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The Bauhaus & History: A Fetish 

The Bauhaus has a legacy that is rivaled by very few institutions when it comes to design 

history, and for that reasons it is one of the most covered topics in design history in 

undergraduate design education in the western hemisphere. Simultaneously, Bauhaus products 

are some of the most sought after, designer commodities as illustrated in their use in museums 

exhibitions, presence at auction houses and their exemplary prices in the retail market . 1

Considered integral to the canon of Western design, the early presentation of the Bauhaus 

commodities, and their fetishization in the art market and museums, has affected how design has 

been recorded, especially in terms of textbooks that promote a specific way of “knowing” and 

“learning” to undergraduates. Now a marker of taste, the Bauhaus product’s legacies have lost 

their ideals of “democratic design” in favor of a luxury and taste making, which has been made 

evident in the textbook History of Design: Decorative Arts and Material Culture.   

I will be looking at the Bard Graduate Center’s History of Design: Decorative Arts and 

Material Culture because of it’s popularity and use as course textbook. This source will enable 

me to analyze how the history of design is told. Through a short history of the Bauhaus, its 

involvement in retail, and the use of Bauhaus products in museums and the art market, I will 

analyze how these designs came to be objects used by the wealthy as evidence of their taste. I 

will be using theories proposed by Thorstein Veblen and Pierre Bourdieu regarding consumption 

and the aesthetic senses as well as Marxist theories to consider the fetish of commodities. 

Moreover, I will be analyzing the textbook and it’s entry on the Bauhaus to show how these 

narratives are shaped by the Bauhaus in the art market and in museum settings. 

1 See Figure 3, Sotheby’s Sales Receipt for Brandt; Figure 4, Knoll Waissily Chair Sales page 

 



The Bauhaus: The Cathedral of Socialism 

The history of the Bauhaus and ideals of “democracy in design” date back to the school’s 

origins and most evident in its founder, Walter Gropius. Gropius was a well-known socialist who 

was involved in many progressive, political endeavors the pre-date the opening of the school . 2

Upset at the carnage of World War I, which he believed to be spurred by the the German Empire 

and bourgeois culture, Gropius wrote an article titled “The Free People’s State” published by the 

German Revolutionary Almanac in which he states, “Capitalism and power politics have made 

our generation creatively sluggish and our vital art is mired in a broad bourgeois philistinism”.  3

He was also director of the left-activist group Work Council for Art, founded by Bruno Taut, 

which had explicit, socialist goals, as stated in the group’s manifesto titled Under the Wing of a 

Great Architecture: 

Art and the people must form a unity. Art shall no longer be the enjoyment of the few but the life 
and happiness of the masses. The aim is alliance of the arts under the wing of a great 
architecture.  

4

What can be seen in this quote is a strong, philosophical agenda regarding architecture and art’s 

place in the public’s life, making sure that it was not only accessible to the masses, but also no 

longer controlled by the materialistic habits of the bourgeois. The Worker’s Council believed 

that design “is capable of producing in the soul of man that which we all of us long for: the true 

spirit of socialism.”   5

The socialist beginnings of the school can also be seen in the time and place when 

Gropius established the school. Walter Gropius founded and opened the the Bauhaus in April of 

2 John P. McCormick and Peter Eli. Gordon, Weimar Thought: A Contested Legacy (Princeton University Press, 
2013), 296 
3 Ibid., 294. 
4Ulrich Conrads, Programs and Manifestoes on 20th-century Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1970), 44.  
5 Works Council for Art, “Mitteilung an Alle” in Expressionist Architecture, 68. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1973), 
91. 

