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introduction

by walter gropius, chairman, department of architecture,
harvard university

When I first saw the manuscript of this book I felt a certain appre-
hension which, I think, was quite natural for one who is about to
see the life and work of his close friend revealed to the public; a
friend, moreover, whose activities were so intensely connected
with one of the most decisive periods of my own life. But soon 1
felt reassured as I became acquainted with this splendid and honest
account of Moholy-Nagy’s development from early experiments to
full maturity. Moholy was always in the public eye, yet most people
saw only the more obvious milestones of achievement which
crystallize into “news stories.” The other story, the intimate and
often bitter story of one man’s struggle for fulfillment, has been
up to now the precious possession of his friends and collaborators,
and of his wife, who was certainly the most devoted.

Looking back today, the difficult, contradictory and confusing
years belween the two World Wars, which form the background
for the greater part of this book, seem to have provided a pitifully
short time for a generation which approached its artistic endeavors
with the zeal and enthusiasm released by the political change in
Central Europe. But it was a period inspired by constructive ideas
not as yet subjected to the blight of frustration which overshadows
the world today. Those were the years of Moholy’s and my col-
laboration in the Bauhaus of Weimar and Dessau, the development
of which was deeply influenced by Moholy, the fiery stimulator.

After the Nazi nightmare had caused us both to leave Germany,
we saw each other again in England, and later in the United States
where I was fortunate enough to secure his leadership for The
New Bauhaus in Chicago, subsequently renamed the Institute of
Design. As the Bauhaus principles had never been based on limited
nationalistic concepts, its seeds could be transplanted and further
developed in this country. Against heavy odds which might have
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discouraged a giant, Moholy managed to pull the Institute through
difficult years, never losing his indomitable courage and confi-
dence. And still he did not let himself become absorbed only in his
educational work, extensive as it was, but simultaneously produced
a wealth of art that embraces the whole range of the visual arts.

His greatest effort as an artist was devoted to the conquest of
space. His genius ventured into all realms of science and art to
unriddle the phenomena of space and light. In painting, sculpture
and architecture, in theater and industrial design, in photography
and film, advertising and typography, he incessantly strove to
interpret space in its relation to time, that is, motion in space.

Constantly developing new ideas Moholy maintained an unbiased
curiosity, from which originated his continually fresh point of
view. With a shrewd sense of observation he investigated every-
thing that came his way, taking nothing for granted, always
applying his acute sense of the organic. His was the attitude of
an unprejudiced, happy child at play, surprising us by the direct-
ness of his intuitive approach. Here I believe was the source of
his priceless quality as an educator: his never-ceasing power to
stimulate and fire others with his enthusiasm. What more can
true education achieve than setting the student’s mind in motion
by that contagious magic?

Moholy has been successful simultaneously as thinker and artist,
as writer and teacher. That would seem to be almost too vast a
range for one man, but abundant versatility was uniquely his.
With his power of imagination he kept this broad variety of in-
terests in balance. His vision took brilliant shortcuts, synchronizing
his observations into a consistent whole, for he was aware of the
danger of today’s overspecialization which so often leads to
fallacies.

Moholy seems always to have been acutely conscious of the
preciousness of time; he worked with dedicated zeal to realize his
ideas as though driven by the recognition that the destructive
tendencies of our time could be changed into constructive forces
only by & universal, superhuman effort. He had convinced himself
of the generative power of all art and he wanted to see that power
liberated in each individual with whom he came in contact. He
had molded himself into a world citizen who would not let his
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introduction
tothe second edition

LaszLo MonoLy-NaGY died in November 1946. My account of
his life was written in 1948 and published in the Spring of 1950.
It went out of print some three years later and for a dozen years
was largely forgotten. When | received the first inquiries about a
new edition I declined because I felt that the two premises on
which the book had been written were no longer relevant.

Of these two premises, a personal and a historical one, the
personal had been as primordial as death itself: the compulsive
desire to hold in the abstract what had vanished in the flesh. If
I did not give it meaning, the circumstantial evidence of Moholy’s
life as a man among men, lover, husband, father, friend, teacher,
would be obliterated by time. Only much later did I face the truth
that the driving force was the need to come to terms with what
had happened to me while recounting what had happened in his
personal relationships. And with this realization grew a strong
reluctance to make public again what I had come to consider a
personal dialogue. Although I had never intended to be a teacher,
my growing awareness of Moholy’s influence left me no alternative
when I had to choose a profession in order to make a living. As
I groped my way from a purely emotional afflatus to the docu-
mented knowledge of professional competence, this dialogue estab-
lished step by step that which separated me from my source of
inspiration and that which remained our basic identity. For almost
thirty years Moholy had disciplined his most personal visions into
a doctrine, universally applicable and socially relevant. 1 came
to consider the isolation of the original personality as inherent
in the creative process whose charges were at best received as a
message by those who lead society. He was a Utopian, I a his-
torian; he the vitalist and I the humanist. He was the originator
who had to exclude all other criteria besides total contemporane-

ousness. | saw myself as the interpreter of the sum total of cul-
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tural evolution whose values were judged by a timeless perma-
nence. What united us with steadily increasing conviction as my
mind matured was faith in man’s salvation through image-making.
We were both committed to work with those who try to purify
“the mutable, caused and developing aspect of things.” Moholy
had chosen art as catalyst of this imaginative intelligence, I
architecture. He believed that it would be technology that had
the power to raise a cosmos above the flat plain of expedient
purpose; I believed in structure. His reason for being a teacher
and mine for becoming one was ENTHEOS — enthusiasm — in-
spired by the godlike force of living. If no one had ever men-
tioned Moholy’s name again and his paintings had survived no-
where except in my rooms, I would have been content that I
finally knew what his life had directed me to do. This first pre-
mise, hazily established in the biography, seemed twelve years
later too personal to justify restatement.

The second premise on which the book hinged was more objec-
tive, because it attempted to win a historical argument about the
validity of the Constructivist idea through the work of one of its
representatives. As many young Germans of the first emancipated
generation that matured during the early 1920’s, 1 had protested
against an education that bored us blind with fine differentiations
between Classic allegoric and Medieval symbolic art, and between
the divine Germanic patriotism of a Wagner opera and the “art-
fremde” (alien) frivolity of an Offenbach libretto. The first atonal
music scores, abstract art exhibitions, expressionistic plays and
dances liberated us from the meaninglessness of archaic symbols,
the charades of a society that had ceased to exist with the defeats
of the First World War. Instead of convention there now was
being. The new arts gave body, participation, reality to the ex-
uberance of hearing, seeing, and feeling which we had sought
to express ineptly in the German Youth Movement. Camps de-
veloped and heated combat. Those who chose Constructivism over
Expressionism broke more radically with German tradition, be-
cause they rejected the metaphysical message of art. Neither Male-
vitch’s Suprematism or Mondrian’s Neoplasticism would have
been considered Constructivism, as they are today, because they
used the structured image for metaphysical sermons. We con-
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quered a new visible world through our.senses, permitted to love
or reject where before we had been commanded to venerate. The
joy to be exposed made even the most innocent inquiry after
representational meaning in art a hideous crime.

My attempt to reconstruct Moholy’s role in this visual revolu-
tion of the 1920’s was written at the close of a unique, exceed-
ingly brief moment in the history of European culture. Individual
intention and collective response had converged to the almost pos-
sible, as they had once before, in the 13th century. The creative
imagination of the artist had been alerted to such a degree to the
universality of sense perception that he could project his con-
structed images with full integrity into the entire man-made en-
vironment. The total framework of his influence included painting,
sculpture, architecture, the printed word, the kinetic picture, im-
plements, machines, dance, poetry, theatre. Moholy’s profusely
misinterpreted and ridiculed axioms that “everyone is talented”
and that “to the artist an ink-bottle label is as important as a
painting or the planning of a town” referred to the perceptive
potential of each designed object, not to their hierarchical order.
The raw materials of all visual creation were the eternally present
visual fundamental: line-color—texture-light, and the three di-
mensions of form, space, and movement. Everyone in possession
of his senses could be a creative participant.

The medium by which perceptive intuition and the rigorous
discipline of shaping became compatible was technology. Techne-
logos, the art of knowing how to make, fell naturally and his-
torically into the realm of perceptive fundamentals. The first
obsidian chisel gave birth to technology. Technology became the
most subtle and demanding instrument of Constructivism. For the
artist it verified scientifically what he had perceived emotionally;
for the engineer it added the vast field of perceptive responses to
the narrow limits of the laboratory experiment. The excellence of
machine precision demanded by technology defined the contrast
to industrialization and the mediocrity of mass mechanization.

By the time I had finished the biography, this experiment in total-
ity had lasted one generation, from about 1918 to 1945, and it
had come to an end. The emotional chaos and the personal trag-

edies of the Second World War and its causes found compensation
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in Abstract Expressionism, a deeply pessimistic isolationism of
the heart. The academic barrier between the arcane realm of
artistic vision and the fundamental perceptions of ordinary men
was reerected. Painters whose works were x-ray records of per-
sonal disorders could no longer concern themselves with film,
photography, industrial design and graphics. “Applied art” re-
verted back to being purely commercial, subservient to artificial
obsolescence. In a parallel development, technology stopped being
a creative tool and became purely the domain of industrial re-
search concerned with competitive minimum standards. The crea-
tive engineer was soon to lose out to the idiot’s brain, the com-
puter. The dead hand of art history embalmed Constructivism
in textbook indexes to which a reissue of my book would have
merely added one more bibliographical reference.

In the mid-1960’s there occurred a sudden change in attitude
toward Constructivism in general and the work of Moholy-Nagy
in particular. For some time the old oblivion and the new aware-
ness existed side by side. In America it was impossible to inter-
est any museum in a retrospective show as the 70th anniversary of
his birth approached in 1965. In Europe several comprehensive
exhibitions, among them three splendid shows on Light, Lissitzky,
and Moholy-Nagy in Eindhoven, Holland, were already under
way. By 1968 large surveys of Constructivism occupied publishers
and museum directors, and the trend projected in the future. The
gentle, withdrawn curator of the Busch-Reisinger Museum in Cam-
bridge recorded with consternation that Moholy’s Light Machine
(Fig. 26) had become an object of inquisitive pilgrims who upset
the museum routine; and I was tempted to establish domicile half-
way between Furope and America at 39,000 feet height to escape
an unmanageable correspondence with publishers, editors, art
dealers, lecture committees, and an uninhibited horde of thesis
students hoping to wrest from me that last undivulged secret of
Moholy’s life that would clinch a degree.

My decision to agree to a new edition of EXPERIMENT IN TOTAL-
ITY was only partly a reaction to this “popular demand.” The
stronger persuasion came from an awareness that my two original
premises were no longer valid, or rather that they had merged into
a new motivation of which I had known nothing before. An
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absolute union between two people that has been destroyed by
death can only be reconstructed as a different morphon, another
Gestalt. The one who keeps living must accept a double identity
which measures new experiences on mutually agreed standards
but which in turn judges the validity of these standards by the
force of new experiences. I had compressed an entire life cycle
from naive childhood through acquisitive adolescence toward
productive maturity into the twenty years since my husband’s
death. The directive force that guided me through monstruous
blunders and exhausting efforts to expand Moholy’s work beyond
his lifetime was an inexorable drift toward objectivation. My
initial compulsion 4o save the human side from oblivion seemed
now as irrelevant to Constructivism as say, the information that
Karl Marx relished family picnics on Hampstead Heath where he
sang Germon folksongs would be to Marxism. It mattered even less
whether my teaching career was a case of metempsychosis or rather
a question of survival, utilizing practical lessons well learned. The
justification of the book lay elsewhere.

Physical life is a vessel which is weighed by its contents, the
degree to which it sinks below the surface of appearances. The
contents of the vessel I had tried to preserve was beyond disper-
sion because it transcended mere contemporaneousness. The
oldest God of Sumer had invested human beginning with The
Word — the ability of man to name things. Plato slew matter
with the ineffable supremacy of The Idea. The Faustian ethos is
grounded in the beginning of The Deed, and Descartes thought he
was because he thought he thought. But it was Berkeley, standing
at the threshold of our own time, who said:

““To be is to be perceived!” 1
It was a statement of such shattering originality that it escaped
the philosophical schools, but worked deeply in the Zeitgeist (from
which, like all good philosophy, it had derived). Mankind in the
aggregate loved life less and less by religious sanction and more
and more as a manifestation of material well-being. As educators

inherited the mandate of priesthood, they upheld concept® as the

1 perceive = to obtain knowledge through the senses; to take cognizance of
existence, character, or identity by means of the senses.

2 concept = an idea comprehending the attributes of a logical species.
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only valid source of life consciousness. There were philosophical
revolutions against the dictatorship of analytical intellect: Wil-
liam James’s Pluralistic Universe, and above all Henri Bergson’s
Creative Evolution from 1910. “Feeling absorbs the luminous
nucleus of pure intellect by transcending it.” — “Perception is
proportionate to the power of choice. It lights up the zone of po-
tentialities that surrounds the act.”

Moholy had never read Bergson when he made “the unity of
art and life” his basic premise, “adding to the politico-sociological
a biological bill of rights. . . . Self-expression which on the highest
level becomes-art forms the opening wedge to that otherwise un-
reachable realm, the subconscious feelings. . . . Contemporary art
tries to establish a new morality and a new ethics not hampered
by metaphysical absolutes.” ?

His new morality sought a siate of grace that was not divinely
predestined but gradually attained through an emotional equi-
librium between mind and matter, feeling and the senses. To be
the shaper of a swirling cosmos of images, to provide emotional
sustenance with “tumultuous transfigurations” of visible funda-
mentals, celebrated the permanent impermanence of man’s cease-
less becoming. The artificial eternity in a picture frame or on a
pedestal had to be replaced by the improbable possibility still
resting undiscovered in the nature of materials, the flexibility of
static laws, the incommensurables of mathematical relationships.
A plastic sheet (Fig. 58), a lense diaphragm, an electronic im-
pulse were as essential raw stuff as was a light reflection on a
cloud formation, the grain of a wooden floor (Fig. 59), or the an-
cient stones of the Acropolis (Fig. 35). To love the material world
not less but more was the impetus to creative technology.

It is generally assumed that the revival of Constructivism

” Progressive depersonalization of

is ““a return to machine art.
Western culture, elimination of “the human element” by the robot
dictatorship of remote-control systems, a boundless fascination
with the interchangeable parts and sonic-kinetic combinations of
electronic hardware, are inspiring op art. If these motivational
definitions are correct, then the claim that Constructivism is the

father of this latest “movement” is false on two counts. Con-

3 L. Moholy-Nagy, Vision in Motion, Chicago 1947.
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structivist hardware was medium, not end. The technological
competence that selected it was informed by an emotional image,
much as an architect selects building materials and methods to
achieve the design image of his mind. The first industrially
finished metal surfaces which Moholy used for his paintings (Fig.
64) were selected because they widened space into a nonperspec-
tive depth. The much-publicized “telephone pictures” (Fig. 14)

2

were not intended as “engineer-esthetic sensations,” as one recent
critic put it. They were offered as proof of “the creative spiritual
process. The production process counts only insofar as it must
express a maximum of technical competence, direct or indirect,
manual or mechanical.” 4 The Light Machine (Fig. 26) was not
a piece of sculpture and was never exhibited in Moholy’s lifetime
as a work of art. It was a technologically precise motion machine
whose controlled light and shadow effects were reflected in an
abstract film composition called Lightplay black—white—gray.”
The sequence of Plexiglas light modulators that emerged from
Moholy’s hands in the last years of his life needed no blinding
bulb batteries nor the shock effect of stroboscopic vibration to
equate a sublimation of materials and techniques with a sublima-
tion of emotional responses. Perception had to feed the senses,
not to brutalize them (Figs. 71, 72, 80, 81).

The other count by which an all-too facile ancestor worship is
spurious has an ethical connotation, or, in more contemporary
terms, a sociological one. A total Constructivist had to be a
teacher, whether he accepted the avocation or not. The faith in
every man’s biological rights, in the perfectability of his percep-
tion toward a higher emotional existence, was an educational
commitment. The artist, gifted with heightened powers of per-
ception, selection, implementation, and sublimation of image-
making, was a leader — not a prima donna but a leader. Moholy
was agonizingly aware of the sacrifice involved in having a work-
ing community of disciples, of the exhausting investment in time,
strength, and the loss of solitude for creative concentration. He

accepted the sharing of his life as biological law because it was

4 1.,. Moholy-Nagy, Painting-Photography-Film, Bauhaus Biicher No. 8, 1927;
English Edition London 1968, Cambridge, Mass., 1969.

5 Radim Films Inc., New York.
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bios — the interaction of vital impulses, that stimulated man to
work for his emotional fulfillment. In contrast to much false pre-
tense in the contemporary art hierarchy, Moholy saw himself not
as a guru but as a teacher, not as a prophet but as a searcher
among searchers. The almost violent compassion with which he
identified himself with the creative problems of his collaborators
and students heightened his sense of responsibility for perfection.
The highest attainment of selective craftsmanship was a faultless
recognition of the phenomenal integrity of a material image.
Each specific phenomenon was related by this responsibility of
its maker to the multitude of other realizations born from a cease-
less probe into the nature of visual fundamentals.

The current interest of young people in Moholy’s work seems
to have no roots in a wave of Art and Technology foundations
whose aim is “the esthetic contribution to technology, the up-
grading of the new world of automation science through art.”
The membership of this latest branch of the industrial establish-
ment is, in New York, fittingly domiciled in Automation House,
and its membership middle-aged and arrived. They have nothing
to say to a new generation that seems to recognize in Moholy’s
bio-technical matter the message of an inexhaustible cosmic energy
he tried to decode. The precise dynamics of his floating forms in
painting (Fig. 77), sculpture (Figs. 71, 72), exhibition design
(Fig. 73), stage design (Fig. 19), and photography (Fig. 30)
penetrates a boundless space of emotional liberation.

Perhaps it was too positive an axiom in a world view of deepen-
ing negativism, too optimistic and single-minded in assuming
man’s recognition of his emotional deprivation, too intolerant
toward the salvations of the mind. Perhaps Moholy failed as a
teacher where he offered no alternative to the tragedy of percep-
tive failure. The limitations of Moholy’s message matter less than
his impact. The simple narrative of this biography can be no
more than a framework, a travel guide toward an understanding of
a new vision — a vision in motion through the new dimension of
space-time whose milestones are images shaped from man’s emo-
tional needs and fulfillments.

