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The ideals 1907 — 1918

In 1914 when it was first suggested that he might take over
the arts and crafts school in Weimar, Gropius was thirty—-one;
he was the son of an architect, and great nephew of Martin
Gropius, who had been an architect of of some standing in
the nineteenth century (he designed the Museum of Arts and
Crafts in Berlin, and in 1867 was appointed principal of the
Arts and Crafts School in that city, as well as director of

art education for Prussia).

Walter Gropius studied architecture in Berlin and Munich,

but his practical training began in 1907 when joined the office

of Peter Behrens. He could not have found a more stimulating
environment at that time, for Behrens had just begun to work
for AEG, and was involved in product and graphic design as

well as architecture. His office was a training ground for some

of the most influential architects of the next generation;

soon after Gropius's appointment the young Mies van der Rohe
joined the stuff, and Le Corbusier also spent some months there.

In his book The New Architecture and the Bauhaus, first
published in 1935, Gropius acknowledges his debt to Behrens:

' In 1908, when I finished my preliminary training and embarked
on my career as an architect with Peter Behrens, the prevalent
conception of architecture and architectural education were

still entirely dominated by the academic stylization of the
classical “Orders”, It was Behrens who first introduced me to
logical and systematicalco—ordination in the handling of
architectural problems. In the course of my active association
with the important schems on which he was then engaged,
and frequent discussions with him and other prominent members
of the Deutscher Werkbund,my own ideas began to crystallize

as to what the essntial nature of building ought to be.

I became obsessed by the conviction that modern constructional
technique could not be denied expression in architecture, and
that that expression demanded the use of unprecendened forms.’
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In translating these theories on architecture into practice,
even in these early years, Gropius went further than Behrens,
for in spite of his pioneering role, Behrens himself never
entirely succeeded, prior to the First World War, in breaking
away from the classical tradition in architecture. His Turbin
Factory of 1908-9, for example, was the first German building
to make extensive use of glass and steel, but in basic form it
remains pseudo—classic. Gropius on the other hand began
even at the outset of his career, to demonstrate his ability
to grasp the potentials of the new materials and techniques
that were becoming available to architects, and to suggest
completely new ways of using them.

He was also, from the set of his career, preoccupied with the
arcitect's social responsbilities. As early as 1909, for example,
he had sent a memorandum to Emil Rathenau, President of AEG,
outlining the advantages of using prefablcated units in housing
construction: ' The idea of industrializing house construction
can be realized by the repetition in each building of the same
standard component parts. This would mean that mass production
methods could be employed which would be cheaper for the
producer and could result in lower rents for the occupiers..It is
possible to have an infinite number of variations of every plan
type by differing combinations of the standard elements.’

Gropius was anticipating the preoccupation of twentieth—century

planners when he wrote this. He was also ahead of his time, when,

on leaving Behrens to set up his own practice, he designed the
Fagus factory of 1911, and the factory for the 1914 Werkbund
exhibition, for in both these buildings he uses glass and steel as
no architect had used it before.

The fagade of the main block of the Fagus factory was faced
with a 'curtain’ of glass, spported by narrow steel mullions.

In order to emphasixe the transparentcy of the structure
there were no supports at the corners — a complete inovation
at the time.Similarly in the Werkbund factory, the staircases at
each end of the main administration block are enclosed in
circular glass towers so that the internal structure is exposed.
In both these buildings Gropius was anticipating design and
construction methods that were not fully developed until

the 'thirties; in his productdesign at that time, how ever,

and in his theoretical writings, he does not venture beyond
the standards set by the Werkbund.
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Two articles he wrote for its yearbooks in 1913 and 1914 show
him firmly committed to the development of modern industrial
architectures, but at same time his ideas on how to improve
standards in industrial production are closely identified with
those of contemporary reformers.

Like Muthesius he believed that the artists possessed the
power to 'breathe life into the dead product of the machine’ ,
and that 'the sensiblity of the artist must be the combined with
the knowledge of the technician to create new forms in archi—
tecture and design’'.

Ideas such as these were generally accepted in the Germany
of 1914, and they made him a natural successor to Henry van
de Velde when the latter resigned as principle of Weimar School
of Art and Crafts.

Van de Velde, a Belgian architect, had been working

in Germany since the turn of the century, and in 1902 he
had been appointed artistic adviser to the Grand Duke of
Saxe—-Weimar, one of several German princes, who by their
patoronage of the arts and local industries, contributed to
the revival that was lead to the formation of the Werkbund.
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Van de Velde was born in 1863, and had began his career as a
paiter. He was, however, 'converted to design and architecture
in his early twenities when he discovered the work of Morris and

his circle. By the eighteen—nineties he was well known throughout
Europe as an architect and designer in the Art Nouveau tradition,

but even while he was still associated with Art Nouveau, his
imagination was fired by the power and potential of the machine.
In a series of lectures publishment in 1902 and 1903 he defined
his position. Machinery inspired him with a kind of aesthetic awe,
but at the same time he recobnized its social value. By rejecting
machine techniques the English arts and crafts designers had
produced work that only a rich cultured élite could afford, but
according to van de Velde, the machine, properly used, could
bring about a revolution in architecture and design.

