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Neue Sachlichkeit in the Architecture and Philosophy of the 1920’s
Hans-Joachim Dahms

While quite a number of philosophers in the 1920’s wrote on the subject of culture and art, it seems that only a very few were interested in the artistic modernism then current.  And of these few, only a tiny minority followed the new movements with sympathy, let alone active participation.  A decade ago, Peter Galison (1990) pointed out the existence of a philosophical school with a unique claim not only to have been in touch with modernism, but to have regarded itself as something like the philosophical arm of the movement.
  This was the logical empiricism of the Vienna Circle, with its relations to the Dessau Bauhaus.  

In what follows I will round out, to the extent possible, Galison’s historical discovery about the relations between the Vienna Circle and the Bauhaus during the era in which Hannes Meyer was its director.  But it is also necessary to consider the relations of the Vienna Circle to 1920’s modernism more generally.  The thesis can be upheld — less on the basis of their well-known publications than of unpublished writings and correspondence — that the Vienna Circle saw its “scientific world-conception” as part of a more general movement to revolutionize the whole of culture.  I will concentrate here on the beginnings of the relationship between the Vienna Circle and modernism, especially on the decisive contacts with the movement of the “Neue Sachlichkeit”.  This important complex of ideas has not received anything like its due in the discussions up to now.  The personal and substantive interrelations were much closer than has been assumed; this is especially true of the trio Franz Roh (the main idea man of “Neue Sachlichkeit”), Rudolf Carnap, and Otto Neurath (both prominent members of the Vienna Circle).  

The Rise and Progress of “Neue Sachlichkeit”

The magical formula of “Neue Sachlichkeit”, which in the eyes of some commentators put a decisive stamp on the art and culture of the twenties, began life as the title of an exhibition of contemporary painting in the Kunsthalle Mannheim.  But how this came about, and what was meant by it, is still largely unknown.  It seems clear that the concept of the exhibition resulted from the efforts of two men, of whom only one, though, got all the fame.  This was Gustav Hartlaub, who was the director of the Kunsthalle Mannheim at the time and who “invented” the slogan.  The other was Franz Roh, the Munich art critic and scholar, who made essential contributions to the preparations for the exhibition and whose book Post-Expressionism [Nach-Expressionismus] supplied the conceptual background and became a kind of manifesto.  

Both men had, previously to the Mannheim exhibition, pursued similar plans elsewhere.  The background to the exhibition was the idea of inviting a number of painters to participate who were supposed to be categorizable under the heading of “new representationality” (“neue Gegenständlichkeit”).  What was meant by “representational” was perhaps easier to understand then than now; it was a matter of drawing a boundary vis-à-vis the abstract art propagated by Kandinsky or by the Russian Supremacists around Malevich.  But the requirement that it also be a “new” representational art raised more serious problems.  By “old representational art” Hartlaub and Roh meant certain pre-war representational painters like Leibl, Liebermann, but also Slevogt and Corinth.  Beyond that, though, they wanted to distinguish the new representationality from the expressionism that had begun to gather momentum since the war, and to endorse rather an anti-expressive objectivity and sobriety.

When they were preparing the exhibition, Roh gave Hartlaub an extensive list of post-expressionists, as he called them, from the manuscript of his book, and also collaborated in the selection of the paintings to be shown.  Hartlaub’s contribution was to expand this list by including representatives of the school subsequently called German “verism”, like Dix and Grosz, whose works he had already been purchasing before the Mannheim exhibition.  Along these lines, he wrote Roh, some months before the exhibition opened, “The concept of the exhibition has been decisively expanded in the sense that besides the representationally oriented artists of the ‘right wing’ (Schrimpf, Kanoldt, Mense, etc.), the ‘left wing’ (Dix, Scholz, Grosz, etc.) are also making a strong appearance.  A catalogue is in preparation.  You give me permission, don’t you, to acknowledge your intellectual and material assistance in the preface?”

Despite this addition, one group still remained outside, the “Cologne Progressives” (Kölner Progressiven) around Arntz, Hörle, and Seiwert, who apparently only came to Roh’s attention somewhat later, in connection with the large-scale Düsseldorf Exhibition “Health, Social Care, and Physical Education” (“Gesundheit, soziale Fürsorge, Leibeserziehung”) or GESOLEI.  And perhaps more importantly, especially as it exemplifies the difference between Roh and Hartlaub: In the Mannheim exhibition, none of the numerous foreign representatives of the new representationality — that Roh had listed in his book to emphasize the international character of the new artistic movement — were included.  

Only in the catalogue and the posters of the exhibition did the concept of “neue Sachlichkeit” — “new sobriety” or “new matter-of-fact-ness” — make its appearance.  It was still thought of as written with a lower-case “n”.  That this “Neue Sachlichkeit”, with capital “N” subsequently became a brand identity for a whole movement is apparently due to the fact that the posters and catalogues had the name printed on them in all capitals, and commentators from the press made the intended “neue” into a “Neue”.  Hartlaub, as the publicity-hungry exhibition-promoter, seems to have put this unexpected result happily to use, while Roh at first stood back somewhat disdainfully from the new brand name und preferred to go on using the rather wooden “Post-expressionism” (Nach-Expressionismus).  