New York, SIBYL MoHoOLY-NAGY
August, 1968















l With the last shot fired in World War I, the Age of
Imperialism exploded. Revolutions of all shades, from the Bol-
shevist extreme to a bureaucratic Social Democracy, propelled
Germans, Russians, and the peoples of the vast Austrian Empire
into an age of collectivism for which they were not prepared.
Apart from a handful of intellectual leaders who had nursed a
Marxian theorem into political reality, a whole generation was
straddling history. If they were to survive, they had to stake
claims on unfamiliar ground and leave the roots of mind and soul
behind. Teachers had to revise the patriotic clichés on “priceless
heritage”; clergymen had to forget about the hallowed alliance of
throne and altar and learn the humiliating dependence on private
congregations; the feudal estates were broken up and became the
responsibility of the former tenant farmer; industrialists had to
court labor unions instead of potentates; and the titled army
officer made way for the political commissar in the new armies.
It was a chaotic era of clashing convictions, but in time man’s
inherent need for order cast life into a solid mold again, and by
1922 the revolution of yesterday had become the new status quo.

The only lasting evidence of the anguished transition
survives in new art forms, and in a changed relationship between
artist and society. Every overthrow of esthetic traditions has been
characterized by bitter battles between iconographer and icono-
clast, between the recognized interpreter and the anonymous
prophet. What distinguished the breakup of 1918 from earlier
revolutions was a strange reversal of effects. For the first time the
artist was deprived not of his social acceptance but of his isolation.
This social isolation had been a by-product of the Industrial
Revolution, as typical and as pernicious as slums, mechanization,
and unemployment. The new ruling class had been willing to

glorify art with money if art was willing to glorify money with
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art. But it became a travesty of creativeness. In less than a hundred
years, the eclectics studded the Western Hemisphere with Hellen-
istic bank buildings and Renaissance mansions, their plazas and
cardens populated by Roman monuments, and their walls papered
with sensuous nudes and luscious still lifes.

The genuine creators among the artists to whom this
new patronage tasted sour, withdrew into the art colonies where
they survived in a purely ornamental function. In a century of
perverted Darwinism, they were exempted from the struggle for
economic survival. In exchange for the luxury of a creative con-
science they could die as they pleased. The new society looked
on coldly as their geniuses from Géricault to Van Gogh starved
to death—the new martyrs of an undevout age. Montmartre,
Schwabing, Bloomsbury, and Greenwich Village were expressions
as typical of nineteenth century mentality as Wall Street, Lloyds
of London, La Bourse, and Das kaiserliche Berlin. Art had become
part of the “conspicuous waste” a successful capitalism could
afford.

It was an ostracism, brutally ignorant of the creative
process, but it had its rewards. It narrowed the field of artistic
competition and secured highly professional standards. L’art pour
Part was valid in more than the accepted meaning of esthetic
narcissism. It also expressed a mental inbreeding in which the
artist lived and worked, succeeded or failed, through the artist.
The great battles between Romanticists and Impressionists, be-
tween Cubism and Expressionism, were fought in attics and side-
walk cafés. The outside world was never drawn into the arena.

At the close of World War I, this carefully segregated
artist colony was invaded by the Socialist partisans. No other revolu-
tion had ever before turned to art as a weapon. Reynolds and Gains-
borough painted like Lebrun and Watteau in spite of 1688, and
Jean Louis David glorified the gravediggers rather than the heroes
of the French Revolution. When in 1918 the young generation
demanded new symbols which would fly before them as the
banner of a better social order, they turned to art to give form to
this new vision. Neither the scientific analysis of color by the
Impressionists, nor the intellectual form hypothesis of the Cubists,
or the vivisection of the Expressionist soul seemed any longer
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adequate for a continent where thousands died for a collective
goal in street battles and political purges. Surrounded by the
shambles of the triumvirate of state, church, and family, the
need was for a new code of visual values. The violence of this
demand killed portrait painting and nature morte. It spit in the face
of the harmonious image which had hidden decay, deceit, and
exploitation. The visual world had to be stripped of its anthropo-
centric symbols before new ones could be created. The battle cry
was: “Back to the fundamentals.” The imitative iconography of
the old social order was denounced. Past fame became an indict-
ment. The established artists had either to recant or to retire. The

alternatives were obsolescence or revolution.

The burning zeal of those who chose revolution equaled
that of the early Christian painters who had denied themselves the
worldly beauty of antiquity to fight for a new spiritual order.
The emotional appeal of familiar forms was consciously shunned
by the rebels. Color, line, light, and the structure of materials
were explored in their primordial purity, unadulterated by man
and his perverted symbolism. The old techniques of peinture and
trompe l'oeil gave way to an austere honesty of elemental vision.
Art was declared free of representational associations, a remedy
for the war-violated dignity of the individual, and a promise for
the crushed expressional freedom of the worker. New vision and
new society merged in a powerful alliance. Art as social action
became interdenominational, interracial, and international, the
common property of all awakened men. The goal was a nonhier-
archical scale of values in which esthetic and economic gratifica-
tion ranked equal with political freedom.

The artist colony was liquidated; the studio battles
were carried into the assembly halls. Multitudes were to be taught
in place of a few initiated apprentices. Canvas and plaster were
supplemented by poster, pamphlet, photograph, film, and stage
setting. The old society was to be attacked from within—with
functional design for mass production and mass distribution, and
with organic architecture that would serve the tenant instead of
oppressing him. In a spirit of high optimism that characterized

the European mind in the 1920’s, it was assumed that designed
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physical environment would produce designed social relationships.
The basic nature and function of vision and material, demonstrated
in an all-embracing revolution of design, would create a clean
logic of social and biological relationships.

Those were the years of Malevich’s and Lissitzky’s
designs for radio stations and airdromes, and of their philosophy
of pure universal emotion, expressed through the “Suprematist
straight.” Mondrian and van Doesburg demonstrated the objective
harmony of rectangle and primary color, and Gabo planned his
Constructivist monument to the Industrial Revolution. Picasso
and Léger designed settings for the Diaghilev Ballet; Eisenstein,
Eggeling, and Duchamp blazed the way for experimental film art.
Gropius designed a Total Theater and Le Corbusier the “City of
Three Million People.” Literature and typography, music and the
dance joined the cultural revolution. Artists became teachers, and
teachers had to be artists. The Beaux-Arts Academy was utterly
destroyed. Where each creative act challenged the tradition of
centuries, the whole world became a school.

The great drive lasted for ten years—kindred spirits,
bold, soaring, unwearied, and sublimely confident.” By 1930 it
had spent its force. The Fascist counterrevolution had been vic-
torious. One by one the bastions of art in society were lost. The
alliance between artist and worker was dissolved. The demand for
creative liberation was drowned out by hour and wage disputes.
No one mentioned the nonhierarchical scale of human values any
longer. The word Utopia became an invective again, and the term
Part décadent started to crop up in print. The rout was almost
universal. The great rebels recoiled from administrative pressure
and political intimidation. They stopped teaching and tried to
withdraw into the old ivory towers. But the artist colony had
vanished, its spirit of noninvolvement refuted and its economic
privilege invaded by the financial chaos of the bourgeois world.
Caught in a disastrous depression, society could no longer afford
to tolerate its detractors. The days were past when Victorians
looked through tearful eyes at La Bohéme. Art had shown its true
face when it supported the specter of a proletarian revolution. New
patronage had to be bought with an open renunciation of the new
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vision, and most art complied. Modern design was eliminated
from the political scene. The footlights went out in the experi-
mental theaters. The Russian film giants of the days of “Potemkin”
produced nationalistic eulogies, and the French avant-garde turned
out potboilers for Hollywood. Italian Futurists brassily blared the
Giovinezza; the original staff resigned from the German Bauhaus;
Cubist sculptors produced cemetery statuary, and Surrealists
painted perfume ads and arranged screen versions of the subcon-
scious.

Those who did not comply—and there were numbers
of them in all countries—worked in a social vacuum. They were
no longer wanted *as allies by the new labor bosses, and the
liquidation of such revolutionary art groups as “Der Sturm,”
“MA,” “Munka,” “i 10,” “Der Blaue Reiter,” “De Stijl,” and
“Broom,” severed the contact even among each other. The only
alternative to ideological sellout was the bitterness of complete
isolation, Kurope was fast becoming a no man’s land of the arts
where those who doubted their past labored to produce acceptable

wares, and those who could not recant hid in fearful isolation.

There was a third group, however, a mere handful of
men who drew from defeat and frustration the inspiration to
become leaders. One of them was Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy. Born on
July 20, 1895, he grew up in the anachronistic feudalism of Hun-
gary. His father had gambled away the large wheat farm in the
southern part of the country, and disappeared in America. The boy
was brought up by a gfandmother who ruled her ancient estate as
a true matriarch, and by a gentle poetic mother whose marital
misfortune had turned her toward religion. When she returned
with two of her children to her mother’s house, after having been
forced by family council to give her oldest boy to wealthy relatives
in Germany, she knew she was an outcast. With the traditional
illogic of all conventional groups the villagers scorned the woman
because her husband didn’t want her, but they also taunted the
boy for having a no-good father who had abandoned his family.
This ostracism tied Laszl6 to his mother in a tender, long-lasting
affection, and it made him fiercely ambitious to redeem his name.

When he was thirteen years old he wrote in his diary:
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My soul knows that a time will come when people’s scorn will
hurt no more, when my head is high and my spirit free because
my name is known to the world®

and he vowed to his mother, in a letter written in 1909, that it
would be for her that he would achieve the unusual:

DEAR MOTHER:

I have so many things in my heart which would fill books if
I were to try to tell them. But you and I know each other. We
are one—but we are alone. This is your birthday, and I ask
God that he may finally bring you security and independence
from other’s whims. You can stand before Him in great grace
because you lived for your family, you gave joy. If only you
would never be hurt again, your face not darkened by sorrow.
I shall be great and good—I promise—and if I don’t fulfill
this promise you may take my life.

And in the bloody winter of 1917 on the cracking front in Galicia

he wrote a verse in his notebook:

Not to be here—to be anywhere, where?
My mother’s figure shines from far away.
When will I see her eyes again—eyes like stars?

O old desire, O old light, be mine.

Years passed—not years but centuries are gone
And all her sorrow passed from her to me.

He was a quiet child, an ardent learner, and a dreamer, but fiercely
ambitious to do what he had decided best. An unjust or rash
criticism either about himself or others would send him into
furious outbursts which left him exhausted and—in his own
words—*‘stupefied almost to a state of death.” The hostile atmos-
phere around him gave him an insatiable hunger for acceptance
that was not stilled in a lifetime, but it also robbed him of all
illusions that success could be had for less than total effort.

I lived my childhood years in a terrible great quietness [he
wrote in a diary which he kept between his 15th and 18th year].
Although the villagers didn’t understand me, they sometimes
seemed to think that I would be a leader one day. Our old
coachman would look at me, half sadly, half proudly, and he
would shake his head: “You're so different, young master,

L Quotations from Moholy’s early literary efforts and letters have been
translated from the Hungarian.

6



you're so different.” But I didn’t want to be only different; I
wanted to be someone’s ideal. Yet all during my school years
I couldn’t make it anything more. It was only that difference
in me that separated me from everything else. Only my little
brother Bandi feared me as he would a roaring waterfall.

The only male influence in Laszl6’s youth was an uncle,
Gusti Bacsi, a successful country lawyer who hated the Austrians
and the Hapsburgs and loved Petofi, the poet-hero of the abortive
Hungarian Revolution of 1848. In contrast to the farmers and
merchants, he was a man of the world, a bachelor, who had
traveled widely, owned a large library in Hungarian, German and
French, and who corresponded with many important men of his
era. His influence u}.)on the boy was profound. Through his uncle’s
eyes he came to identify the church-dominated peasantry with
backwardness and stagnation, and the faraway culture of the indus-
trial cities with progress and unlimited development.

Laszl6 was ten years old when the uncle arranged for
his first visit to Szeged, Hungary’s second largest town. But the
excursion was a failure. In his imagination the boy had identified
this town—all towns—with the skyscrapers of New York, pictured
in Over Land and Sea, the family magazine of the turn of the cen-
tury. He threw himself down in the unpaved street and refused to
open his eyes to look at the two-story wooden houses, the ancient
churches, and the modest townspeople. After this visit the dream of
the great industrial landscape grew stronger and more precise, and
removed him farther from the native scene. By the time he was
called up to fight in the First World War, the uncle had died and
the Austro-Hungarian monarchy was fading out, its millennial
structure crumbling under the impact of industrialization and the
demand for home rule in the vassal states.

His training as an artillery officer brought Laszlo to
Budapest. At the age of nineteen he discovered the culture of a big
city, the love of women, and the supremacy of his own vision.
A poem, dedicated “to Panna” and entitled “Love and the Dilet-
tante Arlist,” is the first testimony of his dedication to light as
a creative force, and the first intrmation of his later life as a

painter.



Little girl, you mean so well—

Hot kisses, the treasure of love—

A tired child, I fall into your lap.

Guard me well, little girl, guard my love.

I swam in the Danube this afternoon
And T forgot all about you.

Longing for the old ecstasy—Ilight.

The waves rushed against each other
And my paper heart filled with wonder.
I was gazing at Buda.

How beautiful was Buda this afternoon,

Under a cover of light

A tender silken cover of green, a shroud of bluish mist.
Cap-like it leaped, glowingly, from spire to spire.

But the mood changed. War on the Russian Front was
ferocious. In four bloody years Moholy grew up to be a man. He
rarely spoke of his experiences, and when he mentioned war,
it was with profound disgust. But there were, over the years,
certain flashbacks, which shed light on the impact of this travesty
of culture and civilization on the dreaming farm boy. Revulsion
against the drinking orgies of his fellow officers made him an
abstainer and a nonsmoker, and the wanton destruction of raw
materials and machinery which could have served mankind made
him conscious of values and preservation. He never forgot the
helplessness and mute fury caused by the sadism of a superior
officer who assigned the losers in a nightly chess game to patrol
duties involving almost certain death, and throughout his life
he shunned jokes and stag-party stories because they reminded
him of the coarse companionship in dugouts and mess halls. After
two years in the front lines, a snow-white streak divided his
black hair; but he survived. Late in 1916, in a battle along the
Isonzo River in Venezia Giulia, his whole battery was wiped out,
he alone escaping, with a shattered thumb and a fast-spreading
infection that kept him for months in military hospitals.

Up to this point his release from inner protest and
isolation had been poetry—an ecstatic transfiguration of his
violated ego into a higher state of harmonious universality.

This dedication and this fearful urge
To give, to bleed, to wrench the last creative breath



From sore and starving hearts—
This is between the two of us—you smiling,
I clawing with my nails the earth for her life-giving seed—

he wrote in 1914 in one of the poems that appeared in the avant-
garde magazines that emulated the expressionist poet Ady. In the
stench and isolation of a base hospital, surrounded by the
crumbling morale of a failing army, he experienced the inade-
quacy of poetic escape. For the first time he felt compelled to

analyze reality by recording its face. In innumerable sketches
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Fig. 2. Barbed Landscape,

3,
2% 1917. Grease crayon on paper.
w" B
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on postcards and fever charts, in notebooks, and later on field
orders and dossiers, he drew his fellow soldiers, and their entou-
rage of ragged starving civilians. There’s a tubercular soldier,
reading the Bible, the bone structure of his emaciated skull bared
by sharp anatomical strokes. A prostitute lies on a blue spread,
the contours of her dress etched into the white paper, and the
same figure—in the nude—in an identical pose of incomplete
relaxation. Famished women, dying soldiers, one with a strange
cherubic face, tangled in a maze of barbed wire (Fig. 1), and
above all the landscape of war, under a sky that is outlined by
wild forbidding loops (Fig. 2).

Without art training or the guidance of conscious art
appreciation, he searched for contact with a visual world that was
far removed from the death struggle of Eastern Europe. A few
Van Gogh reproductions had found their way into Hungarian
magazines, and many years later, in “Abstract of an Artist,”
Moholy wrote:

The analytical nature of his ink drawings taught me that line
drawings ought not to be mixed with halftones; that one
should try to express three-dimensional plastic quality by the
unadulterated means of line. . . . In trying to express this
three-dimensionality, I used auxiliary lines in places where
ordinarily no lines are used. The result was a complicated
network of a peculiar spatial quality applicable to new prob-
lems. . . . I saw that this experiment with lines brought an
emotional quality into the drawings which was entirely un-
intentional and unexpected, and of which I had not been aware
before. I tried to analyze bodies, faces, landscapes with my
“lines,” but the results slipped out of my hand, went beyond
the analytical intention. The drawings became a rhythmically
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articulated network of lines, showing not so much objects as
my excitement about them.”

These line drawings were the exercises of a born painter
who knows instinctively that art cannot grow without self-training.

Early in 1917 he had crystallized a philosophy of
vision. He was twenty-one years old then, isolated from his fellow
men, and suffering bitterly from his ill-treated wound. Between
fever deliriums he wrote the creed of his life:

Learn to know the Light-design of your life.
You will find it different from chronology.
A different measure, called Eternitas,
Proud battle for the secrecy of order.

Space, time, material-—are they one with Light?
Dependent on the Light that gives you life?
Idea of great magnitude that grows

Within your soul, poor creature, steers your way
As by an arm to latitudes

So utterly unknown to lightless eyes.

Search desperately—what is Light as essence?
What is its substance, what its price?

I cannot kill my thirst nor even lessen it.

Space, time and system—essence or mere chaos.
Realities that seem eternal

For creatures not eternal, bound by death.

Light, ordering Light, where are you? Far away.

A luster that illuminates mere being.

Come over me, proud Light, fierce Light, burn deep,
Ferocious Light, spread through me, cleanse my eyes.

A dampish tomb, the earth will then collapse.
Dead worries rot in soon-forgotten graves,
Refuted sacraments impeding Light.

“Everything”—-you hear its hollow sound

If we maintain the nothingness of darkness.
“Nothingness”—you hear it roaring on

If “Everything” is us denied.

Precarious balance—time, material, space—
Resting on nothingness and meaning everything.

2 L. Moholy-Nagy, The New Vision (New York, 1948).
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But human brain, so pitifully small,

Pierced through the darkness of the void, and tied
Material, space and time to Light contours,

To Light eternal, Light the striding life.

