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PREFACE |
BAUHAUS: A MAGICAL PARCEL

President of China Academy of Art
Xu Jiang

Bauhaus is both familiar and unfamiliar. Anyone with a basic understanding of
architecture and design knows about Bauhaus, but the word itself still carries a little
bit of magic. Twenty-three years ago, | saw the word “Bauhaus” everywhere in
Hamburg, and learned that it means “house” and “building,” so all shops related
to “building” in Germany are called “Bauhaus” . Actually, the historical Bauhaus
should actually be called the a school of Bauhaus. Last year, | visited the School of
the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC). While sitting in the president's office of SAIC, |
was discussing the collection, the president told me that this office used to house
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe's architectural firm. | couldn't help but get excited when
I thought of the relationship between this ordinary room, the glass-steel towers out
the window, and the skyscrapers rising-around the world. Bauhaus holds this kind
of fascination for me. Bauhaus is like a magical postal parcel that passes through
time and space, linking the soal absorbed in building around the world and creating
a community around bright ideas and creativity. Bauhaus has given people the free
and fluid cultural environment that they enjoy today.

I firmly believe that the term “Bauhaus” refers not just to building, but also the
site of building. In this site, building is a mission and totality related to daily life.
Building is an object to be conquered and conviction bound up with self-creation.
After Germany lost the First World War, it was at a moral and economic low point.
However, the resulting Weimar era produced rare energy. Building is an expression
of vitality, reflecting the collective belief that Germany would rise again. In 1903,
Peter Behrens was named the president of the Dusseldorf Kunstgewerbeschule,
and he believed that industrialization was the combination of “zeitgeist” and
“volkgeist,” and that the purpose of building lies in its form. Bauhaus emerged
from these ideas, and although the school was full of conflicts and divisions, it was
an important place for the realization of this mis‘sion and the promotion of new
design.

Bauhaus was founded on “the ideal to build the Cathedral of Socialism” , and the

Bauhaus workshop was established as a craft workshop of cathedral. The German



word “Bauhitten” implies “bauhaus” . In 1919, Walter Gropius published the
“Bauhaus Manifesto” in Weimar. The ideas in the “Manifesto” can be summed up
in three points. First, in architecture, our ultimate aim should be to bridge the gap
between art and craft, erasing the distinction between artist and craftsman. Second,
we should return to crafts because they are the source of creativity; the crafts should
be elevated to be the equal of art by emphasizing their creative value and aesthetic
foundations. Third, we must create a new guild of craftsmen that would encourage
collaboration between artist and craftsman, and create a community to promote
social change and industrial production. “The Bauhaus Manifesto” also outlined the
basic mission for the Bauhaus School, which was promoting the unity of art and craft,
the equality of art and craft, and the alliance between creativity and manufacturing.
As a result, the Bauhaus School was a source of new ideas and an art movement
that would promote the renewal of society. In the early days of the Bauhaus School,
they advocated the use of lower case, so "bauhaus” was usually spelled without any
capital letters. On the school’ s letterhead, red print at the bottom advocated lower
case writing because it was easier for everyone to read. From this, we can see the
Bauhaus School’ s transformative ideas and restless spirit. -

Although the Bauhaus School was only in existence for 14 years, it has continued to
be influential to this day, because its system has reverberated in Western culture from
the industrial era to the creative era. The Bauhaus School has inspired most of the
profound changés in industrial structure and product models, and Bauhaus products
are important reminders of these intense changes. Marcel Breuer's “Wassily Chair,”
the first piece of steel tube furniture, announced the tendency towards lighter metals
and Mies van der Rohe's “Barcelona Chair” designed for the German Pavilion at the
1929 Barcelona International Exposition opened the door for minimalist, sensible
designs. The mass-production of “Bauhaus lamps” designed by Hannes Meyer and
the geometric door handle prototypes designed by the Bauhaus masters do not
just tell a story about design and function; they also represent a historical narrative
about the formation and development of commercial models and batch production.
Creating a new commercial model was much more difficult than promoting batch
production. The model that the Bauhaus proposed attempted to provide consumers
with a new lifestyle and dared to challenge conventional ideas. The market was
not conservative and “great design” finally came to the masses. Gropius worked
for the General Panel Corporation in 1942 to promote architecture composed of
prefabricated panels. In this industrialized, standardized architectural model, the
houses are produced in a factory, as a bundle of prefabricated boards. The bundle
contains interchangeable boards that can perform a variety of different functions in
the roof, walls, and floor. This building model was widely used in major renovations
in American cities in the 1960s, and 20 years later, it was used all over China. We can
still feel the impact of this model on our lives and environments.