The success of the exhibition has been rated by subsequent Mannheim curators, in the context of a praiseworthy effort to reconstruct the original exhibition, as rather modest (Buderer and Fath 1994).  (The reconstruction was rather difficult because many of the exhibited paintings were later requisitioned by the Nazi perpetrators of the 1937 “Degenerate Art” (“Entartete Kunst”) Exhibition and from there either scattered to the winds or destroyed.)  This low estimate of the exhibition’s success is rather astounding, for the press — not just local and regional but national — responded with an unparalleled pro and con about the new phenomenon.  

Most importantly, a lot of artists and exhibition organizers appear to have seen the show.  And the result was that it could now embark on a triumphal progress through a number of German cities: Dresden, Chemnitz, Erfurt, and Dessau.  Hartlaub, hardly prepared for this level of demand, had his hands full trying to persuade artists to show paintings already committed elsewhere on the later stations of the exhibition, or, if that turned out to be impossible, to fill the resulting gaps with other paintings (by the same or newly recruited painters).  If this had not turned out to be increasingly difficult with the increasing passage of time from the original Mannheim exhibition, there would certainly have been many further stations, especially in the German Southwest.  In any case, the success of the exhibition was resounding, and the slogan of “Neue Sachlichkeit” was on everyone’s lips.  

Neue Sachlichkeit and Bauhaus
At each new location, the show inspired heated discussions, just as it had in its place of origin, and these echoes were often picked up again in the regional press in and around Mannheim.  The most instructive reactions, in the present context, are those from its final station in Dessau, where the Bauhaus, previously located in Weimar, had just moved.  In December 1926 it took up residence in its new quarters designed by Walter Gropius.  The “Neue Sachlichkeit” had, then, it seemed, returned to where it had begun at the turn of the century: in architecture.

Hartlaub had prepared himself for his appearances at subsequent stations of the wandering exhibition with a distinction between two different nuances of emphasis to vary his slogan of “Neue Sachlichkeit”.  First, there was the narrower conception, confined to painting, that gave it the sense of “new representationality” (“neue Gegenständlichkeit”); and then there was the broader conception, extended to other areas of culture, that had the sense of “new sobriety” (“neue Nüchternheit”).  Some of the Bauhaus people seem to have had a problem, though, with the identifiction of “modern-day sobriety” with “representationality” in painting, as indicated by a diary entry of Ise Gropius of 10 November 1925: “Discussion about the exhibition ‘Neue Sachlichkeit’ in Mannheim with its really quite misleading title.  It’s just an exhibition of representational pictures and totally misses the real problem.  The ‘new matter-of-fact-ness’ (‘neue Sachlichkeit’) is a much too difficult problem for it to be solved just by pictures becoming representational again.” 

It should be noted, though, that this negative stance was not representative for the Bauhaus as a whole, and perhaps it was also softened when the exhibition actually made its way to Dessau.  An example of its impact was the choice of “Neue Sachlichkeit” as the motto for the next of the famous Bauhaus fêtes on 4 December 1925.  There one observes not only ironic treatments of the theme but also programmatic ones.  Especially noteworthy among the latter is a wall decoration by Moholy-Nagy, who here connected his previously-developed ideas on the theme of production and reproduction, including the notion of a transition from artistic production to an age of reproduction (in music, recording; in art, photography; etc.), with the “Neue Sachlichkeit” (about a decade before Walter Benjamin’s famous article on “The Work of Art in the Age of its Industrial Reproduction”).  

It would perhaps have been better, in this respect, if Franz Roh himself had been invited to lecture in Dessau.  For he had considered a number of ideas in his book Post-Expressionism (Roh 1925), which had appeared while the Mannheim exhibition was still on, about the application of the new stance to other areas of art and culture (in a chapter on “Readjustment in other Areas”; ibid., p. 107ff.), and what it all meant.  These areas extended from sculpture and architecture to literature and music and all the way to philosophy and politics.  There is every justification for regarding this text as the decisive manifesto of “Neue Sachlichkeit”, for (a) its author was one of the people behind the Mannheim Exhibition; (b) it had a close connection with the actual spread of the slogan; and (c) it definitely seems to have provided its audience with a certain degree of orientation.  

Roh’s attempts at applying “Neue Sachlichkeit” more widely are of varying value and interest.  On architecture he writes, to begin with, that expressionism had produced few results in this area, and continues: 

From this point, the new cube house, just beginning its triumphal progress through nearly all the developed countries of the world, can be counted as part of the movement, appearing with its flat roof, abhorring the demonstrative, standing there in puritanical strictness, seeking smooth, thin-membered, precise materials — that engineering-oriented ‘domestic machine’ (Wohnmaschine), as the ‘Bauhaus’ calls its structure, which now again raises the banner of matter-of-fact-ness (Sachlichkeit) against the principle of expression.” (ibid., p. 108)

Regarding science and philosophy, Roh rightly notes that expressionism was generally conjoined to a thorough contempt for science.  In contrast, the younger generation has fallen prey to the opposite extreme, he says, a kind of technophoric machine-cult, and is for its part full of contempt for the irrationalism of the older generation: 

Consider, though, what is most important among these phenomena: that the older generation was fighting against the rationalism and technophoria of the nineteenth century, whereas the younger generation hates precisely the romanticism of the nineteenth century, its sentimentality, its reliance on instinct and irrationality together with Lebensphilosophie, and its un-utopian or un-constructivist reliance on feeling.” (ibid., p. 114f.)