And nothingness, so vainly measured out

In time and space, transforms the darkened man—
Light, total Light, creates the total man.

When the war was over and he returned to Budapest
he knew that he had to become a painter. It was a decision not
without inner conflict. On May 15, 1919 he wrote in his notebook:

During the war, but more strongly even now, I feel my responsi-
bility toward society. My conscience asks incessantly: is it
right to become a painter in times of social revolution? May
I claim for myself the privilege of art when all men are
needed to solve the problems of sheer survival?

Art and reality have had nothing in common during the last
hundred years. The personal satisfaction of creating art has
added nothing to the happiness of the masses.

I have had many talks with men and women on my long train
trips. I have seen what is needed beyond food. T have finally
learned to grasp what is biological happiness in its complete
meaning. And I know now that if I unfold my best talents in
the way suited best to them—if I try to grasp the meaning of
this, my life, sincerely and thoroughly—then I'm doing right
in becoming a painter. It is my gift to project my vitality, my
building power, through light, color, form. I can give life as
a painter.

To please his mother, he finished his undergraduate
work in law at the University of Budapest, but it was done with
the left hand, so to speak. All his energies, the undivertible inten-
sity of his mind and his senses, were concentrated upon visual
representation. At first he was intimidated by the apparent chaos
of revolutionary painting in 1918. He had found a hold in the
articulation of space through line, but the use of color was gov-
erned by more complex canons. There were the coloristic fantasies
of the Expressionists—Marc’s blue horses, and the green-faced
figures of Chagall. The Cubists had devaluated color to mere
shadings, and the Purists used it in a raw, poster-like directness.
To find his bearings, Moholy copied the “solid” values of Renais-
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Fig. 3. Bridges, 1919. Oil on canvas.



sance and Baroque painters. He produced dozens of nudes,
portraits, landscapes. Later he tried to return to the vivid primary
contrasts of slavic peasant art—brilliant reds and yellows, con-
trasted with deep blues or luminous yellows. Like the embroidery
on the blouse of a Hungarian peasant, or the wreath of flowers
painted around a cup or a bowl, the chromatic scale of Moholy’s
early paintings was simple and virile, inspired by and bound to
a folk art which had been the only visual experience of his child-
hood. But the subject matter was alien, far removed from the
mythological tales or the idyllic stylizations. The rigid triangles
of iron construction and the swinging arches of bridges (Fig. 3),
rise into the gaily colored areas. Mathematical numbers fly
through the sky, and geometrical sections destroy any attempt at
perspective illusion. The agony of a whole people, torn between
the ageless tradition of decorative art and the new forms of a
technological existence, is expressed in these paintings. The final
decision would be between the reds, blues, and yellows of the
Hungarian Plains or the geometric shapes of the industrial land-
scape. When Moholy finally broke through the confines of tradition,
it was not a conscious decision dictated by esthetic considerations.
It was an intuitive need for a solution, peculiar to him and to
no one else, which expressed his profound inner transformation
during the postwar chaos.

For more than four years in the trenches, Moholy had
shared the collapse of a hopelessly decayed society. He had experi-
enced on his own flesh the irresponsibility, exploitation, coercion,
and brutality that had held his people under Austrian dominance
for centuries. When Béla Kun broke the hateful ties and declared
a Hungarian Soviet, Moholy together with many of his generation
saw in him the messiah of a new world. With the flaming enthusi-
asm of youth he offered himself, his art, and his willingness to
teach, to the Communist regime. But he was not accepted. The
landholding status of his family made him suspect to the party
heads, and his rank as an officer in the army aggravated this
suspicion. Yet, the real basis of his nonacceptance was not political
but artistic. Between him and the Communist Party stood his
newly won assurance of nonrepresentational art as an essential

revolutionary weapon. On March 21, 1920, living as an exile in
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Vienna, he formulated this conflict in sentences which prove the

growing maturity of his mind.

14

This is the bitter anniversary of the birth and death of the
Hungarian Revolution, which died in infancy because to be
able to live it had to have revolutionary content. Instead, it
was born within unshakable nationalistic walls, attended by
the faithlessness of the Social Democrats and the stifling
dogmas of the bourgeoisie.

The leaders of this revolution, instead of solving the spiritual
and material needs of the wanting masses, were busy with
historical materialism, with neutral zones and national power.
A heap of contradictions!

Under their poorly dyed red cover, the revolutionaries forgot
the real meaning of a revolution. They forgot to promote the
inner revolution of life. They forgot about culture. Their
revolution is not a ‘“revolutionary change.” Their form of
Communist economy does not mean a new system of production
and distribution. It merely changes the powers of those who
decide about production and distribution. This economic Com-
munism is another form of capitalism, based on trusts, syndi-
cates, state credit, patronage, and a hierarchy of unassailable
state leaders.

A truly revolutionary new system would differ in all aspects
from the familiar old pattern. It would eliminate first of all
cagelike houses in slums, dead museums that glorify a false
world picture, hospitals run for profit that kill patients with
ignorance and greed and are actually morgues, the brothel
parties of the high officials who buy women, the theaters and
operas that stink of ethical foot-and-mouth disease, the con-
strictions upon creative opportunity in schools which reward
only caste spirit.

The present Communist Party is still part of this bourgeois
world and its able propagator. It blows a red tin trumpet
while imitating the cult of the dead and base past under the
deceptive name of “prolet cult.” The present Communist system
of economy might offer new opportunities to a number of men
who can cleverly mix enterprise and politics, but it will never
solve the deeper and most vital needs of survival.

Even though madness and reaction have followed this revolu-
tion, we hope for new human raw material, prepared in the



Fig. 4. Collage in red,
yellow, and black on black
paper, 1921.

right kind of school-kettles to build and maintain a society
dedicated to a totally new culture.

To translate the full scope of his protest into visual
symbols, Moholy needed a tabula rasa, a cleansing of all symbolic
connotations reminiscent of the social order he had rejected. This
was his discovery of the visual fundamentals—the colors, shapes,

and interrelationships underlying all visual form.

I discovered that composition is directed by an unconscious
sense of order in regard to the relations of color, shape, posi-
tion, and often by a geometrical correspondence of elements.

I eliminated the perspective employed in my former
paintings. I simplified everything to geometrical shapes, flat
unbroken colors: lemon yellow, vermilion, black, white—polar
contrasts. . . . Color, which so far I had considered mainly
for its illustrative possibilities, was transformed into a force
loaded with potential space articulation, and full of emotional
qualities.®

During his last months in Budapest, and nine obsessed and hungry
months in Vienna, Moholy explored the space-articulating power
of the colored form. The light and heavy qualities, and the advanc-

3 “Abstract of an Artist,” op. cit.
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Fig. 5. Portrait: Reinhold
Schairer, 1921. Grease

crayon on paper.

ing and receding tension, inherent in certain shapes, colors, and
surface textures, were registered in dozens of collages. He glued
colored paper strips to backgrounds of varying tones, separating,
or superimposing colored form elements. These collages afforded
him “a rhythmical and emotional exultation as yet unmatched by
the use of oil on canvas.”* (Fig. 4). Later the superimpositions and
parallelograms were repeated in water color, adding transparency
as a new element to this new language of fundamentals. To attempt
in 1920 a visual contact between artist and public by purely
objective, noniconographic forms, was a declaration of independ-
ence which called for great courage in a young painter who felt
himself unsupported by any recognized group. In a country as
isolated from the Western World as Hungary, it severed all con-
tacts with the artistic fraternity. Only a small fraction of political
dreamers saw an inner connection between their goal of a clear
functional society, and the abstract symbols of man’s universe.

His friends and relatives on the farms and in the small Hungarian
4 1bid.
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towns who had reluctantly admired his severe portraits and line-
scapes felt he was throwing away not only his time but financial
success as well, and the Symbolists and Expressionists in the
artist cafés of Budapest and Vienna, riding the vogue of the
“Briicke” and “Blaue Reiter’” movements, sneered at the ‘“‘emo-
tional barrenness” of the Constructivist approach. Realizing his
total isolation, Moholy decided to break all the contacts of his
youth. In January, 1921, he arrived in Berlin.

Being almost penniless, he had to work his way across
eastern Germany as a letterer and sign painter. As soon as he had
enough money for a railroad ticket, he would take a slow train to
the next large town, On this journey he picked up a severe case of
“flu” which was decimating the German population in the winter
of 1920. Racked with fever he arrived at a Berlin hotel, and
collapsed in the lobby when the clerk wouldn’t take him in. A
young pedagogue, Reinhold Schairer, found him there. He and
his wife cared for the sick anonymous stranger as part of their
rehabilitation work for veterans of the First World War. Without
their devotion, Moholy would never have survived this crisis. His
gratitude is expressed in his porirait of Doctor Schairer. It was
his last representational drawing (Fig. 5).

After his recovery he found an empty attic in Berlin’s
western section, and with the help of some Quaker rations, estab-

Fig. 6. Perpe, 1919. Gouache on
white paper.
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Fig. 7. Collage and Watercolor,
1921.

lished himself as a painter who now tried to translate the form
relationships of the collages and the superimpositions and trans-
parencies of the water colors on canvas. “Perpe, 1919,” a gouache
composition on paper, and “Water Color, 19217 (Figs. 6, 7)
indicate the full scope of the problem he had set for himself. The
direction led from severe simplification of form in two-dimensional

space, to the creation of visual depth through color transparencies.

My transparent pictures around 1921 became completely freed
from all elements reminiscent of nature. Their genesis was
determined by a complete liberation from the necessity to
record. I wanted to eliminate all factors which might disturb
their clarity—in contrast for instance with Kandinsky’s paint-
ings which reminded me of an undersea world. My desire was
to work with nothing but the peculiar characteristics of colors,
with their pure relationships. I chose simple geometric forms
as a step toward such objectivity. I see today that this was the
logical continuation of the Cubist paintings I had admiringly

studied.®

By 1922, Moholy had reached the first definite posi-
tion in his life work. He had proved to himself the visual vitality
and creative essentiality of pure color and form elements in any
medium. His instinctive protest against the exclusion of creative
individuality from the political program of the Hungarian Revolu-
tion had been justified. Through his new vision he felt himself
intimately connected with the social reality of his time. Con-

structive design and reconstructed society were an inseparable

5 “Abstract of an Artist,” op. cit.
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entity. It was a confirmation of elating certainty, and the teacher
in him insisted on formulating what the painter had discovered.

Constructivism and the Proletariat®
Reality is the measure of human thinking. It is the means by
which we orient ourselves in the Universe. The actuality of
time—the reality of this century—determines what we can
grasp and what we cannot yet understand.

And this reality of our century is technology: the invention,
construction, and maintenance of machines. To be a user of
machines is to be of the spirit of this century. It has replaced
the transcendental spiritualism of past eras.

Everyone is equal before the machine. I can use it, so can
you. It can crush me; the same can happen to you. There is
no tradition in technology, no class-consciousness. Everybody
can be the machine’s master, or its slave.

This is the root of Socialism, the final liquidation of feudalism.
It is the machine that woke up the proletariat. We have to
eliminate the machine if we want to eliminate Socialism. But
we know there is no such thing as turning back evolution.
This is our century: technology, machine, Socialism. Make
your peace with it; shoulder its task.

Because it is your task to carry revolution toward reformation,
to create a new spirit that will fill the empty forms cast by
the monstrous machine. Manufacture in itself doesn’t make
a better life. Look around: the people are not happy in spite
of the machine. Well-being is caused by the spirit that ani-
mates technology; it is a socialism of the mind, a dedication
to the spirit of the group. Only a proletariat awakened to this
grasp of essential communality can be happy.

Who will teach them? Words are heavy, obscure. Their mean-
ing is evasive to the untrained mind. Past traditions cling to
their meanings. But there is art, the language of the senses.

Art crystallizes the emotions of an age; art is mirror and
voice. The art of our time has to be tundamental, precise, all-
inclusive. It is the art of Constructivism.

Constructivism is neither proletarian nor capitalistic. Con-
structivism is primordial, without class or ancestor. It expresses

the pure form of nature—the direct color, the spatial rhythm,

the equilibrium of form.
% Excerpts from an article in “MA,” May, 1922. “MA” (meaning “To-
day”) was a revolutionary Hungarian magazine, published between 1918

and 1925.
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The new world of the masses needs Constructivism because it
needs fundamentals that are without deceit. Only the basic
natural element, accessible to all senses, is revolutionary. It
‘has never before been the property of civilized man.

In Constructivism, form and substance are one. Not substance
and tendency, which are always being identified. Substance is
essential, but tendency is intentional. Constructivism is pure
substance. It is not confined to picture-frame and pedestal. It
expands into industry and architecture, into objects and rela-
tionships. Constructivism is the socialism of vision.

And in the Buch Neuer Kiinstler, which he and his friend Ludwig
Kassak published in 1922, the introduction proclaimed:

v

This is the hour to weigh the past heroes of destruction against
the fanatics of construction. There has never been an epoch
comparable to ours in which legions of awakened men set out
in so many different directions in search for new form—in
which so many men burn with a fanatical flame from which
bursts the cry of a new birth: an epoch which creates simul-
taneously the fury of despair and the flaming pillar of positive

fight.

Verbal expression didn’t come easily to a painter of
such obsessed vision. He needed help, the patient influence of a
trained mind. This influence was Lucia, a young university woman
whom Moholy met during his first year in Berlin. To the delirious
sense-perception of his new vision she added her superior intel-
ligence and the sober working discipline of a scholar. In collab-
oration with her, Moholy acquired the ability to think and express
himself logically and intelligibly. She was not at home in the
artist cafés or the smoke-filled studios. Through her and a circle
of friends, Moholy became part of the movement for psycho-
biological reform that spread through Germany after the First
World War. Its program was based on the rules of the Persian
Mazdaznan sect, prescribing exercises of Spartan rigor to attain
self-control, and a strict vegetarianism permitting only the con-
sumption of raw vegetables. Outdoor living with long hikes over
the countryside carried him far away from his youth as an army
officer and the nocturnal existence of a revolutionary. “Laci”
and Lucia were poor, and the extreme frugality of their life
emphasized the spiritual basis of their relationship. Their bond
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was a shared vision of the totality of revolutionary design, and an
unlimited willingness to work and to sacrifice for it.

It was during those long walks, on which he redis-
covered landscape, that Moholy started to photograph. The basic
elements of form, light, and color gradation, which he had sta-
bilized in his paintings, gave to the human figure, to animal and
plant a reality never previously observed. Shadows and textures
expressed a pattern of design that corresponded to his own work
(Fig. 8). At first Lucia was the apprentice of his perceptive
interpretation. Later she added to this vision the systematic
knowledge of the craftsman who learns his trade well, until she
became one of the outstanding photographers of FEurope. Their
marriage lasted until 1929. By then the nursling of a new age
had grown to be the mentor of the next generation. His alumnus
days had passed, and from the comradeship he and Lucia had
shared he turned to the complex relationships of manhood.

The other decisive influence upon Moholy during his
first years in Berlin was Kurt Schwitters. The Hanoverian Dadaist
had not been in Zirich in 1916 when Ball, Tzara, Arp, and
Huelsenbeck founded the “Cabaret Voltaire.” But the war-madness
of Furopean imperialism, and the venality of conformist artists,
had aroused similar reactions in him. He developed his own form
of Dadaism which he called MERz.” Some of his poems were word-
less sound-symphonies, composed of the rich vocality of vowels and
consonants without literary meaning, like the notes of a music
score. His prose was a cunningly disguised social satire. Through
a seemingly childish pattern of repetition and banality, he
achieved a highly sophisticated exposure of the petit bourgeois.
But his strongest influence came from his pictures, the MERz
COLLAGES. Schwitters wrote in the first issue of his magazine

Merz:

In a piece of art it is only important that all parts are cor-
related to the whole. . . . In the relationship of a known and
an unknown quantity, the unknown varies and modifies the

"The name was accidental and came from the four central letters of
the word “homMERZiell,” which had appeared on a scrap of newspaper
in one of the MERz collages.
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Fig. ?. Look before you leap, ca. 1922. Photomontage.



known. It is irrelevant whether materials had any established
value before they were used for producing a piece of art. They
receive their evaluation through the creative process.

That is why I use discarded cogwheels, tissue paper, can tops,
glass splinters, labels, and tickets. By being balanced against
each other, these materials lose their characteristics—their
personality poison. They are dematerialized and are only stuft
for the painting which is a self-related entity. A significant art
product has no longer an outward relationship to the material
elements that formed it.

In Vision in Motion, more than twenty years later,
Moholy paid homage to the genius of Kurt Schwitters by analyz-
ing his importance for modern art. But in 1922 he was fascinated
not by Schwitters’ historical significance but by the bold humor
of the Dadaists who attacked with ridicule where Moholy and his
Mazdaznan friends had brandished weighty principles. Under
Schwitters’ influence, he turned to political collage and photo-
montage ridiculing the undefeated nationalism of the Germans,
the senselessness of journalistic verbiage, and the shoddy authority
of the police state (Fig. 9).

But of greater importance for Moholy’s future work
was Schwitters’ preoccupation with typography. To ‘“equalize
contrasts and distribute the centers of gravity,” as he had pro-
claimed in the first number of his Merz magazine, Schwitters—
and with him most of the Dadaists—disassociated the letters of
the alphabet from their familiar word context. Single vowels and
consonants became compositional elements in many different art
forms: in music for instance, as self-expressive sound associations
in Schwitters’ “Sonata in Primordial Sounds”; in the photogram
by supplying an infinite variety of exact forms, overlying {free
forms and flowing textures; or in painting, where typographical
elements added visual and chromatic associations to the two-
dimensional plane. The letters I, N, and O worked into a collage
or a canvas represented curved or angular forms, but they also
produced an associative sound experience in the spectator who not
only saw but also “heard” the picture. One of the most ingenious
of these experiments is Moholy’s canvas “Gelbe Scheibe, 1921
(Yellow Disc, 1921)” in which the letters of the name Moholy
are composed into a Constructivist entity (Fig. 10).
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Fig. 10. Typographical
painting spelling out MO-
HOLY, 1921. Oil on bur-
lap.

Schwitters dedicated a series of his brightest MERZ
collages to Moholy, and he gave him the first copy of his famous
Anna Blume, bound in a multicolored paper cover made by him-
self, and inscribed: “To Moholy on the last day of the reduced
streetcar tariff.”’

