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INTRODUCTION

LUXURY IN MODERNISM

In 1930, as part of the Bauhaus’s book series, Walter Gropius published
Bauhausbauten Dessau (Bauhaus buildings Dessau), which described the recent
architectural work of the Bauhaus, including a thorough description of the school
building, his own director’s house, and the other masters’ houses, accompanied by
photographs fully documenting the buildings and their interiors. One detail, albeit
small, is telling: the published version of Lucia Moholy’s photograph of Gropius’s
bathroom has been retouched — the marble veining from the double-basin sink
has been erased to make it appear as if it were made of porcelain, suggesting an
industrial product rather than a luxury object (fig. I.1).1 Indeed — and in striking
contrast — the less lavish bathrooms in the masters’ houses have porcelain single-basin sinks of standard manufacture. Gropius’s marble sink is a curious
element in a bathroom otherwise representative of the pared-down, industrial
ideals of modern architecture: a band of horizontal windows lets in abundant
light, and an unornamented, unframed mirror is affixed directly to the wall,
while a naked light bulb extended on a metal arm, exposed radiator, glass shelves,
and the other bathroom hardware all seem to celebrate the products of industry.
The richly veined marble sink, a seeming anomaly, makes for a more visually
welcoming and warmer room, softening the potentially more jarring elements
such as the bare light bulb. But the published photograph makes the room appear
more modern, more industrial, and less luxurious than it was in reality. This,
perhaps, is the essence of the intersection of modernism and luxury — the ideal of
industrial production as a new visual trope of modern life, undercut, upon deeper
investigation, by materially and psychologically lavish interiors used to promote
a way of living and an enviable (but often hidden) opulence in a new register. In
order to demonstrate its pervasiveness in, and centrality to, the development of
modern architecture and objects in Germany in the period 1900–1930, this study
considers the luxury of modernism in its many manifestations — technological,
material, spatial, social, economic, philosophical, psychological, and intellectual.
Modernism in design and architecture encompassed social and material goals,
in addition to aesthetic ones — a new concern for the welfare of the masses as well
as a sustained focus on the development of standard types and improved mass production, with the desired end centered on the proliferation of well-designed buildings
and industrially produced goods. Following Christopher Wilk, this study understands the term “modernism” as describing not a style but a loose collection of ideas,
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Figure I.1. Below: Walter Gropius, director’s house, bathroom, Dessau, 1926. Photograph by Lucia Moholy.
Opposite: Same bathroom as published in Bauhausbauten Dessau (Munich: A. Langen, 1930). Photograph
by Lucia Moholy, retouched.
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including an espousal of the new, a rejection of history and tradition, a utopian desire
to create a better world, a belief in the potential of the machine and industrial technology, a rejection of applied ornament and decoration, an embrace of abstraction,
and a belief in the unity of all of the arts.2 Because design reform in early twentieth-century Germany was predominantly led by architects, ideas related to modern
objects were most often described using the same terms employed in the field of
architecture. Gropius, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, and other modern architects
variously used the terms “modern movement,” “modern architecture,” or “new building” (Neues Bauen) to describe their ideas and work, but the terminology did not
remain fixed over time.3
Design of furniture, objects, and decorative details has always been in the purview
of architects. In the beginning of the twentieth century, architects (several of whom
began their careers as artists, such as Peter Behrens and Henry van de Velde) renewed
their focus on the status of the object in society as an essential component of architectural and cultural discourse. They particularly turned from preponderantly
composing individual designs for customers who commissioned specific work to the
design of objects for customers unknown to them. On this new terrain arose the
discourse of modernism, but also an important disconnect between this discourse
and existing design and production structures. This book examines the emergence
of modern luxury objects and elite architectural commissions, with their attendant
utopian implications and democratic ideals. It argues that all too often these designs
were out of the reach of the very people they purported to serve. Discussions surrounding modernism have often focused on the idea of “good design” for the masses,
a position that was promoted by a select group of architects, designers, artists, cultural
theorists, and industrialists. These protagonists, it will be argued, revealed their own
elitist attitudes through both their discussions and the luxury objects they designed
and analyzed. The ostensible subject of period debates was the masses and the
middle-class consumers with newly acquired purchasing power and leisure time to
frequent exhibitions and department stores. However, the generators of — and audience for — this discourse was instead essentially an intellectual elite represented
by forward-thinking architects and designers, sociologists, cultural critics, and economists. Modernism’s consumer base was made up of the upper class. Criticism of
the elitism and luxury of the modern movement was present in its day. Czech critic
Karel Teige’s 1932 excoriation is worth quoting at length:
At present, construction practice and commercial architecture are a public service only to the extent that they serve the “modern builder” — that is, the ruling
class. We may read in one book statements such as “the real creator of modern
architecture is not the architect, but the modern customer,” but discover a more
honest confession and a more exact definition of what a “modern builder” really
represents in another, such as W. C. Behrendt’s Der Sieg des neuen Baustils [The
Victory of the New Building Style, 1927], where the same customer is exhorted to
accept the “new style” because in his daily practice as businessman, factory owner,
or banker, he represents the most modern human type — a type that manages a
modern enterprise, drives a luxury automobile, travels by air or in a railroad
sleeping coach, and daily receives his stock market quotations by teletype. And
yet, the ideal of this most modern man “human type” is more likely than not a
house or apartment resembling historical replicas of the Petit Trianon, the
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Belvedere, Venice, or Nuremberg: of course, once the taste of such a modern
builder has become really “modernized,” it then becomes acceptable to build in
place of the Trianon Le Corbusier’s Villa Garches or Villa Poissy, or Loos’s Villa
in Prague, or Mallet-Stevens’s Villa in Paris, while Mies van der Rohe builds as
the pinnacle of modernist snobbism and the ostentation of a millionaire’s lifestyle
a villa for the factory owner T[ugendhat] in B[rno]. All these houses with all
their technical luxury and radical design devices, with all their formal originality,
are really nothing other than new versions of opulent baroque palaces, that is,
seats of the new financial aristocracy. A machine for living? No, a machine for
representation and splendor.4

The exclusive nature of the modern movement in architecture has mainly been
downplayed in favor of the populist positions established by the protagonists themselves, as well as the early historians of the movement, continuing, with some
exceptions, to the present. The seeming disconnect between modernism’s goals and
its realities will be closely examined for a richer, more nuanced reading of modern
architecture and its objects. Luxury embodies modernism’s critical shortcomings
but was also employed toward constructive ends; both parts of this dialectic will be
considered. Luxury and Modernism explores the seemingly familiar territory of
Wilhelmine and Weimar German architecture and design to argue that the under-recognized presence, and indeed theme, of luxury in modernism was not only
a critical shortcoming but also a productive creative practice among German modernists. Instead of being simply a contradiction of modernism’s leftist leanings, luxury
was, at times, also a useful statement of its wider ambitions. By repurposing the
notion of luxury away from being solely a taint, a more nuanced understanding of
the depth, complexity, and challenges of modernism as it was practiced, sold, and
consumed comes to the fore.
In order to examine the tension between the rhetoric of the modern design movement and the architecture and objects it produced, Luxury and Modernism engages
multiple perspectives on this period. One group to be considered is made up of the
architects, designers, intellectuals, theorists, and sociologists of the period who
framed the terms of the debate — an elite, who theorized production through the
lens of economic and social thought. The second group consists of the consumers
themselves, a varied set to be considered in tandem with the interiors they inhabited,
the objects they acquired, and the means by which they were enticed to consume
them. By examining the shifting social relations of this period in terms of class,
status, and viewpoint, this study draws a fuller picture of the accessibility — and
inaccessibility — of modernism in its time.
New complexities and realities surrounding the promotion and consumption of
modernism are brought to light by looking closely at how modern buildings and
objects were designed, manufactured, and sold. In addition to built exemplars, modernism’s protagonists articulated the movement’s aspirations through a multitude of
media — print, public lectures, plans and drawings, graphic design, advertising, film,
and photography. This source material, often promotional or aspirational in nature,
is contextualized against actual practices and production methods to highlight the
inconsistencies between the rhetoric of modernism and the production of material
objects and architecture. Price structures, materials, and the types of objects designed
demonstrate that luxury was a pervasive element in modernism. In addition to
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theoretical texts that offer critical insight into the elitism of period design, more
widely circulated sources, such as general trade periodicals, popular books on dwelling, magazines, and fiction further show how luxury was represented in modernism’s
new forms. These printed sources, accompanied by carefully composed photographs,
created wider consumer desire for modern architecture and objects. Thus, Luxury
and Modernism studies both the makers and the consumers of modern objects and
architecture in order to look closely at the mechanisms through which these two
groups interacted. The positive — and negative — critical reception of modern design
across varying social strata provides a more nuanced view of the audience for modernism. Taking these strains of inquiry and the period’s written and material
evidence together, this study looks at the ways in which the modern object’s position
in society was articulated and contested, promoted and consumed.
While this mode of investigation — positioning luxury as both an argument and
as material evidence — has broad implications for a wider understanding of modern
objects and architecture produced across Europe, in the United States, and in certain
instances globally, the focus here is on currents in Germany in the period 1900 to
1933, from modernism’s early stirrings until the year that the National Socialists shut
down the Bauhaus in Berlin. In order to explore the varying but consistently central
place of luxury in both the discourse and the objects of modernism, Luxury and
Modernism reinvestigates some of the most influential objects, movements, groups,
and protagonists of the period. It demonstrates that in promoting modern buildings
and their interiors and in the display and selling of modern goods, luxury played an
important role — at times blatant, in other instances, more nuanced.
LOCATING LUXURY IN MODERN ARCHITECTURE:
DEFINING THE MODES OF INQUIRY