Who in the world of architecture and philosophy comes closest to these stances in the years around 1925?  The answer seems clear.  In architecture, it was Hannes Meyer, who even before he became the head of the architecture section of the Bauhaus had laid out, in his manifesto “The New World” (“Die Neue Welt”), his confession of faith endorsing everything that mattered in the value system of “Neue Sachlichkeit”:

· functionalism

· rejection of ornament

· orientation toward the future, and rejection of the past

· internationalism (including League of Nations and Esperanto)

· glorification of science (with Einstein as a contemporary saint)

Meyer’s drawings for the League of Nations competition, from this same period, give an impression of how these ideas might have been translated into real architecture.  

Neue Sachlichkeit and Philosophy
But who or what can one regard as representative of Neue Sachlichkeit in philosophy?  In the preface to Rudolf Carnap’s Aufbau one finds the following: 

We too have “needs of the heart” in philosophy; but these concern the clarity of concepts, accuracy of methods, integrity of claims, achievement through cooperation, to which the individual subordinates himself. . . We sense an inner relation between the stance that underlies our philosophical work and the mental stance now at work in very different walks of life.  We sense this stance in currents of art, especially in architecture, and in movements which seek a rational shaping of human life: of personal and public life, of education, of social life at large.  We sense the same basic attitude in all of these, the same style of thinking and creating.  It is the attitude that seeks clarity everywhere, though it acknowledges the never wholly transparent entanglements of life . . . The belief that the future belongs to this stance lies at the basis of our work. (Carnap 1928, p. XV).

These emphatic expressions from Carnap, who is otherwise extremely laconic in cultural and aesthetic matters, have for many years been either ignored completely or else dismissed as empty rhetoric.  Nothing could be more wrong-headed.  For Carnap’s relations to modernism, and in particular to Franz Roh as the shaping spirit of Neue Sachlichkeit, were close indeed.  Carnap and Roh had already been close friends in Jena when they had both been members of the (non-fraternity) “free students” (Freistudenten) and of the mysterious “Sera Circle” around the publisher Eugen Diederichs and the later educator Herman Nohl.  They remained in touch by letter during the war, as they both moved politically to the left, and Roh was one of the select circle of recipients of Carnap’s clandestine political “Rundbriefe” that he circulated to the front after he had been stationed in Berlin.
  After the revolution, too, when Roh went to get a doctorate in art history at the University of Munich, while Carnap returned to Jena to complete his dissertation Space (Der Raum), they remained in close contact though correspondence and regular visits.  Large parts of Roh’s Post-Expressionism were written at Carnap’s father-in-law’s house in Buchenbach near Freiburg (where Carnap was at work on the Aufbau), and were discussed there as well as on ski trips they took together in and around Davos.  They were often joined by Wilhelm Flitner, and, more importantly in the present context, by Roh’s fellow Ph.D. student at Munich Sigfried Giedion, who later was general secretary of the International Congress for Modern Architecture (CIAM) for many years.  

It seems that Carnap’s Aufbau, Roh’s Post-Impressionism, and Giedion’s Space, Time, and Architecture (also conceived during this period, but only published many years later during his American exile) all breathed the same spirit.  Years later, in any case, Roh was still writing to Wilhelm Flitner (who had remained philosophically closer to the Lebensphilosophie of Dilthey and Nohl) in terms that sound rather Carnap-like: 

When you meet, you should really make the attempt to grasp the human depth of this exactness and purity of genuine science.  The miserable halfway-house of philosophy is finally collapsing, and these wrongly channeled primal streams of the human [Urströme des Menschlichen] are being liberated for art, actions, and love.  But knowledge finally becomes secure, instead of floating around uncertainly on the controversial seas of philosophical ‘systems’ for centuries longer.  Don’t persist in avoiding this greatest achievement of thought in our time.  What matters about it, from our point of view, is a completely different aspect from the rather fussy formal preoccupation of the (steadily growing) community of these researchers, even if German academic philosophy takes longer than other countries to see the point.
  

So if we regard Meyer as the perfect exemplar of Neue Sachlichkeit in architecture and Carnap in philosophy, it is no great surprise that a close cooperation between the two groups should have begun as soon as Meyer took over as the new director of the Bauhaus.  This occurred at a time, however, when Neue Sachlichkeit had already passed its zenith in Germany, and had either embarked on a phase of self-absorbed reflection or had already begun to dissolve in other directions.  (In painting, for instance, it was pushed aside to some degree by the surrealism coming in from France.)  In addition, criticism from both right- and left-wing circles was growing more vehement.

