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2 What Was the Bauhaus? And What Can It Teach Us Today?

fred Turner

In April 1919, in the small city of Weimar, Germany, architect Walter Gropius took up
an office in the former home of the Weimar Academy of Fine Art. He had just taken
charge of a new, state-sponsored school for art and design, the Staatliche Bauhaus. In a
pamphlet decorated with a woodcut of a star-dappled Gothic cathedral he announced
his intentions:
Architects, sculptors, painters—we all must return to the crafts! ... Let us then create a new
guild of craftsmen, without the class distinctions that raise an arrogant barrier between crafts-
man and artist! Together let us desire, conceive, and create the new structure of the future
which will embrace architecture and sculpture and painting in one unity and which will

one day rise toward heaven from the hands of a million workers like the crystal symbol of a
new faith.!

In that single paragraph, Gropius set an agenda that would shape first European, then
American, and ultimately global art and design for a hundred years. Anyone who has
walked into a modern office has seen Marcel Breuer’s steel tube chairs; anyone who has
visited Tel Aviv or Cambridge, Massachusetts, or any number of other cities, has seen
the glass-and-concrete handiwork of Bauhaus-trained architects.

Yet the influence of the Bauhaus has extended far beyond its ubiquitous design
sensibility. From its inception, the Bauhaus has been an emblem of the hope that
design would create the kind of society politics could not. The life of the Bauhaus as
an institution precisely tracked that of the Weimar Republic, the chaotic democracy
that preceded Hitler’s Third Reich. From 1919 to 1933, the Bauhaus lived on the lar-
gesse of government subsidies, individual donations, and to some degree the sale of its
own designs. This foundation allowed the school to model a new kind of multidisci-
plinary community—artistic, technological, and social all at once. Though the school
employed far fewer women than men, and though it informally encouraged women
to concentrate in areas such as weaving and dance, the school was one of the first in



26 fred Turner

Figure 2.1 :

The Bauhaus building in Dessau, Germany, and the “Bauhaus Manifesto and Program” pub-
lished in 1919 by Walter Gropius. © 2018 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst,
Bonn.

Germany to admit men and women on an equal basis. The school's curriculum and
social style quickly came to define the modern art school. Through both, Gropius and
his colleagues hoped to produce a new kind of person. Professionally, this “New Man,”
as he was often called, would be able to blend the arts and crafts. Psychologically, he
would be a person who could draw on feelings, sensations, and reason all at once, and
so be able to keep himself whole and sane before the onslaught of industrial modernity.
For the founders of the Bauhaus, the New Man was meant to be a new kind of citizen,
and the Bauhaus itself was meant to be a living, breathing model of a newly democra-
tized society.

In the late 1930s, as Hitler consolidated his power, Gropius and many of his col-
Jeagues fled to the United States. When they did, they brought the social, psychologi-
cal, and professional ideals of the Bauhaus with them. They transformed the Bauhaus
into a prototype for institutions as diverse and influential as Black Mountain College
and the Aspen Institute. Their teachings reshaped key parts of engineering education in
America, most notably at the [llinois Institute of Technology and MIT. Across the Cold
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Figure 2.1 (continued)

War, they helped normalize the integration of art and technology and at the same time
helped promote the importance of a new kind of worker who could bring these areas
together. By the 1960s, the New Man who had emerged from the rubble of World War |,
the multitalented artist-scientist-craftsman who would change the world through cre-
ativity and design rather than politics, had become a model for the multimedia artists
of downtown Manhattan and the commune-builders of the American counterculture.