 



1919 in the German city of Weimar, the same year he had been appointed Director of the 

Worker’s Council.  The year prior, Gropius had been selected by the Weimar government, on 6

the recommendation of Henry Van de Velde, as Director of the Weimar Art Academy and the 

Weimar Arts and Crafts School, rising to prominence as an educator.  The reason why Gropius 7

was the chosen candidate for these government selected positions can be explained in the 

short-lived shift in political power in Weimar, where a blossoming of a Social Democracy was 

flourishing in the years of 1918-1919.   8

The Bauhaus manifesto by Gropius also echoes sentiments of Socialist concerns, as 

Gropius wrote:  

“Together let us desire, conceive, and create the new structure of the future, which will embrace 
architecture and sculpture and painting in one unity and which will one day rise toward 
heaven from the hands of a million workers like the crystal symbol of a new faith”.   9

This manifesto featured a cover, an engraving by  Lyonel Feininger, titled The Cathedral of 

Socialism.  

In 1925, the Bauhaus was forced to move locations due to the socialist government in 

Weimar loosing power, therefore the school not only lost much of it’s funding, but also faced 

growing, political opposition with the rise of the People’s Party (a precursor to the Nazi Party). It 

moved to Dessau, a city with industrial capabilities and a welcoming Socialist mayor, Dr. Fritz 

Hesse, who provided the Bauhaus with financial support and generous facilities.  Seeing the 10

move as a chance to re-think the Bauhaus, Gropius moved the Bauhaus towards a more industry 

centered school as a mode of production, removing some of the craft curriculum from the 

6 "1919–1933 - Bauhaus-Archiv," Bauhaus-Archiv, , accessed November 27, 2016, 
http://www.bauhaus.de/en/das_bauhaus/48_1919_1933/. 
7 Jack Pritchard, “Gropius, The Bauhaus and the Future” Journal of the Royal Society of the Arts 117 (January 1969): 
77 
8 Ibid., 79. 
9 Conrad, Programs and Manifestoes, 95. 
10 Pritchard, “Gropius, The Bauhaus” 82. 

 



Weimar location. Lauren Weingarden postulates a reason for this in her article “Aesthetics 

Politicized: William Morris to the Bauhaus”, claiming that Gropius was influenced by the lack of 

success that Morris saw in his Socialist endeavors and thus re-evaluated the direction of the 

Bauhaus, adopting a  more industrial focused curriculum while losing some of it’s more 

handicraft centered workshops, fearful he would face a fate similar to Morris that the designs 

produced would only be available to a luxury market . The motto “the marriage of art and 11

industry” became almost a rallying cry and can also be seen as a deliberate move to align design 

education with the working class in factories in addition to the goal of producing goods that have 

more affordability. Gropius writes about this in a new set of ideals he puts forth when the move 

happens, “The Bauhaus shall embody simplicity in complexity, economy in the use of space, 

materials, time and money”.  
12

Lastly, when Gropius was ready to retire, these ideals can be seen once again in his 

personal recommendation for his successor, Herbert Meyer, a known Marxist and communist 

who “had openly exposed himself throughout his entire career in statements as an architect with 

a sense of social responsibility, committed to a collectivist future society”.  The Bauhaus was to 13

only survive a few years before being permanently closed due the political shift and rise of the 

People’s Party, pushing many students, artists and designers that were associated with the 

Bauhaus out of what would soon become Nazi Germany. 

The Bauhaus Legacy: Museums, Auction Houses and Tastemaking: 

The Bauhaus GmbH 

11 Lauren Weingarden, “Aesthetics Politicized: William Morris to the Bauhaus” Journal of Architectural Education 38 
(1985): 440. 
12 Tim Benton, Charlotte Benton, and Dennis Sharp, Form and Function: A Source Book for the History of 
Architecture and Design (London: Crosby Lockwoodstaples, 1975), 148. 
13 Eva Forgacs, “Between the Town and the gown: On Hannes Meyer’s Dismissal from the Bauhaus” Journal of 
Design History 23 (2010): 265. 