The Bauhaus and the Vienna Circle

Roh, Meyer, and Carnap can certainly be regarded as the main programmatic representatives of Neue Sachlichkeit.  But there were reasons beyond that for the development of a close collaboration between the Vienna Circle and the Dessau Bauhaus in the Meyer era.  For it remains to be seen how the spark jumped over to Austria, and especially to Vienna.  To understand this development, we have to go back to the time of the revolution in 1918-19.  After the revolution, Otto Neurath, the later “locomotive” of the Vienna Circle, had held a position in the Bavarian Government under the Governor Hoffmann, with responsibility for “socialization” [economic and social planning].  Because he had retained this position under the two short-lived revolutionary governments of workers’ councils during 1919, he was later charged with “high treason”.  After the military suppression of the second workers’ council government, its members were in mortal danger.  As Roh stated (with witnesses) in his de-Nazification documents, it was none other than Roh himself who had hidden Neurath during this period.  They remained in contact afterwards, too, when Neurath, after being sentenced to prison for eighteen months and exiled to Austria (and prohibited from entering Germany for five years), tried to find a job again in Vienna.  

One can almost say that Neurath became a kind of outpost of Neue Sachlichkeit in Austria, for he is responsible for initiating the foothold these ideas now gained in various aspects of Austrian culture.  It was via Roh, also, that Neurath was introduced to Carnap, whose obtained his Habilitation [license to teach at a university] at the University of Vienna in 1926 with a version of his Aufbau.  

It was at this time that the Vienna Circle, which had grown out of a seminar held by the philosopher of science Moritz Schlick, began to establish itself as an institution of Viennese cultural life.  The most important steps in that direction were the foundation of a periodical, Erkenntnis, edited together with the Berlin group around Reichenbach; the spectacular publication of the programmatic pamphlet Scientific World-Conception: The Vienna Circle (Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung: Der Wiener Kreis) in the summer of 1929; and the founding of a public discussion forum, the “Ernst Mach Society” (“Verein Ernst Mach”) in November 1928.  This society, of which Schlick was the honorary chairman, was largely driven forward and organized by its Vice-Chairman Otto Neurath.

That same week in Vienna, first steps were taken, inspired by Neurath and the architect Josef Frank (brother of the physicist and Vienna Circle member Philipp Frank), to reconstitute the Austrian Werkbund.  The accompanying programmatic reorientation was to bring a closer collaboration with the new architectural trends in Germany.  It was in this spirit that Hannes Meyer was invited to give a talk in March 1929.  A month later, Neurath was invited to the Bauhaus.  Among other things, he spoke there about a method of illustrating statistics that he had developed first on his own, then in collaboration with the painter and graphic artist Gerd Arntz, originally from Cologne, who had been recruited to Vienna.  

Neurath’s lecture inspired a variety of reactions at the Bauhaus.  It was reserved to the communist student group to paint Neurath as a right-wing enemy of the people, based on their theory of “social fascism”.  Such polemics, though, seem to have made no impression on Meyer — a noteworthy indication of his political stance throughout this period.  For he now intensified his collaboration with the Vienna Circle.  Under his directorship the following lectures were held by members of the Vienna Circle and the Berlin Group:

27 May 1929
Otto Neurath: “Pictorial Statistics and the Present” (“Bildstatistik und Gegenwart”)

3-8 July 1929
Herbert Feigl

3 July
“The Scientific World-Conception” (“Die wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung”)

4 July
“Physical Theories and Reality” (“Physikalische Theorien und Wirklichkeit”)

5 July
“Laws of Nature and Freedom of Will” (“Naturgesetz und Willensfreiheit”)

6 July
“Chance and Law” (“Zufall und Gesetz”)

7 July
“Body and Mind” (“Leib und Seele”)

8 July
“Space and Time” (“Raum und Zeit”)

15-19 October 1929
Rudolf Carnap

15 October
“Science and Life” (“Wissenschaft und Leben”)

16 October
“Task and Content of Science” (“Aufgabe und Gehalt der Wissenschaft”)

17 October
“The Logical Construction of the World” (“Der logische Aufbau der Welt”)

18 October
“The Four-dimensional World of Modern Physics” (“Die vierdimensionale Welt der modernen Physik”)

19 October
“The Misuse of Language” (“Der Mißbrauch der Sprache”)

26 November 1929  Walter Dubislav: “The Principle Theses of the Kantian Critical Philosophy” (“Hauptthesen des kantischen Kritizismus”)

9 June 1930
Otto Neurath: “History and Economy; Two Lectures” (“Geschichte und Wirtschaft. Zwei Vorträge”)

These lectures were evidently intended by Meyer as contributions toward his project of making architecture more “scientific”.  To this idea belonged not only courses in the physics of construction, but also the transmission of sociological findings as well as introductions to contemporary thought, as shaped and exemplified by, among other phenomena, the revolutionary developments in modern science.  