And he is still very much with us today.
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The Bauhaus in Weimar

From the beginning, Gropius anchored the Bauhaus's search for a new society and
for a new kind of citizen in older struggles to humanize industrial production. The
Bauhaus had deep roots in the arts and crafts tradition of William Morris and john
Ruskin.? Morris and Ruskin sought to combat the alienating effects of industrializa-
tion by embracing handicraft, everyday utility in design, and rich, often handmade
materials. Gropius too saw the blending of art and craft as a way to improve everyday
life, but he also celebrated the machine and the factory. Before he came to the Bau-
haus, Gropius belonged to the Deutscher Werkbund, a community of artists, designers,
and industrialists who sought to improve the design of everyday goods with the aid
of mechanical production and so to provide goods of the highest quality to ordinary
citizens. Gropius believed that industrial technologies could transform production by
empowering artists to make a new kind of work, and could transform consumption by
making that work available to ordinary people. In short, machines could be tools of
democratization.

Such ambitions meshed nicely with the founding goals of the Weimar Republic.
The republic’s constitution, written not far from the Bauhaus and published in August
1919, transformed the German Reich into a parliamentary democracy. The republic’s
first leaders emphasized industrial reforms, ensuring workers the rights to an eight-hour
workday and collective bargaining. At the Bauhaus, Gropius tried to instill a similarly
egalitarian culture. Students dressed informally and served on the school’s governing
council. Faculty were not called “professor” but the far less magisterial “master.” From
the start, Gropius tried to set painters and craftsmen on equal footing. He imagined
that students and their teachers would engage in “mutual planning of extensive, Uto-
pian structural designs—public buildings and buildings for worship—into the future.”*

In Weimar, the Bauhaus had no way to pursue Gropius's architectural vision because
it lacked an architectural workshop. The school’s early years also produced relatively
few examples of what we now consider canonical Bauhaus style. What they did pro-
duce, however, was a new way of training the artist-craftsman. Every student at the
Bauhaus was required to take a six-month “preliminary course” taught by the painter
and mystic Johannes Itten. The preliminary course was unlike anything offered by
ordinary art schools at the time. Itten was a follower of the neo-Zoroastrian sect of
Mazdaznan, a group devoted to the pursuit of self-realization and the development
of spiritual community through vegetarianism, breathing exercises, fasting, and sex-
ual self-control. In his course, Itten fused the Mazdaznan emphasis on the body with
the development of artistic skills. He created a series of exercises in which students
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explored colors and textures and their interrelations. Before they tried to paint or draw
or otherwise represent the world, [tten wanted his students to feel their materials in
their bodies. He required them to practice breath control and meditation, and to move
their bodies in patterns suggested by the shapes with which they were working.

Itten aimed to create more than a new kind of worker. “The Preliminary Course
concerns the student’s whole personality,” explained a 1922 Bauhaus pamphlet, “since
it seeks to liberate him. ... The personality of each student is allowed to develop freely
in his work in order to enable him to contribute to the practical realization of the com-
mon idea.”® At its most basic, the preliminary course sought to elicit the indwelling
creativity of individual students and help them apply it. Yet threaded through this
ideal was a fundamentally political project and one that the early Bauhaus shared with
other modernist movements. Itten’s students were to free their personalities in order
to serve the “common idea.” That is, their individual integration of personal and pro-
fessional skills was meant to model and help bring into being a more integrated and
authentic social order. At a time when party politics had become a matter of life and
death across Germany, the preliminary course proposed artistic training as a mecha-
nism for fostering individual psychological change, and through it, collective political
improvement.

When Gropius and others tired of Itten’s mysticism and forced him to resign in
1922, the Hungarian artist Liszl6 Moholy-Nagy took his place at the head of the pre-
liminary course. Moholy had come from Berlin, where he painted severely abstract
canvases and experimented with photograms, a type of cameraless photography. He
shared Itten’s faith in the transformative powers of art, but he also celebrated the liber-
ating power of industrial technology. “Everyone is equal before the machine,” he wrote
in 1922. “I can use it, so can you. It can crush me; the same can happen to you. There
is no tradition in technology, no class-consciousness. Everyone can be the machine’s
master or its slave.”®