The beginning strains of the modern architectural movement in Germany, and
across Europe, coalesced against a backdrop of earlier design movements. In the
nineteenth century, the English arts and crafts movement, inspired by John Ruskin’s
theories and the myriad written and practical efforts by William Morris, had reintroduced the workshop methods of the medieval period with its craftsmen who
labored over hand tools rather than machines. Around the turn of the century, artists
of the Vienna Secession, founded in 1898, and the Wiener Werkstätte, founded in
1903, reestablished crafts workshops to train artisans to create furniture, household
items, textiles, and clothes. In Germany, the Mathildenhöhe artistic community in
Darmstadt, in which Peter Behrens was a chief protagonist, had been formed in
1899 under the patronage of Ernst Ludwig, Grand Duke of Hesse. The artists of
the Mathildenhöhe, like their counterparts elsewhere, were devotees of the nascent
art nouveau movement, known as Jugendstil in German, which placed a new emphasis on the design of handmade goods —a practice intended to counter the inferior
factory output of the period with high-quality products. Jugendstil architectural
commissions typically represented the work of a single architect who took responsibility for the entirety of a house’s design and its contents, creating a total work of
art, or Gesamtkunstwerk. Jugendstil objects tended to be luxury items because they
were commissioned as single works in negotiation with an individual architect or
craftsman; their acquisition indicated a certain level of social status and taste on the
part of a usually wealthy client. However, a paradigm shift occurred when these
For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu
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same types of objects began to be easily acquired, as a result of factory production
and distribution to department stores. In the turn from the single, crafted object to
one that was ready-made, a broader public came to be consumers of Jugendstil; the
acquisition of a few signal examples could give middle-class homes an air of the
exclusivity and “artistry” that the style connoted.5 Although modernism sought to
distance itself from Jugendstil, as well as earlier eclectically historicist interiors, as
exemplified by Bernhard Dernburg in his Berlin study, it shared much in common
with both predecessors ideologically, if not stylistically, including architects’ desire
to design both the architecture and the furniture and objects within it, creating, in
effect, a total work of art (fig. I.2). Even though modern products were intended to
be the result of the mass production of a perfected object-type, they were often costly
singular objects produced in workshops, akin to Jugendstil objects.6 Sleek modern
objects, with their patina of the new and the innovative, obtained the allure that
had once been the domain of Jugendstil. What had been the downfall of
Jugendstil — namely, mass production and wide distribution that watered down the
quality of its construction, its uniqueness, and its desirability — was seized by modernism as a strength and an end goal. However, despite their simplified appearance,
modern products, such as a Mies cantilever chair, were often just as costly to produce
and acquire as their earlier, handmade counterparts.
Industrial production and modernization had affected the design community in
Germany in unprecedented ways. The German Werkbund was founded in 1907 by
Hermann Muthesius with the goal of uniting art, craft, and industry to improve the
quality of goods manufactured in Germany. This swift-growing group, originally
composed of twelve artists and twelve industrialists, wanted to reconcile art and
craft with industry and trade and to improve the overall design of mass-produced
goods. The members of the Werkbund, designers and businessmen, were interested
in standardized, well-designed objects that were free of superfluous ornament and
represented “good form.” They were especially interested in inserting designers into
the industrial process of goods production. Ongoing debates, at the Werkbund and
among the protagonists of modernism’s other circles, revolved around craftsmanship,
Figure I.2. Dr. Bernhard
Dernburg in his study, Berlin,
1912. Photograph by Waldemar
Titzenthaler.
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quality, and design reform; the plight of the worker in a rapidly industrializing
society; and the changing role of the designer. These questions influenced the development of modern architecture and its objects.
For Werkbund members and others, standardized “type-objects” and modern
buildings alike were to forge a new direction in design. In objects, standardization
was to replace the singularity and lavishness of Jugendstil. Buildings were to embody
a stripped-down modern form, an aesthetic that took inspiration from new sources,
such as industrial architecture. As early as 1902, Hermann Muthesius, one of the
Werkbund’s founders, summed up many of the objectives that came to be associated
with the modern movement:
If we wish to seek a new style — the style of our time — its characteristic features
are to be found much more in those modern creations that truly serve our newly
established needs and that have absolutely no relation to the old formalities of
architecture: in our railway terminals and exhibition buildings, in very large
meeting halls, and further, in the general tectonic realm, in our large bridges,
steamships, railway cars, bicycles, and the like. It is precisely here that we see
embodied truly modern ideas and new principles of design that demand our attention. Here we notice a rigorous, one might say scientific objectivity, an
abstention from all superficial forms of decoration, a design strictly following the
purpose that the work should serve. … They must embody an expressive modern form; they must mirror the sensibility of our time, just as the richly
acanthus-laden cannon barrel did the seventeenth century or the carved and
gilded sedan chair the eighteenth century.7