What were these lectures about?  We have already mentioned Neurath’s opening number.  It can be assumed that this was given without notes, similar in content to his essay “Pictorial statistics according to the Vienna Method” (Neurath 1991; “Bildstatistik nach Wiener Methode”).  A few Bauhaus artists subsequently tried to make use of Neurath’s methods in their work.  But presumably Feigl’s and Carnap’s lecture series were more substantial.  Feigl (then still a doctoral student of Schlick’s) was invited at short notice at the end of the summer semester 1929, and apparently recycled themes and lecture notes developed for his extensive work in the Vienna Volkshochschule (“People’s University”).  In a long letter to his doctoral supervisor he was enthusiastic about the atmosphere at the Bauhaus, also describing what it had in common with the Vienna circle in its artistic and scientific stance:

On the first evening I lectured on “The new scientific world-conception”.  There was a huge discussion; some of the people here are very artistic, so they put up a good deal of resistance against anti-metaphysics.  But after many discussions in the following days and evenings I was able to bring these people — who are nearly all very intelligent and at least very interested — to see things more clearly.  At the Bauhaus this was rather predictable, for the new spirit in architecture is, as of course Carnap has often emphasized, closely related to that of the new philosophy: the struggle against superfluous entities (sentimental or kitschy decorativeness), the sobriety, matter-of-fact-ness [Sachlichkeit], straightness, purpose-orientedness is, after all, definitely positivistic.  It is characteristic, by the way, that Wittgenstein’s architectural ideas in the ideal program [im idealen Programm] are at least consistent with the new Dessau principles. — And they strive to overcome artistic individualism, as far as possible, in favor of collective effort toward the socially needed.  (Just as there is collective work in our philosophical circle!)  And just as everyone in our circle has mastered a particular science, every architect there has to have mastered a craft.
  

Carnap’s lectures give a concrete idea of the actual content which the Vienna Circle could have contributed to the Bauhaus curriculum, and they also exemplify the character of the envisaged cooperation.  For his visit in October 1929 can be regarded as its high water mark, given his academic stature and his skill in discussion.  Moreover, the visit is exceptionally well documented in Carnap’s shorthand notes for the lectures as well as his diary entries about his time in Dessau.  The themes of Carnap’s lectures and of the discussions he had with the Bauhaus people can be grouped under three headings: (1) theories of color, (2) ideas about space, and (3) general considerations about the role of philosophy and its application to life and art.  

(1) A number of ideas and theories about color had been circulating within the Bauhaus for some time, particularly about the emotions triggered by the perception of various colors and shapes.  One need think only of the theories of Kandinsky, Klee, or Itten (who had left in 1923, and was replaced by Moholy-Nagy).  These theories often answered questions like: which color corresponds to what geometrical shape?  For instance: does blue correspond to a circle?  Some of these theories addressed psychological questions as well, such as: which colors arouse which emotions?  While Kandinksy, for instance, associated blue with quiet and peace of mind, as well as circular shapes, Oskar Schlemmer (evidently thinking of the setting sun and a glass of red wine) wanted to reserve this role for red.  To settle such controversies, the Bauhaus members — even in this respect exemplary in their democratic sensibilities — had apparently even resorted, on some occasions, to taking a vote (Düchting 1996).  In this old argument Carnap intervened by calling the associations of colors with shapes “metaphysical” if they were not empirically grounded, and recommended that such questions should be settled by means of empirical psychology (Galison 1990, p. HHH).
  

(2) Carnap devoted one of his Bauhaus lectures to “the four-dimensional world of modern physics”, thus giving an elementary introduction to some concepts underlying his doctoral dissertation Space (Der Raum).  This book had apparently had some impact on Moholy-Nagy even before Carnap’s personal appearance in Dessau, especially its sharp distinction between objective and subjective concepts of space, which nonetheless share a very general mathematical structure.  Moholy-Nagy responded to this, in the final chapter of his book From Materials to Architecture (Von Material zu Architektur) in a way that is perhaps characteristic of an artist — by elaborating an extensive taxonomy of different kinds of subjective space (Moholy-Nagy 1929, p. 194).  His concern was that the new architecture convey a special experience of space.  But his basic assumption was that a particular way of experiencing space was biologically hardwired into the human species.  This conservative assumption (which implied that the new architecture couldn’t actually change people’s conceptions of space) shows that an important aspect of Carnap’s rather summary remarks on space-perception (which essentially follow in the footsteps of Helmholtz) had not registered with his Bauhaus audience.  

In any case, by the time Carnap came to Dessau, Moholy-Nagy had left the Bauhaus and had established himself as a photographer and stage designer in Berlin.  He was not himself able to make it to Carnap’s lectures, but his wife Lucia went to take notes and report back to him.  The question of Carnap’s (or the Vienna Circle’s) possible influence on Moholy-Nagy’s artistic work has not been studied.  It is worth pointing out that Carnap and Moholy-Nagy remained in touch, for Carnap lectured again in Moholy-Nagy’s “New Bauhaus” in Chicago in 1937, after he himself had moved there, and possibly on other occasions (ASP/RC HH-GG-JJ).

