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ABSTRACT 

Prolegomena to the Study of Biomorphic Modernism: Biocentrism, 

Laszlo Moholy- Nagyf s Vew Vision1' 

and Ern6 Kallai's Bioromantik 

Doctor of Philosophy, 1998 

Oliver ~rpad Istvan Botar 

Graduate Department of the History of Art 

University of Toronto 

Focusing on Weimar Germany, I ground the study of biomorphic 

Modernism in Ern6 Kallaifs 1932 identification of a trend he 

termed Bioromantik. Kallai wrote from a biocen tr ic  position, 

an amalgam of Nature Romanticism and biologism espoused by 

Nietzsche, Ernst Haeckel, Ludwig Klages, Oswald Spengler, 

Raoul France and Hans Prinzhorn in the early 20th century, 

here established as a politically-charged category of intel- 

lectual history. Kallai characterized Bioromantik as art, the 

imagery, forms or themes of which express Monist, Neo-Vital- 

ist, lebensphilosophisch and Organicist, i.e. biocentric 

concepts such as the life-force, creative/destructive aspects 

of nature, and our unity with it. The work of artists he cited 

(Arp, Klee, Moore, Kandinsky, Ernst, etc. ) is biomorphic 

Modernist in style. KBllaits conception derives from his 

realization of the similarity between biomorphic art and 

scientific photography, here termed the ttnaturamorphic anal- 

ogy,I1 a topos traceable t o  Kandinskyts pre-war writing. Prob- 

ably inspired by Walter Benjamin's review of Karl Blossfeldt's 

photographs, Kallai's epiphany occurred in the Moholy-Nagy- 

curated flRaurn-ln of the 1929 Film und Foto show in Stuttgart; 
in effect a three-dimensional statement of his "New Visionu 

that aestheticized scientific photography, and that - -  like 
Moholy's entire pedagogical project - -  I show to be rooted in 
biocentrism. Thus, the profound effect biocentric thinkers had 

on the milieux Moholy emerged from is discussed: The fin-de- 

s i ec l e  Haeckelian tradition of normative aestheticized scien- 
ii 



tific imagery is show. to underlie New Vision; the biocentric 

wing of the Jugendbewegung is revealed as a source of Moholyls 

biocentric pedagogy; inspired by France, "Biocentric 

Constructivismfl is identified as a discourse engaged in by 

Mies, Moholy, Lissitzky, Hausmann and Meyer; the Bauhaus, with 

attention to Gropius, Klee, Kandinsky, Schlemmer and Meyer, is 

recast as a locus of biocentric ideas. Like others, Kallai 

proposed a npsychobiological~~ explanation for the naturamor- 

phic analogy: the artists1 identity with nature and their 

consequent intuitive imaging of its unseen aspects also 

revealed by science. I show how the aestheticization of scien- 

tific images effected by New Vision enabled Modernist artists 

and critics to be exposed to such imagery - -  an historical 
alternative to the essentialist explanation that constitutes a 

basis for research on biomorphic Modernist art. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Plumbing the Depths 

biomorphic art. [Albstract art in which shapes and 
masses are abstracted from the ... animate rather 
than geometric and inanimate objects. (Haggar 1962): 

Modern art tends to be written about the artists and 
their friends ... and by generalizers and populari- 
zers ... with the result that the mosaic of move- 
ments has remained largely unaffected, to the detri- 
ment of unorganized artists and traditions. For 
example, there is a line of biomorphic art, that, to 
the extent that it is discussed in the usual frame- 
work, could only be viewed as part of Surrealism. 
What failed to fit would come under such headings as 
Precursors of, or The ~nheritance of, Surrealism, 
or, maybe, just plain Independents ... or nuts, off 
the main-line. (Alloway 196512 

The [biomorphic] works on these pages were created 
over . . .  three decades and belong to no single 
nschool" . . .  the many traits they have in common 
indicate that they are part of a continuing ten- 
dency. (Goldwater 1969)' 

[In the publication] of the 1950s, devoted to con- 
temporary art, the [works] give the impression of a 
standard abstraction. The superficial effect is that 
of sweeping curves, undulating masses, "organicu 
forms, signs and "ecritureH of a more or less con- 
trolled wildness.. . . This ttinformallt art was undeni- 
ably a style .... Amongst the ... modern styles per- 
haps the postwar style, whether one calls it Stil 
Novo, Sputnik, Brussels, Kidney- table-style or what - 
ever, had the widest span. It was a style which ... 
pervaded all areas of daily life .... It was an int- 
ernational style that ranged from high art through 
lower art to the design of consumer goods. (Van 
Geest 1983)' 

Thirties biomorphism, both Surrealist and non-Sur- 
realist, was ... associated with the ... formal 
possibilities provided by a near-abstract glimpse of 
the natural world through microscopes and tele- 
scopes, [which] provided new paradigms for looking 
at and depicting nature. . , [A] rtists used biomorphic 
style to celebrate the micro-macro vision of nature 
... as a modern, liberating principle of pictorial 
design. (Weiss 1985) 



The great achievement of our era is biological thin- 
king, which has revolutionized science and art. 
Expressionist art aims at inner truth and away from 
the external world; it is biological thinking that 
has taught us that "the invisible inner element 
produces visible form." (Stadelmann 1 9 1 6 ) ~  

Begriffe wie Expressionismus und Surrealismus, die 
auf Franz Marc und Klee oder Max Ernst . . .  zutref- 
fen, sind ... geeignet, den besonderen Sinn zu b e z -  
eichnen, der die Vision dieser Kiinstler den Grenzen 
der burgerlichen Romantik entffihrt. Es gehdren ihrer 
Reihe zudem auch Maler und Bildhauer an, die . . .  
jeglicher Gegenstandlichkeit in ein Phantasiegefiige 
von Elementarformen dringen. Und gerade bei diesen 
bifdnerischen Urzeichen des Lebens ist der Leitge- 
danke jener Entwicklung am deutlichsten, die von 
Franz Marc bis Hans Arp, von Archipenko bis Brancusi 
reicht. Eine Bioromantik ist dabei, den Geist ... zu 
den Urquellen und Trieben des Lebens zu ffihren . . . .  
Das Bewusstsein urn die irrationalen Verstrickungen 
des ichs mit den Keimwesen und -Strukturen der Natur 
f i ih l t  sich ratselhaft angezogen durch den Anblick 
von Mikro- und Rdntgenaufnahmen. Sie sind die Phan- 
tasie der Bioromantik so anregend, wie das Studium 
der Anatomie fiir die Aktmalerei . . . .  Die Kunst kehrt 
in den miitterlichen Schoss der Sch6pfung zuriick. Das 
ist der Sinn ihrer Bioromantik. (Kallai 1932)' 

It is hardly accidental that ... modernism ... arises 
... simultaneously with modern biology. The two 
viewed in tandem ... offer the most substantial 
proof for the unity of cultural development and pose 
a significant challenge to those who claim that 
large concurrent cultural movements usually have 
little impact on each other. And it is . . .  the vita- 
lism inherent in early modern biology that must 
concern us if we hope to grasp why modernism has 
emerged at a particular moment under specific cul- 
tural conditions. (George Rousseau 1992)' 

As a result of a century- long tendency (by bio- 
logists] to incorporate esthetic principles in the 
interpretation of organic forms ... the external 
forms of organisms had gained greatly in esthetic 
value [especially] ... at the microscopic level, 
where emergent order induces the most direct expres- 
sion of formative principles. In the art of the 
twentieth century there are innumerable examples of 
exquisite sensitivity to the inner formative prop- 
erties of organisms and these stand in direct his- 
torical continuity with the efforts of biologists 



over the previous century to describe the processes 
by which forms arose. (Ritterbush 1968)' 

Following Rodin, other sculptors, both representational 
and abstract in their work, adopted the vitalistic atti- 
tude .... [I]t was one of the few ideas in modern sculp- 
ture that sculptors often mentioned when explaining their 
work process and attitudes toward materials .... Perhaps 
the personal, almost religious, fervour of the vital 
impetus made it incomprehensible to the non-artist . . .  
[Tlhe critic had to confront both a literary or overtly 
stylistic influence, and a biological relationship 
between the artist and his materials. Not until the 1950s 
did any critic really begin to look at vitalism as a 
separate and specific philosophy for the creation of 
sculpture .... If Bergson proposed neo-vitalism as a 
philosophical doctrine at the beginning of this century, 
then why did it take nearly half a century for a major 
critic to identify vitalism as a central doctrine of 
modern sculpture? ( Burnham 19 6 8 ) 

The organic metaphor has been dominant in most dis- 
cussions of similar images from art and science. In 
modernism, the organic metaphor was deeply pervasive 
.... The creative process has been explicated in 
terms of biology. Predictably, German artists (those 
closest to idealist Romanticism) have attempted to 
build systems based on organic correspondence. Klee 
and Kandinsky are the leading examples. The Surreal- 
ist enterprise is the final apotheosis of the 
organic. And the biomorphic form it donated to art 
has been durable .... Is it too obvious to suggest 
that artists ... might, at the beginning of Surreal- 
ism, have acquainted themselves with the results of 
a century of microscopic morphology? Deeply immersed 
in organicism, it seems unlikely that artists would 
not be aware of its forms. The popular science books 
of the late nineteenth century, when such artists 
were young abounded in such illustrations. An exam- 
ination of artists' journals and libraries from this 
point of view is indicated. (OtDoherty 1978)" 

Despite the efforts of critics like Greenberg and 
Danto modern art cannot be forced into the 
straightjacket of linear development .... A more res- 
ponsible approach to the art and architecture of the 
century requires an openness to patterns of change 
that cannot be synthesized to create a comprehen- 
sible totality. (Taylor 1992) l2 



Art history has begun to make a significant contri- 
bution to the understanding of modernity, yet its 
practice remains too confined within national bound- 
aries, and to a structure of inquiry still con- 
strained by those reified constructs of national 
schools. . . .  [ A ] n  international and comparative 
approach would help to counteract the undue and mis- 
leading prominence given to French culture as the 
exemplary culture of modernity - -  a prominence that 
has everything to do with received value judgements, 
institutional deadweight, and the academic job mar- 
ket, and nothing to do with the needs of serious 
historical method. (A. Hemingway 1996)" 

If we wish to understand and appreciate formal 
beauty we must ... concentrate on the details, on 
the form of the root of a tree, on the way in which 
a leaf is connected to its stalk .... Our eye must 
note . . .  every nuance in the form. For there is only 
one point in our field of vision ... which is clear- 
ly seen, which can hold some meaning for us. If we 
see in this way, an immensely rich new world is 
revealed to us, full of totally new experience . . . .  
Nature seems to live and we begin to understand that 
there really are sorrowing trees and ... terrible, 
gruesome flowers. (Endell 1897-8)'' 

scientific ... expeditions ... have brought to light 
an undreamed abundance of new organic forms .... a 
new world was revealed by the great advance of mic- 
roscopic research ... and especially by the discov- 
ery of the marvellous inhabitants of the deep sea 
... the peculiar beauty and diversity of which far 
transcend all the creations of the human imagin- 
ation. (Haeckel 1899)" 

I am like an ancient mariner who has spent his life 
traveling from isle to isle in the ocean of Nature 
... but who, paying heed to oar and sail and helm, 
has been unable to devote himself to these tempting 
sights. Now at ... last I have learned and seen with 
my own eyes that the immeasurable abyss has been 
fathomed; that the infinite variety of forms deriv- 
ing from utter simplicity has been lifted into the 
light of day in all its interrelationships; and that 
the great work . . .  has been duly done. (~oethe)" 
I am a form in the grsen ocean of being. (Egyptian 
I1Book of the ~ead" l7 

Creating forms means: Life. (Schlemmer 1915) la 



The shapes of time are the prey we want to capture. The 
time of history is too coarse and brief to be an evenly 
granular duration such as the physicists suppose for 
natural time; it is more like a sea occupied by innume- 
rable forms of a finite number of types. A net of another 
mesh is required, different from anyhow in use. (Kubler 
1962) " 

As a series, these passages indicate a lack in the art 

historical literature. They point to the need for a systematic 

study of ubiomorphicu style. They hint at a level of complex- 

ity which requires special measures. They suggest historio- 

graphic strategies which are formal as well as contextual and 

thematic, both diachronic and synchronic rather than linear 

and teleological; critically historical rather than fixated on 

surfaces and epistemological problems; interdisciplinary and 

international rather than limited by disciplinary and national 

boundaries. They direct us towards the waters I troll in this 

dissertation. They outline the templates I use to weave the 

mesh of my net. They establish the metaphor I employ in this 

introduction - -  one which suggests my conceptual inclinations. 
Though they are both aquatic, I oppose Goethels and Kubler's 

(ancient2*) oceanic metaphor of historical time to the fluvial 

one employed by Alfred Barr in his 1936 flow chart published 

in Cubism and Abstract Art." Currents exist at sea, but flow 

is not in one direction only. (Fig. 1-11 

Because these waters are so vast, I undertake here the 

prolegomena to a study of some still little-understood phenom- 

ena to be found in the overfished waters of early- to mid-20th 

century Modernism. My net is woven to catch artworks termed 
%iomorphicfl or "organicn in form; works by artists such as 

Hans A r p ,  Willy Baumeister, Constantin Brancusi, Alexander 

Calder, Arthur Dove, Max Ernst, Naurn Gabo, Arshile Gorky, 

Raoul Hausmann, Barbara Hepworth, Wassily Kandinsky, Paul 

Klee, Frantisek Kupka, Franz Marc, Andre Masson, Mikhail 

Matiushin, Joan Miro, Lasz16 Moholy-Nagy, Henry Moore, Isarnu 

Noguchi, Georgia O°Keeffe, Picasso, Jackson Pollock, Kurt 



Schwitters, Jan Styrsky, Yves Tanguy and Toyen. My customized 

net also hauls up objects of "New Look," "Stil NovoH or 

"Curvilinear Modernist" biomorphic design by Alvar Aalto, 

Herbert Bayer, Fulvio Bianconi, Charles Eames, Arne Jacobsen, 

Friedrich Kiessler, Henning Koppel, Carlo Mollino, Noguchi, 

Eero Saarinen, Hans Wegner, Tapio Wirkkala, Russel Wright and 

Eva ~eisel;" and "organicM architectural forms by Aalto, Le 

Corbusier, Hermann Finsterlin, Buckminster Fuller, Bruce Goff, 

Hugo Haring, Erich Mendelsohn, Pier Luigi Nervi, Richard 

Neutra, Oskar Niemeyer, Eero Saarinen, Hans Scharoun, Rudolf 

Steiner, Bruno Taut and Frank Lloyd Wright.13 Hauled in with 

the rest of the catch are, finally, the products of Modernist 

close-up nature photography such as prints by Karl Blossfeldt, 

Imogen Cunningham, Ernst Fuhrmann, Raoul Hausmann, Paul Nash, 

Man Ray, Albert Renger-Patzsch, Edward Weston and Wols. Adapt- 

ing my term from the English critic Geoffrey Grigson, who 

first applied the term "biomorphicn to Modernism, and from 

Alfred Barr, who established the taxonomy of Modernist art as 

it is still employed, and who conceived of this art as a 
category in formal terms, I employ ltbiomorphic ModernismN to 

describe this artistic style.z4 

Many - -  though by no means all - -  of these works are to 
be found at the confluence of the currents of Neo-Romantic 

nature ideologies and of the at first sight odd combination of 

Art Nouveau, Expressionist, "PrimitivistfM International 

Constructivist , Neue Sachlichkei t, Surrealist and Abstract 
Expressionist artistic production, To refer to the biologis- 

tic, nature-centric aspect of the neo-Romantic groups and 

ideologies which informed the attitudes of the relevant 

thinkers, artists and critics (Lebensphilosophie, the Reform - 
bewequng, neo -Vitalism, Bergsonisme, the Monistenbund, 

Organicism, Holism, neo-Lamarckism, neo-Transcendentalism) , I 
revive a German term employed during the first third or so of 

the 20th century by the neo-Vitalist philosopher Ludwig Klag- 

es, his disciple Hans Primhorn, and the ecologist and popular 



biologistic philosopher Raoul H. France: Biozentrik. As such, 

Biozentrik is here constituted as the intersection of that 

bundle of opinions, theories, ideas and practices within these 

intellectual currents, which privileged biology as an 

epistemological source as well as the concept of our insepar- 
ability from and dependence on "nature," and which emphasized 

flux or Becoming, rather than stasis, or Being in nature. It 

can best be characterized as Naturromantik updated by 19th- 

century biologism, what Stadelmann, probably following Jakob 

von Uexkfill, referred to as %iologisches Denken" in 1916. 

The cognate English term tvbiocentrismtl has a history of 

usage, The 1933 edition of the Oxford English Dictionary 

defines "biocentricM as "treating life as a central factIu'j 

while in his introduction to Prinzhorn's study of the art of 

mentally disabled people, Bildnerei der Geisteskranken, James 

L. Foy writes that "Biocentrism provides an outlook on man 

through a new kind of recognition of man's intimate and ines- 

capable kinship with, and dependence upon, the self-regulating 

animal, vegetable and inorganic worlds, ltZ6 that is through a 

kind of anti-anthrop~centrism.~' Eco-ethicist Paul Taylor's 

usage of it shows that "biocentrismN continues to be employed 

in that sense today, though it now carries a much stronger 
connotation of radical, I1deepl1 environmental thinking. 

The biocentric attitude rejected anthropocentrism, decen- 

tering the human species in favour of the totalizing eight- 

eenth century constructs l1natureN and "life. " l g  In place of 
Jean-Jacques Rousseaurs Enlightenment call for a "return to 

nature," which implied a dualistic division between the 

Ithumant1 and the "nat~ral,~ humans - -  rather than as producers 
of culture, nature's "otherM - -  were now seen to be part of 
this larger whole of ttnature.u Everything humans did and 

produced was now seen as part of nature, and hence explicable 

in its terms. Nietzsche called for a wholesale rethinking of 

ethics and morality in the light of this stupendous shift in 
Weltanschauung. As Raoul France put it in the early 2 0 s ,  "seen 



from the height of our contemplation[,] existence and happen- 

ing, world and processes of the world melt into one, into the 

notion of the natural. 113' "There is only one law. We, natural 
beings, can only repeat the law of protoplasm and the struc- 

ture of the world. The laws of mechanics are exemplified 

before our eyes in the objects of nature. ' 1 3 '  Paul Klee phrased 

it thus at that time: T h e  artist cannot do without his 

dialogue with nature, for he is a man, himself of nature, a 

piece of nature and within the space of Max Ernst 

wrote that "Arpts soft semi-organic forms, his amoeba-like 

suggestions ... teach us to understand the language spoken by 

the universe itself."33 The English organicist philosopher so 

influential on English Neo-Romanticism, Alfred North 

Whitehead, wrote of the realization that "human beings are 

merely one species in the throng of existences. These are 

animals, the vegetable, the microbes, the living cells, the 

inorganic physical a~tivities.~~" Herbert Read articulated 

this attitude thus: 

What we have to find ... is some touchstone outside 
the individual peculiarities of human beings, and 
the only touchstone which exists is nature. And by 
nature we mean the whole organic process of life and 
movement which goes on in the universe, a process 
which includes man, but which is indifferent to his 
generic idiosyncrasies .... 3 5 

Most succinct was Jackson Pollock, when, in answer to Hans 

Hofmann's warning not to paint his work "by heartu but rather 

from nature, he replied, IfI am nature.... Your theories don't 
interest me, n'6  and " M y  concern is with the rhythms of nature, 

the way the ocean moves, I work inside out like nature."" 

Implicit in such views are the themes of flux, change, 

metamorphosis, formation and formlessness; an eternally bur- 

geoning life-complex, of the privileging of wBecomingH over 
11 Being, 11 3 8  of the passage from infome to form and back again. 

With roots in the thinking of Heraclitus, and central to the 

work of philosophers from Goethe and ~ietzsche" to Berqson, 

the centrality of formlessness and its temporal corollary, 



flux, is implicit in organicist biological views of nature, 

and its VepresentationU is pivotal to biomorphic M~dernism.'~ 

Within the biocentric discourse, however, I discern a 

rupture around World War One, and a subsequent emergence into 

the highly-charged political landscape of Weimar Germany. From 

a more romantically-inclined Neue Naturphilosophie, as Raoul 

France termed turn-of-the-century biocentrism - -  suffused with 
what Max Scheler ref erred to as kosmovi tale E i n s f  uhl ung - - the 
practice and thinking of France, Klages, Jacob von Uexktill, 

Oswald Spengler and others constituted an interwar biocentrism 

which was both more biologistic and functionalist (as defined 

by von Uexkull in his ~biologische Weltanschauungu declared in 

1916 and France in his "ObjectiveN or "Biocentric 

EpistemologyM announced in 19201 ,  and more pessimistic, as 

articulated by Spengler and by Klages' Biozentrik. 

It was as a concomitant of interwar biocentrism that 

people in Germany became aware of environmental degradation. 

An outgrowth of f i n  - d e  - s i@cle  Kul turkri t i k  in Germany, Ludwig 

Klages - -  like France, Theodor Lessing and ~eidegger'' - -  
systematically considered this danger, and he laid blame with 

materialism, industrialism and technology, in short with 

modernity. At a lecture given for the founding meeting of 

Fre ideu  tsche Jugend in 19 1 3 ,  Klages thundered 

Schrecklich ... sind die Wirkungen des 'Fort- 
schritts' auf das Bild besiedelter Gegenden. Zerris- 
sen ist der Zusammenhang zwischen Menschenschdpfung 
und Erde, vernichtet £fir Jahrhunderte, wenn nicht 
fiir imrner, das Urlied der Landschaft .... Unter den 
Vorwanden von 'NutzenB, twirtschaftlicher Entwick- 
iung' , Kulturl geht er in Wahrheit auf Vernich t u n g  
des Lebens aus . 4 2  

France, in his many popular publications, emphasized 

importance of natural and historical preservation in the 

Heimat, a view which fed as easily into anarchist notions 

the 

the 

of 

cultural and economic autonomy and harmony, as it did into 

Walter Darret s Velkisch ideology of Blut und ~oden." British 



historian Anna Bramwell has termed the intellectual- political 

movement towards ecological views of nature and environmental 

preservationist ideas since about 1880 Mecologism."4J Ecolo- 

gism is thus a category of intellectual history closely 

related to though not identical with biocentrism. 

As suggested by the use made of France's writings, this 
environmental concern sometimes had a sinister, indeed danger- 

ous edge to it. Robert A. Pois has identified a "Religion of 

Nature" within National Socialism, a fusion of neo-Romantic 

nationalistic nature mysticism and a mean-spirited biologism, 

thus highlighting the Nazis' participation in some of the 

popular intellectual trends of their time .is As Pois puts it, 

"Even the core of the National Socialist religion of nature 

was not something utterly alien to Western/Central European 

cultural history in general, and that of Germany in particu- 

lar. In part it was rooted in a general malaise that was a 
by-product of material progress, a malaise which found articu- 
lation in ' the return to nature. "lJ6 Indeed, Bramwell has 

confirmed this ecological side of Nazism as part and parcel of 

the general "ecologisticN tradition. With the coming to power 

in 1933 of National Socialism - -  an aspect of which was essen- 
tially a biocentric variant of ~ascism" - -  the political con- 
text of biocentrism in general shifted greatly. 

Because of the inestimable horror brought on by the 

Nazis' policies, the period of National Socialism has acted as 

a kind of black hole of history, distorting any ideas which 

passed by it much as the powerful gravitational field of the 

black hole does even the seemingly unalterably vectorial 

phenomenon of light itself. This distortion, like that exer- 

cised by those great gravitational sinkholes, can act retroac- 

tively as well as subsequently. The psycho-social trauma of 
National Socialist political power was such that it casts its 

shadow in both directions along the temporal axis, resulting 

in historical absurdities such as the retroactive characteriz- 
ation of Nietzsche, Ernst Haeckel and indeed all pre-World- 



War-One Monists as Nazis avant-la-lettre? Furthermore, 

because of the biologistic nature-centrism of National Social- 

ist ideology, all biocentrism has since been tainted, though 

through an interesting case of selective memory and marking, 

the post-war environmental movement has tended to be exempted 

from this/' The problem is not necessarily with the environ- 

mentalist movement or its goals, or with biocentrism in gen- 

eral, but with a crude if emotionally understandable approach 

to history of a kind of guilt by association. While it is 
important to determine the role biocentrism played in the 

historical catastrophe of World-War-Two Europe (Bramwell and 

Pois have begun to examine this question) one need not throw 

the baby out with the bath water." 

In 1931-32, on the eve of Nazi political power the Hun- 

garian pedagogue and art critic active in Weimar Germany, Ern6 

Kallai, was the first to observe the cultural shift towards 

biocentrism among artists of his day, referring to the results 

of the interaction as the cultural pattern of Bioromantik: 

Die Bioromantik scheut es nicht, mit offenen Augen 
in diese Abgrdnde unserer Kreatdrlichkeit zu bli- 
cken . . .? Mann sollte in diesem seltsamen [bioro- 
mantische] Phantasien ... auf die Zeichen einer 
geistigen Wendung achten, die auch an anderen Fron- 
ten der Zeit festzustellen ist als entschiedene 
Abkehr vom Rationalismus-Materialismus-Utilitaris- 
mus. Die naturverbundene Leib-Seele-Einheit des 
Menschen, vorn mechanistisch-quantitativen Produk- 
tions- und Ordungsapparat der Zivilisation grausam 
in Stdcke zerschlagen, sucht ihre ursprfingliche 
Geltung im Zuruckgehen auf letzte Kraftreserven und 
-Resewate wiederzuf inden. 52 

These anti-materialistic, anti-mechanistic, anti-technol- 

oqical and nature-centric aspects of biocentrism place it into 

what Jackson Lears has termed Mantimodernism.u53 While Lears' 

"antimodernismn was a North American cultural trend related to 

the Arts and Crafts movement, it is now - -  perhaps somewhat 
unfelicitously - -  being employed in an expanded sense to refer 
to the ambivalent attitude towards modernity. Both "anti- 
modernismn - -  what Gianni Vattimo has, I think, more happily 



termed "the crisis of humanismH - -  and modernity, were 
sociocultural phenomena which were accelerating in the late 

19th century, and with particular force in Germany, which will 

be the primary locus of this study? Moreover, as we have 

seen, the biologistic and monistic nature-centrism of Nazism 

renders the biocentrism of the artists and thinkers we are 

dealing with here problematic, and some will see any biocen- 

tric infusions into Modernist artistic practice as "reac- 

tionary, It even Fascist moves . 5 5  

Apart from the ahistorical and anachronistic aspects of 

such views already pointed to however, the cases of Kallai, 

Raoul Hausmann, Hannah Hdch, Moholy-Nagy, Hannes Meyer, Lucia 

Moholy, Lazar El Lissitzky, Walter Benjamin, and other Leftist 

biocentric intellectuals who promoted a rapprochement between 

"natureH and modernity precisely during the rise of a biocen- 

tric Fascism, demonstrate that the interrelations between 

'Iantimodernity," modernity, biocentrism and politics are Ear 

more complex than one would think given prevailing attitudes 

among historians today? Recent research has illustrated just 

how complex and contradictory the picture really is. Just as 

Hartmut Nowacki has shown that Lebensphilosophie (a crucial 

component of biocentrism) was central to the philosophical 

development of the German Communist Party between the wars, 

and Seth Taylor has documented Nietzsche8s formative influence 

on left-wing Expressionist intellectuals, Jeffrey Herf and 

Andrew Hewitt have demonstrated that there were decidedly 

ItModernistN elements in Fascist aesthetics, and that such 

aesthetics accepted, even promoted, the technological elements 

of modernity, while Kenneth Silver has documented the right- 

wing and nationalist aspects of World-War-One and post-war 

French ~oderni sm . 57 
Taylor's revaluation of Nietzschels influence is 

exemplary with respect to my critique of prevailing historical 

attitudes: 

The Nietzsche renaissance after the Second World War 



stripped away the myths surrounding Nietzsche's own 
philosophy but it never challenged the myth surroun- 
ding Nietzsche's role in German history. That myth 
was simply that Nietzsche was unequivocally the phi- 
losopher of the German right. The reality was quite 
different. Long before the German right appropriated 
Nietzsche's philosophy in defence of German culture, 
the Expressionist left used that same philosophy to 
try and change German culture.58 

Nietzsche's much-maligned Will to Power is, according to 

Joan Stambauqh, to be understood as the force determining the 

pattern of becoming in the world (a  pre-Bergsonian elan 

vital) , and not - - as the Nazis understood it - - a 
justification for power politics: "Power for Nietzsche has 

essentially nothing to do with political power or any sort of 

power over others. In Nietzsche's radically dynamic view of 

the world, whatever does not increase in power automatically 

decreases. There is no s tas is ,  no status quo. w 5 9  Thus, " t h e  

world [according to Nietzsche] is not mechanistic, nor 

teleological, but a play of forces increasing and decreasing 

in the innocence of becoming where there is no order already 

present in things, but a multitude of free possibilities for 

creativity to work.u60 This is why Nietsche privileged art 

over philosophy, and - -  presumably - -  why so many artists 
responded to this idea: 

According to Nietzsche, the philosophers looked at 
the world passively and objectively. They reified 
and substantialized the flux of becoming. In 
contrast, the artist is active; he does not 
contemplate objects, but creates new forms. In so 
doing, he transforms the world and himself... When 
he is in an 'artistic' condition ... man experiences 
the oneness of himself and the world; not passively 
in some sort of mystic absorbtion, but actively in 
transforming everything into reflections of his 
power and perfe~tion.~' 

It is crucial for historians to at least attempt to deal 

with complexity rather than paper it over. It is important, 

furthermore, to avoid anachronisms, false logical associations 

and premature conclusions. One must come to expect the unex- 

pected, Vmh01y'~ alliances, as it were. Just as antimodernity 



was espoused by members of both the Left and Right, the 

political position of biocentrically-minded individuals was 

often fluid, moving between these poles, sometimes avoiding 

both. I discuss this fluidity in Chapter Two, and propose an 

adapted form of Bramwell's political taxonomy as a partial 

solution to the problem. 

In his brilliant 1953 article "The Eye is Part of the 

Mind," Leo Steinberg writes of nature's "gestating images, 

shapes antecedent to the visible,1862 in effect, of what 

Georges Bataille refers to as the informe, all terms which 

suggest that these images were meant to signify the flux of 

Becoming. As Alexander Dorner has pointed out, at least since 

the age of Romanticism, some artists had adopted the curved 

line or form, i.e. the "biomorph," as the "hieroglyph" of 

Be~orning.~' Such shapes also appear in the products of imaging 

modalities like biological illustrations, and in microscopic, 

telescopic, x-ray and undersea photographs and films. Because 

of their formal similarities with biomorphic Modernist 

artworks, scientific images such as these are also caught in 

my trawl. As Metzger writes, "The hidden aspects of nature, 

changed in scale and in emphasis, are uncovered and focused 

upon rather than the surface appearances of forms .... 11 6.1 t l  T'ne 

elementary forrns which men have instinctively given to their 

works of art are the same as the elementary forms which exist 

in nature/# wrote ~ e a d ?  I term the recognition of the 

similarity between biomorphic Modernist art and unfamiliar but 

naturally-occurring forms, the wnaturamorphic analogy." This 

analogy has been a recurrent topos of art criticism since the 

1920s. A subset of the naturamorphic analogy, the recognition 

by Modernist critics of the similarity between biomorphic 

Modernist art and scientific images - -  especially what Harry 
Robin has referred to as the products of scientific "self- 

imagingw such as microscopic, telescopic and x-ray photography 

and film - -  I refer to as the %cientific image analogy."66 I 



distinguish the naturamorphic and scientific image analogies 

from the related organic metaphort6' which sees artworks as 

being akin to organisms in their genesis and/or structure. 

By their debris, I identify others who have been in these 

waters before me. Artist-theorists who took part in what I 

term the I1biocentric Constructivist discoursetH such as Laszlo 

Moholy-Nagy and Lazar El Lissitzky, were becoming conscious of 

the naturamorphic analogy by about 1924, while a key nature- 

centric artist such as Kandinsky anticipated such ideas before 

the war, and articulated them clearly by 1926. Among the 

earliest critics to do so were Walter Benjamin, in a 1928 

review of Karl Blossfeldtts album of fin-de-siecle close-up 

plant photographs Urformen der ~ u n s t ;  6 8  the Czech avant -garde 

editor Karel Teige, who that same year compared the Surrealist 

paintings of Jan Styrsky and Toyen to undersea film stills 

from the UFA film Wunder des Blauen Golfes in a layout of his 
avant-garde magazine ReD; and Ern6 Kallai, who, starting 

around 1929, was the first critic to treat the subject 

systematically. (Fig. Introduction 1) 

Invoking what August Wiedmann has termed an organicist 

flcosmocentric,~ and what Jose Argiielles - -  following Charles 
Henry and echoing Raoul France - -  has called a "psycho- 
biologicaltt theory of a deep structure common to humanity and 

"natureH, Lissitzky, Benjamin, Kallai and writers after them 

suggested that the similar scientific and artistic forms arose 

spontaneously and independently of one anothed9 As Wiedmann 

writes : 

there existed a kind of parallelism according to 
which some of the essential forces of the universe 
have a duplicate subsistence in the mind of the 
painter. Such forces appeared in the organizing 
principles of the artist employed unconsciously in 
the construction of his pictures. In any event, the 
similarity between art and nature consisted in the 
fact that in both spheres production was spontaneous 
and autonomous. '' 



M. H. Abrams associates this view with the organic metaphor: 

"The momentous historical shift from the view that the making 

of a work of art is a supremely purposeful activity to the 

view that its coming-into-being is, basically, a spontaneous 

process independent of intention, precept, or even 

consciousness, was the natural concomitant of an organic 

aesthetics. 

A related theme is the observation by mystics and artists 

of patterns or structures (in Johann Gottfried Herder's terms, 

hieroglyphs) repeating themselves at different scales, "on 

earth as in heaven." In the Hermetic tradition, from which 

Herder drew, this was ref erred to as the aurea catena, the 
7 - 

golden chain, the analogy between macrocosm and microcosm. - 
This topos is commonly invoked or observed by nature mystics, 

scientists, Neo-Vitalists and Monists of various kinds, 
because it implies a Monist approach, a unified field of 

Being. This "holy hierogfyph of HermesM is the "one holy 

symbol: primordial image of creation, from which everything 

originated," which implies "One in All! and All in One! One 

universe of formation!It as Herder phrased it.73 That this 

theme continued among the Moderns is demonstrated by Herbert 

Read's 1945 text that "...the elementary forms which men have 

instinctively given to their works of art are the same as the 

elementary forms which exist in nature. What are these forms 

in nature? They are present in the vast interstellar spaces of 

the universe as well as in the most microscopic cells and 

molecules of matter. B t 7 4  Just as the naturamorphic analogy and 

psychobiological explanations of it, the fashion for spiral 

form during the early 1920s in Central Europe discussed in 

Chapter Four, is closely connected to this topos. In chaos 

theory the repetition of structures and patterns at different 

scales is referred to as wself-similarity,tt and as chaos the- 

ory rather than Hermetic philosophy is the language of today's 

discourse on the subject, that is the term 1 will employ for 

this recurrent topos in the history of Modernist art. 



Read's psychobiological explanation of the naturamorphic 

analogy is tempered by Siegfried Giedion through an approach 

that makes the point that it is the work of artists that 

opened the doors to the aesthetic appreciation of scientific 

imagery : 

[Gyergy Kepest book The New Landscape] with its 
fascinating display on the microscopic and the 
macroscopic forms of the physical world brings these 
within the range of emotional reaction. It reveals 
in its excellent pictures that the forms of the 
infinitely small and the forms of the infinitely 
large - -  atoms and stars - -  have reached the level 
of our emotional experience. The viewpoint is 
widened, but this enlargement of the psychic outlook 
has only been made possible by the preparatory 
opening of our emotional equipment by such modern 
painters as Kandindsky, Malevitch, Mondrian, Moholy 
Nagy, Klee, Arp and Miro, who - -  with others - -  have 
established stations along the road to a new vision 
of the world around us. '' 

As we shall see in Chapter Five, Beamont Newhall made the same 

point concerning Moholy-Nagy's New Vision as opening the gates 

to our appreciation of scientific imagery in an aesthetic 
manner. 

While not discounting the possibility of the systemic or 

unconscious connection between natural structures and artistsf 

minds ( a  similar argument is put forward, after all, by Noam 

Chomsky in his theory of our acquisition of language), I would 

hold, as OrDoherty, Steinberg, Giedion, Kallai and Newhall 

have suggested, that an historically-based explanation is 

possible. As Bousquet, Ritterbush and Schmidt-Burkhardt have 

pointed out, and as a review of the secondary literature and 

of biomorphic Modernist artistst writings shows, artists such 

as Redon, Kubin, A r p ,  Klee, Kandinsky, Gabo, Kupka, Masson, 

Ernst, Miro, Moholy-Nagy, Moore, Tanguy and Zeisel either were 

looking through microscopes themselves, or were looking at 

scientific, particularly biological images such as microscopic 

 photograph^.'^ Rather than prove such an interest in the case 
of every artist, however, in Chapter Five I demonstrate that 



scientific imagery was available to artists not only in the 

science textbooks of the schooling most of them had by the 

late 19th century, but far more specifically, in exhibitions 

and publications they had easy access to once they were - -. 
practising artists." This dissemination, begun by Ernst 

Haeckel at the turn of the century, was continued by his 

follower Raoul France, whose "Biocentric Epistemologyn 

exercised an important effect on influential avant-garde 

practitioners in Weimar Germany such as Moholy-Nagy, El 

Lissitzky and Mies van der Rohe." 

I argue in Chapter Four that Moholy's New Vision emerged 

from the biocentric Constructivist discourse. This discourse - 
- with Hausmann, Lissitzky, Moholy-Nagy, Mies van der Rohe, 
and Hannes Meyer among its participants - -  I show to have been 
inspired by France and his Biotechnik, forerunner of today' s 

biotechnology or bioni~s.'~ Moholy's introduction of biocent- 

ric Constructivist ideas at the Bauhaus fit in comfortably 

with t he  organicism of the Bauhaust predecessor Henry van de 

Velde and t h e  MBiological Romanticn Jugendstil ambient he was 

part of, and major Bauhaus figures such as Schlemmer, Itten, 

Kandinsky, Klee, and even Gropius were biocentric. Also, I 

show that Gropius' successor Hannes Meyer, was, despite 

personal differences with Moholy, Klee and Kandinsky, himself 

a convinced biocentric Constructivist. It was Meyer who hired 

Ern6 Kallai as the Bauhaus publicist after Gropius and 

Moholyts departure in 1928 and who directed Schlemmer to teach 

a course on "man in the worldH based on biocentric principles. 

This discussion of International Constructivist artists 

highlights the fact that just as not all biomorphic Modernism 

is informed by biocentrism, biocentrically-informed artists 

did not always produce biomorphic Modernist art: Mies van der 

Rohe, of all the Modernists the most ardent follower of Raoul 

France, was also t h e  most rigidly orthogonal in his formal 
vocabulary. The opposition, furthermore, between the 

functionalist-biologistic biocentrism of France and von 



Uexkull on the one hand, and the Klages-Prinzhorn k u l t u r -  

pessmistisch biocentrism on the other, is the source of the 

opposition between biocentric figures such as Johannes Itten 

and Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, and between Paul Klee, Wassily 

Kandinsky and Ern6 Kallai on the one hand; and Hannes Meyer on 

the other. Building on his dialectical view of nature- 

technology already present in his Constructivist theory of the 

early 1920s, this opposition was named by Kallai in 1932-33 as 

Bioromantik versus Technoromantik, a polarity which reflected 

the larger polarity of interwar biocentrism. Indeed the two 

major actors in this thesis, Moholy-Nagy and Kallai, were by 

the late 20s paradigmatic representatives of these poles, and 

it is out of the creative tension of their interaction that 

Kallai's conceptualization of biomorphic Modernism as 

Bioroman tik came about. 

Thus, in Chapter Five 1 show that the crucial process of 

the aestheticization of scientific imagery was effected in 

Weimar Germany through the adoption of Laszlo Moholy-Nagy's 

Neues Sehen, his New Vision. As a result, by the mid-to-late 

20s there was a general interest in the products of scientific 

photography, especially x-ray and microscopic photographs and 

films, and a desire to show such work in contexts usually 

reserved for art photography such as photographic journals and 

exhibitions. 

Though I cannot explore these themes in this disserta- 

tion, I wish to point out that in a manner parallel to Moho- 
ly's New Vision in Germany, the Purists effected an aestheti- 

cization of scientific imagery in 1920s Paris through their 

search for structure, and the Surrealists continued the pro- 

ject in their quest for the Nmarvellous,n the "uncanny," the 

uautomatic,N and the informe, affording biomorphic Modernist 

artists working in France analogous opportunities. Similar 

processes took place in what was then Czechoslovakia, in Eng- 

land, the United States, and probably elsewhere as we1L3' 

Moholy articulated New Vision through publications from 



1925 on, and gave it three-dimensional expression in R a m  1 of 

the 1929 Film und Foto exhibition of the German Werkbund in 

Stuttgart. It was in this "Room Oneg1 that Kallai had an epiph- 

anic experience of the scientific image analogy. With Benjam- 

in's insightful formulation probably on his mind, aware of the 

stylistic shift underway among artists around 1930, trans- 

formed by his experience in the exhibition, and cognizant of 

the Romantic background to the phenomenon he was experiencing, 

Kallai suggested a neologism to denote the interconnected 

problematic of scientific photography, biomorphic Modernism 

and biocentrism: Bioromantik. Thus, both Moholy's New Vision, 

which contributed so fundamentally to the aestheticization of 
scientific photography, and so to the adoption of the 

biomorphic style among artists in Germany, and Kallai's 

formulation of Bioromantik, were rooted in biocentrism and its 

Haeckelian tradition of aestheticized scientific imagery. 

Appropriately enough, Kallai's term was reinvented by Robert 

Schmutzler thirty years later as  biological Romanticism,'' to 

describe biomorphic abstract Art Nouveau production by artists 

such as Henry Van de Velde, August Endell and Hermann Obrist, 

inspired by Haeckelts  illustration^.^^ 
I identify the three following elements as the principal 

components of an ecology of discourses: biomorphic Modernism 

and the related concept of the informe, biocentrism and its 

cons t i tuen t llpsychobiology, 'I and the na turamorphic analogy 

including the related topos of self -similarity. The 

interaction of these discourses and topoi comprises a cultural 
pattern which is the subject of this work, and which, 

following E r n 6  Kallai, I term Bioromantik, or the Bioromantic 

cultural pattern. I believe that the mapping out of this 

system, the description of this pattern, the construction of 

its history, will greatly assist us in examining not only 

biornorphic ~odernisrn, which as Alloway, Goldwater, and others 

have indicated, is a neglected area of 20th-century art, but 

Modernist art and culture in general. It will also aid us in 



seeing, taking cognizance of hitherto ignored artistic phenom- 

ena such as art rnicrography. I do not wish to suggest that all 

works which are biomorphic Modernist in style carry with them 

biocentric meaning. Nor do I wish to exclude the possibility 

that artists avoided the attachment of any l%teaningsll to their 

works; some biornorphic Modernist artworks were intended as 

formal exercises. I am choosing, rather, to study what I take 

to be their preeminent meaning. 

Research on biomorphic Modernist artists has confirmed 

that not only were many interested in the products of 

scientific imaging as sources of visual inspiration, but that 

many were steeped in biocentrism, which as we have seen, 

derived from Nature Romanticism and its sibling, the science 

of biology. As Cohn writes of Dove's painting, "The force 

lines of his art can now be understood as a pictorial analogue 

of nature's invisible Artists, and in some cases, 

scientists, viewed this work as a quasi-scientific kind of 

inquiry into natural morphology. Laurence Bass Becking was a 

scientist who recognized this quality in Edward Westonts 

photographs as early as 1930: 

Natural science, as an impartial student of form, 
cannot but marvel at the rediscovery of fundamental 
shapes and structures by an artist. Weston has 
described the iskeleton' materials of our earth - -  
rock, bone, and wood - -  in a way both naive and 
appealing: in other words like an inspiring sci- 
entific treatise. He shows living matter, contorted 
like wrestlersi limbs, fighting the unseen forces of 
environment. He has seen the serene display of the 
spirals in the shell, the soft but stubborn curves 
of the kelps .... Reality makes him dream." 

About the ability of biomorphic Modernist sculptors to 

represent the forces of nature Jack Burnham writes: 

Vitalism, based as it is on nonphysical substances 
and states of life, is a metaphysical doctrine 
concerned with the irreducible effects and manifes- 
tations of living things. It was the great discovery 
of twentieth-century sculpture that these did not 
have to be appreciated through strict analogy. 
Visual biological metaphors exist on many levels 



besides the obvious total configuration of an animal 
or human. The aesthetics of true organicism, on the 
other hand, is not grounded in the appearances of 
natural forms and their carryover into sculptural 
materials, but is concerned with the organization of 
processes and interacting systems. 

A biocentric outlook, especially what Max Scheler 

referred to as its vi talmystisch component, also combined with 

Occult tendencies in the work of some artists to produce art 

which fit the Bioromantic pattern? Just as Madame Blavatsky 

based her ideas partly on Darwin's theory of evolution and 

Rudolf Steiner was a scholar of Goethets scientific writings, 

artists such as Bruno Taut, Kandinsky and Arthur Dove wedded 

science and the occult to produce their Bioromantik. As Cohn 

writes, for Dove 

nature is both ... the raw data of physical percep- 
tion and a mystic organism - -  marvellous, mysterious 
and alive. It is both a scientific construct which 
can be empirically investigated and the projection 
of Dovets value-seeking imagination. It is an irnper- 
sonal physical force indifferent to human existence 
and also the locus of transcendental truth.... Like 
his 19th century predecessors, Dove sought the 
pictorial means which could encompass this dualistic 
concept, but for him these means had to be consonant 
with the artistic values of the vanguard. To this 
end, he invented a highly personal style of painting 
informed on the one hand by contemporary discoveries 
in biology and physics and on the other by the 
literature of the occult. Contradictory as they may 
appear, science and occultism gave Dove new ways of 
depicting this hybrid vision.87 

Artists were well aware of these meanings and sources for 

their Modernist work. In 1925 Le Corbusier wrote: "Le symbole 

esoterique, nous I ' avons, pour les ini ties d' auj ourdhui , dans 
les courbes que representent les forces, dans les fonnules qui 

resolvent les phenomenes nat~rels."~~ About his painting Dove 

wrote, "To make it breathe like the rest of nature, it must 
have a basic rhythm,t189 while on photography Edward Weston 

intoned : 

Clouds, torsos, shells, peppers, trees, rocks, 
smokestacks, are but interdependent, interrelated 



parts of a whole - -  which is life. Life rhythms . . .  
become symbols of the whole. The creative force in 
man recognizes and records - -  with the medium most 
suitable to him, to the object of the moment - -  
these rhythms, feeling the cause, the life within 
the outer 

AS August Wiedmann has pointed out, this is Romanticism: What 

characterized the Romantic movement, above everything else, 

was its universal striving for unity and integration with the 

living order of ~reation."~' But it is insufficient to cite 

only the 19th-century Romantic precedent in the case of 20th- 

century artists, as the art historical literature has by and 

large done. Given the florescence of Neo-Romanticism at the 

last fin-de-siecle, its participation in what I term the 

biocentric discourse, and the further development of this 
discourse between the wars, a clearer picture of the 

geistesgeschichtlich context of this artistic production can 

only be given by the placement of such statements into their 

contemporary frameworks. 

Thus, a pattern of association between 20th-century 

biomorphic style informed by scientific imagery and biocentric 

philosophy, i.e. a HBiorornanticism~~ can be confirmed. Within 

contemporary discourses, then, many biomorphic Modernist art- 

works figured patterns which signified natural forces and 

biocentric themes such as the life force, self-similarity, 

generation, flux and the "oneness1@ of humanity and ttnatureu92 ; 

a reinterpretation of products of biomorphic Modernism in the 
light of this is in order. As such, Bioromantik was not merely 

a Neo-Romanticism. It was, rather, a late and refined aspect 
of "Primitivism. However, it was the "primitive1I or Ur- 

£oms of nature which served as the most common models for 

artistic and social regeneration, rather than those of the 

social or racial "Other." 

As we shall see, biocentric meanings were inherent to the 

very invention of the term %iomorphtt by Alfred Haddon in 

1895, and to its initial application to Modernist art by Geof- 



frey Grigson in 1934. They tended to be repressed, however, 

when Alfred Barr adapted this label to his own, formally- 

defined category of biomorphic or organic abstraction in 1936, 

and ignored as a result of the Post-War prejudice against 

biocentrism. 

Arguing for a complex art historical method which seeks 

to identify formal, thematic and systemic patterns or 

structures in the past; and recognizing the relevance of its 

genetic ( "Romanticismtt ) , formal ( %iornorphicN ) , contextual 
("biocentricN) and thematic ("biotic," Hbiology,M 

"biocentrismfl) connotations, I propose the acceptance of 

Kallai's suggestion that we term this ecology of discourses 

the tlBioromantic cultural pattern." Thus, my project (in the 

narrow sense) is to rehabilitate and expand Kallai's aim to 

establish Bioromantik as an art historical category, to 

historicize the phenomenon - -  indeed, following Meyer Scha- 
piro's complex definition, to define it as a If I 

can achieve this, I feel that I will have laid a course of the 

foundation of a systematic study of biomorphic Modernist art. 

The concerns of the relevant artists and critics, and the 

reach of the biocentric notions they implicitly or explicitly 

espoused, require the expansion of the limits of my inquiry to 

include scientific image-making, avoiding the limitation of my 

project within the strict bounds of Modernist high art produc- 

tion." My approach also draws on the conception of art 

history as Geistesgeschichte. To carry out a satisfactory 

historical analysis of the Biorornantic pattern requires, then, 

a strategy of interdisciplinarity - -  one, which though it is 
based in art history, is informed by the histories of 

photography and architecture as much as it is by the history 

of ideas, of pedagogy, of science and scientific imaging, and 

of psychology. '" 
Were I to treat the subject of Bioromantik fully, I 

would, in addition to the construction of the methodological 

framework such as I have done here, have to undertake more 



systematic investigations of relevant anthropological and 

psychological theory, as well as of a larger number of 

paradigmatic artists, photographers and designers in Europe 

and North Americarg7 waters too vast to be explored in a 

single dissertation. Therefore, while I have here outlined an 

overall plan of exploration, specific soundings have been 

chosen for this expedition, soundings which constitute a 

methodological and historical basis for a future, more 

complete history. This is not a history of Bioromantik, but 

rather a prolegomena to its study. 

In this thesis, then, I problematize biomorphic Modernism 

and I conceptualize or frame it and its constituent elements 

as the Bioromantic cultural pattern, In Chapter One, after 

addressing some terminological and historiographic issues, and 

discussing British biomorphic Modernism and Barr's MOMA as the 

milieux in which "biomorphic" was first used in relation to 

Modernism, I review the literature. In Chapter Two I set up 

the historical construct of "biocentrism," look at some of its 

main players, identify its continuities and ruptures, and 

examine some political aspects. In Chapter Three I look at 

Moholy-Nagy and his intellectual origins in the anarcho- 

ecological, i.e, biocentric, wing of the German Youth 
Movement, the pedagogical reform movement and in the Bauhaus, 

here reviewed from the perspective of biocentrism. In Chapter 
Four I reconstruct the Raoul France-inspired biocentric 

Constructivist discourse in the fine arts and architecture of 

mid-20s Germany, and I situate the origins of Moholy's 

pedagogical program of New Vision in these milieux. In Chapter 
Five I show how New Vision brought about the aestheticization 

of scientific photography in Weimar German exhibitions and 

photographic journals, and I speculate on the effect that 

Moholy's biocentric theory of technologized image-making 

potentially had on the artistic practice of the time: This 

incorporation of the products of scientific self-imaging into 

the discourse of high art might have made them more easily 



accessible to Modernist artists as visual models, a process 

which provides an historical alternative to psychobiological 

explanations of the naturamorphic analogy, and one that might 

at least partially account for the apparent stylistic shift 

around 1930 towards biomorphic Modernism. I also show that it 

was as a direct result of this process of aestheticization 

that Kallai engaged in his prescient framing work of the late 

20s and early 30s. By examining the development of Kallai's 

conception of Bioromantik, I illuminate some of the historical 

and theoretical linkages that gave rise both to biornorphic 

Modernism and Kbllai's recognition of it as Bioromantik. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

"Biomorphic ModernismM 
Historiography, Terminology, and Literature 

[Style is] a system of forms with a quality and a 
meaningful expression through which the broad out- 
look of a group [is made] visible. It is also a 
vehicle of expression within the group, communicat- 
ing and fixing certain values of religion, social, 
and moral life through the emotional suggestiveness 
of forms .... Style, then, is a means of comrnunica- 
tion, a language not only as a system of devices for 
conveying a precise message by representing or sym- 
bolizing objects and actions but also as a qualitat- 
ive whole which is capable of suggesting the diffuse 
connotations as well and intensifying the associated 
or intrinsic affects.... Not the content as such, 
but the content as part of a dominant set of 
beliefs, ideas, and interests, supported by insti- 
tutions and the forms of every-day life, shapes the 
common style. (M. Schapiro 1962)' 

Contemporary art historical research and criticism 
too often perpetuate the long tradition of borrowing 
their methodology from the outdated model of the 
discursive printed word. (B. Stafford 1992)" 

I. Forms 

Since Meyer Schapirors semiotically-informed definition 

of "styleH as langue was published in 1962, art historians 

have shown how the very manner in which a work of art is 

rendered can signify independently of the subject matter of 

the work, enriching possible readings of artworks beyond 

iconographic ones.' As Richard Schif f writes: V'orrn . . . [can] 
both represent and embody content, and not in any obscure or 

mysterious manner."' While this revisionist art history was 

itself a reaction to formalist art theories, one must remember 
that it is also a direct outgrowth of them - -  their revision 
as refracted through structuralism and semiotics, rather than 

a volte face. It is the most recent incarnation of formalist 

art historical and critical practice reaching back through 

Greenberg, Barr, Giedion, Barnes, Fry, Bell, Welfflin and his 



Ithis tory of the development of art based on f o m ,  " j  to Conrad 

Fiedler and Gottfried Semper. Rene Huyghe has traced the 

history of art historical theories about form: 

A partir de Conrad Fiedler et de Hildebrand, cer- 
tains penseurs s'attacherent a la Forme, pour s'in- 
terroger sur son origine (que Semper crut technique, 
s'appuyant sur les arts decoratifs, ou elle est 
perceptible a l1etat purl mais que Alois Riegl fit 
dependre d'une tendance interieure, la Kunstwollen) , 
ou sur ses lois organique d'evolution (Focillon 
. . .  1 ;  certains en renouvelerent la psychologie ( . . .  
la Gestalt theorie) . D'autres pref ererent se pencher 
sur le contenu, et l'iconographie, de Male a Panof- 
sky, en poursuivent l'etude aussi bien dans la 
traduction volontaire des idees que dans les revela- 
tions incon~cientes.~ 

Huyghe developed a complex, synthetic approach to form which 

involved several of these approaches. The Goethean and Bergso- 

nian morphological-organicist, or Vunctionalu vein of formal- 
ism in the work of the architectural historians Adolf Gdller 

and Siegfried Giedion, the zoologist Alfred Haddon, the art 

historian Henri Focillon, his student George Kubler, and the 

archaeologist David Clarke, holds that forms develop parallel 

to "naturalu phenomena and much like them.' As Jean Molino 

articulates it: 

artistic creation, like all creation, is production 
about and based on the forms transmitted by tradi- 
tion; the artist stores inherited forms and elabor- 
ates his or her own forms in a dialogue with forms 
from the past. As a result, these new forms bear the 
... traces of the old forms among which they take 
their place.' There are ... two significations that 
adhere to form: a specifically formal [one] that is 
allusion to other forms, and a nonformal ... [one] 
always present, but whose relation to form is large- 
ly arbitrary.' 

This morphological-organicist vein is particularly relevant 

here because it partakes of the organic metaphor of art held 

by many of the artists and critics dealt with in this disser- 

tation, an tlorganicismM which M. H. Abrams defined "as the 

philosophy whose major categories are derived metaphorically 
from the attributes of living and growing  thing^.^^"' This 



aesthetic isomorphism assists us in understanding biomorphic 

artistic and critical production, but at the same time it 

potentially hinders us by rendering impossible a critical 

meta-analysis. I will both incorporate and critically examine 

aspects of this approach. 