 



Starting in September of 1923,  Gropius began thinking of ways to become  financially 

independent from the Weimar government that was continuously growing in ideological 

opposition to the Bauhaus.  This resulted in the formation of the Bauhaus gmBH, a public 14

limited company. The Bauhaus Gmbh started out selling reproductions of Bauhaus designs, but 

had not yet found a factory in Weimar to produce the design nor the capital to invest in mass 

production. Therefore, the Bauhaus GmBH started out taking private commissions to pay the 

bills and in the meantime attended international trade shows with two goals, to sell their products 

to retailers and to try to find manufacturers to produce their goods.  This was becoming a rather 15

big job, one which Gropius could not handle himself and hired Emil lange, the first “Syndikus” 

(meaning business manager) for the Bauhaus GmbH. 

At the beginning of the Bauhaus GmbH, the works were produced by the students 

themselves. Gropius, along with other masters at the school, were very adamant that the student 

laborers get paid. He believed that paying students was not only ethical, but avoided instances of 

“dilettantism”. This ideal, and others regarding the goals of producing the Bauhaus designs in a 

mass production scale, can be seen in the ending paragraph of his writings such as, Bauhaus 

Dessau - Principles of Bauhaus Production, which concluded, 

The products reproduced from prototypes that have been developed by the Bauhaus can 
be offered at a reasonable price only by utilization of all the modern, economical methods of 
standardization (mass production by industry) and by large-scale sales. The dangers of a decline 
in the quality of the product by comparison to the prototype, in regard to quality of material and 
workmanship, as a result of mechanical reproduction will be countered by all available means. 
The Bauhaus fights against the cheap substitute, inferior workmanship, and the dilettantism of 
the handicrafts, for a new standard of quality work.  

16

 

14 Anna Rowland, “Business Management at the Weimar Bauhaus” Journal of Design History 1 (1988): 153. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Benton, Form and Function: A Source Book, 149. 

 



He believed paying his laborers, the students,  was not only ethical but avoided instances 

of “inferior workmanship” but this had a consequence, skewing the notion of what was a 

“reasonable price” . His fair labor ideals, also rooted in democratic concerns, were often at the 17

expense of the final price available to the to the consumer and perpetuated the notion of 

expensive productions that the Bauhaus produced. However, hand crafted production was not the 

goal for Gropius, mass manufacturing was.  

As the Bauhaus opened up their own retail spaces, one of the first ways they made 

income was from private commissions. This was prior to establishing significant relationships 

with manufacturers to produce the designs at a more inexpensive price. Many of the clients that 

requested and purchased these private commissions were individuals from the professional, 

white collar middle class . Working teachers, Ministers of the state and some architects were 18

ordering one-offs, such as a silver tea caddy for a Architect Bernard from Gottingen . While 19

Gropius was certainly against producing luxury items, a sentiment he expressed frequently, these 

private commissions were providing some of the only means of income to the school. The kind 

of clients making these personal requests were the ones who could afford some of the Bauhaus’s 

more intricate designs, buying and thus popularizing some of the designs meant for mass 

production but had not been able to be mass produced due to financial restrictions. This pattern 

of sale, the upper middle class requesting personal commissions (of which the Bauhaus relied 

on), is symptomatic of what Veblen would call Conspicuous consumption of the nouveau riche, 

as he states that  “The utility of consumption as an evidence of wealth is to be classed as a 

17 Rowland, “Business Managment at Bauhaus” 157. 
18 Rowland, “Business Managment at Bauhaus” 154. 
19 Ibid. 

 



derivative growth... An adaptation to a new end.”  It can be argued that this is perhaps where the 20

consumption and fethistization of Bauhaus designs began, at the patronage of the upper class, 

who wanted to display notions of taste through these expensive, personal commissions from the 

Bauhaus. This habit would continued by the upper-middle class in decades to come, which 

would, in turn, blur the historical goals of the Bauhaus as recorded in textbooks.  

The goal for Gropius was to get the Bauhaus items mass produced, and wanted to use 

international trade shows to connect with industrial manufacturers who would produce the items 

because as it stood, the Bauhaus was reliant on handwork to create their designs which in turn 

drove the price of the product into a very expensive market. 