The recipient of these modern ideas and principles of design was to be society as
a whole, rather than the upper echelon, as had generally been the case in earlier
times, up to and including Jugendstil commissions. From Muthesius to the radical
functionalist architect Hannes Meyer, there was a call for rationality in design; the
recipient was to be the masses, or at least the middle classes, as opposed to the very
wealthy. As Muthesius noted, “Today, no movement that seeks to be a reform movement can direct itself only to the production of luxury art; its goal, rather, must be
to pursue an art suited to middle-class society, which defines the general character
of our modern social condition.” 8 This emphasis on the lower end of the social
spectrum — the middle classes (in this case, by Muthesius) and the workers (for
example, by Hannes Meyer) — as the ideal recipients for the new style and objects
of modern architecture is well documented. However, all too often it has been taken
at face value. A different trajectory can be charted when the production of the period — its objects, interiors, buildings — is measured against the actual economic
situation and the cultural desires of early twentieth-century consumers.
In some cases, luxury in modernism was simply a continuation of certain traditions already prevalent in society and architectural culture alike. Despite the austerity
often proposed by modernism’s rhetoric, in reality architects were frequently loath
to design in the absolutes required by the ideals of standardization and functionalism.
The design of modern homes and interiors encompassed many holdover bourgeois
traditions and habits, such as the inclusion of reception rooms, ladies’ parlors, or
separate bedrooms for husband and wife, that died only slowly. These domestic
features were propagated by architect-protagonists who often came from
For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu
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upper-middle- and upper-class backgrounds, such as Gropius, or, conversely, designers such as Mies van der Rohe, who came from an artisan background but who
aspired to membership in the upper echelons of society. The masses were envisioned
as the recipients of “new living” (Neues Wohnen) — a catchall phrase that described
the new modes of living in a modern manner, including dwelling with new kinds
of objects, new materials, and an overall modern aesthetic.
Yet this study shows that the consumers of modern design objects, and the dwellers who elected to live in modern architecture, ultimately constituted an elite. While
modernism was never truly able to reach the masses in the form of either ideas or
objects, similarly, the intellectual elite could not become truly proletarian.9 A privileged mode of thinking prevailed, a top-down system that began with architects
and their showcase homes and was meant to descend to the masses. But in the period
under discussion, 1900–1933, most modern buildings and objects remained beyond
the economic grasp of the masses, and even most of the middle class. By and large,
these groups also rejected them on grounds of taste. Thus this study addresses
broader questions surrounding period class structures, class-based determinations
of taste, and ingrained modes and habits of living, to reveal that modernism — perhaps admirably in its desire for remaking society — made few concessions to existing
taste. This exposes a fairly condescending attitude prevalent in modernism that
impeded its widespread acceptance on many different levels in this period. It remained out of reach of its intended audience both economically and ideologically.
The role played by industry and developing technology in Germany in this period
is examined to elucidate the unexpected ways in which these two entities did not
ease, but rather contributed to, modern architecture and objects remaining in the
realm of luxury. As architects and designers sought to assert themselves in the marketplace, they viewed the various newly booming industries as the ideal aesthetic
and practical partners for their endeavors. Peter Behrens and the Allgemeine
Elektricitäts-Gesellschaft (commonly known by its initials, the AEG was Germany’s
main electric company), Gropius and the Bauhaus, the Werkbund and its member-led initiatives, and the technically advanced villas of Mies van der Rohe provide
the material evidence for complicating the role of industry and technology vis-à-vis
luxurious modern architectural developments. Yet the legacy of Kunstgewerbe — the
applied arts, taught by master craftsmen in arts and crafts schools specifically set up
for fine design and handwork — also affected the design of goods. New objects,
especially those for export, were to be well designed and well made in order to
overcome Germany’s previous reputation for inexpensive, badly designed products.
It will be shown that despite the ideology of the period, industry never entirely
embraced architects’ new modern designs in an effective way, nor did consumer
demand significantly spur mass production, which would have resulted in higher
volumes of modern goods being produced at more affordable prices.
Another key area in which luxury and luxurious modern living was especially
present was in media representations. Modernism in this period was popularized
through a thriving print culture that produced an extensive array of well-illustrated
books and periodicals showcasing modern dwellings, again mainly inhabited by the
affluent. Inexpensive, mass-produced books on modern architecture and interiors
sold briskly in this period, aided by advances in publishing technology that lowered
production costs.10 Books on new architecture often pictured modern villas with a
luxury automobile parked outside, while intimating a life of repose depicted by
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chaise longues in the living room and sunbeds on open roof gardens. Popular magazines, in particular, used lavish photographic spreads to portray the lives of the
famous and the affluent, who often lived in luxurious modern dwellings. Films, too,
pictured opulence and the ease of living in new modern interiors, sometimes crassly
contrasting this way of life against the meager existence of the poor masses. For
example, the film Neues Wohnen (New dwelling) of 1926 details the well-appointed
interior of Walter Gropius’s house, capturing the maid at work hanging up fur coats
and demonstrating new types of appliances in the kitchen. Another film, Hans
Richter’s Die Neue Wohnung (The new apartment, 1930), portrays happy, rich families and their exuberantly healthy children living in open, modern homes and
playing on roof terraces, purposefully juxtaposing them against the poor and the
middle classes of the city, shut up in dark interiors. After opening the film with light
and airy examples of modern architecture and its components of flexible room dividers and walls of windows, Richter stages two women shown in full-length fur
coats opening their dangling purses, while in the next frame a fashionably dressed
man and woman drink champagne; the text between the two shots reads: “for all
who have the necessary money.”11 The film is unsparing in its depiction of the affluent
as modern architecture’s principal inhabitants, but it expresses the hope that in the
future the masses will be able to attain the same quality of life. These are just a few
examples of the many ways in which modernism, in effect, was sold via a purposeful
association with the wealthy and their lifestyle.
Lavish, large-scale exhibitions introducing the public to new, modern design
provided yet another context in which modern architecture was presented as luxurious. These popular events drew large numbers of visitors and were covered
extensively in the press. They were often organized as two simultaneous exhibitions,
Figure I.3. Below: Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, apartment block at the Weissenhof Housing Settlement,
Stuttgart, 1927. Mercedes-Benz advertisement, photograph c. 1928. Opposite: Ludwig Hilberseimer,
house at the Weissenhof Housing Settlement, Stuttgart, 1927.
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deploying two modes of display — a large-scale exhibition hall featuring modern
products organized by materials, object- or machine-type, or manufacturer — and
stand-alone, fully furnished show houses, through which visitors could walk and
admire the contents.12 For example, in 1927, the Werkbund organized The Dwelling
(Die Wohnung), a major exhibition of modern objects and architecture in Stuttgart,
which attracted teeming crowds of interested visitors. Between July 23 and October
30, more than half a million people visited the two-part exhibition. It was composed
of an exhibit of technological appliances and modern furniture in Stuttgart’s city
center, coordinated by Lilly Reich, and a full-scale housing development, known as
the Weissenhof Housing Settlement (Weissenhofsiedlung), organized by Mies van
der Rohe. Located on a hillside above Stuttgart, it featured new modern plans,
building techniques, and ways of dwelling. Mies coordinated the project, developing
the overall site plan, selecting an international group of architects for the buildings,
overseeing their completion, as well as designing a large apartment building himself,
at its apex. These dwellings, which showcased modern furniture and products, were
meant to represent low-cost housing prototypes for workers, but in fact they were
expensive to build and were eventually sold to members of Stuttgart’s upper middle
class, after the exhibition closed. With the exception of Mies’s large, multi-unit building, Peter Behrens’s smaller-sized apartment building, Mart Stam and J.J.P. Oud’s
modest sets of row houses, and Gropius’s low-cost panel house, the other display
houses were spacious double houses designed for two families (Le Corbusier, Josef
Frank) or big, modern villas designed for a single family (Le Corbusier, Hans Poelzig,
Bruno Taut, Max Taut, Ludwig Hilberseimer, Victor Bourgeois, Hans Scharoun,
Richard Döcker, Adolf G. Schneck, and Adolf Rading). Other period exhibitions,
unsparing in their lavish displays, proved key to introducing modern ideas and
objects to the public. In 1931, for the German Building Exhibition, Mies van der Rohe
and Lilly Reich presented exhibition houses that showcased modernism at its most
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sumptuous. Similarly, the Bauhaus’s ensemble of masters’ houses in Dessau, which
displayed the products of the school in an appropriate domestic context, functioned
as an informal exhibition of Bauhaus objects and ideology. Display cases in the
Bauhaus building, as well as the school’s presence at the annual Leipzig Trade Fair,
were important venues for exhibiting objects. And in gold lettering on its plate glass
window, the AEG electricity firm specifically identified its Berlin store as an “exhibition” space (Ausstellung) for AEG goods, a luxurious setting designed by Peter
Behrens that elicited consumer desire for electrical appliances.
Modern architecture and its interiors served as an aspiration rather than an attainable reality for most of its audience. Even when large-scale housing developments
were built, the waiting list was often prohibitively long, with demand far outstripping
supply. Modernism was especially linked to the image of an elite, played out in
photographs such as the dapper, top-hatted Mies greeting the king and queen of
Spain and escorting them through his German Pavilion in Barcelona. A similar
image is projected through the iconic photograph of a well-dressed woman with a
Mercedes-Benz parked in front of Mies’s apartment house at the Weissenhof Housing
Settlement in Stuttgart (a second, similar photograph used Le Corbusier’s houses
as the backdrop) (fig. I.3). Well-dressed customers filled the brand-new film palaces,
glitzy cafés, and nightclubs of the metropolis, enjoying the otherwise rarely accessible
experience of modern design. Elegant modern buildings and luxurious interiors
were more mirage than reality, viewable and accessible for a limited period (the
duration of a film or the time it took to consume a coffee), yet essentially out of the
reach of the masses and the middle class alike. These spaces connected expensive
opulence to modernism in the public’s mind and whetted consumer desire for modern
design, which was further heightened by limited access to it. The underacknowledged reality is that modern architecture prior to World War II had a less direct
impact on actual dwelling than it otherwise might have, had it been within the
economic reach of a greater number of its interested followers. It thus failed to reach
a large mass audience, a significant segment of which, in any case, also remained
unconvinced by its visual appeal.
Whether by association with an elite social group, the use of sumptuous materials or costly new technology, or showcased as exclusive in print, film, or lavish
exhibitions, modernism and luxury remained inseparable in this period. Over the
course of this study, more subtle ways that the two were interconnected are explored
in depth.
CRITICAL DISCOURSE AND LUXURY