Formalisms raise questions about classes of forms and 

their significations. They are useful in thinking about his- 

tories of form qua form. They are particularly useful in 
understanding how the forms of ttabstractH art signify, and 

what they signify, and can usefully supplement - -  rather than 
replace - -  iconographic and contextual approaches to the study 
of abstract art." Finally, they are helpful in resisting 

discrimination among media of production, for as Jonathan 

Crary (working within a rich tradition of art historical 

practice) has shown, 

The isolation of painting after 1830 as a viable and 
self-sufficient category for study becomes highly 
problematic, to say the least. The circulation and 
reception of all visual imagery is so closely int- 
errelated by the middle of the [19th] century that 
any single medium or form of visual representations 
no longer has a significant autonomous id en tit^.'^ 

A study of Modernism which excludes popular, scientific, 

occult or other visual manifestations of modernity is unten- 

able. 'I 

Formalist approaches underline the need for the further 

development of what James Elkins calls "image studiesH and 

what Barbara Maria Stafford has termed a "pictology": 
Uncritically to ally ourselves with those who treat 
actions and pictures merely as decodable texts or as 
some ignoble form of knowing will not reduce uncer- 
tainty and not guarantee the production of more rig- 
orous research. The moment has come to forge theor- 
etical models congruent with the showing and dernon- 
strative nature of the fleeting appearances under 
investigation .... Figures must cease being taken for 
parerga. Rather than disposable accessories hovering 
on the intellectual margins, they must become inte- 
grated into, and shape, the mainstream of civic 
life." No longer defined as subjugated illustra- 
tions, or just better conveyers of extant verbal 



information, images would be recognized as free 
agents needed to discover that which could not oth- 
erwise be known." The new-found power and ubiqu-ity 
of images calls for teaching innovations and for 
altering venerable, but unexamined, epistemological 
models and textual metaphors (ucodesu, ualphabetsm, 
uletters~, %pellingll, llgramrnarlt) . l6 

Just as visual culture vies with textual culture for communi- 

cative dominance, visual means of analysis are as important as 

text-based, thematic and iconological ones. We can build on 

traditions of visuality already present in the discipline." 

A morphological approach such as Kubler's would recognize 

what he terms a "formal seq~ence"'~ of "biornorphic abstrac - 
tion" extending back to the dawn of image-making. An awareness 

of such a sequence - -  as sketched out by the former director 
of the Landesmuseurn in Hanover, Alexander D~rner,'~ and Rene 

Huyghe, who called it l'esthetique de la sinuosite and formes 

f l u i d e "  - -  is important for placing 20th-century biomorphic 

abstraction into its formal historical context: that (moving 

in reverse) of Expressionism, the Art Nouveau," aspects of 

Symbolism and Romanticism, the Rococo, the Baroque, Flamboyant 

Gothic, Islamic art, Scandinavian and Hiberno-Saxon art, and 

so on down to Minoan art and Alfred Haddon's ubiomorphsH on 

prehistoric pottery shards.22 Such a regression makes one 
aware of the formal pedigree of what one is dealing with, and 

it is useful for that reason, even if it is not helpful in 

framing a subject of study, for it renders it vast. It also 

lends legitimacy to the formalist framing of Modernism devised 

by the long-time Museum of Modern Art director Alfred Barr, a 

framing which dominated the discourse for decades - -  and so is 
familiar to art historians - -  even if it has been in disrepute 
of late. Though the problematic of the art we are dealing with 

could be approached from either the thematic or formalist 

angles, I begin here with a formally-defined category by 

laying the groundwork for the examination of art which bears 

the labels "biomorphic, Itorganic, " "organ- ic abstract, " and 
"biomorphic abstract. These signifiers, deriving from the 



terms lobiornorphm and loorganism," denote a style familiar to 

students of early 20th-century Modernism. 

This category, as defined by Barr and his successors, 

includes not only ooabstractll images but also art - -  usually 
Surrealist - -  which is derived from or still contains recog- 
nizable imagery. Therefore, unless I am engaged in tennino- 

logical history, I will employ the more generous "biomorphic 

Moderni~rn'~ to refer to Barr's formally defined category. 

ffBiomorphic Modernismoo has the advantages not only of includ- 

ing both mimetic and nnon-mimeticu biomorphic work produced 

within the discourse of Modernist art, but of acknowledging 

that discourse as well. I propose that biomorphic Modernism is 

a style in Schapiro's complex sense, a formal and connota- 

tional language determined by its context, and that the style 

of biomorphic Modernism can more precisely and suggestively be 

referred to as wBioromanticism.M 

2. Frames 

The usefulness of the concept of style is that it 
establishes a unity where there is apparently no 
unity, but the artistic coherence of the works con- 
cerned is greater than their divergence from each 
other. (Hauser 1965)'" 

And it is only the destining into objectifying rep- 
resentation that makes the historical acessible as 
an object for historiography. (Heidegqer 1953)" 

If I hadn't believed it with my own mind, I never 
would have seen it. (Bard College graffiti 1 9 5 1 ) ~ ~  

Hauser points to a basic problem of art history, that of 
taxonomy. In glFramesol I will first examine the history of tax- 

onomical terns and categories used in connection with biomor- 

phic Modernism, after which I will engage in a discussion of 

such Mfrarnes,M proposing finally a framing model for use, 



a. Read, Worringer, and the I1Organicl1 

Within the discourse of Modernism the term %iomorphic 

abstractionm seems to have been first employed in London 

around 1934 in the "Unit 1" circle around the biocentric anar- 

chis ti' critic Herbert Read and the journal Axis. '' Read' s 
involvement with biomorphic Modernism was as complicated and 

problematic as his theoretical approaches to art were," and 

this prevented him from playing the role one might otherwise 

have expected him to play in the adoption of "biomorphicU into 

the artistic vocabulary. Indeed, it was not Read, but the 

critic, poet and editor Geoffrey Grigson who introduced the 

term "biomorphicv to the discourse of Modernism. 

In the early 30s, when Read started writing and publish- 

ing on contemporary art, he was indebted intellectually to 

Wilhelm W~rringer,'~ whom he eventually befriended and 

referred to as his "esteemed master in the philosophy of 
art. II 2 :  In his 1908 dissertation Abstraction and Empathy, 

Worringer - -  inspired by the ideas of Theodor Lipps, Alois 
Riegl, and his teacher Heinrich W6lfflin - -  proposed the 
binary psychological theory of artistic production, that human 

mental abstraction gives rise to geometrical abstract art, 

while empathy is the impulse for naturalistic or "organicu 

art. Though Worringerfs dissertation functioned as both theory 

and legitimizing force for Expressionist (including abstract) 

art in the teens, it has not often been remarked that his 

schema, like all (of necessity, reductionist) conceptual 

structures (including my own), has its limitations, its prob- 

lems with "fit.l1 Jack Burnham is one of the few commentators 

to point out the limitations of Worringerts work: "By nature 

art historians are pattern-creating creatures, and patterns 

abound in art history; but, like so many broad conceptions, 

they begin to show serious flaws when applied to specific 

cases."" Thus, Worringerfs identification of naturalism with 
the organic, and his linking of this category with empathy and 

the art of certain historical periods, does not easily allow 



for naturalistic art among some ancient peoples, e.g. 

palaeolithic cave painters and the ancient Minoans,33 nor for 

organic abstraction at all, much less among the moderns. 

Sensing this as a difficulty, Worringer engaged in an 

ingenious argument which recast organic abstraction as natu- 

ralism in disguise. He argued that organic abstraction was not 

the result of the "organic analogyM (what I here term the 

"naturamorphic analogyM), of abstraction from forms of organic 

nature. Rather, he maintained, it was the result of the 

organic metaphor, in other words that it was developed accor- 

ding to the laws of creation in nature. By this means he 

removes organic abstraction from the realm of abstraction and 

returns it to the domain of naturalism: 

It then becomes immediately apparent that organic 
regularity, even when represented in the abstract, 
has a milder effect upon us and is more closely 
bound up with our own vital sensations. It makes a 
stronger appeal to the activation of these vital 
sensations of ours, and is thus calculated gently 
and gradually to entice out man's latent impulse to 
empa thy. 

The fact that some organic abstraction is based on the natura- 

morphic analogy did not enter into Worringer's argument." 

The - -  in effect - -  inability of Worringer's dual struc- 
ture of impulses to account for what by the late 20s had 

developed into the style of biomorphic Modernism seems to have 
affected Read, who was so enamoured of Worringer's writings 

that he learned German to be able to read them in the orig- 

inal.16 Partly because he felt that abstraction was not useful 

enough socially, and partly because of his adherence to Wor- 

ringer's schema, Read was ambivalent about the abstraction of 

his contemporaries. This ambivalence was expressed as a con- 

current critical valorization and theoretical denigration of 

biomorphic Modernism. Thus, though Read had published a book 

on Surrealism by 1936, in 1934 he wrote dismissively of what 

was in effect biomorphic Modernism as an "enfant terriblen 
born of the "foster-motherN S~rrealism.~' In 1937 he deflected 



his argument from the aesthetic to the social plane, criticiz- 

ing abstract art's apparent lack of social utility. 

The claim - -  of the abstract artist is that the 
forms he creates are of more than decorative sig- 
nificance in that they repeat in their appropriate 
materials and on their appropriate scale certain 
proportions and rhythms which are inherent in the 
structure of the universe, and which govern organic 
growth of the human body. Attuned to these rhythms 
and proportions, the abstract artist can create 
microcosms which reflect the macrocosm - -  he can 
hold the world, if not in a grain of sand, then in a 
block of stone or a pattern of colours. He has no 
need of natural appearances - -  of the accidental 
forms created in the stress of the world's evolution 
- -  because he has access to the archetypal forms 
which underlie all the casual variations presented 
by the natural world. I do not doubt myself that the 
abstract artist is sincere in this claim, and that 
he does achieve ... what he attempts. The only point 
in doubt is the social relevance of this activity. l6 

While this text demonstrates that ideas first evident in 

Kallai's "Bioromantik" in 1932 were being more widely 

expressed, it also reflects the political argument with the 

artists' positions. 

b. Unit 1 

Putting aside Read's ambivalence for a moment, we might 

note that his criticism included the first, and indeed until 

now the most cogent, summary written in English of what was in 

effect Bioromanticism. It reflected the ideas and aims of the 

Modernists who had emerged around Read, a circle of artists 

interested in the expression of their Organicism and their 

Vitalism, "the force that through the green fuse drives the 

flower," as Dylan Thomas expressed the elan vital in his poem 

of 1933-34." Formally inspired by the biomorphic Modernist 

work of Constantin Brancusi, Pablo Picasso, Alberto Giacome- 
I 

tti, Joan Miro and Hans A r p ,  and frank concerning their desire 

to express natural forces and their interest in (abstracted) 

natural forms, members of Read's circle such as Barbara Hep- 

worth, Henry Moore and Paul Nash, were producing work in a 



biomorphic abstract style, which, along with Grigson, Read was 

the first to admire.J0 

That Read's summary accords with the artist's views is 

easily verifiable. In Unit 1 Hepworth wrote that " [i]n the 
contemplation of nature we are perpetually renewed . . .  and 
rightly understood, it gives us the power to project into a 

plastic medium some universal or abstract vision of beauty?: 

On another page Moore declared that " [b] ecause a work does not 
aim at reproducing natural appearances it is not, therefore an 

escape from life - -  but may be a penetration into reality . . .  
an expression of the significance of l i f e .11 i2  While Read was 

not specific concerning the artist's formal sources in his 

1937 text, Moore specified natural objects such as pebbles, 

rocks, bones and shells as formal inspirations for his work, 

and he noted that "the telescope and microscope have enlarged 

the field from which the sculptor can enlarge his form-knowl- 

edge experience. 

The popularization of the naturamorphic analogy in the 

Unit I circle was fuelled by the appearance in 1929 and 1932 

respectively, of English editions of Karl Blossfeldt's collec- 

tions of close-up nature photographs Kunstfomen der Natur and 

Wundergarten der Natur," the exhibition of Blossf eldt' s 

photographs in London at the Zwemmer Galleries in 1932, and by 

the appearance in 1935 of W. Watson-Baker's book of artistic 

microphotographs, World Beneath the Microscope. While the 

publication of Art Forms in Nature by Zwemmer in 1929 was too 
early to elicit a response from the people who came to make up 

the Unit 1 circle, the 1932 publication of Wundergarten der 

Natur, and Robert Wellington's installation of Blossfeldt's 

photographs from Wundergarten in direct juxtaposition with 
examples from the applied arts," stimulated R .  A. Wilenski 

and then Paul Nash to speculate on the relations between 

contemporary art and natural 

The captions in Watson-Baker' s World Beneath the M i c r o  - 
scope were particularly pertinent, for example that under a 



photograph of a sea urchin shell which, evidently referring to 

the work of Moore and Hepworth, pointed out that "the modern 

sculptor nust envy the massiveness of form, the grandeur of 

contour, of this small shelLMJ7 William Gaunt's introduction 

to the book discussed the naturamorphic analogy within a 

biocentric framework: 

Ciln all of this there is something abstract, some- 
thing of the essential nature of things . . . .  The 
artist feels what the scientist calculates. As seri- 
ous writers have abandoned the superficial devices 
of the picaresque novel ... the visual artist is 
urged to exchange the delineation of outward appear- 
ance for a nearer examination of form. The symmetri- 
cal exemplars of text-books on design prove to be of 
the utmost banality when compared with the enormous 
repertoire of designs in nature, a dimensional book 
which discloses repertoire within repertoire, cosmos 
with cosmos. We turn over the page which illustrates 
obvious symmetries and regularities; we scent more 
vital stuff in a new series overleaf of designs that 
man has only faintly conceived, in whose prodigal 
scrawls the restless motion of primary life sketches 
an unprecedented art. The artist will not painfully 
copy this new world, but he will be the more an 
artist for seeing it .... 4 8 

In his review, John Piper found it "amusing . . .  to notice the 
artists suggested by the photographs: Klee (anchors and plates 

of Synapta), Ernst (a great many times), Miro (sponge spic- 

ules) , Giacometti (chemical crystals) , and so on. l f3  Even 

though Blossfeldt's photographs were taken with a close-up 

lense rather than a microscope, in the advertisement of that 

same year (1935) for the second printing of Rlossfeldtts Art 

Forms in Nature in Axis, the unidentified copywriter referred 

to "A series of excellent photographs of plant forms seen 

through the microscope, displaying the relationship between 

art and natural phenomena."50 Just as, writing of contemporary 

Paris, Man Ray remembered that Itall abstract art appeared to 

me as fragments: enlargements of details in nature and art," 

in Axis in 1936 S. John woods wrote that "[all1 so-called 

abstract pictures are based in some degree on nature or ... on 
the artist's selection of certain phenomena of nature."" 



Grigson emphasized the naturamorphic analogy in his 1944 

monograph on his friend Henry Moore, producing the earliest 

critical text I know of in English to discuss biomorphic 

Modernist art systematically in conjunction with contemporary 

biology, Vitalism and the scientific image analogy: 

Moore ... is interested in the rounded, solid shapes 
into which life builds itself. And when he came back 
from Italy [in 19251 , Moore became a pilgrim . . . to 
the Natural History Museum. . . . [HI e now saw life in 
its natural forms and framework, from the cells to 
the skeleton.... [Elarly peoples ... saw life in the 
form of large organisms, brute or man. we see it 
also in the plates and diagrams of a biological 
text-book, Rounded shapes by Moore may be related to 
a . . .  bone, or a hill .... But they might also 
relate to the curves of a human embryo * . .  or to a 
single-celled primitive organism. Revealed by anat- 
omy or seen with a microscope, such things are 
included now in our visual knowledge. Art, or the 
forms of art, change with such knowledge. So when 
some critics ... talk . . .  of the distorted vision 
. . .  of contemporary art, they are ... showing the 
restriction of their own experience . . . .  Biology must 
also be acknowledged .... 5 2 

By 1945 Read was also espousing a psychobiological explanation 

of the artistsi biomorphic forms: "the elementary forms which 

men have instinctively given to their works of art are the 

same as the elementary forms which exist in nat~re~'~. 

As early as 1934 Nash and Grigson were calling for the 
production of nature-centred biornorphic Modernist art, i.e. 

Bioromanticism. To my knowledge, they were the only art pro- 

fessionals at the time to actively promote such art.'' While 

Nash held that l1 [a] part from ths world of 'pure' invention 

free from association with recognisable objects, I have no 

doubt, that the infinite variations of nature may be resolved 

with an equally incalculable number of complete abstractions," 

Grigson wrote: 

Abstract art at this time needs ... to be penetrated 
and possessed by a more varied affective and intel- 
lective [sic] content. Only so can it answer to the 
ideological and emotional complexity of the needs of 
human beings with their enlarged knowledge of the 



widened country of self. Certain artists have alrea- 
dy realized this in their practice; abroad Picasso 
and Brancusi, Klee, Miro and Helion; in England 
Wyndham Lewis and Henry Moore. Abstractions are of 
two kinds, geometric ... which leads to the inevi- 
table death; and biomorphic. The biomorphic abstrac- 
tions" are the beginning of the next central phase 
in the progress of art? 

This is the kind of art, added Grigson in another article of 

1935, "which in my belief [people] will most enjoy. u 5 7  

It was possibly as a result of his political evolution, 
and his adherence to Worringer's schema, that, while he always 

knew of the Vitalist, i.e. biocentric, background to biornor- 

phic Modernism, it was not until 1951 that Read conceptualized 

Vitalist biomorphic Modernism as a category  of artistic pro- 

duction.'@ Furthermore, it was only at the end of his car-eer, 

in the 1964 A Concise History of Modern Sculpture, that he 

discussed it, albeit only with respect to sculpture.5g 

c. Grigson' s 'tBiomorphll 

Though informed through Read of Worringer's binary system 

of artistic impulses,60 Grigson was clearly not satisfied with 

the problematic nature of Worringer's use of llorganicli in 

relation to naturalistic and abstract art, and its inability 

to account for contemporary Modernism. Aware that Moore 

employed Worringerts term ltorganicI1 to refer to his abstract 

workst6' around 1934 Grigson proposed instead the adoption of 

the term llbiomorphictl from an unnamed anthropologist who 

employed it in relation to the painted pebbles of the prehis- 

toric Azilian culture:62 

The designs on the coloured Azilian pebbles ... have 
been divided by one anthropologist into two classes, 
designs produced by the more or less obvious abst- 
raction of natural forms (such as the human figure) 
and Nbiomorphicll shapes . . .63 [which are] . . . fur - 
ther from the originals .... n[B]iomorphic" ... is no 
bad term for the paintings of Miro, Helion, Erni and 
others, to distinguish them from the modern geomet- 
ric abstractions and from rigid s~rrealisrn.~' 



In this passage and in his "Comment on England," Grigson 

grouped automatic Surrealism (Miro) and the biomorphic 

abstract members of Abstraction-Creation (the French Jean 

Helion and the Swiss Hans Erni) together - -  along with related 
artists such as Picasso, Brancusi, Klee, Lewis and Moore - -  to 

form a category of biomorphic Modernism, as distinguished from 

both geometric abstraction (represented by members of Abstrac- 

tion-Creation) and "rigidm - -  by which Grigson evidently meant 
lloneiricll - - S~rrealism.~~ "Such pictures as those of Kleetl 

writes Grigson that same year Itare examples of the Bergsonian 

re turn to pure nature. u66 

As Gladys Fabre has pointed out in her article "Art de 

Synthese," Griqson's formulation is a variant of that which 
gave rise to the 19 35 exhibition these anti these syn these, 

held at the Kunstmuseum in Lucerne, and curated by Hans 

Erni.'' This exhibition was part of a wider discourse of the 

time, one which attempted to overcome the apparent antinomy 

between Habstractionu and S~rrealism.~' Erni himself was a 

young Swiss artist with biocentric views and an intense inter- 

est in microscopy and the natural sciences.69 Focusing on 

contemporary Parisian, Swiss and English art, and guided by 

the Organicism of Jean Helion and the dialectical thinking of 

the Parisian critic Anatole Jakovski and the Swiss Marxist 

cultural philosopher Konrad Farner, Erni saw contemporary 

Modernism as the result of a diale~tic.'~ Thus, according to 

Erni, Cubism and Dadaism together gave rise to Purism, and 

contemporary art concret, or Art de Synthese (most of which 

was biomorphic ~odernist'~), was the synthesis of the thesis 

Abstraction-Creation and its antithesis Surrealism. 

All this recapitulated Kallai's argument put forward in a 

series of articles of the early 1930s, that biomorphic Modern- 

ist art expressive and/or reflective of our essential rooted- 

ness in jlnatureN (Vioromantiktl), and (mainly Constructivist 

art) expressive of a "rationalistic- materialistic-utili- 

tarianH drive to build (lTechnoromantikm) , were artistic 



embodiments of the essential Klagesian dialectic of Seele and 

G e i s t ,  a pair of polar opposites identifiable as "natureu and 

"constructionw already in his Constructivist writing of the 

early 1 9 2 0 ~ . ' ~  As he wrote in his 1932 article Vuriick zum 

Ornament," as parts of a single dialectic, "Eine internatio- 

nale Ausstellung bewies doch, wie sehr Abstrakte und Surrea- 

listen zusammengeh6ren, auch wenn sie in gewissen Sinn feind- 

lichen Briidern gleichen . lt7' 
Though Grigsonts framing is tighter and his Vitalism more 

obvious, an undercurrent of biologistic nature-centrism (what 

I term "biocentrism") is also present in the Lucerne formula- 

tion: The Lucerne Museum's director Paul Hilber asked Farner 

to assemble a bibliography for the catalogue of these a n t i -  

these synthese, including a section on "MathematicsH which 

Farner also described as having to do with the "natural 

 science^.^^" Mostly it contained titles to do with the contem- 
porary Organicist concern for regularity and structure in 

nature? Though his writing reflects the more poetic sensi- 

bility of Paris Surrealism and of French writing in general, 

this biocentric undercurrent is also present in Jakovskits 

texts of the time, including the exhibition essay for the 

~atalogue.'~ All these formulations, Read's and Grigsonts as 

much as Kallaits, and Erni and Jakovskits, viewed contemporary 

art as concerned w i t h  revealing deeper layers of reality 

through a formal language of biomorphic Modernism. 

d. Haddonts "BiomorphU 

No doubt ref erring to Grigson' s book on the subject, The 

Painted Caves, Ian Jeffries has commented t h a t  It[l]ike his 

contemporaries [Grigson] was interested in antiquity, in flint 

axes and bronze-age barrows.t177 Hence we can assume that he 

w a s  familiar with the literature on prehistory. But the anth- 

ropologist from whom Grigson derived his use of the term 
"biornorphicH was not likely the English Darwinian zoologist- 

turned-anthropologist Alfred Cort Haddon, who in his 1895 



cultural anthropological treatise Evolution in ~rt" coined 

the term "biomorphIM for Ifaddon does not discuss the Azilian 

culture, and he does not distinguish terminologically between 

more and less abstract naturalistic art.7g In this book Haddon 

wrote that "The biomorph is the representation of anything 

living[,] in contradistinction to the skeuomorph, which ... is 
the representation of anything made ["such as a pattern based 

on weaving, wattling, binding, or timberingv] , or the physico- 
morph which is the representation of an object or operation in 

the physical w0r1d.l~'~ Employing Vitalist terminology, Haddon 

emphasized that I1[t]he fact that there is life in the original 

of the biomorph appears in most cases to exert an influence on 

the biomorph itself, so that it comes to have what might 

almost be described as a borrowed vitality.H81 Indeed, in his 

discussion of biomorphs Haddon devoted an entire section to 

the "Representation of Abstract Ideas of Life," in which he 

specified that "[elven such an abstract idea as the Principle 

of Life, or Vital Energy, has been indicated in [certain 

motifs of biornorphic] decorative art."'* Unlike Worringer, 

Haddon was not confined by a binary psychological taxonomy and 

so could include both naturalistic and "abstractM patterns in 

his category. 

That the term "biomorphu was coined by a zoologist work- 

ing on visual culture, to refer to a style of abstraction 
representing vital forces and natural processes, is of no 

small importance: this is precisely what I - -  following the 
contemporary critics Kallai and Carola Giedion-Welcker, and 

the artists themselves - -  argue is the dominant signification 
of the forms, the style of biomorphic Modernism. Vitalistic 

content was present in the very coinage of ubiomorph,w before 

its adoption by anglophone Modernists, they are embedded in 

it. Vitalist meanings, if w e  might read Haddon in a Kublerian 

sense, are innate to the uformal sequencent of biomorphism. Had 

Grigson taken "bi~morph~~ directly from Haddon, he would have 

known this. As a follower of the arch-Vitalist Wyndham Lewis 



however, Grigson would likely have used it in a vitalist sense 

irrespective of Haddon's intent? 

e . Barr' s "BiornorphN 
Given the predominantly formal usage of the terms Inbio- 

morphicN and "organicIn today, it is not surprising that as 

epithets of an autonomous stylistic category of artistic 

production (biomorphic Modernism) they were popularized within 

the formalist critical paradigm of Modernist American aes- 

thetics despite their Vitalist and n a t u r r o r n a n t i s c h  origins, 

and Grigson's earlier Vitalist adaptation. This current usage, 

furthermore, derives from the institutionally most powerful 

line of formalism, that established by curator-scholars asso- 

ciated with the Museum of Modern Art in New York. With his 

Wolfflinian flow chart of Modern artistic tendencies and 

movements published in Cubism and Abstract Art in 1936, MOMA 

director Alfred Barr established a taxonomical system, a 

framing structure, which dominated the field of Modern Art for 

decadeseg4 (Fig. 1-11 In this teleological system he included 
the category "Non-Geometrical Abstract Arttt along with %eo- 

metrical Abstract Artr1 as the twin resultants of his artistic 

 vector^.'^ Barr's nomination of the former as the negative of 
the latter indicated the resultant to which he - -  in accor- 
dance with Worringer - -  accorded primacy at the time, the 
Itfirst and more important currentn1 of Geometric Abstract 

~rt.~"his is how Barr defined Non-Geometric Abstract Art: 

After running under ground [sic] for a few years 
[this current] reappears vigorously among the mas- 
ters of abstract art associated with Surrealism. 
This tradition ... is intuitional and emotional 
rather than intellectual; organic or biomorphic 
rather than geometrical in its forms; curvilinear 
rather than rectilinear, decorative rather than 
structural, and romantic rather than classical in 
its exaltation of the mystical, the spontaneous and 
the irrational. 

Since he (or Beamont Newhall, his bibliographer) lists Axis 

but not Evolution in Art in the bibliography of Cubism and 



Abstract Art, we must assume that Barr's usage of the term 

"biomorphicM to describe non-geometric abstraction derives 

from Grigson. Barr's conflation of 41biomorphicfl with "organicIf 

betrays his ignorance of the finer points of Worringer and the 

problems surrounding the use of the term "organicn in conjunc- 

tion with lvabstraction.H While Barr's recognition of "roman- 

tictIf umystical,u llspontaneousll and "irrationalu content in 

the style indicates his resistance to a totalizing formalist 
interpretation," his definition, like the rest of the book, 

does privilege form. Barr's understanding of the content 

derives not so much from Grigson, as from Worringer's Abstrak- 
tion und E i n f u h l u n g  and its binary conception of the psycho- 

logical impulses underlying art-making. Apparently ignorant of 

Haddon's Vitalist understanding of ubiomorph,H Barr must have 

Seen aware that Worringer discussed the content of "intu- 

itive," "organicu art as Vitalistic and Pantheistic." Either 

Barr was untroubled by Worringer's opposition of the organic 

to the abstract, or he accepted the German's way out of this 

dilemma. In any case, his description of the organic as "mys- 

ticalu and "irrationalN had pejorative overtones and Vitalist 

content tended to be denigrated or repressed in the discourse 

that Barr established. 

As a pioneering historian and keen observer of the con- 

temporary art scene, however, Barr correctly recognized later 

in the book that "[alt the risk of generalizing about the very 

recent past, it seems fairly clear that the geometric tradi- 

tion in abstract art ... is in the decline .... The non-geomet- 
ric biomorphic forms of A r p  and Miro and Moore are definitely 

in the ascendant. 'lgO In fact, within a few years he came to 

champion such art, organizing with James Johnson Sweeney 

retrospectives of Miro's and Kleers work in 1941.9: As Sandler 

has pointed out, these exhibitions had a strong effect on the 

emergent American ltbiomorphicfl avant-garde, Abstract Express- 

ionismtg2 and thus made it possible for a critic such as 

Parker Tyler to emerge, who emphasized biocentric meanings and 



the naturamorphic analogy in his reading of American biomor- 

phic Modernism. In a 1945 critique of Sidney Janist Barrian 

dualist conception of American Modernist art, Tyler con- 

structed an understanding of biomorphic Modernism as insight- 

ful and complex as that of his European contemporaries: 

I1...abstractionism spontaneously developed its own variety of 

surrealism, wherein its analytical and geometrical forms 'come 

alive,' return to 'naturet by way of human fragmentation, life 

under the microscope, and the visceral - -  in short, through 
what is known as biomorphism. " g '  

Nevertheless, Barr's prejudice against acknowledging 

Vitalist meanings in biomorphic Modernism was reproduced in 

his later work, and in that of most other critics, even in the 

writings of his critic Meyer Schapiro. In a 1937 critique of 

C u b i s m  and Abstract Art and of abstraction in general, Schap- 
iro received Barrts deemphasisizing of content in abstraction 

as a true statement of the supposed lack of intention on the 

part of all abstract Modernists to signify with their works. 

This conflation of the truly formalist or "concretel1 abstrac- 

tionists with those who did wish to convey meaning blinded 

Schapiro to Vitalist content in biomorphic Modernism, encour- 

aged him to believe that all abstract artists had rejected the 

linatural,llgJ and set up a straw man that it was then easy for 
him to knock down. He then read the rise of biomorphic Modern- 

ism and Surrealism as a consequence of the current pessimism 

of Western society, forgetting that such work had been pro- 

duced at least since the mid 20s: 

During the [present] crisis the mechanical abstract 
styles have become secondary. They influence very 
few young artists, or they tend toward what Barr 
calls "biomorphic abstractionfn of a violent or ner- 
vous calligraphy, or with amoeboid forms, a lowgrade 
matter pulsing in an empty space. An anti-rational- 
ist style, Surrealism ... becomes predominant, and 
beside it arise new romantic styles .... 9 5 

By positing a merely contextual, political significance to 

emergent biomorphic Modernism, Schapiro's article, in dialec- 



tical relation to Barrts book, further served to exclude from 

the dominant discourse any discussion of content in Modernism. 

f. Organic/Biomorphic; Curvilinear/Crystalline 

Though Barr used them easily and interchangeably, 

'IorganicH and "biomorphic" are not unproblematic terms. The 

use of "organicu goes back to the mid 18th centuryg6 

and is rooted in Nature Romanticism. The term was probably 

first applied to art in the early 19th century, in relation to 

architecture.'' Properly used, ltorganicu implies the genesis 

of the object it is applied to, as well as its structure, both 

senses of which refer to a biological metaphor, and imply a 

holism, that is the idea that the whole amounts to more than 

the sum of its parts.g8 NOrganicism,tt an intellectual tradi- 

tion going back to the 18th century, intersects with biocent- 

rism in the early 20th. Its relations to Vitalism have been 

controversial, and some, like the biological philosopher Hilde 

Hein, have argued that Vitalism and Organicism are, despite 

their apparent differences, identical. As Donna Haraway puts 

it, "Hilde Hein argues that Organicism must be considered a 

modern variant of vitalism and that the old categories of 

mechanism and vitalism are still very much releveant to the 

contemporary biological scene. f t 9 9  

The Oxford English Dictionary defines "biomorph" in 

Haddonrs anthropological sense as a "decorative form repre- 

senting a living object,I1 while Webster's defines Mbiomorphic" 

in a manner which suggests more its usage by the American 

Modernists as I1resembling or suggesting the forms of living 
organisms. As we have seen with Barr's identification of 

the biomorphic/organic with curvilinearity in opposition to 

"geometric abstractionu and its rectilinearity, in common 

usage Hbiomorphicu and llorganicu had by the 1930s taken on the 

connotation of curvilinear as opposed to rectilinear or 

orthogonal form. As demonstrated by Herbert Christian Meril- 

lat's text, this is the popular understanding of these terms, 



despite the evident tensions: 

Visible nature, by and large, favors curves. There 
are, to be sure, some natural angled shapes, especi- 
ally in inorganic matter - -  in certain geological 
formations, for example, and in mineral crystals. 
And, at a microscopic level, we find such angled 
forms as living diatoms and the structure of inor- 
ganic snowflakes. Generally ... when we see with 
unaided eyes a true straight line or an angular flat 
form or a solid with plane surfaces meeting at 
angles (a polyhedron) , we can be fairly certain that 
humankind has been at work.lO' 

Goldwater also defined the category in this formal sense: 

The curve, whether of line or surface, is basic to 
[all these biomorphic sculptures] : it constitutes 
the sole, or the dominant, formal language employed. 
Besides, these forms, whether they define more or 
less stylized representations, or are altogether 
nonrepresentational, are seemingly more organic than 
geometric. Either they are obviously derived from 
the shapes of living forms, or, being abstract, they 
still have the tightness, the tension, the apparent 
pull from within:limiting extension, that brings to 
mind organic structure. '02 

This is an old prejudice. Not only did artistic styles 

based on plant and animal forms such as the Rococo and Art 

Nouveau feature curved forms, the early-19th-century German 

Naturphilosoph Lorenz Oken theorized that the ideal shape of 

living things, even at the most microscopic level, was the 

sphere: "The  sphere was the most nearly ideal of the forms of 

transcendental morphology, and, according to that system of 

beliefs, its shape served to distinguish living nature from 

crystal growth. l l i Q 3  This view was confirmed in the best -known 

exhibition demonstrating the scientific image analogy, K u n s t  

und Naturform, held in Basel in 1958. Writing in the book 

published on the basis of the exhibition, Georg Schmidt 

observed that the geometrical abstract paintings in the show 

tended to correspond to microscopic photographs of inorganic 

matter, and that the "tachistm abstract or "Non-Representa- 

tional Paintersw Ii.e. mostly post-war biomorphic Modernist 

paintings) resembled the organic  micrograph^.'^' 



And yet Ernst Haeckel, the most important popularizer of 

scientific illustrations among artists and their promoter as 

normative models of art production, had complicated this pic- 

ture in two ways. First, in his crucial album Kunstfomen der 

N a t u r  of 1899-1904, he showed how exquisitely geometric life 

forms such as diatoms could be at the microscopic level, even 

if such geometry itself favoured linear geometry inscribed 

into globular  configuration^.'^^ For another, as a radical 
Monist who preached "the essential unity of organic and inor- 

ganic nature, I1'O6 he was concerned with the blurring of 

boundaries, the establishment of a continuum, between the 

"organicu and "inorganic," the "animateN and "inanimate," by 

demonstrating the commonalities of lower life forms with 

crystals, particularly structural and formal commonalities. 

"We cannot draw a sharp line of distinction between these two 

great divisions of nature, any more than we can recognise an 

absolute distinction between the animal and the vegetable 

kingdoms, or between the lower animals and man."'o7 Late in 

his career, as a Monist with decidedly Vitalist, indeed Pan- 

theistic inclinations, he was concerned with explaining these 

similarities by positing animating llsoulsll both in organic and 

inorganic phenomena. lo8 As Holt points out, in his 1917 book 

Kristall see1 en Haeckel "concentrated on the ' interior quali - 
ties' of crystals and extended [his] 'chain of unity of sensa- 

tion' to the inorganic world. [He] referred to 'atomic soulst 

in inorganic matter such as crystals. Crystals were, he wrote, 

similar to organic forms of life in that they experienced 

birth, growth, death, sensation and all 'other manifestations 

of life-forms. As Haraway puts it: I1If one sees the 

world in atomistic terms ... the crystal is a smaller, simpler 
version of the organism in a nearly literal sense. If one sees 

the world in terms of hierarchically organized levels, (the 

organism becomes the primary metaphor), the crystal becomes an 

intermediate state of organization. There is no longer a 

continuum of forms all based on a corpuscular foundation, but 



rather a discontinuous series of 'organisrn~.'~~'~ I f  one 

accepted Haeckel's Monism (and as we shall see, his Monism or 

versions of it were espoused by other scientist-philosophers 

influential on Modernists such as Wilhelm Ostwald, Ernst Mach 

and Raoul France), the orthogonal, as opposed to curvilinear 

forms of crystals could be seen to be Hbiomorphicu as 
,,. 

well.--- Monism called into question the curvilinear/ 

orthogonal opposition associated with the organic/inorganic 

split. This must be borne in mind as one navigates the waters 

of biomorphic Modernism and the associated, often fluid posi- 

tions of materialists and Vitalists along the Monist-Dualist 

continuum. A Monist Vitalist critic such as Kallai was unwill- 

ing to distinguish theoretically between curvilinear and 

orthogonal abstraction as Barr was, even if the examples 

Kallai cited when discussing Bioromantik were, by and large, 

V~rvilinear.~ He preferred to conceive of this dichotomy as a 

creative dialectic. Lisa Phillips has written cogently of this 

problematic : 

The legitimacy of the terms we use to describe this 
world needs to be continually reevaluated ... the 
term "organictB is most frequently associated with 
plants and animals in art, -it typically denotes 
biotic, botanical, and biomorphic configurations as 
opposed to wgeometricll ones. But, as we now know, 
living matter is composed of particles that can 
often be geometrically described .... There are also 
organic forms in the non-natural world: biological 
and geometric models fuse in machine forms and in 
organized systems such as information or electronic 
circuit theory, cybernetics and systems analysis. It 
is clear that what we now need is an expansive defi- 
nition of organic, one that refutes both the notion 
of a stringent boundary between nature and culture 
and the archaic dichotomy between the organic and 
the geometric. Only then will we be able to follow 
the development of organic abstraction in America - -  
how each generation has responded to our changing 
understanding of the natural world. 'I2 

With the emergence of fractal geometry in the late 1970s and 
1980s, the last nail in the coffin of the idea that the "geo- 

metricH is opposed to the "biomorphicm (organic) has been 



inserted. A paradigmatic llbioromanticll artist such as Arthur 

Dove, consequently, produced works which incorporated an 

integrated understanding of the two categories, work which as 

Sherrye Cohn puts it, are I1expressive evocations of the geo- 

metric order which lies behind organic 

g, MOW:  Form over Content 

Barr's privileging of form over content did not go unnot- 
iced in the Unit 1 circle, in which Read's geistesgeschicht- 

1 ich, iconographic and "Northernt1 approach was supported in 

opposition to Fry's francocentric formalism."' The review in 

Axis of Cubism and Abstract Art by J. M. Richards made it 

plain that - -  unlike even the Marxist Schapiro - -  the British 
Modernists were critical of a purely formal approach to under- 

standing art-making and taxonomizing it: "Mr Barr has engaged 

himself in placing each artist in his right pigeon-hole but he 

is apt to give the impression that by doing so he has done all 

that is necessary to explain the artist's existen~e.~'" 

Herbert Read was noticeably absent from this debate? 

We have seen that though aware of the link between biomorphic 

Modernism and Vitalism, Read's commitment to Worringer's 

problematic writings seems to have prevented him from formu- 

lating this link into a category of artistic production until 

1951, and from discussing it until 1964. This effectively left 

Barrrs formalist framing of biomorphic Modernism unchallenged 

within the Modernist discourse. The rise to hegemony of post- 

war American formalism, and within it, of Barr and his organ- 

izatimal schema of Modernist art, further ensured that it was 

Barr's formal definition of Hbiornorphicu and "organicn abs- 

traction that was canonized. 

Barr' s conf lation of %iornorphiclt and "organicN was 

reproduced in the MOMAts publications, spawning a plethora of 

terms referring to biomorphic Modernist art. Thus, Barr's 

negative nomination "Non-Geometric Abstract Artu1 of 1936 was 

rendered positively by Eliot F. Noyes for the "Organic Design 



in Home Furnishingsl1 competition of the MOMA in 1940-41, won 

by Eero Saarinen and Charles Eames."' This term was in turn 

adopted by Robert Goldwater as ltorganic abstractionu for the 

1949 MOMA exhibition and catalogue Modern Art in Your 

~ i f e , : "  and switched to Mbiomorphismlt in his 1969 What is 

Modern sculpture?. ':' In the early 50s, Barrt s successor at 
the MOMA, Andrew Carnduff Ritchie, also employed the term 

"organic abstractionll in describing biomorphic Modernist work, 

but he introduced related categories, Worringerian oxymorons 

such as Waturalistic Geometricv and flExpressionist Biomorph- 

ic," which demonstrated the multiplicity of categories and 

terms possible within the formalist paradigm as much as it did 

Ritchie's happy indifference to Worringer."' 

Barr recognized that many of the artists working in the 

biomorphic style in the 1920s were associated with the Sur- 
realist movement, particularly with Surrealist production 

usually referred to as   auto ma ti^,^ and by 1945 Parker Tyler 

was writing of Matta as "a surrealist of the biornorphic 

school. lil" In 1968 Barxts successor as Chief Curator of 
Painting and Sculpture at the MOMA, William Rubin, refered to 

Nautomaticu Surrealist art simply as "organic" or llbiomorphictt 

Surrealism, but like Barr - -  and unlike Tyler and Dorner - -  he 
left matters at that: a vague, if accurate, comment on stylis- 

tic affinitie~.'~' 

However, as the writings of critics such as Kallai, Read, 
Grigson, Tyler and Dorner, the artistsf own texts, and as the 

secondary literature on these painters and sculptors testi- 

fies, a biocentric intention to employ biomorphic £oms as 

signifiers of natural forces and processes was central to many 
of the artists. But with few exceptions, this aspect of the 

work tended to be underplayed or ignoredfLz3 and until the 

1980s historians have done little more than invoke "automat- 

ism" to explain the stylistic commonality of such art. 

The use of a fully llautomaticM method has, however, been 

called into question,12J and the organic, process-based 



metaphor of artistic production latent in the artistst claim 

to wautornatisrn~ has more often than not been downplayed. As 

the literary critic Renato Poggioli noted in 1968, "[clert- 

ainly rarest of all exceptions is the case of an avant-garde 

artist or critic who recognizes the avant-garde's affiliation 

with romanticism as a central factor.N125 Poggioli rightly 

cites Herbert Read and his 1936 article ttSurrealism and the 

Romantic PrincipleM as such a rare exception. But, as he 

points out, Read proposed an essential rather than a histori- 

cal connection between the Poggioli does not discuss 

the German art historian transplanted to America, Alexander 

Dorner's writings of he 1940s, in which he denoted the 

"abstractH or "automaticn Surrealists simply as as "Romantic 

SurrealistsIN distinguishing them from the "Retrogressive 

[i.e. 'veristl] SurrealistsH who insisted upon retaining 

traditional perspectival space, which according to him denoted 

an outdated conception of "Being," rather than the curvilinear 

(read: ttbiomorphicN ) style derived from  oma antic ism, which 

functioned as a "hieroglyphn for an up-to-date world view of 

It Becoming . 12' Dorner's schema, despite its publication in 

Wittenborn-Schultzls "Problems of Contemporary Artv series, 

however, did not enter the critical cannon. It was not until 

the early 1990s that, in the work of Christa Lichtenstern and 

Elizabeth Legge, and in a 1994 exhibition catalogue published 

by the Sprengel Museum in Hanover, the close relationship 

between the biomorphic Surrealist art of Hans Arp, Andre 

Masson and Max Ernst, and the intellectual heritage of German 

Nature Romanticism - -  particularly Neo-Vitalism and the 
organicist topos - -  were treated rather than merely noted.Iza 
It should also be said that it is only by force that some 

artists often categorized as "Surrealistn fit into that cat- 

egory. "' 



h, Kalfai and Bioromantik 

Grigson, Barr, and those involved with the 1935 Lucerne 

exhibition were not the only ones to frame this art early on. 

They were preceded by Walter Benjamin and Ern6 Kallai, paral- 

leled by the Swiss critic Carola Giedion-Welcker, and followed 

by the German transplant to America, Alexander Dorner. Follow- 

ing Walter Benjamin's brilliant, almost offhand observations 

of 1928 made in his review of Karl Blossfeldt's photographs, 

Kallai was the first critic to systematically theorize what 

was in effect biomorphic Modernist art as a category."0 As 

mentioned above, Kallairs framing of biomorphic Modernism was 
rooted in the thinking of the biocentric philosopher Ludwig 

Klages, who saw the world as evincing a 'tstruggle~ between 

intellect and soul, i.e. Seele and Geist, an awareness of our 

rootedness in "natureu on the one hand, and what Kallai termed 

the "profane trinity of rationalism-materialism-utilitarian- 

ism," on the othersL3' Kallai constructed what he saw as the 
valuable, Modernist art of his day as a dialectical pair; a 

nature-aware or nature-depicting art he termed Bioromantik, 

and a Constructivist Technoromantik which expressed the "tech- 

noidN and n constructive drivesH in us, a pairing discernable 

already in his writings of the early 1920s. 

Like Grigson's, Kallai's views were based in a biocentric 

worldview and were formulated with an awareness of the natura- 

rnorphic, particularly scientific image analogy, which, as I 

will show in Chapters Three and Four, was pioneered by Kandin- 

sky, and then by Lazar El Lissitzky and Moholy-Nagy within the 

biocentric Constructivist discourse of the mid 1920s. Kallai's 

first realization of the scientific image analogy took place 

in 1929, within an exposition whose juxtapositions of all 

kinds of photographic imagery, artistic and non-artistic, were 

determined by Moholy-Nagy according to the precepts of his 
"New Vision,It a pioneering effort at visual education which - -  
even if unconsciously - -  underlies Barbara Sta££ordfs attempts 
today at developing a npictology,u a visual rather than a 



textual approach to understanding culture."' 

While the polar structure was there from the start, and 

he had been developing these ideas since at least 1926, Kallai 

published WioromantiktM their most cogent articulation, in 

the trilingual Modernist Bratislava journal Forum in 1932."' 

In this article he proposed that there existed among contem- 

porary artists a trend he termed Bioromantik, related to but 

superseding the 19th century Romantic and later Expressionist 

traditions. While translatable as HBioromanticism,u Kallai 

would have resisted a possible implication of this, the only 

feasible English rendering, that Bioromantik constituted a 

self-conscious "movementN: 

Bioromantik should not mark the christening of a new 
11 ism" . . .  we are concerned here simply with the 
explication of the situation wherein stylistically 
very different phenomena of modern art are bound by 
a deeper unity.'j4 

He characterized this trend as consisting of art whose 

forms, where abstract, are reminiscent of or simplifications 

of organic nature: "die Kunst der geistigen Wesenschau braucht 

dem Figuralen keineswegs aus dem Weg zu gehen, urn zu ihren 
Zeichen und Bildern zu gelangen. Und sind es keine Figuren, 

die auf den Bildern von Hans Arp ... geistern, so sind es doch 
Figurationen, die auf Gestaltmotive tierischer und pflanzlich- 

er Organismen ~uriickgehen.~"~ He aiso characterized this art 

as reflecting aspects of nature not normally visible such as 

the microscopic, the cosmic, and the undersea. Parallel to the 

Surrealists and their concern for the marvellous and the 

bizarre, Kallai remarked on the effect that the view to 
another world had on the artists: "Die Schranken unseres 

Bewusstseins grenzen nirgends dichter und erschreckender an 

das Jenseits als beim Anblick des Mikrokosmos. Es liegt ein 

Schock in diesem Anblick, den man mit der gleichen Unmittel- 

barkeit nur noch vom RZtsel des Makrokosmos, der Zeugung und 

des Todes empfZngt.ll""allai noted that such art often 

echoed forms seen in scientific imagery. He saw such work as 



picturing or unconsciously reflecting biocentric Lebensphilo- 

sophisch, Neo-Vitalist, Monist and neo-Pantheistic concepts 

such as a pervasive life force; the unity of spirit and mat- 

ter; the decentering of the human species; the Goethean idea 

of U r f o r m ;  what, after Hans Prinzhorn, the palaeontologist 

Edgar Dacque and Carl Gustav Jung, Kallai termed the "demonicM 

forces of nature; and the "new," i.e. post-Darwinian, neo- 

Lamarckian, ecological biology. Thus, while emphasizing its 

visualization of the "demonic" in nature, Kallai was also 

eager to point out the ways in which the biocentrism underly- 

ing Bioromantic art was supported by the latest results of 

science, from genetics and Prinzhornian psychology to Dacquean 

palaeontology . "' 
In delimiting Bioromantik, Kallaits approach - -  like 

Grigson's, Read's and Ernits - -  was antithetical to Barr's 
bounding principle for biomorphic Modernism. He remarked on 

the "eigenartigen Formzeichen der Bioromantik,I1 but rather 

than these formal affinities, Kallai focused on the thematic 

commonalities of the artworks, on the biocentrism of the 

iconography or of his readings of the abstract forms, and on 

their origins in Nature Romanticism and what he and others 

termed the "new bi~logy.""~ 

As we have noted, this thematic/genetic delineation of 

Bioromanticism, and his ow. biocentrism, resisted the identi- 

fication of organicism with curvilinearity, allowing in prin- 

ciple - - as in these antithese synthese - -  for the inclusion 
of, for example, crystalline geometric abstraction within the 

confines of his category if he saw such work as reflecting 

deep natural structures and forces. I1Es wdre verf ehl t, wollte 

man den geistigen Drang der Lebensergriindung in unserer Kunst 

nur unter bestimmten stilistischen Voraussetzungen gelten 

l a s ~ e n . ~ ~ ' ~ ~  Yet even though Kallai remarked on the wide sty- 

listic range of the art, in practice all of the artists and 

their works which Kallai cited in ll~ioromantik"'so and most 

of these cited in other relevant texts were characterized by a 



biomorphic abstract style or biomorphic imagery within a 

Modernist aesthetic discourse .la' In effect these works 

described the style of "non-geometric abstractionM as delin- 

eated by Barr. It was this biomorphic, curvilinear understand- 

ing of Bioromantika which came into popular usage in K&llaits 

Budapest circle in the late 1940s, an understanding not chal- 

lenged by Kallai himself.'" In practice, Constructivism was 

accommodated by Bioromantikfs dialectical Other, what he 

termed Technoroman t i k . " 
Kallaits achievement was remarkable. Not only was he the 

first to systematically frame biomorphic Modernism, he was - -  
along with Kandinsky, El Lissitzky, Karel Teige, Benjamin and 

Moholy-Nagy - -  an early Modernist formulator of the naturamor- 
phic analogy, a topos then recapitulated by critics such as 

Grigson, Read, Gy6rgy Kepes, Leo Steinberg, Oto Bihalji-Merin, 

Georg Schmidt, Georg Schenk and Rene Huyghe. I J 3  Though like 

Read, he tended to privilege an essentialist Mpsychobiologi- 

calH explanation for the phenomenon of biomorphic Modernism, 

in I1Bioromantikft Kallai suggested that biomorphic Modernist 

artists were drawn to scientific imagery, suggesting its 

direct influence: 

Das Bewusstsein urn die irrationalen Verstrickungen 
des ichs mit dem Keimwesen und -Strukturen der Natur 
f-iihlt sich rztselhaft angezogen durch den Anblick 
von Mikro- und Rtintgenaufnahmen. Sie sind fiir die 
Phantasie der Bioromantik so anregend, wie das Stud- 
ium der Anatomie fiir die ~ktmalerei .14' 

This anticipates Brian O'Dohertyfs call for research into this 

subject by 40 years.u5 Kallai recognized the importance of 

biocentric ideologies in the genesis of such work; he did not 

make the separation between painting and sculpture in this 

connection; he pointed out the links with the "new biology," 

he took the importance of both art and scientific photography 

into consideration; and as early as 1932 he coined the tern 

Bioromantik to refer to the tendency. In short, he recognized 

a complex cultural pattern while in the thick of its develop- 



ment, he defined it, and he named it. His writing is the 

starting point for my work. 

i. Giedion-Welckerts I1Organic Elementarism" 

Married to the Organicist Modernist historian Siegfried 

Giedion,"%nd a friend of A r p ,  Klee, Moholy-Nagy and other 

prominent Modernists, Carola Giedion-Welcker is an under- 

appreciated critic and historian who came from an intellectual 

background similar to ~allai~s.~~' She was - -  along with Kal- 
lai and Grigson - -  the first to systematically discuss the 
concern with nature and organicism of sculptors such as Bran- 

cusi, Arp and Moore, and painters such as Ernst, Klee and 

 andi in sky.'" In 1934 she wrote of a Veturn to the primal 
phenomena of life,I1 of an I1organic elementarismtl in contempor- 

ary sculpture : :" 

Modern plastic art wants to reconstitute the primal 
qualities, it wants to go back to the elementary 
sources in order to form generally valid symbols of 
time, the world and nature from out the simple view- 
point. . . . The composi tion of volume and movement [, ] 
the relations of mass and material within an elemen - 
tary organic or stereometric world of bodies are the 
fundamental points of departure. lS0 

As early as 1937, Giedion-~elcker published a monograph on 

Modernist sculpture, Modern Plastic Art, which was the first 

of its kind in Engli~h.'~~ The book was published in a 
revised edition as Contemporary Sculpture in 1955, the twelfth 

volume in Robert Motherwell's "Documents of Modern ArtH 

series, and so entered the American discourse as an alterna- 
tive to the formalist view of sc~lpture.'~' 

Giedion-Welcker saw modern art much as Kallai did, as a 

mirror of geistig developments of contemporary culture. She 

employed the term I1Organic Elementarism" to describe, in 
effect, biomorphic M~dernisrn.'~~ She stressed in her writing 

the development of some Modernist sculpture "in the direction 

of man's union with all creaturely life," and 5s a urecollec- 

tion of a mysterious participation of man with nature and the 



world of creatures. fl'54 She also wrote of the usymbiosis of 

biological growth and technological constructiono in modern 

art and design, an art "which encloses nature and civilization 

in pure forms of energy, [and which] mirrors our dynamic 

conception of the world, whether its shapes incorporate the 

basic principles of growth in nature, or express in construc- 

tions the mind of man again on the march into the f~ture.~'" 

In Surrealism she saw "a continuously active process of meta- 

morphosis .... All biological and psychical frontiers are 
blurred: men and beasts, animate and inanimate objects, con- 

verge and coalesce to proclaim the sovereign domination of 

transcience. " l S 6  

Giedion-Welcker did not synthesize these thoughts into a 

conceptual framing of a nature-centric trend in Modernist art 

as Kdllai had done by 1930. Unlike her, however, Kallai - -  
despite Max Bill's help - -  was unsuccessful in his attempt to 
incorporate his critical perspective into the - -  by then dom- 
inant - -  American discourse.i57 Had he done so, or had Gie- 
dion-Welcker developed a category as Kallai had done and inc- 

luded it in her book, the European thematic framing of biomor- 

phic Modernism might have competed with Barr's formal one. 

j . Dorner' s "Expressive Curve" 

Another European who published in America after the war, 

Alexander Dorner focused in his writings on what Giedion- 

Welcker referred to as the "sovereign domination of transci- 
enceu in his 1947 theoretical account of Modernist art, which 

he willustrated~ with a study of the biomorphic Modernist 

artist Herbert ~ayer.'~' 

This whole Western drive toward the Absolute, toward 
a check on temporal change must be seen as a provi- 
sional deliverance from the anxieties of a magical 
universe, from a fear of an uncontrollable world 
rife with energetically changing objects. By realiz- 
ing this we can also realize why the modern transi- 
tion to a wholly energized world has been inevit- 



able. Yet it would be quite wrong to speak here of a 
mere relapse into magical notions. The vital force 
of the universe consists in its complete irreversib- 
ility, and life never tolerates a relapse. The mod- 
ern road leads across the rigid stretch of three- 
dimensional reality toward a stronger and more pro- 
found unity, toward a growth open to autonomous 
change. "' 

With this Bergsonian neo-vitalistic perspective in mind,"' 

it comes as no surprise that as director of the Landesmuseurn 

in Hannover it was Dorner who in 1926 commissioned the biocen- 

tric Constructivist Lazar El Lisstizky to design a gallery for 

abstract art, and then in 1930 requested from Moholy-Nagy 

plans for a "Raum der Gegen~art,'~ a permanent gallery demon- 

strating the "New Vision. " While El Lissitzky's project was 

realized in 1927, Moholy's was not due to the Nazi rise to 

power in 1933.16' 

Unlike Kallai and Giedion-Welcker, however, for Dorner, 

form was crucial. Indeed he framed his discussion of modern 

art (particularly Biomorphic Surrealism) in terms of a tradi- 

tion of the "free curveu in art extending back to the Romantic 

age. (Figs. 1-2 and 1-3) As we have seen, he saw the "free 

curveM as a uhieroglyphM for a dynamic worldview of "Becorn- 

ing," as opposed to the more traditional view of a set state 

As expressive linef [the free curve] began more 
and more to dissolve traditional spatial form with 
its overlapping contours. This may be said of all 
stages of Romantic evolution, of Fuseli ... to Kand- 
i n s k y  and the Romantic Surrealists. The Romantic 
expressive line left behind the old spatial contour 
and  developed into a new autonomous form, which now 
hovered strangely within the spatial frame. The 
picture began to acquire a new and disquieting mobi- 
lity.. .. Each Romantic picture is a movement leading 
from perspective reality to the new reality of an 
immobilized formal urge.,.. Yet neither [the 
Romantic artists nor the Impressionists] were able 
to push that liberating advance toward a changeable 
world concept far enough .... They prepared the 
milieu out of whose tensions grew the new movements 
which abandoned the remnants of the absolute static 
cause and pushed forward into the greater depth of a 



self-changing universe. The pioneers of this thrust 
are the abstract artists and their offspring,the 
modern real is ts . 16.' 