At the same time, the Bauhaus was reliant on these trade shows to sell the goods they were 

producing at the hand-made production scale, which meant a luxury market. The school was 

financially stuck in a conundrum, a “vicious cycle” where they did have enough capital to put 

things into production run industrially, and relied on these expensive markets to provide income 

for them.  A point of contention arose between Gropius and Emil Lange, the manager of the 21

Bauhaus GmBH,  in regards to who they were appealing to in these trade shows. Lange, a 

business man trying to keep the Bauhaus Gmbh afloat (and simultaneously the school itself), 

wanted to promote an image of luxury and appeal to expensive markets. Many of the clients who 

bought Bauhaus goods at trade shows were not stores for the middle class market, in fact “very 

few of the retailers who expressed an interest in Bauhaus goods were in the business of selling 

household goods to the ‘average’ customer”.  However, Gropius was firm in “that the 22

Bauhaus’s intention was to industrialize” and the products on show were prototypes for 

20 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class (New York, NY, U.S.A.: Penguin Books, 1994), 69. 
21 Ibid, 164.  
22 Ibid, 159 

 



manufactures .  Gropius was explicit in the type of commission he wanted and did want to 23

accept, “Not Production of luxury goods for connoisseurs.” but ultimately, the school relied 

financially on the luxury market and on private commissions, which was to become that 

narrative that history most leaned upon.   24

Once again we can see the symptomatic consumption of these luxury goods into the 

nouveau riche market, not quite as exclusive as items sold at Auction houses, but not as 

accessible as Gropius had wished them to be. The early success of the Bauhaus GmbH, the 

continuous and successful sales in the professional, middle class is symptomatic of Veblen’s 

conspicuous consumption in that these habits are “evidence of wealth, it becomes honorific; and 

conversely, the failure to consume in due quantity and quality becomes are mark of inferiority 

and demerit”.  
25

 

The Bauhaus Legacy: Museums, Auction Houses and Tastemaking: 

Museums & International Retail 

One of the first exhibitions of the Bauhaus was one they put on themselves. The Bauhaus 

Exhibition in the summer of 1923 saw great success, being described by Frank Whitford as “a 

triumph in public relations” and had over 15,000 in attendance.  The sales and popularity of the 26

Bauhaus items as they were sold to German, upper middle class and their appearances at 

international trade shows gave the designs an incredible, global visibility. So much so that Phillip 

Johnson and Alfred Bar collected pieces of the Bauhaus’s collection and included it in their show 

23 Ibid, 164 
24 Benton, Form and Function: A Source Book, 148. 
25 Veblen, Theory of The Leisure Class, 74.  
26 Frank Whitford and Julia Engelhardt, The Bauhaus: Masters & Students by Themselves (Woodstock, NY: Overlook 
Press, 1993), 141-57. 

 



“Machine Art”, opening in 1934 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City . This show is 27

concentrated on the machine art and served as a marker for elevating industrial designs as 

markers of culture. Edgar Kauffman, who later was the head curator of Industrial Design at 

Moma and curated the infamous show “What is Good Design”, wrote an essay titled: Museums 

and Industrial Design in 1949. In it, he cites America’s long awaited recognition of industrial 

design but takes up arms with the execution, remarking specifically on omissions in the Machine 

Art show,  

“This time the public attention was aroused. The single-minded presentation of visual 
perfection developed by Engineers and technologists was a little less than a revelation to the 
many young designers and students...but the characteristic of American expression of industrial 
design, streamlining, has already been applied by Normam Bel Geddes five years before, and 
never particularly reflected the dry precision and clarity of the Museum’s show”  

28

 
This quote shows that even within a highly regarded institution like MoMA, the Bauhaus 

was chosen over American machine aesthetics becuase of a global fethisization that was 

happening to Bauhaus products at that time. While Norman Bel Geddes designs fetch a high 

price in auction, they generally aren’t as collectable or as well-known in the art world. Pierre 

Bourdieu theorized about how omissions, “essential negativity”, are necessary to define taste. 

