greatest thing that can happen to men’s souls.”32 Gropius thought in extremes and envisioned apogees. To bow to the rules and regulations that most people considered inevitable and irrefutable was anathema to the man who would change forever the nature of art education and design. The same faith in a new and wonderful future that he conveyed to Alma Mahler would inspire him to launch the Bauhaus. Conflict had to be overcome and battles won; in the relationship with his mistress, he developed the willpower and fortitude that he would need in Weimar.

But the obstacles did not go away. Gustav Mahler again fought to hold on to his wife. He was going to New York that fall to conduct the Metropolitan Opera, and he insisted that Alma and their daughter join him on the trip. Alma summoned Gropius to Munich, where Gustav was getting ready to conduct the premiere of his Eighth Symphony. The composer had dedicated the masterpiece to her, but she focused only on having every possible moment with Gropius before an ocean separated them.

The architect was equally avid. Day after day, he lurked impatiently at the entrance of his hotel, the Regina, waiting for Alma. The Mahlers were in another hotel nearby. Once Gustav left to rehearse, Alma rushed to the Regina, where they repaired to Gropius’s room for the few hours she had free. Alma always timed the encounters so that when the perpetually suspicious Mahler arrived back at their hotel, she was there waiting for him as if she had never left.

The premiere of the Eighth Symphony was an unmitigated triumph. Mahler’s only reaction to his success was to obsess over whether Alma was sufficiently pleased that her name was printed in the manuscript, while Alma obsessed over how much she wanted to have a child with Gropius.

The Mahlers would be sailing to America from Bordeaux toward the end of the third week of October. Alma was to take the Orient Express from Vienna to Paris four days ahead of Gustav. She instructed Gropius to get on the train in Munich, and to use the pseudonym Walter Grote when he bought his the ticket, in case the wary Gustav looked at the list of travelers. She would be waiting for him in the second sleeping car, in compartment number 13. When the train pulled into the station in Munich, Alma wore a veil so no one would recognize her through the train window. She sat nervously twisting a handkerchief inside her muff, hoping the encounter would come off without a hitch. When the compartment door slid open and Gropius appeared, she was in paradise. The bliss of that evening continued for four days in Paris; immediately afterward, Alma wrote Gropius, “Only a god could have made you. I want to take all your beauty into myself. Our two perfections together must create a demi-god.”33

ONCE IN NEW YORK, Alma Mahler demanded from Walter Gropius the fidelity she had good reason to think he might not offer. Almost as soon as her ship had docked in America, she wrote him: “Don’t squander your lovely youth, which belongs to me. … Keep yourself healthy for me. You know why.”34 Alma’s mother, still in Vienna, continued to encourage the affair. Anna Moll wrote Gropius that even though this was not the moment, she believed that the love between him and her daughter would “last beyond everything.” Frau Moll laid down the rules: “I have unlimited trust in you. …I am firmly convinced you like my child so much that you will do everything not to make her more unhappy.”35

Alma was mentally living in two worlds simultaneously. Gustav Mahler was in good form; even as she longed for Gropius, she enjoyed an American Christmas with her brilliant husband and their child. It was bliss to look out of the ninth-floor window at the Savoy Plaza Hotel and watch the elderly father and their six-year-old daughter walk through Central Park cheerfully throwing snow at each other. Then, suddenly, everything changed. Mahler developed a high fever from tonsillitis. He conducted at Carnegie Hall in spite of it, but soon the composer was so weak from a streptococcal infection that his wife had to feed him with a spoon. They immediately returned to Paris to see a bacteriologist in whom they had more faith than the American doctors. In France, as Gustav Mahler further deteriorated from the endocarditis that resulted from the infection, his wife began to sign letters to Gropius “Your Bride.” At the clinic where Mahler was being treated, in the Paris suburb of Neuilly, Alma wrote her lover from the room where she kept his picture hidden, imploring him to visit so she might feel his “warm, soft, dear hands.”36

The Mahlers and their entourage returned to Vienna. On May 18, Mahler received an emergency application of radium bags. Then, as Alma later recalled, “There was a smile on his lips and twice he said ‘Mozarte’ “—an affectionate diminutive of the great composer’s name.37 Alma watched her husband use a finger to conduct Mozart on the quilt until he suddenly stopped, his hero’s name still on his lips, and died at fifty-one. Alma noted what she considered an extraordinary coincidence: it was Walter Gropius’s birthday.

A few days later, Gropius wrote Alma about Gustav Mahler’s death. “As a human being he met me in such a noble way that the memory of those hours is inextinguishable in me.”38 That aplomb and tact would be crucial to Gropius’s effectiveness as the leader of the Bauhaus.

GROPIUS WENT TO VIENNA, where he and Alma were reunited in his room at the Hotel Kummer. She told Gropius that during the time she was in New York, she and Mahler had had sex whenever he wanted. Gropius, who had remained faithful to Alma during their separation, was furious. He could not bear the idea that Alma had been making love with Mahler regularly during all those months when she was acting as his nurse. That she had betrayed him with the dying man to whom she was married did not lessen the sting.

The next day, Gropius wrote Alma a letter from the Kummer: “One important question which you have to answer, please! When did you become his lover again for the first time? …My sense of chastity …is something overwhelming; my hair stands on end when I think of the unthinkable. I hate it for you and me, and I know that I shall remain faithful to you for years.”39 After he mailed the letter, he went back to Berlin—before she could answer.

As soon as Gropius arrived back in the German capital, he received a letter from Alma saying she was afraid she was pregnant and did not know what to do.