Dorner recapitulated Kallai's arguments about a new "real- 

ism" l 6 5  when he saw this development as leading towards an 

art which was urealisticH though it was "abstractu L e .  non- 

mimetic) because it reflected reality as it was now under- 

stood. However, by affording equal weight to questions of form 

and meaning, Dorner demonstrated that a balance could be had 

between the more hermeneutical European approach (as seen in 

Kallai and Giedion-Welcker) and Barrfs formalism. 

k. Contextualism and its Limits 

Kallai's, Giedion-Welckerts and Dornerfs contextualism is 

necessary to understanding the circumstances of the production 

of artworks and their relations to the culture as a whole. 

From Burckhardt through Dvorak, Strzygowski, and Panofsky, to 

Gombrich and Crary, art historians have held that visual cul- 

ture is not to be understood without reference to the intel- 

lectual and social contexts of its production and reception, 

and that it is multifarious - -  none of its discourses can be 
satisfactorily understood in isolation from the others.i66 

"[Tlhe history of ideas flows freely through the membranes 

that compartmentalize the various disciplines comprising a 

culture, as Barbara Novak put it in Nature and ~ u l  ture. :'' 
The iconography of an artwork, the themes the artist wished to 

communicate, and the ideologies which informed its production 

continue to constitute bases for historical interpretation. 

As Kubler has pointed out, however, an exclusively icono- 

graphic/contextual approach has its costs: 'Ithe price has been 

high, for while studies of meaning received all our attention, 

another definition of art, as a system of formal relations, 
therefore suffered neglect.tt168 Even a critical, cross-disci- 

plinary and contextual iconology cannot attempt a sufficient 

account of why artworks look as they do. Jean Molino has 



written of this in his introduction to Focillon's book: 

"Rather than seeing ideas as giving rise to forms, we must 

recognize that they only color them, that they surround them 

without ever creating them. lBL6' 

Nor can iconology offer interpretations of the visual and 

formal meanings and knowledge conveyed by artists, for it 

tends to leave out of the equation the autonomous logic of 

material and visual production, what Henri Focillon termed the 

"life of forms in artOtt Formalism is indispensable to under- 

standing and codifying the "language of vision,uL70 formal 

affinities between works are to be seen as having signifi- 

cance, and so the development of a critical language of visua- 

lity deriving from the formalist tradition is to be valued. It 

is in recognition of this value that I take seriously Barr's 

formally-defined category, while it is formalism's neglect of 

this self-same category that makes space for my work. 

In practice, as did Dorner, many art historians have com- 

bined formalist, thematic and contextual methodologies into 

their writing.'" We are discovering little by little all 

over again that what a thing means is not more important than 

what it is; that expression and form are equivalent challenges 

to the historian; and that to neglect either meaning or being, 

either essence or existence, deforms our comprehension of 

both, writes Dorner' s contemporary ~ubler . Kublerf s 

teacher Focillon has given poetic expression to this complex- 

ity and to its dangers: 

Whenever we attempt to interpret a work of art, we 
are at once confronted with the problems that are as 
perplexing as they are contradictory. A work of art 
is an attempt to express something that is unique 
.... But it is likewise an integral part of a system 
of highly complex relationships ... flowing together 
within it the energies of many civilizations may be 
plainly discerned. And a work of art is ... both 
matter and mind, both form and content.... A work of 
art rises proudly above any interpretations we may 
see fit to give it; and although it serves to illus- 
trate history, man and the world itself, it goes 
further than this .... From the above it is easy to 



see how luxuriant is the wilderness of criticism 
that may spring up beside a work of art: flowers of 
interpretation that do not adorn, but completely 
conceal . ''' 

1. From the Dialectic to the Frame 

We have seen that Barr, Goldwater and Rubin emphasized 

the forms but could not repress the iconography of the art 

they referred to as biomorphic and organic. We have also seen 

that though Kallai tended to approach the subject themati- 

cally, the examples he gave of Bioromantik - -  a category for 
which he resisted stylistic definition - -  in effect described 
Barrrs, Rubin's and Goldwater's category. What is true of 

Kallai is true also of others such as Grigson, Giedion-Welcker 

and, as we shall see, Philip Ritterbush, Charlotte Douglas, 

Jennifer Mundy and Gladys Fabre. We will see in the literature 

review that - -  with some oversimplification, and the notable 

exception of Dorner - -  historians and critics have been app- 
roaching the equivalent phenomenon from these two broadly- 

defined methodological angles. Rather than thinking in terms 

of pure formalism, or of mere iconology or Kunstgeschichte als 

Geistesgeschichte, I shall, in framing this art, also employ 

that commonly-used synthetic methodology which combines these. 

But how does one begin? How does one enter the dialectic 

of "form and content"? Historical llph~nornenan are not simply 

"things in themselvesM out there waiting to be named and 

discovered. The past is a vast, amorphous mass, our memory (or 

forgetting) of the "quantum soupIt of material reality. It is 

constantly reframed and reinterpreted; it is in constant need 
of reframing and reinterpretation. It is, in fact, constantly 

being constructed mentally, if not actually constituted in an 

ontological sense, as some followers of upsychobiology~ or 

 psychov vital ism^ discussed in Chapter Three held. In order to 

write history, conceptual frameworks, including taxonomical 

schemes, must be employed to structure the past, even though 

they inevitably involve reduction and distortion. Deciding on 



a frame to employ in conceptualizing the phenomena one notices 

is a long and complicated process. It is like being near- 

sighted, and seeing something hazily in the distance, but not 

quite being able to make it out. During this work of what 

amounts to seeing rather than merely looking, one must con- 

stantly be willing to learn new facts and entirely new fields 

of study; to be, like a patient in an optometrist's chair, 
fitted with a succession of different lenses, in an attempt to 

find one, or a combination, which offers the clearest view of 

these initially hazy patterns. Historiographic innovation 

often involves the formulation of new frames and taxonomies, 

the determination of new optometric prescriptions so to speak, 

which make aspects of the past previously obscure or invis- 

ible, clear or visible. Depending on your epistemological 

orientation, it is either the "fitn of any new frame to the 

"actualN past, or its ~usefulness~ to the agendas, stated or 

hidden, of the historian and his culture, which determine 

judgements of the frame's success. 

Implicit in the above discussion is my feeling for Niet- 

zscheJs "profound aversion to reposing once and for all in any 

one total view of the world,I1 a view which would legitimize 

the single lBcorrectll f same or interpretation. "' As Jon Sny- 
der writes 

In the era of philosophical nihilism nothing can 
stand outside the realm of universal equivalence or 
lay claim to 'authenticityf; for every aspect of the 
world - -  even Being itself - -  is forever subject to 
further revaluation or, to put it another w a y ,  to 
the interpretive process th[r]ough which the value 
that has previously been assigned to something is 
exchanged for another equivalent value ... This 
experience, which may be called postmodern ... may 
be broadly defined as the i n f i n i  te interpre tabili ty 
of reality . 

Applied to history writing, Mark Roskill has reformulated this 

insight as "there can be no avenue to truth, or ultimate key 
to meaning, apart from the history of successive interpreta- 
tions made from particular positions.11176 Such positions are, 



of course, a reflection of the cultural practices of a par- 

ticular place and time. However, a recognition of history and 

interpretation as culturally contingent conceptual constructs 

does not preclude their ability to potentially shine more or 

indeed less light on the phenomena they attempt to mirror or 

explain. But there are other pressures besides cultural or 

ideological ones which come into play in the writing of his- 

tory. Among these is the practical, aesthetic and pedagogical 

one of working the sheer volume and complexity of historical 

phenomena into some suitably coherent £om. Simple frameworks 

enable ease of comprehension, while not-so-simple ones can 

better model the complexity of "reality." The trick is to find 

an optimal balance between complexity and ease of comprehen- 

sion. Although history necessarily involves the construction 

or adoption of frames, the aptitude of a given frame to make 

visible the past and enrich our understanding of it remains 

one important measure of its success. Again, the demands of 

fidelity to that past are part of the equation. Finally, as 

with glasses, one must be able to discard a conceptual frame 

if our vision has altered. As Kubler writes of his wformal 

sequenceso1 : "In the long run, the conception of a sequence may 

serve as a scaffolding which it may be convenient to discard 

later on, after it has given access to previously invisible 

portions of the historical What I am arguing for 

is a position which acknowledges that conceptual frameworks 

are culturally contingent, that they fulfil historically 

specific needs in ways that the historian does not always 
realize, that they must take into account the competing re- 

quirements of complexity and ease of comprehension, and that 

they are necessarily provisional. But ny epistemology is 

founded on the (no doubt naive) Husserlian belief that such 

frameworks do help us to see what is "actuallyll there.:7a 
The formulation of a frame and its application to the 

past, are my principal assignments here: I see the construc- 

tion of an art historical category encompassing both stylistic 



and thematic/ historical concerns - -  the marriage of biomor- 
phic Modernism with Bioromanticism, as it were, as my goal. In 

other words, I see my aim as the establishment of a themati- 

cally-informed biomorphic Modernism or, conversely, a stylis- 

tically-informed Bioromanticism. Jack Burnharn warns that "[bly 

nature art historians are pattern-creating creatures, and 

patterns abound in art history; but like so many broad concep- 

tions, they begin to show serious flaws when applied to speci- 

fic cases." However, I note that Burnham himself acted as a 

"pattern-creatingtt historian, that such activity is neces - 
sary. I am aware of the dangers involved with the establish- 

ment of art historical categories, dangers such as the obfus- 

cation of intenti~ns''~ and effects and - -  to paraphrase Kal- 
lai - -  the addition of yet another label to the available 
catalogue. Nevertheless, I feel that the lack of such a cat- 

egory has hindered our understanding of Modernist art - -  that, 
in Hauser's terms, it is possible to define a nature-centric 

biomorphic style of interwar art within which "the artistic 

coherence of the works concerned is greater than their diver- 

gence from each other. " ''' This lacuna in the canonical tax- 
onomy of trends has in effect "orphanedw major figures such as 

Brancusi, Klee, Moore, Hepworth, A r p  and the late Kandinsky, 

and has led to the neglect or denial of the expression of 

nature-centric ideas in 20th-century Modernist art. Accurate 

art historical labels are crucial not only to incorporating 

art objects into the mainstream of art historical discourse, 

to making them visible, but also to fully und-erstanding them. 

I would maintain that the "canonizationN of such a category 

would result in net gains to the discipline. 

m. Movement, Trend or Style? 

As we have seen, Kallai avoided the implication that 

Bioromantik was an art movement. Renato Poggioli has pointed 
out that "all artistic and cultural manifestations, from 

romanticism on, regularly tend to define and designate them- 



selves as movements.M1a2 Why then this resistance to conceiv- 

ing of Bioromantik as an "ism," i.e. as a "movementH in art? 

The reason is plain: Poggioli refers to self-designation, that 

is self -awareness, an element - - as Kallai would have known 
best - - clearly lacking here. ttMovementu implies a self -aware 

group of artists who shared personal or professional associ- 

ations and friendships, a "styleM of art, a set of aesthetic, 

political, or other agendas or goals, and some kind of contem- 

porary designation, which was either self-chosen or appended, 

but eventually accepted - -  even if only implicitly. By this 
definition, the category ltmovementtt does include, as Poggioli 

asserts, most of the canonical Modernist artistic groups from 

the  oma antics onwards such as the Realists, Impressionists, 

the Nabis, the Symbolists, Fauves, Cubists, Futurists, 

Dadaists, Expressionists, etc. Bioromantik does not belong on 

this list because it constituted neither a single coherent 

group bound by personal or professional affiliations (though 

of course there were bonds of friendship between many of them, 

and there were groupings such as the Unit 1 circle), nor did 
it have a commonly accepted epithet at the time. Others who 
have addressed this question agree. Goldwater, as we have 

seen, referred to it as a tendency, while Burnham writes: 

All these ... sculptors have made strongly vita- 
listic statements concerning their methods and int- 
entions. However vitalism as an [artistic] movement 
or a cohesive expression of belief never crystal- 
lized .... As a concrete expression of the natural 
environment, vitalistic sculpture contains certain 
common features. It copies nature through example 
and metaphor, not primarily through mimeticism. 
Whatever symbolism vitalism employs is related to 
the growth properties of materials, those at least 
which can be made visible, Vitalism generates an 
intuition that life is not literally, but plasti- 
cally, present in a sculpted object .... As an idea, 
vitalism had no boundaries; it remained a personal 
declaration rather than a formal aesthetic .... As a 
contagious influence [beginning with Rodin] the 
vitalistic mystique spread among sculptors almost 
religiously. As with all dogmas, its propagation 
depended upon the fact that it went unanalyzed, and 



to a great extent, undetected? 

~ioromanticism resembles more what Poggioli refers to as a 

"currentu or "tendency," or what we have designated as a 

"trend," all of these fluvial and vectorial metaphors: 

[VurrentU ] seems especially to allude to vital 
forces, intuitive and unconscious elements, ten- 
dencies rather than groups. As a historical term 
used, so to speak, a posteriori, it underlines phe- 
nomena of cultural history which seem to share char- 
acteristics of natural history. Thus its validity is 
limited to generalized and unstable orientations, 
cultural situations more in potential than in execu- 
tion, to tendencies in a fluid or raw state . . .  it 
indicates environmental factors only translatable 
with difficulty into terms of historical conscious- 
ness and theoretical awareness."" 

Such a time-based view of history naturally lends itself to 
the construction of narrative structures. As argued by Hayden 

White, Ricoeur and others, Ia5 narrative historical writing is 

both valuable and appropriate as a means of communication: 

It is the success of narrative in revealing the 
meaning, coherence, or significance of events that 
attests to the legitimacy of its practice in histor- 
iography. And it is the success of historiography in 
narrativizing sets of historical events that attests 
to the "realismH of narrative itself.lo6 

While the material of ~iorornanticism is too complex to 

fit into a single narrative structure, I have written some of 

the chapters in a narrativized mode. Where there are diver- 

gences in the narrative important enough to warrant inclusion, 

I employ the tried-and-true device of extended endnotes as 

suggestions of alternative courses the narrative might have 

taken, or as synchronic extensions of the text. In reverting 

to this way of structuring the text - -  for the bloody purging 
of discursive foot and endnotes has been the editorial fashion 

in recent years - -  I acknowledge and anticipate with pleasure 
the advent of hypertext as a dominant textual form.'87 

As a term used by me a posteriori, Bioromanticism 

resembles, furthermore, Walter Fried15nderrs, Max Dvorak's and 

Arnold Hauser's designation of Renaissance art of the 16th 



century after about 1520 as "Manneri~rn."~~ In other words, 

it is a historiographic construct, though in this case it is a 

construct adapted from one first proposed by a contemporary 

critic, and this lends it a higher degree of legitimacy. 

Kubler has written of the difficulty of discerning trends 

in the art of an age of which we ourselves are a part: "Unless 

he is an annalist or a chronicler, the historian communicates 

a pattern which was invisible to his subjects when they lived 

it, and unknown to his contemporaries before he detected 
it. 11:53 While Kallai was among the rare critics to be able to 

discern a contemporary trend which was not a self-aware move- 

ment, my own position is privileged. Hindsight allows me a 

more complete application of the frame to individual cases. 

Also, the time that has passed allows for greater clarity: 

The wide range of systematic ages among different 
classes at the same moment always makes our own 
present seem like a complicated and confusing 
mosaic, which resolves into clear, simple shapes 
only long after it has receded into the historical 
past. Our ideas about Middle Minoan time are clearer 
than our ideas about Europe between the World 
Wars. . . . 19 0 

The hindsight our present-day perspective allows us tends to 

fuse the examples of art Kallai cites into a greater stylistic 

unity than he would have allowed. The correction of K&llails 

view that Bioromantik did not describe a stylistic unity 
allows us to reduce our goal to the mapping out of a pattern 

of association between biocentrism (including psychobiological 

views ) , biomorphic ~odernism, and the naturamorphic analogy 
In doing this, like Hauser, we emphasize the common character- 

istics of a static structure of Bioromantik, of Bioromantik as 

a language, or a system, rather than its evolutionary develop- 

ment. Bioromanticism becomes, in the complex sense Schapiro 

defines it, a style. 



n. Diachronic and Synchronic 

This suggests that it is not sufficient to apply fluvial 

metaphors alone to this historiographic construct. The writing 

of a narrative is not enough. It becomes useful to introduce 

Ferdinand de Saussurels distiriction between discussing his- 

torical phenomena diachronically (chronologically, sequential- 

ly) and synchronically (thematically, simultaneously) . "' A 
synchronic analysis conceives of Bioromanticism not as a 

river, but as a system, or a complex pattern; a static or 

dynamic structure; an oceanic ecosystem, if you will. Both 

modes of analysis are necessary to the writing of well-rounded 
history. Evoking Kublerts oceanic metaphor of the Introduc- 

tion, I hope to engage in both vertical synchronic studies of 

oceanic sectors and the ecosystems within them and horizontal 

diachronic investigations of oceanic currents which can best 

be related through the narrative form. 

3. Literature Review 

a. "The repression of Neo-Romance has a historyMig2 

Given that it was the formalist American line of art 

history which constituted biomorphic Modernism as a category, 

it is curious that - -  as h r  as I am able to ascertain - -  only 
one critical study has ever been written on the subject by an 

art historian operating within that tradition, a 1973 disser- 

tation by Robert Metzger which focused on American art."' 

While it was this line which constituted the category, it was 

also American formalism which effectively limited critical 

inquiry into it. Though, as trained historians, Barr, Gold- 

water and Rubin were not as totalizing in their formalism as 

the critic Clement Greenberg was,'g4 formalism naturally 

privileged the surface of the art object, marginalizing and 

even ignoring iconography. This led to partial, indeed mis- 
representations of the production of artists interested in 

more than form and facture in their work, or in the aspects of 



artistic intent beyond the stylistic.lg5 After conducting a 

survey of contemporary American abstract artists in 1958, 

Whitney Museum of American Art director John Baur found that 

tlmost of our abstract painting and sculpture pays small fealty 

to the concepts of those pure abstractionists, who hold that 

the work of art should be a completely meaningful object in 

itself, of solely esthetic significance, hermetically sealed 

against all other  association^.^'^^ Mark C. Taylor agrees: 
Painting that is essentially about painting seems to 
leave little room for religious and spiritual con- 
cerns. Having defined the terms of debate for many 
critics, Greenberg effectively obscures the self- 
confessed spiritual preoccupations of the very art- 
ists whose work he  analyze^.'^' 

One might think that instead of studies of meaning, formal 

analyses of biomorphic Modernism would have been conducted by 
art historians, but this was not the case. I have come across 

no in-depth formalist historical studies of the category of 

biomorphic Modernism, nor even of its related tlmovements or 

groupings such as Surrealism and Abstraction-Creation, neither 

synchronic ones analyzing the system of biomorphic form, nor 

diachronic Kublerian studies of its llforrnal sequence/ Even 

formalist criticism, which might have verbally amplified the 

sensuous curvaciousness of the style is sparse; too often it 

is mere des~ription.'~' While Barrts category of "Geometric 

Abstractiont1 was unhistorically conflated with 

MConstructivismH in much of the literature, and hence was - -  
misleadingly - -  treated as a flmovement,u no such geography- 
defying conflation was possible in the case of biomorphic or 

organic Modernism with Surrealism, Abstraction-Creation or 

Unit 1, The fact that it was not a "historicH phenomenon in 
the sense that other organized movements were, precluded its 

treatment by empirical historians. Meanwhile formalism's 

impoverished representation of its non-formal meanings ren- 

dered it either banal ox incomprehensible, further discour- 

aging historical investigation of it. Thus, while Metzger did 



undertake a systematic study in his thesis of biomorphic 

Modernism as defined by Barr, he avoided a thorough study of 

either content or context. 

One might add to the list of causes for this neglect an 

antipathy on the part of historians towards the style itself, 

one which has only been reversed with the advent of neo-Mod- 

ernist design fashion in the 1990s. Christof Vitali noted the 

decline in power of these forms: "Den biomorphen Gestalten aus 

den zwanziger und dreissiger Jahren eignet noch die Kraft der 

Symbolisierung. Erst in den fhfziger Jahren werden diese 
weich fliessenden Organformen zur Schablone kleinbiirgerlicher 

Dekorationswhsche entleert.ltNg Design historian Lesley Jack- 

son accounted for this by writing that The New Look [i.e. 

biomorphic Modernist design] became a victim of its own suc- 
cess [by the second quarter of the 1950~1. Because it was so 

visually distinctive, it rapidly became the target for unscru- 

pulous plagiarists who re-worked the superficial character- 

istics of its style, and regurgitated them in a bastardized 
f om. M i12O By 1964 Max Kozloff wrote of the stylistic shift 

then underway: "the once pervasive and boring totemistic or 

insectile cliches are waning in favor of a muscular and physi- 

cally or chromatically adventurous kind of ~tatement.~'~: 
Moore, Arp, Hepworth, M i r o  and others were so successful by 

the SOs, their work was so pervasive, that theirs became one 

of the Hofficialfl styles of Modernism. Younger critics and 

historians wished to avoid dealing with their work and its 

origins. Jack Burnham pointed out in his 1968 book Beyond 

Modern Sculpture that: 

there was something absurd about walking into a 
group show and being confronted with whole nests of 
giant bronze and welded steel bugs, a fusion of Walt 
Disney and Kafka via some apprenticeship course in 
welding. The biomorphic-mineral influence reached a 
peak during the early 1960s, and with this plethora 
came the reductio ad absurdurn of the vitalistic 
idiom ... the biomorphic mannerist tendency .... The 
result of this proliferation of vitalism is a semi- 
official academicism as deeply entrenched as that of 



Gerome or E'alguiere. 202 

Just as art historians were still avoiding 19th-century aca- 

demicism in the sixties, they by and large avoided the "bug 

and blobn academicism of the recent past. But this biomorph- 

ism-fatigue does not account for the specific failure of art 

historians to link biocentrism with biornorphic Modernism in 

their historical writing. We shall see that it took a histor- 

ian of science, Philip Ritterbush, and a Structuralist artist 

and art critic, Jack Burnharn, to make the connection. 

It has been suggested that it was the private nature of 

artistst Vitalist beliefs which prevented them from being dis- 

cussed. We have seen in the case of Herbert Read that it was 

not until the end of his career, in the 1964 A Concise History 

of Modern Sculpture, that he discussed Vitalism as a trend in 

art. It is Burnham who first queried this: 

If Bergson proposed neo-vitalism as a philosophical 
doctrine at the beginning of this century, then why 
did it take nearly half a century for a major critic 
to identify vitalism as a central doctrine of modern 
sculpture? Actually the reason is fairly apparent. 
The vitalist sculptor thought of his vitalistic 
beliefs as a personal stimulus ... rather than a 
public philosophy that could be formulated into 
doctrine for a manifesto. There were literally 
scores of isms in vogue during the period from 1910 
to 1940, and nearly every vitalistic sculptor was 
connected to a different set of them. ... It took 
some time for the public and critics alike to real- 
ize that not human or natural beauty in the old 
sense, but the raw ... motive force of nature lay 
behind a vitalist sculptor's creative desires.203 

While Burnham's reasoning reveals in part why artists did not 
organize themselves into a biomorphic ~odernist movement, his 

account does not explain the critical/historical near-vacuum. 

In addition to causes already suggested, one must invoke 

the post-war hostility or indifference - -  including Burnham's 
own mechanistic hostility - - towards biocentric th~ught.~" 
Part of a little-studied current of 20th-century neo-Romanti- 

cism, biocentrism (treated in Chapter Two) was in fact a 

powerful intellectual element within Modernism, and has had a 



profound effect on that culture, from Expressionism, through 

Surrealism and British NNeo-Romanticu art, to Abstract Expre- 

ssionism, Neo-Expressionism and Eco-Art. Goldwater and Rosen- 

blum recognize the connection of this neo-Romanticism to 

biomorphic Modernism, but they do not treat it. The only art 

writer who does, Jack Burnham, does so in the context of what 

is in effect a mechanistic/Structuralist anti-Vitalist polemic 

and an obituary of the style. This underlines the fact that 

the biocentric currents which informed biomorphic Modernist 

art were - -  after the rise of molecular biology in the 1940s 
and of genetics in the early 1950s, but before their revival 

within the context of the environmental and "New Paradigmb1 

movements in the 1970s - -  seen as being outmoded at best.2o5 
As early as 1951 Ernest Nagel wrote "vitalism ... is now a 
dead issue in the philosophy of biology. "206  By 1967, when 

Burnham noted that [f 1 or the present, the forces of vitalism 
in science have been slowed down considerably, if not entirely 

abated, he was stating a view which had been popular wis- 

dom for two decades, and still is among the majority of scien- 

tists."' Neo-Romanticism, and biocentrism in particular (as 

well as its environmentalist equivalent, Anna Bramwellts 

ltEcoloqismlt), was tainted by its espousal by elements within 

the National Socialist and British Fascist movements.20g In 

either case they were to be denied, ignored, deemphasized, 

repressed, much as the occult or NspiritualH interests of the 

Symbolists and early abstractionists Kandinsky, Mondrian, 

Malevich and Kupka were and to some extent still are.2i0 

Characteristic is Mark Roskillrs erudite intellectual 

history of Weimar Germany, which, though it focuses on Klee 

and Kandinsky, almost completely omits discussion of Vitalism 

or Monism despite the pervasive influence of Haeckelian Monism 

and Neo-Vitalism in that society and on them.211 In fact, 
Modernism has typically been seen to have been divorced from 
concerns with nature. 2" Stephen Mansbach represents this 

view, denying any connection between a concern with nature and 



utopian Modernism: 

For utopian artists of the early decades of this 
century, abstract art was perceived as the most 
effective means to "breed to a new worldw free from 
the accretions of the past .... it was believed nece- 
ssary to abjure nature, for nature was perceived by 
all as the bane of creative 

In her catalogue essay on Environmental Art since the 1960s 

Barbara Matilsky does the same by implication, denying that 

there was an element of nature-centrism in Modernism: 

Environmental art [is] important not only because it 
offer[s] a new way of creating art and thinking 
about it, but also because it cal [s] attention to 
nature. Not since the nineteenth century have so 
many artists interpreted the natural world with such 
intensity. Unlike earlier painters who depicted 
specific landscape features, environmental artists 
visualize the forces, processes, and phenomena of 
nature: organic growth, light, water, crystals and 
other elements ."4 

In fact, the third sentence I have quoted could serve as a 

stylistic encapsulation of precisely that biomorphic Modernism 

whose existence she ignores. 

Even today, in the late 1990s, few surveys of art mention 

the biomorphic style as being the attribute of a group of 

artists rather than of individuals such as Miro, Arp, 

Brancusi, Dove, or other artists labelled Weo-Romanticu 

during the interwar periodO2l5 If they do, they make little 

attempt to explain, to interpret, or to link these phenomena. 

Like Barr, they at best remark upon these connections, perhaps 

suggest concerns with nature, and leave the matter at 

that. 2'"t is not so surprising, then, that the very pres- 

ence of a supposedly accepted term such as "biomorphic abst- 
raction" within the artistic discourse is far more tenuous 

than that of 'Igeometric abstraction. u217 And this tenuousness 

is the case despite the category's deliniation by Barr and his 

followers. 

As is well known, though Panofskian iconology was the 

dominant mode of pre-19th-century art historical studies after 



the Second World War, this methodology was not being applied 

to Modernist art in the 1950s. Indeed, there was very little 

art historical scholarship being done in the Modern field; 

Roskill cites Barrts 1951 book on Matisse as Itthe first really 

substantial monograph devoted to a 20th-century artist."2:" 

Art criticism, meanwhile, was dominated by formalism. 

b. Antiformalism 

There were, however, a few critics and curators such as 

Sheldon Cheney, Meyer Schapiro, Leo Steinberg, and john Baur 

who were arguing with the formalist orthodoxy in New York 

before the ~OS.~'' In his 1934 book Expressionism in Art, 

Cheney included a whole chapter entitled "Abstraction and 

Mysti~ism,~~ in which he described a Vitalist/organicist/ 

"spiritualM view of art as prevalent among many Modernists. 
"There is a unity of all that is, life undivided flowing from 

a single principle or source, of which man can feel but not 

explain the nature. u 2 2 0  

We have seen that in "Nature of Abstract Artn Schapiro 

was the first in America to criticize Barr, his championing of 

abstract art, and abstract art itself, for a lack of awareness 

of its social rootedness, even if by taking Barr's version of 

abstraction for criticism, and by focusing on the political 

dimension of the work, Schapiro helped establish a discourse 

which ignored the intended content of ab~traction.'~' In 

llStyle,ll Schapiro argued for the heterogeneity of meanings 

possible within a single style and the inability of a single 

style to account for all the production of a given era.'22 
Steinberg, in "The Eye is a Part of the Mind, not only 

discussed the analogy between Modernism and scientific 

imagery, he also attempted to deal with Schapirots omission in 

'Nature of Abstract Art." He did this by arguing that "the 

formalist aesthetic, designed to champion the new abstract 

trend, was largely based on a misunderstanding and an 
underestimation of the art it was made to defend," that is, 



that "modern art has not ... abandoned the imitation of nature 
. . .  ; in its most powerful expressions, representation is still 
an essential condition. 11223 

Drawing on Steinberg's line of reasoning and referring 

directly to Schapiro, John Baur argued for a similar view in 

his exhibition "Nature in Abstraction," which he organized at 

the Whitney Museum in 1958. As we have seen, Baur conducted a 

survey of contemporary American abstract artists and found 

that most were not formalists. He concluded, rather, that "our 

tendency, more marked than ever today, has been towards kinds 

of abstraction which draw on observed reality to create, 

variously, a conscious imagery, an unconscious imagery, or, at 

least , a kind of organic and "naturalIt teleology of form. ~ l ' ~ '  

In his selection of works for the exhibition, Baur emphasized 

nature as the theme, content and metaphor in American abstract 

art of the time, without pegging these concerns to a single 

style or indeed even once invoking the terms tlbiomorphictl or 

N~rganic. 

i. Europe 

Not surprisingly, after the war it was in German-speaking 

Europe that an awareness of Naturromantik in Modern art was 

maintained most strongly, and that it was reflected in art 

historical research to the greatest extent. This was the case 

in - -  among others - -  the work of Giedion-Welcker, the German 
art historians Werner Haftmann and Alexander Dorner (by then 
in the United States), the Serb artist and aesthetician active 

in Germany Oto Bihalji-Merin and the Austrian art historian 

Werner Hofrnann, who became particularly well-known for his 

application of geistesgeschichtlich approaches to the study of 

20th century art. 

As we have seen, as early as 1947 Doxner published his 

Bergsonian Vitalist volume The Way Beyond Art. In it he pro- 

vided a brief overview of art history in which he discussed 
Klee, Kandinsky and the vbiomorphicm or as he terms them 



I8Rornanticlf Surrrealists such as Stanley Hayter and Masson as 

emphasizing Becoming over Being in their work. (He opposes the 

Romantic Surrealists to the Freudian "Retrogressive Surreal- 
ist-, 1 1 1 2 j  Dali in particular.) He also interpreted Bayer's 

art of the 1940s as a Vitalist art representing the dynamism 
of nat~re.'~"ublished as the third volume in the Vroblems 

of Contemporary ArtU1 series and dedicated to John Dewey, the 

book was far better distributed in North America than it would 

have been had it been published in Germany. 

In an article published in 1953 - -  exactly the same year 
that M. H. a r m s  published his history of Organicism in 

literature - -  and in a book published four years later, Hof- 
mann wrote of the organic metaphor in Modernist painting and 

sculpture, about those artists who saw their works as being 

creations analogous to those in nature.227 In his 1954 mono- 

graph on Klee, Haftmann devoted a chapter to Klee's conception 

of nature and the relationship of this conception to his art, 

as had Giedion-Welcker in her monograph on the artist pub- 

lished two years previous.228 Giedion-Welcker had also empha- 

sized the relationship to Neo-Vitalist ideologies as well as 

occultism of Kandinskyts aesthetics as early as 1951.229 In 

1958, to celebrate the bicentenary of the Swiss chemical firm 

J.R.Geigy, Geigy employee Gottfried Honegger, Basle Kunsthalle 

curator Arnold Rtidlinger, and art historian Robert Schenk 

organized an exhibition on the scientific image analogy at the 

Basle Kunsthalle. Two years later, Schenk and Georg Schmidt 

published a book on the subject, Kunst und Naturform. As men- 

tioned already, they noted that geometric abstract works 

tended to have formal similarities with microscopic inorganic 

(or inanimate) nature, and biomorphic abstract works with 

organic (i.e. animate) nature. Rather than looking for his- 
torical reasons for the formal parallels between Modernist art 

and scientific photography, these authors proposed the 

psychobiological or Jungian explanation of a common deep 
structure shared by nature and artists working its way into 



the Zei t g e i s  t . 
The remarkable Oto Bihalji-Merin, a participant in the 

Berlin avant-garde scene of the 1920s and a one-time Commu- 

nist, discussed all of Modernism in Jungian terms as the 

expression of deeply-intuited forces of nature, and along with 

Xuyghe, Schenk and Schmidt, he is one of the few art histor- 

ians to discuss the naturamorphic analogy. 230 

Unfamiliar with or resistant to Barr's formal framing of 

Modernist art, these Europeans, though sensitive to the Neo- 

Romantic concern with nature of Modernist biomorphic art, did 

not conceptualize the phenomenon as a trend.'" 

ii. A Pregnant Historical Moment 

The revival of interest in a geis tesgeschichtlich 
approach to the study of Modernist art in North America during 

the 60s was partly attributable to two German art historians. 

Otto Stelzer of Hamburg University published his remarkable 

book Die Vorgeschichte der abstrakten Kunst in 1964, in which 

he sketched out a plan for research into the intellectual 

origins of abstraction that included everyone from Goethe to 

Berg~on."~ Werner Hofrnann, founding director of the Museum 

des 20. Jahrhunderts in Vienna, taught at Berkeley in 1964 and 

published Turning Points in Twentieth Century Art in America 

in 1969, the year he-became director of the Hamburg Kunsthal- 

le. This book, written as a critique of Greenberg's article 

"The Crisis of the Easel Picture," employed his anti- 

totalizing historiographical technique of identifying and 

working with "productive contradictions."'" Hoofann was,  

along with Stelzer, one of the first to emphasize and discuss 

the links between Bergson's Neo-Vitalist conception of cre- 

ative evolution and biomorphic forms in Art Nouveau, for 

example in the work of Van de ~elde:~~' "Bergson seems not 

merely to justify the biomorphic ideals of Art Nouveau, but to 

throw light on its material  stratification^.^^'^^ In a Jungian 
mode, Hofmann discusses the impulse of some Modernist sculp- 



tors as a mythic one concerned with the creative and destr- 

uctive aspects of nature: 

Damit tritt sein Schaffen in die mythische Sphare 
ein, neue Inhalte bedriingen ihn: die grossen, einfa- 
chen Schdpfungstatsachen der Welt, Fruchtbarkeit, 
Bedrohung, Lebensgier, Zerfall und Wiedergeburt. 
Durch hundert Ahnungen geht er hindurch, gelenkt von 
dem Entschluss, an der Genesis der Gestalt das Erei- 
gnis der Weltsetzung noch einrnal zu ver~uchen.~~~ 

As in the case of his fellow Europeans, he sees such impulses 

as so pervasive among Modernists that, though this question 

arises most concretely in his discussions of Brancusi, Arp and 

Moore, he does not discuss biomorphic Modernism as a stylistic 

group. His use of Focillonts conception of formal morphology 

acting across media, meanwhile, is a rare application of the 

Frenchman's formalist theory to Modernist art historical prac- 
tice. 23: 

In 1965, the first article devoted to Biornorphism in 

Modernist art appeared in a special issue of Artforum devoted 

to the "New York School." Developing Barrls taxonomical idea, 

Lawrence Alloway's prescient 1V3iomorphism in the Fortiest1 

raised several crucial themes including the inability of the 

dominant artistic taxonomy to account for biomorphic Modern- 

ists; the heritage of the Art Nouveau; the attempt to "Shang- 

hai" biornorphic Modernists into the Surrealist movement; and 

the importance, historical and conceptual, of microscopy and 

organic themes and motifs . While Alloway' s work treated 

the New York School and so focused on the Jungian intellectual 

background of that art rather than the biocentrism which lies 

behind Jung himself, it was important in suggesting a wider 

historical context and a functional, multivalent category 

independent of the conventional taxonomy. 

By 1967 Goldwater gave expression to his evident impa- 

tience with the reduction inherent in the teleological 

formalist "master narrative.It Building on his early work on 

Vrimiti~isrn,~ and in effect recapitulating Herbert Read's 
struggles with this problematic during the 30s,239 he offered 



a critique of this narrative in his often-overlooked essay 

Space and Dream. In this text - -  parallel with Leopold Ett- 
linger at the Courtauld Institute, the Swedish-Finnish art 

historian Sixten Ringbom, Robert Herbert, Robert Rosenblum and 

his student Robert welsh"' - -  Goldwater opposed the Greenberg- 
ian version of 20th-century art history, that non-Surrealist 
Modernist art is to be read in exclusively forrnal/material 

terms. He suggested instead that a thematic approach to under- 

standing Modernism based on what artists said or wrote was 

also usef~l.~" He concluded that a kind of neo-Romanticism 

was the impulse behind a significant proportion of Modernist 

art production. It is worth quoting Goldwater at length to get 

a sense of the construction of his argument in opposition to 

reductive, teleological formalism: 

A number of fundamental concerns appear with sur- 
prising frequency in the writings of artists during 
the years from 1920 to 1940.... Space, movement, 
dream, constellation, and the cosmic .... Such refer- 
ences seem at first glance to have little to do with 
the visually self-reliant syntax of modern art ... 
they are more appropriate to the romantic painting 
of an earlier century .... They suggest landscape and 
sky, lonely coasts and clouds, the smallness of man 
and the infinity of nature.... Surrealism, as a 
school, intervened and interrupted the analytic 
development from Cubism to geometrical abstraction, 
and played a role in calling upon other than con- 
scious sources in the creation of art, and in 
reintroducing ambiguous and "literaryu1 meanings. But 
Surrealism was not alone in this .... Such impulses 
were much more widely spread, more general, and 
largely independent of Surrealism. They are to be 
found not only in representational art, but in vari- 
ous kinds of abstraction too, and in Germany, Switz- 
erland and Russia as well as in France. Less ana- 
lyzed, therefore perhaps less laboured and so also 
perhaps less obvious, they are nevertheless funda- 
mental to a wide variety of painting and sculpture 
in this period. '*' 

After having prepared the reader for a treatment of neo-Roman- 

ticism in Modernist art, however, Goldwater sets up yet 

another binary structure to classify these impulses - -  an 
interest in space as a metaphysical reality, and a concern 



with dreams - -  a structure which like Worringerfs and Barrfs, 

falls short of a satisfactory account of the nature-focus he 

himself identifies. Furthermore, though he elsewhere discusses 

biomorphism or norganicM abstraction as a stylistic tendency 
within Modernism, and though many of his examples are biomor- 

phic, he avoids the treatment of biomorphism as style. 

Working parallel to Goldwater was Robert Rosenblum. Based 

on the seminal article by Klaus Lankheit of 1951, Rosenblurn's 

1961 article "The Abstract Sublimell began developing the 

thesis that 

there is an important, alternate reading of the 
history of modern art which might well supplement 
the orthodox one that has as its almost exclusive 
locus Paris .... My own reading is based not on for- 
mal values alone - -  if such things can really exist 
in a vacuum - -  but rather on the impact of certain 
problems of modern cultural history, and most par- 
ticularly the religious dilemmas posed in the Roman- 
tic movement, upon the combination of subject, feel- 
ing, and structure shared by a long tradition of 
artists working mainly in Northern Europe and the 
united  state^.^" 

Rosenblum presented his thesis in coherent form for the first 

time in a series of lectures at Oxford and at New York Univer- 

sity in 1972, publishing the talks in 1975 as Modern Painting 

a n d  the Northern R o m a n t i c  T r a d i t i o n .  When treating interwar 

Modernism Rosenblum repeatedly remarks on the prevalence of 

Horganicfl style in association with neo-Romantic iconogra- 

~ h y . ' ~ '  But he does not develop this line of thinking, and 

because by virtue of his thesis he is committed to excluding 

artists working in France, he would in any case have been 

compelled to omit the work of figures such as Miro from the 

equation. 

The German-Canadian art historian August Wiedmann 

explored the "Romantic roots in modern artu in a book written 

before Rosenblurn's appeared, but published after it.245 

Though he does not cite Hofmann, Wiedmann followed in the 

Austrian's footsteps by characterizing much Modernist art 



production as organicist. 2 4 6  His book, admirable for its 

clarity and simplicity of argument, is as important as Rosen- 

blum's in establishing the continuity between Romanticism and 

early-20th-century Modernism. Greatly refining the conceptual 

bases of Rosenblumfs thesis, the American theologian and 

deconstructionist cultural historian Mark C. Taylor accords a 

central position to Romantic theology, what he calls "theoes- 

theticslH in the genetic line of Modernist art: 

The theoesthetic formulated in post-Kantian theology 
and philosophy implicitly infor& seemingly diverse 
artistic practices developed throughout this century 
. . .  the goal of theoesthetics is union with the Abso- 
lute or the Real, which underlies or dwells within 
every person and all phenomena. Since this Absolute 
is universal, many artists insist that it can be 
reached only through the activity of abstraction in 
which particularity and individuality are either 
negated or s~ppressed.~" . . . [TI he theoesthetic 
developed in ~ e n a  during the last decade of the 
eighteenth century forms the very foundation of 
modern and modernist postmodern artistic and archi- 
tectural practices that extend far beyond the bor- 
ders of Germany. 

iii. Outsiders 

Often it is those positioned outside the mainstream of a 

discipline who are able to break established patterns of 

thought. The only comprehensive, thematically-informed his- 

torical treatments of biomorphic Modernism I am aware of 

before the early 80s are two remarkable works by non-art 

historians, both of which appeared in 1968: science historian 

Philip Ritterbush8s exhibition and monograph The Art of 

Organic Forms, and sculptor Jack Burnham's polemical and 

historical book Beyond Modern Sculpture. Burnham is himself 

aware of the advantages of being an outsider: "1 am sure that 

my lack of success with the tools of art scholarship is in 

part responsible for the present book.11249 

Chapter Five of Ritterbushfs book is concerned with 

biomorphic Modernism and the organic metaphor. Building on his 



own research and on the art literature of the 1950st Ritter- 

bush makes an important contribution to art history as well as 

to the history of biology. Drily noting the paucity of art 

historical literature on this subject,250 he bases his usage 

of the term nbiomorphismM on Barr and ~ubin, and his work on 

publications such as the organicist interdisciplinary anthol- 

ogies edited by GyBrgy Kepes and Lancelot Law Wh~te,~~' 

Leo Steinberg's "The Eye is a Part of the Mind," Schmidt and 

Schenkt s Kunst und Naturform. and John Baurt s Nature in Abs - 
traction. Ritterbush addresses the problematic of the natura- 

rnorphic analogy within the context of the history of the idea 
of I1organic form, la that is, 

the system of beliefs originating with F. Schlegel, 
Schelling, and Coleridge, that form in living beings 
is more complex than form in nonliving nature and 
that the form of living organisms or their remains 
is a property of the whole, while in nonliving 
entities form results from the disposition of the 
parts of which they are composed. 2 5 2  

Ritterbush employs an interdisciplinary approach based in the 

history of ideas often lacking in art historical studies up to 

that time despite Strzygowskifs and other's efforts. Thus, he 

embeds a discussion of the work of artists such as Redon, 

K l e e ,  Ernst, Miro, Kandinsky, Masson, Tanguy and Arp, into a 

general discussion of organic form, including treatments of 

scientific illustrators such as Ernst Haeckel and Stephane 

Leduc, and the morphologist D'Arcy Wentworth Thompson. Writing 

with the authority of an historian of science, Ritterbush 

proposes the theory that it was from the realm of aesthetics - 
- as defined by Goethe and other Romantics - -  that the new 
science of biology assumed the idea of organic form in the 

early 19th century, an idea which was crucial to the develop- 

ment of that discipline. "The progress of biology in the 19th 
century resulted largely from the pursuit of a program of 

investigation whereby the esthetic presuppositions of the idea 

of organic form were shown to be applicable to the scientific 

study of organisms.1t253 Thus, when organic forms were adopted 



by Art Nouveau designers and biomorphic abstract artists from 

biological illustrations, it was a restoration, a return of 

the idea of organic form rather than a simple borrowing of it. 

As Donna Haraway notes, "the essential relationship between 

biology and art [demonstrated by Ritterbush] should not sur- 

prise anyone.. . . (It is] rooted in the problem of form and the 
primacy of vision. f 1 2 5 4  As we shall see, the relationship 

between the formal and ideological expressions of these disci- 

plines underly my work in profound ways. 

Though he does not cite much direct evidence for the 

appropriation of scientific images by ~odernist artists, 

Ritterbush asks important questions, and begins a systematic 

treatment of the questions raised by the naturamorphic anal- 

ogy. Some years later art historian Vivian Endicott Barnett 

demonstrated this process in the case of Kandinskyrs Parisian 

works, which Ritterbush was among the first to cite in this 

connect ion. ''j 

Rene Huyghet s 1971 book Fomes et Forces was written 
while Huyghe was a visiting Kress Foundation fellow at the 

National Gallery in Washington in 1967. Aware of the Basle 

exhibition "Kunst und Naturform," and in contact with Philip 

Ritterbush at the time Ritterbush was organizing his exhibi- 

t i ~ n , ' ~ ~  Huyghe treated all forms, natural and cultural, as 

expressions of the same forces which animate the universe. 
Invoking Jung, Huyghe wrote that "La forme est un vaste uni- 

vers clos qui englobe tout ce que nous pouvons percevoir hors 
de nous et r&er en nous, et au-dela duquel nous ne pouvons 
aller " 2 5 7  With the exception of Huyghe, Ritterbush's work 

has been largely ignored by mainstream art historians. 

In Beyond Modern Sculpture Burnham identified biomorphic 

Modernism in sculpture and pinpointed Neo-Vitalist philosophy 

and Organicism as its animating ideologies: 

Early in the present century the process of reification 
began to draw the sculptor away from an exhausted natu- 
ralism and toward an analytical awareness of biological 
life supported by vitalism. Thus, in a chapter entitled 



"The Biotic Sources of Modern Sculpture," vitalism is 
introduced both as a scientific doctrine and a sculpture 
aesthetic. It is shown that vitalism, as a source of 
artistic reification, lasted as long as it remained 
tenable as a scientific philo~ophy.'~~ 

Coming across this chapter two years after I began work on 

this dissertation - -  after having struggled with what I 
assumed to be an eccentric interest in the relationship 

between Vitalism and biomorphic Modernism - -  was an important 
milestone in the development of a conceptual frame for my 

work. To refer to biomorphic Modernist sculpture, Burnham 

employed Herbert Read' s term Itvitalist sculpture, If which, as 

we have seen, Read finally adapted from Henry Moore in the 

early 50s. Though he disagrees with their aesthetics, Burnham 

based this chapter on Read and Giedion-Welcker's Vitalist- 

inspired outlines of Modernist sculpture: 

Vitalism, based as it is on nonphysical substances 
and states of life, is a metaphysical doctrine con- 
cerned with the irreducible effects and manifesta- 
tions of living things. It was the great discovery 
of twentieth-century sculpture that these did not 
have to be appreciated through strict representa- 
tionalism. Visual biological metaphors exist on many 
levels besides the obvious total configuration of an 
animal or human. 2 5 9  

As we have seen, Burnham commented on the failure of biornor- 

phic Modernism to coalesce into a coherent, self-conscious 

movernen t . S" 

Burnham's interest in the Vitalist impetus behind some 

Modernist sculpture was motivated by his own mechanist/Struc- 

turalist aesthetic program, what he referred to as Tyborg 

Artw: '!Nearing the end of an age which sought vitality in 

latent visual metaphor, the elan v i t a l  will be looked upon as 
the old prime mover, while the Greek kybernetes ... becomes 
the expression of a new and even more effective prime 

He saw "vitalist sculpturem and its program of 
incorporating "vital energiesm into inert matter as the 

static, conceptual precursor, of a kinetic, Cybernetic Art of 

the future. Clearly, Vitalist Sculpture fit neatly into his 



own program. Burnharn attempted nevertheless to account for the 

failure of art historians to recognize the Vitalist content in 

Modernism: 

Following Rodin, other sculptors, both representa- 
tional and abstract in their work, adopted the vita- 
listic attitude. Curiously, it was one of the few 
ideas in modern sculpture that sculptors often men- 
tioned when explaining their work process and atti- 
tudes toward materials. Yet the idea took a long 
time to penetrate the minds of critics who had to 
write about modern sculpture. Perhaps the personal, 
almost religious, fervor of the vital impetus made 
it incomprehensible to the non-artist. In this ins- 
tance the critic had to confront both a literary or 
overtly stylistic influence, and a biological rela- 
tionship between the artist and his materials. Not 
until the 1950s did any critic [i.e. Herbert Read] 
really begin to look at vitalism as a separate and 
specific philosophy for the creation of sculpt- 
ure. '52 

Burnham's critique of contemporary art history goes 

deeper than he expressed in the above passage, however. 

Informed by the writings of Karl Marx and Thomas Kuhn, his 

book constitutes what he calls a Hteleological rnaterial- 
i S t n 2 6 3  critique of Anglo-American art historical practice 

which promotes the reincorporation of Semperian technological 

determinism into art history,264 and skilfully melds this 

with the practice of Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte: 
Since the 1920s t w o  generations of art historians 
have been studiously taught to shun the crass mani- 
festations of the technical milieu while probing the 
intentions of the modern artist .... The tools of 
scholarly criticism - -  stylistics, iconographical 
analysis, historical context, and formal analysis in 
the last fifty years - -  remain as trusted now as 
ever. Yet they explain with diminishing clarity what 
has happened after 1800, and almost nothing of what 
has happened in sculpture in the last sixty 
years. 265 

The fact that this book has been overlooked by historians 

of art such as Goldwater, Rubin, Rosenblum and Hofmann, is 

probably due to its being seen as unorthodox historiographic- 

ally and, even worse, as a polemical tract by a non-art his- 



torian promoting the development of a certain type of art. But 

Burnham's overview of the history of the Modernist "idealistu 

sculpture he opposes is the most systematic and thorough 

application of the history of ideas to the history of art at 
the time. It deserves attention for that reason alone. 

Modes of scientific idealism have consistently 
stimulated the development of non-representational 
sculpture: thus the so-called biomorphic idiom 
relied on vitalism; Constructivism found its impetus 
in the evanescences of modern structural engineer- 
ing, mathematics and physics; Surrealist sculpture 
vested its validity in Freudian interpretations of 
the subconscious mind; while the object sculpture of 
today seeks transcendence through the seeming ratio- 
nality of materialism colored with phenomenological 
cons idera tions . 266 

In this paragraph, Burnham outlined a  program for much art 
historical activity as it actually unfolded over the next two 

decades. There is little doubt that it was his command of the 

history of ideas and his espousal of a set of prejudices com- 

pletely different from those dominant in the discipline which 

resulted in this achievement. 

Burnham's text is important because it is the first 

which, at one and the same time, conceptualizes Vitalist 

SculptureN as a stylistic trend in Modernism and provides a 

detailed discussion of the history of Vitalist philosophies 

and criticism in relation to Modernism, and of the expression 

of Vitalist ideas through biomorphic Modernist sculpture. Its 

limitations from the point of view of this project are that 

Burnharn (since he was writing on sculpture) does not make the 

relevant connections between this sculptural style and Modern- 

ist painting o r  photography, and that - -  while he discusses 
the organic metaphor - -  he does not treat the naturamorphic 
analogy.267 Still, his and RitterbushOs achievement are aca- 
demically solid, and - -  since Ritterbush wrote mostly of 
painting - -  they are complementary. One would have expected 
them to stimulate art historical research on biomorphic Mod- 
ernism, given the renascence of geis  tesgeschichtlich a r t  



historical approaches. With the start of the 70s the time 

seemed ripe for the application of Goldwater's, Hofmanntst and 

particularly Ritterbush's and Burnhamts ideas on biomorphism 

in Modernism to the production of a more incisive art histori- 
cal treatment of biomorphic ~odernism. This opportunity was 

not taken, however. Or rather, the one art historian I know of 

who tried to take advantage of this opportunity produced 

disappointing results. 

iv. Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschich te 

In his 1973 dissertation "Biomorphism in American Paint- 

ing," Robert Metzger adapted aspects of the historical struc- 

ture which Alloway had constructed in his articles, and which 
Ritterbush had developed in The Art of Organic Forms. While 

Ritterbush evidently alerted him to the Goethean, naturromant- 

isch background of organic forms, and to the interest which 

some artists had in microscopy, Metzger uncritically accepted 

Barrts formal definition of biomorphic Modernism and his 
designation of Kandinsky as the canonical %iomorphictt 

painter. Without justifying his acceptance of them, Metzger 

treated Barr's decisions as the apodeictic standards by which 

all other uses of the term "biomorphicN and other practi- 

tioners of the style were to be judged.268 Even though, fol- 

lowing its etymology, Metzger saw the origins of biomorphic 

forms in nature, he did not engage in a detailed discussion of 

the nature-centric content of this art, nor did he follow 

Burnham's cue and engage in an examination of the Vitalist 

(or, in broader terms, biocentric) context of its production. 

The importance of Metzger's work as the first strictly art 
historical treatment of biomoxphic Modernism is diminished by 

his uncritical, uncontextual approach. 