(3) Carnap began his series with a talk about “Science and Life”, in which he began, before embarking on his actual subject, by emphasizing what he saw as the inner connection between artistic and scientific activity: “I work in science, you work in the creation of (visual) forms; both are just parts of one single life.”  Then, amazingly, he goes on to address the very issue that was attracting so much fashionable attention across the intellectual landscape of Germany just then; the dichotomy between “Intellect and Life” (Geist und Leben).  The popular philosopher and sage Ludwig Klages (best-known to the world, perhaps, as the model for Dr. Meingast in Musil’s Man without Qualities) had just published the first volume of his book Intellect as the Enemy of Life (Der Geist als Widersacher der Seele), where, distilling certain tendencies from Nietzsche and Lebensphilosophie into a slogan, he had claimed that “intellect” cripples the natural flow of expression and spontaneity.  Carnap replies that no, intellect does not destroy life, it enhances it; but neither can science (or intellect), by itself, give life its direction.  It can’t give the goal; it has only instrumental value.  It may sound, then, that Carnap’s position here is no different from Max Weber’s in the “Values Controversy” (“Werturteilsstreit”), as put forward in his famous lecture “Academic Life as a Profession” (“Wissenschaft als Beruf”).  But actually Carnap’s position is more subtle; he embraces an interactive relation — in the spirit of the Enlightenment — between science (or intellect) and life.  Science can’t determine the goals of life, but it can make the goals more informed, by making the consequences of actions clearer.  And he says that while it is wrong to give science or intellect a role beyond this function, it is equally wrong to let one’s feelings or will transgress beyond their proper role of determining values.  The intellect has the important moral function, then, of ensuring consistency in the pursuit of the values one has decided on, and ensuring that one doesn’t fool one’s self into believing that one is acting consistently because it is easier, or because one has emotional attachments to contradictory ends (ASP/RC 110-07-49, pp. 3-4).  “Life” (“Leben”) is not seen by Carnap, then, as static, but as something that can be improved by interaction with the intellect.  In this truly modernist spirit Carnap ends his lecture by directly contradicting Klages with a ringing quotation from Goethe: “If the powers of life are strong enough, they have nothing to fear from the intellect!” (“Sind die Kräfte des Lebens stark genug, haben sie den Geist nicht zu fürchten!”).

The last lecture Carnap held in Dessau returned to general themes; it discussed “The Misuse of Language”, and declared the bulk of current philosophy to be nonsensical.  He makes the familiar Vienna Circle point that metaphysics, whose pretence of theoretical content is empty, is actually a misguided application of the artistic impulse:

The moment a metaphysician would grasp that what he is saying is like poetry, the danger would be removed.  But then he would stop doing metaphysics.  For it is precisely to represent a content, and to lay a claim to the truth of this representation, that he is doing it in the first place.  (It’s like this also in books and treatises about art; even the modern ones about creation of forms.) (ASP/RC 110-07-43, p. 3)

Although it is not in Carnap’s notes to this lecture, he appears to have mentioned Heidegger as an example of this metaphysical nonsense here, as well.  From the memoirs of Eva Tchichold, in a passage describing a discussion with Carnap, it appears that the following scene took place in Dessau.  Carnap first quoted Heidegger’s recent dictum from his Freiburg inaugural lecture of July that year, “the Nothing nothings” (“das Nichts nichtet”), and then asked the audience who they thought might have said this.  And Eva Tchichold answered, “Kurt Schwitters”, which was greeted with howls of laughter by the assembled audience.  Carnap then named the author and diagnosed the passage as a case of multiple syntactic nonsense.  Whether his argument works is still controversial.  But in political terms he had a pretty good nose, and thus gave a demonstration of the practical usefulness of his “logical analysis of language”: a short time later Heidegger revealed himself a dyed-in-the-wool national socialist.  

In this final lecture Carnap is not only critical of metaphysics, as in the published article “Overcoming Metaphysics”, but also promotes a positive role for a logical empiricist critique of metaphysics.  This comes through very clearly in the final section:

What is the point of metaphysics? (and of its more primitive antecedents: theology and mythology).

We have said: it has no theoretical meaning, no representational function; but it must have some sort of meaning, or so many exceptional people would not have concerned themselves with it.  

The point is: (expressive function): Expression of a life-feeling [Ausdruck eines Lebensgefühls], an overall total stance towards humanity and the world (in contradistinction to momentary feelings and moods). 

But: the wrong form of expression.

The right means of expression for life-feelings (as well as momentary feelings) are:

1) subconscious: The contours of the face (physiognomy; facial expressions; mimicry); the physical stance of the body and its movements; the contours of one’s handwriting (physiognomic and expressive elements here, too); practical behavior toward fellow human beings.

2) conscious articulations: art (especially poetry and music) (as shaping of particular objects, “works of art”); the conscious design of the things of [everyday] life. (ibid., p. 2)

When Carnap later attacked some portions of Heidegger’s philosophy as “word-music” in his published writings, this was often understood as a more general attack on music and art as well.  But this Bauhaus lecture makes clear that nothing could be further from the truth.  Music and art are in Carnap’s view the proper, conscious and deliberate articulations of life-feelings (Lebensgefühle).  Carnap’s critique, just as in the earlier lecture about “Intellect and Life”, was directed against the encroachment of life-feelings on inherently intellectual functions.  And to conclude his lecture, Carnap reminds his audience of the deep connection between this message and the project of the Bauhaus; what binds the two movements together, he says, is “our quest for authenticity; no false façade!”  Modernity, to Carnap, evidently had a close connection with the conscious shaping of life and art as well as cognition and practical affairs, as opposed to passive drift or unreflective conformity with inherited patterns (e.g. of decorative architectural features). 