But although Moholy understood the liberating out-
burst of the subconscious pandemonium in Dadaism, he never
became part of it. His creative impetus came from different
sources. He lacked the peculiar obsession of the frustrated revolu-
tionary artist which feeds on the tension between self-indulgence
and social accusation. He never could at the same time serve and
ridicule the suprapersonal goal he had recognized as binding. He
was unschizophrenic, and throughout his life he retained the
sincerity of the child—dedicated, without irony.

After Schwitters’ collages had opened Moholy’s eyes
to the Gestalt value of integrated symbolic elements, he discovered
the photogram, a creation of pictorial compositions in black and
white through the photographic printing process.
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Fig. 11.  PNEUMATIK, 1923. Photomontage as automobile-tire advertisement.



In spite of a long and bitter battle it has never been
decided conclusively which photograp}ier first put an object
directly on light-sensitive paper in the secrecy of his darkroom
and then exposed the arrangement to a flash of artificial light,
“painting” in this manner the solid forms on the light-sensitive
emulsion. Henry Fox Talbot, the English discoverer of photog-
raphy, made a lace photogram around 1850, and it is certain that
Christian Schad, a member of the Dadaist Cabaret Voltaire in
1916 created variations of the Dadaist collages in the photogra-
matic manner. He composed political posters, attacking the bour-
geoisie, by putting cut-out letters, and free-form outlines on
photographic paper, naming the results Schadographs, from his
own name and quite unaware of the double meaning in the
English language. A few years later the American Man Ray used
the same method to produce abstract “light paintings.” Like
Schad, he named his Rayograms after himself, but it was Moholy
who gave the process its lasting name. His designation photo-
gram (or fotogram) is today generally accepted.

There was a direct connection between Moholy’s
photograms and the “rubbish” pictures of Schwitters. The
Dadaist insistence upon the equal pictorial worth of all materials,
which had been anticipated by the followers of Synthetic Cubism,
suggested a search for photogram material in places where aca-
demic photographers refused to tread. Bathroom fixtures and
bobby pins, chicken wire, a human head resting directly on the
photographic paper, or a flower, etc., were the elements of these
creative configurations. They could be combined with collages
and drawings, and they could be purely pictorial or commercial
(Fig. 11).

In 1923, for the catalogue of his first photographic
exhibition, Moholy wrote:

The concretization of light phenomena is peculiar to the
photographic process and to no other technical invention.
Cameraless photography (the making of photograms) rests on
this. The photogram is a realization of spatial tension in black-
white-gray. Through the elimination of pigment and texture it
has a dematerialized effect. It is a writing with light, self-

expressive through the contrasting relationship of deepest black
and lightest white with a transitional modulation of the finest
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grays. Although it is without representational content, the
phctogram is capable of evoking an immediate optical experi-
ence, based on our psycho-biological visual organization.

It was through the parallel exploration of photogram
and photography that Moholy was able to arrive at clear defini-
tions for both. The photogram was the creation of elemental
optical relationships, and basically one with Constructivist paint-
ing. Photography was representation of symbolic form, bound by
the associative content of plant, animal, structure, and man. In
a widely reprinted article, “Isms and Art,”® which later was to
constitute the basis for his book Painting-Photography-Motion
Picture,” Moholy asserted that only a fetishistic adherence to
Romantic handicraft traditions could challenge the supremacy of

photographic representation over so-called realistic painting.

The representation of either the object or the human being has
been perfected to such a degree in photography that the inter-
pretation through manual means—painting—seems indeed
primitive. The battle between brush and camera becomes ridic-
ulous if one realizes, through constant photographic practice,
that all representation is interpretation—that the choice of
object, segment, light, shadow, even the choice of soft or hard
photographic paper, are highly creative “artistic”” decisions.
The danger of the photographic medium—including the mo-
tion picture—is not esthetic but social. It is the enormous
power of mass-produced visual information that can enhance
or debase human values. Brutal emotionalism, cheap sentimen-
tality, and sensational distortion can, if they spread unchecked,
trample to death man’s newly won ability to see gradation and
differentiation in the light-pattern of his world.

With this pronouncement, which he emphasized and
amplified throughout his life, Moholy not only promoted the
photographer to the position of teacher and social leader, but he
also included him among the artists. In uncounted photographs
Moholy explored man’s socio-biological manifestations. He saw
children and cats, old houses and the steel skeletons of mammoth
factories, mountain lakes and the pavement patterns of city streets,
with a camera eye that tried to be human before being realistic.

8 Vivos Voco, Vol. V, No. 8/9 (Leipzig, 1925).
9 Moholy-Nagy, Malerei-Photography-Film (Bauhaus Biicher, No. 8, Mu-
nich, 1927).
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Fig. 12. Photogram (cam-
eraless photo), showing Mo-
holy lighting a cigarette, ca.
1922.

The artistic transfiguration of the insignificant object, first pro-
claimed by Schwitters, was supplemented by a structural analysis
in the photogram that surpassed the Cubists with their limited
capacity to break through the surface of appearances by means
of paint and brush stroke (Fig. 12).

Photography had its influence upon Moholy’s work
as a painter. Other artists had used photography to record the
style of their sculptures and easel paintings. Moholy reversed the
process and painted his photographic experiences. His canvases
from 1922 are photogramatic compositions, decisively influenced
by the technical eye of the camera. The superimposition of planes,
the activation of light, and the smooth, textureless handling of
the surface are photographic in character (Fig. 13). They ex-
pressed his interest in the Russian predecessors of the Construc-
tivists, the Suprematists, whose work had reached the West
through the paintings of Kasimir Malevich and El Lissitzky. To
express the supremacy of a pure, depersonalized emotion as the
universal property of all men, Malevich and Lissitzky had re-
duced painterly effects to a minimum of individual “peinture.”

Moholy disliked the emotional symbolism of Malevich’s titles:
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Fig. 13. Painting, 1922. Oil on canvas.
Spheres painted with spray gun.

“Emotion of the Mystical Will Rejected” or “Emotion of a Mysti-
cal Wave from the Universe,” but he was deeply affected by the
precise analysis of visual elements. Malevich’s last painting, show-
ing a white square on a white background, was for Moholy “the
ideal screen for light and shadow effects which reflect the sur-
rounding world in the painting. The manual picture is suppressed
by the painterly possibilities of light projection.” It became his
goal “to eliminate color (pigment) or at least to sublimate it to
a point where the visual impact rests on the most essential medium
—the direct light.”1°

The physical conditions of Moholy’s life lent the right
background to this art of austerity. Berlin had no heat and little
licht in the inflation winter of 1922.

“One gets frightfully spiritual on crackers and apple
butter,” Moholy said many years later looking at the funereal
black of his canvases from that time. “My life acquired depth
and substance during those years, but all the colored feathers
were plucked from my wings. I had always liked to laugh, and I
loved a good time. But we lived in a spirit of self-sacrifice, ob-
sessed with the desire to submerge our egos into the collective
whole.”

As a climax to this self-effacing objectivity, Moholy
painted three pictures by telephone. He had to prove to himself
the supra-individualism of the Constructivist concept, the existence
of objective visual values, independent of the artist’s inspiration

10 [bid.
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and his specific peinture. He dictated his painting to the foreman
of a sign factory, using a color chart and an order blank of graph
paper to specify the location of form elements and their exact hue.
The transmitted sketch was executed in three different sizes to dem-

onstrate through modifications of density and space relationships

the importance of structure and its varying emotional impact

(Fig. 14).
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Fig. 14. Two compositions on baked enamel, ordered by
telephone from color grid (*‘telephone pictures’), 1923.

When in the winter of 1922 the art gallery Der Sturm,
under the brilliant leadership of Herwarth Walden, arranged for
the first showing of Moholy’s work, the obscurity of his existence
was over. “‘Compositions of high appeal,” wrote the famous Vos-
sische Zeitung, “created with a powerful sense of form and a

31







2 In 1919 Walter Gropius had founded the Staatliche

Bauhaus in Weimar, Germany

with the specific objective of realizing a modern architecture
which should be all-embracing in its scope. Within that
sovereign federative union, the different “arts”—every branch

of design, every form of technique—could be coordinated and
find their appointed place.!

This philosophy had a natural affinity with the ex-
uberant lines from the Buch Neuer Kiinstler:

We must change—we must create, because movement means
creation. Movement must be brought into equilibrium because
only so can form be created. This new form is architecture.?

The Bauhaus was the catalyst for the visual revolu-
tion of the twentieth century. It tested the validity of each new
concept on the reality of day-by-day existence. The house as the
nucleus of man’s growth became the measure by which to evaluate
color and structure, space, light, form. Ideological clarification
and creative effort, combined with manual-technological training,
were focused on the central idea of building as man’s basic con-
structive impulse. Pedagogically the Bauhaus program had a
twofold aim:

1. The intellectual, manual and technological education of
creative people for design work specifically related to build-
ing, and

2. The execution of practical research work related to building
and furnishing, and the development of model types for in-
dustry and crafts.®

1 Walter Gropius, The New Architecture and the Bauhaus (London &
New York, 1937).

2Ludwig Kassak and L. Moholy-Nagy, Buch Neuer Kiinstler, activist
magazine “MA,” Vienna, 1922.

3 Walter Gropius, “Baubaus 1”7 (Bauhaus Chronik 1925-1926, quarterly
publication of the Staatliche Bauhaus, Dessau, Germany).
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Within the scope of this designed totality came the picture on the
wall and the rug on the floor, the furniture for child and adult,
and the utensils in the kitchen. Dance and dramatic arts were of
equal importance with poetry and music. Man’s shelter and the
activities maintained within this shelter were considered the
aggregate expression of man’s cultural progress.

Gropius’ appeal was convincing enough to induce
some of the best men in modern art to join the Bauhaus faculty.
Kandinsky, Klee, Feininger, Schlemmer, were at the height of
their creative power when they became teachers. Other great
names of Furopean art and literature formed a group of active
supporters. Oud, Mondrian, Giedion, Werfel, Einstein, and many
others, declared their unanimity with the Bauhaus idea.

During the first three years of collaboration. the
Bauhaus faculty were united by the common aim of constructing
a design nucleus in which artist and craftsman ranked as equals.

In their first proclamation they declared:

Architects, sculptors, painters, we must all turn to the crafts.
. . . Let us creste a new guild of craftsmen, without class
distinctions which raise an arrogant barrier between craftsman
and artist. Together let us conceive and create the new build-
ing of the future which will embrace architecture and sculpture
and painting in one unity and which will rise one day toward
heaven from the hands of a million workers like the crystal
symbol of a new faith.

By 1923 two radically different interpretations of this new faith
had become evident. Jol.annes Itten, who taught visual analysis
and the interrelationship of color and personality, led a group of
fanatic individualists whose artistic convictions were those of
German Expressionism. A dedication to metaphysical speculation
and mystic rites produced form and color creations based on
subconscious automatism and emotional introspection. In con-
trast to the Expressionists stood the Constractive objectivists
whose aim was a form language based on geometric order and
tensional equilibrium. Their inspiration came from Mondrian’s
Neoplasticism; their esthetic orientation rested on the universal

functionality of a designed world.
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For Gropius and his goal of an integrated archi-
tectonic vision, the predominance of the Expressionist element in
the Bauhaus faculty was a negative factor, and he decided to draw
stronger Constructivist forces into the orbit of the school. In 1923
he appointed Moholy-Nagy as master of the advanced foundation
course and the Metal Workshop. Although the student council had
supported Gropius’ decision, the reaction of many Bauhaus mem-
bers to Moholy’s coming was negative. Paul Citroen, a student of

that time, has given a description of the divided feelings.

None of us who had suggested Moholy, liked his Construc-
tivism. This “Russian” trend, created outside the Bauhaus,
with its exact,-simulatively technical forms was disgusting to
us who were devoted to the extremes of German Expressionism.
But since Constructivism was the newest of the new, it was—
so we figured—the cleverest move to overcome our aversion
and, by supporting Gropius’ choice of one of its creators, in-
corporate this “newest” into the Bauhaus system.

We were conscious of the danger of drawing into the inner
circle the representative of an art form we basically negated.
But it was only an experiment, something easily to be undone
since Moholy was very young, and most probably inexperi-
enced. So Moholy came to Weimar as ‘“‘the champion of
youth,” as we labeled him in contrast to the “old” faculty
members Kandinsky, Feininger, and Klee who were between
forty and ffty-five.

The ensuing dilemma is convincingly illustrated in the
catalogue of the first big Bauhaus Exhibition. The expressionism
of Kandinsky, the dream world of Paul Klee, and the mysticism
of J. Itten, contrast strangely with Moholy’s angular metal sculp-
ture and his objectified canvases (Fig. 15).

The hopes of the “young” to find in Moholy a spokes-
man opposing the “old masters” were not fulfilled. Despite some
sharp brushes with Gropius, which were settled through their
common devolion to a great goal, a friendship developed which
lasted a lifetime. The impetuous, self-obsessed Hungarian was
attracted by the subtle taste and the restrained reasoning of the
older man. Moholy was well aware of his lack of formal art

education, and he was decided to overcome his handicap by an
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unlimited willingness to learn. He admired in Gropius the solid
knowledge and the critical mind he himself still lacked, and
Gropius was stimulated and supported by the intuitive creative-
ness and the associative energy of his young adjutant. “Moholy was
one of my most active colleagues in building up the Bauhaus,”
Walter Gropius wrote in his preface to the third edition of
Moholy’s The New Vision. “Much that was accomplished stands

Fig. 15. Geometrical sculptural composition in glass and nickel on black wood
base (Metallplastik), 1921/22.

to his credit. . . . He constantly developed new ideas. These
proved as fruitful to the school as to his own development.” And
in an obituary note to the fourth edition of the same book he

added:

We might well call the scope of his contribution “Leonardian,”
so versatile and colorful has it been. He was successful at once
as a thinker and as an Inventor, as a writer and as a teacher.
. . . Constantly developing new ideas, he managed to keep him-
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self in a state of unbiased curiosity from which a fresh point
of view could originate. With a shrewd sense of observation
he investigated everything that came his way, taking nothing
for granted but using his acute sense for the organic.

The publication of the Bauhaus books was perhaps the
most fruitful result of this friendship. Today these fourteen vol-
umes are the only remaining proof of the united effort to integrate
new visual values—embracing all art forms in all countries. They
bear witness to the gigantic scope of actual work done, refuting
all those who like to deride modern art for an abundance of
verbalization and a lack of planned effort. But the main impor-
tance of this project did not rest with the subject matter pre-
sented. Progressive magazines and book publications were abun-
dant in Europe between 1920 and 1930. The primary distinction
of the Bauhaus books was their function as authentic textbooks,
written by the creators of new forms and philosophies and not
by disciples of disciples. Pictorial maierial, theoretical content,
and typographical form were documents of a new, unified, visual
education. They are the first—and to date the only—co-ordinated
effort to relate the teaching of all visual disciplines to one inte-
grating principle—architecture.

The typography was Moholy’s job. Although he was
a newcomer in the field, Gropius trusted his taste and his work-
manship. In his own publication in the series, Malerei——Photog-
raphie—Fiim,* Moholy explained his interest in printing and lay-

out:

A long-range influence, still overlooked today, comes from
the work of the printer. It is his task to create international
understanding with all it implies ethically and politically.
The work of the printer is part of the foundation on which
our world is built. But, with the newest mechanical aids at
their disposal, most printers still have a “hand-type mentality,”
as if mass-distribution of mass-information could be ignored.
The essential factor in typographical progress has to come
not from form but from organization, not from new type faces
but from the optical effectiveness of the page. For the really
contemporary typographer the type face is not merely a means
of conveying meaning, but an optical disposition of space

4 See page 28.
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Fig. 16. Dust jacket for Bauhaus Book No. 12. Black and red on franslucent trac-
ing paper, 1925,
urging the reader to recognize the essentiality of clarity,
brevity, and precision.

The Bauhaus books influenced two generations of
progressive typographers and commercial artists; their wrappers
became landmarks of jacket design (Fig. 16), and their texts
served to annihilate the beaux-arts spirit. They also confirmed
Moholy’s ability in a new field in which he retained a lifelong
interest. Yet, in the totality of the Bauhaus effort, the publications
were only a supplementary task. The centers which radiated all
strength and all creativeness were the workshops. In the spring of
1923 Moholy became head of the Metal Workshop and the Ad-

vanced Foundation Course.

The Metal Workshop had been under the guidance of
Paul Klee, who, in the words of Xanti Schawinsky, turned out
“spiritual samovars and intellectual doorknobs.” Moholy saw a
chance to create implements which would fill the urgent demand
for good mass-production models and at the same time serve his
obsession with the problems of light. Under his guidance the
Metal Workshop of the Bauhaus produced a line of lighting fix-
tures which, still today, constitute the basic design of most modern
lamps (Fig. 17). In a photomontage called “ME,” Moholy has por-
trayed himself with his master students: Marcel Breuer, Hin Bre-

dendieck, and others (Fig. 18).
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The Preliminary or Foundation Course was the back-
bone of the Bauhaus program. Its purpose was the study of basic
materials, of wood, glass, metal, fiber, and their workability by
hand and tool. When Moholy joined the Bauhaus faculty in 1923
Joseph Albers had already established a curriculum that com-
bined the exploration of property values with simple functional
construction methods. The accent was on activation of the senses.
Moholy expanded this course into a second semester where the
basic knowledge of matter and method, acquired earlier, was ap-
plied to the inventive creation of form. Experiment, the free play
of intuition and material knowledge, was valued higher than the
finished result. “Education by process” became the motto of the

Foundation Course.

Fig. 17. Lamp design, metal
workshop, Bauhaus, Dessau,
1925.

But Moholy’s peculiar impact upon the Bauhaus com-
munity was due less to his pedagogical skill, which was still in its
beginnings, than to his personality, to his obsessed drive toward

total identification. In an obituary note, Paul Citroen wrote:

Like a strong eager dog, Moholy burst into the Bauhaus
circle, ferreting out with unfailing scent the still unsolved,
still tradition-bound problems in order to attack them. The
most conspicuous difference between him and the older
teachers was a lack of the typically German dignity and
remoteness prevalent among the older “Masters” as all Bauhaus
teachers were called. He never asked what was the impression
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Fig. 18. Photocollage ME, Bauhaus, Dessau, showing Moholy (top, wearing glasses)
and master students, 1925.



he made, or whether what he had to suggest would affect any-
one’s ego. He knew neither toga nor cothurnus in his relation-
ship to students, and when first he was often mistaken for a
student, he was delighted.