Following the exhaustion in the 1960s of totalizing 

formalist methodology, and the widespread adoption of Modern- 

ist art as a subject for art historical study in the 1960s, 

the 1970s and early 1980s saw a wholesale renewal of Kunstge- 



schichte also Geistesgeschichte and of the application of the 

iconological method to the study of Modernism. After 1969 

these viewpoints began appearing in profusion. Some of the 

earliest instances are Sixten Ringborn's book on the occult and 

abstract painting in 1970; Robert Welsh's article on Mondrian 

and Theosophy and Linda Dalrymple Hendersonts on Cubism and 

the "Fourth DimensionH in 1971; Rose-Carol Washton-Long's 

article on Kandinsky and Carel Blotkampts exhibition catalogue 

on the origins of abstraction in the Netherlands in 1972; 

Charlotte Douglas' article on Malevich and Kruchenykh in 1975 

and, following h i s  series of lectures in 1972, Rosenblum's 
Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradi tion in 

1 9 7 5 ?  By 1973, plans were inaugurated to organize an exhi- 

bition on the esoteric origins of abstraction at the Los 

Angeles County Museum.27o In an exhibition organized at the 

MOMA itself in 1976 - -  signalling the end of formalist hegem- 
ony - -  the parallels between the nature-centrism of American 
19th-century landscape painting and Abstract Expressionism 

were detailed by John Wilmerding in his essay Tire and Ice in 

American Art.H27' 

Typically, many of these writers had multi-disciplinary 

backgrounds. John Bowlt, who - -  after Camilla Gray - -  renewed 
the art historical examination of Russian avant-garde art, is 

a literary historian.272 His student Charlotte Douglas 
initially studied Russian avant-garde literature and the 

history of t h e  American occult, while Washton-Long first 
majored in Russian history, and received her B.A. in intellec- 

tual history. 2 7 3  

An important forum for the publication of some of this 

material early on, and a long-time venue for articles on 
nature, science, art and Organicism, was The Structuris t, 
edited by Eli Bornstein at the University of Saskatchewan in 

Saskatoon. In special issues on "Light and Colourn in 1974 and 

on Y3pace/~irne" in 1975, Bornstein included articles and 

translations by Bowlt and Douglas on the Russian avant-garde, 



by Henderson on ideas of the "Fourth Dimensiont1 in Russia, by 

George Beck on Bergson and Cubism, by the artist Alan Gussow 

on emergent Eco-Art, and by Bornstein on ecological aes- 

thetics 

Two crucial publications of 1983 were Henderson's book 

The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art, 

a model of interdisciplinary studies, and the exhibition 

Kosmische Bilder in der Kunst des 20. Jahrhunderts held at the 

Kunsthalle in Baden. Siegrnar Holstenfs essay surveyed the 

interest both in the cosmos and the microcosmos of Modernist 

artists. His survey of the microcosrnic interests of artists 

such as Klee, Baumeister, Miro, Tanguy, Masson and Ernst forms 

an important precedent for my own work.275 This trend culmi- 

nated in 1986, after four conferences on the subject during 

the early 1980s, with the publication of the exhibition cata- 

logue The Spiri  tual in Art: Abstract Painting 2890 -2985. 

Edited by Judi Freeman and Maurice Tuchman of the Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art, this catalogue featured contributions by 

many of the major scholars of the neo-geistesgeschichtlich 

trend: Blotkamp, Bowlt, Douglas, Henderson, Washton-Long, 

Ringbom and Robert Welsh, among others.276 

v. Biomorphic Modernism 

While this neo-geistesgeschichtlich art historical cur- 

rent validated the kind of historiography which led Burnharn to 

connect Modernism and Vitalism, and Ritterbush to link Modern- 

ism and scientific imagery, as a style biornorphic Modernism 

continued after 1969 to be unpopular, hampering research on 

it. work was, however, initiated on Individual artists such as 

Arp, Dove, Ernst, Kandinsky, and Klee, and Douglas and Bowlt 

were actively researching the Russian mOrganicistsM of Peters- 

burg. In his 1977 article ItPaul Klee and the Inner Truth to 

Nature," Sixten Ringbom hinted at the biologistic sources of 

early-20th-century Modernist art.277 It was in her 1978 work 

on the formal language of Hans Arp's sculpture, for example, 



that Stephanie Poley located the origins of Arp's biomorphic 

abstraction within the wider context of the art of Kandinsky, 

Tanguy, Brancusi, Matisse, Rodin, Moore and Miro, constructing 

in effect a formal survey of biornorphic Moderni~m."~ But 

apart from Metzger's dissertation and Herbert Christian Mer- 

illat's amateur book on sculpture,279 little if anything was 

writ ten on biomorphic Modernism as a tendency during that 

decade. 

A major shift occurred with the publication in 1983 of 

Charlotte Douglas1 article on Russian Organicism, VWolution 

and the Biological Metaphor in Modern Russian Art.u2B0 With 

this article Douglas constructed for Russian art a model of 

the cultural pattern I am investigating: 

[Mlany of the Russian avant-garde do not fit into 
the Cubist-Constructivist line of development as it 
is commonly understood ... [Filonov, Matiushin, 
Kulbin, Burliuk etc.] have singly or collectively 
been called "Russian Expressionistst9 or the I1Alter- 
native Tradition.It For various periods between about 
1910 and the early 1930s, they shared an anti-Cubist 
stance based in part on ... an organic aesthetics 
that was established in art ... by the dissemination 
and popularization of Darwin's theory of evolution 
and its subsequent neovitalis t formulations .18' 

This is to my knowledge the first conceptualization of the 

bioromantic cultural pattern by an art historian. 

The following year a remarkable exhibition was held at 
the Scottish National Gallery in Edinburgh entitled Creation: 

Modern Art and Nature, which included Robert Rosenbluml s 

article on Romantic views of nature in Modernist art and 

Jennifer Mundy's important "Form and Creation: The Impact of 

the Biological Sciences on Modern Art," the first general 

treatment of this subject since Ritterbushls book of 1968.282 

Mundy's article is particularly significant, for independent 

of Ritterbush and Douglas, and focusing her attention on 

Parisian art, she recognized the importance of microscopic 

photography, scientific film and organicist ideology to the 

shift in aesthetics which occured during the interwar years. 



Moreover she was the first scholar to suggest the rele-vance 

of this shift to current discourses on anthropocentrism, 

environmental degradation and genetics.283 

After this, a series of studies appeared in the United 

States, Britain, Germany and France of direct relevance to the 

bioromantic cultural pattern: 

In 1984 Verdirs book on Klee and Nature was published, 
which led in 1990 to an exhibition on Kleets relationship with 

the natural held at the Saarland Museum in Saarbrucken."' 

In 1985 Sherrye Cohnts 1982 dissertation on Arthur Dove 

appeared in book form as Arthur Dove: Nature as S y n b o l ,  a 

first-rate study which has not received the attention it 

deserves.''' Cohnts dissertation and monograph are crucial to 

my approach to the study of biomorphic Modernism, as she dis- 

cusses Dove's biomorphic Modernist oeuvre for the first time 

in its proper contexts of Nature Romanticism, photography and 

biological science, and - -  taking into account the work of 
Ritterbush and others - -  she includes a thorough discussion of 
organic form and the organic analogy. Though, according to the 

fashion of the time, she over-emphasizes Theosophy at the exp- 

ense of fin-de-siecle biologistic nature-centrism (I1biocent- 

rism1I) as a source for Dove's thinking, her 1985 monograph is 

the first publication to properly discuss the Romantic and 

organicist background to the work of a paradigmatic biornorphic 

Modernist, in effect placing his work into the "bioromantic" 

pattern. 

Also in 1985 Vivian Endicott Barnett published an article 

both key and exemplary in which she documented what several 

authors before her had suggested, that the sources of Kandin- 

sky's Parisian abstract paintings lay in scientific imagery. 

Barnett's work is significant not only because she points to 

specific sources for Kandinskyls paintings in his personal 

library, but because - -  despite the dearth of documentary 
evidence - -  she arrives at what I feel to be the right con- 
clusion concerning Ernst Haeckelts importance in the genesis 



of this imagery.286 That same year, Jeffrey Weissf article on 

Kandinsky's biomorphic art extended into a prescient summary 

of biomorphic Modernism and its connection with scientific 

imagery. A promised article on the subject has - -  as far as I 

can tell - -  not materialized, however.287 In her dissertation 

completed the following year, Evelin Priebe - -  building on 
hints by Giedion-Welcker - -  discussed Kandinskyls work in the 
context of contemporary Neo-Vitalist ideology, particularly 

Bergson and Klaqes, discussing in detail for the first time 

Kandinsky's debt to  ergs son.^^' Harriet Watt's article I1Arp, 
Kandinsky, and the Legacy of Jakob Bbhrne, " in The S p i r i  tual in 

Art catalogue of 1986, contributed to our understanding of the 

naturromantisch background of biomorphic Modernist works by 

those artists. 2d' 

The mid-80s also saw the publication of a series of 

studies of Arpls relation to nature and biomorphism. Thus, 

Rolf Wedewer published his article on Arpfs Monist conception 

of nature in 1985; Janet Lindsay discussed that topic within 

the context of a discussion of Arpls sculpture in an article 
of 1984; and in a book and article based on her 1987 disserta- 

tion, both published in 1990, Margherita Andreotti discussed 

Arp's biornorphic sculpture in the context of contemporary 

biornorphic ~odernisrn. 290 

In a 1987 essay Thomas Brandt analyzed the shift in for- 

mal strategies from geometric forms to curvilinear ones in the 

oeuvres of some painters after about 1930, citing a return to 

nature and the irrational among reasons for this shift.'g' 

The Linda Henderson student Janice Schall's dissertation 

Whythm and Art in Germany, 1900-1930" was completed in 1989, 
and though I encountered it only halfway through my own 

research, it has been an important source for my work. Through 

her equation of rhythm with the vital prin~iple,"~ Schall 

has traversed much territory to do with biocentrism: "rhythm 

was associated with three fundamental principles: order, 

unity, and the life impulse itself.n293 While I have focused 



my work on the concept, however, Schall has examined the 

principal trope of the vital force's manifestation. Her 

research on Klages, Haeckel, and the Wandervogel movement is 

pioneering within the realm of Anglo-American art history. 

Though her dissertation was thematically rather than stylisti- 

cally based, and though she begins her discussion earlier than 

I do, she has noted biomorphic stylistic affinities among 

artists interested in the unifying principle of nature: "Des- 

pite stylistic differences, all of these artists believed in 

the unifying force of nature's rhythms. Their paintings, 

drawings, and prints reflect this belief formally .... There is 
a prevalent but not exclusive use of curvilinear 

Schall's work forms the basis for the study of "Bioromanti- 

cismu in Germany. 

Though she had first raised the biomorphic abstraction/ 

nature problematic of Parisian interwar abstract painting in 

her 1978 exhibition catalogue on Abstraction-Creation, Gladys 

Fabre developed this notion in her "Art de Synthese," pub- 

lished in 1990.295 In this crucial article, based on the 

critical writings of Geoffrey Grigson and Anatole Jakovski, as 

well as on the conception by Hans Erni for the 1935 exhibition 

these anti these syn these held at the Kuns tmuseum in Lucerne, 
she formulates a model of 1930s Paris-centred Modernism which 

shows commonalities with Kallaits formulation of the Bioroman- 

tik cultural pattern. According to this view, Parisian, Swiss 

and English interwar art is seen as struggling with the oppo- 

sition between the artistic tendencies represented by the 

Paris groupings Abstraction-Creation and Surrealism and their 

formative impulses: antinomies such as appearance/reality, 
abstraction/representation, microcosm/macrocosm and spirit/ 

nature. Following the title these anti these synthese, she 

terns the biomorphic art which is the synthesis of these 

antinomies, Art de Synthese. Fabre was the first French his- 

torian to sketch out the interest which interwar French art- 

ists and publishers had in scientific, especially microscopic, 



photographs and films.296 Because she focuses on Paris, bio- 

centric ideologies do not play a major part in her formulation 

of the problem, and she deals neither with German, Eastern 

European and North American production, nor with Kallai's 

writings. However, "Art de SyntheseM is the first attempt by 

an art historian to conceptualize this cultural pattern on 

both the theoretical and international planes. 

Since 1983, building on the tradition established by John 

Baur at the Whitney Museum, a series of exhibitions treating 

American biomorphic abstract painting was organized, reflect- 

ing the revival of the style in the United States during that 

time. One of the most historical of these, Lisa Phillips' 

exhibition Vital Signs," held at the Whitney Museum in 1988, 

was conceived by Tom Amstrong, Baur's successor as director 

of the Whitney, as an extension, a l1reinterpretationl1 of 

Baurf s pro j ect of three decades back. 2 9 7  By incorporating 

Baur's awareness of the importance of natural themes to Ameri- 

can Modernism, Burnham's cultural history, and a critical 

usage of the formalist stylistic category of ltorganic abstrac- 

tion" into her approach, Phillipsf work paralleled the complex 

approach Douglas and Fabre were taking at the time, and which 

I take in this dissertation. Her introductory essay touches on 

everything from the importance of imagery imported from the 

discourses of science to the crucial role played by vitalism: 

it is a model of the cogent expression of a vast theme. The 

exhibition HNatural Forms and Forcesu was also based on Burn- 

ham* s conceptualization. ''' 
In 1990-92 Christa Lichtenstern published an account of 

the influence of Goethe's theories of metamorphosis on art 

since the 18th century, including biomorphic Moderni~m.'~' 

Most importantly from the point of view of biomorphic Modern- 

ism, in the second, 1992 volume of Metamorphose in der Kunst 

des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts, Lichtenstern not only discusses 
the conceptual origins of much biomorphic Modernist art in 

Goethe's Romantic idea of natural metamorphosis but, in a sec- 



tion entitled "Biomorpher Forrnen~andel,~ elaborates Brandt's 

discourse, and specifically discusses the formal origins of 

biomorphism in the art of Arp, Picasso and ~oore. loo In her 

entry on ltBiomorphismn for the Dictionary of Art, following 

common practice, she attributes the modern usage of the term 

within the artistic context to Barr rather than to Grigson. 

However, she concludes that though %iomorphism never resulted 

in a style as such, it remained an important tendency through 

the 1940s in unifying otherwise diverse stylistic innova- 

tions. jG: Though I suspect she meant to employ the word 

"movementH rather than "style" in this sentence, this is one 

of the strongest statements made on biomorphic Modernism since 

the 1970s. 

The relevant literature on Moholy-Nagy, his New Vision, 

and on the biocentric Constructivist discourse, is treated in 

Chapters Three, Four and Five. Given Ern6 Kallai's importance 

to my work, and the way that Chapter Five is structured, it is 

more important to engage here in a review of the literature on 

him. Possibly because of his nationality and his absence from 

the post-war scene, until recently West German historiography 

has not been as kind to Kallai as his importance to the art 

criticism of the Weirnar Republic warrants. Because he was not 

a Communist, moreover, neither East German nor Hungarian art 

history dealt with him during the 50s and 60s, not even at the 

time of his death in 1954. 

with the relaxation of limitations imposed on art his- 

torical subject matter in Hungary, and with the acquisition of 

the lion's share of Kallai's papers by the art historical 

Archive of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in the early 

1960s, interest has been rekindled in Kallai, one of the most 

significant of Hungarian art critics. Thus in 1963 an article 
appeared on letters from the Kallai Nachlass with connections 

to the Bauhaus, in a special Bauhaus issue of the Archive's 
yearbook; in 1965 Lajos Kassak published a short remembrance 

of the critic; and in 1967 a gravestone was dedicated to 



~allai.'" It is noteworthy that the first public presenta- 

tion of a text on Kallai - -  in August 1974 - -  was by an his- 

torian of medicine, and that it focused on Bioromantik and the 

naturamorphic analogy.jo3 It was in January of the following 

year that the Hungarian Artistst Association held its memorial 

evening to mark the twentieth anniversary of Kallai's death, 

with talks by three pioneers of Kallai studies, h a  KBrner, 

Julia Szabo and ~ v a  Forgacs. 

By August of 1975 Szabo, then curator of the Archive 

where Kallai's papers were, published the first art historical 

article devoted to Kallai, and soon after ~ v a  Forgacs's first 

article appeared on Kallai, followed in 1981 by an anthology 

of Kallai's writings, and other writings by her since.'" 

This was followed by three exhibitions related to Kallai: one 

memorializing him in 1982, a show of works from his collection 

in 1984, and another in his honour at the Budapest K u n s t h a l l e  

in 1986 .305  Gabor Pataki began working on Kallai in the early 

80s in the context of his research into Kallaits influence on 

the post-World-War-I1 Hungarian avant-garde. As a concornittant 

of this focus Pataki concentrated his research efforts on 

Kallaits Bioromantik ~onception.''~ 

In English, Forgacs published an article on Kallai in the 

New Hungarian Quarterly i n  1976, while my article and transia- 

tion of part of his last treatment of Bioromantik, A t e r m e s z e t  
r e j t e t t  a r c a  [ T h e  Hidden Face of Nature], appeared in 1984. It 

was the first to focus attention on ~iorornantik.''' 

In German, Tanya Frank's anthology of some of Kallai's 

German writings appeared in 1986, along with a study of his 

work in the German context, while Hubertus Gassner examined 

Kallai's theory of Constructivism in his exhibition catalogue 

Wechselwirkungen of the same year, placing KAllai's writings 

into their international context for the first A 

conference organized jointly by the Hungarian Academy of 

Sciences and the Budapest Goethe-Institut in October of 1991 

cornmemorated the one hundredth anniversary of Kallai's birth; 



all active Kallai scholars participated, including two who 

begun writing their doctoral dissertations on Kallai the 

previous year.'Og Gassner mounted a session on Kallai at a 
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conference held in Kassel in 1992, some of the papers of which 

were published in an anthology that same year.''' While the 

first generation of Kallai scholars (Szab6, Kerner, Forgacs, 

Frank, Gassner) tended to privilege Kallails concern with 

International Constructivism in their research and writing - -  
and some, like Frank and Bromig, working from a Marxist 

standpoint, saw his post-Constructivist writing as a kind of 

reactionary tendency of disillusionment3" - -  most members of 
the second generation (Botar, Pataki, Wucher) also valorized 

his conception of ~ioromantik. '" 

c. Photographic and Design History 

i. 'Toetics of Bourgeois Wondern 

Developments directly relevant to my project began in the 

field of photographic history and aesthetics towards the end 

of the 1970s. In 1978 the Irish-American physician and art 

critic Brian O'Dohertyfs preface to the volume of Lewis R. 

Wolbergts art micrographs appeared. Based on Ritterbush's The 

Art of Organic Forms, OIDohertyls brilliant essay placed art 

micrography and the fascination with the microscopic into its 

proper context of nature Romanticism, ~aeckelian Monism, 

Organicism, and Modernist aesthetics. OIDoherty writes of the 

poetics of bourgeois wonder. This wonder is habit- 
ually inseparable from the microscopic. It is com- 
posed of a somewhat routine sense of miracle, 
informed by delectation and a quasi-religious sense 
of a higher order revealed by the microscopic."' 

He also takes on the task of writing an aesthetics of micro- 

scopic photography and its relations to Modernist painting, 

what he refers to as the "fallacy of correspondences." OIDoh- 

erty rejects the Jungian, psychobiological explanation for the 

naturamorphic analogy as 5 d e a l i ~ t , @ ~  and therefore untenable. 



Invoking a Neo-Semperian technical-determinist argument 

instead, he points out the possibility that the scientific 

image analogy, "instead of being a remarkable invention, is in 

fact inevitable. Not because of cosmic magnitudes, but simply 

because of the problems of inventing form on a surface.11i" 

Just in case there is an historical accounting for the phenom- 

enon after all, however, he calls for old-fashioned art his- 

torical research: 

Is it too obvious to suggest that artists, who are 
notoriously intelligent and searching, might, at the 
beginning of Surrealism, have acquainted themselves 
with the results of a century of microscopic mor- 
phology? Deeply immersed in organicism, it seems 
unlikely that artists would not be aware of its 
forms. The popular science books of the late nine- 
teenth century, when such artists were young, 
abounded in such illustrations. An examination of 
artists' journals and libraries from this point of 
view is indicated. 'I5 

As with Ritterbush and Burnham, it was the outsider, the 

doctor-critic O'Doherty, who asked the crucial question. 

ii. Germany 

The work most relevant to the subject of this disserta- 

tion was carried out by German photographic historians, how- 

ever. In 1979 Jan-Christoph Horak and Ute Eskildsen assembled 

a volume on the "Film und Fotou exhibition held in Stuttgart 

in 1929. In her essay Eskildsen traced the history of photo- 

graphic exhibitions in Weimar germ an^."^ It was the German 
Marxist literary historian Gert Mattenklott, who, in a remark- 

able essay on the metalwork instructor and amateur photo- 

grapher Karl Blossfeldt, asked the important questions and 

sketched out a plan of research into the relations between 
close-up nature photography, scientific photography, biocen- 

tric ideologies and biomorphic Modernism. Mattenklott traced 

the aesthetics of Blossfeldtrs photographs - -  originally taken 
as patterns for his students at the turn-of-the-century - -  
back to Semperls biological materialism, and linked it to 



Haeckel's contemporary Monist aestheticization of scientific 

imagery, to the organicist Jugendst i l  aesthetics of August 

Endell and Henry van de Velde, to photographic pattern books 

of nature, and to nature photography. All this, he shows, 

prepared the way for the Weimar German aestheticization of 

scientific and close-up nature photography, the subject I 

treat in Chapters Three and Four."' Eskildsen and Matten- 

klott helped initiate a renewed appreciation of Weimar German 

Neue Sachl ichkei t photography. 

Based on Mattenklott and Robert Schmutzler~s prescient 

research of the early 60s, Haeckel's and his disciple Wilhelrn 

Bolsche's influence on fin de s iec le  aesthetics and applied 

art was seen in a positive light in Siegfried Wichmann's 1984 

book Jugends t i l  Art Nouveau, "' and in a negative one in 
Christoph Kockerbeck's 1986 Marxist interdisciplinary study 

Ernst Haeckel s lTunstfomen der  Na turu und i h r  E i n f  1 uss auf 

die deu tsche bildende Kuns t d e r  Jahrhundertwende. '" 
Mattenklottls work inspired an elaboration of his line of 

research by photographic historian Thomas Kr6ger in 1990, 

which in turn elicited a critique by Christian Br~rnig.'~' 

Much as I began to do several months before the appearance of 

Kroger's article, KrBger, using Kallai as his starting point 

and focusing on Germany, attemped to describe a broad cultural 

pattern of biomorphic tendencies in art between the wars and 

to analyze the nature-centric ideologies underlying that 

pattern. Also as I have, KrBger integrated biomorphic Modern- 

ism into a discussion of photography, a tendency latent in 

Kallaits writing, but not worked out in detail: 

Der in den dreissiger Jahren bei vielen Kiinstlern 
verbreitete Hang, eine auf biornorphen Ur- und nicht- 
stilisierten Naturformen gegriindete Kunstsprache zu 
entwickeln, ist nicht nur bei vielen Malern dieser 
Zeit (u.a. Jean A r p ,  Willi Baumeister, Max Emst, 
Wassily Kandinsky, Andre Masson, Paul Klee) , sondern 
auch im Werk so unterschiedlich arbeitender Fotogra- 
fen wie Blossfeldt, Renger-Patzsch, Fuhrmann ... 
anzutreffen. 321 



Kxdger accepted the interdisciplinary nature of this work, and 

just as Ritterbush, Burnham, Douglas and Fabre had done 

(though without knowing of their publications), he began to 

sketch out a complex model of the interacting phenomena 

involved. Krdgerls article was important to me at the time in 

providing leads in the German literature. What was most excit- 

ing about Krbgerrs article was that, like me, he also 

pinpointed Kallai as the one whose theorizing was central to 

approaching biomorphic Modernism. 

Bromig finds fault with several aspects of Kr6ger1s 

article: the ahistoricity of Kr6ger1s decision to discuss 

phenomena over a thirty-year time span, his failure to place 

what he discusses into its social and political contexts, and 

his alleged misunderstanding of Kallaits intentions foremost 

among them. Bromig offers his own Marxist-psychoanalytical 

explanation for the phenomenon, suggesting, like Tanya Frank 

before him, that Bioromantik was a kind of sublimation of 

political opposition to the Rightward shift in Germany: 

Sie privatisierten oder besser: psychologisierten 
die heraufziehende Katastrophe, gegen die sie 
anders, etwa durch politische Parteinahme und Oppo- 
sition, nichts mehr auszurichten vermochten .... Mit 
dieser quasi-existentialistischen ItIkonographie" des 
Innen- und Urlebens der Natur, die das Rstselhafte 
und Nichtdarstelbare zur Darstellung zwingt, glaub- 
ten jene Kfinstler der Kompromittierung ihres Schaf- 
fens durch die offizielle Kunstdoktrin und ihrem 
Vasallen, d m  gesunden Volksempfinden, entgehen zu 
konnen . 322 

Though I agree with Bromig that it is important to discuss 

cultural phenomena in their wider contexts, the problem with 

his explanation is that it does not account for the similar 
cultural patterns (not described by Kr6ger) arising contempor- 

aneously or slightly later in Britain, France, the United 

States and other countries with very different political 

circumstances at the time. Nor does it account for the origin 

of the pattern in the mid-twenties, before the Nazi menace 

became acute, and - -  as Bromig himself notes - -  for its con- 



tinuance after the war.323 This is not to say, of course, 

that there is not a political dimension to Bioromantik. There 

surely is, and Kallai was aware of it.324 But in addition to 

the rise of the Right in the early 30s, the origins of Bioro- 

mantik are also linked t o  anti-modernity in general, to the 

turn-of-the-century Reformbewegung, to biocentric Anarchism 

and, most importantly, to the rise of an ecological conscious- 

ness. The forms of biomorphic Modernist art, furthermore, 

cannot be completely accounted for through historical or 

psychological, i.e. contextual, conditions alone. Fomal 

sources such as scientific imaging must be invoked as well. As 

I hope to show in Chapter Two, the cherished Left-Right binary 

political schema is less than adequate in accounting for this 

complex phenomenon. While Bromig is correct to criticize 

Kr6ger for his failure to even invoke the political context of 

biomorphic Modernism, the context of Bioromantik was, as 1 see 

it, also very much more complicated than Bromig allows. 
An illustration of the inadequacy of purely political/ 

psychological accounts of biomorphic Modernist style is pro- 

vided by Romy Golan's chapter "A crisis of confidence from 

machinism to the organict1 in her book Modernity and Nostal- 

gia? In this chapter she attempts to show how Leger' s and 

Le Corbusier s biomorphic Modernist (what she terms "organic ) 

painting after the  mid-20s was part of a general retrenchment 

from rnachine-age aesthetics emblematic of the privileging of 

modernity, towards what was in effect an anti-modernist trend 

towards the organic and the rural. While I think that her's is 

one of the best analyses of the political dimension of inter- 

war French art, she makes no attempt to explain the specifi- 

cally modernist biornorphism of Leger's painting as opposed to 

the agrarian landscapes by formally conservative painters such 

as Robert Lotiron, Roland Oudot and Gerard Cochet, with which 

she compares, and indeed groups, Legerrs and Le Corbusier's 

work. Part of the problem is that she does not try to define 

her usage of Norganic,lt another is that she does not see it as 



troublesome that Legerrs and Le Corbusierts work does not in 

the least resemble the style of the conservative rural scenes 

with which she compares them. Finally, she does not problema- 

tize the actual political affiliations of Leger (a Socialist), 

or Le Corbusier (a typical representative of "third-wayu 

interwar politics), which do not fit her binary political 

schema of Left/Right, progressive/reactionaryt modernist/anti- 

modernist . 326 
The shortcomings of Golan's analysis became most apparent 

in the way she treats E.A. Seguyts 1931 call made in Arts et 

Decoration for applied artists to turn to microscopic imagery 

for inspiration. Apart from her failure to locate Seguyts text 

within its proper context of the contemporary discourse on 

microscopy and nature, it does not seem to trouble her that 

Seguy's recommendation that artistic usage be made of micro- 

scopic images of both wood and metal as "organicN inspira- 

tions, does not fit the discourse of ebinistes vs. machin- 

i s t e s ,  which she structurally locates within the antimodernist 

vs. modernist, "organicw vs. machine-age, retrenchment vs. 

progress, Right vs. Left antimony she constructs for interwar 

France."' Her perceptive conclusion, that by comparing these 

micrographs I1Seguy manages, by stressing the organic texture 

of both, to reclaim metal and glass under the taxonomy of 

nature," does not accord with the overall structure of her 

argument and is not comprehensible within that context."' 

The most extensive publication to date dealing with the 

association between Neo-Vitalism and biomorphic Modernism is 

the 1994 exhibition catalogue d l a n  Vital oder das Auge des 
Eros, published in conjunction with an exhibition of the same 

title, curated by Hubertus Gassner . ''' Because of the proxim- 
ity of the theme of this exhibition to my own work, it is 

important to include some remarks on the histories of this and 
my own project. Building on an interest in Kallai's conception 
of Bioromantik going back to 1979, 'jO and a£ ter consultations 

with among others, Gassner himself, this dissertation was 



undertaken in November of 1990. 1 discussed my ideas linking 

biocentric ideologies, biomorphic Modernism, Modernist close- 

up nature photography, and scientific photography with Gassner 

in Kassel in the summer of 1992, and in October of that same 

year in Budapest at the Kallai Centenary Conference. On 24 

February 1993, I gave a lecture on the subject, sketching out 

the elements of the cultural pattern, and Kallai's role as the 

first to describe it? That fall Gassner undertook this 

exhibition project with Christoph Vitali at the Haus der Kunst 

in Munich. Forced on short notice to fill in the revived 

institution's inaugural exhibition slot vacated through the 

sudden cancellation of another project, the exhibition opened 

and the catalogue appeared by the following May."2 I was 

informed of it by staff at the Stiftung Hans Arp und Sophie 

Taueber-Arp e.V. at Rolandseck near Bonn shortly before it 

opened in May 1994. 

The catalogue includes articles by Mattenklott on Vital- 

ism in early-20th-century culture and by Wolfgang Kersten on 

Klee, a translation of Barnett's 1985 article on biological 

imagery in Kandinskyrs Paris-period art, in addition to con- 
tributions by Gassner himself. A particularly welcome aspect 

of this catalogue is the publication (in German translation) 

of the Paris journal Documents, and the discussion of Georges 
Bataillers and Carl Einstein's writings of the early 30s in 

this context by Denis Hollier and Klaus Kiefer, a project 

begun by Mattenklott in his article on Blossfeldt of 1981 and 

by Rosalind Krauss in her contemporary writings on Surreal- 

ism.'" Given the short period of time at his disposal, Gass- 

ner appropriately chose to focus on four key artists in the 

show, Kandinsky, Klee, A r p ,  Miro and Calder, all of whom were 

either working in Paris, or whose work was mainly Sei--; shown 

there by the 30s. While he relates their production to Neo- 

Vitalist ideologies - -  and Bergson in particular - -  Gassner, 
who knows Kallai's work well, does not discuss Kallai in this 

c~nnection.'~' Though he focuses his discussion on Paris, 



Gassner tends to privilege the German literature (Mattenklott, 

Lichtenstern, Kroger, Bromig), not taking into account the 

work of Gladys Fabre (who wrote on just this subject in 1990L 

or the related works by Ritterbush, Burnharn and Charlotte 

Douglas. Apart from his treatment of Bataillets discussion of 

Blossfeldt, Gassner does not relate the biomorphic Modernist 

art to contemporary photographic developments, nor to scien- 

tific photography in any detail. 

d. Literary Studies and the History of Science 

[Tlhe historiography of vitalism has been paradoxi- 
cal: bursting with narrow scholarship on the one 
hand (all sorts of studies of individual figures and 
works), matched by silence about its hold on culture 
on the other. (G. S. Rousseau 1992)335 

With a few exceptions, such as the work of Burnham, 

Priebe and Kockerbeck, what has been largely missing from art 

historical studies is a treatment of the biocentric tradition. 

It is to the history of science and ideas, and to literary 

criticism, that we must turn to find material on the cultural 

impact of Neo-Vitalism and Organicism. to realize how import- 

ant this subject has become over the past twenty years or so 

as a subject of research. 
We have looked at the work of German literary historian 

Gert Mattenklott in the field of photographic history. Two 

other works of German literary history have appeared which 

establish the importance of Vitalism and Monism to early 

Modernist literature in specific, and to culture in general. 

In 1971 Gunter Martens - -  independently of Jack Burnham - -  
published a crucial study which established the central role 
of Neo-Vitalist ideologies in the development of literary 

~xpressionisrn.~'~ More than twenty years later, in 1993, 

Monika Fick published a study which did for llpsycho-physical 

MonismM ( L e i b  -See1 e -Einhei  t as Hans Prinzhorn ref erred to it) 

what Martens had done for Vitalism: demonstrate its signifi- 

cance to the Modernist cultural phenomenon. While Fick touches 



on the arts (Redon and Kandinsky), she does not deal with them 

in detail, dwelling instead on the more general thesis that 

the Monist idea of llspiritualized matteru or "materialized 

spirit" - - i.e. the unity of soul and body, of matter and 
spirit - -  are key, ideas of early Modernist culture. 

Ritterbush's importance to the history of biology has 

already been touched upon. His proposition of an essentially 

visual metaphor as being crucial to the development of modern 

biology was influential on other studies in the history of 

science, such as Donna Jeanne Harawayr s Crystals, Fabrics, and 

Fie1 ds: Metaphors of Organicism in Twentieth -Century Develop- 

mental Biology. ''' Haraway extends Ri tterbusht s basic 
insight: "At different critical points in the history of 

biology, the allegiance to concepts of organic form, borrowed 

heavily from poets and artists, guided the scientists' resol- 

ution of theoretical and empirical  matter^.^^"^ 
The interest of Anglo-American literary historians in 

Organicism was given its original impetus by M. H. Abrams' 

1953 book The Mirror and the  amp.'^^ Since that time, and 

especially since the 1980s, there has developed a large lit- 

erature on the Organicism of the Romantic poets, particularly 
Coleridge, and the Vitalism of late 19th-century writers. In 

1972, George S. Rousseau of the English Department of UCLA 
published a crucial anthology entitled Organic Form: The L i f e  

of an Idea, which began to investigate the link between Orga- 

nicism and Modernism as Rousseauls work derives from 

the intellectual circle around Marjorie Hope Nicolson, founder 

of the Literature and Science section of the Modern Languages 

Association, who was influenced by Arthur Lovejoy's seminal 

geistesgeschichtl ich monograph of 1950, The  Great Chain of 

~ e i n g .  "' Rousseau, one of Nicolson' s students, has compiled 
an interdisciplinary bibliography on organic form up to 1970. 

This anthology includes an essay by Ritterbush which deals 
more directly than the 1968 catalogue with the history of the 

idea of organic form amongst philosophers and biologists. 



Rousseau's anthology and Harawayts influence initiated a 

revival of interest in Organicism among cultural historians by 

the 1980s. A whole series of dissertations began appearing on 

the subject from about 1986 onwards, in the fields of litera- 

ture, history and music. These dissertations dealt primarily 

with the 18 th and 19 th centuries. 342 

Rousseauts project in producing this anthology was 

extended by Frederick Burwick fourteen years later, in his 

anthology Approaches to Organic Form, '" which cast its net 
even wider in the field of cultural studies than Rousseau had 

done. Most importantly with respect to this study, in his 

article "'Such as the Life is, Such is the Formt: Organicism 

Among the Moderns," Paul Douglass outlines the crucial role 

Organicism played in the development of Modernism. Burwick's 

student at UCLA, Douglass, had written his dissertation on 

~erqson.""n it he notes not only the work of Abrams, 

Carlos Baker, and others in establishing the direct links 
between Modernism and R~rnanticisrn,~~' but also the paucity of 

literature on Organicism in Modernist literature from Cole- 

ridge's time to that of T. S. ~liot''~ and the denial of this 
heritage among the Moderns: "But though the Modernist aes- 

thetics remain profoundly Coleridgean, and therefore 

quintessentially organicist, Modernist writers deny this 

heritage by breaking vehemently with Romantic pride, with 

Romantic faith in the innocence of expression."347 Indeed, 

Douglass sees in Organicism a basis for critiquing Deconstruc- 
tion as a practice that does not find meaning in literature 
precisely because it does not view literary products as 

organic wholes. ''13 

In 1992 Douglass teamed up with Burwick to edit the next 

in this series of publications in literary studies, The Crisis 

in Modernism: Borgson and the Vitalist controversy. "' Here, 
the emphasis shifted from Organicism to Vitalism, and the 

volume offered a dazzling array of articles on the subject, 
from the Enlightenment, through Mikhail Bakhtin (commented 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Biocentrism 

In some remote corner of the universe ... there once 
was a star on which clever animals invented knowl- 
edge. That was the haughtiest and most mendacious 
minute of "world historyu - -  yet only a minute. 
After nature had drawn a few breaths the star grew 
cold, and the clever animals had to die. (Nietzsche 
1 8 7 3 )  : 

[Anthropism is] that powerful and world-wide group 
of erroneous opinions which oppose the human organ- 
ism to the whole of the rest of nature, and repre- 
sents it to be the preordained end of organic cre- 
ation, an entity essentially distinct from it .... 
the so-called history of the world - -  that is, the 
brief period of a few thousand years which measures 
the duration of civilization - -  is an evanescently 
short episode in the long course of organic evol- 
ution, just as this, in turn, is merely a small 
portion of the history of our planetary system; and 
as our mother-earth is a mere speck in the sunbeam 
in the illimitable universe, so man himself is but a 
tiny grain of protoplasm in the perishable frame- 
work of organic nature. (Haeckel 1899) 

Denken wir uns einen Gott, der ... von einer Sonne 
aus ... sich verhalte ebenso . . .  gleichgiiltig, wie 
wir ... gegenitber ... einem Arneisenhaufen... [ : ]  "Das 
sind nun 1800 Millionen Menschen, welche wie leben- 
der Schimmel die Erde iiberkrusten, ihre alten Walder 
abholzen, ihre tiefen Meere durchtauchen, ihre 
Pflanzen und Tiere ausroden ... und . . .  sich selber 
halten f i i r  den Mittelpunkt einer Welt ... bis ... 
sie allesamt wieder ins Gras beissen und abmarschie- 
ren ins grosse Nichts .... Aber ... mit all ihren . . .  
Lehren, Kcnsten, Gedanken und GeschSften erfollen 
sie unbewusst nur das grosse Gebot der grossen Meis- 
terin: Die Not. Ii (Lessing 1924) ' 
"In relation to the history of organic life on 
earth," writes a modern biologist, Inthe paltry fifty 
millennia of homo sapiens constitute something iike 
two seconds at the close of a twenty-four-hour day. 
On this scale, the history of civilized mankind 
would fill one-fifth of the last second of the last 
hour." The present, which as a model of Messianic 
time, comprises the entire history of mankind in an 
enormous abridgement, coincides exactly with the 
stature which the history of mankind has in the 
universe. (Benjamin 194014 



We know ... of every organism that the rhythm, form, 
and duration of its life ... are determined by the 
properties of its species.. . . In [nature] we feel 
... a limit, and this sense of the limit is ident- 
ical with our sense of the inward form. In the case 
of higher human history, on the contrary, we take 
our ideas as to the course of the future from an 
unbridled optimism that sets at naught all histori- 
cal, i.e. organic, experience.. . . "Mankind," how- 
ever, has no aim, no idea, no plan, any more than 
the family of butterflies or orchids. "MankindH is a 
zoological expression . . . .  Each culture has its own 
new possibilities of self-expression which arise, 
ripen, decay and never return... . These cultures . . .  
belong . . .  to the living Nature of Goethe, and not 
to the dead Nature of Newton. I see world history as 
a picture of endless formations and transformations, 
of the marvellous waxing and waning of organic 
forms. (Spengler 1918)' 

Denn ich hatte verstanden: Es gibt keine Arten und 
Gattungen und Familien und Tier- und Pflsnzengrup- 
pen, es gibt keine Tiere und Pflanzen, keine Protis- 
ten, keinen Unterschied von Tier und Mensch; es gibt 
ein vieltausendfach sich anpassendes einheitliches 
Leben auf Erden, wenn man so will, ein einziges 
Geschopf, dessen Name ist Plasma. (France 192716 

The artist today is more than an improved camera.... 
He is a creature on the earth and a creature within 
the whole, that is to say, a creature on a star 
among stars.' [He] cannot do without his dialogue 
with nature, for he is a man, himself of nature, a 
piece of nature and within the space of nature. 
(Klee 1923)' 

[Bioromantic artists] rticken Dinge in unsere eigen- 
ste Mitte, denen wir uns gar zu gern entriickt und 
iiberlegen ddnken mbchten, um unserer menschlichen 
... Einbildung zu schmeicheln, dass wir Herren der 
Schopfung seien und nicht e t w a  hinfdllige Kreaturen. 
Die Bioromantik scheut es nicht, mit offenen Augen 
in diese AbgrPnde unserer Kreatfirlichkeit zu blick- 
en. (Kallai 1932)' 

In der Biozentrik eint sich Denken und Leben. (Fran- 
ce 1921)'O 

The whole biosphere ... and the role that human life 
plays in it are encompassed in one unified vision. 
The biocentric outlook ... provides a general "mapu 
of the natural world, enabling us to see where we 



are and how we fit into the total scheme of things 
. . . .  From the perspective of the biocentric outlook 
w e  see ourselves as biological creatures. Without 
denying ... our uniqueness, we nevertheless become 
fully aware that we are but one species of animal 
life. (Taylor 1986)" 

1. Framing Intellectual History 

In this chapter I frame the types of views expressed in 

these passages as Mbiocentrism.u Adapting the term from early 

20th century German usage, I define biocentrism as the neo- 

Romantic, biologistic, Holistic, "natureN- and "lifeH-centric 

rather than anthropocentric intellectual strearnoL2 Political 

conditions and a shift in emphasis among some biocentric phil- 

osophers after World War One further demand the distinction 

between turn-of-the-century and interwar biocentrism. It is 

the interaction of biocentrism with biomorphic Modernism and 

the naturamorphic analogy in Western art of the first half of 

the 20th century which comprise the uBioromanticH cultural 

pattern. 

Framing biocentrism - -  even in a preliminary, sketchy, 
amateur fashion such as I am able to undertake here - -  is a 
challenging task, for the picture is complex. While historians 

of ideas have studied some components of biocentrism, others 

have received little or no attention, and the ill fit of these 

elements into the prevailing historiographic framework is 

largely unexamined." Most importantly - -  and this is where 
the proposed category of biocentrism comes into play - -  des- 
pite hints and near-misses, no adequate attempt has been made 

to define a category in the history of ideas broad enough to 

be useful to cultural historians concerned with attitudes 

towards nature and their expression through art in the rel- 

evant period, and yet sufficiently specific to reflect the 

concerns of the artists.14 As a cultural/art historian delving 

into the field of "straightu intellectual history, there is 



bound to be a degree of superficiality, indeed naivete in such 

an undertaking, and I readily admit this. There is also an 

apparent circularity in this strategy: I define the category, 

I use the category in my work, and this usage then "provesu 

the legitimacy of the category. But while the naivete is 

something the informed reader will have to contend with, the 

circularity of the argument is only a problem if the reader 

assumes that I wish to "prove" anything. Rather than proof, I 

am interested in a reframing which makes visible. 

a. Fin-de-siecle Neo-Romanticism 

Nietzsches Philosophie des Vomittags verdickte sich 
bald zu allerhand vitalistischen oder sonnenpries- 
terlichen Weihen des grossen Pan, der Welt als ton- 
endem Gliicksrad. Und merkwiirdig verband sich vieler- 
lei davon - -  via Bblsche, Fidus, 'Hab Sonne im Herz- 
en,' ' D e r  Wald ist meine Kirche* - -  rnit einer Art 
von poetisch gemachtem, doch abgestandenem Natur- 
kult.. .. [D]er imrner mehr verdinglichte Mensch rebe- 
llierte nun in allen seinen ... Partien . . .  indern er 
die Mechanik ringsurn lediglich zu verlebendigen 
suchte, ... Haeckels Weltratself mit ihrer sonnigen 
Banalitat, sozusagen pantheistelnd gemachten Mechan- 
ik, passten von hier aus nicht schlecht zum Jugend- 
stil. (Bloch 1 9 2 7 )  l 5  

What characterized the Romantic movement, above 
everything else, was its universal striving for 
unity and integration with the living order of cre- 
ation. (Wiedmann 1979) '' 
I want to go beyond emotion to give order to move- 
ment. The new romanticism. (Klee 1914)1' 

The turn of the century was characterized by a revival of 

aspects of Romanticism, among them an intuitive, idealistic, 

Holistic, even metaphysical attitude towards the idea of 

"nature," of the experience of the unity of all life, what Max 
Scheler referred to as Vitalmystik and its kosmovitale E i n s -  

fnhlung; what Bloch ironically termed ~urrapantheismus.'~ 

Scheler described the revival as Itdie unmittelbar gegenwarti- 
gen Gruppen von Bewegungen die, ohne oder mit Ankniipfung an 



die grosse Reaktionsbewegung der Romantik, die Gestalt des 

menschlichen Herzens erneuern wollen (Fechner, Bergson, Phano- 

menologie, Vitalismus, Kreis urn Stefan George, Jugendbewe- 

gung) . "" Nietzsche referred to this unity of life as All - 
Leben, while in a more scientific vein, the influential, but 

now all-but-forgotten Austro-Hungarian biologist and popular 

scientific writer Raoul Heinrich France (1874-1943) referred 

to it as Plasma.'' It is these two impulses, vitalmystik and 

biologism, which characterize the phenomenon most succinctly. 

It is to be located in what intellectual historian Niles Holt 

has termed "the decline of materialistic and mechanistic 

interpretations in Europe in the decade and one-half after 

1900," as Kurt Bayertz phrases it, "the broad spectrum of 

biologistic thought at the turn of the century," or, as Bloch 

saw it, in the transmutation of the mechanistic into the 

pantheistic. It is within this context that Holt places the 

work of Lebensphilosophen and biologists such as Henri Berg- 
-. 

son, Hans Driesch, Eduard von Hartmann and Ernst Haecke1.'- 

i . Antimoderni ty and Kul turkri tik 
Schrecklich ... sind die Wirkungen des 'Fort- 
schrittst auf das Bild besiedelter Gegenden. Zerr- 
issen ist der Zusammenhang zwischen Menschenschopf- 
ung und Erde, vernichtet fiir Jahrhunderte, wenn 
nicht fiir immer, das Urlied der Landschaft .... Unter 
den Vorwanden von 'Nutzentt twirtschaftlicher Ent- 
wicklung', 'Kulturt geht er in Wahrheit auf Ver- 
nichtung des Lebens aus. (Klages 1913) '' 
The coming to presence of technology threatens rev- 
ealing, threatens it with the possibility that all 
revealing will be consumed in ordering and that eve- 
rything will present itself only in the unconcealed- 
ness of standing-reserve. (Heidegger 194953)23 

Daraus entstanden ein Neudionysiertum a la Klages, 
ein Neudiluvium a la C.G. Jung, e i n  Riickgang auf 
Vorbewuss test Vorgeschichtliches [Dacque] , als ware 
es das verlorene Heil, mit Preis des Chaotischen als 
solchem. (Bloch 1927) 2 4  



Der entscheidende Einfluss der Technik auf die 
kunstlerische Entwicklung der letzten SO Jahre ist 
unverkennbar. Die ungeheure Ausbreitung ihrer Ener- 
gien und Werke zu einem dichten Netz von Rationali- 
sierung und Motorisierung nicht nur der Natur sond- 
ern auch wesentlicher Beziehungen des menschlichen 
Lebens musste alle Reserven unserer Irrationalitat, 
unserer Seele wachrufen. Je mehr Technik, um so 
heftiger und inniger die Sehnsucht nach ihren Gegen- 
gewichten .... (Kallai 1931)25 
A critique of modernity and of its humanist ideology was 

inherent in this nature-centric ~eo-~omanticisrn.~~ This cri- 

tique, one which masked a profound pessimisn concerning hurn- 

anity's place in nature, was the darker side of kosmische 

Einhei tsgef uhl , of Hurrapantheismus. As I have discussed in 

the Introduction, in America William James' and Bergson's 

ideas combined with the Transcendentalist revival - -  the 
latter expressed for example in the pioneering environmental- 

ist activities of John Muir and the Sierra Club - -  into what 
Jackson Lears has termed 11anti-Modernism.u27 The European and 

American trends revived themes of Romanticism, and can be seen 

to have formed part of a pan-Western lfanti-Modernistll cultural 

current which Giovanni Vattimo has aptly characterized as the 

"crisis of The Germans refer to it as Kulturkri- 

tik, a critique of modernity - -  that is rampant urbanization, 
industrialization, capitalization, commodification, interna- 

tionalization, and the instrumentalist view of nature - -  
carried out mainly by Lebensphilosophen. 29 As the turn-of - the- 
century vegetarian and naturopath Adolf Just wrote, "Das 

Grosstadtleben verdirbt Kdrper, Geist und Seele, weil es immer 

mehr von der Natur und allem Nattirlichen hin wegfiihrt." He 

goes on: "Wodurch ist zum grossen Teil das Elend, die Verlor- 

enheit und Verlogenheit der Menschen gekommen? Durch die 

Entwicklung des Geistes in seinern Wissenschaftlichen, durch 

Erfindungen und Technik, die zum grossen Teil die kerperliche 

Arbeit den Maschinen iibertrugen und dadurch auf allen Gebieten 

eine dementsprechende Mechanisierung des Lebens hervorrief- 

en. u 3 0  Kul turkri tik was expressed through the widespread cult 



of Nietzsche, the international network of fin-de-siecle 

reformist impulses which German speakers conveniently refer to 

as l%ebensreform, l1 as well as the ecological wing of the early 

20 th century Jugendbewegung [Youth Movement] and the concur - 

rent pedagogical renewal, the ~ c h u l  refonnbewegung. As Franz 

Sawicki poetically expresses it, this was an attack on Itdie 

einseitige Verstandskultur, die das Herz unbefriedigt und die 

dunkeln Tiefenschichten der Seele ausser acht lasst, die wohl 

Licht spendet, aber den Boden ausddrrt, so dass die Wurzeln 

des Lebens abs terben. 1112 Or as Ferdinand Fellmann phrased it , 

Lebensphilosophie was a reaction, which "richtet sich generell 
gegen tibenogene Absolutheitsanspriiche der ~ernunft."~~ As we 

see in the passage at the start of this section, in 1931 Ern6 

Kallai interpreted the history of Modernist art as a dialec- 

tical struggle between the celebration and counteracting of 

modernity, between "nature" and what he termed the "profane 

Trinity rationalism-materialism-uti~itarianism.i134 

While Martin Heideggerrs phenomenological-ontological 

critique is characteristically expressed in a language which 

animates causal categories by employing the infinitive case (a 

sort of epistemological animism), and it is more general than 

those of lesser Lebensphilosophen, his message is the same: 

modernity (as an intensification of technology) is a great 

danger to people and nature; it prevents them from being 

experienced in any other way than as potential raw material, 

what he refers to as  "standing reserve." This critique emerged 

from what Sawicki defines as the central problem of Lebensphi- 

losophie: the distinction between Geist, or intellect, and 
Seele, which is the locus of Leben, or life: 

Der Begriff des Lebens ist an sich so umfassend, 
dass er auch die Funktionen des Geistes umschliesst. 
Von der Lebensphilosophie wird der Begriff jedoch 
gewohnlich in einem engeren Sinne genomrnen und das 
Leben in Gegensatz zum Geiste gestellt. Das mensch- 
liche Ich zerfgllt danach in zwei Sphbren. Die rati- 
onale Sphare ist der G e i s t .  Die tiefere, irrationale 
Schicht ist die Seele. D a m  geh6ren die Triebe, die 



Gefuhle, das geffihlsmtissige Erkennen und das Unter- 
bewusste. Was sich dort regt, ist das wahre Leben. 
Die Lebensphilosophie ist also der Aufstand der 
irrationalen Tiefe gegen die Vorherrschaft des Geis- 

3 ;  tes . 
As Bloch suggests the deeper, unconscious self along with its 
impulses, the "Dionysianot self, is in this system valorized as 

the "authenticu self, the self which should be consulted 

(through "intuitiontot for example) to ensure authentic expres- 

sion. This search for authenticity in the S e e l e  rather than 

the Geist underlies the oiprimitivismu of the Modernist pro- 

ject, and "primitivismn is the central aesthetic impulse of 

both biomorphic Modernism and the Melementarisrnu of early 

1920s geometric abstraction, just as it is of much Modernist 

artistic prod~ction.~~ Georg Lukacs suggests this in his 

account of neo-Nature Romanticism: 

"They are what we once were," says Schiller of the 
forms of nature, "they are what we should once more 
become." But here ... we discover a . . .  conception 
of nature ... in which we can clearly discern the 
ideal and the tendency to overcome the problems of a 
reified existence. llNatureH here refers to authentic 
humanity, the true essence of man liberated from the 
false, mechanising forms of society: man as a per- 
fected whole who has inwardly overcome, or is in the 
process of overcoming, the dichotomies of theory and 
practice, reason and the senses, form and content; 
man whose tendency to create his own forms does not 
imply an abstract rationalism which ignores concrete 
content; man for whom freedom and necessity are 
identical. 3' 

The transposition of the scientific debate to the meta- 

physical plane; the search for authentic expression was most 

famously and most radically carried out by Klages in his 1929 

magnum opus, D e r  G e i s t  als Wiedersacher d e r  Seele. Following 

the critiques of Bloch and Georg Lukacs, Klages' D e r  G e i s t  als 

Wiedersacher der Seele was received variously as a John the 
Baptist-like preparing-of-the-way for Hitler's messianic anti- 

rationalism, or alternatively, it was praised as a searing 
critique of the instrumentalist modern consciousness before 

even Heidegger engaged in it.'' As Fellmann has pointed out, a 



more nuanced view of Klages and his thought would be help- 

ful." Klages scholar Richard Hinton Thomas explains the the- 

sis of the book: 

If on the one view 'Geist' is an ennobling, liberat- 
ing aspect of life, for Klages it is not part of 
life at all. It is a sort of space invader from 
another world, from 'outside life.' The emphasis is 
always on the destructiveness of 'Geistt. It is 
destructive of peace, of nature . . .  of organic 
bonds, of 'lifet. It is 'Geistt that thinks up the 
instruments - -  industrialization, technology and so 
on - -  of what we deceptively call progress, and 
wherever the idea of progress has held sway, man in 
his arrogance has 'scattered the seeds of murder all 
around and the horror of death. 14 '  

The critique of environmental degradation was closely 

associated with this anti-rationalist discourse, particularly 

among the relevant philosophers between the wars. As part of 

Kulturkritik, the biologists Johann Jakob, Saron von Uexkiill 

and Raoul France; and the philosophers Oswald Spengler, Kla- 

ges, Heidegger and Theodor Lessing wrote on this subject, and 

they affected the thinking of artists and critics such as 

Adolf Behne, Lazar El Lissitzky, Mies van der Rohe and Ern6 

As the literature on Spengler and his influential Der 

Untergang des Abendlandes is large, and his project well- 

known, I will here only point to the biologistic, ecological 

and utopian organic nature of his critique of technol~gy.~~ As 

Kluge phrases it, ttSpenglerts These vom Ende der Technik, 

seine Sensibilitat £fir die Zerstdrung ausserer Natur konnen 

nicht getrennt werden von seiner Perspektive zur Aufhebung 

dieses Zustandes, einer biologistischen Utopie: Die organbio- 

logische Pflanzenmetaphor zur geschichtsphilosophischen Beg- 

riindung des Zerfalls ...."" Welt and its associated technol- 
ogy, science and death in Spengler' s and G e i s t  in Klagesf 

discourses occupy positions structurally analogous to Heideg- 

ger' s Ges tell (enf ranting) : 4 5  

enframing does not simply endanger man in his rela- 
tionship to himself and to everything that is. As a 



destining, it banishes man into that kind of reveal- 
ing that is an ordering. Where this ordering holds 
sway it drives out every other possibility of revea- 
ling. Above all, enframing conceals that revealing 
which, in the sense of poiesis, lets what presences 
come forth into appearance? 

As we saw in the passage from his lecture given for the Frei- 

deutsche Jugend in 1913 above, Klages considered this danger 

and blamed materialism, industrialism and technology, in 

short, modernity, On this subject France wrote: 

Die Menschheit, die sich schon heute dessen riihmt, 
die Atomzersprengung als Kraftquelle sich dienstbar 
machen zu kdnnen, wird nicht ruhen, bis diese Ein- 
sichten noch andere Friichte getragen haben, ausser 
den ideellen ,.. Denn unter dem Banner der material- 
istischen Idee sucht ja die Menschheit i r n  Paradies- 
garten der Natur nicht nach Erkenntnis der Gesetze, 
urn dansch ihr Leben reiner, vollendeter und harmoni- 
scher gestalten zu khnen, sondern ausschliesslich 
nach goldenen FrCchten, die ihre Genusssucht befrie- 
digen und ihr Herrschaft iiber die Natur verleihen." 

As the volkisch environmentalist Gerhard Tenschert has pointed 

out, France is prophetic about the possible abuses of atomic 

technology, and he names materialism and the domination of 
nature as the dangers. Unlike Klages. Heidegger and Spengler, 

France did not oppose technology as long as its application 
did not upset the ecosystem it was part of." In his many 

publications, rather than the dangers of technology per se. 