Together with Josef Aibers, a recent Bauhaus graduate, Moholy transformed the pre-
liminary course. Moholy and Albers did continue to urge students to form themselves
as whole people and to use their training to do it. They also retained and celebrated the
political thread that ran through Itten’s pedagogy. Henceforth however, there would
be no more Mazdaznan mumbo jumbo. Instead, students would learn to design for
and within an industrial society. “Individualism is not primarily a school concern, for
individualism stresses particularity and separateness,” wrote Albers. “It is the task of the
school to integrate the individual into the society and the economy and to have him

ni

partake in the activities of his time.
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Moholy and Albers were not alone in their turn toward industry. In 1922, a Dutch
artist named Theo van Doesburg had come to Weimar and begun teaching his own
classes, outside the school. Van Doesburg was a leader of a new Dutch movement, De
Stijl, alongside painter Piet Mondrian. Van Doesburg and Mondrian promoted a pared-
down aesthetic favoring sharp geometric forms and solid colors—an aesthetic much
more in synch with the mechanical forms of modern industry than with the neome-
dieval handicrafts of Ruskin and Morris. Thanks in part to van Doesbuig’s influence,
as well as increasing pressures on the school to train designers who could work more
closely with manufacturers, the Bauhaus began to change. Gropius stopped talking
about crystal symbols and started talking about the need to embrace heavy industry. “I
seek unity in these [artistic and industrial] ways of life,” he wrote in a circular sent to
the Bauhaus faculty in February 1922. “Why is it that we can appreciate equally well
the form of a well-built automobile, an airplane, and a modern machine as individual
works of art beautifully formed by creative hands? It is by no means our nature to reject
one or the other.”®

The Bauhaus was a state-sponsored institution, though, and even as it reached out
to industry, it remained vulnerable to political pressure. In the spring of 1924, members
of the German Volkische movement, a precursor to the Nazis, pushed the parliament
of Thuringia, where Weimar was located and whose Ministry of Education funded the
school, to cut back on its funding. They questioned the number of faculty the school
employed, the school’s cosmopolitan orientation, and especially the “moral qualities
of the Director.”® Gropius mounted a robust defense, pointing to the number of stu-
dents trained, the exhibitions of student work, and the international reputation of
Bauhaus faculty, but the Thuringian ministers were unsatisfied. By the end of the year,
the right wing had become a majority in the parliament and had cut the school’s fund-
ing to such a degree that it was forced to close.

The Bauhaus Moves to Dessau

The closure of the Weimar Bauhaus marked the end of its early, experimental phase and
the beginning of the period for which it remains best known today. The newly conser-
vative Weimar no longer wanted the Bauhaus, but other cities competed to house the
school. Led by airplane designer and industrialist Hugo junkers, a coalition of business-
men from the city of Dessau, not far from Berlin, won out, and in 1925 Gropius and
his colleagues set up shop there. For a time, the economic and political pressures of
Weimar eased. Thanks to a close collaboration with Junkers as well as municipal and
state authorities, the Bauhaus enjoyed a sudden abundance of funding. Gropius hired
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new professors, a number of whom had graduated from the Weimar Bauhaus. The
school began publishing a newsletter and a book series. It established its first architec-
ture department. And perhaps most important of all, it opened a new campus designed
by Gropius: a single, interlinked complex of buildings that gleamed with white-painted
brick and vast expanses of glass. One wing had several floors of workshops and class-
rooms; another featured offices. A six-story dormitory for students towered over the
whole, with balconies on every floor. A two-story bridge connected two of the build-
ings, with offices on its first floor and space for an architecture department and Gro-
pius’s own office above. The complex also included a large exhibition space, a theater,
a cafeteria, and a gym—any of which could be reached, like any other part of the cam-
pus, simply by following the halls. No one need ever step outside.