We who had been already several years at the Bauhaus were
often sceptical of so much innovation, aware of intrigues,
jealousies, personal advantages; and we certainly never did
any work if there was the slightest danger that anyone else
might get credit for it. Moholy was totally uninfluenced by
these modifications of our enthusiasm. There never lived any-
one more devoted to an objective cause. His high opinion of
the importance of the Bauhaus remained unimpaired, and he
devoted himself to it with such fervor that we started to discuss
his possible cellapse. But as a newcomer he got no credit.
Many of us used him for our own advantage and burdened
him with tasks we ourselves should have solved. But, with
the smiling enthusiasm of a child, Moholy accepted all de-
mands, and his vitality seemed unlimited.

It was equally important for Moholy to help organize
a “Bauhaus Fest”’—the annual fancy-dress ball which had become
nationally famous—to design settings for the Bauhaus Ballet, or
to hit the road in an attempt to collect money for an expansion
of the Bauhaus program. Life and work in Weimar and Dessau
fused to such an extent that the word leisure dropped out of
Moholy’s vocabulary. The processes of living, from eating and
sleeping to a streetcar ride or a business meeting, were as much
part of his work as giving a lecture or painting a picture. The
mere fact of existence implied a continuous process of growth, in
which positive and negative factors were analyzed through ob-
servation and experimentation, and added to his creative stock.

Years later in New York, the former head of the
largest publishing house in Berlin, recounted Moholy’s visit to him
in 1926.

“His German was abominable, and he had to make up
for missing adjectives with expressive gestures. I disliked modern
art and I had agreed to give the poor fellow a few minutes only
to please one of my art editors. But I became fascinated by
Moholy’s performance. Under his arm he carried a folder of
clippings culled from my own publications. Using a red pencil,

he showed me how layout, color scheme, and illustrations could
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have been a million times more effective. He criticized my desk
lamp—smilingly but cunningly—and he promised me a hundred
years of healthy existence if only I'd sit in a functional chair
and read by functional light. The most striking feature was
Moholy’s obvious enjoyment of his mission. He had neither the
meekness nor the forced cockiness of the typical money-raiser.
In the end I made out a check that was much higher than I my-
self had planned.”

As we stepped into the elevator of the small New York
holel where the one-time newspaper magnate lived as a refugee
from Hitler, Moholy reminisced wistfully.

“It’s a good thing to know the art of camouflage. God,
how much hurt pride and self-conscious embarrassment I’ve cov-
ered up with shows like that. No one had to overcome greater
handicaps in asking help than I. That was what made me so deter-
mined to be a success.”

The productive freedom, the atmosphere of creative
equality, and the glamour of international recognition outweighed
the friction which sparked incessantly among a group comprised
of some of the most creative men of an era. Much of this friction
resulted from charges of artistic plagiarism, leveled against
Moholy by some of his colleagues. He was accused of taking
someone else’s concept and developing it into a new form, a new
theory, a new workshop exercise. But there was nothing less
comprehensible to him than the tight grip on an idea. Throughout
his life he flung projects and suggestions into the arena, not
caring whether anyone else would claim them. He lent carefully
compiled lantern slides, his vast collection of prints and clippings,
even his own manuscripts, to any friend who had to make a
speech or wanted to write a book. The willingness to share creative
experience seemed to him particularly important in teaching.
Integrated design had accepted the whole world as its field of
action. The few men who took up this challenge were dependent
on spiritual solidarity for success. Gropius® attempt to co-ordinate
in the Bauhaus faculty all efforts toward a realization of the
design totality seemed to Moholy the ideal state of unified diver-

sity. The hunt for epigoni, the pastime of so many art critics, only
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aroused his contempt, which he formulated in an open letter to
one of the most powerful art editors of his day.

‘WEIMAR, July 1, 1924 STAATLICHES BAUHAUS
Mr. Paul Westheim

Editor

Das Kunstblatt

Berlin

Dear Mgr. WESTHEIM :

In the last number of your Kunstblatt, Alfred Kemeny takes
issue with an article by Paul F. Schmidt in which I am charac-
terized as a representative of Suprematism. Kemeny uses this
classification, which, by the way, was used by Schmidt without
my knowledge, to accuse me of eelecticism, plagiarism, and
self-promotion under false creative pretenses. He analyzes my
“sterility,” the lack of “economy” and precision in my work,
and the ‘“general incompetency of my artistic efforts.” But
this is irrelevant to what I have to say.

Kemeny was once my closest friend and co-fighter in the days
of the Hungarian MA movement. For purely personal reasons
he has become a bitter enemy who vents his anger through
public denunciation of my painting. Returning from a visit
to Russia only two years ago, in 1922, he wrote that only the
work of Peri and myself among the young generation could
compare with the maximum achievement of Russian art.

But I am totally uninterested in whether or not Mr. Kemeny
questions my originality; whether he or anyone else labels
me Suprematist, Constructivist, Functionalist, etc. Many years
ago, at the very bheginning of my life as an artist, some com-
rades and I warned in an article in “MA” against these catch-
words. Classifications are born by accident, through a journal-
istic quip or a bourgeois invective. The living force of artistic
development changes the meaning of the term without giving
the artist a chance to protest his false identity.

Kemeny states that I have “contributed nothing to the task
of finding for our time a visual expression commensurate with
its technological and economic urgencies.” It is not for me to
decide this, nor am I interested in the decision. My work at
the Bauhaus 1s concerned with translating my concept of con-
temporaneousness into form and word. This is so big a task
that it leaves me no time to worry about its interpretation
from without. Whatever the quality of my oil paintings and my
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sculptures might be, I am satisfied that I am given the privilege
—rare to anyone—to translate revolution into material reality.
Compared to this task, the fiddling of Kemeny and others
about priorities is quite irrelevant. A few years from now the
selective principle of quality will decide upon our endeavors,
and no catchwords or personal enmities will influence this
selection.
Sincerely yours,
MonoLy-Nacy®

The inner certainty of these lines was not conceit. It
was the acceptance of work as the supreme gratification of man.
Moholy had learned to work, and all that he achieved in later
years he achieved through effort. No artist held less to a mystical
belief in the automatic self-revelation of the genius. When he
had learned English, he adopted for art Edison’s definition of
genius, “one per cent inspiration and ninety-nine per cent perspira-
tion,” as one of his favorite sayings.

The most important contribution the Bauhaus years
made to Moholy’s development was his acceptance of teaching as
a life task. The contact with young people and the vitality of the
creative group lessened the frantic search of his Berlin years.
The zest of living productively and collectively erased ““the terrible
great quietness” of his childhood and the horrors of war; and it
liberated him from the faddish prejudices against a full enjoy-
ment of life that had narrowed the minds of his early German
companions. He discovered the unity of doing and being, the
organic oneness of living soundly and producing creatively. This

became the keynote of his teaching program.

From his biological being every man derives energies which
he can develop into creative work. Everyone is talented. Every
human being is open to sense impressions, to tone, color, touch,
space experience, etc. The structure of a life is predetermined
in these sensibilities. One has to live “right” to retain the
alertness of these native abilities.

But only art-—creation through the senses—can develop these
dormant, native faculties toward creative action. Art is the
grindstone of the senses, the co-ordinating psycho-biological
factor. The teacher who has come to a full realization of the

5 All quotations from letters and manuscripts dating from 1922 to 1941
were written in German and have been translated by the author.
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organic oneness and the harmonious sense rhythm of life
should have a tongue of fire to expound his happiness.®
But, together with this biological impetus and the
inner satisfaction of giving guidance, Moholy discovered the
depleting effects of teaching. Little has ever been written about
the psychological dilemma inherent in art instruction. It is taken
for granted that all knowledge and inspiration can be shared, and
that security against the hazards of an artist’s existence can be
guaranteed by a paid position. As Moholy became an experienced
teacher he discovered that the creative process lent itself poorly
to the inevitable routine of the classroom, that it often died of
verbalization. It became his conviction that art itself cannot be
taught, because young people look for absolutes whereas the
artist maintains a precarious equilibrium between self-assertion
and self-rejection. Even the teaching of the fundamentals of
integrated design, derived from a socio-biological understanding
of human needs, demanded from the artist-teacher a total dedica-
tion which needed the sustenance of the creative community and
the unlimited confidence of the students. Many years later in
America Moholy warned against the destruction of native talent
in the “resident artist” who is expected to dissect his soul four-
teen hours a week under the strict supervision of the Trustees.
To teach a new concept successfully, he told his graduates, called
for a deep respect for the artist’s integrity in any school adminis-
tration, and a high state of self-renunciation in the artist himself,
which can only be maintained by a profound love for youth.
This contrast between the humanist who thinks in
terms of relationships, and the specialist who thinks in terms of
isolated problems, emerged slowly in the late 1920°s. The syn-
thesis of art and technology on which rested the Bauhaus program
was slowly destroyed by a cancerous growth of the technological
cells. Political reaction joined forces with technocratic utilitarian-
ism, demanding that state-endowed education serve no other pur-
pose than the training of specialists. Under the leadership of
Hannes Meyer, an architect, a group of Bauhaus masters de-
nounced the original concept of an integrated education where
process and experiment ranked supreme over specialized skill.

6 Moholy-Nagy, Vom Material zur Architektur (Bauhaus Biicher, No. 14,
Munich, 1928), published in English under the title The New Vision.
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Since this change in pedagogical conviction corresponded to a
change in the political climate of Germany, foreshadowing totali-
tarianism, the opposition group found ready support among some
of the politicians upon whose vote depended the Bauhaus budget.

The pressure brought upon Walter Gropius became
more and more powerful. The alternatives were abandoning his
lifework or consenting to a compromise which would level off the
summit of integrative effort to a flat technological expediency.
On January 13, 1928, he resigned as head of the German Bauhaus.
On January 17 Moholy declared his complete accord and resigned
too, followed by Herbert Bayer, Marcel Breuer, and Xanti Scha-
winsky. In a letter, addressed to the Meisterrat of the Bauhaus,
Moholy formulated his reasons for resigning his position. It is a
statement that in twenty-odd years has lost nothing of its validity

for the acute problem of endowed education.

For the Bauhaus begins now a time of stabilization con-
ditioned by the length of its existence. As a consequence of
the growing scarcity of money, it is demanded that it be pro-
ductive, efficient—today more than ever.

Even though human and pedagogical considerations are not
eliminated intentionally, they suffer because of this stabiliza-
tion. Among the students, this reorientation is noticeable in
their increased demand for technical skill and practical train-
ing above anything else.

Basically one can’t object if human power wants to measure
itself on the object, the trade. This belongs essentially to the
Bauhaus program. But one must see the danger of losing
equilibrium, and meet it. As soon as creating an object becomes
a specialty, and work becomes trade, the process of education
loses all vitality. There must be room for teaching the basic
ideas which keep human content alert and vital. For this we
fought and for this we exhausted ourselves. I can no longer
keep up with the stronger and stronger tendency toward trade
specialization in the workshops.

We are now in danger of becoming what we as revolutionaries
opposed: a vocational training school which evaluates only
the final achievement and overlooks the development of the
whole man. For him there remains no time, no money, no
space, no concession.
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I can’t afford a continuation on this specialized, purely objec-
tive and efficient basis—either productively or humanly. I
trained myself in five years for a specialty, the Metal Work-
shop, but I could do this only by also giving all my human
reserves. I shall have to resign if this demand for specialization
becomes more intense. The spirit of construction for which I
and others gave all we had—and gave it gladly—has been
replaced by a tendency toward application. My realm was the
construction of school and man. Under a program of increased
technology I can continue only if I have a technical expert
as my aide. For economic reasons this will never be possible.
There is always money for only one of the two. I exerted great
effort over these years to make the expert unnecessary. I can’t
give more than I gave so far; therefore I have to relinquish
my place to him. I am infinitely sad about this. It is a turn
toward the negative—away from the original, the consciously
willed, character of the Bauhaus.

The school today swims no longer against the current. It tries
to fall in line. This is what weakens the power of the unit.
Community spirit is replaced by individual competition, and
the question arises whether the existence of a creative group
is only possible on the basis of opposition to the status quo.
It remains to be seen how efficient will be the decision to work
only for efficient results. Perhaps there will be a new fruitful
period. Perhaps it is the beginning of the end.

It was the beginning of the end. During the following
four years different men tried to save the Bauhaus by compromis-
ing with the growing political opposition. A last attempt by
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe to continue it as a private school in
Berlin failed when the Hitler regime wiped it out as a “center of

Kulturbolschewismus.”

In the fall of 1928 Moholy returned to Berlin. He was
no longer anonymous as when he had first pleaded with a hotel
clerk for a bed, but he also was no longer without scars and the
consciousness of defeat. The great illusion of a creative union
between government and education was destroyed. From now on
the realization of an integrated life concept depended on the
individual fighting power of those who believed in it. As a member
of the visionary group that had mapped total design as a future

principle of living, Moholy had been a contributor. not a leader.
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The dimensions of his inner stature became apparent only after
all supports were gone and he had to choose between retreat
and attack. In testing the needs of a civilization that seemed to
have abandoned all creative hope, he discovered its potentialities.
As he faced his times artistically, emotionally, and politically, he
became a contemporary in the deepest meaning of the word.
Somewhere between 1928 and 1929 Moholy sensed that his integ-
rity had to be preserved not through social retreat but through
total involvement and identification.

The State of Prussia maintained two opera theaters
in Berlin: the classical house Unter Den Linden, and the Krolloper,
Uenfant terrible of the operatic art. A trio of unusual talent worked
at the latter: Otto Klemperer, the conductor; Ernst Legal, the
producer; and Hans Curjel, the manager. Early in 1929 they
hired Moholy to design their settings. None of them quite realized
what this appointment would entail, although a quip of Legal’s
indicated some suspicions about his new designer:

“I'm supposed to believe I'm walking a dog,” he
said, “when it’s actually a lion.”

The first task assigned to Moholy was the scenery for
Offenbach’s Tales of Hoffmann. The spectator who came to lose
himself in the sweetness of the “Barcarole,” and to revel in a
papier-maché image of the Canale Grande, found his conservative
pleasures persiflaged by an unremittingly modern scene (Fig. 19).
Instead of barges there were stainless steel folding cots for the
romantic couples to recline on, pulled out of the bare wall at the
musical cue of the conductor. Instead of a neon-lit sky studded
with bulb stars, a tapered white ceiling led into a deep perspective
from which Hoffmann’s rococo figures emerged in costumes which
contrasted the clownish tuxedo of Antonia’s father with the
futuristic mobility of his daughter’s gown (Iig. 20).

Moholy’s Hoffmann was the event of the opera season,
arousing an equal amount of enthusiastic support and fierce de-
nunciation. In an interview for the Musikalische Monatshefte,

Moholy wrote:

Grand opera is dead, but much of its music cannot die. Let
us shed the monstrous decorations that smell of glue and mold
and will not fool a small child into an illusion of fairyland.
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Fig. 20. Antonia. Figurine from “The
Tales of Hoffmann,” State Opera, Berlin,
1929.

Let us test the staying power of so-called great music by having
fun with its trappings. If we insist on grand opera, let us see

it as contemporaries.

But after designs for Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro he felt his op-

timism crumble. In 1930 he wrote:

Grand opera and Total Theater don’t blend. One can’t dress
obsolete content with modern design. One could, but the
guardians of tradition won’t let us. As long as writer, com-
poser, and producer do not work as a creative unit to create
theater art, all efforts at a theater revival will be wasted in
feeble compromises.

After one more setting for the Krolloper, Hindemith’s
Hin und Zuriick (Figs. 21, 22), Moholy saw a chance for the
collaborative effort he had wanted. The Merchant of Berlin was
a social drama written by Walter Mehring and produced by Erwin
Piscator who was the director of a “political theater”” in Berlin.
The play used the German inflation of 1923 as a dramatic motif.
A small Jewish speculator, desperately determined to provide a
life of luxury for his tubercular daughter, teams up with national-
istic armament profiteers. In a frantic succession of finance
maneuvers, they wring the last pennies from the starving masses,
comforting them with the prospect of a new armament boom.
In the end the Jew is ruined by his titled friends who ride into
political power on their illegal profits. The equally senseless death
of those killed in battle and those starved to death by the specu-
lators is symbolized by the “Unknown Soldier” whose corpse is
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Bie Wan

Fig. 21. Sketches for figurine and painted backdrop for the operetta ‘‘Hin und
Zurick’’ (back and forth) by Paul Hindemith, State Opera, Berlin, 1930.
swept into the garbage bin together with billions of worthless
inflation money.
Moholy’s scenery was an experiment of great boldness.
The tragic proletarian level, the tragicomic middle-class level, and
the grotesque militaristic-capitalistic level were represented by
three platforms, moving vertically on the stage. The different levels
merged and separated, rose and fell, while endless conveyor belts
carried men and objects in incessant motion. Neon signs glared
into the face of the little Jew, wandering through Berlin in search
of profit, and the Potsdam militarists were harassed by shrieking

choruses of the starving unemployed, by enormous projections of
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statistics and slogans, and by advancing and receding background
units of slums and barracks.

| The curtain had not yet fallen when one of the most
violent theater battles in Berlin’s history broke loose. Nationalists
and Socialists in the audience attacked each other with fists and
boots, slinging verbal mud which appeared in the next day’s
papers. Unanimity between Left and Right was only restored
when it came to the stage settings. There the outcry against “intel-
lectual decadence” and “technological mania” had all hues, from
the crimson of the Social Democrats to the black-white-red of the
Nationalists.

Moholy was stunned. He could not understand why the
public was so unprepared for a presentation which was much less
extraordinary than, for instance, Schlemmer’s Bauhaus Ballets, or
some of the settings presented by the experimental theaters in
Munich, Frankfort, and Stuttgart. The Bauhaus had missed no
opportunity to demonstrate that

drama remains mere literature if an event or an impending
event—no matter how imaginative—is formulated and enacted
without a creative form peculiar to the stage. Only if the
tensions inherent in the most constructive use of stage effects
have been co-ordinated in a dynamic relatedness ot action can
we talk of stage technique.?