France emphasized the importance of natural and historical 
preservation in the H e i m a t ,  the home region - -  a view which 
fed as easily into anarchist notions of cultural and economic 
autonomy and harmony, as it did into Walter Darre's volkisch 

ideology of B l u t  und Boded5 Bramwell has termed the intel- 

lectual and political movement towards ecological views of 

nature and its preservation since about 1880 Necologism,ti a 

category whose relationship to the discussion is dealt with 

later in this chapter?' 

Klages, probably the most important philosopher of 

interwar biologistic and nature-centric Neo-Romanticism (what 

I will define later in this chapter as Biozentrik or biocent- 



rism) , is, as  Michael 

ein weisser Fleck auf 

ein Raum flir m6gliche 

writings are literary 

Grossheim wrote in 1994, "... weitgehend 
der bandkarte der Philosophiegeschichte, 

Entdeckungen. 115' Klages ' philosophical 

rather than precise, and dense without 

being as sophisticated as Heideggerls (a philosopher who, des- 

pite his relevance to our discussion, it is problematic t o  pin 
down as  "biocentricfl) . These are reasons Klages' work has been 
marginalized to the extent that it has been, despite the fact 

that he is one of the few important 20th century philosophers 

to deal seriously with the environmental question as it is 

generally understood today. As Bramwell points out, I1Klages' 

... message ... was, perhaps, too extreme to influence t h e  

mainstream philosophers of his time . . . .  Klagesl criticism is 
in fact the essence of today's 'green1 and ecological cultural 

criticism, which also attacks what is seen as excessive ratio- 

nalityoui2 Typical of the treatment accorded Klages is t h a t  of 

Harvard science historian Anne Harrington, who writes that 

?.,we must [not] return to the point . . .  where any holistic 
science, or indeed any sort of challenge to the epistemolo- 

gical, existential, or moral self-sufficiency of traditional 
science, is branded 'irrationalist' or potentially 'fascist'" 

not a paragraph after she took the opinions of others at face 
value, and dismissed Klages as a Ngraphologist and pop-phil- 

osopheru of the "cranky Right. Not only does Thomas dis- 

count the idea that Klages was a proto- or crypto-Nazi, he 

even opposes his inclusion in the so-called konservativen 

Revolution of interwar Germany which Harrington was presumab- 

ly referring to." Even taking into consideration t h e  effect 

his thought did have on the National Socialists, and the - -  

according to Thomas - -  nculturallyu rather than racially-based 
anti-Semitic feelings Klages shared with many others of the 

age,'' as Thomas points out, l1 [tlhis is a far cry from the 

violent world of National Socialism, and we can better appre- 

ciate how it was, that what Klages excluded from his praise of 

Nietzsche [the Will to Power] was the side of him which the 



Nazis most admired.u56 Indeed - -  without whitewashing him of 
the degree of complicity he shared with anyone who was anti- 

democratic, anti-Semitic, and dealt with Nazi Germany - -  it is 
important to keep in mind that not only did Klages (unlike 

France) always refuse to join the Party despite their efforts 

to recruit him, he actively opposed it, and he lived as a 

Pacifist in Switzerland throughout the Nazi era?' 

Rather than with the Nconservative revolutionM (of which 

Spengler was a part), Thomas places Klages into a position 

analogous to the biocentric Anarchist Gustav Landauer: "Corn- 

parisons between Klages and Landauer are thus easy enough . . .  
They do not make Klages into an anarchist. what they do sug- 

gest is that in any discussions of Klages, anarchism is at 

least a more useful point of reference than National Social- 

ism. . . . In fact Klages was a typical Biozentriker and the 

principal philosopher of anti-anthropocentrism after Nietz- 

sche. j9 Confusion around his politics (and there is no doubt 

that he was both conservative and pessimistic) is typical of 

analyses of the biocentrically minded, a topic dealt with in 
more detail below. In any case, despite the shivers France's 

biologistic racial essentialism; Spenglerts and Klages' criti- 

cal stance towards Democracy, their anti-Semitism and their 

admiration by the Nazis; and Heidegger's out-and-out Nazism, 

may send up our collective spines, one must keep in mind that 

neither Marxism, nor a supposedly 410bjectiven %ourgeois" 

rationalist science, in fact dealt with the ulooming environ- 

mental disasterM in this century. And despite the German 

National Socialistst and the biocentricst mutual flirtation 

during the mid 1930st neither did Fascism. It was biocentrism 

or "ecologismN that attempted to - -  and is attempting to - -  do 
so. In a time of increasing environmental consciousness there- 
fore, this intellectual stream demands attention from art his- 

torians as much as it demands it from intellectual historians. 



ii. Biologism: Raoul Heinrich France 

Auf die Epoche physikalisch-chemischer Weltbetracht- 
ung, die zum Materialismus fiihrte, folgt jetzt nat- 
urgemass die biologische Weltbetrachtung. (Behne 
1 9 1 6 ) ~ ~  

Das Zeitalter des biologischen Denkens ... hat erst 
begonnen. (France 1928) '' 
The constructive counterpart to Kulturkritik was biolo- 

gism, a pervasive "popular Darwinianu We1 tanschauung at the 

turn of the century which privileged biology among the 

sciences, applying its concepts and methodologies - -  such as 
evolution and "the survival of the fittestt1 - -  to other 
spheres of knowledge? Herbert Spencer saw I1society itself as 

an organism and that therefore social progress was analogous 

to biological change.u63 The Thomas H. Huxley and Spencer- 

inspired "Social Darwinism,I1 which attempted a biologistic 

legitimation of capitalist competition, and Peter Kropotkin's 

Anarchism, which wished to justify altruistic social cooper- 

ation employing analogies from I1nature," represented ideologi- 

cal poles of political scientific thinking based on biological 

observation which pervaded Western culture in the late 19th 

century? Huxleyrs student, Kropotkin's friend, and Bergson's 

admirer, the Scottish biologist and urban theorist Patrick H. 
Geddes, saw the biological concept of evolution as appplicable 

to all fields of knowledge: "Changing order, orderly change, 

and this everywhere - -  in nature inorganic and organic, in 
individual and in social life - -  for this vast conception, now 
everywhere diffusing, often expressed, rarely as yet applied, 

we need some general term - -  and this is Evol~tion.~~~ Geddes 

applied the principles of I1mutual aid" to a ildynarnic, holistic 

vitalist and unitaryu conception of human settlement, influ- 

encing urban theorists and architects such as Lewis Mumford, 

Hugo HBring and Hannes Meyer? In the Germanic cultural 

sphere, many major public intellectuals such as Schopenhauer, 

Nietzsche, Erns t  Haeckel, Ernst Mach, Hans Driesch, and Sig- 

mund Freud were representatives of biologistic thinking? Max 



Nordau's theory of social degeneration, Paul de Lagarde's 

biologistic-vdlkisch nationalist expansionism, Houston Stewart 

Chamberlain's racialism and Spenglerls biologistic rnorphologi- 

cal account of history, set the stage for the biologistic 

aspect of National Socialist For reasons of econ- 

omy (these figures are dealt with elsewhere) and because his 

writing is the least known and yet most important to interwar 

artistic culture, I will focus my attention on the work of 

Raoul Heinrich France. 

Around 1920, Raoul France emerged as one of the most rad- 

ically - -  and perhaps naively - -  biologistic of public intel- 
lectuals in germanophone Central Europe. Trained as a botan- 

ist, engaged in pioneering research on soil ecology, largely 

self-educated in philosophy, and driven by an impulse to 

render science useful in everyday life, France developed a 

system of applied ethical thought extending to all spheres of 
human activity and understanding which he referred to as 

"objektiv, t1  usachlich, " Nbiozentrisch, or simply as "biologi - 
sche Denken."" While initially announced in 1920, he articu- 

lated his totalizing biologistic program 

Das 'biologische Denken'... entspringt nicht einer 
Mode, einem Schlagwort, etwa vergleichbar dem von 
der Entwicklung . . .  vom Monismus ... das vor einern 
Menschenalter die Bildung und Kultur durchdrang und 
in Garung versetzte. Denn es geht nicht wie jene von 
einer einzelnen Persdnlichkeit aus, sondern durch- 
sichert, nunmehr schon seit etwa einem Jahrzehnt die 
gesamte geistige Arbeit. herall, in der Philoso- 
phie, in der ??sychologie, in der Literaturwissen- 
schaft, der Soziologie, in der Medizin, der Arbeits- 
wissenschaft, der Physik, urn nur einige der hervor- 
stehenden Punkte zu nennen, wendet man sich biologi- 
scher Denkungsart zu, aus einer Art innerer Notwen- 
digkeit, gewissermassen nach Erschdpfung der iibrigen 
M6glichkeiten .... Das Zeitalter des biologischen 
Denkens . . . hat erst begonnen. 'O 

Perhaps no other biologistic intellectual was so bold in 
applying Mbiological thinkingu to all spheres of human endea- 

vor. While often naive, France's system was a complex and not 

unsophisticated one. Following Kant, Schopenhauer, and par- 



titularly Eduard von Hartmann's phenomenological line of 

reasoning, France held that an ontology is impossible, that 

9netaphysics is a biological issue.1t71 He was influenced in 

this connection by the positivist-Monist Empiriocritizismus of 

Richard Avenarius and Ernst Mach, who held that "Reality . . .  
consists neither in 'mindsr nor in 'atoms.' It consists in 

experiences - -  in colors, sounds, tastes and other data of 

~ensation."'~ In other words, reality is constructed by us 

rather than it being something "out thereN waiting for us to 

perceive it. As Spengler phrased it, 

Nature is the shape in which the man of higher Cul- 
ture synthesizes and interprets the immediate impre- 
ssions of his senses. History is that from which his 
imagination seeks comprehension of the living exist- 
ence of the world in relation to his own life, which 
he thereby invests with a deeper reality. Whether he 
is capable of creating these shapes, which of them 
it is that dominates his waking consciousness, is a 
primordial problem of all human existence.'] 

Knowledge is only possible within the limits of our sensory 

organs, which therefore define a perceptual envelope France 

referred to as the Zoesis. France termed as "BiosU "the sum of 

all experiences," a kind of Hnature-for-usu akin to von Uex- 

kiill ' s conception of Umwel t and to Heideggert s "Being - in - the - 
world."" These views led to France's acceptance of the psy- 

chologist 0. Kohnstammts I1psycho-biologicalm position defined 

in 1903 that "das Wesentliche und Charakteristische aller 

Lebenserscheinungen auf elementare psychische Grundfunktionen 

zuruckzufuhren sei ...," in other words, biology is psychologi- 
cally determined.75 By around 1907-08 ltpsychobiologyil or "Neo- 

LamarckismH had coagulated into what Adolf Wagner termed a 

wmovernent,fl one with its own journal. 76 

France went beyond this empiriocritical stance, however, 

to a phenomenologically contradictory position when he 

accepted Gustav Fechner's and Haeckel's neo-Vitalist idea of 

an animating "souln or "psycheu in living beings, his own 

version of which he developed in his work on "plant psychol- 



ogytf parallel to Driesch's doctrine of the Entelechie between 
-7 - 

1900 and 1 9 0 5 . "  In 1912, Rudolf Eisler described this aspect 

of France's position as flpsycho-vitalism,~ the belief that 

"Das Leben ist eine ~usserung psychischer Faktoren,It render- 

ing, for all intents and purposes, "psycho-vitalismw a synonym 

In accepting the position that "life is an expression of 

psychic factorstM France approached the radical psychovitalism 

of Ernst Marcus and Jacob von Uexkfill, who saw reality as 

directly affected by the Mperceivingu subject. Marcus saw 

light itself as a something which emanates from the subject 

rather than from W e .  reflected by) the perceived object. 

Es gibt kein an sich existierendes Licht, sondern in 
der Aussenwelt nur lichtlose Ursachen, welche das 
Gebilde des Lichts - -  eine Materie der Empfindung - -  
in unserem Leibe ausldsen. Nur die lichtlosen Ursa- 
chen der Lichtempfindung gehdren der Aussenwelt an. 
. . . Von diesen ganzlich lichtlosen Kbrpern [Selbst 
das Bild der leuchtenden Sonne am Himrnel ist demnach 
ein Produkt unseres Gehirns] pflanzt sich eine 
gleichfalls lichtlose Bewegung, kleinster lichtloser 
Korperteile, die Undulationen des Aethers, fort. Sie 
fallt in das Auge ein, trifft die Netzhaut, versetzt 
hier die Sehnerven in eine noch unbekannte Modifika- 
tion, die zum Zentralorgan (dem Gehirn) fortgeleitet 
wird, und nunmehr erst gelangt mit einern Schlage 
gleich einer Explosion die Lichtempfindung ... [d. 
h.] das L i c h t  zur Existenz als ein organisches Prod- 
ukt, als Produkt des Zentral~rgans.~~ 

Similarly, Walter Erben writes that von UexkGll 

behauptet, dass der Mensch mit seinen Sinnen den 
Erscheinungen entgegenlebe und das nicht nur im 
bewussten oder trhnerischen Reflektieren, sondern 
physisch, materiell. Sehen, Tasten, Hdren stellen 
Explosionen von Materie dar, die das angeschaute, 
gehorte, begriffene Objekt durchdringen, Zeugungen, 
die das 'Andere' bestmen, so dass es zu einern Prod- 
ukt des Ichs wird." 

Inspired by his own pioneering work on soil Bioz6nose - -  

what he referred to as Edaphon - -  France constituted the Bios 

as a holistic system: V s  liegt also in Wesen des Biologi- 

schen, dass jedes Erlebnis und die Summe aller Erlebnisse: der 



Bios, als ein Ganzheitskomplex erscheint, der aus Teilen 

besteht, die einander irgendwie zugeordnet sind."" France 

identified such eco-systems at all scales from single-celled 

creatures upwards. As a result he developed a prescient "sys- 

ternsM view of the world, seeing it as a kind of nested hier- 

archy of integrated ecosystems, what he referred to as a 

series of Integrationsstufen: 

Die Welt als ganzes ist ein Gleichgewichtsystem, das 
durch Kreislaufe in zahlosen Prozessen seinen Aus- 
gleich und darnit seine Dauer findet. Zur Dauer ffihrt 
nur dieser harmonische Ausgleich, den auch das Leben 
in Entwicklungen und Funktionen anstrebt, aber nur 
unvollkommen verwirklichen kann. Je mehr sich ein 
Vorgang dem harmonischen Zustand nahert, desto weni- 
ger Reibung am Weltganzen erfahrt er, desto mehr 
nahert er sich auch dem bestmeglichen Zustand (Opti- 
mum) . 3' 

Added up, these Integrationsstufen in equilibrium were equiv- 

alent to Swedenborg's I1...*erwSltigenden Gedanken, dass die 

Welt eine grosse Einheit ~ei."'~ Lessing expressed the idea 

poetically: 

Betrachten wir die Erde als lebenden und sterbenden 
Organismus, ... so untersteht auch dieser Organis- 
mus, gleich wie der kleinweltliche des Menschen: dem 
auszugleichenden Spannungszustande eines immerwahr- 
enden Stoffwechsels. Im zyklischen Rhythmus scheinen 
Gewasser und Festlande, Winde und Schollen, ja Erde 
und fremde Gestirne an einander gebunden zu sein. 
Ein Gesetz des Gleichgewichts wagt das Werden oben 
auf den Gebirgen und das Wachstum unten in Tiefen 
der See wie auf einer unsichtbaren Waage." 

As in the case of Lessing, France's systems-based method 

of holistic thinking convinced him of a basic Warmonie in der 

Nat~r."'~ AS a result of having seen the suffering caused by 

the First World War and its aftermath in Germany, around 1919 

France began to see this equilibrium in natural ecosystems not 

only as a descriptive model, but also as a normative principle 

for humans, who seemed not to be maintaining their ecosystems 

in equilibrium of late. France fell into the trap of applying 

organic descriptive models of %aturalN ecosystems as norma- 

tive prescriptions for social systems without addressing the 



conundrum that if all human behaviour is "natural," then there 

is no Vmnat~ral~~ position to avoid. "Es gibt nur ein Mittel," 

he wrote in 1920, lfsich von den Leiden mdglich fern zu halten, 

und das 1st: die Gesetze der Welt, in der wir leben, kennen zu 

lernen urn sich auch im Einklang mit ihnen verhalten zu konn- 

en!t1a6 In this respect his thinking is related to the hol- 

istic ideas of contemporary Gestalt Psychology, whose foun- 

der, Wolfgang Kohler's key concept was also eq~ilibriurn.'~ 

The study of the Gleichgewichtsystem is what France 

introduced in 1920 at the meeting of the Schopenhauer Society 

in Dresden as biozentrische Erkenntnislehre (biocentric 

epistemology), the basis for his "objectiveH or "biocentric" 

philosophy and his publishing program? In his 1923 

epistemological manifesto Die We1 t a1 s E r l  eben, France builds 

on this foundation a totalizing biologistic program of both 

knowledge and behaviour: 

Unser Ausgangspunkt war, aus der ersten Erkenntnis 
der biologisch bedingten Unmoglichkeit absoluter 
Erkenntnis zu der Quelle der Einsichten vorzubring- 
en. Die . . .  Notwendigkeit zwang uns, daraus eine 
biozentrische Erkenntnislehre abzuleiten. Die not - 
wendige Folge dieser muss die Begrcndung einer ., , 
biologischen Logik sein. Durch eine solche ents teht 
eine andere Rangordnung der Wissenschaften wie die 
jetzt giiltige. Ihre Konsequenz ist wieder eine bio-  
logische Ethik im moralischen Handeln, eine Biotech- 
nik i r n  praktischen Schaffen und eine biologische 
Asthet ik  ... auf dem Gebiet des reinen Schaffens. 
Eine neue Einsichtswelt entsteht, die zu einer neuen 
Lebensordnung und Schdpfung einer Kultur einladet. 
Drei grdsse Lehren gxfinden sich darauf: eine Ord- 
nungslehre des Wissens ( B i o t i k )  , eine Verhal tungs - 
lehre d e s  praktischen Lebens (Te lo t ik )  und eine 
alles zusammenfassende Kulturlehre (Harmonik), die 
in der hdchsten religiesen Vorstellung gi~felt.~' 

France's biologism, his reading of Einstein's theory of 

relativity and of Nietzsche, resulted in an ethical relativism 

which transposed questions of fact to those of ends :'' 
Die erste Konsequenz der Biozentrik ist die Auffass- 
ung dass die Rolle des Verstandes keine logische, 
sondern ein biotische ist. Es sei noch einmal daran 
erinnert, wie die Objektive Philosophie die Frage 



'wozu denken wir?' beantwortet. Wir fanden dass das 
Denken - -  und mithin der Verstand - -  nicht urn seiner 
selbst willen da sei, sondern als Hilfsmittel zur 
Orientierung in der Umwelt.... Dies ist die zweite 
Konsequenz der Biozentrik: Alles mdgliche Erkennen 
ist relativ.'' 

Since all perception is relative, "Ethik, Soziologie und 

~sthetik sind d a m  gleichfalls biologisch bedingt und miissen 

sich relativistisch orientieren.~'~ The value of anything and 

everything is to be determined by its utility in maintaining 

or achieving harmony in any given Biozlinose; in the case of 

humans, the nested hierarchy of ecosystems we inhabit: our 

families, our Heimat (in France's conception a forerunner of 

Kirkpatrick Sale's "bioregionU concept) , our nations, and the 
earth as a whole.g3 As France wrote in a passage Mies van der 

Rohe marked in his copy: 

Heimat: die Umwelt, an die ich Kraft meiner Herkunft 
und meiner Gewdhnung angepasst bin. Die Menschen 
nennen rneine Heimat meisst missverstandlich ihr 
Vaterland. 
Natur: der Inbegriff meiner Zoesis. 
Gluck: das Geffihl meiner Harmonie mit meiner Biozij- 
nose. 
Zivilisation: die Umbildung der heimatlichen Biozo- 
nose in optimale Gebrauchsformen als Kiinstliche 
Biozbnose. 
Kultur: die Harmonie der Kiinstlichen Biozdnose mit 
dem ~rlebnisganzen.'~ 

This applied, practical version of biocentric epistemology, 

France termed ~ebenslehre.'~ France laid this program out in 

his Hauptwerk, the two-volume Bios: Die Gesetze d e r  W e l t  of 

1920-21, and developed it during the first half of the decade 

in an ambitious series of volumes he characterized as the 

Grundlagen einer objekt iven Philosophie. 96 This was probably 

the most comprehensive biologistic epistemological and norma- 

tive system available at the time. 

Though totalizing, it was by no means clear to a reader 

of the early twenties that France's orientation was Itcapital- 

istn rather than "socialist." Just as with the National Socia- 

lists, there were corporatist, indeed cornunitarian and coop- 



erative elements in his social thought. Though France recog- 

nized Spencer as a forrunner of his own biozonotischer Sozio-  

logieIg7 his emphasis on harmony over competition and on altru- 

ism in nature and human society, positioned France nearer to 

Kropotkin's biologistic anarchist social theory of "mutual 

aidu than to Social Darwinism, which tended to legitimize 

capitalist competition in the marketplace. He also resembled 

Kropotkin in that despite his romanticization of "nature," he 

saw a potentially positive role for technology in ~ociety.~' 

However, as a consequence of his emphasis on the desirability 

of nequilibriumn in ecosystems, France also took the position 

- -  like Spengler - -  that revolutions were undesirable because 
they brought about change too quickly, upsetting social bal- 

ance." This conservatism - -  in contrast to the belief in both 
the possibility and desirability of revolutionary change 

characteristic of biocentric anarchists such as Kropotkin, 

Landauer and Raoul Hausmann - -  ultimately positioned France as 
a social reactionary from both the Marxist and Anarchist 

points of view. 

Inasmuch as his thinking accorded with that of Kropotkin, 

France was related to Klages, who, as we have seen, has been 

compared to Landauer. However, unlike Klages and Spengler, 

France was no Kulturpessimist with respect to technology; he 

was not against technology per se.'OO For France, "das Weltge- 

setz erzwingt es, dass zuletzt die Technik des Organischen und 

die des Menschen identisch ~ind."'~' Just like non-human 

technology, our technology is built up of combinations of 

seven basic f oms or ~rundformen.  '02 If human technology 

is a subset of organic ("naturalv) technology, then it is not 

something foreign to or necessarily destructive of our ecosys- 

tems. Just as we stand to profit from observing the workings 

of Bioztjnose in nature, we stand to benefit from our obser- 

vation of naturally-occurring technologies. Technologies of 

all kinds, including non-human ones, and our ability to learn 

from them, France termed Biotechnik, a predecessor of today's 



"bionicsM or "biotechnology. it'o3 Indeed France supported 

himself in part from patents he took out on technologies 

adapted from "nature." 

As is to be expected, France did not hold back from pro- 

nouncing on cultural and aesthetic issues. He denied the 

existence of a cultural space autonomous from the Nnatural,M 

and therefore of a cultural history indepepdent of natural 

history. In his copy of France's Die Kul t u r  von Morgen, Mies 
marked the following passage: 

Keine Kulturgeschichte, noch weniger ein Kulturver- 
standnis ist mehr denkbar, ohne eine Naturgeschichte 
und ohne Naturwissen, f i i r  imrner ist Kulturwissen- 
schaft gebunden an naturwissende Kdpfe, und wenn 
noch einer daran geht mit bloss historisch oder 
philologisch geschulten Fingern, dem muss man die 
Eignung und Vorbi ldung d a m  absprechen . 

Thus, applied arts (Kuns tgewerbe )  he saw as a subset of ~ i o -  
technik pure and simple.'05 France's disciple Huberta von 

Bronsart proposed an "objectiven or "biocentric" aesthetics in 

which "der Kunst [die] Bestrebung [ist] , das Sein zu verkla - 
ren.I1 Quoting France she writes "'Kunst ist nur dann Notwend- 

igkeit, wenn die Kunstwerke Abbilder der Weltgesetzlichkeit 
sind. f t~ :96 She read France as promoting an expanded, function- 

alist conception of art which includes "jede Schopfung die 

eine Verklarung der Biozanose darstelt; eine organisatorische 

Leistung, eine Philosophie, eine Religion kann ein Kunstwerk 
*=in, II Despite the quality of his own scientific illus- 

trations, which served to illustrate his ecosystems view of 

the world, France's biologistic v i e w s  of art were grounded in 

an essentially conservative aesthetic sensibility on the one 

hand, and on that organicist aesthetic obsession which privi- 

leged Golden Section proportions as the only ones to be 

employed in cultural production, on the other. '08 

While Raoul Hausmann was sharply critical of the (in a 

political sense) reactionary position expressed in Die K u l t u r  
von Morgen, i.e. of France's opposition to willed change in 

any given ecosystem, and to its totalizing, indeed totalitar- 



ian irnplication~,'~~ the apparent scientific authority, the 

practicali ty and the collective, cooperative, i . e. gemein - 

schaftlich implications of France's program appealed to Left- 

ist cultural practitioners during the twenties who were in 

reaction to the speculative, occult, messianic and individual- 

istic tone of the ggExpressionismM they emerged from, and were 

unsettled by the economic, social, cultural and ideological 

chaos of post-war Germany.'10 ~ndeed, at the historical 

moment, i.e. around 1923-24, when hope for a world revolution 

was fading among leftist intellectuals, France's globjective, Ig 

that is, sachlich vision of practicality and order in nature, 

could fill a gap for some people, even if his position was, 

from a Marxist position, essentially reactionary.''' Also, 

just as the Monism of Haeckel and Wilhelm Ostwald was seen by 
pre-war intellectuals as bridging science and religion, Fran- 

ce's neo-Monist system fulfilled the desire for a scientifi- 

cally-based quasi -religious We1 tanschauung after the war, 

becoming the post-war equvalent to what Bloch referred to as 

fin-de-siecle Rurrapantheismus. "' But members of the Weimar - 
German avant-garde were also attracted to France's legitimi- 

zation of human technology as 11natural.n"3 Indeed it was 

France's framing of human technology as part and parcel of 

technology in nature, i.e. as Biotechnik - -  and certainly not 
his naive biologistic aesthetics - -  which was interesting to 

the Weimar German avant-garde.''' For artists such as the 

International Constructivists of Weimar Germany, France's pop- 

philosophy provided easy answers apparently rooted in the 

apodicticali ty of "naturev to vexing questions, and his Grund - 
formen potentially legitimated the artistsr arbitrary "elemen- 

tary" or "abstractN styles of artistic and architectural 

production, be they curvilinear (biomorphic), orthogonal 

(geometric) Modernist and/or informed by a 8tmachine aes - 
thetic." In 1923 France declared that "the biocentric way of 
thinking appears now not merely as a possible, but as the only 
possible way to order experience ( . . .  i.e. nature), to make it 



useful to us and the other parts of the ecosystem we inhabit, 

in short, as the only possible way to live. 11"' In making 

this statement France was echoing the psychiatrist and art 

patron Heinrich Stadelmann, who in 1916 wrote that "The great 

achievement of our era is biological thinking, which has 

revolutionized science and art." While France would have 

agreed with Stadelmann so far, it is ironic that France, no 

friend of the Expressionist avant-garde, would have also had 

to read the statement that I1Expressionist art aims at inner 

truth and away from the external world; it is biological 

thinking that has taught us that ' t h e  invisible inner element 

produces visible While, as Raoul Hausmann pointed 

out, France's biologism is disquieting in its totalitarian 

implications - -  and Hausmannrs intuition was borne out - - it 

is central given his authority among players in the Biorornan- 

tic discourse. 

2. From Nature-Centric Neo-Romanticism to Biocentrism 

We have encountered terms - -  Monism, Neo-Vitalism, Leb- 

ensphilosophie, Vi talmystik, Psychovitalism, Psychobiology, 

Neo-Lamarckism, biologism - -  which refer to a related set of 
both philosophical and scientific categories. This relation 

was noted by contemporaries such as Kurt Graeser, who writing 

as a Monist in 1908 ,  noted "d [ie] biologische [n] Gesamrntauf - 
fassung, welche jetzt als 'Neo-Lamarckismus' oder 'Neo-Vital- 

ismus' bezeichnet wirdu:" and by Wagner, who that same year 

equated the Psychobiological and Neo-Lamarckian "move- 

ments.""' Eisner described France as Mevolutionistischer 

Monist, Panpsychist, Pantheist ..." and a believer in both 
nPsychovitalismH and Neo-Lamarckism, and w e  have seen how, 

from a critical position, Bloch linked 

Klages, Bdlsche and Neopantheism."' In 

nents of Neo-Romanticism and the ItNeue 

interconnected and intersected in ways 

Haeckel, Nietzsche, 

fact, these subcompo- 

NaturphilosophieM 

so complex, as to make 



it impossible to disentangle them from each other, much less 

to disentangle the philosophical categories from the scien- 

tific ones- While this is the case, it is necessary to con- 

sider the relations between the categories as they are employ- 

ed in the literature in order to enable the contextualization 

of the players. While the differences between the categories 

are important to keep in mind, I will attempt to elucidate 

those nature-centric aspects of the components which are 

amenable to combination in a single construct of biocentrism. 

a. Lebensphilosophie 

Und wieder klarnrnerte sich die Welt der Gelehrsamkeit 
an ein Wort. Dieses Ma1 war es das Wort: Leben. 
Leben wurde Modewort. (Lessing 1 9 2 4 )  

The primarily philosophical component of nature-centric 

Neo-Romanticism was the biologistic wing of Lebensphilosophie, 

a philosophical variety which, based on the results of Natur- 

philosophie and of 19th century science (especially biology), 

attempted to rethink philosophical categories such as "lifeu 

and "nature," as well as epistemology, ethics and morality. In 

his history of German philosophy in the modern period Herbert 

Schnadelbach reminds us of the general import of the concept 

of "lifeu in modernity, of its role in the anti-modernist 

cultural critique which suffused the fin-de-siecle, but also 

of the fact that, as in the case of Wilhelrn Dilthey, not all 

Life Philosophy was biol~gistic:'~' 

It is important that the term 'life' in this connec- 
tion does not refer primarily to anything biologi- 
cal. In fact, 'life' is a concept ... which . . -  led 
the attack on ... a civilization which had become 
intellectualistic and antilife, against a culture 
which was shackled by convention and hostile to 
life, and for a new sense of life ... in general for 
what was 'authentic', for dynamism, creativity, 
immediacy, youth. 'Lifer was the slogan of the 
youth-movement, of the Jugendstil, neo-Romanticism, 
educational reform and the biological and dynamic 
reform of life. The difference between what was dead 
and what was living came to be the criterion of 
cultural criticism, and everything traditional was 



summoned be£ ore the ' tribunal of lif ef and examined 
to see whether it represented authentic life, 
whether it 'served life1, in Nietzschels words, or 
inhibited and opposed it."2 

Despite its wider implications it seems to me that the Lebens- 

philosophisch obsession with "lifeH derived from an amalgam of 

the biologistic and ~aturphilosophisch viewpoints. As Bramwell 

formulates it H[l]ife-philosophy was a response to the revol- 
utionary idea that man and world and nature were one . . .  and 
the resulting implication that man's intellect was not auton- 

omous. ''l 

As is apparent from the quotes, paraphrases and refer- 

ences to his writings in the passages quoted at the start of 

this chapter, the most suggestive, influential representative 

of this philosophical position was Friedrich Nietzsche. Nei- 

ther on the Left nor the Right, more than any other philos- 
opher, Nietzschefs biologically-based system of ideas decen- 

tered the human species and inspired a rethinking of tradi- 

tional Judaeo-Christian morality and ethics.u4 A Lebensphilo- 

soph such as "Nietzsche implicitly places the affirmation of 

life at the center of man's being.t1125 Besides Nietzsche; 

Schopenhauer, Eduard von Hartmann, Bergson, Hermann Keyser- 

ling, the later Georg Simmel, Lessing, Spengler, Klages, Dil- 

they, Eduard Spranger, and the VragmatistsN William James and 

John Dewey, were all counted as ~ebensphilosophen. i26 

b. Neo-Vitalism 

[In 18981 Ich hatte entdeckt, dass es ausser der 
beschreibenen Lebensforschung auch eine denkende Art 
von Naturwissenschaft gibt. Neue Namen: Fr. Dreyer, 
H. Driesch . . .  W. Ostwald, J. Reinke, hatten eine 
neue Art von Naturbetrachtung begriindet und unter 
der OberflZche der seelen-und geistlosen Kunst der 
rnorphologischen Beschreibung, des systematischen 
Ordnens, der Nomenklaturstreitigkeiten, des Prapar-  
ierens und der Mikrotechnik, bereitete sich eine 
neue Naturphilosophie vor, von der ich fchlte, dass 
sie die Grundlagen eines neuen Lebensverst~ndnisses 
und damit auch einer neuen Lebensfiihrung des Mensch- 
engeschlechtes abgeben k6me. Der Vitalismus begann 



damals zu keimen: die oberwindung des Materialismus 
war sein Ziel. Die neue Naturphilosophie, die dann 
uberwuchernd und ihr Ziel so verlierend, wie in der 
ersten nachkantischen Periode des Naturdenkens, sich 
in die okkultistischen Spekulationen verlief, welche 
die Gegenwart unfruchtbar machen, schlug mich zu- 
nachst in ihren Bann. (France 1927)12' 

At its height, ~ebensphilosophie intertwined with Neo - 

Vitalism, ''' and the Monism of the Monistenbund, both of 
which - -  though rooted in contemporary science and promoted by 
scientists - -  focused on philosophical issues. Vitalismn has 
been defined in opposition to "Mechanismu as 'la miscellany of 

beliefs united by the contention that living processes are not 

to be explained in terms of the material composition and 

physico-chemical performances of living bodies.1t12g Vitalism 

is characterized by "the belief that forces, properties, 

powers or 'principles' which are neither physical nor chemical 

are at work in, or are possessed by living organisms, and . . .  
any explanation of the distinctive features of living organ- 

isms which did not make references to such properties, forces, 

powers or principles [such as Mechanism] would be incom- 

plete. """ Continued in various forms from the time of 

Aristotle through Spinoza to the present, Vitalism - -  like 
Occultism - -  reemerged in the late 19th century as a reaction 

to, or an attempt to mitigate what were seen to be the exces- 

ses of Materialism, Mechanism and Positivism. As Wagner put 

it: "Proklamierung einer exakten nichtmechanistischen Natur- 

forschung - -  der Neovitalismus stellt einen nicht mehr ignor- 
ierbaren Gegner ... der mechanistischen Weltanschauung 
dar II :3: Around the turn of the century a new, more sophis- 

ticated kind of Vitalism developed, what has been termed "Neo- 

Vitalism" and what Mikhail Bakhtin and others since him have 

referred to as tlCritical Vitali~m.~"~ Philosophers usually 

classified as Neo- or Critical Vitalist (though they are some- 

times termed Lebensphilosophen) include Nietzsche, Henri Berg- 

son, Hans Driesch, Klages, and Johannes ~einke."' Wolfgang 

Krabbe sees Vitalism as having been the "conventional ideol- 



ogyl1 of the Lebensrefom movement. 13' In the Introduction to 

their anthology on Neo-Vitalism Burwick and Douglass discuss 

the emergence of this philosophy: 

Gilbert Ryle scorned [Vitalism] .... Still, 'critical 
vitalism' . . .  has deserved more careful assessment 
than Ryle allows. This vitalism emerged in the nine- 
teenth century transition from matter-based physics 
to an energy-based physics; it was an emergence 
noted by artists, philosophers, and scientists 
alike, which began early in the century .... Whereas 
naive vitalism had posited a substance (archeus, 
vital fluid) in order to fit the evidence of a mate- 
rialist ontology, critical vitalism focused on pro- 
cess and dynamic impulse in the context of an ontol- 
ogy of energy and idea. German Naturphilosophie was 
joined b y  the critical vitalisms of Bergson and 
Driesch, and the aesthetic and social vitalism of 
Nietzsche. There can be no doubt that, as the cen- 
tury closed, the vitalist tradition was being power- 
fully reinterpreted by some of the most celebrated 
intellectuals in the West. 13' 

While I can only touch on this topic - -  which awaits 
fuller treatment in that history of Neo-Vitalism urgently in 

need of being writtenx6 - -  the possible Vitalist solutions 
to the Mechanist-Vitalist debate were diverse. They included 

Driesch's revival of the Aristotelian Entelechie based on his 

observations of the regenerative capabilities of dissected 

sea-urchin blastomeres; von ~exkiill~s related Gen, which he 

felt harmonised with Entelechie; Francet s "psychovi talisticM 

and biologistic amalgam of a pervasive life-substance, a kind 

of superorganism he termed Plasma; the more poetic and specu- 
lative Bergsonian elan vital and Klagesian kosmogoner Eros; 

the quasi-metaphysical Haeckelian "Seele;It and the physics- 

based Ostwaldian fnerqetik."' As we have seen, the more 

Pantheistic of these systems, those characterized by what he 

termed the kosmovitale Eins f i ih lung,  Max Scheler labeled Vital - 
mystik. As Jain writes: 

In Notizen aus dem Nachlass stellt Scheler, wohl 
angeregt durch Nietzsches Unterscheidung zwischen 
dem Apollonischen und dem Dionysischen, zwei Ideal- 
typen von Mystik einander gegeniiber: die "Ideenmys- 
tikH und die VitalmystikM. Scheler charakterisiert 



sie als "die (hellel Mystik der Ideenschau und die 
(dunkle) Mystik des Einsgefchls mit den "miitterli- 
chenu Urkraft des Lebens und der "Mutter ErdeI1, dem 
allem Werden, Keimen, Wachsen, Zeugen zugrunde lieg- 
enden bild - und ideen - f reien Drange. "' 

Scheler saw as 'ein zweifelloser Fortschrittfl Bergson's and 

Driesch's concept of the unity of organic life over what he 

termed the "alten Monismusl1 of Hegel, Schopenhauer, Schelling 

and von ~ a r  tmann . ''' 
There was no coherent Neo-Vitalist ontology or 

epistemology, and there is little agreement about the var- 

ieties of Neo-Vitalism or the distinctions between Neo-Vital- 

ism, Organicism, Holism, mysticism and even rnechani~rn.:'~ 

There was certainly no self-aware I1Neo-Vitalistn group and 

Driesch was one of few philosophers designated as "Neo-Vital- 

istI1 to embrace the term."' 

c. The Monistenbund 

More coherent as a social grouping, equally diverse 

intellectually speaking, and based on contemporary scientific 

research just as Driesch's thinking, was early 20th century 

Germanic "Monism." In general, Monism is defined as "a meta- 

physical system based on the assumption of a single ultimate 

principle or kind of being instead of two or more; [one which 

is] opposed to dualism and pluralism ....  his definition 

begs the question of what that single ultimate principle is, 

and suggests the multiplicity of possible Monisms. I1Monism" 

was introduced in its current sense as opposed to uDualismH in 

the early 19th century and was adopted by German biologist and 

Darwin popularizer Ernst Haeckel, France's boyhood hero and 

Driesch' s professor and early mentor. i 4 3  

Haeckel's usage of 'lMonisrnM beginning in 1863 marked a 

decided shift in the nature of the debate around Monism and 
D~alism.'~' Rather than operating within the discourse of me- 

taphysics, as the Monist-Dualist debate had done previously, 

Haeckel removed it to that of natural science. He was "con- 



vinced of the essential unity of organic and inorganic nature, 

and argued that the simplest protoplasmic substances arose 

from inorganic carbonates through spontaneous generation . . .  
[rather than] a miraculous origin .... t1 id5 His I1conf idence 
that lconsciousness, thought and speculation' are 'functions 

of the ganglionic cells of the cortex of the brain,' his 

'hardt determinism, his mechanism, his complete rejection of 

the supernatural, and his enthusiasm for science, all inclined 

his contemporaries to classify him as a materialist.1fi46 With 

what Bloch cleverly calls I1sonnige Banalitat,* he wished to 

reduce the "riddles of the universetfl as he termed scientific 

unknowns, to one "riddle," that of the nature of substance, 

and he claimed that his Monism did this. He saw Darwin's 

theory of natural selection as a materialist mechanism to 

explain organic life, its origins and its changes. In 1868 he 

wrote that Wvolution is now the magic word with which w e  will 

solve all of the riddles around us, or at least be on the way 

to solving  them.^^'^' Haeckel defined Monism simply as "that 
unifying conception of nature as a w h ~ l e . ~ ' ~ ~  

While this position seems materialist and mechanist - -  
and Haeckel certainly appeared as such to Christians and other 

idealists (whom he attacked mercilessly throughout his 

career), as Bloch points out, there was an ambivalence in 

Haeckel's own thinking from the start, a substrate of panthe- 

istic vitalism rooted in German Nature Romanticism, a quasi- 

animist belief that "both matter and ether possess sensation 

and will in the lowest grade.N14g For much of his career, 
Haeckel's ontology pendulated like some gestalt figure with 

t w o  possible sense-configurations between a materialist Monism 

and this other, Vitalist kind of Monism, what we have seen 

Bloch refer to as a "pantheistelnd gemachte MechaniktH before 

becoming lodged permanently in the configuration which sig- 

nified Vitalistu towards the end of his career. While 

his Monism seemed to assert that everything was 
unified because everything was matter ... in his 



R i d d l e  of the Universe, where he summarized his 
ideas, Haeckel vehemently denied that he was a mate- 
rialist because his system, unlike materialism, did 
not see matter as dead. Rather, Haeckel placed him- 
self in what he thought was the tradition of Spinoza 
and Goethe. These thinkers, he believed, saw nature 
as a single universal substance that was both matter 
and spirit - -  a universe of animated matter?' 
Given such a multifaceted position, Haeckel's views were 

received in different ways during his long career. I1Haeckel 

clashed with clericals and scientific colleagues, political 

figures and philosophers. Like a many-sided geometrical fig- 

ure, Haeckel - -  zoologist, popularizer of Darwinism, and 
polemicist for his own Monism - -  excited varying images in the 
minds of rivals and admirer~.~~l~' While this was the way he 

was seen, during most of his career Haeckel in effect sought a 

mediate position; he was anxious to differentiate his Monism 

from both materialistic and idealistic monisms. According to 

Gienapp, Haeckel's "Monism was neither the elaboration of a 

new atheistic materialism based on Darwinian evolution nor the 

unfounded fanciful speculation of a nature philosopher," both 

accusations commonly levelled at him. "Rather it was a rpman- 

tically based view of nature in which the materialistic ten- 

dencies inherent in this point of view were fully elabo- 

rated. u ' 5 2  As with France later on, the mediate location of 

Haeckel's Monism between the reductive materialism cf positiv- 

ist scientific thinking, and of idealist religious or esoteric 

systems of thought, was what made it so appealing to those 

artists who sought such a position themselves; a synthesis of 

hard science and netaphysic~.'~~ In this context one can 

fully understand Kandinsky's statements such as "The world 

sounds. It is a cosmos of spiritually affective beings. Thus, 

dead matter is living spirit.u15J 

This drive to mediate and synthesize was also reflected 

in Haeckel's project to seek beauty in nature - -  particularly 
at the microscopic level of his own research - -  as an ethical, 
or normative value. As Hardy notes, he "was especially inter- 



ested in art forms in nature and believed that the microscope 

had newly aroused our aesthetic Both Haeckells 

position between materialism and idealism, and his publication 

around the turn of the century of some of his most stunning 

scientific illustrations as Kunstformen der Natur - -  an album 
intended as a pattern book for artisans - -  account for his 
later influence on artists operating within the Bioromantic 

cultural pattern. 

His popular Monist manifesto, Die Weltratsel appeared in 

1899, and became a world-wide bestseller, read by many of the 

generation who were growing up around the turn of the cen- 

tury. 'j" troogly evident in Die We1 tra tsel , Haeckel t s ambi - 
valence tilted increasingly towards the vitalist, indeed 

vitalmystisch (or rather Hurrapantheistisch) end of the spec- 

trum during his career and by 1904 he had drawn up plans to 

transform Monism into a scientifically-based, in effect Neo- 

Vitalistic, "Monistic Religionu as an alternative to the 

traditional  religion^.'^' In his thirty "theses of MocismN of 
1904, Haeckel planned a Monistenbund [Monist League] as the 

basis for a "potential 'compromiset church, as the 'link1 

between science and religionH based on the precepts of early 

Christianity, the philosophy of Spinoza, and the writings of 

Goethe.'" Paul Weindling has written of this: 

Nature was venerated as a healing and restorative 
force; organic doctrines were used to promote ideals 
of a cohesive and unified society. By the 1890s 
Darwinian organicism, which was originally allied 
with anticlerical political liberalism, had been 
successfully deployed in support of quite different 
cultural values ... given expression ,,. in the 
Monist League ... that believed in the virtue of 
nature itself to improve the quality of human life. 
By viewing Darwinism as a tlsecular religionH, fea- 
tures of German culture can be brought to light that 
have previously been overlooked because it has been 
assumed that Daminismus represented merely an inc- 
reasingly mechanistic analysis of nature.'59 

The Monistenbund was founded in 1906 by Haeckel, Ostwald 

and Mach to promote the development of such a ureligion,M 



though it has also been seen to be a typical organization of 

the Reformbe~egung.'~~ Raoul France and the scientific writer 

and novelist Wilhelm B6lsche were also founding members of the 

Monistenbund, Bolsche propounding a view of the sex drive 

( "loveu ) as the vital force. 16' In 19 11 Ostwald - - by then a 
Nobel Prize winner - -  assumed the presidency of the Monist- 

enbund, which he held until 1915.'62 Ostwaldls Monism was 

based on his uEnergetism,u163 the idea that "energy is the 

substrate of all phenomena and . . .  [ A l l 1  observable changes 

can be interpreted as transformations of one kind of 

energy. X' As Holt has pointed out, "Ostwald ... regarded his 
Energism (sic) as the ultimate monism, a unitary 'science of 

science' which would bridge not only physics and chemistry, 

but the physical and biological sciences as well.v''' O s t -  

wald's Energetism offered a more scientific nomenclature than 

Haeckelfs emphasis on the naturally-occurring ?soulu as the 

animating force,:66 a factor which may account for Ostwald's 

greater influence on the general public, including artists, by 

the early 20th century.'" Mach, meanwhile, took a radically 

biologistic, or in Pauline Mazumdarrs terms, a Hbiological 

positivistH approach to Monism. For Mach, only a biological 

phenomenology was possible, a knowledge based on the Vorstel- 

1 ung of sense impressions. '68 In fact, as pointed out by John 

T.  Blackmore, Mach's relations with the other Monists were 

essentialy negative. He joined or allied with the other Mon- 

ists and with Driesch because they were anti-mechanist, rather 
than because he accepted their "positiveM solutions to 

epistemological and ontological problems.L69 His and Richard 

Avenariusr position was in fact the one which gained more 

adherents in the interwar period. This tension was later 

reproduced at the Hannes Meyer Bauhaus in 1929, when members 

of the "Verein Ernst MachH - -  the "Logical Positivistsu - -  
lectured there after Biozentriker such as Hans Prinzhorn had 
done so. 

It was on the question of materialism, that von Uexkiill 



and Driesch - -  who labelled Monism "disguised Materiali~m,~~ 
and the members of the Monis tenbund, clashed.170 In addition 

to its materialism, von Uexkiill attacked Monism for its 

llDarwinisinlt and its religious aspirations, writing that "Zu 

dieser Allerweltswahrheiten gehdrt heutzutage der Darwinisrnus, 

der als Monisrnus zu einer Art Religion der Halbbildung gewor- 

den ist .... Das Volk glaubt ... an Haeckels 'Weltratsel', wie 
es fruher an den Katechismus gla~bte.~"' But despite these 

disagreements, Haeckel's status as both the spiritual father 

of the Monist League and as an important Neo-Vitalist late in 

his life, and the au fonds Vitalist nature of both Ostwald's 

I1Energetis t Monismt1 and Francet s Plasma tik, demonstrate the 

extent to which Neo-Vitalism and Monism were interlinked, 

indeed disentangleable, even if Mach's positivistic Monism was 
. .... 

also present. -,' 

Returning to the question of the relationship between 

Neo-Vitalism and the philosophy of life, Fellmann writes of 

the determinant role Neo-Vitalism played in the development of 

Lebensphilosophie: "Es kann kein Zweifel daran bestehen, dass 

der neovitalistische Evolutionismus die Denkform mitgepragt 

hat, an der sich der lebensphilosophische Lebensbegriff orien- 

tierten konnte/"' Some historians, such as Anna Bramwell, 

simply assume the identity of Neo-Vitalism (including Monis- 

mus) and ~ebensphi losophie. '" Philosophers such as Bergson, 
Klages, Dilthey and Simrnel are alternately listed as being 
Lebensphil osophen and neo -Vi talis ts . Lebensphil osophie, Neo - 
Vitalism and the Monistenbund were so closely linked, as to be 

parts of a single philosophical current. 

d. The New Biology: Neo-Lamarckism, Organicism, Holism 

Die neue Biologie versteht unter Urform "nicht mehr 
einen f i i r  die tEntwicklungt im Darwinischen Sinn 
stammgeschichtlich neutralen Anfangspunkt, sondern 
die in allen zu einem Typus 'geh6rigen Arten und 
Gattungen, auch in den anfinglichsten schon voll- 
standig vorhandene typenhaft konstitutionelle Gebun- 
denheit und Bestimmtheit, die Potenz (man denke an 



die Bemuhungen von Hans Arp organische Lebensformen 
in letzter, konzentriertester Potenz zu Bildern und 
Plastiken zu verarbeiten) "die bei allem ausserem 
evolutionistischem Formenwechsel als das Lebendig- 
Bestandige da ist - -  eine Entelechie wie auch Goethe 
wohl den Begriff Urform fasste ..." (Kallai quoting 
Dacque, 19 3 2 ) ''' 
Organicism: I. any theory that explains the universe 
on the basis of an analogy to a living organism. 2. 
any theory that explains the universe as the func- 
tion of a whole causing and coordinating the activ- 
ities of the parts. Compare with Animism, tIolism, 
Vitalism. Opposed to Mechanism? 

Holism: The theory that there is a real, fundamen- 
tal, and irreducible difference between living and 
nonliving, between organic and inorganic activity. 
The parts of living (organic) wholes function dif- 
ferently within the whole from the way they do out- 
side it. Organic wholes must be studied as . --. 
wholes. . . - ' 

The second component of turn-of-the-century nature- 

centric Neo-Romanticism, that of the "New BiologytU is equally 

complex. Science historians have written of the bona fide 

"neo-idealistu scientific perspectives mainly within the field 

of biology such as Neo-Larnarckisrn, Organicism and Holism, 
which were to varying degrees in revolt against the prevailing 

reductivist-mechanistic, instrumental, and positivistic scien- 

tific practices of the time.''' Paul Weindling writes that 

during this fin-de-siecle ItTheology ... had been shaken by 
historical scholarship. Biology, however, promised to extend 

the idea of social progress to the history of life .... A vast 
new market ... had emerged for Haeckelts organicist syn- 
thesis. "'" 

As we have seen, Haeckel was a complex figure whose work 

was received multiplicitously: arch-materialist and arch- 

mechanist as well as arch-idealist, arch-vitalist, even arch- 
mystic. While his philosophical orientation was grounded in 

German Na turromantik, from Darwin Haeckel adopted the re j ec - 

tion of a teleological understanding of evolution, seeing 
instead - -  in a decidedly proto-Bergsonian manner - -  "the 



world as an eternal evolution of substance, and man 

that evolution. "la* However since he believed in the 

inheritability of acquired characteristics, Haeckel 

197 

as part of 

was also 

Lamarckian. In fact Haeckel and Herbert Spencer were crucial 

to the rise of a Neo-Lamarckian reaction to the theory of 

natural selection which happened simultaneously with the 

popularization of Darwinism in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, '': an apparently contradictory process which 
Alfred Kelly - -  who skilfully avoids the question of Neo- 
Lamarckism in his book - -  has described as the "descent of 
Darwin. ' 6 2  As Adolf Wagner wrote in 1908, "Noch vor zehn 

Jahren war es ein Wagnis, in Fachkreisen Qber den Lamarckismus 

in anderem Sinne als iiber eine Theorie von lediglich histori- 

schern Interesse zu sprechen. Ein solches Wagnis ist es aller- 

dings auch heute noch, wenn es sich urn ausgesprochen mechan- 

istische Kreise handelt, micht mehx aber, wenn die Gesamtheit 

der Biologen in Betracht k~mmt.~~'~' Von Uexkfill begins one of 

his best-known book with the words: "Wir stehen am Vorabend 

eines wissenschaftlichen Bankrottes, dessen Folgen noch un- 

iibersehbar sind. Der Daminismus ist aus der Reihe der wissen- 

schaftlichen Theorien zu streichen.~~'~' Indeed, this "Eclipse 

of Darwinism," as Juiian Huxley termed it, or "Non-Darwinian 

Revol~tion,~ as Bowler refers to it, and its Neo-Lamarckian 

aspect was ~idespread."~ While not all Neo-Vitalists and 

Monistenbunder were Neo-Lamarckians, the three most important 

neo-Vitalists, Haeckel, Driesch and Bergson were, as were 

Raoul France, von Uexkfill and Peter Kropotkin, the biocentric 

anarchist so important to the Weirnar avant-garde? Inevi- 

tably Neo-Vitalism and Neo-Lamarckism are closely associated, 

and as we have seen, by around 1907-08 Neo-Lamarckisrn or 

psychobiology as France termed it, had formed into what Wagner 

termed a "movement. 

In his book Geschichte des Lamarckismus als Einfrlhrung in 

d i e  Psycho - B i o l  ogische Bewegung der Gegenwart , Wagner defended 
Neo-Lamarckism from accusations of tlmysticismM in much the 



same fashion Haeckel had: 

Ich las unlzngst irgendwo die ~Klageu, dass die 
heutige Zeit beunruhigende Symptome zeige, an der 
exakten Beobachtungstatigkeiten und der exaktwissen- 
schaftlichen Deutung der Tatsachen kein Genuge mehr 
zu finden, sich neuerlich einem gewissen, naturwiss- 
enschaftlich angehauchten HMystizismusH in die Arme 
zu werfen. Unniitzige Sorge! ... mit wissenschaft- 
lichen Neuerungbestrebungen hat der Begriff des 
l l M y ~ t i ~ i ~ m ~ ~ l l  nichts zu tun, es ware denn hbchstens, 
dass man diesen Begriff auf alles anwenden will, was 
wir noch nicht bis auf den letzten Grund durchschau- 
en; dann aber wiire auch die exakte mechanistische 
Naturwissenschaft durch und durch umystischM! In 
Wahrheit aber hat die neue Bewegung einen sehr rea- 
len Hintergrund: das Verlangen der Menschheit nach 
geistiger Befriedigung. Zu dieser bedarf sie mehr 
als bloss Disputierstoff fur die Gelehrten; sie 
will, dass die wissenschaft bewussterweise Anschau- 
ungen zusteuere, welche eine harmonische Ausgestalt- 
ung des geistigen Innenlebens zulassen, welche die 
Wirklichkeit moglichst von allen Seiten erfassen, 
statt alles in eine ungentigende einseitige Doktrin 
einzuzwangen. 