With its challenging and innovative spirit, the Bauhaus school created some of

the most popular designs of the last century. Bauhaus designers valued materials



and functionality, which generally reflected a tendency for simplicity. Squares,
circles, triangles, lines, and curves were favored because they were simple. In this
context, the principle “less is more” was propelled standardization and mechanical
aesthetics. The Bauhaus proposed that the masses had a role in industrial design
and created a modern utopia of batch production and succinct aesthetics. Bauhaus
textbooks attempted to provide an ideological baptism that would drive a
movement. [ |

In terms of education, the Bauhaus made its preparatory courses almost mandatory,
and they encouraged the combination of different materials and textures to inspire
personal creativity. The curriculum also focused on handicraft skills and hands-on
training, and so it needed a lot of workshop space where the students could work
with actual materials and learn that hands-on approach. Thereby, these students
completed the aesthetic revolution of the mechanical era. The Bauhaus School
was full of contradictions, and there was an obvious divergence between the
Expressionist tendencies of the early foundational courses and the Constructivist
bent of the later practical courses. Educational experiments were devoted to
breaking down barriers in professions and serving the people, thereby realizing the
aesthetic transformation that was at the core of their mission. In the last century,
this mission launched a strain of design and culture that has deeply influenced
human life and design educatioh.

The Bauhaus had a truly pervasive impact, but it did not succeed at first, and it
was not an milestone by rigid historicist division. The Bauhaus was linked to the
intellectual movements and social changes prevailing in Europe at the time, and
it was also linked to the technological advancements and economic patterns of
industrial society. These relationships allow us to see the historical motivation
behind great creation and the essential connection between this motivation
and the times. Although the Bauhaus products are now a part of the past, we
can still reinterpret these pieces. From these historical motivations and essential
connections, we can rediscover the pieces’ ideological backgrounds. In placing
them within today's myriad social contexts, we activate their creative genes and
build a multi-dimensional resource.

In the winter of the year before last, | was walking through the snow to visit an
old building called the Hellerau on the outskirts of Dresden. Is is an abandoned
theater, which was designed in 1919 by Richard Riemerschmid, an architect
from the Deutscher Werkbund Early on, it was a modern dance theater, and the
audience seats were on the same level as the stage. The architect was extremely
particular about the lights, intending to create a white, shadow-free space. The
modest architecture carries with it certain professional ideals, creating new viewing
experiences and relationships. Later, this theater fell into the hands of the SS and
served as a police academy until the end of WWII, when it became the political
department for the Soviet Union garrison. After the reunification of East and West

Germany, Dresden residents debated what to do with the building, and decided



eventually to return the building to its original state and use it as an art center.
The mottled Nazi slogans and Soviet posters are still preserved on many walls. By
carrying the traces of nearly one hundred years of history. Modern people have
only started to trace back and recover those original professional ideals. | stood on a
lighting catwalk high in the theater's rafters and looked down on the snow covering
the buildings and the forests outside the window. | took solace in the revival of its
ideals. [

| walked out of the new, Renzo Piano-designed Modern Wing at the Art Institute
of Chicago, and crossed the Nichols Bridgeway to Frank Gehry's exaggerated Jay
Pritzker Pavilion. As | walked, | looked at Anish Kapoor's shining “Cloud Gate” ,
and gazed out at Chicago's impressive urban skyline. | paused to look at Mies van
der Rohe's twin glass and steel towers on Lakeshore Drive; they are a model for
urban skyscrapers. | felt as if | was suspended in a dream, looking up at the tops of
the buildings from a deep valley and climbing towards the city's horizon. The new
post-war Bauhaus has already implanted itself in Chicago's urban landscape, quietly
changing the lives and environments of modern Americans. Can we extract useful
things from the Bauhaus revolution that would help us activate the relationship
between Chinese tradition and contemporary life? Can we construct a living creative
realm that reflects the characteristics of contemporary China? We hope to be able
to realize all of this, and the symposia and exhibitions held today are concrete steps
towards these goals. [

Bauhaus is a magical parcel. It is worth studying and developing because it represents

a dialogue between history and living ideas.