Walter Gropius had published his powerful appeal for a “Total
Theater,” demanding for

the universal producer a great light-and-space keyboard, so
impersonal and variable that it confines him nowhere and
remains flexible to all visions of his imagination. . . . The Total
Theater must be a mobilization of all spatial means to rouse
the spectator from his intellectual apathy, to assault and over-
whelm him, coerce him into participation in the play.®

New designs for theaters had been widely publicized, exposing
the audience to projections on ceilings and walls, with U-shaped
or circular stages, and with technical equipment ranging from
percussion orchestras to apparatus for the inclusion of scent

sensations into the stage effects. The question raised by the scan-

“Schlemmer and Moholy-Nagy, Die Biihne des Bauhauses (The Stage of
the Baunhaus, Bauhaus Biicher, No. 4, 1924).
8 Walter Gropius, Theaterbau (Reale Accademia D’ltalia, No. XII, 1934).
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dal of The Merchant of Berlin was why all these suggestions and
realizations had had no effect on the public taste. The answer
propelled Moholy from a merely revolutionary into a social con-
sciousness. It revealed to him the basic cause for the sociological
failure of the whole visual revolution.

The defenders of the new vision were guilty of an
asocial isolation and a nonevolutionary abruptness. Their greatest
shortcoming was a lack of feeling for organic transition. Theo-
retically Moholy had found convincing words against sophistica-
tion when he wrote in Die Biihne des Bauhauses:

It is well to remember that the supposedly illiterate masses—
in spite of their academic “backwardness”—usually formulate
the healthiest instincts and preferences. Creative comprehen-
sion of the genuine, and not the synthetic, needs remains our
permanent task.

It was on the definition of the genuine and the syn-
thetic that the new theater art foundered. The experimental ballets
and the persiflaged grand operas, performed before small select
groups, had been successful because they appealed to intellectual
curiosity. They were one more manifestation of a new pattern of
relative value in color and form. They never affected the masses.
But the dramatic spectacle-—half drama, half comedy—is an essen-
tial part of Furopean life. The existence of municipal theaters in
the smallest provincial towns testifies to the eminent place it holds
in the social pattern. It is in the theater that the people find their
illusionary paradises. The acceptance of a play by the spectator
depends on the right balance between sufficient realism to permit
self-projection, and a glorification of suffering distinctly not his
own.

In The Merchant of Berlin the traumatic ageny of
civic existence, the shame of exploited gullibility, and the secret
hope for economic recovery by means of another world war, were
exposed with stark realism. The familiar trappings of heroism
and national pride were thrown into the ash can. The protest of
the Berlin audience was self-defense.

If the co-ordination between actor and machine had
functioned according to Moholy’s demand that “in the Total
Theater man is no longer central as in the traditional theater, but
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Fig. 23. Stage setting for '‘Madame Butterfly,”’ State Opera, Berlin, 1931. Sta-
tionary foreground props, varied from scene to scene by varying background pro-
jection from glass slides on curved stage horizon.

he must be used as a representational means of equal value beside
the new forms of light, space, motion, and tone,”® perhaps the
audience would have been intimidated by the crushing power of
this new symbolism. As it was, Moholy proved his own point that
“in this concentration of mechanical eccentricities man has no
longer any place.” The inadequacy of the human voice against
the roaring stage apparatus, the awkwardness of the human figure,
dwarfed and flattened out by the assault of light beacons, mechan-
ical motion, and cacophonous sound, seemed to refute the new
dramatic vision. The union between man and machine stood

accused. Reactionary zealots had a rare day of triumph.

Moholy did one more stage setting the following year,
a lovely light-play to the gentle score of Madame Butterfly. The
mechanical experiments had been abandoned. He had decided to
plead for visual revolution with the subtle means of kinetic light,
the dramatic distortion of restless shadows, and the emotional
excitement of transparency and translucency (Fig. 23). The only
reminders of “Total Theater” and “mechanical eccentricity” were
the costumes, which were orgies of pure color, and whims of line

and form. But the fast-spreading political reorientation had al-

9 Die Biihne des Bauhauses.
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ready changed public opinion from defensive criticism to polit-
ical assault, and even this score of finest values was denounced

as “cultural Bolshevism.”

The famous twenties had come to an end, and the high
spirit of creation sank into a coma, pathetically close to death.
Much energy had been wasted, and the goal of an integrated
visual and social world had not been realized. But there had never
been a decade more generously permitting man to dream in pub-
lic. Many of these visions had not endured, but they had isolated
agents which could never be destroyed. New architecture had
established functional and esthetic standards; in painting and
sculpture the self-expressive reality of color, form, space, and
motion had been proven; and the educational philosophy of the
Bauhaus had restored man—the fractional tool of industrial revolu-
tion—as master of art, science, and technology. It will remain the
honor of the German Republic that it sheltered these forces and
provided the means and the environment to formulate a new

covenant between the creative individual and society.
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3 Madame Butterfly was still playing in the Kroll Opera

House when I took over the scenario office of a large motion-
picture company in Berlin. In a thickening atmosphere of nation-
alistic isolation, the level of the Tobis production was above that
of the average commercial firm. In leaving my previous engage-
ment with the State Theater in Darmstadt, Hesse, I hoped that the
international character of Tobis would save it from a Fascist
mentality. But in shrewd anticipation of future developments, the
Dutch and Belgian stockholders suddenly sold out their interest
to I. G. Farben, which acted as spearhead for Herman Goring’s
planned consolidation of Germany’s industry under Nazi rule.
This transaction, involving millions of marks, emphasized a sense
of impending disaster spreading slowly among German progres-
sives.

Hitler’s power, which had been a provincial buffoon-
ery, acquired an unexpected reality in 1931. At the time of the
Tobis stock transfer, millions of unemployed men started to join
his private army, the SA, or the “Storm Troopers.” Newspapers and
radio commentators became increasingly sympathetic to the new
W eltanschauung. Big industry picked up the scent of a potential
rearmament boom, and economists spared no mental acrobatics
to reconcile Hitler’s threatened liquidation of capital interest with
the mouth-watering promise of annihilation of the labor unions.
Life started to be obscured by miasmic clouds of cowardice and
treachery.

Among my colleagues at the motion-picture syndicate
was Saul Levinson, who had made a name for himself by pro-
ducing newsreels, short subjects, and educational films of high
artistic quality. But the transfer of the company’s stock had weak-
ened his spine. He knew that the zeal of Joseph Goebbels for
Volksaufklirung would cost him his neck if he did not prove his
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loyalty to the future Fiihrer. Like many others he tried to save his
skin by frantic attempts to hang new convictions on an undesirable
family tree.

One day in the winter of 1931 he called me over the
house phone.

“I’'m in a fix, Peech, and you have to help me. Some
cuy is down here in the projection room; unpronounceable name
but supposedly famous. Has some photographs with him which
look like so many darkroom accidents to me. Wants to run off
some experimental film. But you know the situation. With the
new stockholders in control we can’t show Kulturbolschewismus
any longer. I don’t want to be the one to tell him, though. The
State Theater boys sent him. They still count. He might be an
insider for all I know. Tell you what. I'll scram and you look at
his stuff; then throw him out, gently but firmly. I don’t want his
type around here any more.”

When I got to the projection room, a man was sketch-
ing on the back of an envelope, explaining something to Levinson,
who was watching the door instead of the paper. The visitor was
medium-sized, and carefully dressed. He had a streak of white
through his very black hair, and the simple features of a peasant,
open blue eyes, high cheekbones, a heavy jaw, and a full mouth.
But his hands were small, narrow, and very sensitive. He smiled
at me as if he had met me many times.

“I'm so glad you could come. You are the scenario
editor, aren’t you?” he said, giving me a strange sensation of
being his guest. “You’ll be interested in this project.” He handed
me a sheaf of typewritten pages. “But we’ll first look at the light-
play. After you’ve seen it you’ll recognize the idea.”

The strong r’s and the soft s’s of his Hungarian accent
gave his speech a musical rhythm.

“As I explained to this gentleman—"

Levinson winked at me, pointing his right thumb over
his shoulder to remind me of the kickout I was to apply.

“I'm so sorry I have to leave, Professor. It was a great
privilege.” Levinson bowed affectedly to emphasize the irony of
his words. But the man, to whom I hadn’t been introduced, smiled
without suspicion.
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After Levinson had left, he returned to his sketch.
It represented two plate-glass mirrors mounted on an open truck.
A film camera was directed at each mirror. As the truck was driv-
ing through the streets of Berlin, each camera would photograph
the happenings of a single day—between dawn and dusk. City life
would be reflected, distorted, broken up, concentrated, through the
medium of the mirrors.

“We could tilt them at times,” he said, using the
plural as if it were I who would be with him on the truck. “Or
we could use one flat and one concave surface.”

He searched his pockets for another piece of paper,
and produced a calling card on which he drew a concave and a
convex refraction scheme. As he handed the card to me, explaining
how the mirage would work, I saw the name LAszL6 Monovry-
Nacy.

. “Oh, it’s you; you’re Moholy-Nagy,” 1 said, and his
face, which had been serious in its intense concentration, lighted.

“You know my name? How nice”—as if everyone
with an interest in modern art did not know who he was. But it
was not an affected delight. It was genuine surprise, the joy of a
child at being recognized. He never lost it, and even the incredu-
lous intonation remained unchanged to the end of his life. “You
really know my name?” floated gaily through the darkened hos-
pital room during his last sickness fifteen years later, when an
orderly turned out to be a former student of Black Mountain
College.

I had known his name for ten years, I told him. In
1921 my conservative father had warned his daughters to stay
away from a subversive art show called “Der Sturm,” which was
“polluting” the academic tradition of my native Dresden. The
grave old man, a great architect and trustee of the Art Academy,
had been particularly peeved by Moholy’s collages, which he
called “the cutouts of a child.” Of course I had lost no time in
seeing the forbidden show, and I had retained a vivid memory,
not so much of specific paintings, but of a symphony of floating,
merging, speaking elements of form.

The tone in which I told my reminiscences must have

been full of the superiority which my generation felt toward the
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academic backwardness of their elders. To us they were worth
only a contemptuous laugh, which I expected to share with this
man whose work had been so ignorantly attacked. But Moholy-
Nagy reacted differently.

“I could make your father understand a collage,” he
said. “I’'m sure I could. If I had a chance to explain the basic
idea to him—the overlying planes, and the relationship of color
and texture—"’

He crossed his spread fingers in the form of a grill,
a gesture which I later came to accept as the most characteristic
expression of his drive toward integration. I was touched by his
demonstrative zeal, which, at that moment, was focused on my
absent and old-fashioned father—as if it mattered whether or
not he understood a collage. As I looked into Moholy’s eyes, dark
blue and startlingly direct, I realized half-consciously that for
him everyone mattered. My supercilious mockery was as incom-
prehensible to him as Levinson’s sarcastic reverence had been a
few minutes earlier. Until now, I had never met a total teacher.

The operator in the projection room announced that
he was ready and I saw the first version of “Light-Play Black-
White-Gray,” an abstract film which now has become famous in
Europe and America. The patterns created by moving discs and
rotating cylinders, by the solid black of dark metal and the trans-
parencies of luminous plastic sheets, were totally new to my eyes,
accustomed only to the obviousness of commercial film produc-
tion. All I could do was see; I could not be objective, critical. But
objectivity was what Moholy wanted. He was not interested in
passive admiration; he did not even want the satisfaction of con-
sent. This man whom I had never met before wanted my collabora-
tion, and he wanted it then and there. He pressed another calling
card and a pencil into my hand and urged me to take notes. The
light-play ran its course. When it was over and I was unable to
make a single negative comment, Moholy was disappointed.

“I was sure you’d have something to say.” The tone in
which he spoke made me feel absurdly guilty.

He called for the operator who had projected the film,
and asked his impression. Nussbaum was a typical Berliner—
quick-witted and cynical.
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“Well, Professor,” he started out, “my eyesight
mustn’t be any longer what it used to be. All I could make out
were shaking rods and rolling balls with a few window panes
thrown in. Not that I want to be critical, but. . . .”

“Yes, but?” Moholy interrupted eagerly, disregarding
the sarcasm.

Nusshbaum was stumped. No one ever asked his opin-
ion and he hadn’t cared about what he was asked to show.

“You projected the film,”” Moholy urged him on. “You
see films all day long. You know more about it than T do. Your
judgment would mean much to me.”

He smiled with the same intensity that had touched
me when I had first come into the projection room. It now
touched tough Nussbaum. His quick tongue was stuck.

“That glass sheet with the holes . . .”” he muttered.

“Yes?”

“—pretty,” said Nussbaum, smiling with infinite relief
because he had remembered some detail.

“All right, pretty. But what wasn’t pretty?”

“Well, hard to look at the reflections on those polished
disks.”

Nussbaum spoke slowly, amusing to listen to after the
tempo of his usual speech.

“Hard on the eyes,” he concluded.

“Very interesting.”” Moholy made notes on his card.
“Let’s go over it again. Perhaps we can cut it.”

“But Professor!” Nussbaum looked at his watch and
so did I.

“It won’t take more than ten minutes,” Moholy smiled.
“If we stand here debating it’ll take much longer. This time,
please, record your impressions,” he said to me.

His features and his voice expressed a mixture of
pleading gentleness and stubborn, almost threatening insistence
which T later came to admire as the most successful coercion
toward unconditional surrender.

When Moholy left late that afternoon we had seen the
film three times. Between us Nussbaum and I had a dozen calling
cards filled with scribbled comments, and a new word—light-
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display—had been added to our vocabulary. Without knowing it,
we had become collaborators and we had started to understand
that, to a total worker, everybody mattered as a collaborator.

A few days later I went to Moholy’s studio to return
a film manuscript which he had urged me to read. The face of
the young man who took me in the elevator to the top floor of
the studio building on the Kaiserdamm reflected intense concen-
tration. He was Gyorgy Kepes, a Hungarian painter who had
come to work with Moholy a few years earlier. His reticence, and
the perpetual solemnity of his mien, seemed to contrast strangely
with Moholy’s enthusiastic eloquence and outgoing cordiality.
In time I came to understand their partnership. It was founded on
their common devotion to seeing as a philosophy of life. Their
differences of temperament and social orientation, often aggravated
by their furious Hungarian egos, were settled through a deep
mutual understanding about the fitness of demonstrative means.
It was a matter of common emphasis and common taste. Later,
in their American years, they added to this unifying vision the
dedication to teaching. On behalf of the shared responsibility for
the future of universal design they formed a team which lasted
for twelve years. It added much to the visual pedagogy of our
time.

Moholy’s studio in 1931 looked like a relief chart of
the landscape of design. There was almost no furniture; floor
space was needed as a work area. From strings, extended across
one corner of the room, long strips of film hung like spaghetti.
It was a travelogue, ready to be cut and printed, which Moholy
had brought back from Finland. Over another part of the floor
was spread out a sequence of sketches—covers for the fashionable
magazine Die Neue Linie, which frequently displayed Moholy’s
and Kepes’ designs (Fig. 24). Typewritten pages of a lecture on
photography, cut into strips and put together like a jigsaw puzzle,
were lying somewhere else; and set up on a tripod was a camera
aimed at a multitude of colored pins which were stuck in a white
sheet on the wall. For hours I literally walked through projects
in advertising, typography, film, and photography. I was not
asked to be an interested visitor. As in the film projection room, I
was asked to participate, to contribute. The typewritten puzzle of
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Fig. 24. Cover page for

periodical ‘‘Die Neve
Linie,”” 1930. Photomon-
tage. .

the lecture was assigned to me first; later I held a polished metal
sheet to supply highlights on a pile of woolen fabrics to be photo-
graphed for a clothing ad (Fig. 25). When suppertime came, we
picked up some bread, cold meat, fruit, and cold tea from a wall
cupboard. None of us seemed to think of going out to dinner.

When finally Kepes had left and it was time for me to
go too, I realized that something I had expected to find was
missing. There wasn’t a painting in the studio, no sculpture, not
even a sketch. For ten years I had thought of Moholy as a painter
—one of the great four of the Bauhaus: Kandinsky, Klee, Fein-
inger, Moholy-Nagy. Where were his paintings?

After 1 had asked him, there was the embarrassed
silence that follows a tactless question. Then:

“l don’t paint anymore.”

I looked over the multitude of projects in the studio.

“You have no time just now?”

“There’s always time for painting,” he said brusquely,
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Fig. 25. Multicolored labels for textile
industry, used in varying sizes for price
tags, advertising, store decorations.

and the strange contradiction to his previous statement made it

impossible to continue the conversation.

When Moholy next called for me at my office, he took
me to the worker’s district near Berlin’s Alexanderplatz. We
climbed dark stairs until we reached a dingy office with a roll-top
desk and an archaic typewriter. Moholy told me to wait, and while
I stared into the light of a bare bulb I wondered why I did not
resent this strange companion who, like a magnetic force, con-
stantly changed my direction. In the two weeks I had known him I
had edited several articles written in his picturesque but non-
literary German; I had spent many tiresome hours posing for a
magazine title-page which was to show only the silhouette of a
woman’s body against a glaring backdrop of light, and I had
broken dates and appointments to be in Moholy’s studio at supper-
time, loaded down with packages of cold meat, fruit, and pastry.

“You can come in now,” said a wispy little man from
a door.

In the center of a workshop stood a construction—
half sculpture and half machine—a combination of chromium,
glass, wire, and rods, in which I recognized the forms of the
light-display film. As it turned slowly, invisible lights flared up
and turned off, producing gigantic shadows on the walls and the
ceiling (Fig. 20).

“This is beautiful,” T gasped. “It's magnificent. It
1s— and suddenly I saw the difference between concept and

reality, ““it is almost as beautiful as the film.”
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Fig. 26. Light machine, Mobile interplay of chromed and glass parts as projection
instrument for the abstract film ‘‘Light Play Black-White-Gray,” 1925/30.



Moholy smiled. His whole face expanded with hap-
piness.

“There, did you hear?” he said to the little man.

“Hear what?”

“That the reflection is more powerful than the original,
that I was right making a film?”

“Film, tsszz,” hissed the man, and it was quite obvious
that this was the continuation of an old argument. “But the
craftsmanship, the precision, where does that show in your blasted
film?”

He took me by the arm.

“Here, Lady, just take a look. See how that clears?”
A small black ball rolled softly down a slanting rail passing
through a rotating sphere.

“And the grills? Have you noticed the grills?”” There
was a sequence of chromium grills, their mesh formed by a variety
of wire patterns.

“The light reflects differently in every one of them.
See?”’