The new campus instantly became a visible symbol of the ways Gropius and his
colleagues had repurposed the school’s founding ideals. More than 1,500 visitors from
all over Europe attended its opening in December 1924. What they saw was both a
hypermodern piece of architecture and an infrastructure for a highly collaborative
community of artists and designers. The new campus was a self-contained world, with
everything a person needed to keep body and soul together, and with the easiest of
access to friends. Xanti Schawinsky, a student at the time, recalled that Gropius's cam-
pus created an easy comradery: “All you had to do to call a friend was to step out onto
your balcony and whistle,” he wrote.' It might not have been a Gothic cathedral, but
the new campus seemed to many to have finally brought into being the kind of inti-
mate community of purpose promised in 1919.

The campus also signaled a reorientation of the Bauhaus mission. The turn away
from romanticism, mysticism, and handicraft that had begun in Weimar exploded into
a full-on embrace of architecture, heavy industry, and modern mass production. Along-
side the core campus complex, Gropius designed and oversaw the construction of six
semidetached townhouses for Bauhaus faculty. These houses were entirely fitted out
with products from Bauhaus workshops, and their interiors were painted by their new
inhabitants. They quickly became international models of what modern living might
Jook like. So too did Herbert Bayer’s new typeface, which appeared'on all Bauhaus
publications. The traditional German script then in general use featured elaborate curls
and other decorative flourishes, and a complex pattern of capitalization. Bayer's type-
face was as clean and cool as a bar of aluminum—no flourishes, not even any capital
letters—and wondrously easy to read.

Not everyone was thrilled with the school’s new direction. “Architecture became
the new principal field of study,” explained T. Lux Feininger, the son of the man who
had etched the Gothic cathedral for the pamphlet of 1919. “The new unity of art and
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technology came to a standstill. ... The dreams of a regeneration of society hardened
into specialization. Authority, structure, re-entered the scene.”'! Tt might be more accu-
rate to say that the ideal of the unity of art and technology simply scaled up to include
architecture and publishing. But the tone of the school did change. Local officials had
reminded Gropius and his colleagues that at the end of the day, they would need to
justify the city and the state’s investment by intensifying their collaborations with
industry. In part for that reason, Gropius centralized his authority. The collaborative
decision-making of the early Weimar years disappeared. Masters were called professors
once again.

The effort to form a new kind of worker only intensified, however, and the prelimi-
nary course remained the centerpiece of Bauhaus teaching. Moholy and Albers may
have shown little concern for their charges’ spiritual growth, but they continued to
require their students to become adept in working with a wide array of materials. These
encounters were meant to simultaneously engage the whole range of the students’
senses and train them for the array of professional possibilities then emerging.'? Their
internal, psychological wholeness and their professional flexibility would free them
to embrace the industry that had alienated so many before them. The New Man must
“achieve a natural balance of intellectual and emotional power” wrote Moholy; only
then, wrote Gropius, could “the work of the new man ... become an organic part of
unified industrial production.””?

For models students needed only to look at the first generation of Bauhaus profes-
sors to have been trained by the Bauhaus itself. Marcel Breuer could paint and make
furniture; Herbert Bayer could design buildings and whole publication programs. Most
of the Dessau faculty were men—of the school’s thirty-five professors, only six were
women, and only one of those women, Gunta Stolzl, a professor of weaving, had been
trained at the Bauhaus.™* Yet almost all of the first Bauhaus graduates could paint, draw,
photograph, design appliances, costumes, and posters, and weave a Tug. Visitors to the
Dessau campus could see individual examples of student work, and if they toured the
faculty housing, they could see how Bauhaus designs could be used to create a uni-
fied aesthetic environment. At Dessau, architecture largely remained the province of
male instructors and students, but the buildings were filled with industrial designs cre-
ated by men and women alike. These designs continue {0 define Bauhaus style today.
Marianne Brandt’s semi-globe teapot and her arch-necked desk lamp; Anni Albers’s
weavings; Josef Albers’s color block paintings; Oskar Schlemmer’s geometric designs
for the theater; the abstract paintings of Paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky, and Moholy-
Nagy; and above all, the architecture of Walter Gropius—between 1925 and its closure
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in 1933, the Bauhaus created much of the visual vocabulary of twentieth-century
modernity.