“Luxury” as a term had already emerged with new frequency throughout Western
thought in the mid- to late nineteenth century. While recent scholarship on luxury
in today’s context tends to consider the rise of the luxury brand and the marketing
of expensive goods, luxury as an earlier subject was closely tied to the larger spheres
of law, morality, production, and political economy.13 German seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century literature on the topic generally focused on luxury in terms of
articles of fashion and other rarified goods, and on their taxation. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, discussions about luxury began to take on more
social and cultural imperatives, as evidenced by numerous studies on the economic
consequences of luxury and its impact in relation to issues of class.14 In the popular
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press and in academic circles alike, the concept — and problem — of luxury was a
much-discussed topic; for example, from 1900 to 1914 more than thirty articles and
several books on luxury were published in Germany.15 Historians, architects, and
architectural critics gave added nuance to discussions of luxury in the early twentieth
century. These writers identified specific issues at the intersection of architecture
and luxury—such as the observation that the visual simplicity of modern architecture
and the production of modern furniture was much more costly than expected, turning them into luxuries. Over and over again, period critics noted, to their dismay,
that modern objects remained beyond the reach of their intended consumers. A
concern over the impact of luxury was shared by a wide range of period thinkers
who considered it within the context of their fields of study. Karl Marx wrote on
the topic of luxury in terms of production and capital. In his explanation of the
transformation of surplus-value into capital in Das Kapital, Marx noted: “[A] nation
can change articles of luxury either into means of production or means of subsistence,
and vice versa.” 16 In a capitalist system, Marx argued, luxury goods were “absolutely
necessary for a mode of production which creates wealth for the non-producer and
which therefore must provide that wealth in forms which permit its acquisition only
by those who enjoy.” 17 Others tracked luxury’s significance in culture at large — for
example, in books and articles by early economists and sociologists, such as Werner
Sombart, Georg Simmel, and Thorstein Veblen. These figures were read widely,
and their texts, as well as lectures, offered important, nuanced formulations on topics
that informed luxury’s relationship to modernism, such as the functioning of capitalism and the money economy, the bourgeoisie, entrepreneurship, industry,
conspicuous consumption, and pecuniary emulation.
In 1913, economist and sociologist Werner Sombart published his important book
Luxury and Capitalism, which presented one of the most definitive perspectives for
examining luxury in this period. Sombart defined luxury as “any expenditure in
excess of the necessary,” with the necessary evaluated both subjectively against an
ethical or aesthetic value, and objectively, measured in either “man’s physiological
needs or in what may be called his cultural wants.” Sombart then defined two aspects
of luxury, quantitative (which he characterized as synonymous with prodigality,
such as “the keeping of a hundred servants when one would do”) and qualitative
(the use of superior quality goods). From the concept of qualitative luxury he derived
the concept of “luxury goods,” or “refined goods,” in which refinement was any
treatment of a product — either to the material or to the outward form — over and
above that which was needed to make it ordinarily useful.18 It is this category into
which a Peter Behrens electric kettle for the AEG or a silver Bauhaus tea service
would certainly fit. Furthermore, Sombart articulated two ways in which goods
could be sold, either by the more extensive sale of mass products or by the limited
sale of high-priced goods.19 Modern objects were designed with the intention of
fitting the former category, but were more often the product of the second.
Sombart established the link between luxury and capitalism, which he read
through structures of consumption, a trio that is critical to the present study. Crucially,
Sombart concluded that “the most appreciated factor in luxury was its effectiveness
in creating new markets.”20 He argued that the organization of industrial production
was influenced to a great extent by an increase in the consumption of luxury goods
and that the increase in this type of consumption opened the door to capitalism.21
Sombart elaborated further, arguing that the consumption of luxury goods spurred
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the expansion of capitalism because the luxury industry was more adaptable to
capitalistic organization, which, in turn, meant the production of more goods. For
luxury goods, “the man with capital” had an advantage in obtaining the valuable
raw materials needed and simultaneously benefited from the savings in industrial
production processes; thus the luxury industry, according to Sombart, was in a “far
better position than handicraft to maintain itself under adverse fluctuations and to
profit by favorable market conditions.”22 Industrial organization at the AEG resulted
in the manufacture of successful products in great quantities. This was also the
aspiration for Bauhaus products and Mies-designed furniture, neither of which were
made in significant quantity in the period. Rather, as will be shown, these products
and furniture remained expensive objects produced in small workshops, made in
limited batches out of materials that were expensive to obtain. They were much
more akin to handicraft than modern products of industry, as their designers intended and their appearance suggests. Sombart’s investigation into the relationship
between the bourgeois capitalist and the status of technology in culture, as it relates
back to capitalism, is useful for considering modern architecture and its objects,
particularly the technically advanced aspects of new design. In numerous texts— The
Bourgeoisie, Luxury and Capitalism, and elsewhere — Sombart identified modern
culture’s new insatiable appetite for luxury — which can be exemplified by many
different types of objects, including new technical ones. More broadly, Sombart
tracked a change through time in access to luxury — from the aristocracy to the
bourgeoisie, who, thanks to the engine of capitalism itself, could accumulate enough
wealth to purchase luxury objects.
Artists, architects, and designers also considered a diverse set of issues related to
luxury in modern design. In 1902, designer and Werkbund protagonist Hermann
Obrist considered the question of “Luxury Art or People’s Art,” Alexander Elster
weighed in on “Useful and Harmful Luxury” in 1910, the Werkbund’s journal
discussed “Luxury Tax” in 1918, and early modern architectural historian Adolf
Behne reflected on “Luxury or Comfort” in 1928 — to cite just a few topics of articles
that related to luxury in the first third of the twentieth century. 23 In Die neue
Wohnung: Die Frau als Schöpferin (The new apartment: The woman as creator, 1924),
modern architect Bruno Taut explicitly states that the examples he is discussing are
luxury spaces, illustrating the most elite typologies of modern, new dwellings.24 The
instances that Taut cites are characterized by “a simplicity that is bound with the
most refined luxury”—though not in the sense of the accumulation of museum-worthy objects, but rather in “the most clear and pure presentation of the elements.”25
Luxury as represented by designs bearing a highly refined simplicity is a trope that
this study returns to often. Taut suggests that these designs be used as the standard-bearers from which other, less luxurious, spaces can be generated. These “clear
and pure” elements, Taut argues, allowed for a relationship between forms and space
and for a subjective experience by the inhabitants — rather than one dictated by
room designation and contents, as in earlier models. This will find echoes in the
discussion of individual autonomy in modern spaces by Mies in chapters 5 and 6.
Frank glimpses into the realities of the high costs associated with modern architecture and design objects illuminate instances of luxury throughout this study. In
1927, Bruno Taut published Ein Wohnhaus (A residential house), a book that examines his own house. He notes that from the perspective of the lowest standard of
living, given the high costs of construction, much can appear superfluous in the
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modern house. For example, he cites the expensive rubber floors, the slab roof over
the balcony with its sheet glass, and the glass walls of his stairwell. Taut admits:
Whether these things are luxury would be answered simply through the question of what use they serve. If this question is answered affirmatively [i.e., that
they are luxuries], then the concept of luxury shifts in another direction [from
where it has traditionally been located], one that in this house is in principle
avoided: it is that individual pieces leap out through their overaccentuated material worth, through a costliness, which stands in contrast to the modesty and
simplicity of the house as a whole. In this direction there are some “derailments,”
which are especially large when in an otherwise simple dwelling such a piece of
furniture, carpet, light or the like only displays an affected costliness.26