Anticipating the ideals of the Werkbund he demanded 'a logical
structure of products, uncompromising logic in the use of
materials, proud and frank exhibition of working processes’.

His opinions and his work were highly thought of in German,
and the post he was offered in Weimar gave him the oppotunty
to put his ideals into practice. Soon after his arrival there he
established workshop in the existing School of Fine Art, and in
1902 he decided to open a private craft school where students
were encouraged to develop an intutive approach in order to
create new forms, rather than relying on traditional solution.
Several small scale industries flourished in Weimar at that

time and the school was able to establish links with local
manufacturers. Thier work, however, was irmly based on craft
techniques, fand in promoting this approach, van de Velde was
being realistic rather than reactionary.
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For the jewelers, metalworkers, cabinet makers and wood
workers of Weimar had never become highly mechanized,
and the Industrial Revolution, which had so debased British
output, had hardly touched them. Under this régime the
school flourished and eventually van de Velde persuaded
the Grand Duke to take it over, so that in 1908 it became
the state—owned Grossherzogliche Kunstgewerbeschule
(School of Arts and Crafts.)

In the years leading up to 1914, however, van de Velde's
influence in Weimar began to wane. The Grand Duke, who had
a somewhat volatile nature, was losing interest in the school,
and in an excess of nationalism, 'foreeign’ designers and artists
became suspect. Van de Velde handed in his resignation in
1914, and at the same time recommended three possible

successors — August Endell, Hermann Obrist and Walter Gropius.

August Endell(F{91871~1925) ‘
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Gropius was the youngest of the contenders (Obrist was 51

in 1914 and Endell was 43), and he was asked to work in Weimar;
it was never quite clear, however, throughout the war, what
position he would hold there. Soon after van de Velde had
hinted to Gropius that he was in the running for the post, the
Grand Duke, with characteristic abruptness, had closed the
school completely, and had dismissed the staff.

Fortunately, however, various officials within the Weimar
government were opposed to this move, and the suport of

Fritz Mackensen, director of the Weimar Academy of Fine Art,
they began negotiations to continue the craft school as a
department within the academy, and at the same time to open

a school of architecture there. Details of the vague, but complex
negotiations that followed are revealed in the correspondence
and documents in Hans Wingler's Das Bauhaus.

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans Maria Wingler

These demonstrate Gropius’s ability as a negotiator, and

his determination to run things his own way. Mackensen had
suggested that the combined school of architecture and craft
should be under the direction of Gropius, while he (Mackensen)
remained principal of the whole organization.

Gropius, however, attempted to obtain a clear—cut ruling about
his own position. In a letter dated 19 October 1915 he writes:
I still feel the need for more positive proposals on the nature
of these links with the academy, and on the independence

of the school of architecture.

You spoke in your letter of a small independent school ...

I am unable to grasp, however, what my position as head

of the school of architecture would entail ; furthermore I
cannot envisage teaching architecture as a separate entry,
since architecture is all embracing.

What I have in mind is an independent teaching organization,
which must necesssrily develop from small beginings, and
which could be co—ordinated with the exisiting academy for
administrative and technical purposes, but which, from the
artistic point of view, must remain independent.

If I am to work profitably I must be allowed to develop my
own ideas on fundamental issues — freedom of action must
be an essential condition .....

— 47 —
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A few months later, after further negotiations with the Grand
Duke, Gropius redefined his aims for the school in a long and
detailed memorandum. Extracts from this important document
were published for the first time in Wingler's book, and it is
interesting to compare Gropius's proposals at that time with
his far more ambitious and idealistc programme once the
Bauhaus was established.

In the memorandum of 1914 Gropius repeats, sometimes word
for word, the ideas he set out in his two Werkbund articles.
He describes the schism that had arisen between the artists ,
the craftman and industry, and the attempts at reform that
had already taken place. It was no longer sufficient, he
maintained, to be concerned with handwork, and with the
output of small firms, since these had never completely lost
touch with 'art’. The artist must learn to become directly
involved in mass production, and the industrialist must be
taught to accept the artist and his values. Gropius then

goes on to suggest a programme of education that would
‘create a situation in whichthe artist would come to

terms with the most powerful meansof modern production,
the machine, from the simplest tool to the most specialized
machinery’.

To achieve this end he visualized a school that would be closely
linked with local industries and workshop. These would send their
most promising apprentices, selected in consultation with
instructors of the school. The courses would consist of practical
work, studies in form and composition, as well as art history and
theory ; for those who were technically rather than artistically
gifted there would be lessons in technical and free drawing .