However contradictory, Haeckel's attempt to synthesize 

the mechanist with the vitalist, the scientific with the 

ureligiousH or ~rnysti~al,~~ the material with the ideal and the 

Darwinian with the Non-Darwinian, was precisely what many saw 

as necessary to combat a perceived degeneration of society and 

the alienation of the public from science at the turn of the 

century. This "organicist synthesisu is what France was refer- 

ring to when he wrote of "die neue NaturphilosophieN in the 

fin-de-~iecle.'~' France's wife, the writer Annie France- 

Harrar characterizes this almost theological, vi talmystisch 

attitude of neue Naturphilosophen when she recounts the Munich 

circle of the Buddhist Hans Ludwig Held early in the 20th 

century. Referring to those who followed Kaeckelts idea of the 
"ensouled cell," she writes: 

Auch Natur~issenschaften sassen unter uns, die hin- 
gerissen waren von dem Wundern der lebenden Zelle. 
In ... dem Protoplasma, sahen sie die einzige Vor- 
aussetzung skntlicher organischer Leistungen, zu 
denen fiir sich auch der Geist zahlte. Immerhin hiel- 



ten sie es fiir rndglich, dass sich aus dem Nucleus 
doch vielleicht noch so etwas wie eine Zellseele 
herausschalen liesse.lgO 

Probably the most metaphysical attempt to establish a 

neo-Nature Philosophy was that undertaken by Edgar Dacque, 

professor and curator at the Palaeontological State Collec- 

tions in M~nich.'~' Through his popular books, especially 

Urwelt, Sage und Menschheit of 1 9 2 4 ,  he became known for his 

untypically anthropocentric and teleological-vitalist Goethean 

revision of Darwinian theories of evolution: that we humans, 

or rather our "entelechyl1 (understood in the old Aristotelian 

rather than new Drieschian sense) contained within "itselfH 

the Urform of our ultimate development from the very start of 

our evolution, i.e. that we evolved from palaeozoic forms to 

the modern within our "speciesu rather than through various 

genuses and phyla, and that myths of monsters such as sea- 

serpents and dragons (dinosaurs) prove this. As a consequence, 

writes Dacque, "der Mensch [ist] die grundsatzliche Urform, 

weil er das Hochste istN and all other species represent 

evolutionary dead-ends."* Seeing everything in frankly meta- 

physical Vitalist (what he termed "magicalM) terms, Dacque 

believed all phenomena were uensouled.M As a contemporary 

review put it: ltDacquets [Ideen sind] von Bedeutung: weniger 

wegen seiner sachlichen Ergebnisse ... als vielmehr als Symp- 
tom fiir den Krisenzustand der gegenwartigen Naturwissenschaft, 

der dadurch entstand, das heute alle Grundlagen des natur- 

wissenschaf tlichen Denkens zum Problem geworden sind. l1 ''' 
While popular with biocentric non-scientists with metaphysical 

leanings such as Ern6 Kallai, Mies van der Rohe, Hugo Haring, 

Kandinsky and the art historian Carl Georg Heise, this theory 

was so speculative as to be categorized as pseudo-science 

despite Dacquets respectable po~ition.'~' Though he rejected 

both Haeckel and Driesch in his writings, and he made little 

reference to Lamarck, Dacque's thought is inconceivable with- 

out the Neo-Vitalist aspects of Haeckelts and Driesch's 



thought or without the Lamarckian revival. 

It was out of the turn-of-the-century Neo-Nature Philos- 

ophy, especially as elaborated by Driesch, and out of Neo- 

~amarckism, lg5 that the scientifically more respec table 

Organicism and Holism developed as part of the anti-mechanis- 

tic, systems-based approach to biology in the early part of 

the ~entury.'~"mergent from the Neo-Vitalist and Monist 

circles of Haeckel and Driesch, it is impossible to separate 

this phenomenon out from Neo-Vitalism and Monism despite the 

rhetoric - -  both then and now - -  to the contrary, though 
Holism and Organicism came to the fore after the First World 

War, at a time when Neo-Vitalism and Monism had gone out of 

fashion. '" The Germans have ref erred to this phenomenon as 
"die Neue Biologiettl a term which - -  as Michael Krbger's usage 
of it indicates - -  is employed in a historical sense in Ger- 
many, while in North America it is in use for an analogous 

phenomenon as i t exi s ts today. I g 8  

It is not necessary here to unravel or resolve the 

debates around this "New BiologyIt concerning natural selection 

versus Neo-Lamarckian and teleological views of evolution, 

materialism versus idealism, monism versus dualism, mechanism 

versus Organicism, Neo-Vitalism or Positivism, and reductivism 

versus Holism. The current state of science history is one of 

confusion - -  both terminological and conceptual - -  concerning 
these matters. Rather than argue for an airtight category with 

firm boundaries, what I will do is to focus on the 

commonalities of what I see as the interlocking complex of 

Organicism and Holism. Thus, though - -  like Neo-Vitalism and 
Monism - -  it was not necessarily anti-materialistic, and - - 
like Neo-Vitalism and Holism - -  it did not always eschew 
mechanistic explanations, the New Biology shared ground with 

the romantically-derived, neo-pantheistic, almost mystical 

focus on the problematic of life and Becoming of Lehensphilo- 

sophie, the Monistenbund, and Neo-Vitalism. i99 

A comparison of the definitions of Organicism and Holism 



quoted above should make clear that Holism is subsumable under 

sense no. 2 of Organicism. Thus it is not surprising that the 

terms are used interchangeably. For example Parascandola 

writes of Henderson's Wolistic, organismic approachu as a 

single trend in the biological science of the early 20th 

century. 2 c o  

Recently there has been at least one serious attempt each 

by historians to define Organicism and Holism as categories in 

the history of science: Donna Jean Haraway's construction of 

Organicism as a new Kuhnian paradigm engendered by a shift 
from the use of the machine metaphor (by both mechanists and 

vitalists) in 19th century biology to the metaphor of the 

organism, and Anne Harrington's definition of Holism as part 

of a cultural response - -  as expressed through science - -  to 
the perceived mechanization of society and tho~ght.~'' 

Both Haraway and Harrington construct complex models of 

Organicism and Holism. Haraway's model involves groups among 

German-speakers, Americans, the British and the Soviets in 

which she privileges their rhetorical anti-Vitalism: 

Perhaps these rough divisions constitute separate 
paradigm groups in the Kuhnian sense. But across the 
national and individual differences, these men hold 
common views and address themselves to common prob- 
lems that they felt the older perspectives dealt 
with poorly. All saw vitalism as part of the mechan- 
istic paradigm rather than opposed to it because 
both were limited by the same images and metaphors. 
The organicists saw themselves as a new phenomenon 
working at ideas and experiments made possible only 
very recently by internal developments in biology 
and by salient intellectual transformations in other 
sciences including physics and political theory.'02 

Harrington's model of an anti-mechanistic science of Wolism," 

meanwhile, invokes Neo-Lamarckism as a common feature:"' 

The new tlholisticll science of life and mind that was to 
replace the old Machine science was really more a family 
of approaches than a single coherent perspective. The 
need to do justice to organismic purpos-iveness or teleo- 
logical functioning ... was central ... Beyond that need 
was a range of overlapping understandings. 20' 
Even as holism in some respects proved to be a plu- 



ralistic and sometimes even quarrelsome phenomenon, 
in other respects it always remained a surprisingly 
closely knit one: certain recurring themes and prob- 
lems made up a coherent conceptual grid whose archi- 
tecture, without being rigid, allowed distinctions 
to be drawn between innovations and theoretical 
developments that were 'insidet the frame and those 
that posed a threat to it .... Although political 
events like World War 1 had repercussions for every- 
one, holistic comrzdes-in-arms 'recognizedt one 
another in the first instance because they all 
(quite literally) spoke a common language, made use 
of certain common theoretical conventions, and saw 
themselves as in dialogue ... with common philosoph- 
ical, scientific, and cultural legacies .205 

While Harrington limits her discussion to germanophone 

Central Europe, and so her category is not strictly speaking 

comparable to Haraway's, it shares features with Haraway's 

"organismic paradigm/ An obvious intersection is Gestalt 

theory, which comprises much of Harrington's construction, and 

forms a major part of the German component of Haraway's. More 

crucial is the common origin of Haraway's and Harrington's 

categories in the work of Hans Drieschtzo6 establishing both 
Organicism and Holism as - -  historically at least - -  varieties 
of a sort of neo-Neo-Vitalism. Thus, though Haraway's perspec- 

tive is international while Harrington is specific to Central 

Europe; and Haraway defines her category via a shift in the 

prevalent metaphor, while Harrington identifies Holists by 

their conceptual commonalities and common social response, 

they are describing aspects of a single category, a kind of 

Organicist/Holist complex. 

Because of its common origin in the work of Driesch, 

moreover, this complex intersects extensively with Neo-Vital- 

ism, Monism and Lebensphilosophie. Indeed, in the minds of 

many writers, Organicism and Vitalism are equivalent or very 

closely linked. Thus, Jack Burnham does not distinguish 

between the two when he writes that "[tlhe organic ideology 

and its vitalistic manifestations must be looked upon as part 

of a continuum of evolving attitudes within the social concep- 



tion of what defines organic.11207 Not only does Harrington 

cite Driesch as the founder of German Holism, she names among 

its important representatives Drieschts friend von Uexkull - -  

a pairing recognized by Heidegger himself.20a When the 

Driesch scholar Horst Freyhofer discusses Driesch and von 

Uexkull (along with Klages and Bergson) as Vitalists, " and 
Heidegger as MOrganicist,tl we begin to realize the extent to 

which Lebensphilosophie, Organicism, Holism and Neo-Vitalism 

are interlinked. 209 

While Haraway is anxious in her book to distinguish 

between the organismic paradigm and Neo-Vitalism, others such 

as Hilde Hein have argued for their essential identity. Hara- 

way holds that the machine paradigm determined the rnechanist- 

vitalist debates of the 19th century. Vitalism of a quasi- 

metaphysical kind is in opposition to mechanistic materialism 

as a philosophy, but it is not in opposition to the machine 

[metaphor] . H2:o Thus, as we have seen Harrington point out, 

the various groups of early 20th century Organicists "saw 

vitalism as part of the mechanistic paradigm rather than 

opposed to it because both were limited by the same images and 

metaphors.*l She follows Morton Beckner in arguing that it was 

not until the turn of the century, when Driesch and others 

challenged the prevalence of the machine as a metaphor for 
biological science, and replaced it with the organism, that a 

true Organicism could develop: "The first third of this cen- 

tury was marked by constant debates between neomechanists, 

neovitalists, and older branches of each. Despite the fact 

that each camp rested secure in the belief that reason and 

experiment resided with it alone, no resolution could or did 

occur until the machine paradigm common to mechanist and 

vitalist alike was fundamentally altered.n2L' As a result, 

both Haraway and Beckner paint a complex picture of the rela- 

tionship between Neo-vitalism and Organicism. Beckner writes: 

In fact there is considerable affinity between the 
two schools. They both agree that the methods of the 



physicial sciences are applicable to the study of 
organisms but insist that these methods cannot tell 
the whole story; they agree that the wformH of the 
single whole organism is in some sense a factor in 
embryological development, animal behaviour, repro- 
duction, and physiology; and they both insist on the 
propriety of a teleological point of view .... But 
[they] differ in one fundamental respect: [vitalism] 
holds ... that the characteristic features of 
organic activity ... are caused by the presence in 
the organism of a nonphysical but substantial 
entity .... [This] affinity ... is more than an acci- 
dent. In the history of biology it is difficult to 
disentangle vitalistic and organismic strands. ... 
The distinction between them was drawn clearly only 
in the twentieth century .... 212 

Building on Becknerts argument, Haraway stresses the differ- 

ences between Organicism and Neo-Vitalism. She characterizes 

Organicism as a realist structuralism and Vitalism as rneta- 

physical. X' She sees this Itorganicis t structuralism [a] s a 

third way to deal with form, organization, and regulation; 

[ a j s  different from both the additive point of view (mechan- 

ism) and from philosophies of emergence (vitalism) . ""' That 
this distinction between Organicism and vitalism is problem- 

atic, however, is suggested by Harawayls own usage of the term 

%onvitalist organicistlU as well as by Hilda Hein's material- 

ist view:2'' 

[Organicism] is not a third alternative to mechanism 
and vitalism, but a shuffling confusion of the real 
question which divides them. Mechanists argue in 
favor of a continuity of nature such that the laws 
and concepts in terms of which the physical universe 
can be made intelligible are also sufficient to 
explain living phenomena. Vitalists deny this, main- 
taining instead that there is a break in continuity 
... such that additional laws and explanatory con- 
cepts must be introduced in order to account for 
life. Since these are contradictory positions, it is 
impossible to opt for a third alternative, and org- 
anicism does not do it .... [ I l n  the end organicism 
takes its place on the side of the vitalists.216 

An analogous controversy exists within the discourse 

around whether Holism is a variety of materialism or not. 

Garland Allen distinguishes between "mechanistic materialismH 



and "Holistic rnaterialismIt or simply "HolismtU implying that 

Holism is by nature always rnateriali~t.~" Golley on the 

other hand, writes of both materialist and idealist 

Holists."~hile some have been anxious to emphasize the 

distinctions between Holism and Neo-Vitalismt2" the same 

arguments linking Organicism to Neo-Vitalism hold in the case 

of Holism and Neo-Vitalism: The Holist/Organicist complex 

emerged from the Neue Naturphilosophie to form a "New Biol- 

ogy," part of the nature-centric neo-Romantic cultural current 

of the fin-de-siecle. 

e. Biozentrik  

Die biozentrische Denkweise erscheint jetzt nicht 
mehr als etwas Mogliches, sondern als der einzig 
mogliche Weq, urn die Erlebnisse (nichts hindert zu 
sagen: Natur) zu ordnen, nutzbar zu machen, kurz 
gesagt: urn leben zu k8nnen .... (France 1923)'20 
While I have been focusing on the commonalities, one 

could equally well enumerate a list of differences between the 

constituents of this fin-de-siecle nature-centric Neo-Roman- 

ticism. Indeed, because of these differences, it is problem- 

atic to conceive of it as a single geistesgeschichtlich cat- 

egory. It might be more useful to think of these constituent 

discourses (such as Neo-Vitalism, Organicisrn/Holisrn, the 

Monistenbund, Lebensphilosophie, Neo - Lamarckism, the Neue 
Naturphilosophie, Biologism, the Reformbewegung) as sets 

containing arrays of concepts and beliefs. While the arrays of 

concepts and beliefs within each set are not identical, there 

is a degree of commonality between them, i.e. the sets inter- 

sect. (Figure 2 )  The intersection I am concerned with here 

consists of an array of closely-related concepts - -  the privi- 
leging of biology as the source for the paradigmatic metaphor 

of science, society and aesthetics; a consequent biologically- 

based epistemology, indeed psycho-biology; an emphasis on the 

centrality of "nature," " l i f en  and life-processes rather than 

vculture;tt an anti-anthropocentric Weltanschauung; the self - 



directedness and "unityu of all life; a valorization of kosrno- 

vitale E i n s f i i h l u n g ;  a stress on flux and mutability in nature 

rather than stasis; a concern for uwhole-nessM as opposed to 

reduction at all levels - -  which were present to significant 

degrees in all these categories. It is to refer to this biolo- 

gistic, Organicist, nature-centric, i.e. anti-anthropocentric, 

vitalmystisch, psycho-biological, Vitalistic-Monist and 

holistic aspect of the components of fin-de-siecle Neo-Roman- 

ticisrn, i.e. their intersection in this respect, that I revive 
a German term employed by Klages, France and their followers: 

~iozen trik.'2' Biozentrik is here constituted as a commonly- 

held bundle of concepts, theories, beliefs, practices, and 

prescriptions which privileged Leben over Geist, which fore- 

grounded the concept of our inseparability from and dependence 

on nature, and which had their origins in Romantic Naturphilo- 

sophie, biologism, and neo-Lamarckism. If w e  mentally recon- 

struct, in turn, other epistemological fields in the intellec- 

tual world of the time, e.g., Empiricism/Positivism, Marx- 

ism/Socialism, and Biozentrikts Neo-Romantic sibling, the 

turn-of-the-century Occultist revival as we have Biozentrik, 

i.e. as the intersection of groups of concept-bundles or 

discourses - -  and if we take into consideration the fact that 
individuals change their views over time, indeed that they 

hold conflicting views simultaneously - -  then we begin to 
understand how it is that a single discourse such as Neo- 

Vitalism can contain within itself both materialist and ideal- 

ist views, both mechanism and Vitalism, or how the Monist 

League could include Haeckel and Ostwald as well as the arch- 
Positivist If w e  think finally, of the fact that the 

synchronic structure outlined above also changes diachronic- 

ally - -  with the period around the First World War and its 
aftermath constituting a particularly salient rupture, then we 

begin to understand how complicated history can be, and why it 

is crucial to keep individual differences and life-stories as 

well as changes over time in mind while trying to understand 



the nbig pictureI1 through reductive modelling. 

Though I do not shirk from the concept of influence and 

though I attempt to outline possible conduits of information 

flow, in recognition of the above, I do not argue for definite 

means of transmission. I recognize that information flow is a 

complex process which, in the end, it is impossible for his- 

torians to account for. This complexity is analogous to that 

of each subjectivity being discussed. 

Just as the constituent discourses of B i o z e n t r i k  included 

materialists and mechanists who shared these beliefs with most 

Positivists, or like Haeckel and France, occupied mediate 

positions o r  shifted between these views over time, these 

discourses included others (such as Haeckel) whose k o s m o v i  tale 

Eins f r lh lung ,  their vi talmystisch belief in the unity of 

"nature,I1 o r  some metaphysical animating force, drive or 

substance, were shared with the intersection-core of Occult- 

ism. This is where figures such as Rudolf Steiner, Arthur 

Dove, Bruno Taut, Wassily Kandinsky, Maurice Maeterlinck and 

Emily Carr can be situated: if we conceive of each individual 

subjectivity as a set in her or his own right holding an array 
of ideas, the boundaries of their sets extend into the inter- 

section -cores we term Occultism and ~ i o z e n t r i k .  z23 Others, 

such as Klee, Arp and Mies are roughly coterminous with the 
intersection-core of ~ i o z e n t r i k . ~ ~ ~  One could conduct a simi - 
l a r  analysis concerning the commonality between Biozentrik and 

~arxisrn/Socialism, embodied in biocentric Anarchist figures 

such as Kropotkin and Landauer, but also in artists such as 

Hausmann, El Lissitzky and Moholy-Nagy. 

Biozentr ik  can perhaps best be characterized as N a t u r -  

r o m a n t i k  - -  including both its scientific and metaphysical 
baggage - -  updated by 19th century biology. In its usage by 
Klages, B i o z e n t r i k  was contrasted with both logocentrism and 
anthropocentrism. 225 Biozentrik rej ected anthropocentrisrn, 

de-centering the human species in favour of "naturen and 
"life." Since humanity was seen to be part of these larger 



wholes of life and nature, everything humans do and produce is 

also part of nature for biocentrics, and hence explicable in 

its terms. As Haeckel and others had before him (see the list 

of quotations at the start of this chapter), the English 

Organicist philosopher Alfred North Whitehead wrote of the 

realization that "...human beings are merely one species in 

the throng of existences. These are animals, the vegetable, 

the microbes, the living cells, the inorganic physical activ- 

i t i e ~ . " ~ ~ ~  The inevitable ethical dimension of this realiz- 

ation has led to environmentalism. Indeed it is no accident 

that the science of ecology emerged from Biozentrik: Haeckel 

coined the term Oekologie in 1866, in his magisterial Gener- 

e l l e  ~orphologie,~~' and the Neo-Vitalist Holist von Uexklill 

coined the term Umwel t  (environment) in 1 9 0 9  . 2 2 8  France, buil- 

ding on his version of the ecosystem concept, Biozdnose, 

carried out ground-breaking work in the field of soil ecology. 

As we have seen, France was also an early environmentalist: it 

was typical for Biozentriker to be engaged in both the des- 

criptive (scientific) and normative (environmentalist, poli ti - 
call varieties of ecological study just as Haeckel's inten- 

tions were scientific, normative, ethical and aesthetic. With 

this in view it is less surprising that we should find bio- 

centrically minded individuals in the Anarchist, Socialist, 

and Fascist camps. 

The cognate English form of Biozentrik, tlbiocentrismn has 

a history of usage: The 1933 edition of the Oxford English 

Dictionary defines "biocentricU as "treating life as a central 

fact," while in his introduction to Klages-disciple Hans 

Prinzhorn's study of the art of mentally disabled people B i l d -  

nerei der Geisteskranken, James L. Foy writes that "Biocen- 

trism provides an outlook on man through a new kind of recog- 
nition of man's intimate and inescapable kinship with, and 

dependence upon, the self-regulating animal, vegetable and 

inorganic  world^.^^^^ Given the above discussion, it comes as 
no surprise that the dominant usage today in English is an 



environmentalist one, but one that is cognate with earlier 

uses. Thus, environmental ethicist Paul Taylor employs the 

term to refer to the view that "the living things of the 

~atural world have a worth that they possess simply in virtue 

of their being members of the Earth's Community of Life," 

ideas which echo those of France and other Weirnar biocentric 

thinkers unknown to Tayl~r.~~"n his book Taylor restates 

the biozentrisch view of humans being merely one species among 

many, part of the greater system of life: 

We have considered five general empirical truths 
which, when brought together and placed in the fore- 
front of our awareness, give us a sense of oneness 
with all other living things and lead us to see 
ourselves as members of one great Community of Life. 
To face the realities of human existence expressed 
in these truths is to become cognizant of our status 
as members of the Earth's whole biotic community, a 
status we share with every other species .2"  

Taylor's text, and his insistence that this outlook is "con- 

sistent with all known empirical truthsH L e .  biological and 

other science) is an indication of the continuity, though 
unconscious, of his ideas with those of interwar and fin-de- 

s iec le  biocentrism, even if recent usage of the term carries 
with it the implication of a more radical environmentalist 

position.212 Taylor's ignorance, like Kirkpatrick Salefs, is 

typical of post-war  environmentalist^.^^^ That Taylor's usage 
of NbiocentrismM ultimately derives from the German is sug- 

gested by David Oates crediting its early use to the "Deep 

Ecology~ movement, founded by the Norwegian ecologist Arne 

Naess, who emerges from Norwegian Biozentrik - -  a discourse 
closely related to the German one - -  represented earlier by 
figures such as the ~obel-prize-winning-novelist-turned-Nazi, 

Knut Hamsun. This - -  in a Freudian sense - -  repression of 
their own history on the part of environmentalists is another 

topic awaiting treatment.'" 



3. Politics 

Thus men ... wander about in the garden of Nature 
. . . with few exceptions [they] pass blindly by one 
of the most patent principles of Nature's rule: the 
inner segregation of the species of all living 
beings on this earth. Even the most superficial 
observation shows that nature's restricted form of 
propagation and increase is an almost rigid basic 
law of all the innumerable forms of expression of 
her vital urge. Every animal mates only with a mem- 
ber of the same species . . . .  The stronger must domi- 
nate and not blend with the weaker, thus sacrificing 
his own greatness. Only the born weakling can view 
this as cruel, but he after all is only a weak and 
limited man; for if this law did not prevail, any 
conceivable higher development of organic living 
beings would be unthinkable. (Hitler 1924)235 

a. The Gerinan Cultural Sphere 

While I employ ubiocentrisrnH to refer to a phenomenon 

throughout Europe and North America (this will be useful in 

discussing the biornorphic Modernist art general tc Western 

20th century culture), in this dissertation I focus on biocen- 

trim in German-speaking Central Europe during the first half 

of the 20th century. I do so because in most respects - -  the 
widespread nature of the biocentric mode of thinking, from the 

point of view of artistic production, and the interaction of 

scientific image-making with both biocentrism and biomorphic 

Modernism - -  the German cultural sphere was paradigmatic. As 
Anne Harrington writes concerning Holism: 

The self-defined borders, colors, and contours of 
this [holistic] grid clearly mark it as a 'German' 
construction. That said, we should nevertheless not 
insist on a more rigid definition of holism's ' G e r -  
manness' than was in fact operative at the time. The 
paper trail left by holistic life and mind scien- 
tists did not respect the political borders of Ger- 
many proper but to varying degrees embraced the 
German-speaking parts of Switzerland, Hungary, and 
Austria as we11 .236 

Harrington's contention is not only born out within the 

Holistic discourse, however. While Driesch and Haeckel were 



from Germany; Ostwald and von Uexkiil l  were Baltic Germans who 

made their careers in Germany; and Mach was a Bohemian who 

taught in Prague and Vienna during his career. Perhaps most 

instructive in this connection is the case of Raoul France, 

whose biography I will here outline. 

France's polyglot background was not unusual in the 

Austro-Hungarian empire."' His paternal great-grandfather is 

supposed to have been a serviceman in the Napoleonic army who 

was stranded in Austria during the French invasion. France's 

paternal name, IIFranze, is apparently a corrupted spelling of 

what France's grandfather had referred to himself as: fran- 

c a i s .  This grandfather assimilated to the German-speaking 
population of that part of Bohemia known as the Sudetenland, 

but France's father married a Moravian woman from a family who 

were Czech nationalists. To complicate matters even further, 

there were also Polish and Hungarian branches of the family. 

Given that they named their son tlRaoul" rather than MRudolf,u 

that Raoul changed the spelling of his name from Franze to 
France, and that he was educated to speak French, the family 

seemed intent on maintaining connections with their French 

roots."' France was born in Vienna, moved to Budapest with 

his family in 1884 when he was ten, and spent his boyhood 

summers with the Moravian side of the family. Thus he learned 

German and Czech at home, French from a tutor, and Hungarian 

after the move to Budapest.239 France attended university in 

Budapest, worked in the Hungarian National M~seum under the 

neo-Vitalist biologist Geza Entz, and published scientific 

articles. Like so many other late 19th century immigrants to 

Budapest, by the turn of the century France was well on his 

w a y  to assuming Magyar ethni~ity.~" In 1898, however, he was 

appointed researcher at the Institute for Plant Diseases at 

Mosonmagyarovar (Ungarisch-Altenburg), in a bilingual (German- 

Hungarian) part of Hungary not far from Vienna. There he wrote 

his first book, Der Wert der Wissenschaft, a collection of 

aphorisms on the value of science. The volume was published in 



Dresden by the first publishing house he sent it to; indeed it 

was such a success that it opened up for France the possibil- 

ity of moving to Germany to advance his career.2" When his 

first marriage failed, feeling isolated in a small town, and 

by his own account, made aware of his tlGermanicm ethnic roots 

while living in a partly German-speaking area, he quit his job 

and moved to Munich in May of 1901. 

France's experience was analogous to that of Ern6 Kallai, 

who, born in Hungary of mixed ethnic Serbian and ethnic German 

background, moved to Germany to further his career in the arts 

in 1920, after having taught in an isolated German-Hungarian 

~omrnunity.'~' It is significant that given France's options 

at a time of congealing national identities in Central Europe, 

he chose a "Germanu identity over the MCzech,N wAustrian,u 

ltH~ngarianll or even I1Frenchu1 alternatives available to him. It 

is likely that, in addition to the personal factors listed 

above, Germany's leadership in the field of biology at the 

time had to do with this choice, much as Berlin's reputation 

as an important artistic centre was important to Kallai in his 

decision to move there. In any case, as we shall see, this 

choice was a fateful one, and bears out what is surely a 

cliche, that it is the Mischling, displaced emigrant who 

becomes most obsessed with ethnic or cultural "purityu and 

with Heimat . ' 43  

Thus, in Germany, France - -  even more than Kallai - -  
becane "German. n244 In Munich, at his ~iological Institute, 

France met the Polish-German biologist and writer Annie Har- 

rar, whom he married in 1923. After the Institute was ran- 

sacked during the Munich commune of April 1919, the Frances 

moved to the small, story-book-perfect medieval Franconian 

town of Dinkelsbiihl on the ItRomantische Strassettl a move which 

- -  apart from a withdrawal from the metropolis - -  had velkisch 

overtones which can be interpreted as an attempt to strike 

llrootsll in a mythical German Heimat that France and Harrar had 

little connection with. While he had written of the Munich 



region as an organic whole which had been rendered inorganic 

by massive inmigration, he saw Dinkelsbiihl and the region 

around it focused on the medieval trading town of Rothenburg 

ob der Tauber as a paradigmatic " H e i m a t t t  ~iozonose. ''' 
France spent his winters in the intellectually more 

stimulating city of Weimar, however. A Socialist at some point 

in his early career, France remained ~officiallyA outside of 

politics at this time, though in Weimar he moved in the neo- 

conservative circles of Weimarts cultural elite around Nie- 

tzschers sister Elisabeth Ferster-Nietzsche, Friedrich Lien- 

hard, and when he came to accept the Nietzsche Prize, Spengler 

(of whom he was otherwise critical) . 2 4 6  As pointed out by 

Raoul Hausmann in his critique of France's 1922 book Die Kul- 
tur von Morgen, it was a troubling document, with its biolog- 

istic call for a return of German culture to its "organicH 

roots in the "forest, " that is, to "Gothicw culture, and in 
its call for a "eugenictt Vleansingtt of the German "race. ""' 
Indeed - -  and Hausmann could not have known this at the time - 
- it paralleled some of the ideas current in National Social- 
ist circles. It should be pointed out, however, that France 

did not hold German culture or the German "racev (France did 

not use the term "AryanM) to be superior to others as the 

Nazis did; all his suggestions were applicable to other "cul- 

tural BiozonoseN by extension, and he spoke out directly for 

the maintenance of cultural diversity in the world.248 Ironi- 

cally, it was also during the early twenties that France exer- 

cised his greatest influence on members of the Leftist intel- 

ligentsia. Indeed it is a significant coincidence that France 

spent the winter months in Weimar from 1919 to around 1924, 

years that the Bauhaus was located there, and a period which 

coincided with the peak periods of his literary production, 

his fame and his influence, despite the fact that he was 

ambivalent towards the Bauhaus itself.249 Sometime between 

1923 and 1926, France moved back to his native Austria, to 

Salzburg. After this, when they were not engaging in expedi- 



tions around the world, for health reasons, the Frances began 

to spend their winters in Ragusa (Dubrovnik), on the Adriatic 

coast of what was then Croatian Jugoslavia, eventually moving 

there for most of the year.250 The outbreak of war made it 

necessary for them to flee Croatia. France returned to Hungary 

this time, dying in Budapest of his ailments in October of 

1943, four months before the German occ~pation.~~' 

France's case is exemplary of the kind of cultural space 

in which biocentrism evolved and flourished late in the last 

century and early in this one: While polyglot in its Central 

European origins as ~arrington has pointed out, it was focused 

on Germany; balanced between the political Right and Left. Why 

this should be so is a question about which there is a fair 
degree of agreement amongst historians. As the central locus 

of Nature Romanticism, and later of Lebensphilosophie, bio - 
logical science, and the various forms of Neue Naturphiloso- 

phie, the ground for biocentric thinking was most fertile in 

Germany, even more so than in Britain and North America, which 

shared with Central Europe the "Nordicu heritage of Romantic 

Nature Philosophy. As Kelly writes: 

Germany, rather than England, was the main center of 
biological research in the late nineteenth century. 
This professional activity attracted large numbers 
of popularizers, who took advantage of the vast and 
unusually receptive reading public. For not only was 
Germany the most literate of the major European 
countries, it also offered the richest environment 
for Darwinism to expand beyond the confines of 
science. Political liberalism had been thwarted in 
Germany in 1848, and Darwinism became a pseudopoli- 
tical ideological weapon for the progressive seg- 
ments of the middle class. Science commanded respect 
as an unstoppable form of progress . 2 s 2  

Precisely because we are dealing here with the volatile 

Germanic cultural sphere, it is crucial to circumvent the trap 

of ahistoricism. Structurally, i . e .  at the synchronic level, I 
believe that Biozentrik is a viable construct of the history 
of ideas, and I will use this term in a synchronic sense. 

Diachronically however, it is problematic, even over the 



temporal 

shifted, 

meanings 

span of 1890 to 1940, for as political contexts have 

even similar sets of ideas took on very different 

. 2 5 3  With the rise of National Socialism which, as we 

have seen in the Introduction - -  and as suggested by the 
passage from Hitler's Mein Kampf quoted above - -  was in one 

of its major guises a biocentric variant of international 

Fascism, the connotations of biocentric ideas shifted in 

general. Speculations on whether Haeckel would have joined the 

Nazis had he lived beyond 1919 on the one hand; and discussion 

concerning Driesch's, von Uexkiillls, Spengler's and Klages' 

refusals to join the Nazis despite recruitment efforts, versus 

France's and Pxinzhorn's associations with them on the other, 

are two entirely different problem-complexes.254 As Kelly 

writes of Social Darwinism, 

Nowhere is the task of disentangling the ... strands 
of Social Darinism more formidable than in Germany. 
For the historian, German Social Darwinism seems 
trapped in the dark shadow that Nazism casts back- 
ward into the late nineteenth century. Certainly 
Hitler's crude bombast recalls the very words of 
Social Darwinism .... However the common historical 
treatment of German Social Darwinism as a theoreti- 
cal rehearsal for Nazism is a mistake. Reading his- 
tory "backwardtt may have its rewards... . But such 
insights are likely to be bought at the price of 
distorted perspective. Cast in the role of proto- 
Nazism, Social Darwinism almost inevitably takes on 
not only a malevolence, but also a prominence, cohe- 
rence, and direction that it lacked in reality.25' 

In other words, it is because of the shadows cast by Nazism 

backwards and forwards in time and the high-voltage political 

charge that these shadows transmit, that one must distinguish 

Klages', France's, von Uexktillls and Spengler's "interwar 

biocentrism" from fin-de-siecle biocentrisrn or the "New Nature 

Philosophyu as France termed it, not to mention the biocent- 

rism of the Post-World-War-Two period.256 



b. Bramwellls MEcologism": Problematizing the Taxonomy 

When it comes to biocentrism and its constituent dis- 

courses, confusion concerning political affiliations within 

the Left-Right continuum is rife. One is struck by the degree 

to which biocentrically-minded individuals either tended to 

remain outside mainstream, Left-Right party lines, or by their 

slippage from one to the other. Historians working within this 

binary continuum dealing with Biozentriker and the discourses 

their interactions constitute, have struggled with the pres- 

ence of either position's political other within itself."' 

Thus, the German literary historian Otto-Ernst Schuddekopf has 

referred to the ~0kologen der zwanziger Jahre, die konservati- 

ven Revolutionare und stiindestaatlichen Utopisten" as the 

"Left -wingen of the Right. u 2 5 8  The Marxist literary and 

cultural historian Gert Mattenklott has remarked meanwhile 

that one could describe the necologists of the 1920s" with 

equal justification as the "Right-wingers of the Left."'" He 

goes on: "Wir finden aber die Belege ffir solcbe Auffassungen 

durchaus nicht nur bei den gegenwartsverdrossenen Autoren der 

konservativen Revoluti~n.~ They are just as apparent among 

Marxists such as Alfred ~oblin.~~' 

Because of the nature-centric aspect of National Social- 

ism, and because many Nazis were genuinely biocentric, through 

guilt by association, both the neo-Marxist and Positivist 

camps tend to associate the constituent discourses of biocent- 

rism - - Lebensphilosophie, Neo-Vitalism, the Monistenbund, 
Organicisrn/Holism and popular Darwinism - -  with the Right, 
indeed with Fascism (though through an interesting case of 

selective memory and marking the post-1950s environmentalist 
movement has tended to be exempt from this) .26' This combina- 

tion of reading history in reverse and guilt by association 
was established before the Second World War by Marxist critics 

such as Ernst Bloch, Gydrgy Lukacs and Arnold Hauser, who have 

induced the tendency among subsequent Leftist writers to 

always judge all biocentric views negatively, seeing them as 



totalizing, a-historical or anti -dialectical, i. e. as essen - 

t i a l l y  Itreactionaryltt and thus as antithetical to a ttprogress- 

ivett social consciousness.262 Mainstream post-war Positivist 

science historians, meanwhile, have identified biocentrismls 

constituent discourses with the Vitalist camp of the Vital- 

ist/Mechanist debate, the side discredited by the science of 

biology since World War 11, especially since James Watson and 

Francis Crick's deduction of the structure of the D . N . A .  

molecule in 1 9 5 3  . 2 6 3  Burnham's statement that lt [b] ecause 

vitalism centered its reasoning on noncausal and nonphysical 

beliefs, it has functioned as a conservative, if not reac- 

tionary, agentu demonstrates that the Positivist view accords 

with the Marxist position that biocentrism is ideologically 

" reactionary . 1t'6' 
Because environmentalism has typically been seen (and 

seen itself) to be a "Left-wingH cause since the 1960s, the 

biocentric aspect of National Socialism is still surprising to 

many, and is (usually unconsciously) repressed by environ- 
mentalists. Indeed, major Nazis such as Rudolf Hess and 

Richard Walter Darre were bi~centric,'~~ there was a signifi- 

cant segment among Nazi scientists that was Holist\Organi- 

cist and the Nazis appropriated the term die neue Biolo- 

g i e  to their own racist ~cience.'~' The passage quoted from 

Hitler demonstrates that his thinking was typical of the crude 

biologism common at the time (though there is little if any 

evidence of outright environmentalism in Mein K a m p f ) .  This is 

why the Nazis courted figures such as Spengler, Klages, von 

Uexkull and Driesch, and why even those biocentrics living in 

Germany who ultimately rejected them (Spengler, Driesch and 

von Uexkull) , were treated with kid-gloves. 
The extent of this appropriation is indicated in a state- 

ment made by Hans Reiter, president of the Reich Health Office 

in 1937: "Today, the German people may well be considered 

first in the world in terms of the organic views of its 

leaders. 1t268 Indeed Robert A. Pois has identified a ItReligion 



of NatureBf within National Socialism, a fusion of neo-Romantic 

nature mysticism and a crude biologism, indications of the 

Nazisr participation in biocentric discourses:269 

The 'naturalism' of the [National Socialists] cer- 
tainly has parallels with a sort of fuzzy nature- 
mysticism which can be observed throughout the 
West .... Thus, in its anti-Judaeo-Christian emphasis 
upon the sanctity of nature, 'National Socialism' 
has to be seen as symptomatic of a general, perhaps 
largely unconscious, discomfiture with the Judaeo- 
Christian tradition, something which attained pol- 
itical expression in Germany but can hardly be seen 
as con£ ined to it . 2 7 0  

It is the case that some Biozentriker (France, von Uex- 

k i i l l ,  Paul Krannhals, Spengler) were associated with vijlkisch 

Vieima ttt ideology"' and the konserva tiven Revolution; that 

some, such as France, Prinzhorn, and Heidegger, joined the 

Nazis (the latter remaining with them to the bitter end2") 

and Nazi Germany was in the mid 1930s the country in which 

biocentric ideas came closest to constituting a state ideol- 

ogy. However, there were also traditions of Leftist and Anar- 

chist biocentrism (Kropotkin, Landauer), and prominent Biozen- 

triker such as music educator Heinrich Jakoby, Gestalt Psy- 

chology-founder Wolfgang Kehler, and Lebensphilosophen Less- 

ing, Bergson and Sirnrnel, were of Jewish heritage .": An 
example of the primacy that the racist ideology of Alfred 

Rosenberg enjoyed in the Nazi state is the 1933 murder of 

Lessing at Marienbad in Bohemia, one of the first political 

murders the Nazis arranged after the Machtergreifung. '74 

Furthermore, most Fascist parties were not ecologistic a+ 

and an ultimately successful anti-Holistic/anti- 

Organicist backlash within the Nazi Party began to be con- 
ducted by "Nazi Mechaniststt by about 1935 .276 Probably as a 

result of this backlash, there were attempts to forcibly 

retire von Uexkiill from his Institut f i i r  Umweltsforschung in 

Hamburg in 1936, and as we shall see, France was in trouble 

with the Party by 1938. Thus, while it is true that there was 

an association between aspects of biocentrism and of National 



Socialism, it is also true that some biocentrics were opposed 

to Nazism, just as many Nazis were opposed to biocentric 

ideas. In other words, just as not all Modernist art was 

informed by a Leftist ideology ( e . g .  Futurism), not all bio- 

centric thinking was associated with Fascism. Biocentrism is 

neither essentially nor predominantly Fascist. 

Still, it is apparent that the partial Nazi appropriation 

of biocentrism has marked its constituent discourses. Thus the 

characterization of Lebensphilosophie, Neo-Vi talism, Monism 

and the Organicist/Holist complex as Right-wing is typical of 

the older literature, as is the tendency in recent scholarship 

to point out the actual complexities of the issue. Schnadel- 

bach writes that 

[ilf the ... history of life-philosophy is so little 
known, and if its revivals, in the form of the Guru- 
boom, the ideology of the 'Greens' and the 'Alterna- 
tive Societyt ... are not usually recognized as 
such, this is chiefly because life-philosophy is 
branded with the stigma of irrationalism and of 
being a precursor of fas~ism.~" 

As Bramwell notes, "Life-philosophy ... certainly coincided 
with the rise of National Socialism, but the line of develop- 

ment was not a straightforward one, nor is there any apparent 
causal  link. N 2 7 8  Fellmann seconds this view and calls for a 

reassessment : 

Die ideologische Indienstnahme hat die Idee der 
Lebensphilosophie bis zur Unkenntlichkeit verunstal- 
tet. Auch und gerade nach der ideologiscben Katas- 
trophe bleibt die Aufgabe bestehen, die Idee der 
Lebensphilosophie einer kritischen Priifung und einer 
gerechteren Beurteilung zu unterziehen. Es muss erst 
vie1 vom Schutt der unseligen Vergangenheit abgetra- 
gen werden, urn das humane Gesicht der Lebensphiloso- 
phie f reizulegen. 279 

A one-sided judgement, furthermore, of Lebensphilosophie, 

ignores what Hartmut Nowacki has pointed out to be the power- 

ful current of Lebensphilosophie within the German Communist 

Party itself during the Weimar Republic.280 With respect to 

the political complexion of the Monistenbund Bramwell writes: 



Although Monists have been described as right-wing 
because most were eugenically-minded, their politi- 
cal affiliation was for the most part firmly on the 
left ... Many belonged to the German Social Demo- 
cratic Party . . . [tlhere was [even] a move by Mon- 
ists to merge with ... [that] Party. Carl von Ossi- 
etzky and Magnus Hirschfeld, both prominent left- 
wingers, were Monists. Wilhelm Ostwald thought that 
all Monists must be oriented against conservatism, 
orthodoxy and ultramontanism .... Haeckelts followers 
in the Monist League belonged to the optimistic, 
progressive, scientific ~eft.*'I 

Alfred Kelly also points out that the political affiliations 

of the Monistenbund membership ranged from the Left to the 

Right and this span was mirrored in Monism's recepti~n.'~' 

While, as Gasman shows, there were Rightists who supported 

Haeckel and his views, as Branwell points out, the opposite 

was also true. Freud was an admirer of Haeckel frcm the 1890s 

onwards, while one of Nazism's first victims was sex research- 

er and gay activist Magnus Hirschfeld, whose Institut £fir 

Sexuallforschung, founded in Berlin in 1919, had a "Haeckel 

Roomt1 for public meetings decorated with busts of Haeckel and 

Darwin .'" 
As much as Lebensphilosophie and Haeckelian Monism, Neo- 

Vitalism has beeq seen as a direct precursor to National 

Socialism. We have seen how Klages was seen as "NaziM because 

of his anti-Semitism and because some of his ideas appealed to 

some National Socialists. Driesch, the most visible neo-Vital- 

ist in Gemany, and considered by Nazis and others as the 

Vather" of Holism, was stridently anti-Na~i.~" As we have 

seen, von Uexkiill, despite his close friendship with the 

prophet of racialism, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, showed 

himself to be opposed to the firing of Jewish academics in 

1933-34. While Gasman presents Haeckel as a "Volkish ProphetM 

isic), the neo-Marxists Dale Riepe and David de Grood see him 
as a uprogressive biologisttU and he was explicitly denied as 

a Mforerunnertl by at least one prominent ~ a z i  . 2 8 5  The Neo- 

Vitalist British novelist D. H. Lawrence is similariy problem- 



atic when it comes to his placement within this political 

taxonomy. ' a 6  

Finally, the pattern established here is to be found in 

the literature on the Holist/Organicist complex. Typical in 

some respects is the case of the Holist psychologist Felix 

Kruger, who lectured at the Bauhaus in May of 1932 under its 

most Leftist director Hannes Meyer, and then praised Hitler at 

the Thirteenth Congress of the German Society of Psychology 

the following year, only to be denounced by the Nazis in 

1 9 3 4 .  2 d 7  Because of this complexity, Harrington argues for a 

nuanced historical treatment: 

The 'racializing' of German holism and its partial 
absorption into the politics and mythology of Nati- 
onal Socialism is an important part of the larger 
story of German holism . . . .  Nevertheless, even if we 
know how part of the story ... is going to 'come 
out,' it is important that we resist 'discovering' 
the outline of a terrible future in holism's past or 
imagining that all holistic, vitalistic, or teleo- 
logical views of nature are part of a larger 'dest- 
ruction of reasonr [Lukacs] that can be tracked in 
some straight, degenerating line from the romantics 
to Hegel to Nietzsche to Hitler. Such claims and 
temptations are familiar in the older secondary 
literature on modern Germany, but one can argue they 
do not do justice either to the historical contra- 
dictions of modernity in general or to the role of 
anti-mechanistic, pastoral, and alternative scien- 
tific thinking as a reaction to and comment on those 
contradictions .... [~Iefore 1933, various liberal, 
democratic, and Jewish scientists were attracted to 
both the intellectual and cultural promises of 
holism and managed to share concerns about the 'me- 
chanization' of both science and society with their 
more reactionary and, in some cases, anti-Semitic 
colleagues. 28'3 

It is important to keep in mind that in combination with 

prescient ideas on environmental protection, biocentrically 

minded individuals were typically racialists and eugenicists, 

positions which, after their adoption by the Nazis, have been 

discredited, or exposed as potentially dangerous.289 But even 

in the case of as prominent a figure as Haeckel, the situation 
is by no means clear-cut. Haeckel is typically praised for his 



nature-centric proto-environmentalism, but reviled as a Social 

Darwinist eugenicist or even as a racist.2g0 Kelly argues 

that though some of Haeckel's writings had racialist over- 

tones, and he became more nationalistic, indeed anti-Semitic 

with age, this was by no means unusual at the time (Darwin 

felt the English to be superior to other Mracesu), and Hae- 

ckel's anti-Semitism can be read as a concornmittant of his 

stand against the Judaeo-Christian hsritage in general rather 

than as racially based.'gL Even his Social Darwinism has been 

called into question by Kelly, who after discussing Haeckel's 

contradictory writings on the subject, concludes that on the 
whole Waeckel ought not to be labelled a Social 

Darwinist . u 2 5 2  In any case, the most popular Monist writer, 

Wilhelm Bolsche, was unambiguous in his opposition to Social 

Darwinism: "...for Bolsche, Darwinian Monism implied a humani- 

tarian internationalism, not a racist nati~nalism.~"~ As 

Kelly concludes, fl[h]istorians seeking the roots of Nazism 

have failed to make some crucial distinctions. They have 

falsely associated popular Darwinism with radical Social 

Darwinism and racist anti-Semitism. Unfortunately such loose 

reasoning is typical of the general character of most quests 

for the ideological origins of Nazism.n29" 

Important, again, to notice, is that, as with the dis- 

courses discussed above, Social Darwinism and eugenics have 

been shown by historians to have extended over the Left-Right 

spectrum, Thus, eugenics, which received extreme expression in 

the National Socialist attempts to exterminate those con- 

sidered to be inferior, the inf arnous Vernich t u n g  1 ebensunwer - 
ten Lebens, received relatively "mildH expression through 

sterilisation programs in NprogressiveH Sweden, Switzerland, 

Canada and the United States, applied to those deemed 

I1unworthyH to reproduce. 295 Indeed, eugenics was seen as 

nprogressiveN by many social reformers on the Left before, and 

even after Nazism.296 As Weindling comments, 

Hitherto the history of eugenics has been neglected 



because it has been seen as a product of ultra-nati- 
onalist racial (or vdlkisch)  movements. According to 
this interpretation, the new anti-semitic rhetoric 
of the purity of blood and race which gathered force 
from the 1880s was realized inevitably in the Nazi 
genocide. But although there were connections 
between racial hygiene and anti-semitism, the situ- 
ation was complex, and eugenics did not necessarily 
point the way towards Nazi racism. There were those 
of other political persuasions, liberal and social- 
ist, who looked to biology and medicine as the means 
to engineer social improvements . . . .  [Elugenics was 
authoritarian ... but it was neither a product of the 
theory of a superior Aryan race, and nor was it 
inherently Nazi. The synthesis between Nazism and 
eugenics was a process of adaptation and appropri- 
ation on both sides.297 

The German historian Schmuhl concludes that though eugenics as 

a movement prepared the way for some Nazi social policies, 

"Das Euthanasieprograrnm war kein genuin nationalsozialisti- 

sches Phan~men."~'~ The case of Moholy-Nagy's mentor, the 

eugenicist Protestant doctor and art collector Hans Harmsen is 

instructive. Though he was a supporter of limited and volun- 

tary sterilisation programs in the early 30s) he actively 

resisted the implementation of the Nazi euthanasia program in 

1 9 3  5. 29' As Richard Wollin has commented, "with the advantage 

of historical distance, one realizes just how much of an 

overlap exists between the cultural left and right in the case 

of the interwar generation. For critically minded German inte- 

llectuals of this period, the vitalistic critique of Z i v i l i s a -  

tion had become an obligatory intellectual rite of pass- 

age . 3 0 0  

In her book Ecology in the Twentieth Century: A History, 

Anna Bramwell has proposed a political model which addresses 

this historical conundrum. She writes: "My own hypothesis 

is that the apparent contradictions of the ecological movement 

can be resolved by seeing it as forming a new political cat- 

egory in its own right, with a history, right wings and left 
wings, with leaders, followers and a special episternolo-gical 

niche all to itself .... Ecologism is a political box. It is a 



new box, into which many distinguished and important thinkers 

fit who fit only partially into other, better-known boxes," 

Bramwell conceives of NecologismM as consisting of two major 
components: while one of them, deriving from Haeckel, is 

roughly equivalent to the biocentric discourse-intersection as 

I have defined it here, the other major component of llecolog- 

ismH is the field of energy economics.302 Thus, while ecolog- 

ism is close to biocentrism, it is not identical to it. Still, 

I considered using llecologism~ rather than "biocentrismH as 

the geistesgeschichtlich category relevant to biomorphic Mod- 

ernism. I rejected the idea, however, because even if I choose 

to elide the economic component of ecologism, (which has 
little or no relevance to the artists I am dealing with), 

Bramwell defined Hecologismfl as a category foregrounding an 

environmentalist politic, a characteristic which, despite its 
presence, is not at the centre of concern of the artists and 

art theorists I am dealing with here. Indeed, I am concerned 

with distinguishing those artists not incorporating an eco - 
logical politics into their work from those who did, a divi- 

sion by and large constituted by the conceptual (as well as 

stylistic) divide between biomorphic Modernism ending in the 

1960s with the remnants of the "bug and blobH style of that 

decade; and Wco-ArtN beginning at the end of the 60s in the 

work of Hans Haacke, Alan Sonfist, Patricia Johanson, Josef 

Beuys, and the Helen and Newton Harrison team. '03 While bio- 

morphic ~odernist artists tended to be naturromantisch first 

and foremost - -  locked into the fin-de-siecle sensibility of a 
new nature Philosophy - -  or their practices emerged from a New 
Vision, a "New Objectivityu informed by the biologistic func- 

tionalism of interwar biocentrism; Eco-artists were princi- 

pally concerned with an emerging eco-politics. Though interwar 

biocentric figures such as Klages, von Uexkiill and France were 

eco-political pioneers, it was their latent Neo-Romanticism 

and biologism which the artists appropriated, rather than 

their nascent environmentalism. Indeed, in general, concerns 



with the preservation of "naturem were not widely politicized 

until a£ ter the publication of Rachel Carsents Silent Spring 

in 1962. When this politicization did happen, its artistic 

equivalent was the shift from the vaguely nature-centric 

biomorphic Modernist style, towards overtly polemical Eco-art. 

While it is useful to distinguish between biocentrism and 

ecologism with respect to artistic production, however, Brarn- 

weilfs arguments concerning ecologisrn as a political category 

distinct from the Left and Right, are useful in dealing with 

the political affiliation of Biozentriker and their dis- 

courses . 
Bramwell is of course not the first or the only one to 

question the standard Left-Right political taxonomy. "Third 

Wayu politics has been a phenomenon at least since the early 

20th century in the Westt304 and as we shall see, France was 

self-consciously "Third-Wayu in the early twenties. The year 

Bramwell published her book, Susan Sontag referred to "a 

tenacious metaphor that has shaped (and obscured the under- 

standing of) so much of the political life of this century, 

the one that distributes, and polarizes, attitudes and social 

movements according to their relation to a 'left' and 

Though her idea may not be entirely new, and 

whatever problems and ambiguities there might be with her 

coverage, historiographic methods and ideological stance, 

Bramwellfs expanded taxonomy of political categories is impor- 

tant, because - - as in the case of Kallai's Bioromantik, by 

the act of naming a discursive tradition, she helps us to 

notice its manifestations, and therefore to construct its his- 

tory. ''' Perhaps most importantly, given the overlap between 
biocentrisrn and ecologism, the definition of ecologism as a 

political category adumbrates the views - -  benign and sinister 
- -  that Biozentriker actually held. It allows one to examine 

them on their own merits rather than issuing either general 

condemnations of them as I1reactionarytM or engaging in a lazy 

assessment of them all as "progressive. If 



c. Interwar Biozentrik 
When man attempts to rebel against the iron logic of 
Nature, he comes into struggle with the principles 
to which he himself owes his existence as a man. And 
this attack must lead to his own doom. (Hitler 
1 9 2 4 )  ' 5 7  

. . .  die Lebensphilosophen der zweiten Generation . . .  
[waren jene] in der die Lebensphilosophie in ihre 
ideologische Phase tritt. Es ist die Zeit zwischen 
den beiden Weltkriegen. Zu ihnen gehoren als promi- 
nenteste Figuren der Untergangsprophet Oswald Speng- 
ler, der Widersacher des Geistes Ludwig Klages und 
Theodor Lessing, der Philosoph der Lebensnot. Ihre 
Schriften enthalten vie1 Merkwiirdiges, nicht selten 
Haarstraubendes, aber auch hier fbrdert die Selbst- 
erfahrungsperspektive iiberraschende und ernst zu 
nehmende Einsichten zutage. (Fellmann 1993) ' 'a  

After 1918 ... holism often spoke with a political 
accent. (Harrington 1995) jog 

Fellmann, Harrington, and others have attributed this "politi- 

cal accentM to the crisis of German society arising from 

Germany's defeat after the First World War, a crisis of which 

Hitler's halbgebildetes writing was merely one acute symptom. 

Given the politicization of what had not been a particularly 

politicized practice previously, and a decided shift away from 

Vi talmystik in the world views of the interwar biocentrics, 

whether towards a biologistic Kulturpesszmismus (as in the 

case of Spengler and Klagest Biozentrik) , or towards an opti - 
mistic biologistic functionalism (as in the case of France's 

Objektive or Biozentrische Erkenntnislehre and von Uexkiil l  s 

Biologische We1 tanschauung) , it seems advisable to cons ti tute 
interwar Germanic biocentrism as a temporally discontinuous 

discourse despite continuities in thinking with f i n - d e - s i e c l e  
biocentrism. Indeed, a kind of historical rupture is 

discernable around World War One within the discourse of 

Biozentrik ,  and a subsequent emergence into the highly-charged 

political landscape of Weimar Germany, From a more romanti- 

cally inclined Neue Naturphilasophie, as Raoul France termed 

turn-of-the-century biocentrism, the practice and thinking of 



France, von Uexkiill and Klages constituted an interwar biocen- 

trism which was both more pragmatic and functionalist, and 

more pessimistic than the pre-war variety. 

The constitution of interwar biocentrisrn as a discourse 

is, however, a daunting task. Fellmann refers to the "Masse 

der zweit- und drittklassigen Autorenu of the second gener- 

ation of Life  philosopher^.'^^ Even taking into consideration 
Harrington's crucial study of interwar German Holism,':' 

Proctor's work on National Socialist biology and medicine, and 

Fellmannts writing on late (i.e. interwar) Lebensphilosophie, 

this is a region of the history of science and philosophy even 

darker than the turn of the century once one exits the spotlit 

zones of figures such as Spengler and Klages. With little 

choice but to engage a "quick and dirtyu strategy, I have 
assumed here that Driesch, Klages, France, Spengler, and von 

Uexkull are paradigmatic enunciators of interwar German bio- 

centric thought, and I will take the contents of Mies van der 

Rohe's library as an ersatz-"canon" of this discourse. While 

abridged and arbitrary, I think that this strategy is at least 

a viable starting point for the history of biocentrism between 

the wars which at some point should be written. 

i. Mies' Library 

There is of course no canonical set of biocentric texts, 
but there is at least one surviving library assembled between 

the wars which focused on literature that, as architectural 

historian Fritz Neumeyer put it, glfollowed a nature-philo- 

sophical-biological conviction" which reflected "that coordi- 

nation between nature, physics, and philosophy that had evol- 

ved in the twenties," and that was assembled by an architect 

ogerating within avant-garde Weimar German artistic circles. 