To an increasingly nationalistic, right-wing German government, however, the
cosmopolitanism of the Bauhaus had begun to seem traitorous. Never mind that the
Bauhaus put Germany at the center of the international design world. To fascists,
the Bauhaus had become an emblem of anti-Aryan community. The story of how the
Bauhaus changed as the Nazis came to power is long and complex and has been well
told elsewhere.’ To understand the Bauhaus’s lingering importance for our own time,
it is enough to note that in Dessau, and in the end for a few tumultuous months in
Berlin, the school and its leaders had to battle on two fronts: one, to continue to bring
the Bauhaus vision to life in the world of art and design; and two, to keep the Bauhaus
funded and functioning as an institution. In 1928, Gropius left the school to pursue
his own architecture practice and Hannes Meyer, a well-known Marxist, became its
leader. Meyer lacked Gropius’s political tact and offended many inside and outside the
school. In 1930, he was replaced by the architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. By that
time, the political conflicts that had long surrounded the school had infiltrated its
student body. In 1932, a Communist faction even demanded the elimination of the
preliminary course.

Mies fought ferociously to save the school. But the political climate made that
impossible. Nazi critics attacked from all sides. The Bauhaus was a nest of Bolsheviks
said some, a nest of Jews said others. Even the flat roofs of Bauhaus buildings were
suspect—after all, said the fascists, northern countries needed peaked roofs; only the
non-Aryan nations of warmer climes did not.! In 1932, a group of Nazi representatives
from the Dessau city council toured the Bauhaus. Two days later, their leader pub-
lished an article entitled “What Will Become of the Bauhaus?” in a local newspaper. He
answered his own question thus:

The disappearance of this so-called “Institute of Design” will mean the disappearance from
German soil of one of the most prominent places of Jewish-Marxist “art” manifestation. May
the total demolition follow soon and may on the same spot where today stands the somber
glass Palace of oriental taste, the “aquarium” as it has been popularly dubbed in Dessau, soon
rise homesteads and parks that will provide German people with homes and places for relax-

ation. “The robe has fallen, the Duke must follow.””

The New Man in the New World

And so he did. By the summer of 1933, the Bauhaus had closed its doors for good. The
end of the Bauhaus as an institution, however, dramatically enhanced the reach and
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influence of its ideals. In the late 1930s, many former Bauhaus professors emigrated to
the United States. Alongside refugee German intellectuals such as Theodor Adorno and
Max Horkheimer, and together with American artists, industrialists, and academics,
they transformed American cultural life. Gropius went to Harvard, where he became
chair of the university’s department of architecture. Mies van der Rohe migrated to
Chicago, designed much of the campus of the fllinois Institute of Technology, and
then went on to architect such icons of modernism as the 1958 Seagram building in
Manhattan. Lasz10 Moholy-Nagy went to Chicago, where he founded what was first
called the New Bauhaus and later the IIT Institute of Design. Moholy's student Gyorgy
Kepes first joined him there, then moved to MIT, where he established one of the
most influential postwar arenas for art-and-technology collaborations, the Center for
Advanced Visual Studies (CAVS). Herbert Bayer went to New York, where he developed
important exhibitions for the Museum of Modern Art and designed advertisements for
Walter Paepcke’s Container Corporation of America. Ultimately he played a key role
in helping Paepcke turn the small town of Aspen, Colorado, into a center of American
intellectual life.