Students who had attended the courses would form the nucleus
of a 'happy working community, such as had a existed in an ideal
way in the mason’s lodges of the Middle Ages’ ; by adapting the
working methods of Middle Ages to present—day requirement
they would help to create the right conditions for the emergence
of a new style. It is, of course, difficult to reconcile the fact of
the Fagus factory, which made so uncompromising a break with
past styles, techiniques and materials, with this talk of guilds,
happy bands of craftmen and medievals cathedorals. Gropius
was, however, throughout his career, to draw parallels between
the medieval ideals and his own conception of the architect's
role in society. " The new building of the future, which will
embrace architecture and sculpture and painting ' (1919)
becomes in 1923 ' the composite but inseparable work of art,
the great building in which the old dividing line between
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He returns to the theme thirty years later. In an article
reprinted in The Scope of Total Architecture Gropius
describes teaching his Harvard students how to 'collaborate
without losing their identity ' and continues: ' In our particular
field there is no bookof rules for such a collaboration, unless
we go back as far as the Middle Ages to study the working
teams of the great cathedralbuildings. Most striking within
the organization of these building guilds was the fact that
until the late eiteenth century every craftman in the job was
not an executing hand only, but was permitted to put his
own design into his part of the workas long as he abided by
the master’'s guild key of design, which was the secret
geometrical auxillary of the building guild, similar to the

keys in musical composition. Preconceived paper design
hardly existed at all; the group lived together, discussed

the taskand build their ideas.’

It is the corporate approach to design and architecture which
inplies teamwork, standardization and modular co—odination
(the twentieth—century equivalent of the 'master’s guilding
key’),that Gropius was trying to convey at the Bauhaus and
later at Harvard. For him the medieval cathedral epitomized
such anapproach with architect, wood carvers, stone carvers
and masons all working together to achieve a corporate vision.
Gropius himself had no difficulty in relating this vision to the
demands of the twentieth—century, but his theories were open
to misinterpretation, especially in those first years at Weimar
when Bauhaus students were bitterly debating their role in
society Gradually, however, these essentially nineteenth—
century.ideals took on a new dimension, and the Bauhaus
was finally able to relate them to the new vision which
Gropius was convinced could and must be taught in an age
of technology. Between 1914 and 1919, his ideas on how it
should be taught changed completely. His suggestions in the
memorandum are down to earth and practical, but Gropius
was, in effect, proposing an intensiffication of the methods
already practised in Germany's school of art and crafts.

The 1914 memorandum was the logical culmination of all

the efforts, throughout the past seventy years, to improve
the standard andstatus of mass produced goods, and to

train 'artist’to work with industry.

The next four years, however, were, to change the face of
Europe, Germany had lost a generation, and in the revolutions
that followed the war, those who survived attempted to
establish a new social and political order. In spite of the
country’'s humillationand defeat, its intellectuals were seized
with the fevour of reform and, for a brief period the most
radical of the reformers were a group of artists, architects

and poets, who,inspired by the new ideas that had swept in
from Russia, Paris, Italy and Holland, decided to take advantage

of the temporary of bourgeois values in order to build a new world.

Gropius spent the months following the armistice in Berlin,
which rapidly became a centre of this artistic/socialist activity.
He was caught up in the turmoil of art movements, and he
joined the Novembergroupe, a sociaty named after the month
of the Weimar Revolution. Its members included the painters

Lyonel Feiningerand Karl Schmidt—Rottluff, the sculpture
Gerhard Marcks and the architect Mies van der Rohe, Erich
Medelsohn, Hans Poelzig and Bruno Tauto.

(B— aﬁzﬂiﬁ-fﬁﬁﬂtb 4“)[1?&% iﬁéﬁf %*ﬂ‘iﬁlﬂ_i@ﬁ)
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They all became identified with Expressionism, a romantic of
movement of protest—protest against accepted values in art,
architecture and society, which had led to the degradation of
man's essential humanity; and by means of exibitions, pamphlets
and manifestoes, the group tried to demonstrate how it would
build a new world out of the shattered remnants of the old.

The war and the attitudes of his contemporaries obviously had
a profound effect on Gropius; his idealism was intensified
('There are no architects today’, he wrote in a prospectus
for an exhibitionof the Novembergrouppe, ' we are all
preparing the way for the one who some day will merit this
name again. That name imples “Master of the Art”, one who
will make gardens out of deserts, and let miracles rise to the
sky’), but it also strengthened his sense of responsibility to
his own and future genarations.

In The New Architecture and the Bauhaus he desicribes his
state of mind at this time, 'The full consciousness of my
responsbility in advancing ideas based on my own reflections
only came home to me as a result of the war ....After that
violent interruption, which kept me, like most of my fellow
architects, from work for four years, evry thinking man felt
the necessity for an intellectual change of heart.

Each in his own paticular sphere of activity aspired to help
in bridging the disastrous gulf between reality and idealism.
It was then that the immensity of the mission of the
architects of my own generation first dawned on me.

I saw that an architect cannot hope to realize his ideas unless
influence the industry of his country sufficiently for a new
school of design to arise as a result; and unless that school
succeds in acquiring authoritative significance. I saw, too, to
make the possiblewould require a whole staff of collaborations
and assistants: men who would work, not automatically as an
orchestra obays its conductor’'s baton, but independently,
although in close co—operation, to further a common cause.’

(DN INGTADRE ERHAR I —RERKBOHAMELLIZHYFELT,
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