“Tastes are the practical affirmation of an inevitable difference.”  Social classes, individuals and 29

apparently institutions use this to define themselves as “the possessors of legitimate culture”.  30

The actions of Johnson and Barr collecting a show on Machine Art that feature Bauhaus designs 

while omitting Streamlining designs begin to cultivate what is taste in design history, a stigma 

27 Exhibition catalog, “Machine Art” at MoMA, page 150. 
28 Edgar J. Kaufman, Jr., "MUSEUMS AND INDUSTRIAL DESIGN," Journal of the Royal Society of Arts 97, no. 4801 
(August 12, 1949): 718-719, accessed November 30, 2016. 
29 P. Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, trans. R. Nice (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1984), pp. 56–58. 
30 Ibid.  

 



that can be seen in the way some histories have been recorded.  Laminating the legacy that was 31

imparted by the Machine Art show, Kauffmann (in the same essay) remarks on Breuer,  “Shows 

on Alvar Aalto in following years helped establish laminated wood as the standard for modern 

furniture in America, as standard as Breuer and Mies chromium had been on the continent just a 

few years before.”  
32

Setting a standard for taste in America, the Bauhaus products were produced by Knoll 

early on, a major American furniture company that was founded in New York in 1938 and later 

introduced the The Knoll Planning Unit in 1943, one of the most influential, American design 

corporations of all time.  Florence Knoll was the first director of the Knoll Planning Unit with 33

an impressive background, having worked in Breuer and Gropius’s offices and she was also was 

a graduate of Cranbrook academy and and attended Columbia School of Architecture . The 34

Knoll Planning Unit was revolutionary in it’s mission; professionalizing the field of Interior 

design away from “decorating”, for the word decorating “had been associated with domestic 

environments and dilettantism”.  The Knoll Planning Unit worked with notable clients, such as 35

CBS and MoMA, producing interiors and display designs that often featured Bauhaus furniture. 

Aligned with the professionalization of a field, along with corporate headquarters imagery, Knoll 

Planning Unit is another player that had agency in the kind of taste that the Bauhaus was to be 

associated with.  

31 See section “The Source: History of Design & Material Culture” to see the conversation regarding Bauhaus and 
Streamlining as evidence of these legacies.  
32 Kaufman, Museums and Industrial Design, 720. 
33 Bobbye Tigerman, "'I Am Not a Decorator': Florence Knoll, the Knoll Planning Unit and the Making of the Modern 
Office," Journal of Design History 20, no. 1 (April 2007): 61. 
34 Ibid, 62-64. 
35 Ibid, 63. 

 



Knoll also was a furniture producer, producing many of the Bauhaus designs for a retail 

market, doing extremely well in their formative years of 1950-1965, “Knoll showrooms and 

retailers dotted the globe, and the company grew throughout the post-war period doing 15 

million dollars in business in 1960”.  Elevating Bauhaus designs in a stratosphere of the elite, 36

Knoll’s production of these pieces are 

exorbitantly expensive, certainly out of 

the price range that Gropius perhaps had 

in mind (fig 1).  As John Walker states 

in “Design History and History of 

Design”, “Retail is a significant place 

because this is where use-value is 

translated into exchange-value, and 

since stores must compete with one another, design is an important means of increasing their 

appeal to customers and differentiating themselves from rivals, producing a shops “image” and 

customers certainly buy this “image” along with the goods they purchase.”  In his writing The 37

Fetishization of Commodities and the Secret Thereof, Karl marx expresses a similar sentiment as 

Walker, by expressing the differences in use-value and exchange value, “this is why products of 

labor become commodities, social things whose qualities are at the same time perceptible and 

imperceptible by the senses.”  Knoll’s societal success as a supplier for good, modern design, 38

which in turn elevated Knoll’s status as a 20th century tastemaker, was a reputation that would in 

turn play a role in the legacy of the Bauhaus.  