To map the Bauhaus community’s impact on American life after World War IT would
take an entire volume.’® American architecture, advertising, engineering education,
museum display—all changed dramatically under the influence of individual Bauhaus
emigres. Collectively however, the emigres brought with them two key elements of the
German Bauhaus, one organizational and the other psychological. Into a Cold War
America in which many dreaded the powers of bureaucracy, Bauhaus emigres brought
antibureaucratic models of organization based on artistic and technological collabora-
tion and egalitarian social ideals. And to an America preoccupied with the psychologi-
cal fragmentation and alienation of what novelist Sloan Wilson called “the man in the
gray flannel suit,” they introduced the New Man, psychologically integrated, multi-
skilled, independent, and democratic.

Perhaps the easiest place at which to see the impact of these two contributions is
Black Mountain College. Today the rural North Carolina school, which operated from
1933 to 1957, is remembered as the epicenter of midcentury American avant-garde
painting, dance, and poetry. This is no surprise given that its students included fig-
ures such as painter Robert Rauschenberg, sculptor Kenneth Snelson, filmmaker Stan
VanDerBeek, and writer Francine du Plessix Gray. Its faculty was just as illustrious, fea-
turing at one time or another the poet Charles Olson, the painter Willem de Kooning,
architect Buckminster Fuller, and composer John Cage. But when Josef and Anni Albers
arrived in 1933, Black Mountain was a small college devoted to providing a general
education in line with the liberal educational philosophy of john Dewey.

.
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Like Dewey, the designers of Black Mountain’s curriculum put art at the center of
human experience. The school’s founding president, John Andrew Rice, hired Josef
Albers to run the school for that reason. Albers arrived speaking hardly any English.
When students asked him what he would teach, he often answered “To open eyes!”"
He quickly began teaching courses in painting and basic design that grew directly from
his work in the preliminary course at the Bauhaus in Dessau. He taught students to see
colors in relationship to one another, to feel their way into different materials, and to
imagine themselves as builders of a new, more democratic society. “I don't think there
was one comment he made pertaining to the visual world that he didn’t intend to per-
tain to the human world,” one of his students recalled. “He told us over and over that
there is no meaning to teaching art unless it is a teaching for how to live your life. This
was not a little side note. It was fundamental to his teaching.””

Albers’s teaching carried with it the legacy of the Bauhaus vision of the New Man,
as did the work of his fellow emigres. In 1938, the director of the New Bauhaus in
Chicago, Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy, updated his 1928 book The New Vision for American
audiences and published it in English. He cited John Dewey and American Progressives
as inspirations for his teaching philosophy and explicitly tied the goals of the Weimar
Bauhaus to his work in Chicago.? The aim of all his teaching, he wrote, was to make a
new kind of person. As he put it, “Not the product, but man, is the end in view.”?”? In
Germany, the New Man was meant to salvage the world through industry. In America,
he was meant to do the same thing, but in a liberal-democratic context. “The revolu-
tionist should always remain conscious that the class struggle is, in the last analysis,
not about capital, nor the means of production,” wrote Moholy in The New Vision. “In
actuality it concerns the right of the individual to a satisfying occupation, work that
meets the inner needs, a normal way of life and a real release of human powers.”” John
Dewey couldn’t have said it better.

At Black Mountain College, Albers took the doctrine of the New Man one step fur-
ther toward American liberalism. In his 1942 memoir, the school’s founding president,
John Andrew Rice, recalled that “Black Mountain was to be education for democracy.”
The definition of the kind of democracy it would exemplify, however, owed at least
as much to the Bauhaus as to any American individualism. “The democratic man,
we said, must be an artist,” wrote Rice. “The integrity, we said, of the democratic
man, was the integrity of the artist, an integrity of relationship.”* At Black Mountain
College, as at the Bauhaus, students would be introduced to multiple materials and
multiple modes of perception and would become multiply skilled in ways that served
the arts and industry. But as they mastered the relationships among materials and
among their own senses, they would also develop the kinds of emotional flexibility