In this discourse, Taut is moving away from a discussion of luxury as refinement
or as an abstract element, to the real costs associated with modern architecture and
its objects. Here, luxury can be signified through unnecessary design elements, costly
materials, and the expense and ostentatious display of individual objects.
Luxury can be defined in yet another way—not through materials, expensiveness,
or refined aesthetics, but those objects understood to be in the realm of the superfluous, the unnecessary. Adolf G. Schneck, an architect, interior designer, and
furniture designer, now largely forgotten but well-known in the period (he designed
two of the single-family houses and an interior in the Mies apartment building at
the Weissenhof Housing Settlement) wrote widely on modern furniture, objects,
and materials. In his 1928 essay “About Type-Furniture,” he called for standardized
furniture to be limited to essential items, because “more than 90 percent of the
consumers today cannot buy more furniture than they absolutely need in their apartment.” Given consumers’ economic limitations, Schneck argued, “They should not
buy more. Less furniture, therefore less ballast. One has up to now made the attempt
to standardize furniture that is not strictly necessary. The piece of furniture that is
not absolutely necessary is a luxury object. The luxury object that has been made
into a standard type is called kitsch.”27 Under this rigorous formula, items of furniture
are labeled luxury objects to the extent that they are expendable. When these objects
have been mass-produced and are thus inexpensive, they are then reduced further,
to “kitsch.”
Other designers questioned the rampant consumption spurred on by industry,
including the desire for the latest technical products, as they reflected social positioning. Architect Mart Stam, writing in 1928, lambasted the Werkbund’s Weissenhof
exhibition houses as luxurious, while also condemning the ostentatious purchasing
patterns of certain consumers — whom he terms “parvenus,” the period term for
nouveau riche:
The creation of a minimal dwelling [Minimalwohnung] is an exercise that would
have also been of great significance for the Werkbund exhibition in Stuttgart.
That is to say, it would have been necessary that one for once demonstrate how
much in apartments is superfluous. Industry is very guilty here. Driven by competition, it lets one novelty follow another, without there ever having been any
need for any of these “inventions.” It is understood that we celebrate the progress
of technology. But whoever holds every technical refinement in his apartment to
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be indispensable makes the impression of a parvenu. And to where do all the
inventions lead us in the end? Is the circle of consumers really so large? Who are
these consumers? A very great percentage cannot afford these things; they remain luxuries.28

Linking subjects with objects, Stam suggests that succumbing to novel products
of inferior taste, especially technical gadgets, can be equated to the poor social posturing of a parvenu — a person without an assured social position. Stam is also
drawing attention to a problem in modern exhibitions, such as that put on by the
Werkbund in Stuttgart, which strove to answer the housing crisis with dwelling and
furniture solutions for the masses. But in the end, this period observer notes, they
remained luxuries, out of the reach of the majority of consumers. Over and over
again, economic considerations and a nuanced view of period social standing — aspirational or actual — will be instrumental for understanding modern architecture
and its luxury objects.
This thread was also taken up by architectural critic Werner Gräff, who, in his
book Zweckmässiges Wohnen für jedes Einkommen (Functional living for every income, 1931), lamented that mass-produced furniture was still not as inexpensive or
as widely available as it ought to be, compounded by the transportation costs and
potential adjustments needed once it was installed in the home.29 Moreover, objects
that serve a “need for luxury” (Luxusbedürfnis), he argues, ought to be a lower
household priority. Taking a slightly different line of argumentation than Stam with
regard to the price and status of technological objects, Gräff asks, “Doesn’t one find
a grandfather clock in many otherwise entirely modest dwellings, while the purchaser, for example, holds a vacuum cleaner at half the price to be an unattainable
luxury?”30 This points to the ways in which different subjects categorized objects
as “luxury” in this period. Gräff, an advocate for the modern movement, considered
a grandfather clock to be a luxury item, while, in turn, the everyday consumer he
describes viewed a modern appliance such as a vacuum cleaner to be an unnecessary
or unattainable luxury. Technological household objects as luxury is a subject that
is discussed more fully in chapter 1, in the context of Peter Behrens’s work for
the AEG.
The most trenchant period critique of modern architecture as luxury and its use
in social positioning came from Czech architectural critic Karel Teige in 1932. In
the foreword to his book The Minimum Dwelling, Teige railed against the villas
recently built by Mies in Brno, Le Corbusier in Garches and Poissy, Adolf Loos in
Prague, and Robert Mallet-Stevens in Paris: “All of these houses with all their technical luxury and radical design devices, with all their formal originality, are really
nothing other than new versions of opulent baroque palaces, that is, seats of the new
financial aristocracy. A machine for living? No, a machine for representation and
splendor.” He condemns contemporary society, “with its mask of opulence and high
culture,” and indicts the work of Gropius, Mies, Wright, Le Corbusier, and Loos,
charging that “it has become the habit of contemporary architectural journals to call
this kind of architecture, this so-called Baukunst (“building art”), and this technical
sumptuousness ‘our housing culture.’ If that were true, and if we designate as culture
only that which is accessible to the rich, then the slogan of the ‘minimum dwelling’
is indeed a crie de guerre against bourgeois culture and against bourgeois architectural
ideology.”31 From a Marxist socialist standpoint common to the period, Teige sought
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improvements in access to adequate housing for the poor, unemployed, and underemployed, criticizing modern architects for not addressing this central problem in
practice and for failing to live up to their own purported goals for architecture. He
laments the contemporary reality that “modern architecture has compromised its
admirable principles and turned its lofty ideals into kitsch. Instead of holding fast
to the principles of economy and functionality and to the promise that one day it
will be able to solve the housing problem in the spirit of these principles and on a
social scale, architecture has chosen to pander to the rich with a new version of
luxury, a luxury of calculated simplicity for their new palaces.”32
Arguing from varying artistic, theoretical, and political standpoints for differing—specialist and nonspecialist—audiences, these critics and designers give a sense
of the range of conflicting concerns surrounding luxury, consumption, and patterns
of social behavior. For some architectural critics, luxury was present in everyday
objects — because they were not affordable to one group, they fostered consumer
desire. For others, luxury was more of a theoretical construct, one that described a
relational divergence between objects, for example, differentiating “convenience” or
“comfort” from “necessity.” Social variances, too, resulted in consumers labeling very
different categories of objects as out-of-reach “luxury.” And luxury could be represented in a purely economic manner, in which objects and buildings, by dint of their
expensive materials, refined construction, or steep price tag, bespoke luxury. Rather
than settling on one definition or conception of luxury, this study examines the
myriad ways in which modern architecture and design represented luxury —
contextualized in the period’s own terms and stated goals, and in less obvious,
nuanced ways.
Modern architects themselves were vocal in their claims for redressing perceived
dwelling needs, but often less articulate about whose needs were ultimately being
addressed. Caught in the middle, between visions of modernism and social formations, modern architecture and its objects were asked to function on many levels,
both practical and symbolic. Elite origins, contexts, and discourses would ultimately
stymie modernism’s democratic desires and built outcomes in this period. In light
of users, this study of modern architecture and design illuminates the sometimes
ambivalent and contradictory articulation of modernism’s goals and its countervailing
claims and theories. It shows that, in many ways, modernism’s objects and spaces
were driven by economic, social, and class formulations as much as by design ideals.
If architects and cultural theorists had engaged more firmly with the realities of
these formations, it suggests, many of the outcomes of this period might have been
different or more far-reaching.
THE MODERN FICTIONAL SUBJECT AND MATERIALIST
QUALITIES OF MODERNISM UNDER CAPITALISM