36 Ibid, 64.  
37 John A. Walker, Design History and the History of Design  (London: Pluto, 1989), 99-154. 
38 K. Marx, Capital, A Critique of Political Economy (New York: The Modern Library, 1906), pp. 81. 

 



A good example, outside of Knoll, regarding use-value, exchange value and how the 

Bauhaus’s socialist intentions have been obscured by a history of tastemaking used by the 

bourgeois society can be found in Josepf Hartwig’s Chess set. Designed intentional to be 

democratic, with inexpensive cardboard box container, simple wooden pieces that are easily 

manufactured and simple black and white printed graphics, Hartwig set out to design a game that 

is accessible to all and had hoped that it would one day be mass-produced.  While the Bauhaus 39

struggled to ever have the mass production realized, the set sold for as low as 12 Germany 

marks, the equivalent of 80 USD today. While this was less than ideal, the Bauhaus made quite a 

bit of money off of theses chess sets, perpetuating Veblen’s ideals of conspicuous consumption, 

“The majority of the enquires about the cubist chess set, came, as one might expect, from the 

members of the professional 

classes, including many 

government ministers and 

doctors of Philosophy”  From 40

this, the history of the chess sets 

intention have been edited, to 

focus only his intentions of 

eliminating hierarchy as a 

response to World war one and 

nationalism. As seen here in the Guggenheim sale of a reproduction by swedish company Naef, 

“This game of chess with clean lines is characteristic of the timeless Bauhaus style. Josef 

39 Rowalnd, Business at the Bauhaus, 162.  
40 Ibid.  

 



Hartwig’s chessmen, designed in 1923, have reduced forms which, in contrast to commonly used 

figures, are symbols based purely on the function and form of the maneuver of each piece.”  41

This listing boasts a cost of $625, perhaps not as democratic as Hartwig had hoped.  

Another Bauhaus design, Marianne Brandt’s Teapot, broke an auction record in 2007, 

selling for over $300,000 

(figure 3). Soon, this sale 

gathered a lot of attention 

in the Art market, 

sensationalizing the 

Bauhaus name in another 

area than furniture. As one 

NYtimes writer said, 

“Lovely though it is, the teapot's record-breaking price has more to do with the rarity and 

fetishism that seduce collectors and inflate auction values, than with its merits as an object”  42

The New York Times, a major American news source and considered a powerful generator and 

substantiation of culture, aptly addresses the larger forces at play, the fetish habits of the art 

market and the Bauhaus legacy.  

 

The Source:  

History of Design: Decorative Arts & Material Culture, 1400-2000 

41Bauhaus Chess Set, By Naef, product listing http://www.guggenheimstore.org/bauhaus-chess-set-by-naef 
42 Alice Rawsthorn, "The Tale of a Teapot and Its Creator," The New York Times, December 16, 2007, accessed 
November 30, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/16/style/16iht-design17.1.8763227.html. 

 



The Bard Graduate Center is one of America’s premier institutions for scholarship in 

design history, noted for it’s program “Decorative Arts, Design History, and material Culture”. 

Founded in 1993 by Susan Weber, the program focuses on material culture’s role in design 

history, stating that “At Bard Graduate Center, we study the human past through its material 

traces. We study objects—from those created for obvious aesthetic value to the ordinary things 

that are part of everyday life” . Published by the Bard Graduate Center, History of Design: 43

Decorative Arts & Material Culture, 1400-2000 has quickly rose as one of the best selling 

textbooks not only in the field of design history, but in art histories in general and therefore is 

vital to study in order to understand the certain kind of narrative that is promoted to the students 

of design history courses.  For the purposes of knowing and learning to undergraduates, the 44

school textbook serves as “the authorized version of society’s valid knowledge.”  Furthermore, 45

schools rely on these kinds of textbooks to serve as a guide for the course, a “fixed locus within 

the schooling system from which the means and the ends of instruction are derived.” The 46

textbook is edited by Susan Weber and Pat Kirkham, a British scholar who also teaches in the 