Mahler had been dead long enough that Gropius believed he was the father. He wrote her, “A feeling of shame is welling up in me …on account of my lack of mature precaution. … I … feel deeply saddened about myself.”40 Nonetheless, when Alma said she was coming to Berlin in September, he said he would not see her.

Then Alma discovered she was not pregnant after all. Liberated, she moved to Paris with her daughter. She begged Gropius to come to her.

This was one occasion when events so exhausted Walter Gropius that he could not function. He wrote Alma that the emotional turmoil of the previous month had left him too weak to travel; at the end of 1911 he checked into another sanatorium, the Weisser Hirsch, near Dresden. Informing his mother that “I know now how feeble I really am” and that he required a complete rest, he spent most of his time there walking in solitude.41

Alma Mahler continued to pursue Gropius for most of 1912. Feeling too wounded to respond, he left her letters unanswered until the end of the year, when he wrote her: “Everything has become basically different now. … I don’t know what will happen; it doesn’t depend on me. Everything is topsy-turvy, ice and sun, pearls and dirt, devils and angels.”42 That sense of life as the violent opposition of good and evil, with beauty vying to vanquish ugliness, would soon impel Walter Gropius to create and run the Bauhaus.
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Oscar Kokoschka, The Tempest, 1913. Seeing this canvas in an exhibition, Gropius realized that his wife had another lover.

AT THE START OF 1913, Gropius went to the Berlin Secession exhibition. He was riveted by a painting by Oskar Kokoschka, who lived in Dresden. Kokoschka’s previous work had left him cold, but this time one picture grabbed his attention. The Tempest showed a man and a woman being tossed around in a boat on a stormy sea. It took a moment before Gropius realized who the couple was. The woman was Alma, “lying calmly, trustfully clinging to” Kokoschka, “who, despotic of face, radiating energy, calms the mountainous waves.”43 That description was subsequently provided by Alma, who recounted how Gropius deduced from the canvas not just that she and Kokoschka were lovers, but also that, when he looked at its date, Gropius realized that the couple had begun their affair while she was still telling him that he was the love of her life.

When Alma later wrote about the impact of this moment on Gropius, she made no effort to conceal her excitement. She had met the tall, lean Kokoschka in the winter of 1912. The starving artist in torn shoes and a frayed suit captivated her immediately. He was “handsome … but disturbingly coarse. … His eyes were somewhat aslant, which gave them a wary impression; but the eyes as such were beautiful. The mouth was large, with the lower lip and chin protruding.”44 She had gone to him to have her portrait done, and he had interrupted his sketching to sweep her into his arms. The following day, she received a letter saying, “I want you to save me until I can really be the man who does not drag you down but lifts you up. … If you, as a woman, will strengthen and help me escape from the confusion of my mind, the beauty that we worship beyond our power to know will bless us both with happiness.”45 Alma’s weakness for irregular-looking, emotionally overwrought men was even greater than her craving for the one who looked like a stage idol and was determined to exercise control.

After seeing that painting, Walter Gropius would wait more than a year before having any further communication with Alma Mahler. But he was far from through with her. Only when he was directing the Bauhaus would he grasp that her need to have tortured, brilliant lovers was chronic—and that he alone could not satisfy her.
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It was in Gropius’s nature to leap into treacherous territory with giant steps. In 1914, the Deutscher Werkbund—an organization of independent artists and craftspeople “determined to combat conservative trends in design, and to grapple with the impact of mechanical production on the arts”46—was staging a major exhibition in Cologne. Gropius, who was developing a knack for befriending influential people, prevailed upon the Werkbund secretary to persuade the exhibition planner to hire him to design several of its structures. For what he rightly sensed would be a turning point in the history of design, he moved to Cologne. The luxurious cabin he created for a train sleeping car was a highlight of the Werkbund show; it summed up the notion of stylish, up-to-date travel and delighted the public. The journey from Munich to Paris with Alma was probably in his thoughts as he conceived it.

The ambitious young architect made an even greater impact with a pavilion for displaying machines. Revolutionary in its mix of simplicity and bravado, this structure, one of the largest at the exhibition, had a façade that was like a perfectly drawn thick bracket encasing a wall of glass with the bracket’s arms supporting an overarching roof, the profile of which was articulated in pure and simple white brick. A well-lit, unfettered, generous space, the building had both esprit and efficacy.

Alma Mahler heard about the Werkbund from Berta Zuckerkandl, the friend at whose house she had first met Gustav Mahler. Zuckerkandl had become a prominent journalist whom Alma considered an insider on the latest artistic developments. That May, telling Alma about the groundbreaking presentation of modernism, Zuckerkandl began to enthuse wildly about a young architect named Walter Gropius, saying he was the talk of the show. Zuckerkandl had no idea that the name would mean a thing to Alma. It was more than Alma could bear.

She sent Gropius a letter, which she signed “Alma Mahler (and nothing else anymore in this life).” She made no mention of Kokoschka. “I have a great desire to speak to you,” Alma wrote Gropius. “Your image is dear and pure in me and people who have gone through so many beautiful and strange experiences should not lose each other.”47

Alma beckoned her former lover to Vienna with an entreaty few men could have resisted: “I long for a will that would wisely guide me away from what I’ve acquired, back to what is inborn. I know I could get there by myself, too, but I would so much like to thank someone for it!”48

THERE IS NO KNOWING whether Gropius was tempted to take the bait. The military conflagration that would soon evolve into a world war had begun. On August 5, Gropius reported to his regiment with the rank of sergeant major.

Within days, he was fighting against the French in the Vosges. He quickly demonstrated his leadership qualities, and in November he was promoted to lieutenant. Then, characteristically, Gropius plunged from intrepidness to
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