Figure 2.2
Black Mountain College logo and Josef Albers’s drawing class, ca. 1939-1940. Courtesy of the
Western Regional Archives, State Archives of North Carolina.
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Figure 2.2 (continued)

and collaborative individualism that would turn the College into a model of a new,
less hierarchical America. In his Black Mountain versions of the preliminary course,
Albers even talked about colors and forms as if they were citizens in an ideal liberal
democracy. They should “know about each other” and “pay attention to each other,”

he said. They “should not exist for themselves.” They should “cooperate ... integrate ...
n25

get along.
Albers headed Black Mountain College from 1933 to 1949, and in those years the
school became, like the Bauhaus itself, an emblem of an alternative way of organizing
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egalitarian sociability. While the tensions of World War 11 and the early Cold War
swirled through American society at large, Black Mountain College modeled a world
in which art and design and attention to the senses produced the ‘kind of collabora-
tive, benevolent polity that state-level politics had so clearly fajled to establish. In later
years, Albers’s students and colleagues would take pieces of that model with them into
the heart of the New York art world and the San Francisco counterculture. Buckminster
Fuller’s geodesic dome, which he prototyped at Black Mountain in the summer of 1948,
became the preferred form of housing on the communes of the 1960s. The Happening,
a performance art form pioneered by John Cage at Black Mountain in 1952, became a
quintessential gente of political theater. And the notion that a democratic community
could be formed by turning away from politics and back toward the senses, toward
expression, and toward design as a way of organizing activity defined much of the
American counterculture.

Conclusion

Today the legacy of the Bauhaus can be seen everywhere from the floors of furniture
stores to the desert sands of the Burning Man Festival in Nevada. We have become SO
accustomed to the geometric modernism of Bauhaus teapots and lamps that we no
longer have any idea where they came from, Ot that they even have an origin at all. For
its part, the Burning Man Festival looks like just another spectacular eruption from the
creative volcano that is the San Francisco Bay area. But dig 2 little deeper and you can
see the Bauhaus influence—in the geodesic domes in the dust and above all in the col-
laborative production of technology-centered art that drives so much of the event. Like
the Bauhaus, and like Black Mountain College, Burning Man celebrates the fusion of art
and technological craft and means to model an alternative and freer society.

Though few may remember the Bauhaus as an institution, its governing beliefs suf-
fuse our culture today. Creativity, collaboration, innovation, design—these are the
watchwords of higher education and the corporate sector around the globe. The kind
of interdisciplinary training the Bauhaus pioneered has gone mainstream, not just for
artists but for computer scientists, product designers, marketers, and engineers. The
hope of blending work and play and of transforming the workplace into a model of
egalitarian community that once animated the Bauhaus now lights up the California
headquarters of Google and Facebook.

And that should give us pause. When Itten and Moholy and Albers taught the pre-
liminary course, they hoped that their students might help create a society that mir-
rored their classrooms. Such a society would be collaborative, person-centered, and
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expressive. It would take advantage of the latest developments in manufacturing and
design. And it would operate on its own terms, far from the concerns of states. In
reality, however, the freedom of such a society depended even then on the strength
of political institutions. The Bauhaus came to life alongside the Weimar Republic and
depended for its survival on the munificence of the republic’s democratically elected
representatives. Likewise, Black Mountain College could not have survived in the post-
war years without tuition paid by students using the G.L Bill. And for all its much-
hyped entrepreneurship, Silicon Valley’s computers and software would never have
come into being without several generations of research supported and managed by
the federal government.

In this context, the fate of the original Bauhaus, like the fate of the Weimar Repub-
lic, reminds us that individual genius, small group collaboration, and even the exqui-
site design of systems and tools will never be sufficient foundations for democracy. The
Bauhaus was founded on the belief that the pleasure of art and technology, properly
united, could defuse the tensions of politics and perhaps even replace them. But its
struggles as an institution and the means of its demise tell us something different. They
remind us that if we want to have the kind of society the Bauhaus fought for, not to
mention the kind of beauty it brought into the world, we will need to embrace both the
unity of art and technology and the agonistic struggles of democratic politics.
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