Bard program.  
47

The Director’s Foreword exclaims that this scholarship devoted to this textbook is 

intended to fill a gap in source material that Weber had found in the existing scholarship of 

decorative arts. She makes clear that her focus in making this book was the decorative arts, by 

43 "About," BGC Upcoming Events, , accessed November 20, 2016, http://www.bgc.bard.edu/about.html 
44 See https://www.amazon.com/History-Design-Decorative-Material-Graduate/dp/0300196148, The highest rankings 
above top competitiors in the field of History of Design. (See for comparison: Raizman’s History of Modern Design, 
Taschen’s Design of the 20th Century, & Adrain Forty’s Objects as History) 

#102 in Books > Reference > Encyclopedias & Subject Guides > Art 
#358 in Books > Arts & Photography > Decorative Arts & Design > Decorative Arts 
#734 in Books > Arts & Photography > History & Criticism > History 

45 David R. Olson, On the Language and Authority of Textbooks (Toronto: Ontario Ministry of Education, 1985), 80. 
46 Carmen Luke, Suzanne De Castell, and Allan Luke, "Beyond Criticism: The Authority of the School Text," 
Curriculum Inquiry 13, no. 2 (June 1983): 112, doi:10.2307/1179632. 
47 http://www.bgc.bard.edu/research/fellowships/bgc-research-fellowship/pat-kirkham.html 

 

https://www.amazon.com/History-Design-Decorative-Material-Graduate/dp/0300196148
https://www.amazon.com/best-sellers-books-Amazon/zgbs/books/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_1_1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/21/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_1_2
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/11713/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_1_3
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/11716/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_1_4_last
https://www.amazon.com/best-sellers-books-Amazon/zgbs/books/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_2_1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/1/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_2_2
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/336832011/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_2_3
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/1851/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_2_4_last
https://www.amazon.com/best-sellers-books-Amazon/zgbs/books/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_3_1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/1/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_3_2
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/1064/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_3_3
https://www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/713036011/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_3_4_last


only mentioning the phrase “decorative arts” in the first, introductory paragraph, as opposed to 

design and material culture, an important detail when applying ideas regarding taste and aesthetic 

distinction. As clive Dilnot states, “Decorative Arts largely constituted as a branch of the history 

of monumental architecture, especially of great houses...The histories of the decorative arts are 

intimately related to the history of art in this area.”  
48

With the term of decorative arts as the primary focus, the book alludes to positioning 

itself with notions of “high” art, attempting to align the field of decorative arts with the status of 

fine art, as stated in Clive Dilnot’s explanation regarding “histories of great houses”. She notes 

that “creating some form of textbook of decorative arts” has been a goal, a concern for the 

“graduate and undergraduate courses addressing the decorative arts”, and her frustration at the 

“relegation of the decorative arts to a lesser place” than that of the arts and architecture.  The 49

philosophy and goals to elevate the study of decorative arts could not be more clear, but any 

notion of design as everyday, or democratic, have been left out, a precursor to the entry on the 

Bauhaus. Just prior to the Director's note, there is a page thanking the corporate sponsor, Tiffany 

and Co.  Again, the luxury sponsor is of importance when considering the type of history the 50

book is trying to promote.  

Succeeding in parts of their mission, critical review of the textbook is noted for it’s 

remarkable inclusivity, giving attention to global narratives, History of Design “not only fills the 

gap, but creates a flexible and accessible approach across both the globe and time.”  It has also 51

48 Clive Dilnot, "The State of Design History, Part I: Mapping the Field," Design Issues 1, no. 1 (1984): 8, 
doi:10.2307/1511539. 
49 History of Design, x 
50 Pat Kirkham and Susan Weber, History of Design: Decorative Arts and Material Culture, 1400-2000 (New York: 
Bard Graduate Center, 2013). 
51 Cesare, Carla. "History of Design: Decorative Arts and Material Culture, 1400–2000:." Journal of Design History, 
2015. doi:10.1093/jdh/epv041. 