Excursus: Mies van der Rohe

Unfortunately, the planned collaboration began in many respects under the most unpromising of circumstances.  The world economy was in crisis; “Black Friday” on the New York Stock Exchange was only a month after Carnap’s final talk at the Bauhaus.  But the political tensions within the Bauhaus itself, and within the Dessau town council, which financed the institution, grew steadily more acute.  They culminated in the politically motivated termination of Hannes Meyer as director of the Bauhaus and his replacement by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.

It is notable that Mies van der Rohe did actually continue with Meyer’s idea of a companion curriculum in sociological and philosophical subjects.  But the people he brought in to discharge these responsibilities were different.  Whereas before him the logical empiricists from Vienna and also Berlin had carried most of this burden, now it was to be primarily to be borne by the Leipzig School associated with the psychologist Felix Krüger and the sociologist Hans Freyer.  This signals a complete reversal of world view; while the empiricists were in many respects deeply sympathetic to the modernism of the 1920’s, the Leipzig School stood more for the later critical reaction toward that movement.  And just during the period when they were lecturing at the Bauhaus, moreover, the Leipzig group was becoming more and more radically right wing.  Freyer’s Revolution from the Right (“Revolution von Rechts”) of the year 1931 is a clear indication of this — a book that brought Freyer the title of a “highbrow fascist” (“Edelfaschist”) among the empiricists.  

In Fritz Neumeyer’s book Words without Art (Das Kunstlose Wort), in which the first attempt is made to excavate the intellectual roots of Mies van der Rohe’s works, the perspectives opened by this political process are not discussed.  This is unfortunate, for it leaves an important gap in the overall picture.  The philosopher Mies appears to have thought most highly of during this period, it turns out, was Helmuth Plessner, who not only held a lecture (not preserved in manuscript) at the Bauhaus on 17 February 1932, but apparently made such a good impression that Mies — now in his capacity as Vice-Chairman of the German Werkbund — invited him to give the celebratory lecture for its 25th anniversary that November.  As the Werkbund’s periodical, Die Form, was a victim of Gleichschaltung soon after, this important lecture did not make it into print.  Its content, in any case, makes clear that Plessner can certainly not be regarded at this time as the critic of new architecture Hellmuth Lethen (1994) has portrayed him as, but that he was, rather, a critical sympathizer of modernism.

When Mies van der Rohe broke off relations with them, the logical empiricists evidently withdrew from Germany altogether.  They concentrated henceforth on relations with other organizations: they participated in the CIAM, whose meetings Neurath was able to play a role in until after 1933, and in the Austrian Werkbund.  The greatest success of the cooperation between the new architecture and the Vienna Circle was the Vienna Werkbundsiedlung (model housing estate), for which Josef Frank was the architectural chair just as Mies van der Rohe had been for the better-known Stuttgart Weissenhofsiedlung of 1927.  Neurath’s Social and Economic Museum handled the entire advertising campaign for the exhibition as well as the numerous tours.  The conception of the Vienna exhibition differs characteristically from the Stuttgart one: though they use the same architectural forms, the social content is quite different.  It would be oversimplified to boil this difference down to Hannes Meyer’s slogan of “the people’s needs in place of luxury needs”; but nonetheless the Stuttgart houses were primarily single-family homes for the upper bourgeoisie, while in Vienna there were buildings for a larger cross-section of society, including several for less privileged social groups.  

The Vienna Werkbundsiedlung marks both the high point and the end of the close relations between new architecture and the scientific world-conception in Austria.  Only a few months after the end of the exhibition the Austrian Werkbund also underwent Gleichschaltung and “arianization”; Frank and Neurath were both kicked out.  This occurred in Austria under the social fascism of Dollfuss, five years before the forced national socialist Anschluss to the Third Reich; it gives some indication of the conditions under which the Vienna Circle worked during this period.  

The Vienna Circle and Neue Sachlichkeit in Painting and Graphic Arts

Neue Sachlichkeit and related movements in painting never took root in Austria to the extent they had in Germany, where they had originated.  One reason for this was the almost complete paralysis of the art market in Vienna following the deep economic crisis there after the end of the First World War.  For this among other reasons, a number of well-known Austrian painters had moved to Germany, or if they had moved to Vienna from elsewhere, had soon left the country again; examples are Oskar Kokoschka, Johannes Itten, and Laszlo Moholy-Nagy.  The Neue Sachlichkeit movement had accordingly found much less of an echo here than in Germany.  And among the few followers it did find, even fewer had any connection to the worker’s movement.

Once again it was Otto Neurath who showed an interest in importing this movement.  He asked Roh, for instance, which of the painters from his milieu he could recommend to design a new title page for the theoretical mouthpiece of the Austrian Social Democrats, Der Kampf (in which, by the way, members of the Vienna Circle, especially Neurath and Zilsel, regularly published).  The query led nowhere, as did Neurath’s suggestion that the social housing being built in Vienna at the time should be provided with paintings and prints by artists associated with Neue Sachlichkeit.