In metropolises across Europe in the first half of the twentieth century, many urban
areas were undergoing significant and rapid architectural transformation, while in
other sections, especially for the housing of the poor and working poor, the status
quo prevailed or worsened. Dwelling conditions took on particular significance in
Berlin, where urban transitions were taking place at breakneck speed as industrialization continued apace. Workers in search of employment flocked from
the countryside and from smaller towns to the metropolis in great numbers; their
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presence was felt in the bustling streets and in Berlin’s overcrowded apartment
buildings known as “rental barracks,” run-down buildings that served as visible
reminders that the city could not meet dwelling needs. While this exuberant urban
atmosphere was charted with remarkable clarity and evocativeness in film, photography, and painting, in architecture the need to house the masses took on a pragmatic
urgency and spawned much new thinking on how to contend with physical needs
that were not being adequately met. The change to the material fabric of the city,
often stretched to the breaking point in attempting to support its most vulnerable
new citizens, was significant. At the same time, vast new fortunes were being
made — not only by factory owners and those directly connected to industry, but
also by an affluent managerial class and successful creative class (those involved in
the film industry and in publishing, for example) that began to emerge at this time.
These new groups desired to be housed in dwellings representative of their status
and wealth. The urban upheaval also caused much social change, instability, and
uncertainty among the differing, jostling social classes. Material possessions, especially, expressed their owners’ present status or their social aspirations. How class
differences played out in culturally complex Berlin interiors can perhaps best be seen
in Weimar novels, which vividly illustrated the economic, social, and cultural nuances
of the period. Even more vibrantly than the continuity and change amply charted
in period journalism, descriptive fictional portrayals of Berlin offer a view into the
social and cultural life of the various classes. Fiction especially illustrates the multivalent relationships between subjects and interiors, people and the objects with which
they surrounded themselves during this time. Not only can meaning be read in the
settings that urban dwellers across the social spectrum constructed for themselves,
but period fiction sheds light on how these figures themselves understood and projected this meaning outward.
Goodbye to Berlin, the account by the British writer Christopher Isherwood written in 1929–33 based on his stay in Berlin, provides compelling period social portraits
interlinked with the material substance of dwellers’ interiors.33 Isherwood was well
positioned to capture the era in this manner — as a member of the British elite, he
had a keen awareness of social norms and was well trained to sniff out parvenu
behavior. Throughout the novel, Isherwood pairs his protagonists with detailed
descriptions of their larger architectural contexts, as well as the contents of their
specific interiors. The value judgments placed on the fictional characters are directly
linked to the cultural and social meaning of the architecture and objects of their
surroundings. Isherwood opens his chronicle with a telling architectural description,
while simultaneously opining on the deterioration of the middle class. Especially
key here is his connection of object status to social status: “From my window, the
deep solemn massive street. Cellar-shops where the lamps burn all day, under the
shadow of top-heavy balconied facades, dirty plaster frontages embossed with scrollwork and heraldic devices. The whole district is like this: street leading into street
of houses like shabby monumental safes crammed with the tarnished valuables and
second-hand furniture of a bankrupt middle class.” Isherwood’s alter-ego rents a
single room in an apartment of an upper-middle-class woman who has been forced
by economic necessity to take in lodgers. He describes the space at length: “The tall
tiled stove, gorgeously colored, like an altar. The washstand like a Gothic shrine.
The cupboard also is Gothic, with carved cathedral windows: Bismarck faces the
King of Prussia in stained glass. My best chair would do for a bishop’s throne. In
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the corner, three sham medieval halberds (from a theatrical touring company?) are
fastened together to form a hat stand. … Everything in the room is like that: unnecessarily solid, abnormally heavy and dangerously sharp. Here, at the writing-table,
I am confronted by a phalanx of metal objects — a pair of candlesticks shaped like
entwined serpents, an ashtray from which emerges the head of a crocodile, a paper-knife copied from a Florentine dagger, a brass dolphin holding on the end of its
tail a small broken clock. … Every morning Fraulein Schroeder arranges them very
carefully in certain unvarying positions: there they stand, like an uncompromising
statement of her views on Capital and Society, Religion and Sex.”34
Here the interiors and objects, with particular reference to their varying materials and forms, are seen as standing for the interior life — the thoughts and points
of view — of the proprietress. Because of the landlady’s reduced financial circumstances, a common situation given the economic upheavals of the 1920s, she has
elected to use the objects and the upkeep of her interior as an essential means
through which to maintain her class standing. The materiality of these objects
stand as bulwarks against the waves of change that have taken place for her personally and in Berlin more widely. The literal and figurative weight of the heavy
materials carried meaning that was legible in the period. Even real interiors, such
as those photographed by Waldemar Titzenthaler in the same years, show rooms
filled with these types of objects — furniture in an eclectic mix of historicist styles,
often elaborately carved, an array of busts and sculpture, and a myriad of other
small decorative items (see fig. I.2).35 The choice of materials and objects had deep
significance, both for the inhabitants themselves and in terms of what they wanted
to outwardly express. Period denizens, when visiting friends, acquaintances, or on
business, were accustomed to reading others’ interiors; but even more commonly,
they would have the opportunity to do so by studying newspapers and magazines,
which frequently featured photographs of inhabitants in their homes, the affluent
and the destitute alike.
Another of Isherwood’s protagonists, chronicled in The Last of Mr. Norris (1935),
is Mr. Norris himself, who operates a dubious import-export business trading in
antiques and clocks. A first visit to his apartment reveals little about him, in keeping
with his mysterious airs: “Everything was in good taste, the furniture, the carpet,
the color scheme. But the room was curiously without character. It was like a room
on the stage or in the window of a high-class furnishing store; elegant, expensive,
discreet. I had expected Mr. Norris’s background to be altogether more exotic; something Chinese would have suited him, with golden and scarlet dragons.” 36 The
narrator is able to see through the artifice of these two characters. Both are using
possessions to create the appearance of stability — the landlady hangs on to the last
physical vestiges of her formerly affluent life in hopes of keeping her position in
society, while the material possessions of Mr. Norris are intended to express complete
normalcy where none exists. Both use their interiors to indicate something different
from the truth of their circumstances, underscoring the way in which interiors and
domestic situations registered on social and cultural levels in this uncertain period.
It was an era of heightened visuality, and viewers came to develop keen observational
skills; like Isherwood’s alter ego, they could ascertain the difference between genuine
and sham. Unlike other eras in which imitation was the vogue, such as in the
case of the false perspectives and imitation patterns printed on nineteenth-century
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wallpapers, in this period, attention was paid to—and placed upon—genuine quality
and materials.
Isherwood describes modern architecture as well. In contrast to the apartments
inhabited by his friends and acquaintances in the city center, his affluent private
pupils — to whom his protagonist gives English lessons as a means of supporting
himself in Berlin — lived in single-family villas in the leafy outskirts of the city,
characterized by Isherwood as “a millionaire’s slum.” He reveals both the bourgeois
character of the private, modern villa and the staid — rather than avant-garde — lives
contained within:
Fraulein Hippi Bernstein, my first pupil, lives in the Grünewald, in a house built
almost entirely of glass. Most of the richest Berlin families inhabit the Grünewald.
It is difficult to understand why. Their villas, in all known styles of expensive
ugliness, ranging from the eccentric-rococo folly to the cubist flat-roofed steeland-glass box are crowded together in this dank, dreary pinewood. Few of them
can afford large gardens, for the ground is fabulously dear. … The hall of the
Bernsteins’ house has metal-studded doors and a steamer clock fastened to the
wall with bolt-heads. There are modernist lamps, designed to look like pressure-gauges, thermometers and switchboard dials. But the furniture doesn’t
match the house and its fittings. The place is like a power-station which engineers have tried to make comfortable with chairs and tables from an old-fashioned,
highly respectable boarding-house. On the austere metal walls, hang highly varnished nineteenth-century landscapes in massive gold frames. Herr Bernstein
probably ordered the villa from a popular avant-garde architect in a moment of
recklessness, was horrified at the result and tried to cover it up as much as possible with the family belongings.37