 



been revered for it’s “obvious and necessary questions about what defines an art object versus 

the visual, material aspects of everyday life.”  However, the entry on the Bauhaus leaves the 52

assessment of an inclusive narrative regarding “everyday life” somewhat unfounded.  

Throughout the passage there are moments where one would expect the ideals of the 

Bauhaus and socialist concerns to exert themselves. Before the passage on the Bauhaus, there is 

a section on elucidating European Modernism, “embracing abstraction, rationalism, 

functionalism, new ways of handling space and the aesthetics of machinery. A key premise was 

that modern materials, new technologies and industrial mass production could transform 

society”. While there is an opportunity here to align industrial mass production to notions of 

affordability of good design, alluding Gropius to “Art shall no longer be the enjoyment of the few 

but the life and happiness of the masses”  the text goes on to align industrial mass production 53

with “‘the contemporary world as a ‘Machine Age’ and considered clean edged, geometric, and 

abstract forms to be the appropriate means of expressing the times.”  Again, this enforces 54

Bourdieu's notion of exclusivity, aligning the narrative to produce a certain taste, or “manifested 

preferences”, with form making as an cultural value. While this is true, the omission of socialist 

interests in mass production suggests the editors desires  to separate the textbook from narratives 

of the lower, middle class and align it with narratives concerning the “forms to be the appropriate 

means of expressing the times”, working to, as Bourdieu has written,  “unite all those who are 

the product of similar conditions while distinguishing them from all others.”  
55
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In the Bauhaus entry itself, the writers of the entry seemed to have neglected any instance 

on which to mention the socialist endeavors of the Bauhaus. When introducing Gropius, the text 

simply states, “Gropius’s belief that building was the aim of all the arts, he also believed art 

could not be taught but that skilled craftsmanship could.”  Looking further into the text, it talks 56

about the transition from Weimar to Dessau in vague references, “The Weimar authorities 

reduced subsidies to the school and in 1925 the Bauhaus moved to Dessau, a manufacturing city 

with a sympathetic mayor.”  Again, a clear isntance where problems regarding power shifts 57

among socialist and nationalist government regimes could have easily been stated, but instead 

decided to vaguely refer to “reduced subsidies” and “sympathetic mayors”.  

The rest of the text is sprinkled with vocabulary such as “handcrafted”, “workshops” and 

“skilled craftsman”. While these are all appropriate to describe the Bauhaus, the narratives that 

they leave out regarding socialism and democratic design for the masses, suggest that those 

simply weren't as important as other ideals found in the Bauhaus. These kinds of words though, 

coupled with the elimination of words like “middle class”, “democracy” and “arts for the 

masses” begins to really illuminate Veblen’s theories regarding Conspicuous Consumption of the 

nouveau riche, for the words the texts use aren’t necessarily luxury, but are aimed at a upper 

middle class mentality, where the Bauhaus legacy has thrived.  

Overall, a short, historiographical reasoning of the Bauhaus legacy shows that habits of 

the nouveau riche have played an important role in situating the narratives of the Bauhaus away 

from their ideological roots in socialism. While one could argue that perhaps this is the 

Bauhaus’s GmBH’s fault, certainly there is enough historical evidence to suggest that a revered 
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school textbook, such as History of Design: Decorative Arts and Material Culture 1400-2000, 

should be able to rectify some of the initial interests of the Bauhaus. However, because of the 

buying habits of the nouveau riche, the role of museums in taste making and auction house's 

ability to fetishize commodities that represent taste, the Bauhaus has been presented in a certain 

terms of textbooks, promoting a specific way of “knowing” and “learning” to undergraduates. 

We must work to gain back the narratives of ideals of “democratic design” and monitor the 

narratives of luxury and taste making.  

 