He started the machine again and the light played
dramatically on the metal.

“Film, my eye!” he repeated. “Craftsmanship—that’s
what matters!”

“We’ve been working on the machine for almost ten
years,” Moholy said as we went down the stairs. “I pay him
whenever I’ve some money, but it has cost him more in time and
materials than I'll ever be able to repay. He’s a wonderful fellow.
He’s as obsessed by motion as I am by light.”

All during dinner we talked about the light machine,
which acquired human importance. Moholy explained its genesis
by drawing on a sequence of calling cards his experiments, from
the almost archaic wood sculpture he had done in 1921 to the
floating glass construction in the center of the light machine, fore-
shadowing his later work with plexiglass. The Lichtrequisit had
been exhibited in the room Moholy designed for the International
Building Exhibition in Paris in 1930, and now he planned to syn-

chronize its motions with a musical score.
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“I'm so happy you understand,” he said. “This is a
wonderful day for me. You don’t know what it means to me that
you saw it.”’

I did not know yet either. In future years, on our wan-
derings through Europe and America, I would come to consider
the light-display machine the problem child of my household be-
cause it refused to pass custom authorities the normal way. When
it finally came to rest in Chicago it had been declared a mix-
ing machine, a fountain, a display rack for various metal alloys
and a robot, and it had caused me more trouble than a dozen
children. But on that first evening of our acquaintance I admired
it, without reserve. .

“You’ll write a music score,” Moholy suggested, “and
I’ll compose the movements. Then we make another light-display
film, this time with a sound track.”

“I can’t write music,” T said soberly. “I never have.”

“Of course you can.” Moholy brushed over the table
cloth. “Of course you're musical. I can hear it in your voice.”

“All T do is listen to music,” I tried to modify his
enthusiasm.

“You wouldn’t want to listen if you didn’t have the
inner need to re-create what you hear. That proves your musicality.
Do you have another hour or two? Good, I'll show you that you're
musical.”

We went to a Hungarian restaurant where a gypsy
band played dance music.

“You know czardas?”

“No, I’'ve never danced 1it.”

“You will,” he said, beaming.

“Left and left—right and right.” His voice was as
intense as if he were speaking an invocation. “Hands on my
shoulders. Left and left. Now jump.”

From a slow square-dance rhythm we changed to faster
and faster tempi. My hair came undone, my belt fell to the floor.
An earring followed, but we didn’t stop. I had never felt such an
obsession for dancing, never had had a pariner so obsessed. When

we finally left the floor we were both drunk and we’d had no wine.

67



In the weeks that followed I saw the multiplicity of
Moholy’s life—his work for the textile trade and the fireproof
glass industry, his posters, pamphlets, advertisements. With his
friend, Herbert Bayer, he designed a settlement exhibition, the
Gehag, demonstrating the urgent need for communal living. He
set type for trade publications, arranged window displays, and
worked on a sound film, engraving linear shapes on film negative.
When he played it back on a sound projector he achieved a
coincidence of tone and line that had never been demonstrated
before. “l can play your profile,” he would say to a friend,
sketching the outline of the face in his notebook. “I wonder how
your nose will sound.”

But I never saw him paint, and we never talked about
painting.

Each visit to his studio was filled with participation
in the task most urgent at that particular time. It was like being
inducted as a recruit. Perhaps I was also courted, but it was a
courtship without precedent. It spoke through tasks assigned and
slow confidences and shared convictions. If it was love, it was the
most complete objectification of sentiment. It fitted the deckhand
philosophy I had gained from a previous marriage, which had
failed; and it also answered my contempt for the glamorous
extravagances of the “roaring twenties.”

Moholy’s unremitting devotion to his work seemed
hard to reconcile with his well-known friendship with one of the
prettiest, most elegant young actresses of the Berlin stage. Her
temperament and performance seemed rather incompatible with
this total identification of life and task. Yet her picture appeared
in many of Moholy’s photographs and designs, his telephone
conversations with her were of the charming politeness so peculiar
to Austrians and Hungarians, and he usually called for her at
night at the theater. He had mentioned a wife before. Was he
divorced? I would have liked to know more about his personal
relationships but I never asked the questions so much on my mind.
In spite of his boyish enthusiasm and his radiant charm in contact
with others, there was an element of remoteness, an ascetic dedi-
cation in Moholy’s character which rejected curiosity. It removed
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him from gossip and left his private life undiscussed, but it also
removed him from close friendships. Even for those who loved
him, he ever retained a touch of unworldliness.

The idea of the film “Reflected Image,” which he had
tried to sell to Levinson that first afternoon we met, slowly took
shape. I tried to work out a scenario in order to get some structure
into the mirror-shots of the city. But the traditional rhythm of
morning, noon, and night; of awakening, activity, and relaxation,
seemed too trite.

“I'm not thinking in chronological terms,” Moholy
finally said. “At least not in the accepted sense. The rhythm of
this film has to come from the light—it has to have a light-
chronology.”

He crossed his spread fingers to form the grill I had
seen in the projection room.

| “Light beams overlap as they cross through dense
air; they’re blocked, diffracted, condensed. The differént angles
of the entering light indicate time. The rotation of light from east
to west modulates the visible world. Shadows and reflexes register
a constantly changing relationship of solids and perforations.
Come, I want to show you something.”

Moholy had to move his bed in the small attic room
adjoining his studio to get into a storage vault. As I watched him
open the door and saw tiers of stacked canvases, I felt intense
expectation. What I would have taken for granted—seeing the
work of a painter in his studio—had acquired unusual significance
through Moholy’s statement that he had given up painting. He
searched for a long time in the storage space and then brought
out two pieces: a canvas and a small plastic. The plastic—a yel-
lowish celluloid sheet—had been painted on the surface and on the
construction board underneath the translucent material. It showed
the characteristic Constructivist cross in a balanced tonality of
gray and red (Fig. 27). As the light from a floor lamp struck the
surface, the strong reflections changed the colors completely,
almost dissolving them where the light was strong, and toning
them down to fine gradations farther away from the light source.
But it was the canvas that fascinated me most (Fig. 28). A white
transparent disk floated over crossed beams of a radiant red, a
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Fig. 27. First transparent
painting, 1923. Oil on gal-
alith sheet. Painted forms on
surface, underside, and white
wood background of com-
position.

warm auburn, and a deep black. I was not aware that Moholy
slowly moved the floor lamp from left to right. I saw the disk
advance out of the flat surface, setting the different tone values
of the beam in slow motion. Suddenly I understood the meaning
of a light-chronology. The advancing and receding white of the
disk and the colors of the beams were moved by light. The shaded
hues of the celluloid picture, controlled by opaqueness and trans-
lucency, had made it clear to me. This was the dramatic motif of
the film “Reflected Image.”

“Why don’t you paint anymore?” I asked, feeling
reproachful in a personal sort of way.

“Because art dies of stagnation.” Moholy turned the
pictures to the wall. “We’re through with stagnant art.”

“Who’s we?”

“The original Bauhaus group.” He lay down on his
cot, hands clasped under his thick black hair. “We gave ten years
of our lives to clarify the premises. Now that the means have
been discovered and the solutions anticipated, there’s a viciously
ignorant publicity machine to separate us from the people. Their
native instinct for organic values in design is systematically
destroyed by an identification of revolutionary art with subversive
politics. As if the art of living sensitively were not everyone’s
privilege.”

“The more reason to paint,” I said, but he shook his
head.

“Art has to have a social reality,” he stressed the
word social, “expressing a socio-biological need that cannot be
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Fig. 28.

“A 17, 1923. Oil on canvas.

gratified in any other way. There were many who understood this
as long as we were permitted to teach.”

He smiled, looking up at the ceiling.

“Children and very simple people: workers, women,
those who are not afraid to seem what they are. They haven’t heard
yet what art is supposed to be. They always respond to pure color
harmonies and basic formal contrasts.”

He jumped up and moved his cot again. He dove into
the storage vault and came up with a large black portfolio.

“Here it is.” He held a photogram against the light,
showing a spiral, a disk, and an oval on a deep black background
(Fig. 29).

“There was a kid, and you know what he said? He
said: ‘I never knew what night looks like.” It was the contrast
between the white undefined form and the solid blackness that
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Fig. 29. Photogram, ca. 1926.

had made the emotional experience of night clear to him. That’s

what I mean by a spontaneous need for art.”

One night we stood on the top platform of the Berlin
Radio tower. Below was an intricate pattern of light and darkness,
the flashing bands of trains and automobile headlights; above
were the airfield beacons in the sky. Moholy must have seen it
a hundred times. He lived only a few blocks away, and he had
done some fine photographs from the platform on which we
stood (Fig. 30). But his enthusiasm was that of a surprised child.

“This is it—almost—this is almost painting with
light.”

The engine of a train puffed thick, white clouds into
the night; the billowy denseness was rifted by streaks of glowing
sparks.

“I’'ve always wanted to do just this—to project light
and color on clouds or on curtains of falling water. People would
respond to it with a new excitement which is not aroused by two-
dimensional paintings. Color would be plastic—"

His face was glowing, and at the same time relaxed
in the freedom of expression.

“You've never stopped painting,” I said. “You can’t
escape being a total painter.”

“I know—but I didn’t think anyone else knew.” There
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Fig. 30. ‘‘From the Radio Tower,” 1928. Photograph.



was a flash of great warmth as he looked at me, and then his
face closed up. “It’s no use—all the lights have been blown out.
We're all going blind from isolation.”

“You have a friend.” I mentioned the young actress
whose companion he was. “And you had a wife.”

“Women!” He flipped his left hand contemptuously
through the air. “They’re only part—they never are all. A good
teacher—that was my wife. Her mind was like a beacon, lighting
up my own emotional chaos. She taught me to think. All the dis-
cipline I have today I owe her. But it wasn’t enough. I learned
to remain alone with my emotions. And there’s the good mistress
—Dbeautiful, relaxing to the point of stupor. But it’s like drinking.
It only lasts through the intoxication. Afterward the isolation is
only more bitter. No woman understands totality in a man. It’s
eternal self-reference: their ego, their looks, their careers—"

He stopped for a moment.

“There’s no patience in women. They can’t let a man
grow.”

He clamped his hand on my shoulders.

“If only I knew what you are. I can’t make you out.”
And after a silence: :

“—1If I talked, would you listen, and if I painted again,
would you look?”

He let go of me. Slowly he walked to the opposite side

of the platform. When I turned his face toward me I saw that
he cried.

The film “Reflected Image’ was never made. To shoot
street scenes from a truck we needed a special permit from the
Bureau of Public Safety. But the nationalist gangs roaming the
streets of Berlin had already terrorized the authorities to a point
where they dreaded any demonstration that might provoke
curiosity. There had been too many bloody riots between Hitler’s
still illegal SS men and organized labor, fighting a hopeless
battle against totalitarianism which would wipe out the rights

of the worker. The project was rejected as dangerous to public
security.
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Fig. 31. La Sarraz, 1930.



But we cheated the police nevertheless. For weeks we

roamed the slum districts of Berlin, and Moholy shot the docu-

mentary film “Berlin Still Life.” While “Marseille,” the earliest
of Moholy’s documentary films, and “Light-Play Black-White-
Gray” had emphasized light and dark contrasts, “Berlin Still Life”
had a horizontal-vertical planar organization. Like the backdrops
on an eerie stage, the shoddy tenements rise between man and
man, leading into depths of ever increasing misery. In a human
chaos of decay and disorder, the clean functional forms of
machinery and the pleasant patterns of tracks and pavements
acquire a ridiculous precision. Motion and countermotion of men
and vehicles are deprived of any sensible direction by the towering
blackness of backyard walls and defaced fences, symbolizing more
powerfully than direct action the grim atmosphere of economic
depression and political defeatism.

Through a coincidence it became known in my com-
pany that I worked with “an independent film producer,” as
Moholy was styled in the accusation. I was fired, but my position
had become untenable anyway. The political demarcation lines
started to become visible across all trades and all classes. I also
had learned that knowing Moholy was a full-time occupation.
When summer came and he left for a vacation in Switzerland 1
realized for the first time that the six months of our active collab-
oration had isolated me completely from my former world. I had
started to live on a different plane.

Summer vacation in Switzerland was an annual occur-
rence in Moholy’s life. He had found more understanding for his
work and his problems among Swiss people than anywhere else. The
friendship with Siegfried and Carola Giedion had added immensely
to his knowledge of the historical and the philosophical elements
in art. Many of his pictures had been bought by Swiss col-
lectors. His summer visits always started in La Sarraz, a medieval
castle near Lausanne where Madame de Mandrot maintained,
each summer, open house for a select group of European artists.
Women were not admitted to the circle, and the guests were asked
to come without wives or sweethearts. This monastic arrangement

was to provide an opportunity for concentrated creative work,

75



Fig. 32.

Moholy-Nagy at ‘‘La Sarraz,”” 1932. Photograph by G. Augsburg.

and for exchange of ideas, undisturbed by sex competition and
the petty jealousies of women. Moholy was devoted to La Sarraz.
He loved the surrounding country, the exquisite French food, the
company of men of his own drive and convictions. Some of his
best pictures had originated during these vacations (Figs. 31, 32).
This particular trip in the summer of 1932 seemed no different
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from those of earlier years. But a letter dated July 29, 1932, shows

the significant psychological changes in the spiritual climate of the

times:

DEear SiBYL:

I have been here for two weeks and still I can’t settle down
to work. And it seems that no one else really can. There is
something in the atmosphere that makes this different from
other summers. Perhaps I have outgrown this rather artificial
society of men. But I think it is something else. We are
all so busy finding a new orientation in the political decisions
of Europe that the easy group-spirit is gone. It is quite funny
to watch us. When were among ourselves there is much
political talk=—often quite violent and full of nationalistic
animosities. G.A. the other day denounced me bitterly and
stupidly for remaining in Germany, adding that I could do
so only because Germans and Hungarians were equally fascistic
at heart. And K., with whom I share a room and with whom
I have worked so closely year after year, accused me of
cowardice and lack of character because I am not a member
of the Communist Party.

Then we go downstairs where Madame presides over the table
and we all behave like schoolboys. We pretend not to have a
worry in the world and that we are the “carefree artists”
Madame wants us to be. Last night we made figures from
bread dough and bombarded each other with bread-balls.
Someone suggested we come in costume, and we all tried to
look as silly as possible. Later Madame selected one or the
other to drive her to Lausanne for an evening of entertain-
ment. She is quite old by now and has arthritis but we all
pretend to enjoy her company immensely. It has always been
this way. And I used to like it. The difference this year is that
patronage suddenly seems to taste sour. Perhaps we are all
more conscious of getting old and that is a lonely business.

I went to Lausanne with S.G. [Siegfried Giedion] to see
Corbusier’s new house. We had a wonderful time, as always,
speaking plainly and openly about the implications of the
political situation for international cooperation among archi-
tects, and of the manifestations of social planning and indi-
Corbusier versus the English

viduality in modern architecture
MARS group, for instance. When it was time to go back to
La Sarraz it seemed almost ridiculous. It was as if everyone
there were anxiously pledged to hide his true personality.

77



When Moholy returned to Berlin at the end of the
summer he was much gentler, much more open to being loved
than before. It was as if the experience of La Sarraz, the failing
international camaraderie of the arts, had confirmed our union.
For a while, at least, he gave himself without the suspicious fear
that the surrender would be exploited. For the first time he did
not try to hide the magnitude of his involvement, and showed no
resentment that he loved so much.

In a spirit of defiance against the world without, and
of confidence in the world which we had discovered within our-
selves, we decided to make a film we’d call “Gypsies.” It was a
project Moholy had planned for a long time. Gypsies had been the
romantic element in his Hungarian childhood. Their way of life
was regulated by a primitive rhythm of child-bearing and dying,
youth and age, ruling and obeying, independent of Western civi-
lization. It was almost too late to record this ancient nomadic
culture. Automobile and radio had reduced the horse-traders and
fiddlers to utter poverty, and the still hypothetical race laws of
the National Socialists were poised to exterminate these ‘“non-
Aryans” in Germany the day the Republic fell. Europe’s great
vagabonds were disappearing fast, and Moholy decided on a last
record.

I was reluctant to face the great risk of making a film
completely on our own. I urged Moholy to find first a distributor
who would advance the production costs. As we pooled our
financial reserves to buy material, I voiced my concern.

““As an amateur you haven’t a chance. The commercial
producers have a monopoly on distribution. The number of inde-
pendent theater-owners who might be willing to show an experi-
mental film is decimated each week by a new law or a new tax.
We'll have to find a company that is “in” with the chain-theater
owners. Without it we won’t even get to first base, because censor-
ship and tax-office work hand in hand with the big industry to
keep people like us off the market. They’ll demand so many changes
before giving us a tax-free educational rating that we’ll be bankrupt
long before we have complied. And there’s no hope for a sound
track. The war between the different sound systems has driven
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all but the two largest patents from the market. And their royalties
are far beyond our means if we have to pay it all from our own
pockets.”

But my professional wisdom made no impression
whatsoever.

“I know,” Moholy said. “I’ve been through all this
with my other films, with “Marseille” and “Light-Play.” I've lost
plenty of money. But it has taught me only that the fight has to
go on. Who will work on problems of focus and motion, cutting,
simultaneity and all that, if it is not ourselves? Most of the old
avant-garde is gone, swallowed by industry or silenced by their
own discouragement: René Clair, Picabia, Léger, Cavalcanti,
Feyder, Renoir, Man Ray. I and perhaps Albrecht Victor Blum
and Hans Richter are the only ones left. But I won’t force it on
you. If you feel you’d rather—”

He smiled at me, and I knew I’d make this film even
if I had to starve.

The Gypsies were a sorry lot, indigent, neglected
demoralized, and defiant. It would take a miracle to produce even
a spark of the proverbial fire in them—or gifts and bribes beyond
our means. The old superstition that making an image of a person
foreshadows his death was still alive among them and they were
hostile to our attempts to film them or their children. We talked
it over with the chieftains, who, next to the ruling matriarch,
decide the fate of their group. A few of them seemed willing to
take a chance with the images but they had their price, either in
cash or in goods. Since the costs of raw film, developing, and
printing would take all we had, I found myself begging my friends
and acquaintances for highly colored clothes, costume jewelry,
silk slippers, candy, and wine. This was during the depression.
It didn’t surprise me when most of them smiled thinly at my story
of the Gypsies, and hinted that they thought either that I was
down to my last blouse or that I must have decided to go into
the used-clothing business. To continue my collections took more
nerve than [ actually had. When I told Moholy of my embarrass-
ment, he was unimpressed.