The tutor is greeted by a footman and then plied with fruit and other treats, the
result of his pupil’s summoning the maid repeatedly via an in-house telephone in a
ploy to avoid her English lessons. Throughout the story, the inhabitants of this
modern house exhibit ostentatious, thoroughly bourgeois behavior, which Isherwood
exploits to great effect. The interior was similar to Mies’s Lange and Esters commissions, in which the families incorporated their older furnishings in Mies’s modern
house (see chapter 5). Situations in which the family was loath to give up their
material possessions — whether family heirlooms or traditional upper-class furnishings—presented an aesthetic quandary and highlighted a difficulty in domesticating
the modern. The result was that Isherwood’s fictional house and the Lange and
Esters houses had a very different type of interior from the visual coherence of Mies’s
Tugendhat House interior, where his clients allowed him to design nearly all of the
furniture. Perhaps, as Isherwood suggests, retaining family heirlooms was a means
of taming the house. Isherwood’s protagonists, despite their modern home—perhaps
more accurately described as a “modernistic” house — made no pretensions about
living an avant-garde life, but rather tried to eke out a cozy, bourgeois existence
despite their modern surroundings.
The Weimar novelist Irmgard Keun conjures a similar image of the affluent
families living in the same areas of the city as Isherwood’s Bernsteins in her 1932
novel, The Artificial Silk Girl.38 Keun’s “Onyx” family is simply referred to by the
source of their fortune, which sustains them generation after generation. This is a
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noteworthy convergence, given Mies’s well-known use of onyx in the years just prior
to the novel’s publication, but also a reminder of the degree to which natural resources, in addition to new industries, generated fortunes in this period. Young
Doris, the sharp-eyed protagonist, describes the family and their behavior: “And so
I was taking care of obnoxious kids of a high-society family, the incognito children
of a former general’s daughter. Tilli [Doris’s friend] had arranged it — she used to
watch the onyx kids. They live at the river bend and they are knowingly insolent,
like grownups. The husband has onyx and stocks and white hair that stands straight
up, finding itself attractive. And he’s tall and stately looking. The wife is young and
lazy and understands nothing. … So there comes the White Onyx and says
‘Mademoiselle.’ And makes eyes at me and I was ready.”39
The reader follows the fate of plucky Doris who arrives in Berlin alone with little
more than a stolen fur coat and aspirations for a glamorous acting career. Seeking
her fame, Doris is prepared to trade herself for material goods. Her ups and downs
in fortune are directly mirrored by her material possessions and the domestic interiors she inhabits. Even the book’s title refers to the social importance of distinctions
in materials — affluent women in this period wore pure silk, while the poorer protagonist of the novel, Doris, wears artificial silk in imitation and emulation of the
members of the class that could afford the original material rather than its ersatz.
As Doris moves from apartment to apartment, each setting and its attendant objects,
although sketched quickly, speak volumes about its inhabitants. About the apartment
of a new lover, an older married man named Alexander, she writes, “[It] is
so elegant, the chauffeur is so elegant, everything is fabulous. I stroll through
the apartment. And there’s dark red wallpaper, so incredibly elegant, and oak furniture and walnut. … And easy chairs with ashtrays attached to them like wrist
watches — that’s the kind of apartment it is.” 40 On the other hand, her next male
benefactor, who works in advertising (and is thus part of the modern, booming
economy), has a very different apartment: “Everything is very modern. Not this
heavy oak you find at the industrialists’. … With cork flooring, three rooms and a
bath, a rubber-tree plant, and a divan, so wide, with a silk cover and fine steel dentist
office lamps.”41 Working-class Doris understands this apartment less well and takes
him shopping for carpeting to replace the linoleum in the parlor.42 Throughout,
Keun conjures interiors that directly relate to the social standing of the book’s
characters, who span many different classes while demonstrating the instability of
class designations.43
Modern domestic objects and interiors required a conceptual understanding of
the modern movement to be appreciated. Indeed, as both the journalism and the
fictional accounts from this period indicate, the products of modernism were not
inexpensive to procure, were not within the financial reach of everyone, and certainly
were not consumed by the masses. The advertising man’s modern apartment described by Doris featured a marble entrance hall, a mirrored elevator, and electricity,
which was relatively exceptional considering that 81 percent of the inhabitants in
Berlin’s working-class areas lived without electricity at this time.44 Thus, even if the
materials (cork, steel, and linoleum) in the modern apartment appeared more utilitarian than those of the conventional industrialist’s interior (oak, heavy furniture,
and deep red wallpaper), they ultimately represented both modern, cutting-edge
design and its patron’s elite social standing and taste. Though their decorative
schemes and possessions illuminate highly distinct Weltanschauungen (world views),
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the two interiors should be understood as equally luxurious, with the modern apartment perhaps the more elite of the two. Although these two examples of Weimar
interiors come from fictional descriptions, real-life corollaries are abundant. For
example, the study in the Berlin home of Dr. Bernhard Dernburg (see fig. I.2) can
be compared to the modern dining room of theater director Erwin Piscator, designed
by Marcel Breuer (fig. I.4).
Isherwood and Keun’s fictional descriptions of the bourgeois families’ houses—as
well as their locations — were based on modern architecture being produced on the
west side of the city from the 1910s to the early 1930s. Convenient to Berlin’s many
lakes and forest preserves, these areas were the domain of an affluent class who built
large houses for their families there. Modern architects such as Mies, Gropius,
Ludwig Hilberseimer, and others, were commissioned to build in districts such as
Grünewald, Zehlendorf, and Wannsee.45 (The architects themselves, however, tended
to live in apartment houses in central Berlin.46) From these leafy enclaves, the head
of the household could easily commute to the city center by private car or commuter
rail, traveling from the modern, new stations designed by Hermann Muthesius and
other well-known architects. The bourgeoisie that modern architects predominantly
served was made up of industrial producers, businessmen, doctors, and creative
intellectuals. For example, Mies’s client base was overwhelmingly represented by
successful industrialists — manufacturers or those in businesses related to modern
industries — to whom technical innovation, the use of new materials, and modern
conceptions of space appealed. They would have also been aware of the luxury and
status that modern architecture conveyed. Mies’s costly nickel- or chromium-plated
Figure I.4. Marcel Breuer, renovated interior of the Erwin Piscator Apartment, dining room, Berlin, 1927.
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columns, expensive wooden veneers, and hand-wrought furnishings exude the materialist qualities of modernism under capitalism’s affluence.
CLASS-INFLECTED OBJECTS AND INTERIORS
IN THE WEIMAR REPUBLIC