But soon afterwards a wide-ranging cooperation was under way.  Shortly after the Mannheim exbhibition Neue Sachlichkeit and the publication of his Post-Expressionism, Roh had become acquainted with the “Cologne Progressive” group around Seiwert and Hörle, which some critics regard as belonging to Neue Sachlichkeit.  On the one hand, this group was committed to a figurative constructivism, i.e. a kind of representationalism; on the other hand, they reduced the represented figures and objects to geometric shapes and designs, mostly in the service of cross-party radical-left enlightenment or consciousness-raising.  These considerations seem to me sufficient to classify them with the left wing of Neue Sachlichkeit.  

In any case, the 1926 GESOLEI exhibition in Düsseldorf, mentioned above, included an Austrian pavilion whose entire interior design was the work of Neurath’s newly founded Social and Economic Museum.  Neurath, whose five-year banishment from Germany had just expired, travelled to Düsseldorf on several occasions to supervise the work on the pavilion and to give a talk.  The GESOLEI was accompanied by an exhibition of artists from the lower Rhine area, ranging from the most provincial and traditional pieces of sentimental folk art to modern contemporary pieces.  Neurath visited the exhibition and was so enthusiastic about the pictures by the young painter and graphic artist Gerd Arntz that he immediately bought two of them.  A collaboration was agreed that led Arntz to move to Vienna altogether in 1929.

Neurath and Arntz together developed the method of pictorial statistics invented by Neurath into the “Vienna Method”, and then later, after they emigrated, into the Isotype system.
  In the background of this whole project was the intention of explaining statistical, economic, and social trends to people who were less literate in abstract matters, so as to prepare them for socialism.  Different symbols were designed for trade in various products, for population trends in various countries, illnesses, mortality, etc.  They were to portray the statistical relations among quantities not by means of larger and smaller figures, but by larger and smaller columns of the same size of figure.  The collaboration of social scientists and artists interested in changing the world thus led to something quite new: a modern form of scientifically inspired commercial art that has found widespread application in popular scientific and social-science publications as well as (though without the statistical motivation) on pictograms found in airports and train stations.  Neurath’s Social and Economic Museum was able to publish its first major illustrated volume in 1932; it was reviewed enthusiastically in the April 1933 issue of Die Form, a few pages after the announcement that the German Werkbund had acceded to Gleichschaltung.

Like many advocates of modernism, Neurath and Arntz were forced to emigrate, together with their museum.  Their work was continued in the Netherlands and later in England.  At various points a collaboration was planned between the Social and Economic Museum and the CIAM.  The idea was to put Neurath’s repertoire of symbols to use in arriving at a uniform symbolism for architectural drawings.  Although he was accepted as a member of the organization for this purpose (as the only non-architect), the plan was never realized.

In conclusion it seems safe to say that the Vienna Circle and the Berlin group of logical empiricists were the philosophical school that had the most intense contacts and the closest cooperation not only with modern architecture, but with practically all sectors of 1920’s modernism that went under the banner of Neue Sachlichkeit.  The resulting collaboration, though, focussed almost entirely on representatives of the left wing of the Neue Sachlichkeit movement.  It would be very important to study the general interconnections indicated in this paper more thoroughly and describe them in detail.  A closer focus on the historical background of modernism can go a long way to correct clichés about it and to place it in a more balanced perspective. 
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Wizisla, ? 1994 angabe fehlt im Literaturverzeichnis
� Galison’s paper was translated into German five years later, and his thesis has meanwhile been developed further in the German-speaking countries; see esp. the publications of the research project “Wissenschaft und Kunst” of the Institut Wiener Kreis, published by Hölder-Pichler-Tempsky, e.g. Thurm-Nemeth (2000). 


� Letter of Hartlaub to Roh of 3 June 1925 in the documents on Die Neue Sachlichkeit, 14 June 1925 to 15 September 1925, two binders (A-K and L-Z), Archive of the Mannheim Kunsthalle.  


� Diary of Ise Gropius (in the Bauhaus Archive, Berlin).  


� The reference here is very likely to the Bauhaus-designed “Haus am Horn” in Weimar, which in recent years has been extensively restored.  


� These circular letters can be found, complete with comments by various recipients, including Roh, in Carnap’s papers, ASP/RC HH-JJ-KK.  


� Letter from Roh to Flitner of 18 August 1935, from the Roh papers in the Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles.  


� Especially notable here is the circle around the cultural periodical “Crisis and Criticism” (“Krise und Kritik”) planned by Bertold Brecht and Walter Benjamin in the years around 1930.  Because of financial difficulties and disagreements about the conception, it was never published.  Among others, Ernst Bloch and Theodor W. Adorno belonged to this circle.  One of the first issues was to be devoted to a critique of Neue Sachlichkeit.  On this whole subject, see Wizisla (1992).  





� Letter from Feigl to Schlick of 21 July 1929, pp. 12ff. (the letter is 26 pages long!), in Feigl’s papers at the University of Minnesota (microfilm at the Archive of Scientific Philosophy, University of Pittsburgh).  


� It would be worth investigating the extent to which his contacts with the Bauhaus might have influenced Carnap’s philosophical thinking during this time; the idea is not as outlandish as it sounds, as Carnap did in fact give a number of talks on color and color-perception in the Vienna Circle during 1930 (Stadler 1997, p. 273).    


� The typescript of the lecture is preserved in the Plessner papers at the University of Groningen.  


� For details see Neurath (1991).  