“You’ll have to find your own scale of values,” he said
coldly. “You must decide what is more important to you: the
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opinion of your friends, or the work with me. Once you have made
your choice there’s no such thing as being embarrassed.”

I appeared each day at the Gypsy camp, loaded with
what the canvass among Berlin’s society had yielded: a feather
hat, a doll, an iced cake, or some cans of food. But even if the
adults gave in to our bribes, they still tried to protect their. chil-
dren from the evil eye of the camera. And it was the children in
whom Moholy was particularly interested. Their features were still
undistorted by the adult struggle for survival. They were like
ethnological flashbacks to the original Gypsies who had come from
the highlands of Asia. Their songs and dances, which they had
learned from their grandmothers, were still free from artificiality.

Among the tribes was a Jewish girl from Palestine who
had married a Gypsy. Her intellectual superiority to the rest of
the women was quite obvious. She attached herself to Moholy with
an open admiration, being our helper and informer. Moholy’s
total collaboration principle worked miracles with her. When we
had finished our work and were leaving the camp she broke down
and cried bitterly. Perhaps she knew that we had been her last
contact with a free world, and she may have anticipated the long
march to the gas chambers in Auschwitz and Buchenwald.

But while we worked she was happy. With great cun-
ning she persuaded the men of her clan into a card game, in the
beer garden of a distant inn. Then she alarmed the wives about
the high stakes and losses, sending them after their menfolk to
break up the gambling. This gave us time to film the small children
doing an ancient reel. We had just started taking pictures of the
adolescents of the camp, engrossed in a strange game of swinging
long black ribbons in a rhythmical dance, when the mothers re-
turned. Screaming, they drove their youngsters back into the
wagons, where they barricaded themselves, throwing sticks and
wood chunks at us. Moholy was fascinated by their wild faces, and
with a total disregard for the flying missiles he went on filming.
I feared for his skull, his eyeglasses, his camera, but he stood his
ground until the film was spent. He was pale and silent on the way
home but he didn’t mention the incident.

When we returned to the camp next day it was deserted.
The doors and windows of the gaily painted wagons were closed.
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Fig. 33. Roofs in Helsinki. Photo
superimposition.

Only a small boy, who had been playing with a dog, scurried
toward his home-wagon when we entered the sandy circle. As
Moholy focused his camera at him a sharp whistle stopped him.
On the top of one of the adjoining brick houses stood a Gypsy,
pointing a gun.

“Leave or be dead,” he said in the impressive Gypsy
lingo.

Moholy looked around. The windows of the wagons
were open now, filled with the tense faces of men, women, and
children. This was the chance for a panorama shot of the Gypsy
community he had been waiting for. Forgetting the man on the
roof, he started to move his camera slowly from window to
window. There was a whizzing sound. A bullet streaked only a
hand’s-width from his shoulder and struck the sand. A few
women shrieked and disappeared into the wagon. Moholy went
on with his pictures. The man on the roof seemed dismayed. He
filled the air with such a detonation of profanity that Moholy took
the camera from his eyes and looked up, smiling admiringly.
Whenever he detected a Hungarian word in the polyglot blast—and
there were obviously many of them—he repeated it with relish,
the strength of his voice matching that of his opponent. All faces
had reappeared at the windows, laughing now as they watched
the contest. Swiftly Moholy took up his camera again but the man
on the roof was just as fast. He shot again, this time striking a
wooden bucket which splintered noisily. A minute later there was
a click in the camera, indicating that all the film in the magazine
had been exposed. Unhurriedly, Moholy put his camera back in
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its leather case and walked across the yard to the footpath where
I waited with the car. I noticed how white he looked as we drove
away. A few minutes later I had to stop because he became sick.

“Why didn’t you leave when you saw the man on the
roof meant business?”” I asked, feeling annoyed at his bravura
and irritated by my own agonizing fear. “Do you really think
those film shots are more important than your life?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Moholy said slowly. “I stayed
because I was afraid. I'm easily afraid, that’s why I always stay.
It’s the only way of getting over it.”” He pointed to the white strand
in his hair. “I got that in the Battle of the Isonzo during the war.
Our dugout was undermined by the enemy and we expected to
be blown up any minute. The married men in my unit cursed me
for not withdrawing, even though I had no orders. From the floor
I heard the Italians drill through the rock, and behind my back T
heard the men loosen the safety catches on their guns. I've never
been so afraid since. I was half-unconscious from fear, but I had
to remain until I got orders. I'm not ashamed that I'm afraid.
[ am no hero.” He smiled. “I'm no hero at all, and I hate danger.
But I have learned to deal with myself.”

It was a principle that carried him through many
extraordinary situations. When he shot night scenes of “The
New Architecture in the London Zoo,” he had to balance himself,
for a particular perspective, on the iron rods of a lion cage. The
animal inside was incensed at the floodlights and the commotion
and took enormous leaps trying to catch Moholy’s ankles through
the bars. Another time, a cornice on the roof of the India House
in London had seemed the only spot from which to take pictures
of a parade in the street below. Moholy usually became dizzy at
unprotected heights. From my safe place on the center of the
roof I saw him sway precariously, closing his eyes, and biting his
lips before he took a firm hold on the camera and started to shoot.
He had never been able to stand the sea, but many scenes in “Life
of the Lobster” were taken in a raging storm from a tiny ketch,
five miles off the Surrey coast; and the portraits of the fish-
mongers of Billingsgate in “The Street Markets of London™ were
paid for by the enraged men with a bombardment of ice chunks.
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He often got sick after these experiences, but he showed
neither pride in his stamina nor shame in his weakness. Slowly
I came to understand that he took danger and discomfort as part
of the total reality from which he never wanted to escape. As
the years went by, this pragmatic endurance of life became one
of the keys to his character and his success.

The making of the Gypsy film opened a completely new
vista for me. I had been raised on the two standard laws of film-
making: maximum light and sharp focus, to achieve pictorial
effects. Moholy was consciously “unartistic.” He felt an almost
religious obligation to “camera truth,” demonstrated through
interpretive means. peculiar only to the movie camera. These
means, constantly misused or neglected in commercial film pro-
duction, were the recording of motion through rhythmic changes
in the focus, and the interpretation of depth in space through
dark-licht gradations. While I watched him, not without protest,
shoot rolls and rolls of precious film in gray light or murky inte-
riors, he explained why, in spite of their technical perfection and
physical glamour, Hollywood films appear flat compared with the
human depth of the cheap Continental productions.

“All human life has its shadow. Without it, it stops
being human. But the typical studio lighting—this insane cross-
fire of illumination—creates a shadowless world that is without
appeal because it is unfamiliar. How rarely does one actually see
in sharp focus! There is an interplay of advancing and receding
form in every movement—the unit that moves and the unit remain-
ing static. One of them is always “out of focus.” And from the
corners of our eyes we are conscious of shadowy objects and
anticipated faces. The invariably sharp focus of the commercial
camera takes none of this into account. Vision becomes two-
dimensional, and therefore uninteresting” (Fig. 33).

This principle of relative focus was effectively demon-
strated in one of the Gypsy scenes. Our Jewish friend had again
come to our help and had started a blazing battle between her
sister-in-law and the camp midwife. Any conventional camera
would have focused on the faces of the contestants, their changing
expressions, the blows and clinches. Moholy started the scene by
a quick succession of blurred images above the heads of the
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fighters—slanting wagon roofs, tottering chimneys on the adjoin-
ing buildings, swaying tree tops. When fists and flying hair came
into focus, the momentum of the fight had been established and
the actual details were almost irrelevant.

Today only a reduced, commercialized copy of the
film survives, but its production was an experience that could not
be evaluated in material returns. We sat through many nights
cutting the negative, and I came to understand the principle of
time and space interpenetration. The sequence of the film was
determined not only by chronological routine because the life of
a community is not always a series of logical actions. The unifying
element which demonstrated a peculiar visual pattern in a peculiar
physical environment was the group impetus toward spontaneous
action resulting from common stimuli. Sunlight when the cooking
kettle was set up in the windbreak of the wagon wall; driving
rain while man and beast huddled against the wagon window,
watching hopefully for a passing of the clouds; sound, the fiddle
or the zither, and the magnetic drive toward each other, crystal-
lizing finally into a dance.

All the obstacles to commercial distribution which I
had so glibly predicted were surpassed by reality. A young
Hungarian had written a brilliant musical score. When the record-
ing was finished a court decision declared our sound system
illegal and the sound track had to be destroyed. The picture never
passed the censor. The first objection was that it had been made
by a foreigner who did not belong to the German Film Chamber.
We changed the title and I appeared as producer but it was rejected
again as showing German social conditions in an unfavorable
light. Without complaint Moholy buried his last hope for creative
work in Germany. His world had become very abstract.
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4 Many ot Moholy’s friends in France, Holland, and
England urged him to leave Germany, but emigration was a
diffhicult decision to make. He felt a deep loyalty to the country
that had given him creative maturity and artistic recognition. It
was one of the great tragedies of his life that the political events
after 1933 clashed so violently with this feeling of gratitude. He
defended German inventiveness, craftsmanship, and devotion to
duty, and he liked to quote Goethe, who once had said in patriotic
despair: “What is it that makes one German such good company
and a crowd of them an assembly of asses?” In addition to this
faith in the German potential, there was in Moholy as in all of us
a furious defiance against a gang of criminals who pretended
to represent a people of seventy million. This defiance compelled
him to help friends and strangers who had been politically active
and were now persecuted. They came to him for shelter and
financial aid. They slept in his bed, in the bathtub, in the storage
vault, and one was housed for weeks hidden behind paintings in
the attic. The constant tension of hope for the passing of disaster,
and the creeping suspicion of total defeat, wore Moholy’s nerves
thin and paralyzed his creative power. Like Sisyphus he labored
each day to roll the stone of his courage uphill, only to see it
crash down again with monotonous regularity.

A week after the burning of the Reichstag in March,
1933, an association of progressive intellectuals called a meeting.
Carl von Ossietzky, editor of the political magazine Weltbiihne
and Europe’s greatest pacifist, had just been released from jail
where he had served a sentence for defamation of the German
army. He was to address the group. When Ossietzky mounted the
rostrum he looked appallingly ill. It would have been thought
impossible that he could survive another five years of prison
torture. By his side was Erich Mihsam, who had fought many
battles with him, a bearded husky man of fierce vitality.
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“By police orders I have been restricted to twenty
minutes,” Ossietzky put his watch before him. “So let me be short
and direct. I foresee times of unparalleled hardship and terror
which can be visualized only by those of us who know the jails
of our opponents. There will be oppression, dispersion, death. But
the task remains unalterable—the task to oppose war and to defend
the dignity of man. You will understand that I cannot specify our
actions. I wish to close this meeting without police interference.”

He made a sweeping gesture toward the doors which
were guarded by heavily armed police.

“But let me tell you that there can be no escape from
carrying on. Whatever may happen to every single one of you,
there has to be, before you fall, someone to take up your par-
ticular banner of political, intellectual, artistic, freedom. Men are
weak. The mortality rate of conviction and character is tremendous.
Soon you will be the only ones left. It is up to you to preserve the
unity of spiritual and political freedom.”

He turned to his friend with a sad smile of resigned
wisdom.

“We have been offered many opportunities to go
abroad. But we have decided to stay. We want to remain the
German conscience within its borders.”

Two years later Mithsam was slaughtered in a con-
centration camp. Carl von Ossietzky died in 1938 of tuberculosis,
a few months after the award of the Nobel Peace Prize had forced
his release from Dachau.

As we left the meeting, Moholy was constantly wiping
his glasses, clouded with the tears he tried to suppress.

“When he speaks, he must smell the prison walls, the
rotten food, he must hear the frightened voices,” Moholy said as
we talked about Ossietzky in a small café. “How can he do it?
How can anyone decide on this conscious self-sacrifice and remain
human?”

Into the café had come two men, one a well-known
composer who had written the score for the ill-fated Merchant
of Berlin, and the other the drama critic for the Rote Fahne, a

Communist newspaper.
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“Mind if we sit down?” said the composer, and after
he had ordered coffee and cigarettes: “How did you like the
meeting, Moholy? Pretty grim, wasn’t it?”

“Pretty grim and pretty final,” said Moholy.

The usually beaming baby-face of the composer had
a new expression of scorn that night.

“Tough times for esthetes,” he said provocatively.

“Whom do you mean by esthetes?”

“Artists, individualists, the precious soloists of action.”

“You mean Ossietzky?”

“Yes, and others like him.”

“Ossietzky precious!” Moholy exclaimed bitterly. “He
is giving his life, and he has given, already, his health and his
freedom. He didn’t ask for isolation tonight. He asked us to fight.”

The composer whistled sharply through his teeth.

“And how are you going to do it? Fight a well-organ-
ized opponent like the Nazis, I mean?”

“Each according to his means,” said Moholy. “You
with your music, I with my art—"

“Art,” snapped the man from the Rote Fahne. “Art
for the dandies or art for the people?”

“That is a meaningless phrase.” Moholy was impatient.
“If art is genuine it is creative revolution, regardless of who looks
at it.”

“And perhaps regardless of who makes it—a comrade
or a traitor? What a joke!”

The composer gulped his coffee, then he leaned across
the table, his face close to Moholy’s.

“Well, this may be my last chance, so let me tell you
one thing. It is you and your kind who sold revolutionary art
down the river and it is you who deliver guys like that poor idiot
Ossietzky to the gallows. With your decadence and your precious
experimentation you have destroyed the confidence of the masses
in artists and writers. Because you fooled them they don’t believe
in art any more. They won’t lift a hand for you when the great
battle comes, and it’s at the door now. And when we’ve won,” he

had the gleam of the victor in his eyes, “they’ll gladly see you
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hang. There’s no place for you in a proletarian state.” He paused,
hoping—it seemed—for an argument. “Go where you belong
before they cut your throat—to the capitalists who finance Hinden-
burg and Briihning, Hitler and the Bauhaus; better still, join the
long-haired martyrs who make death a show business. But don’t
dare to use the word revolution again. It makes me sick.”

He took his coffee and motioned his friend to follow
him to another table.

We didn’t talk on our way home, but Moholy asked
me up to his studio that night. His face was calm now, neither
pained as when he had listened to Ossietzky nor infuriated as
during his talk in the café. While I made tea he started to draw
on typewriter paper. There were circles, a multitude of large and
small rings, floating unrelatedly through space. He tried charcoal
and the circles became balls, rolling over sheet after sheet which
he flung on the gray linoleum floor. Later he took his colored
chalks from the drafting table across the room.

“T'll go now,” I said reluctantly, afraid to break the
spell for which I had hoped so long.

“Oh no,” he said with emphatic protest. “You don’t
go—not now.” And after he had taken some tea: “Do you know
Diirer’s woodcut of St. Hieronymus? He has a lion under his
desk while he works. You’re my lion.”

He went back to his work and slowly an interplay of
colored forms appeared on the paper, circles and rectangles on
varied backgrounds of red, brown, yellow. It was long past mid-
night when he pulled a sheet of water-color paper from a drawer.
He used compass and ruler now, slowly dipping the crow’s quill
into India ink, wiping it clean, dipping, trying the thickness of the
stroke on scratch paper. Spheres, wide connecting bands, finely
engraved shading lines appeared almost simultaneously. At four
in the morning he left the studio to get water from the bathroom.
At his return he saw me in coat and hat, and his expression was
almost of shock.

“But you can’t go now. I told you, you can’t! Don’t
you see?” Helplessly he looked at me, at his work, and at me
again. “Don’t you see that I need you?”
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By dawn a pattern of ordered spheres had been cre-
ated, related to each other by beams of light and fields of tension,

a moving universe whose motion was sustained by the interde-

pendence of all its worlds (Fig. 34).

Fig. 34. Water Color, 1932.

A few weeks later I knew that I was expecting a child.
Although events since Hitler’s rise to power in January, 1933, had
made it quite clear that we were defeated, and that the frontal attack
of National Socialism aimed at physical destruction of its oppo-
nents, I was winged with happiness. But Moholy reacted differently.

“An artist should be free,” he said brusquely. “He
can’t be tied down by a family. Least of all now. I don’t want a
child.”

“But you’ll have one.” For the first time during our
life together his opinion didn’t seem to matter. “I want this child.”
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“Then it’s your responsibility. Don’t count on me. This
is no time for anything that needs stability.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t need your help.” I felt a mag-
nificent confidence in my ability to raise a child unaided. “But
one day I’ll make you love it,” I added with a flash of intuition,
“because it’s your child and it will be intelligent and beautiful.”

In 1922 in a youthful burst of world challenge Moholy
had written:

We only consider a man a hero and worthy of our interest
and our admiration who is qualified by nature and education
to fulfill his hierarchical function without losing the powerful,
original, and integrative impetus of the creative individual.

In 1933 there were few men left to qualify under this defini-
tion. The powerful, original, and integrative individuals were
fighting a forlorn battle, cut off from their hierarchical func-
tion by a concentration camp legislation, and from contact with
each other by weakhearted traitors in their midst. It was a matter
of spiritual survival to reaffirm ideological bonds with friends and
co-fighters outside the sick German culture. In the summer of 1933
Moholy left Berlin to attend the fourth congress of CIAM.! It is
with great indebtedness to Dr. Siegfried Giedion that his account
of this gathering is added to this book.

Moholy-Nagy and CIAM travel to Greece.
At a meeting in the studio of Le Corbusier in Paris in April,
1933, I had to inform my friends that the country which had
invited us to hold our fourth congress within its borders had
suddenly withdrawn the invitation.

What should we do? Our different groups had completed the
analysis of thirty-two cities according to common measure-
ments and principles. This material was to form the basis of
our next meeting. Marcel Breuer, who participated in the
meeting at Le Corbusier’s, suggested holding the fourth
congress not on dry land but on a ship. Le Corbusier tele-
phoned Christian Zervos, editor of the Cahier ID’Art, and a
tew hours later we had the assurance of the Greek steamship
line Neptos that the “SS Patria II” would be at our disposal.

1 Congres Internationaux d’ Architecture Moderne.
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The congress would be held between July 29 and August 13,
1933, while we crossed the Mediterranean from Marseilles to

Athens and back.
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