At all socioeconomic levels in this period, shifting class designations and aspirations
were concretized by citizens’ projection of self and social standing via their domestic
interiors and contents. With modernism in architecture came a new emphasis on
making well-designed domestic goods accessible to a wider spectrum of the consuming public and on articulating a nuanced relationship between dwellings,
dwellers, and objects. Goods and the spaces into which they were inserted were
understood as social, cultural, even moral, indicators of the values of inhabitants.
The acquisition of a modern object, such as a Peter Behrens–designed AEG fan
displayed proudly on a side table, would have resonated beyond its technical comfort,
to signal its owner’s taste, knowledge, and access to expensive goods. Photography
in this period provides further insight into which classes were inclined toward certain
types of interiors, revealing that modernism was most readily embraced by the upper
middle and upper classes.47 Within this affluent segment of the population, a wide
variety of interior decorative schemes were popular, including replications of historic
styles, art deco, and the modernism promulgated by modern architects.48 As with
objects designed in previous periods, modern goods became social markers, and
those markers were tied to specific class distinctions.
However, the uneasy sense of class designations throughout this period was exacerbated by several serious financial crises in the 1920s that changed the economic
and social standing of many. In Germany, the bourgeoisie (Bürgertum) represented
a class delineated by a specific lifestyle and set of values.49 Scholars have divided the
Bürgertum into two categories, defined by occupation: the Wirtschaftsbürgertum was
made up of merchants, manufacturers, bankers, owners of capital, entrepreneurs,
and their top management, while the Bildungsbürgertum was more highly educated
and composed of physicians, lawyers, secondary school teachers, professors, higher
civil servants, engineers, and other qualified experts forming an upper middle class.50
In addition, middle-class or white-collar workers could be broken into three groups:
the Grossbürgertum, an upper-middle-class group made up of commercial and industrial magnates; the Kleinbürgertum, a more solidly middle-class group with
aspirations upwards; and the Mittelstand, the lower middle class made up of white-collar workers (called Angestellten in German), small-business owners, and petty
bureaucrats. On the very lowest rung of the social ladder was the Arbeiter class,
Germany’s blue-collar workers. In differing instances, each of these groups was
targeted by modern designers with varied results. Some in the more affluent classes
clung to tradition, while others consumed modern goods and architecture—although
bourgeois constraints of propriety and habit often kept them from embracing the
modern totality envisioned by architects. For those with the least capital, modern
objects remained out of reach — conceptually as well as economically.
Modern interiors and their objects were particularly attractive to members of the
Bildungsbürgertum whose professions were in fields such as science, medicine, and
physical health, or wholly new areas, such as advertising. These affluent, professional,
and creative groups illustrate the wider range of modern consumers. Buyers were
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drawn to modern goods for their link to the artistic realm, embracing them as a
symbol of their own forward-thinking ideas and their interests in modernism, but
they were also a highly legible expression of affluence. Among those opting for
modern interiors were clients who were prominent in creative fields such as film or
theater, exemplified by Breuer’s interior for theater director Erwin Piscator (see fig.
I.4). Art historians and those in the art world, such as Curt Glaser, the director of
Berlin’s famous art library, the Kunstbibliothek, also tended toward contemporary
interiors. Working women, particularly those breaking gender barriers, commissioned modern interiors, such as the renowned gymnastics studio for Hilde Levi
designed by Breuer, and the modern homes of notable female doctors, such as Dr.
Edith Vohwinkel and Dr. Marie Valentiner. Certain well-to-do Jewish families were
inclined toward modern interiors as well. A good example is the apartment designed
by Breuer for Paul Boroschek, a stockbroker, who was also a newspaper publisher
and an influential member of the Berlin Jewish community (fig. I.5).51
What was defined as “new,” as in Neues Bauen (new building) or sachlich (objective, or functional), was often based on the terms that architects laid out, as opposed
to an architectural response to changes driven by the broader society. This is important for how modernism was conceptualized and “sold” as a movement, and for
understanding by what means this movement undertook to transform, or modernize,
society. At a minimum, it calls into question modern architecture’s supposed close
relationship to the workers and its protagonists’ desire to address the needs of the
masses. While a wide range of social critics and theorists can be seen to be tracing
larger cultural and social change, in each case to be examined here, it is the architects
Figure I.5. Breuer, renovated interior of the Boroschek Apartment, dining room, Berlin, 1930.
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and designers who carefully articulated the “problems” of modern life and created
their “solutions.” For the most part, during this thirty-year episode, they did so
through a top-down, elite-driven process, in which luxury and modernism were
closely, and often inextricably, linked to each other.
THE FOCUSED STUDIES

At the core of Luxury and Modernism are modern architecture’s most significant
protagonists working in Germany in this period — Peter Behrens, Walter Gropius,
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Marcel Breuer, Ludwig Hilberseimer, and Hannes
Meyer—and institutions with which they were associated—the AEG, the Werkbund,
and the Bauhaus. To these major figures and entities, critics and period theorists,
such as Adolf Behne, Walter Benjamin, and Ernst Bloch, as well as many smaller
groups, lesser-known figures, and institutions, provide added nuance that shows
luxury’s deep and broad reach in modernism. The chapters repeatedly return to
modern architecture’s major enduring themes and topics of debate — including taste,
display, consumption, materiality, industry, technology, production, and reproduction — to investigate in sustained fashion how the period’s concerns were directly
connected to — or representations of — luxury. Other, less tangible, but equally important ideas, such as capitalism, objectivity, subjectivity, aura, and interiority are
investigated for their relationship to luxury.
Chapter 1, on the tenure of Peter Behrens at the AEG, opens up discussions of
technology as a distinct form of conspicuous consumption, arguing that high-end
electrical products conveyed information about the social status and taste of their
owners on multiple levels, beyond the cost of the objects themselves (which, in any
case, remained high and out of the reach of the masses). It further examines patterns
of consumption by giving sustained attention to the Behrens-designed AEG stores,
contextualizing them in light of other small- and large-scale commercial architecture
and urban form more generally.
Chapter 2 builds on these ideas through its examination of Werkbund-sponsored
display windows, arguing that they functioned as both modern architectural objects
and as variable conduits, spatial and social, between an outside urban context and
an interior world of goods. Continuing to investigate capitalism’s intricate role
in — and its effects on — modern architecture and design, chapter 3 focuses on the
Bauhaus’s 1923 Haus am Horn to recontextualize modernism’s eagerness to collaborate with industry. The Haus am Horn, as an early display of many of the theories
and visual tropes of modern architecture, represents a multitude of modernism’s
desires and economic stumbling blocks — built as it was at the height of German
hyperinflation and economic calamity. The Bauhaus further allows, in chapter 4,
for an examination of the issues surrounding the production and reproduction of
modern objects. This chapter illuminates a divide between Gropius’s aspirations for
the role the school could play in modern industry and the real, prohibitive costs of
Bauhaus products. By looking at fabrication methods, materials, display, and issues
of class, this chapter provides a closer look at the ideals of modernism against its
material and social reality.
These previous chapters shed light on how objects and interiors resonated socially,
as part of capitalist society, and in relation to urban spheres. Chapter 5 returns again
to this study’s initial forays into the luxury of technology and materiality, as discussed
For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu

39110a_Lux Mod V05.indd 25

22/1/2018 7:35 PM

INTRODUCTION

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

26

in the work of Peter Behrens, in order to focus on the expensive modern materials
and extravagant natural resources found in Mies van der Rohe’s architecture in the
closing years of the Weimar Republic. In charting his lush materiality and his showcasing of technology, Mies’s interiors are read as luxury; but as his domestic
commissions show, they were also reassuringly bourgeois and traditional in many
respects. Striking materials resulted in a multiplicity of new expressions, new spaces,
and new modes of interaction. The distinct meaning in Mies’s privileging of materials, this chapter argues, is that through the rich materiality of his architecture he
created a way to forge renewed connections between people and their surroundings.
The final chapter continues this exploration of Mies’s architecture and interiors to
discuss the period’s new conceptualizations of what it meant to dwell. It argues that
in his domestic commissions, in settings that were carved out from the city and from
society at large, promising autonomy to their privileged inhabitants, Mies created
spaces of luxurious interiority.
Bringing together the discourses of modernism with primary objects and their
makers enables a rereading of modern architecture and design through the lens of
period constructs and constraints, consumption and culture. By reevaluating the
overall social and cultural milieu from which they emerged, the subtle complexities
of the modern movement’s origins and development in these years is brought to the
fore. Simultaneously highlighting the continuation of deeply ingrained traditions
and habits of an elite while focusing on the aspirations of the modern movement’s
protagonists and the realities and limitations — social, economic, cultural — that they
faced, what emerges is a richly layered understanding of an intensely productive
period in which so much innovative design materialized, not always consistent with
the aims it proclaimed. This close examination of early-twentieth-century architectural culture as positioned at the intersection of modernism and luxury offers new
ways of critically understanding the paths by which modern design paved the way
in this period to our present, with implications extending far beyond design alone.
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