This is the library of Ludwig Mies van der ~ohe. 'I2 

In addition to the most complete collection I know - -  
including German libraries - -  of France's and his wife Annie 

France-Rarrarrs books, relevant titles by Goethe, Carus, 



Nietzsche, Bergson, Driesch, the late Sirnmel, Dilthey, Klages, 

and von Uexktill, indicate Mies' interest in the central 

authors of the biocentric tradition."' Indeed it is only 

works by the older generation of Monists such as Haeckel, 

Ostwald, and Bolsche - -  out of fashion after the war - -  which 
strike one as missing from this collection as it is now: 

Unlike Haeckel and Bergson, Driesch continued to be read and 

regarded highly after World War I."' Indeed George Rousseau 

refers to the "pan-European crisis during the 1920s over Hans 

Driesch's vitalism," a crisis which Bakhtin was commenting on 

in 1927 when he coined the term "critical Vitalism," and 

Harrington has described Driesch as "the most influential 

contemporary spokesman1I for the shift from a machine to an 

organic metaphor of biological thought."' 

Among works of biocentric psychology, i.e. psychobiology 

(another topic awaiting historical treatment), Mies owned Hans 

Prinzhorn's Klagesian L e i b  Seele Einheit, two books by Holist 

psychologist Felix Kriiger, the Lebensphilosoph Eduard Sprang- 

ert s Lebensformen, Helmuth Plessnert s Die Einhei t der Sinne, 

and Rudolf Odebrechtt s Geflihl und Ganzhei t . j L 6  Miest library 

also included Dacquet s Urwel t Sage und Menschhei t ,  important 

to the development of Kallaifs conception of Bioromantik, and 
among books retained by Wassily Kandinsky during his life.'" 

There was after the First World War a variety of 

organicist political theory which, as Eckart Scheerer has 

pointed out, was part of ".. .  a larger movement among conserva- 
tive German intellectuals to visualize a 'third wayt between 
the evils of socialist Marxism on the one hand, and those of 

liberal capitalism on the other. 11318 Simultaneously, many on 

the Left and in the Youth Movement were interested in the 

Anarcho-Organicist political science of Kropotkin and Landau- 

er; and these left-wing biocentric views received their philo- 

sophical expression in Theodor Lessingls 1924 book Untergang 

der Erde  am Geist (Europa und Asien) In fact, it was not 

unusual during the early twenties for cultural figures such as 



Mies - -  and even artists further to the Left such as Lazar El 

Lissitzky - -  to be interested both in biocentric anarchism and 

conservative organicist political ThusI though 

Oscar Hertwig's and Jakob von Uexkiillts books on the state as 

an organism are missing from Miest library, "' in addition to 
France's books on related subjects, Mies did own Oswald Speng- 

lerts best-seller Decline of the West, the right-wing organic- 

is t France - fan Paul Krannhals' Das organische W e 1  tbild, Chrys - 
ostom Panfoederlst Das Organische, Adolf Wagner's Der organi- 

sche Staat, and Rudolf Leinent s Der W i l l e  zum Ganzen, a s  w e l l  

as the crucial texts of ~ropotkin.'~~ The extent to which 

biocentric views were current among left-wing German intellec- 

tuals is suggested by the fact that by the mid 1920s Hans 

Haustein was writing regularly on themes related to interwar 

Biozentr ik  in his "BiologyH column in the Sozialistische 
Monatshefte, a left-wing journal read by and contributed to by 

many avant-garde artists and critics, including ~allai.'~' 

Since for biocentric thinkers biologistic aesthetics and 

political theory were major themes, it is not surprising that 

Mies' library included many books of the teens and twenties 
which dealt with the biology of plants and animals, anti- 

anthropocentric books which focused on the higher level of 

technical and sensual development of such species than was 

normally attributed to them.32' Apart from two copies of Fran- 

c e ' s  influential Die Pf lanze  als Erfinder and related volumes 

by France, Mies owned works of zoology and plant science by 
Hans Andre, Leopold Bauke, Frederik J. J. Buytendi j k, Hermann 

Drechsler, the Flemish poet Maurice Maeterlinck, Martin Phil- 

ipsohn, and Albert wigand.j2' That these poets and scientists 

were aware of their work within a contemporary biocentric 

context is suggested by the Dutch biologist Buytendijkts 

statement of 1932 that "Klages hat der biozentrischen Erschei- 

nungsforschung ihre eigene ... Methode ... gegebentI1 and of 
Baukets reference to France as "unser Meister.ltX6 Apart from 

France's, Hermann Kranichfeldts and Remigius St61zlefs works 



in Miesl library underline the non-Darwinian and/or Neo-Lamar- 

ckian point of view within the biocentric discourse.327 In 

addition to France's influential books on the subject, par- 

ticularly Bios: Die Gesetze der Welt, ecological, Organicist 

and Holist philosophies of biology in Miesl library included 

Emerich Zederbauer' s Die Harmonie im We1 tall, in der N a t u r  und 

Kunst, and the Budapest philosopher Baron Bela von Branden- 

stein' s Metaphysik des organischen ~ebens .  12' Concerning 

biocentric aesthetics, again, in addition to France's writing 

on the subject in Bios and other books, Mies owned the biocen- 

tric art historian and theorist Ernst Fuhrmannls book on 

ornament, Der Sinn im Gegenstand, the France-inspired biocent- 

ric design theorist Siegfried Ebeling's Der R a m  a l s  Membran, 

and Erns t Kropp ' s Wand1 ung der Form, a work popular among 

members of the Deutsche Werkbund in the 1920s which traded on 

the naturamorphic analogy in all fields of design, including 

architecture, and which was one of the earliest publications 

to feature the photography of Karl ~lossfeldt.~~~ 

ii. Klages and von Uexkiill 

Klages' background combined many of the elements which 

comprise the category of biocentrisrn. Early on he studied 

chemistry in Leipzig with Wilhelm Ostwald, the future founder 

of the Monistenbund, as well as psychology with Wilhelm Wundt, 

thus exposing him to the two main scientific streams of the 

time: the neue Naturphilosophie and ~ositivisrn."~ Later, in 

Munich in 1893, one of his professors was Wilhelm Conrad 
Rontgen, who pioneered the alternative imaging processes which 

would inspire the scientific image analogy to such an extent, 

but he also studied psychology with Theodore Lipps - -  along 
with Fechner a leading figure of the field of psychological 

aesthetics - -  as well as phil~sophy.~~' Profoundly inspired 

by Neo-Romanticism, especially in its Nietzschean biocentric 

guise, he founded the ~Kosmische Runden in Munich with the 

writer Karl Wolfskehl in 1899. Among his closest friends were 



the vitalmystisch proto-Expressionist writer Stefan George, 

Ricarda Huch - -  the most important biocentric writer in Ger- 
many who was a woman, and her cousin Friedrich Huch.jJ2 As a 

key member of George's Expressionist circle, August Wiedmann 

sees Klages' anti-rationalist philosophy as having been impor- 

tant to the development of Expressionist  aesthetic^.'^^ Con- 
cerning his philosophical influence, Klages enthusiast and 

scholar Hans Kasdorf writes that "[eline so umwSlzende Wirkung 

auf die Philosophie seiner Zeit wie etwa Kant urn 1800 hat 

Klages urn 1930 nicht gehabt .... Andererseits aber mochte ich 
die Wirkung von Klages auf seine Zeitgenossen etwa in den 

Jahren von 1920 bis 1950 stzrker und vielfaltiger nennen als 

diejenige Nietzsches auf seine Zeitgenossen in einem ver- 

gleichbaren Zeitraum seines ~ebens. ""' If this is true - - 
and even if it is an exaggeration - -  then it only highlights 
the extent to which Klages has disappeared from memory, not to 

mention Nietzschets staying power. 

This disappearance is analogous to that of Houston 

Stewart Chamberlain's close friend Jakob von Uexkiill, who, 

besides France, was the most cogent represenative of the 

functionalist, biologistic variety of interwar biocentrism. 

After developing the concept of Urnwelt [environment] in 1909, 

von Uexkiill was determined - -  on the eve of World War One - -  
to provide the "Bausteine zu einer biologischen Weltanschau- 
ung . II 1 3 5  Von Uexkiill's influence on his contemporaries in 

many fields of endeavour was enormous, but he is little-known 

today - -  especially in the English-speaking world - -  despite 
his invention of the concept of Umwel t [environment] . "6 His 

writings were important to several important figures of the 

Weimar avant-garde. Indeed, a necessary study to be undertaken 
is von Uexkiillls influence on figures such as Karl Emst 

Osthaus, Mies van der Rohe, Theo van Doesburg, and Adolf 

Behne, the latter whose highly influential 1918 book Die 

Wiederkehr der Kunst is a von Uexkiillian manifesto for the 
renewal of art on a biologistic basis."? 



Klages probably exercised the strongest influence on the 

artists of Weimar Germany through his environmentalist lecture 

"Mensch und Erde," and through his Ausdruckskunde, the study 

of 'expressiont through rhythm - -  especially as transmitted 
through his writing on graphology, wcharacterologyu and 

Plessner has named Klages, along with Freud, the 

most important transformative force on modern psychology.'" 

Because of the privileged status Klages accorded images [Bil- 

derl as authentic means of perception, Fellmann has indicated 

the potentially enormous influence Klages exercised on Gestalt 

psych~logy.~'~ The aesthetic implications of Klages' biocent- 

ric psychology were enunciated in the popular writings of his 

disciple Prinzhorn, through whom they had a powerful effect on 

contemporary uprimitivismn among Modernist artists.": 

Besides Prinzhorn, among Klages' admirers one can assemble a 

group as diverse as Walter Benjamin, Hannes Meyer, W. H. 

Auden, Alfred Kubin, and the art historians Josef Strzygowski 

and Sixten Ringborn. '" 
Between the wars the ecstatic, neo-Romantic kosmische 

Einheitsgefiihl of the turn of the century was inverted into 

Klagest pessimistic biologism. In Weimar Germany Klages' 

Kul turkri tik represented the shadow sideu of Vi talmystik. 

This view held that as creatures of nature we are not only 

capable of feeling the ecstasy of our oneness with it, we are 

equally able to experience its Hdernonic,u often destructive, 

power. Furthermore, while cosmic rhythms animate our own 
Seelen, our human Geist alienates us from nature, and this 

process is both dangerous and irreversible. Those who espoused 

this ambivalent or outright pessimistic biologism (such as 

Ern6 Kallai and Raoul Hausrnann) were critical of what they saw 

as the naive optimism of biocentric thinkers such as France 

and Moholy-Nagy. 



iii. France 

Die Menschensorte, die ihren Kleinkram als Sonder- 
vorrecht auf das zaheste verteidigt und Eesthalt, 
wird stets Millionen von Redensarten, um den klein- 
en, aber tie£ unwahre und eigensuchtigen Kern ihrer 
Sondereinstellung nicht nur zu verbergen, sondern 
bis in die hochsten Hdhen des ideals und der Notwen- 
digkeit urnzuliigen. Wir wollen einen solchen Mensch- 
entypus einmal ansehen, wenn er, nicht von den Bli- 
cken der ~ffentlichkeit beobachtet, seine unwahre 
Heldenpose ausspielt, sich gehen lasst in den klein- 
en, privaten Augenblicken seines Lebens und darin 
seine wahre Natur herauskehrt ohne Schleier und ohne 
Riicksicht. Und wir wollen uns einen Menschen auswah- 
lent einen bekannten Philosophen und Forscher, der 
sich erhaben dfinkt iiber den alten btirgerlichen Men- 
schentypus und seine Selbstsicherungen, Betrugsmano- 
ver und Vorurteile. Es gibt einen solchen Mann, den 
wir betrachten wollen, der sich f i i r  einen Fuhrer und 
Lehrer der Menschen in einem menschlichen Sinne 
ausgibt oder vielleicht wirklich halt: Raoul H. 
France. (Hausmann 19 2 3 ) 3 4 3  

The interwar biocentric writer with perhaps the widest popular 

impact on Weimar German culture was France. Raised in an 

agnostic household, it was relatively easy for him to accept 

the prevailing scientific world view of the tine.""ike 

Klages' , France's early interests and education were typical 
of the biocentric pattern. He discovered science as a young 

teenager, and he began using a microscope as early as 1887 

when he was 13. He early on became an expert graphic renderer 

of what he saw through the micro~cope."~ To avoid being 

trained as a businessman as his banker father wished, he moved 

out on his own at age seventeen, and he became a drawing 

assistant for the Budapest satirical journal Borsszem Jan- 
kb, 2 4 6  Thus, like his youthful heroes Haeckel and von Hum- 

boldt, France displayed aptitudes both as a naturalist and as 

an zrtist from youth. He seriously, and for quite some time, 

considered becoming a painter.3d7 He studied medicine at 

Budapest University, also attending classes in philosophy, art 

history and history, and he spent 1896 in Breslau in Silesia 

(now Wroclaw, Poland) studying with the microbiologist Ferdi- 



nand I. Cohn, discoverer of the bacterial spore.34E In 1897 

he published his first work, Der Organismus der Craspedomon- 

aden  which, according to Roth, Iteven today is considered one 

of the classic works of protistol~gy.~'~~ He continued his 

study of philosophy on his own in 1898-99 while working as 

director of the Institute for Plant Diseases at Mosonrnagyaro- 
V6r !SO As we have seen, there he read through much of the 

Western philosophical material, with the classics of the 

Vitalist and Lebensphilosophisch traditions such as 

Pythagoras, Aristotle, Spinoza, Kant, Goethe, Schopenhauer and 

Nietzsche, making the deepest impression on him?' But he 

was also affected by his study of Fichte, Hume, Leibniz, and 

Herbert Spencer.lS2 He discovered the I1neue Naturwissen- 

schaftN of Driesch, Ostwald, Mach and others in 1898, which 

inspired him to write Der Wert der Wissenschaft  around 1900. 
Moving from Hungary to Germany in 1902, France founded the 

German Microbiological Society in 1905, and its Biologische 

Institut the following year, which he directed until 1919. The 

Institut 81developed into one of the most respected centers of 

microbiological research and education in Europe," becoming 

the centre of the new field of microbial ecology, and a site 

where France and his associates conducted research into plant 

physiology and "plant psychology.11353 Founder or co-founder 

of several scholarly and popular scientific journals, in 1904 

France established with Wilhelm Bdlsche the scientific coun- 

terpart to Klages' Kosmische Runde, the Kosmos-Gesellschaft 

which published an important series of popular scientific 

books in the spirit of the "neue ~aturwissenschaf t. 113" An 

original combination of often fresh research presented in a 

popular style, the tlKosmos-Biicherm series was an enormous 

success, and France himself produced twelve volumes for tne 

series.''' He was also a founding member of the Monistenbund 

in 1906, the same organization he later criticized. The Kos- 

mos-Bucher, France's post-war series of "Bios-BiicherM pub- 

lished by the Voigtlhder Verlag of Leipzig, and his many 



titles brought out by major German publishing houses, gained 

for France a popular following which is as remarkable for its 

intensity, as it is for the extent to which it has been since 

forgotten.'" By 1924 France's books had sold no fewer that 

one and a half million copies, and by 1962 they had sold a 
remarkable three million in total?' And these statistics do 

not even take into account the numerous articles on a breadth 

of subjects which France p~blished.'~' The remarkable diver- 

sity of France's research and writing was reflected in the 

wide range of interest elicited by his production. As Adolf 

Wagner writes in his introduction to the Festschrift published 

for France' s fiftieth birthday: 

Diese Festschrift ist eine der merkwiirdigsten, die 
vielleicht jemals einem Ffinfzigjahrigen zugeeiignet 
wurden. Wohl sind wir gewohnt, Dichter einem Dicht- 
er, Gelehrte einem Gelehrten, Miinner der praktischen 
Arbeit einem der ihrigen an einem solchen Tage ein 
gutes Wort und einen GlGckwunsch darbringen zu seh- 
en. Aber ganz ungew6hnlich ist es, wenn sie sich 
vereinigen, um es offen in die Welt hinaus zu sagen, 
dass sie alle von einern einzigen Kopf sich einmal 
irgendwie befruchtet und angeregt fiihlten, und dass 
sie nun sich von den verschiedensten Seiten des 
Lebens die Hhde reichen in dem einigenden Bestreb- 
en, jeder von seinem Standpunkt und dennoch eine ffir 
alle die Bedeutsamkeit dieses seltsamen Kopfes Fran- 
ce anzuerkennen. jS9 

We have seen that in his book Der Organismus, France 

wrote that "Das 'biologische Denken I . . .  entspringt nicht einer 

Mode, einem Schlagwort, etwa vergleichbar dem von der Entwick- 

lung ... vom Monismus ... das vor einem Menschenalter die 
Bildung und Kultur durchdrang und in Garung vexsetzte. Denn es 

geht nicht wie jene von einer einzelnen Persenlichkeit aus, 

sondern durchsichert, nunmehr schon seit etwa einem Jahrzehnt 
die gesamte geistige ~ r b e i t . ~ ~ ' ~ ~  France's implied criticism 

of Haeckel's central role in the Monist movement in this 

passage diverts attention from - -  as Raoul Hausmann realized - 
- his attempt to assume an analogous role within what amounted 
to an Interwar neo-Monist biocentric movement. 



France's intentions to found a uschoolH were already 

discernable early in the century. Around 1907-08, as Adolf 

Wagner states, France was instrumental in attempts to consti- 

tute MPsychobiologyfl as a llmovement. While, since he was 

a member of Haeckelts Monistenbund, France does not seem to 

have intended the  psychobiological Momentn1 to rival Monism, 

Pscychobiology was not identified as an aspect of the "Monist 

League . I t  j i L  

Two events of 1919 seem to have altered France's arnbi- 

tions with respect to the Monist League, as well as his pol- 

itical sensibilities. In April of 1919, during the Bavarian 

Soviet Republic - -  for no apparent reason according to the 
Frances - -  France's Biological Institute was ransacked. A s  the 

Kropotkinian biocentric Anarchist Gustav Landauer was - -  along 
with Erich Muhsarn and Ernst Toller - -  one of the three leaders 
of the Raterepublik in Bavaria, this event seems to have put 

to rest any sympathy France may have had for Socialism or 

Anarchist bi~centrisrn?~ France must have been resentful 

towards Landauer for the lack of discipline and coordination 

which allowed his life-work to be so badly damaged?" 

The other factor was the precipitous decline in the 

popularity among intellectuals of the Monist League during and 

after the war, The criticism of Haeckel was two-fold. On the 
one hand, anti-materialists such as Adolf Behne saw Haeckel 

and Ostwald as arch-Materialists and arch-Positivists, whose 

views led to the catastrophe of the Great War. As Behne wrote 

in 1916: "heute ist die Naturwissenschaft eines Haeckel, eines 

Ostwald, aller Monisten und Positivisten in den denkbar tief- 

sten Miskredit gekommen. t1365  On the other hand, with the 

publication in 1917 of Haeckel' s Kristallseelen, others, such 

as France, came to oppose him for his apparent shift towards 

mysticism. In a clear reference to Haeckel, in his autobiogra- 

phy France wrote that the "neue NaturphilosophieH which had 

enthralled him around the turn of the century, later abandoned 

its original goals, and "in die okkultistischen Spekulationen 



verlief . By the time of Haeckel's death in 1919 the old 

man's eclipse was almost total. France himself, who had a 

complex, ambivalent, indeed Oedipal relationship with Haeckel, 

was frank concerning the problems he had with his childhood 

hero. 

Though - -  with Monism out of fashion - -  after the war 
France downplayed it as the context from which he emerged, he 

and his disciples saw "objektive Philosophiefl as the heir to 

Monismus. Thus, in Fischerts official biography of 1924 France 

is referred to as a ltMonist," that same year his conservative 

disciple Huberta von Bronsart describes his philosophical 

system as a Itnew Monism, l1 and in his 1923 Buch des Lebens, 

France refered to it outright as "die wahre Moni~rnus."~~' 

With a11 this in mind, France's announcement of his ambitious 

"objectiveu or "biocentric" epi~temology,~ his %iological 

thinking/ made in 1920 at the meeting of the Schopenhauer 

Society, can be interpreted as an attempt to assume the lead- 
ership of post -war Monism, i. e. of interwar ~ i o z e n t r i k .  ''' 

Like Haeckel, Prinzhorn and von Uexkiill, France aimed to 

popularize biocentric attitudes, both scientific and philo- 

sophical. Emphasizing this pedagogical, indeed evangelical 

role, no less important a figure of German literature than 
Stefan Zweig wrote the following appreciation for the 

Festschrift: 

Eine von diesen Naturen, einer von diesen bindenden, 
ewig lernenden Menschen unserer Zeit ist £fir mich 
Raoul France. Er ist in die T i e f e  der Welt einge- 
drungen und hat die in unseren Augen darurn weit 
gemacht. Er hat mit fzst  religidser Leidenschaft die 
Zusammenhange gefiihlt und ist aus einem bloss Gebil- 
deten ein Bildner geworden. Vielfachste Anregung 
geht von seinem Werke und Wesen aus und dem geisti- 
gen Erkennen mengt sich hier freudige Ehrfurcht vor 
dem letzten unerkennbaren Sein, jene Ahnung der 
Gdttlichkeit, die jedes Werk erst wahrhaft der Seele 
bedeutend macht. So lehrt er, &en weil er alles 
einzelne durchforscht, uns immer wieder die Sehn- 
sucht nach dern Ganzen und schafft den Glaubenlosen 
einen neuen Mythos der Welt.369 



While an artist or architect of the stature of Zweig was not 

included in this Festschrift, France' s importance to the 

interwar German avant-garde was significant, and has never 

been fully appre~iated."~ Even Stanislaus von Moos, who 

rightly suggests that France was "probably the most important 

inspiration for most European avant-garde artists and archi- 

tects intrigued by the analogies of natural and technical 

form,It does so in a footnote.'" The year before Zweigfs text 

appeared, early in 1923, Paul Westheim published a chapter of 

France's book on plants as inventors in the influential Berlin 

art periodical Das Kunstblatt .17' This publication elicited a 

rush  of interest among international Constructiv-ists living 

in Weimar Germany. Lazar El Lissitzky was so enamoured of 

France's book B i o s :  D i e  Gesetze d e r  Welt, that he incorporated 

ideas from it into the special issue of Schwitter's journal 

Merz he edited, and he sought contact with France?' L a s z l o  

Moholy-Nagy began to incorporate France's ideas into his 

Bauhaus teaching around the mid twenties, and, as I argue in 

Chapter Four, Moholy-Nagy's influential concept of "New 

VisionN - -  which contributed to the aestheticization of scien- 

tific photography in Weimar Germany - -  emerged out of his 
interest in France's writings. Architectural historian Fritz 

Neumeyer has pointed out the importance of France's thought t o  

no less importa~t a figure of the history of modern architec- 

ture than Mies van der ~ohe.~'~ Indeed, as we have seen, Mies 

was such an ardent admirer of France that he had a standing 

order at Karl Nierendorf's bookstore in Berlin for any and all 

of France's books.''' and just as Moholy continued to teach 

France's principles at the School of Design in Chicago, Mies 

t augh t  France's ideas while he was director of the Bauhaus, 

and he continued to collect France's books and teach him in 

Chicago while he was working at IIT. In 1926, before he was 

appointed director of the Bauhaus, Hannes Meyer placed France 

first on a shortlist of latterday [intellectual] saintsm 

which included only Einstein, Freud and the French entomol- 



ogist Henri Fabre in addition to him.376 Friedrich Ebeling, 

Thomas Ring, Karel Honzik, E r n 6  Kallai; and possibly Friedrich 

Kiessler, Ella Bergrnann-Michel and Hans Erni, were also 

affected by France, while as we have seen, Raoul Hausmann 

attacked him from a left-wing biocentric per~pective.'~' 

Based on hints and suggestions in the cited texts of 

Steadman, Elderfield and Nisbet, in Chapter Four I argue that 
the discussions around France's writings in the mid-20s gave 

rise to what could be termed a "biocentric  constructivist^ 

discourse which sought the legitimation of these artist's 

interests in technology and geometric abstract style through 

France's biocentric philosophy. This discourse, furthermore, 

represented a shift in nature-centric avant-garde artistic 

practice which nirrored France's reformation of Monism (i.e. 

biocentrism), one from a more romantically-based, Expression- 

ist art to the functionalism of the Neue Sachlichkeit. 
France is an instructive example, however, of the ways in 

which biocentrism was affected by the political developments 

of the interwar period in Germany; there were structural para- 

llels between his thinking and that of National Socialism from 

the early twenties onwards; indeed he was a biocentric who 
succumbed to what Fritz Stern has termed Wational Socialism 

as Temptati~n.~~""ndeed, in his critique of France made in 

1923, and his following publication in Die Aktion, Raoul 

Hausmann characterized Hitler as "nur ein nebenskhlicher 

Faktor"  beside figures such as France and the Nietzschean- 

Christian pop-philosopher L. C. HSusser, who represent the 

humanistisch-wissenschaft~iche ... Seite des Nation- 
alsozialismus. ... France als Khung-Tseu- und Schop- 
enhauer-'Vollendert [and Hdusser] sind ... nichts 
anderes als die sich selbst f i i r  Genies, fcr Gipfel 
erklarenden Durchschnittsbiirger, die ... zuviel und 
zu wenig wissen, urn sich nicht zwangsliufig als 
Ffihrer . . .  zu fiihlen und auszubieten ... Volkskaiser 
zu werden . 379 

Hausmann's evaluation was both prophetic and a gross rnisjudge- 

rnent of Hitler's potential. But France's relationship with the 



far right was - -  as in the cases of many biocentrics - -  rife 
with contradiction. While - -  as Hitler - -  he may have had 
amibitions to be Volksfiihrer, neither France nor his wife 

Annie Harrar were Iupurett Germans, and neither pretended to be. 

In fact, both were part Slavic in background; France's mother 

being Moravian, and Barrarts father having been the Polish 
painter Alexander ~ochaczewski.'~~ France was also part 

French and he never hid the fact that he grew up Hungarian. 

Both were children of immigrants; Harrar's father emigrated to 

Munich from Poland, while France's parents had moved from 

their respective Bohemian homes first to Vienna and then to 

Budapest. France - -  like Klages - -  criticized those Nietzsch- 
ean categories which the Nazis favoured above all for misin- 

terpretation, the ItWill to PowerN and the ~bemensch,  l a '  and 

he expressed his admiration for Nietzsche's concept of "Euro- 

peanness." He held German culture in high esteem, indeed he 

saw it as central among European cultures, but only while 

making it clear that even it was subject to the judgement of 

his Mobjective,~ i.e. biocentric ethical standard. In Plasma- 

t i k ,  France writes: 

Der letzte der grossen 'Weimaranert, der freilich 
den Geist von Weirnar fortbildete zu seinem 'freien 
Europaerturn', Nietzsche, hat dieses vermachtnis wohl 
empfunden . . . .  Das Vermkhtnis des Besten, was 
Deutschland - -  und deutsche Kultur ist das Herz der 

Kul turf iiberhaupt (glaubt es mir, d m  Mischling aus 
drei europaischen Rassen, der ebenso vie1 Recht 
hatte, sich Romane wie Slawe zu nennen, wie er sich 
mit gleichem Recht als Deutscher bekannt) - -  das 
Vermachtnis des Besten, was deutsche Kultur hervor- 
gebracht hat, sol1 nun nachgepriift werden mit den 
Augen und Kenntnissen der ~irklichkeit.'~~ 

Though both France and Harrar - -  as many associated with 
t h e  konservativer Revolution - - valorized German culture above 
all others, they were also fascinated by non-German cultures 

and wrote about them. France's love for Berlin as a city 

speaks of his enjoyment of cosmopolitanism383 while his book 

on Munich written in 1920 contradicted this, reflecting his 



anger at his institute being ransacked during the Munich 

Soviet of April 1919. Indeed it displays a new-found velkisch 

conviction that uncontrolled immigration was a negative factor 

in that city's I1organicif development, which was echoed in 

Hitler's disgusted discussion of Vienna's multicultural makeup 

a few years later."' By 1921 France was promoting a social 

order which though it was (by his own admission) unattainable, 

was based on analogies to the flsuccessful~ insect societies of 

ants, bees and wasps, and was thus uni-racial, i.e. (unlike 

himself and his wife), racially The call of the 

self-avowed Mischling for racial purity within Biozonose is a 

subject calling for a psychoanalysis I am unable to engage in. 

While, like many biocentrics on both the Left and Right 

at the time, France supported the concept of Rassenhygienie 

and eugenics as means to improve humanity and human society, 
he was not - -  like Hitler and Rosenberg - -  Itracist" in the 
sense of a hierarchy of valuations among the Rather 

he was - -  like von Uexktill - -  a racialist, i.e. he believed in 
the construct of "raceN as something both real and valu- 
able. '36 That the Frances' were anti-racist is suggested by 

Harrar, who in her memoir criticizes Spengler's view, alleged- 

ly communicated to her directly, that the "whiten race was the 

only ltcreativeH one. However, she also expressed opposition to 

dictatorship in general, and Hitler and the Third Reich in 

specific in this memoir, and given her husband's later affili- 

ation with the Nazis (which she fails to mention), it is 

possible that these statements were meant as a smokescreen to 
divert attention from his Nazi past."' 

In 1924, however, on the question of the relative value 

of "racesu France was direct: "Gibt es minderwertige Rassen? 

Das ware aber keine 'objektive Philosophiel, die sich ein- 

fangen liesse von der aus der Luft gegriffenen Behauptung, als 

gebe es minderwertige und hljhere Rassen und Vdlker an 

si~h."~~' Because he believed that the culture of.each race 

within its Biozdnose was valuable in its own right, each was 



also to be valued and maintained in as harmonious, and there- 
fore "pureH way as possible. When his biographer asked him 

about his politics, France is reported to have replied with 

disquieting emphasis: "Sie fragen nach meiner Politik? 

Deutschland den Deutschen, Ungarn den Ungarn, England den 

Englandern, Afrika den Afrikanern, - -  aber allen ihr Land und 
ihre Seele ganz bis zum letzen. tt389 

A tfracialistu rather than a hierarchical "racisttfl then, 

France - -  also like von Uexkull but unlike Klages - -  appears 
not to have been anti-Semitic. The fact that France had 

admirers of Jewish background such as Zweig, Lissitzky and 

Moholy-Nagy suggests that France was at least not openly anti- 

~emitic.'~' He certainly did not object to his books being 

published by Ullstein, the most saliently "Jewish" and "cosmo- 

politan" of the big Berlin  publisher^,'^' and indeed by 1920 
he had arranged for, or consented to, his books being pub- 

lished in Yiddish and Hebrew, not a common phenomenon at the 
time.'" The most direct evidence in his writings of France's 

respect for Jewish culture, indeed of his opposition to anti- 

Semitism, is the anecdote "Der Rabbi als ~rzieher," whose very 

title is an ironic comment on Julius Langbehnts 1890 book 

Rembrandt als Erzieher, an early document of German vdlkisch 

Kulturkritzk known for its anti-Semitism.lg3 In this passage 

of his 1927 autobiography - -  part of which appeared in the 
1924 Festschrift published for his fiftieth birthday - -  France 
paints an affectionate portrait of the elderly Moravian Rabbi 

who was his Czech relatives1 neighbour, and clearly a grandfa- 

ther - figure for him: '?' 

Am ganz heissen Sornrnernachmittagen sass ich in der 
Synagoge rnit ihm. Da war es kfihl, und ein angenehmes 
grunes Licht floss von der Garten durch den stillen 
Ram. Er las murmelnd hebriiische Bficher, spater 
unterrichtete er mich selbst in der wunderlichen 
Schrift des alten Wiistenvolkes, und ich lernte die 
Thora kennen und bekam allmiihlich eine tiefe Achtung 
vor der Besonnenheit und inneren Festigung dieses 
patriarchalischen ~udenlebens.~'~ 



The young France, angry with his own father for not allowing 

him to pursue his chosen career, was soon to have a second 

Jewish father-figure in his life: As we have seen, at the age 

of twenty-two he studied with the microbiologist Ferdinand I. 

Cohn in Breslau, an experience which was decisive in the 

development of his scientific 

Early in the twenties, at the height of his popularity, 

France was careful to maintain an image of political neutral- 

i ty . His biographer writes : ''' 
Es ist,., ganz selbstverstandlich, dass France zwar 
von allen Parteien in Anspruch genomrnen wird, weil 
er die edelsten Seiten jeder Partei im Sinne der 
Lebenslehre zu den seinem macht, in der Tat aber 
keiner Partei angehdren kann; denn seine Einstellung 
ist kulturpolitisch, und das heisst aufs Ganze ger- 
ichtet; er ist also parteilos. Man hat indessen 
wegen seiner Mitarbeit an v6llig rechts und links 
gerichteten Blattern auf seine politische Gesinnung 
Riicksch:usse siehen zu diirfen geglaubt. Ganz mit 
Unrecht. Hier sah und sieht er nur ein Mittel, zum 
Volke zu sprechen. 

This text can be read as a manifesto of a Brarnwellian ecolo- 

gistic politics as much as it can be interpreted as a state- 

ment of France's attempt to define himself as being outside 

politics. What is notable is France's programmatic decision to 

publish in both left and right-wing journals in order to reach 

as wide a readership as possible.3gg With this in mind, it is 

less surprising that he was received positively by both the 

Left and the Right: While Bios: Die Gesetze der We1 t was 

reviewed favourably in the Sozialistische Monatshefte, he had 

a following among left-wing Jugendbewegten, and he found 

admirers among left-wing intellectuals such as Moholy-Nagy, 

Lissitzky, Kallai and Hannes Meyer; he was also viewed posi- 

tively by conservative and velkisch organicists such as Paul 

Krannhals, Adolf Wagner and Huberta von ~ronsart."~ As early 

as 1924, Krannhals, author of Das organische W e l t b i l d ,  saw 

France as a "Wegweiser zur  vBlkischen ~ u l t u r . ~ ~ " '  In her 

account of France's philosophy, the neo-conservative von 



Bronsart, after considering all the "alternativesM to what she 

perceived to be the cultural chaos of the time (rejecting 

Expressionism, materialism, Positivism, neo-Kantianism, Theos- 

ophy, the occult, the Jugendbewegung and Anthroposophy in 

turn), she asks rhetorically, %her wo ist der ~Qhrer?~'" As 
Martin Miillerott has noted, u[France's] Einfluss auf sehr 

verschiedenartige Kreise, die in der Biologie ein weltanschau- 

liches Fundament suchten, das ihren Vorlieben und Abneigungen 

entgegenkam, war weitreichend, auch solche mit vdlkischen Sym- 

pathien . . .  beriefen sich auf ihn.~'~' As recently as 1982 a 
volkisch environmentalist such as Gerhard Tenschert wrote a 

glowing appraisal of France, and the MUT-Verlag published a 

new edi t ion of France' s book Die Entdeckung der ~ e h a  t . "' 
It was the volkisch appraisal of France, however, that 

was prophetic. Historian Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn has 

uncovered a letter written by France in 1938 to the German 

Reichsschriftumskammer which indicates that he was a member of 

the National Socialist Party at that point for "years,'' and 

that he had worked for the Velkische Beobachter before 1933 

already."' While one might (just barely) be able to account 

for the publications in the notorious V6lkische Beobachter as 

part of France's strategy to publish in both left and right- 

wing journals during the twenties, working for a journal of 

this nature is suggestive of hatefully anti-Semitic, rather 
than merely or naively vdlkisch sympathies .'06 How is one to 

make sense of this? 

France denied a hierarchy of races in 1924 and published 

the decidedly philosemitic "Rabbi als ErzieherN anecdote in 

1927, yet France's views were sometimes imperialist, and by 

implication, racist. Thus, his defense of cultures throughout 

the world in the early twenties had by 1928 shifted to support 

for European Imperialist expansionism in thinly-populated 

parts of the Third World as a llcivilizingm tactido7 In his 
1934 book Von der Arbeit zum Erfolg, while there is no mention 

of Nazism per se, the chapter on America has racist overtones 



of Nordic superiority and African-American inferiority. Yet, 

there is no hint of anti-Semitism in his discussion of the 

Jews of New York, and France includes strong words concerning 

the inhumanity of the slavery inflicted on African-Americans 

and of the genocide against native Arnerican~.'~~ 

The clearest indication of specifically Nazi sympathies I 

have encountered in his publications of the 30s is contained 

in France's acceptance speech after his election to the "Deut- 

sche Biologische Akademie": 

Besonders drangt es mich, hier der Deutschen Bio- 
logischen Akademie zu Berlin zu gedenken, (sic) die 
mir die Ehre antat, mich zu ihrem Mitglied zu wah- 
lent gleichsam als Symbol, fiir wie wichtig dieser 
Kreis, der so uneddlich an der Erneuexung des 
deutschen Volkes schafft, die Gedanken der Bios- 
Philosophie halt. Wenn eine angesehene Kerperschaft 
bester Manner unserer Zeit diese Gedanken naturgema- 
sser Lebensweise und Lebensschulung als die Grund- 
lage des neuen deutschen Kulturaufbaues aufnimmt und 
sie verbreitet, dann ist wohl die Hoffnung begriin- 
det, dass sie auch wirklich zum Leben gelangen und 
zu den Grundsteinen gehdren werden, auf denen sich 
der Bau der neuen deutschen Kultur erhebt.40g 

The references to the construction of a "new German culturen 

in the context of Germany in 1934 are unmistakable. Like von 

Uexkiill in the second, 1933 edition of his book S t a a t s b i o l o -  

g i e ,  France was hoping that the National Socialist regime 

would realize his dream of an organic, Mharmonious,m biocen- 

tric society. And indeed in 1938 France's concept of Biotech- 

nik was celebrated by Alfred Giessler as W e m a n  S~ience.~':" 

However, as Wolschke-Buirnahn points out, the context of Fran- 

c e ' s  1938 letter is one which suggests tlgewisse, nicht genauer 

bekannte Probleme mit NS-organen.""' Keeping in mind the 

anti-Holistic backlash after 1935 and France's apparent lack 

of anti-Semitic feeling - -  indeed his philo-Semitism - -  one 
cannot help but speculate t h a t  France's problems with the 

Party were connected to these  factor^.^" It is likely that 
like other organicists, France's star would have set by 1938, 
and this may have combined with h i s  bad health to encourage 



him to live on a year-round basis in Dubrovnik."' France's 

case is ideal as a demonstration of both the possible unities 

and the disconjunctions between biocentrism and National 

Socialism, of the complexity of this association. Given his 

multifariousness in the 1 9 2 0 ~ ~  one cannot interpret either the 

centrist-conservative Mies', or the leftist Moholy's, Meyer's 

and Lissitzkyts interests in France as constituting sympathies 

with volkisch or proto-Fascist thought. It is more convincing 

to see them as reflections of their own biocentrisms, and of 

the usefulness to them of France's naturalization of technol- 
+ .  8 

ogy . ' -' 
This complex, politically volatile interwar Biozentrik 

forms the context for the examination of the aestheticization 

of scientific photography as effected through Moholy-Naqy's 

"New Vision," the framing of biomorphic Modernism as Bioroman- 

tik by Kallai, and the production of biomorphic Modernist art 

in general. 



Endnotes : 

1. Friedrich Nietzsche, "On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral 
Senseu (1873) in: Walter Kaufmann, transl. and ed., The Port- 
able Nietzsche (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1968). 42. 

2. Ernst Haeckel, The Riddle of the Universe [ I 9 0 0 1  , Joseph 
McCabe, trans. (Buffalo: Prometheus Books, 1992), 11, 14 

3. Theodor Lessing , Un tergang der Erde  am Geis t (Europa und 
Asien) (Hannover: Wolf Albrecht), 19241, 13. 

4. Walter Benjamin, "Theses on the Philosophy of HistoryH 
t19401 in: Illuminations. Hannah Arendt, ed. (New York: Scho- 
cken, 19691, 263 

5. Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West. Form and Actual - 
i t y  (1918) Charles Francis Atkinson, trans. (New York: Alfred 
A .  Knopf, 19271, 21-2. 

6. Raoul France, Der Weg zu m i r :  Die Lebenserinnerungen, 
ers ter  Teil  (Leipzig: Alfred Krbner, 1927), 1 7 9 - 8 0 .  France is 
writing about the late 1890s. 

7. Paul Klee, "Ways of Nature Study, Staatliches Bauhaus 
Weimar 1919-1923, reprinted in Paul Klee, Notebooks. Volume 1. 
The Thinking Eye, Jfirqen Spiller, ed. , Ralph Mannheirn, transl . 
(Woodstock, N.Y.: The Overlook Press, 19921, 63. 

8. Paul Klee, The Notebooks. Volume 2. The Nature of Nature, 
Jfirgen Spiller, ed. , Heinz Norden, transl . (Woodstock, N. Y. : 
The Overlook Press, 19921, epigram. For the original text, see 
Tilman Osterwald, ed., Paul Klee, Die Ordnung d e r  Dinge 
(Stuttgart: Gerd Hatje, 1975) , 122. 

9. Ern6 Kallai, uBioromantik, Forum (Bratislava) (1932) : 272.  

10. Raoul France, Bios, d i e  Gesetze d e r  Welt, vo1.2, (Munich: 
Franz Hanfstaengl, 19211, 284. 

11. Paul Taylor, Respect for Nature: A Theory o f  Environmental 
Ethics (Princeton N.J.: Princeton University Press, 19861, 
156. 

12. In 1984 Edward 0 .  Wilson coined the term "biophiliaU to 
refer to the "innate tendency [of humans] to focus on life and 
life-like processes." (Quoted in Stephen R. Kellertts intro- 
duction to the volume of essays edited by him and by Stephen 
R. Kellert, The Biophilia Hypothesis, Washington D .  C.: Island 
Press, 1993, 20.) Kellert goes on: "The biophilia hypothesis 
proclaims a human dependence on nature that extends beyond the 



simple issues of material and physical sustenance to encompass 
as well the human craving for aesthetic intellectual, cogni- 
tive, and even spiritual meaning and satisfaction [deriving 
from nature] . "  Given this definition, the term I1biophilial1 
could well be applied to turn-of-the-century life-centric 
intellectual tendencies. 

Note that Haeckel employs the term wanthropismn as a 
collective term for uanthropocentrism,fl wanthropornorphism~ and 
the "anthropolatric dogma." For Ernst Haeckelts anti-anthropo- 
centric polemic, see The Riddle  o f  the Universe, 11-13. 

13. E.g. Anne Harrington comments that "[tlhe history of 
science is still waiting for some systematic comparative 
analysis of twentieth-century holism in the life and mind 
sciences that would both clarify larger unifying patterns 
across cultural and national contexts and also tease apart 
salient  distinction^.^^ Harrington, Reenchanted Science:  Holism 
i n  German C u l t u r e  from Wilhelm II t o  H i t l e r  (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 19961, xxii. On Holism as a cornpo- 
nent of biocentrism, see below. 

14. Like I, Eberhard Roters was grappling with this problem 
shortly before his death in 1994, indeed we spoke about it 
briefly when I told him about my dissertation project in 
Berlin in 1991. In writing about Thomas Ring, he referred to 
"Rings Auffassung, die mit den entelechisch und morphologisch 
intendierten lebensphilosophischen Lehrmeinungen Hans 
Drieschs und Ludwig Klages' unterfiittert ist . . . "  ( p .  240). 
Concluding his essay on Hannah Hochts role as an "eigenstan- 
digen spirituellen VermittlerinI1 of a certain circle of art- 
ists, he wrote: 

... was sie aber miteinander verbindet, ist ihre 
allgemeine biologisch-kosmische Ausrichtung, die 
zwischen modexner Naturwissenschaft und der Schick- 
salhaftigkeit menschlicher Bestimmung, zwischen dem 
Positivismus der experimentellen Forschung und der 
Autonomie des Geistes eine transrnittierende Vermitt- 
lung und gleichsam einen "dritten Wegu qua kfnstler- 
isches Denken zu bahnen sucht. Salorno Friedlaender, 
Arthur Segal, Hans Arp, Theo van Doesburg, Laszlo 
Moholy-Nagy, Raoul Hausmann - -  so unterschiedlich 
und zum Teil sogar unvergleichbar diese Kfinstler in 
ihrem Werk sind, so sehr sind sie doch in der Inte- 
ressenlage ihrer kiinstlerischen Neugier zwischen 
Relativitatstheorie, Psychoanalyse, Astrophysik, Ge- 
staltspsychologie, Empiriokritizismus und Lebens- 
philosophie im Spamungsfeld zwischen Technik und 
eigenem mystischen Erlebnis in kiinstlerischer Vision 
weltanschaulich miteinander verbunden. Daft i r  habe 
ich hier den von Ring verwendeten zusammenfassenden 
Begriff ~Biosophie~ generell einzuftihren versucht, 
der das alles zwar nicht exakt auf einen Nenner zu 



bringen vemag, aber doch so etwas wie einen gemein- 
samen Schwingungshof bezeichnet. (p. 247) 

In : Hannah Hoch, Eine Lebenscollage (Stuttgart : Gerd H a t j  e, 
19951, 247. Roters does not mention Ernst Fuhrmann as the 
originator of the term. 

1 5 .  E rns t  Bloch, lttiber Naturbilder seit Ausgang des Neun- 
zehnten Jahrhundertsfl (19271, in Bloch, Literarische Aufsatze 
(Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1965), 452-3. 

16. August Wiedmann, Romantic Roots i n  Modern Art (Old Woking, 
Surrey: Gresham, 19791, 3. 

17. From the diaries of Paul Klee, no. 941, 1914, quoted in 
Jiirgen Glaesemer, Tlee and German Romanticism." In: Caroline 
Lanchner, ed., Paul Klee (New York: MOMA, 1995: 65. 

18. Max Scheler, Wesen und Formen der Sympathie (1913) Second 
edition 1922. (Berne: Francke, 1973), 82-104. Bloch, "uber 
Naturbilder," 453. Scheler cites Hans Driesch as the thinker 
to see this tlcosmic sympathyt as a "Zeichen Gberpersonaler 
GanzheitH ( p .  821, a "subjektiver Bewusstseinsindex . . .  fur 
den metaphysischen Bestand der Einheit alles Lebendingen." ( p .  
85) On Scheler see Elenor Jain, Das Prinzip Leben: Lebensphi - 
losophie und Ssthetische Erziehung (~rankf urt/Main: Peter 
Lang, 19931, 1 2 0 - 2 1 .  

19. Scheler, Wesen und Formen der Sympahtie, 1 0 4 .  

2 0 .  Raoul France, Plasmatik: Die Wissenschaf t der Zukunf t 
(Stuttgart: Walter Seifert, 1923). On Plasma as a more scien- 
tif ic version of Bergson' s elan vi tall Drieschl s Entelechie, 
etc., see below. 

21. Niles R. Halt, "Ernst Haeckelts Monistic Religion," Jour- 
nal of the History of Ideas 32, no. 2 (April-June 1971): 267. 
As Driesch himself wrote of his relations with Bergson after 
having met him and spoken with him in 1911, "[i]n vielen 
Dingen waren wir ja gleicher Ansicfit, wenn ich auch seinem 
'Indeterminismus' reserviert gegeniiber~tand.~' Hans Driesch, 
Lebenserinnerungen (Basel: Ernst Reinhardt, 1951) , 146. Sche - 
ler (and others) would include Simmel on this list as well. 
( Wesen und Formen der Sympathie, 85) Kurt Bayertz , "Biology 
and Beauty: Science and Aesthetics in Fin-de-siecle Germany," 
in: Mikulas Teich and Roy Porter, eds,. Fin de siecle and i t s  
Legacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 291. 

22. Klages, "Mensch und Erde," in: Klages, Mensch und Erde. 
Elf Abhandlungen (Stuttgart: Alfred Krdner, l973), 10, 12. 



23. Martin 
Heidegger , 
Harper and 

24. Bloch, 

Heidegger. "The Question Concerning Technol~gy~~ in: 
Basic Writings David Farrell Krell, ed. (New York: 
Rowe, 19771 ,  315. 

lluber NaturbildertM 455. Bloch writes elsewhere 
about Edgar Dacque's concern with the prehistoric. On this, 
see below. 

25. Ern6 Kallai, "Kunst und Technik," Sozialistische Monats- 
hefte 37, no. 11 (November 1931) : 1102. 

26. See Hans - Joachim Lieber, Kul turkri tik und Lebensphiloso- 
phie (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1974). 

27. See Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and 
the Transformation of American Culture 1880-1920 (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1981). While some aspects of Lears' construc- 
tion, especially the "martial idealo@ and the Catholic revival 
have nothing to do with what is being discussed here, others, 
such as educational reform and anti-industrialism, do. A s  
Sherrye Cohn notes, "Transcendentalism is Romanticism in its 
American guise. Cohn, Arthur Dove: Nature as Symbol (Ann 
Arbor: UMI Research Press, 19851, 2. On the German Romantic 
origins of American Transcendentalism, see Cohn, 11 and Octa- 
vius Brooks Frothingham, Transcendentalism in New England: A 
History (New York: Putnam and Sons, 1876). 

28. Giovanni Vattimo, The End of Modernity: Nihilism and 
Hermeneutics in Postmodern Cul ture (Baltimore : The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1988). On the anti-humanism inherent 
in the biocentric world view, see, e.g., Luc Ferry, The New 
Ecological Order, Carol Volk, trans. (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 1995). See also Raymond ~ominick 111, The 
Environmental Movement in Germany: Prophets and Pioneers 1871 - 
1971 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), Part One, 
g origin^.^ 

29. See, e. g . , Lieber, ~ u l  turkri tik und Lebensphilosophie, 
Jain, Das Princip Leben, S l f f ,  and Thomas Kluge, Gesellschaft, 
Natur, Technik. Z u r  lebensphilosophischen und okologischen 
Kri tik von technik und Gesellschaf t (Opladen : Wes tdeutscher 
Verlag, 1985). Kluge focuses on Oswald Spengler's work in this 
regard 

3 0 .  Quoted in Wolfgang R. Krabbe, Gesell schaf tsverdnderung 
durch Lebensrefom: Strukturmerkmale einer sozialrefomeri- 
schen Bewegung im Deu tschl and der Indus trial i si erungsperiode 
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 19741, 14-15. 

31. Lebensrefom is defined variously. In a narrower sense, it 
is usually seen as including vegetarianism and/or health food, 
land reform, the gymnastics and sport revival, naturopathy, 



the housing ref o m  movement, Kleidungsreform, nudism, and the 
anti-vivisectionist movement. In a wider sense, it also 
includes the aesthetic education movement (Kunsterziehungs- 
bewegung) and the general Schulreformbewegung, the Youth 
Movement, the temperance movement, the Ausdruckstanzbewegung 
and Anthroposophy. For a discussion of the definition of 
mLebensreform,ll see Giselher Spitzer, Der deutsche Naturismus. 
Idee und En twickl ung einer volkserzieherischen Bewegung im 
Schni t tf eld von Lebensrefom, Sport und Pol i tik (Ahrensburg 
bei Hamburg: Verlag Ingrid Czwalina, 19831, 12-17. For a 
discussion of the narrower and wider senses of the term, see 
Krabbe, Gesell schaf tsverdnderung durch Lebensrefom, 12 - 13, 
171-2. Krabbe dates the widespread use of the term "Lebens- 
reformw to the early 20th century, though it first crops up in 
1896. ( p .  12) On the Garden City Movement and Lebensreform, 
see Kristiana Hartmann, Deutsche Gartenstadtbewegung: Kultur- 
politik und Gesellschaftsreform (Munich: Heinz Moos Verlag, 
1976) , 8. On the common origins of Lebensphilosophie, the 
Jugendbewegung, and the Schulreformbewegung (or pzdagogische 
Reformbewegung, as he puts it) , see Bollnow, Die Lebensphilo- 
sophie (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 1968). 9. See also Wolfgang 
Scheibe, Die Reformpddagogische Bewegung 1900-1932: Eine 
einfuhrende Darstell ung (Weinheim/Basle: Be1 tz Verlag, 1 9 7 8 )  . 

32. Franz Sawicki, "Die Lebensphil~sophie~~ in: Lebensanschau- 
ungen moderner Denker. Volume Two. Die Philosophie der Gegen - 
wart (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schbningh, 19 5 2 )  , 198. 

33. Ferdinand Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie: Elemente einer 
Theorie der Selbsterfahrung (Reineck bei Hamburg : Rowohl t , 
1993), 2 7 - 8 .  

34. Kallai, I1Kunst und Wirklichkeit, " Sozialistische Monats - 
hefte 37, no. 10 (October 1931) : 998. 

35. Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 198-9. It seems that Heide- 
ggert s Seiende (Being) is a concept not too distant from 
either Leben or elan vital. 

36. For a good discussion of the origins of uprimitivismw in 
Modernism, see Gill Perry, I8Primitivisrn and the Modernt1' Part 
One of Charles Harrison, Francis Frascina and Gill Perry, 
Primi tivism, Cubism, Abstraction: The Early Twentieth Century 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), esp. 34-6. 

37. Georg Lukacs, "Reification and the Consciousness of the 
Proletariat, " History and Class Consciousness: Studies in 
Marxist Dialectics (Cambridge Mass. : The MIT Press, 1971) , 
136-7. 

38. Ludwig Klages, Der Geist als Widersacher der Seele [I9291 
Third ed. (Munich: Barth, 1954) . 



39. Most famously in his 1953 lecture 
Technology." On Bloch and Lukacs, see 
valuations of Klages, see the journal 
studies, Hestia, published in Bonn. 

40. Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 155. 

41. Richard Hinton Thomas, "Nietzsche 

''The Question Concerning 
below. For positive 
devoted to Klages 

in Weimar Germany - -  and 
the Case of Ludwig Klages, in Anthony Phelan, ed., The Neimar 
Dilemma: Intel 1 ectuals in the Cveimar ~epubl ic (Manchester : 
Manchester University Press, 19851, 79-80. 

42. On France as an environmentalist pioneer (written from a 
volkisch ecological position), see Gerhard Tenschert's intro- 
duction to the second edition of France, Die Entdeckung der 
Heimat (Asendorf: MUT-Verlag, 1982). C.f. for example France's 
critique of the speed of German industrialization, and of 
deforestation in France in Plasmatik, 156-7. See Klagest 
"Mensch und Erde," 10, 12. On Klages as a pioneer environ- 
mentalist, see Roland Miiller, Das verzwistete Ich - - Ludwig 
Klages und s e i n  philosophisches Hauptwerk 'Der Geist als 
Widersacher der Seelell (Bern and Frankfurt/Main: Herbert Lang, 
1971), 200-1, Wilfried Kuckartz, "Ludwig Klages als Prophet 
der drohenden Umwelt~katastrophe,~ Hestia (1982-83) : 67-79; 
and Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 85-7. On Lessing, see the quota- 
tion at the start of this chapter; Fellmann, Lebensphiloso- 
phie, Chapter 3 and Jain, Das Prinzip Leben. On Spengler, see,  
e.g., Kluge, Gesellschaft, Natur, Technik. On the artists and 
critics, see below. On the history of environmentalism in 
Germany, see Raymond H. Dominick 111. The Environmental Move- 
ment in Germany. Prophets and Pioneers 1871-1971 (Indianapolis 
and Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992). 

43. Oswald Spengler, Der Untergang des Abendlandes (Vienna and 
Munich, 1918, l9l9, and 1923) . On the publication history of 
Spenglerfs book, see Kluge, Wissenschaft, Natur, Technik, 280. 

44. Kluge, Wissenschaf t, Na t u r f  Technik, 13. 

45. Heidegger, "The Question Concerning Technology." On Speng- 
lerf s sys tern, see the chart in Kluge, Wissenschaf t, Na tur, 
Technik, 52. 

47. France, Bios,  56-7. Quoted by Tenschert in his introduc- 
tion to France, Die Entdeckung der Heimat, 10. 

48. See, e.g., France, Plasmatik, 156-7. 



49. Raoul France, Denkmdler der N a t u r  (Leipzig: T .  Thomas, 
1910); Die Entdeckung der Heimat (Stuttgart: Kosmos, 1925); 
Richtiges Leben (Leipzig: Voigtlander, 1924) , So musst du  
Leben! (Dresden: Carl Reissner, 1930) . On Darre see Anna 
Bramwell, Blood and Soi l :  Walter Darre and H i  t l e r ' s  'Green 
Party '  (Bourne End,  U. K. : Bucks, 1985) . On Klages ' and Fran - 
cets politics - -  while the former refused Nazi party member- 
ship, the latter did not - -  see below. 

50. Anna Bramwell, Ecology i n  the 20th Century: A History (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1989), 13-14. 

51. Michael Grossheim, Ludwig Klages und die Phenomenologie 
(Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 19941, 1. 

52. Bramwell, Ecology i n  the Twentieth Century, 182-3. On 
Klages and German enviro~mentalism, see also Dominick, The 
Environmental Movement i n  Germany, 19 - 2 0. 

53. Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 32 .  Anyone who has ever 
tried to read Klagesl Der Geist als  Widersacher d e r  Seele will 
know that it is many things, but "pop philosophyn it certainly 
is not. On Klages and the political Right, see below. Note 
that this is one of the few criticisms I can make of this 
excellent book. 

54. Thomas, "Nietzsche in Weirnar Germany," 87. 

55. One of the rare - -  if strong - -  examples of outright anti- 
Sernitism in Klagest voluminous writings dates from 1940, in 
his introduction to Alfred Schulerrs works. Fellmann, Lebens- 
philosophie, 155-6. See also Evelin Priebe, Angst und Abstrak- 
t ion: Die Funktion der Kunst i n  d e r  Kunsttheorie Kandinskys 
(~rankfurt/~ain: Peter Lang, 1986), 164-5. Compare Roderich 
Kuch's memoirs, in which he discusses Klagest complex atti- 
tudes towards Jews such as Stefan George and Karl Wolfskehl. 
Roderich Huc~, A1 fred Schul er, Ludwig Klages und Stefan 
George. Erinnerungen an Kreise und Krisen der Jahrhundertwende 
i n  Miinchen - Schwabing (Amsterdam: Cas trurn Peregrini Presse, 
l973), 6ff, especially 11. 

56. Thomas, Wietzsche in Weimar Germany - -  and the Case of 
Ludwig Klages," 84, This was - -  one must add - -  an admiration 
based on a misreading, 

57. Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 155. 

58. Thomas, "Nietzsche in Weimar Germany - -  and the Case of 
Ludwig Klages , 9 0. 



59. See Konrad Eugs ter, Die Befreiung vorn anthropozentrischen 
Wel t b i l d :  Ludwig Klages' Lehre vom Vorrang der Na t u r  (Bonn: 
Bouvier, 1989). On Haeckells flanti-anthropism,u see above, 

60. Adolf Behne, "Biologic und KubismustH Die Tat (1916): 7 0 5 .  
See also p. 58 of Die Wiederkehr der Kunst. 

61. Raoul France, Der Organismus. Organisation und Leben der 
Zelle (Munich: Drei Masken, 1928), VII. 

62. See Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 29-30. For a Marxist view 
of organic theories of society, see Heinz-Georg Marten, Sozi-  
albiologismus . Biologische Grundposi tionen der poli t ischen 
Ideengeschichte. (Frankfurt/Main: Campus, 1983). Typically, 
the author assumes that all social biology is meant as a cap- 
italist legitimation device with a potentially racist outcome. 
As they do not fit neatly into Marten's schema, Anarchist and 
Leftist social biological figures such as Kropotkin and Geddes 
are, needless to say, not dealt with. 

6 3 . Robert Wo j towicz , L e w i s  Mumford and American Modernism : 
Eu topian Theories for  Archi t ec t  ure and Urban Planning (Cam - 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) , 11. 

64. On this, see Alfred Kelly, The Descent of Darwin: The 
Popularization o f  Darwinism i n  Germany, 1860 -1914  (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 19811, Chapter 6, 
"Social Darwinism and the Popularizersm; and Peter J. Bowler, 
The Non -Darwinian Revolution: Reinterpreting a Historical Myth 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 19881, Chapter 7, 
"Social Darwinisml1. Kropotkin's Mutual Aid was written in 
England as a series of articles between 1890 and 1896. See: 
Peter Kropotkin, Mutual Aid: A Factor o f  Evolution. Introduc- 
tion by  George Woodcock. (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1989). 
This edition reprints as an appendix Huxley's 1888 essay "The 
Struggle for Existence in Human Societytt on pp. 329ff. Spencer 
first makes such an argument in 1865 in his Social S ta t i c s ,  in 
which he cited "the stern discipline of nature which elimin- 
ates the unfit." Quoted in Donald Gordon, Expressionism: A r t  
and Idea (New Haven: Yale University Press, 19871, 5. Note 
that Spencer's thinking was complex in that he also saw nature 
as "a benevolent, ordered state...." Quoted in Abbie Ziffren, 
"Biography of Patrick GeddesN in: Marshall Stalley, ed., 
Patrick Geddes: Spokesman for  Man and the Environment (New 
Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 19721, 7. 

65. Geddes and J. Arthur Thornson, Introduction to Evolution 
(London: Williams and Norgate, 19111, ix. Quoted in: Wojto- 
wicz, Lewis Mumford, 11. 



66. B. T. Robinson quoted in: Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th 
Century, 77-80. On Geddes and Kropotkin, see Volker M. Welter, 
"The Geddes Vision of the Region as City: Palestine as a 
' Polis' , " in: Jeannine Fiedler, ed. , Social Utopias of the 
Twenties: Bauhaus, Kibbutz and the Dream of the New Man (De- 
ssau: Bauhaus Dessau Foundation and Tel Aviv: Friedrich-Ebert 
Foundation, 19951, 72-9. See also Stalley, ed., Patrick Ged- 
des. On Geddes, Meyer and Mumford, see Chapter Four. 

67. On German fin-de-siecle thinking as heavily biologistic, 
see Gunter Mann, "Ernst Haeckel und der Daminismus: Popula- 
risierung, Propaganda und Ideol~gisierung,~ Medizinhistori- 
sches Journal 15 (19801 : 282-3. On Haeckel's biologism, see 
also Daniel Gasman, The Scientific Origins of National Social - 
ism: Social Darwinism in Ernst Haeckel and the German Monist 
League (London: Macdonald and New York: American Elsevier 
Inc., 1971) , 35. On Freud' s psychology as ~icrypto-biological, " 
see Frank J. Sulloway, Freud, Biologist of the Mind: Beyond 
the Psychoanalytic Legend (New York: Basic Books, 1979) . On 
the enormous popularity of Ernst Mach's "biological positiv- 
ist" view of the world, see Pauline Mazumdar, Species and 
Speczfici ty: An Interpretation of the History of Immunology 
(Cambridge: Carribridge University Press, 1995), 169-70. For an 
acknowledgement of Nietzsche's biologism, and a discussion of 
the defence of the view that he was biologistic in the face of 
Heidegger's denial of this, see Bayertz, Itscience and Aes- 
chetics in Fin-de-siecle Germany, " 291 and endnote 37. 

68. See Corona Hepp, Avantgarde: Moderne Kunst, Kul turkri tik 
und Reforrnbewegungen nach der Jahrhundertwende (Munich: DTV, 
1 9 8 7 )  , 5 8  - 63 and Gordon, Expressionism, Chapter One. On Speng- 
l e r t  s reception by the Nazis, see Kluge, Wissenschaf t, Natur, 
Technik, Part 2. On Chamberlain as a precursor of Nazi racist 
theory, see Enzo Collotti, "Nationalism, Anti-Semitism, Socia- 
lism and Political Catholicism as Expressions of Mass Politics 
in the Twentieth Centuryu in: Teich and Porter, eds., Fin de 
Siec le  and its Legacy, 85. 

69. France, Der Organismus, vii. France did not note the irony 
in a situation in which "objectiveH biologistic reasoning 
could result in either Spencerian Social Darwinism or Kropot- 
kinian cooperative Anarchism (for which he had sympathy). For 
an account of France's intellectual origins, see below. His 
wife, Annie (France-)Harrar lists France's most important 
scientific achievements as his description of the soil ecosys- 
tem or Edaphon, his suggestions for humus development through 
cornposting, and his conception of Biotechnik, which is dis- 
cussed in Chapter Four. She reports that he was awarded an 
honourary dcctorate for his soil ecology work by Jefferson- 
Lincoln University in Chicago in 1928. Annie France-Harrar, So 
warf s um Neunzehnhundert: Mein fin de siecle (Munich: Albert 
Langen, 19621, 24, 31, 207-16, 220. 



70. France, Der Organismus, VII. On the 
see below. 

71. Raoui France, Die We1 t als Erleben: 
ti ven Philosophie (Dresden: Alwin Huhle, 

256 

announcement in 1920, 

Grundriss einer ob jek - 
1923), 8. On the 

importance of Kant and Schopenhauer to France, see France, 
Zoesis: Eine E i n f d h r u n g  in die Gesetze der We1 t (Munich: Franz 
Hanf staengl, 1920) , 7. Also: France, Plasmatik, 1 7 .  France 
distinguishes his phenomenology from Husserl's which he criti- - - 

cizes for not recognizing the vbiological contentu of con- 
sciousness. See Die We1 t als Erleben, 26. 

72. W. T. Jones, Kant and the Nineteenth Century. Second 
edition. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975), 202. 
a (rare) precis of ~empiriocriticalto epistemology within a 
relevant art historical context, see Andreas Haus, Moholy- 
Nagy: Fotos und Fotogramme (Munich: Schirmer/Mosel, 1978) , 
6 0 .  On Mach and Avenarius as sources for France's line of 
thinking, see Bios, vol. 1, 34. On Avenarius and Mach as 

For 

58 - 

"Vorlaufer der Biozentrik, " see Die Welt als Erleben, 45-8. 

73. Spengler, The Decline of the West, 8. 

74. On the possible origin of Heidegger's concept of Being-in- 
the-world in von Uexktillt s Umwel t, see Harrington, Reenchan t ed  
Science, 53-4. 

75. On VsychobiologyM being coined by 0. Kohnstamrn, and for 
the definition of the term, see Adolf Wagner, Geschichte des 
Lamarckismus : A1 s E i n f  rihrung in die Psycho - Biol ogi sche Bewe - 
gunq der Gegenwart (Stuttgart: Franckh'sche Verlagshandlung, 
n-d. [1909]), 169. On Kohnstamm's ideas, see Wagner, 178-81. 
For France's version of Mpsychobiology,N see his Der Weg zu 
mir, 186-7 and Die Welt als Erleben, 118. On the development 
of France's Psychobiology and the uschoolu that developed 
around it in Munich early in the century, see Zoesis, 19. 
Adolf Wagner sees the "psycho-biologische Bewegungu as a sec- 
ond, higher stage of "die  heutige lamarckistische Bewegung" in 
his Geschichte des Lamarckismus, 169. On France in this book, 
see 199-209. According to Sulloway, Freud's thinking was also 
Hpsychobiological. " Freud, Biologist of the Mind, 4. We shall 
see in Chapter Three that Raoul Hausmann was an adherent of 
philosopher Ernst Marcus' radically psychobiological position. 

76. Wagner s e e s  Prance and A.  Pauly as the most important 
figures of the "movement." "Mit diesen beiden Gelehrten setzte 
die Bewegung bewusst und folgenschwer ein; von diesem Augen- 
blicke an konnnte die nicht mehr ignoriert werden, musste die 
zeitgen6ssische Biologie ... sich mit ihr abzufinden suchen. 
Und nicht nur der engere Neolamarckisrnus, sondern insbesondere 
die Psycho-Biologie datiert ihren Ursprung recht eigentlich 
von dem Eingreifen dieser beiden Autoren.I1 (Wagner, Geschichte 



des Lamarckismus, 133) On Paul, see Wagner, 102ff. On France's 
founding of the Zei tschrif t f Cr den Ausbau der En twickl ungs - 
lehre, later renamed Archiv ffir Psycho-Biologie in 1907, see 
France, Z o e s i s ,  19 ; Wagner, Geschichte des Lamarckismus, 208 - 
9; and R.R. Roth, "The Foundation of Bionics,~ Perspectives in 
Biology and Medicine 26 (1983) : 237. On Psychobiology as a 
 movement," see endnote 64. 

77, France, Zoesis, 18-19. For an account of Driesch's philos- 
ophy as "ganz ahnlichI1 to France's biocentrism, see France, 
Die We1 t a1 s Erleben, 130 - 2. Wagner writes : "Wenn zwischen 
der Psycho-Biologie und Driesch eine Annaherung stattfinden 
sollte, so ware das ja sehr zu begriissen . . . /  (Geschichte des 
Lamarckisrnus, 182) The term Entelechie (English "entelechyu) 
refers to an organic system or series of events; i . e .  an 
entity. In English, see, e.g., Driesch, The Science and Phil - 
osophy of the Organism (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 
1909), Thanks to Hilmar Frank for originally bringing Driesch 
to my attention. 

78. Rudolf Eisler, Philosophen-Lexikon [1912, p. 3711 in 
Deu tsches Biographisches Archiv, neue Folge no. 3 87 (Munich: 
K.G.  Saur, 1982). Wagner defines HPsychovitalismtt almost 
identically to the definition of HPsychobiology~ he himself 
gives: Witalismus wird ... nicht anders bedeuten, als eine 
naturphilosophische Betrachtungsweise, welche von der h6chsten 
Manifestationsstufe - -  dem Leben - -  ausgeht und diese als das 
zuerst zu Analysierende, als den SchXssel zu allem anderen 
betrachtet. Da die h8chste Manifestation des Lebens wiederum 
in dem uInnenlebenH, in dern "psychischenM Erscheinungen gip- 
felt, so wird jeder kiinftige Vitalismus notwendig ein "psych- 
istischeH sein rnfissen. Und um ihn in diesem Sinne von alteren 
Fassungen zu unterscheiden, wohl der Ausdruck Psycho-Vitalis- 
mus empfehlen." (Geschichte des Lamarckismus, 24; 169. 

79. Ernst Marcus, Das Problem der exzentrischen Empfindung und 
seine Ltisung (Berlin: Verlag der Sturm, 1918), 9-10. 

80. Erben in Karl Ernst Osthaus. Leben und Werk (Rechling- 
hausen: Aurel Bongers, 19711, 101. 

81. France, Die We1 t als Erlsben, 53. See also France, Bios 
and Das Buch des Lebens: E i n  We1 tbild der Gegenwart (Berlin: 
Ullstein, 1924) , esp. 25. See: Raoul France, Das Edaphon 
(Stuttgart: Franck, 1921) , and Das Leben im Ackerboden (Stutt- 
gart: Kosmos, c. 1923). For a history of the ecosystem con- 
cept, see Frank Benjamin Golley, A History of the Ecosystem 
Concept in Ecology: More Than the Sum of the Parts (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1993). Though he acknowledges that "the 
German foundation for ecosystem studies was firmly rooted both 
philosophically and technicallyw ( p .  1741, Golley does not 
accept "ecosystemH (a word coined in 1935 by Arthur Tansley; 



see p .  81 ,  as a restatement of the Biozdnose, developed by 
Karl Mobius in 1877, biotope, Holocoen (p .  40) or any other 
equivalent European concepts, characterizing its development 
instead as "largely an American tale." (p .  2) He contradicts 
himself on page 40, however, where he acknowledges that "Holo- 
coen and ecosystem are synonyms." 

82. France, So musst Du leben!, 166-7. 

83. France, Die Pflanze als Erfinder (Stuttgart : Kosmos, 
1920), 22. 

84. Lessing, Untergang der Erde im Geist, 457. 

85. See France, Harmonie in der Natur (Stuttgart: Kosmos, 
1926). 

86. France, Zoesis, 58. 

87. Donna Jean Haraway, Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields: Meta - 
phors of Organicism in Twentieth -Century Developmental Biology 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976) , 57. See also Har- 
rington, Reenchanted Science. 

88. France, Die Welt als Erleben, 15. On the introduction of 
this philosophy, see Zoesis, 10. 

89. France, Die Welt als Erleben, 32-33. 

90. On Einstein, see pp. 114-6 and on Nietzsche as a "forrun- 
neru of biocentrisrn, see p. 22 of Die Welt a l s  Erleben. 

9 1. Huberta von Bronsart, Die Lebensl ehre der Gegenwart . 
E i n f u h r u n g  in die objektive Philosophie (Stuttgart : Walter 
Seifert, l924), 71-2. 

92. France, Die Welt als Erleben, 29. 

93. Though Sale's version does not have as strong an emphasis 
on ethnicity. Kirkpatrick Sale, Dwellers in the Land: The 
Bioregional Vision (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1985). 
esp. Chapter Four, Ylwellers in the Land." Like most almost 
all ecological theorists, Sale is unaware of his predecessors. 

94. France, Die Kultur von Morgen, 49. 

95. France, So musst du Leben!, 170. In his copy of this book 
Mies marked the passage in which France pointed out which 
readings to take up in order to inform oneself of the many 
practical aspects of France's Lebenslehre ( p .  170) . 



96. France, Vomort, Bios, vol. 1, unpag. and Die We1 t als 
Erleben, 1. 

97. On Kropotkin, See e.g., France, Die Welt als Erleben, 29; 
Das Buch des Lebens, 268; and Bios, vol. 2, 213. On Spencer, 
see Die Welt als Erleben, 4 2 - 3 .  It is typical that Wolschke- 
Bulmahn would jump to the conclusion that France was a Social 
Darwinist, even thought France's writings indicate t h a t  he was 
more Kropotkinian than Social Darwinist. See Joachim Wolschke- 
Bulmahn, Auf der Suche nach Arkadien (Munich: Minerva, 1990) , 
90-1. 

98. On Kropotkin's positive attitude towards a technology 
harnessed for the human good, see Ulrike Heider, Anarchism: 
Left, Right, and Green (San Francisco: City Lights Books, 
1994), 18. 

99. France, Plasmatik, 155-6. 

100. See his critique of Spengler's idea of the "Decline of 
the West. Raoul France, Die Kul tur von Morgen: E i n  Buch der 
Erkenntnis und der Gesundung (Dresden: Reissner, 1922) , 139. 
Though he criticized it in many respects, France considered 
Spenglert s Der Untergang des Abendlandes to be important 
because of its attempt to found a Nbiologisches Geschicht- 
wissenschaft." France, Zoesis, 21-3. On Spengler's critique of 
technology, see Kluge, Wissenschaf t, Natur, Technik, Part 1. 

101. France, Die Pflanze als Erfinder, 72. Interestingly 
enough France does not discuss Klages in his books. On Speng- 
lerts position concerning technology as a V?austianIt pact, see 
Ingeborg Gfissow, "Kunst und Technik in den 20er JahrentU in: 
Helmut Friedel, ed. , Kunst und Technik in den 20er Jahren: 
Neue Sachlichkei t und GegenstSndlicher Konstruk tivismus 
(Munich: Stadtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus, 1980), 34. On 
Spengler, the conservative critique of technology in Weimar 
Germany, and its later confluence with National Socialism, see 
Kluge, Gesellschaf t, Natur, Technik. 

102. Ibid. 

103. For an account of France's pioneering role in the devel- 
opment of biotechnology (one of the few areas in which a 
secondary literature has developed on him), see R , R ,  Roth, 
"The Foundation of BionicstW Perspectives in Biology and 
Medicine," 26 no. 2 (Winter 1983): 229-42 and Robert Bud, The 
Uses of Life: A History of Biotechnology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 60-3. 

104. France, Die Kultur von Morgen, 42. 

105. See von Bronsart, Die Lebenslehre der Gegenwart, 8 8 - 9 .  



106. Von Bronsart, Die Lebenslehre der Gegenwart, 88. 

107. Ibid, 

i08. See, e.g., France, Das Buch des Lebens, 460-70, and 
France, Hamonie in der Natur, 3 2  -40. For a summary of "objek- 
tive KunstlehreM see France, Die We1 t als Erleben, 30 - 1. On 
France's own art, See Rudolf Engel-Hardt, France als Grafiker. 
Ein Weg zum 'Wirklichen Naturbild' (Stuttgart: Walter Seifert, 
1925) . 
109. Writing from a leftist-biocentric position, Hausmann, as 
far as I can tell, is the only one of the Weimar intellectuals 
to point out the socially conservative, indeed dangerous imp- 
lications of France's biologism. See his review of Die Kultur 
von Morgen, llIntellektualismus, Gesellschaft und Gemein- 
schaf t, fl Die Aktion (15 July 1923) : 347-51 and "Ausblick, l t  G 
no. 3 (June 1924) : 14-17. On this, see also below and Chapter 
Four. Karl Popper later criticized Holism and Organicism as 
types of biologistic social engineering schemes which led to 
totalitarianism. See Karl Popper, The Poverty of Historicism 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 19571,  17-19. See especial- 
ly his "Critique of Holism," 76-83. Lessingts was, by con- 
trast, an anti-totalizing lebensphilosophische viewpoint. 
Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 49-50. 

110. Mies and others might even have read France's critique of 
Expressionist art as a reflection of the artistst desperate 
clinging to a mythical self, of a "SouverZnen Willenstiberstei- 
gerung,I1 a negation of the "trueM goal of art which should be 
to represent the harmony in natural systems. (This no doubt 
reflects Ernst Mach's dictum that "das Ich ist unrettbar." 
Quoted in Pauline Mazumdar, Species and Specifici ty, 170. ) 
While perhaps dismayed by France's amateurish art criticism, 
Mies might have been gratified by his praise for the design of 
Hermann Muthesius and his support for the skyscraper as an 
"optimale Losung der Raumfrage in der Weltstadt." See "Expre- 
ssionismus als Fremdideew in Das Buch des Lebens, 460-2 and 
521-3. 

111. On this hoped-for world revolution, see Lukacs, History 
and Class Consciousness, xiii. 

112. Indeed, Hausmann, like his mentor Johannes Baader, was 
just such a Haeckelian Monist. See Timothy 0. Benton, Raoul 
Hausmann and Berlin Dada (AM Arbor: U M I  Research Press, 
19871 ,  8 - 9 .  

113. Peter Nisbet, El Lissitzky 1890-1941 Exh. cat. (Cam- 
bridge, Mass.: Busch-Reisinger Museum, 19871, 30. 



114. For more discussion of France's connections to the art 
world, see Chapter Four. This is a topic which will have to be 
dealt with elsewhere, however. 

115. France, Die Welt als Erleben, 24. 

116. Paraphrased by and quoted in: Sixten Ringbom, "Paul Klee 
and the Inner Truth to Naturetl' Arts Magazine 52 (September 
1977) : 115. Ringbom is paraphrasing from Stadelmannls Unsere 
Zeit und ihre neue Kunst (Berlin: Der Zirkel Architekturver- 
lag, 1916), 4, 18, 21. The original reads "Die grosse Errung- 
enschaft des neuen Zeitgeistes ist das biologische Denken." 
( p .  4) While he does not provide a bibliography or notes, 
Stadelmann seems to have been informed by Jakob von Uexkiill's 
writing, popular with figures such as Adolf Behne and Theo von 
Doesburg around 19 16. 

117. Kurt Graeser, Vflanzen-Psychologie," Blatter des Deut- 
schen Monistenbundes 3 no. 20 (February 1908) : 36. Graeser 
seems to be referring to the circle of those interested in 
"Psychobiologie~ or plant psychology around the Monist Raoul 
France. C.f. France, Zoesis, 19-20. 

118. Wagner, Die Geschichte des Lamarckismus als EinfGhrung in 
die Psycho -Biologische Bewegung der Gegenwart, IV. Later on it 
becomes clear that he was thinking first and foremost of what 
he terms the "Psycho-Lamarckiantl aspect of Neo-Lamarckism. ( p .  
268) 

119. Rudolf Eisler, Philosophen-Lexikon [1912, p. 3711 in 
Deutsches Biographisches Archiv, neue Folge no. 3 87 (Munich: 
K.G. Saur, 1982). Von Bronsart characterizes France's "Objec- 
tive Philosophy" as neo-Lamarckian and describes France's book 
Das Leben der Pflanze (1904-07) as "das erste Lamarckistische 
Handbuch der Botanik. " Die Lebenslehre der Gegenwart, 102. 

120. Lessing, Untergang der Erde am Geist, 403. 

121. There is not total agreement about exactly which philos- 
ophers were ttphilosophers of life," I have drawn on several 
sources in drawing up this tentative list, including Bollnow, 
Die Lebensphilosophie; Sawicki Vo1 . , 2 ; Jain, Das Prinzip 
Leben ; Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie. Not too surprisingly, 
some have seen this category as far too diverse. For a summary 
of this criticism, see Theodore Plantinga, Historical Under- 
standing in the Thought of Wilhelm Dil they (Toronto: Univer- 
sity of Toronto Press, 19801, 70-1. Note that Fellrnann, fol- 
lowing Bollnow, does not so much see Lebensphilosophie as a 
revival of Romanticism, but simply labels aspects of Romanti- 
cism as the first epoch of Lebensphilosophie. (Fellmann, 27-28 
and Bollnow, 3 -5) At least one author, SchnZdelbach, sees 
Lebensphilosophie as a post-World War One phenomenon, typified 



by the work of Ludwig Klages. See: Herbert Schnadelbach, 
Philosophy in Germany 1831 -1933  Eric Matthews, trans. (Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984). On the question of 
the post-war generation, see below. Schnadelbach's views are 
referred to in Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 32. On Niet - 
zsche's conceptions of "natureu and "lifeu within it, see 
Daniel W. Conway, I1Returning to Nature: Nietzschets Gotterddm- 
merung,I1 in Peter R. Sedgwick, ed., Nietzsche: A Critical 
Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995)) 31-52. On Lebensphilosophie 
as first and foremost a kind of epistemology, see Fellmann, 
Lebensphil osophi e ,  26. 

122. Schnadelbach, Philosophy in Germany 1831 -1933, 139. 
Schnadelbach's a-biologistic characterization of Lebensphilo- 
sophie tends to depend on Dilthey's approach, rather than on 
the more biologistic variants of life-philosophy. See, egg., 
Schnadelbach, p. 147. Wilhelm Dilthey is usually included 
among the Lebensphilosophen. (See, e. g . , Fellmann, Lebensphi - 
losophie, lO8f f . ) However, as Plantinga points out, Dilthey' s 
"...choice of the term 'life' does not ... reflect the wide- 
spread interest in biological matters that is typical of the 
late nineteenth century. Dilthey, in fact, manifested no 
special interest in biology and did not use the term 'life' in 
a biological sense. l1 Historical Understanding in the Thought 
of Wilhelm Dil they, 74. 

123. Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th Century, 177. 

124. See the bibliography for a selected listing of relevant 
publications on Nietzsche. The production of the "Nietzsche 
IndustryB1 is prodigious. On Nietzsche's anti-anthropocentrism, 
see especially Ferry, The New Ecological Order, 79. On his 
thinking being neither Right nor Left, see Henning Ottmann, 
"Anti-Lukacs: Eine Kritik der Nietzsche-Kritik von Georg 
Lukacs, " Nietzsche Studien 13 (1984) : 576. 

125. Joan Stambaugh, The Other Nietzsche (Albany: State Uni- 
versity of New York Press, 1994), 9. 

126. For a listing of Lebensphilosophen, see Jain, Das Prinzip 
Leben, 20. On Raoul France's views of Eduard von Hartmann, see 
France, Die Welt als Erleben, 52, 8, 12, 51-52, 166. On von 
Hartmann as Haeckel s opponent, see David de Groot, Haeckel ' s  
Theory of the Unity of Nature (Amsterdam: B.R.Griiner, 1982) , 5. 
On Sirnmel, see, e.g., Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 124ff and 
Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 47 -8. On Lessing, See Sawicki, Volume 
2, 214 and Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 49-50, 65-8, etc. On 
Keyserling , see Ute Gahiings , Sinn und Ursprung: Un tersuchungen 
zum phi 1 osophischen Weg H e m a m  G r a f  Keyserl ings (Sankt Augus - 
tin: Academia Verlag, 1992) and Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 113-17. 
For an account of what one could dub Keyserling's metaphysical 
biocentrism, see his I 1Der  natdrliche Wirkungskreis, " in: oer Weg 



zur  Vol lendung. Mi t teilungen der Gesellschaf t fur freie Philoso - 
phie, Schule der Weisheit, Darmstadt no. 10 (1925): 1-17. On 
Keyserling and Lebensphilosophie, see Paul Feldkeller, "BGcher- 
schau," Der Weg no. 5 (1923): 100-05. On Keyserlingts lecture 
series on "Mensch und ErdeN (of which the eighth lecture was to 
given by Hans Prinzhorn) , see "Chronik der Schule der Weisheit, 
Der Weg no. 12 (1926) : 18. Despite the obvious reference to 
Klages in the title of this lecture series, for Keyserling' s 
mixed views on Klages, see llB&zherschau, I, Der Weg no. 5 (1923 ) : 
84-90. For von Uexkbllts praise of Keyserling, see von Uexkfill, 
Bausteine zu einer biologischen We1 tbetrachtung, 50. On Spengler 
as Lebensphilosoph, see Kluge, Gesellschaf t, Na tur, Technik. 
Spranger, see Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, l97f f . 

127. France, Der Weg zu m i r ,  176-7. 

128. On this relationship, see SchZdelbach, Philosophy in 
Germany 1831  - 1 9 3 3 ,  146-7. 

129. The Harper Dictionary of Modern Thought (New York: Harper 
and Rowe, 19881, 898. 

130. E. Benton, Vitalism in Nineteenth-Century Scientific 
Thought: A Typology and ReassessmenttN Studies in the History 
and Philosophy of Science 5, no. 1 (197i): 18. 

131. Wagner, Geschichte des Lamarckismus, 21-2. 

132. See Bakhtin, "Contemporary VitalismI1 (1927) in: Frederick 
Burwick and Paul Douglass, eds. , The Crisis in Modernism: 
Bergson and the Vi talist Controversy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), 80. Bakhtin distinguished traditional 
Vitalism from the more sophisticated Vitalism of the fin-de- 
siecle. He called it "critical Vitalism," and distinguished it 
from the uncritical Vitalism of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. In his essay Bakhtin sought to prove, 
however, that a truly critical Vitalism was impossible, that 
all Vitalisms are by nature dogmatic, that the basic tenets of 
Vitaiism - -  even its critical variety - -  must be accepted on 
faith. Morton 0. Beckner, in his article on Vitalism for Paul 
Edwards, ed., The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York: Mac- 
Millan, 19671, 254, also employs Bakhtin's term "critical 
Vitalisrntn including principally Aristotle and Driesch in this 
category. More recently Michael A. Weinstein has proposed a 
Itcritical VitalistN philosophy in his book Structure of Human 
Life: A Vitalist Ontology (New York: New York University 
Press, 19791,  ix. 

133. On ~riesch see the listings in the Bibliography, as well 
as B r a r n w e l l  , Ecology in the 20th Century, 54f f . On Reinke as a 
Neo-Vitalist philosopher, see egg., Sawicki, Moderne Denker, 
Volume 2, 308-9. 



134. Krabbe, Gesellschaftsverdnderung d u r c h  Lebensreform, 108. 
See also p. 172. 

135. Burwick and Douglass, Introduction, Bergson and the 
V i t a l i s t  Controversy, 1. 

136. Before 1982 Freyhofer wrote: "[alny intellectual history 
of the last hundred years will remain incomplete if it does 
not include an account of vitalism." Intellectual history 
continues to remain incomplete in this regard. The Vitalism of 
Hans Driesch, 13. 

137. On von Uexkiill's harmonization of Entelechie and Gen, see 
Jakob von Uexkiill, Bausteine zu einer biologischen Weltan- 
schauung. Gesammel t e  Aufsztze.  Felix Gross, e d .  (Munich: F. 
Bruckmann, 19 1 3 )  , 99. On the Plasma see France, Plasmatik. For 
France's critique of some of these concepts as opposed to his 
own Plasma, see Plasmatik, 125. 

138. Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 1 2 1 .  

139. Scheler, Wesen und Formen der Sympathie, 84. 

140. Benton attempts to taxonomize the Vitalist-Mechanist 
continuum in "Vitalism in Nineteenth-Century Scientific 
Thoughtu: 18. In discussing typologies in this connection, 
Rousseau refers to Timothy Lenoir's category of Itvital materi- 
alism" and notes the breakdown of easy categorizations in the 
debate. (Rousseau, in Burwick and Douglass, eds . , The Crisis 
i n  Modernism, 4 5 . )  The difficulty of taxonomization reflects 
not only the general confusion as far as the types of Vita- 
lisrns are concerned, but also the extent to which Vitalism is 
distinguishable from Mechanism, and the degree to which Vital- 
ism is identical to varieties of Organicism and Holism. For 
example, Max Verworn distinguishes three kinds of Vitalism, 
one of which, "Mechanistic VitalismtM is essentially identical 
to some Organicisms, and certainly to Holism. He described 
Mechanistic Vitalism as "the view that ... the life processes 
rest basically on physico-chemical factors, but the conditions 
in the living organism are so complex, that they have up to 
now not been elucidated. These complex conditions which are 
peculiar to living organisms in contrast to inorganic nature, 
may for the present call (sic) the life force.It Quoted in 
Pauline M. H. Mazumdar, T h e  Antigen-Antibody Reaction and the 
Physics and Chemistry of Life," Bulletin o f  the History of 
Medicine 4 8 ,  no. 1 (Spring 1974) : 16. Recognizing the overlap 
between some kinds of Vitalism and systemic-organicist- 
mechanist views, rather than to mechanism, J. A. Schmoll 
opposes Vitalism to "Morbidity. (He opposes mechanism to 
transcendentalism.) Reported by Roger Bauer in his Preface to 
Roger Bauer, et a1 . , eds. , Fin de S i e c l  e .  L i  t e r a  t u r  und Kunst 
der Jahrhunder twende  (Frankf urt/~ain: Vi ttorio Klos termann, 



1977), X-XI. On Mechanism and Vitalism Rousseau writes: "The 
point is that both philosophies - -  Mechanism and Vitalism - -  
developed hand in hand, and it is difficult to separate them 
during the Enlightenment. When one faded, the other blossomed; 
but neither waned for very long." In Burwick and Douglass, 
eds., The Crisis in Modernism, 32. 

4 It was not embraced by his friend Jacob von Uexktill. For 
examples of the use of the term uNeo-VitalismM early in the 
century, see Karl Braunig, Mechanismus und Vi talismus (1907) , 
64- and Hans Hausteinls uBiologieu column written for the 
Sozialistische Monatshefte of Berlin during the mid 1920s, 
e.g. vol. 63, no. 3 (March 19261, 180. On this relationship, 
see Schnadelbach, Philosophy in Germany 1 8 3 1 - 1 9 3 3 ,  146-7. 

142. Oxford English Dictionary, Second edition, vol, 9 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989) , 1001. 

143. For a history of the concept of Monism, see Horst Hiller- 
mann, "Zur Bergriffsgeschichte von 'Monism~s',~ Archiv fijr 
Begriffsgeschichte 20 (1976) : 215-35. 

144. Ibid., 229. 

145. Rollo Handy, "Ernst Heinrich HaeckelH in Paul Edwards, 
ed. , The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York: MacMillan, 
1967), 399. 

146. Ibid., 400. 

1 4 7 .  Quoted in Kelly, The Descent of Darwin, 24. 

1 4 8 .  Ernst Haeckel, Monism as Connecting Religion and Science. 
The Confession of Faith of a Man of Science (London: Adam and 
Charles Black, 1894), 3. 

149. Handy, "Ernst Heinrich Haeckel," 399. On Haeckel's ambi- 
valence: Ruth G. Rinard, "The Problem of the Organic Individ- 
ual: Ernst Haeckel and the Development of the Biogenetic Law," 
Journal of the History of Biology 14, no. 2 (Fall 1981) : 249  - 
75; Holt, IoHaeckel's Monistic ReligionIft 267 and Kelly, The 
Descent of Darwin, 27-28. 

150. Kelly, The Descent of Darwin," 27. 

151. Halt, "Haeckel's Monistic ReligionIu 266. 

152. Ruth Anne Gienapp, "The Monism of Emst Haeckelft (Ph.D. 
D i s s .  Cornell University, 1968) , 198. 

153. On the rnaterialist/idealist binary, see Allen, Life 
Science, x x .  



154. Kandinsky, "On the Question of Form," The Blaue Reiter 
Almanach (Munich 1912), in: Kenneth Lindsay and Peter Vergo, 
eds . , Kandinsky: Complete Wri tings on Art (New York: Da Capo 
Press, 19941, 250. On Kandinsky and Monism, see Chapter Three. 

155. Handy, Trnst Heinrich HaeckelIN 401. 

156. Haeckel, Die We1 t rd t se l  (Leipzig: Alfred Kr6ner Verlag, 
1 8 9 9 )  . Simplified Taschenausgabe, 1908. 

157. Holt discerns four stages in the development of Haeckel's 
thinking PHaeckells Monistic ReligionIu 267-€I), while Kelly 
sees one course of change, from materialism and mechanism 
towards vitalism and even religiosity. (The Descent of Darwin, 
25.) Note, however, that in Kelly's opinion, despite this 
evolution, "the public Haeckel is most accurately represented 
when his work is considered ... as a single unified system." 
( p .  2 5 )  

158. Halt, "Ernst Haeckel's Monistic Religion," 277. Also: 
Handy, "Ernst Heinrich Haeckel," 401. 

159. Paul Weindling, "Ernst Haeckel, Daminismus and the 
secularization of nature," in James R. Moore, ed., History, 
Humanity and Evolution. Essays for John C. Greene (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 311. 

160. Holt, "Ernst Haeckelts Monistic ReligionItt 277. On the 
founding of the Monist League, see John T. Blackmore, Ernst 
Mach. His Work, Life and Influence (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1972), 192-4. On the Monistenbund as an 
organization of the "Gebildeten-" or MKultur-ReformbewegungH 
see Krabbe, Gesell schaf tsveranderung durch Lebensreform, 13 1. 
On a central topos of the Reformbewegung as a holistic, anti- 
dualistic/Monistic conception of humanity's "unity with 
nature," see pp. 167, 171-2 

161. On France: Wolschke-Bulmahn, Auf der Suche nach Arkadien, 
84. Bolsche, like France, was a popular and radically biocen- 
tric writer on natural questions, a convinced Haeckelian, and 
a member of the Monistenbund. Together France and Bolsche pro- 
duced the olKosmosn series of popular scientific publications 
which enjoyed enormous success in early twentieth century 
germanophone Europe. B61schers greatest success was his Lie- 
besleben in der N a t u r  of 1898-1902 (Love-Life in Nature. The 
Story of the Evolution of Love. Translated by Cyril Brown. New 
York: Albert & Charles Boni, 1926). Because of BXschers 
enormous influence and output (his books had sold 1.5 million 
copies by 1914), further study is called for concerning his 
effect on the biocentric discourse as artists participated in 
it. See, e.g., my speculations on Klee and B6lsche in Chapter 
Three. On BZllsche see Kelly, The Descent of Darwin, Chapter 3 : 



"Erotic Monism: The Climax of Popular Darwinismttl and Fritz 
Bolle, "Wilhelm Bdlsche: Der Mensch und das Werk," Preface to 
Bolsche, Das Liebes - leben in der N a t u r  (Hamover: Fackel - 
trager-Verlag, 1955). For a bibliography of his writings see: 
Bolsche, Die na turwi ssenschaf tl ichen Grundlagen der Poesie. 
Johannes J. Braakenburg, ed., (Tiibin-gen: Max Niemeyer and 
DTV, 1976). 

162. Halt, "A Note on Wilhelm OstwaldOs Energism," Isis 61, 
no. 208 (Fall 1970) : 388. 

163. While Holt uses the term uEnergism,m Milk Capek employs 
ttEnergetismll in his article ItWilhelm Ostwaldu in Paul Edwards, 
ed. , The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York: MacMillan, 
1967) . 

164. Ibid., 5. 

165. Halt, "A Note on Wilhelm Ostwaidrs Energism? 386. 

166. On this see Friedrich NiewdhnertM YZum Begriff 'Monismus' 
bei Haeckel und 0s twald, " Archiv fiix Begriffsgeschichte 24,  
no. 1 (1980): 125; and Weindling, uErnst Haeckel and Darwin- 
ismus," 324. 

167. On Ostwald and Ernst Mach, see also Mazumdar, Species and 
Specificity, 69. 

168. Ibid., 169-70. 

169. Blackrnore, Ernst Mach, 192-4. 

170. Capek, "Wilhelm Ostwald," 6. On the polernic against 
Vitalismus by the Monists (Driesch was seen and identified 
himself as a Vitalist), see "Gegen den vital ism us,^ Der Monis- 
mus (1907) : 299-300. See Von Uexki i l l ,  Bausteine zu einer 
biologischen Weltanschauung, 123, 130ff. 

171. See Von Uexkiill, Baus teine zu einer biologischen We1 t a n  - 
scnauung, 36. 

172. The term "Energeticist MonismH is cited by Capek in 
I1Wilhelrn Ostwald, " 5. 

173 .  Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 27 - 8. 
174. Bramwell, for example, equates Vitalism and Lebensphilo- 
sophie, in Ecology in the 20th Century, 177. 

175. Ern6 Kallai, "Ideen- und Organisationsentwurf zu einer 
Internationalen Ausstellung rnoderner Kunst irn Leipziger Museum 
mit dern Namen 'Kunst und Wirklichkeit,' Eventuell mit dem 



Untertitel Das neue Weltbild der Kunst." (typescript in the 
Archives of the Art Historical Research Group of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences, Budapest, MDK-C-I-11/573 1-13). With 
reference to Edgar Dacque, Urwel t, Sage und Menschheit. Eine 
naturhistorisch -metaphysische S t u d i e  (1924) Sixth edition 
(Munich and Berlin: R. Oldenbourg, 1931), 56. The otherwise 
largely unmarked copy of this edition in the Staatsbibliothek 
in Berlin has an "xu marked exactly where Kallai's quotation 
begins. One would wish to speculate that Kallai (living in 
Berlin at the time) used this copy. 

176. Peter A. Angeles 
osophy Second edition 

177. Ibid., 127. 

178. See, e.g., D. C. 

, The Harper Collins Dictionary of Phil - 
. (New York: Harper Collins, 1992), 216. 

Phillips, "Organicism in the Late Nine- 
teenth and Early Twentieth Centuries," Journal of the H i s t o r y  
of Ideas 31, no. 3 (July-September 1970): 424-7. 

179. Weindling, "Ernst Haeckel, Daminismus and the 
secularization of nature," 315. 

1 8 0 .  Handy, "Ernst Heinrich Haeckel, I' 400. See Kelly, The D e s  - 
cent of Darwin, 24-25, for an account of the origin of Haeck- 
el's Monism in Darwinism. As we shall see in Chapter Four, 
this idea, adopted by France, became important for Lazar El 
Lissitzkyfs biocentric brand of International Constructivism. 

181. Bramwell, Ecology in the 2 0 t h  Century, 47 and Bowler, The 
Non-Darwinian Revolution, 84. The American scientist Alpheus 
Packard coined NNeo-Lamarckiantt in 1885. See Bowler, The 
Eclipse of Darwinism, 55, 60. For an ackwnowledgment of this 
embedded in an attack on Haeckel as a Vanatischen Materialis- 
ten und Mechanisten," see Wagner, Geschichte d e s  Lamarckismus, 
1 3 5 .  

182. Kelly, The Descent of Darwin. On this phenomenon, see 
also Timothy Lenoir, T h e  Strategy of Life. Teleology and 
Mechanics in Nineteenth Century German Biology (Dordrecht: D. 
Reidel, 1982) ; Emanuel Radl, The History of Biological The- 
ories (1905-09) (London: Oxford University Press, 19301, 271ff 
and Arthur Koestler, The Case of the Midwife Toad (New York: 
Vintage, 1971) 

183. Wagner, Geshichte des Lamarckismus, VII . 
184. Von Uexkiill , Bausteine zu einer biologischen W e 1  tanschau - 
ung, 2. 



1 8 5 .  On Huxley's term: Bowler, The Eclipse of Darwinism, 5. 
Peter Bowler has described the Neo-Lamarckian movement within 
the popularization of Darwinism in l%amarckism,u Chapter 4 of 
The Eclipse of Darwinism. See also Robert Proctor, Racial 
Hygiene: Medicine under the Nazis (Cambridge, Mass. : Harvard 
University Press, 19881, 31. For a contemporary view, see the 
France - enthusiast Adolf Wagnert s Geschichte des Lamarckismus. 

186. Bowler, Eclipse of Darwinism, 55-8. 

187. On Psychobiology as a "movementtn see endnote 75. 
The close relation of Neo-Vitalism and Neo-Lamarckisrn is 

the case even if as Bowler writes, Wriesch, the most promi- 
nent vitalist of his day, was only a lukewarm advocate of 
Lamarckisrn." On the complex relationship between Neo-Lamarck- 
ism and Vitalism, see Bowler, T h e  Eclipse of Darwinism, 80. On 
Bergson as Larnarckian, see Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 
90-1. On France, as Neo-Lamarckian, See France, Zoesis, 19 and 
Harmonie in der Natur, 46 as well as Wagner, Geschichte des 
Lamarckismus. On Neo-Lamarckism as a Neo-Vitalist (as opposed 
to old Vitalist) position, see Wagner, 14-19. 

188. Wagner, Geschichte des Lamarckismus, IV-V. 

189. France would have known of Ostwald's Naturphilosophie, 
volume 1 of BGcher der Naturwissenschaf t (Leipzig, 1900) . In 
English: Nature Philosophy. Translated by T. Seltzer. (New 
York: Holt, 1919). 

190. France-Harrar, Mein fin de  siecle, 45-6. 

191. Brigitte Nagel writes: "[Dacque,] der Vervasser von 
naturphilosophischen Schriften sah sich als Erneuerer der 
romantischen Naturphilosophie. " Nagel, Die W e 1  te is l  ehre: Ihre 
Geschichte und ihre R o l l e  im "Dritten Riech" (Stuttgart: 
Verlag f i i r  Geschichte der Naturwissenschaften und der Technik, 
19911, 55. On Dacque as a neo-Nature Philosopher, see also 
Sawicki, Lebensanschauungen moderner Denker Volume 2, 3 0 9 - 1 3 .  

192. Dacque, "Der Mensch als Urform," Die Kreatur 3 (1929-30) : 
231 -2. 

193. Christian Herrmann, llWissenschaft, l1 Sozialistische Mon - 
atshefte 69 no. 7 (July 1929): 637. Or as Sawicki puts it: 
"Dacques kiihne Behauptungen .,.. finden gewiss in den Tatsa- 
chen keine hinlangliche Begfindung. Bedeutsam aber ist die 
Wiedereinftihrung metaphysischer Gedanken in die Naturphiloso- 
phie und die Deutung der Natur aus Ideen des Geistes." Saw- 
icki , Lebensanschauungen moderner Denker, vol . 11, 3 13 . For 
Dacquet s exposition of this position, see his Leben als Sym- 
bol : Metaphysik einer Entwicklungslehre (Munich/ Berlin: R. 
Oldenbourg, 1925) , and Natur und Seele: Eine B e i t r a g  zur 



magischen We1 tl ehre (Munich/Berlin: R. Oldenbourg , 1926) . 
194. For a critical view of Dacque's theories as pseudo-scien- 
tific, indeed "pre-fascist," see Ernst Bloch, "Loch Ness, die 
Seeschlange und Dacques Urwelt-Sageu (1934) in Bloch, L i t e r a -  
rische Aufsatze, 470-75. Thanks to Hilmar Frank fo r  this 
reference and for an introduction to Dacque. Also, c.f. Dacque 
with Bowler's chapter in The Eclipse of Darwinism, on 'Ortho- 
genesis and Palae~ntology,~ 16Off. On Dacque and Kallai, see 
above and Chapter Five. On Kandinsky and Mies, see below. H a r -  
ing refers to Dacque in "Probleme der Stadtbildungw (1934) and 
"uber das Geheimnis der Gestalttt (1954) in Jfirgen Joedicke, 
ed., Hugo Haring: Schrif ten, Entwrlrfe, Bauten (Stuttgart: Karl 
Kramer, 1965), 39; 81. Carl Georg Heise refers to Dacque's Das 
Leben als S-vmbol in his introduction to Albert Renger-Patzsch, 
Die We1 t ist schen (Munich: Kurt Wolff, l928), 13. 

While Imrnanuel Velikovsky (who lived in interwar Germany, 
Switzerland and Austria) seems to be indebted to Dacque, he 
does not refer to him in Worlds in Collision (New York: Delta, 
1950). 

195. Bowler, The Eclipse of Darwinism, 105. 

196. Garland E. Allen, Introduction, Life Science in The 
Twentieth Century (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1975)' xix. 

197. On the reticence of Holists and Organicists to acknowl- 
edge their Neo-Lamarckian ideas, and of Smuts' "explicit use 
of Lamarckism in [his] attack on mechanistic biology," see 
Bowler, The Eclipse of Darwinism, 105. 

198. See, e . g . ,  Robert Augros and George Stanciu, The New 
Biology: Discovering the Wisdom in Nature (Boston: The New 
Science Library, 1987). On the revival of Neo-Lamarckian ideas 
currently underway, see also Bowler, The Non -Darwinian Revol - 
ution, 201. See: Michael Krdger, lll...gleichsam biologische 
Urzeichen ...I Die Erfindung biornorpher Natur in Malerei und 
Fotografie der dreissiger Jahre." Kritische Berichte 18, no. 4 
(April 1990) : 84, note 8. 

199. On the neo-pantheistic background of Lebensphilosophie, 
see Bollnow, Die Lebensphilosophie, 101 - 12 and Gudrun Kuhne - 
Bertram, Aus dem Leben - - zum Leben: Entstehung, Wesen und 
Bedeu t ung populdrer Lebensphil osophien in der Geis tesge - 
schichte des 19. Jahrhunderts (Frankfurt/Main: Peter Lang, 
19871, 86-9. On the animism which underlies Drieschts Neo- 
Vitalism, see Freyhofer, The Vitalism of Hans Driesch. 

200. John Parascondala, "Organismic and Holistic Concepts in 
the Thought of L. J. Henderson, " Journal of the History of 
Biology 4, no. 1 (Spring 1971): 64. See also the single list 
of books on Horganisrnic, holistic views in twentieth-century 



science and philosophyu in note 4 on page 64. 

201. See Haraway's Tonclusionn for a summary of her arguments 
in Crystals, Fabrics and Fields, 188-206. It should be noted 
that Haraway does not feel fully successful in having demon- 
strated such a paradigm shift. Haraway, Crystals, Fabrics, and 
Fields, 195-206. C . f .  Dacquels framing of his own work as rep- 
resenting a "neue Axiomu in Urwel t, Sage und Menschhei t, 13. 

202. Ibid., 38-9. 

203. See Harrington, Reenchanted 

204. Ibid., xvii. 

205. Ibid. 

206. Haraway, Crystals, Fabrics, 
Reenchanted Science, 46 - 54. 

2 0 7 . Jack Burnharn, Beyond Modern 

Science, 89. 

and Fields, 22-3; Harrington, 

Sculpture. The Effects of 
Science and Technology on the Sculpture of t h i s  Century (New 
York: George Braziller, 19681, 76. 

208. On this friendship and mutual support, see Harrington, 
Reenchanted Science, 48-54. On von Uexkull's son's denial of 
his father as a Vitalistn despite his close association with 
Driesch, and despite his public image as a Vitalist, see 52-3, 
228, note 74. On von Uexkfillts praise of Driesch's work as 
being Won grundlegender Bedeutung," see von U e x k i i l l ,  Bau- 
steine zu einer biologischen We1 tanschauung, 36. Harrington 
feels it possible that von Uexkfill's concept of U r n w e l t  may 
have contributed to Heidegger's concept of Being-in-the-World. 
Reenchanted Science, 5 3 - 4 .  

209. Freyhofer, The Vitalism of Hans Driesch, 167. On von 
Uexkull as Vitalist, see also Adolf Behne, Wiologie und 
Kubisrnus" Die Tat (1916) : 699. 

210. Haraway, Crystals, Fabrics and Fields, 28. 

211. Ibid., 6-7. Haraway and Beckner disagree with Frederick 
Burwick, who sees the organismic paradigm as emerging already 
in the 18th century, distinct from both mechanism and vital- 
ism. See Burwick's introduction to Burwick, ed., A p p r o a c h e s  to 
Organic Form: Permutations in Science and Cul ture, (Dordrecht : 
D. Reidel, 1987), ix-x. 

212. Morton 0. Beckner, "Organismic Biology" in Paul Edwards, 
ed., The Encyclopedia of Philosophy (New York: MacMillan, 
1967) , 549. 



213. Haraway, Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields, 3 2 .  

214. Ibid., 61. 

2 1 5 .  Ibid., 17, 23. On this controversy, see Ibid., 193. 

216 .  Hilde Hein, On the Nature and Origins of Life (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1971) , 74. 

217. Allen, Life Science in the Twentieth Century, xxi. 

2 1 8 .  Golley, A History of the Ecosystem Concept in Ecology, 

219. Allen, Life Sciences in the Twentieth Century, xxi -xxii. 

220. France, Die Welt als Erleben, 24. 

221. Note that France referred mainly to a Biozentrische 
Erkennt-nistheorie or Biocentric epistemology as the basis for 
what he referred to as Objektive Philosophie. See, e.g., 
Zoesis, 10, Die Welt als Erleben, I1 and esp. 14. Note how- 
ever, that he stated that he might as well have termed his 
Objektive Philosophie as Biozentrische Philosophie. France, 
Die Welt als Erleben, 17. He also referred to it simply as 
Biozentrik. See, e.g., Bios, vol. 1, 31. 

222. Another way to conceptualize this phenomenon is to think 
in terms of Wittgensteinfs "open s e t 1 '  theory. 

223. Steiner, an admirer of Goethe, Darwin and Haeckel, one- 
time director of the Nietzsche-Archiv in Weimar, would be a 
study in himself in this connection. On Steiner and ecologism, 
see Bramwell, Ecology in the Twentieth Century, Chapter Ten. 
On Steiner, Helena Blavatsky and Haeckel, see Gordon, Express- 
ionism: Art and Idea, 22. 

Sherrye Baker Cohn has convincingly demonstrated the ways 
in which occult Theosophical ideas combined with Nature Roman- 
ticism and both physical and biological scientific ideas to 
result in Arthur Dove's biomorphic Modernist art. As she 
writes in the Abstract of her dissertation, "Contradictory as 
they may appear, science and occultism formed the matrix of 
his mature art by suggesting ways to visualize nature's hidden 
energies." Cohn, "The Dialectical Vision of Arthur Dove: The 
Impact of Science and Occultism on his Modern American Art1' 
(Ph.D. diss., Washington University, 1982, Abstract). 

On Taut, see, for example, Iain Boyd Whyte, Bruno Taut 
and the Archi tec ture of Activism (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer - 
sity Press, 1979). On Kandinsky in this connection, see Chap- 
ter Three. Thanks to Serena Keshavjee for discussing Maeter- 
linck with me and to Gerta Moray for discussing Carr with me 
in this context. 



It is interesting to note that both France and Driesch 
were interested at various times in the scientific research of 
occult phenomena. For a photograph by mediumistic photographer 
Schrenk-Ndtzing, see France, Das Buch des Lebens, 473-4. C.f. 
Drieschts membership in the Society of Psychical Research in 
London after 1913 (he was president in 1926-27). Hans Driesch, 
Lebenserinnerungen, : Aufzeichnungen eines Forschers und Denken 
in entscheidender Zeit (Basle: Ernst Reinhardt, 1951), 214-20. 

For a response to the criticism that the Neo-Lamarckist 
or Mpsychobiolgical~ movement has mystical elements, see 
Wagner, Geschichte des Lamarckismus, IV-V. 

224. It is interesting to note, however, that Mies and Arp had 
Roman Catholic connections: Mies was born a Roman Catholic and 
later became an adherent of the Catholic philosophers Romano 
Guardini and Henri Bergson; Arp was born a Protestant but 
converted to Catholicism after the death of Sophie Taueber- 
Arp, probably under the influence of his second wife, the 
reiigious Catholic Margarete Hagenbach. The information on Arp 
is courtesy of Gabriele Mahn of the Fondation A r p ,  Clamart, 
France. On Mies and Catholic philosophy, see Chapter Four, 
endnote 132. (Bergson, born a Jew, and never baptised, never- 
theless became a Roman Catholic in his thinking by the 1930s.) 
All this reminds one of Kallaits statement that "Es ist kein 
Zufall, dass katholische Kulturkreise lebhaftes Interesse fur 
die Bioromantik zeigen." In: llBiorornantik,ll Forum (19323 : 272. 
Why this would be the case, requires further study. 

225. See Ernst Hoferichter, Win Erforscher und Ktinder des 
Lebens, in Herbert Hbnel, ed. , Ludwig Klages. Erforscher und 
KGnder des Lebens. Festschrift zum 75. Geburtstage des Philo- 
sophen am 10 Dez. 1947 (Linz: Ost Verlag fiir Belletristik und 
Wissenschaft, 19471, 17 and Konrad Eugster, "Anthropozentri- 
sches und nichtanthropozentrisches Weltbild: Versuche zu 
Begriindungen," Kestia (1990-91): 56-74. 

226. Alfred North Whitehead, Modes of Thought (1938) (New 
York: The Free Press, 19681, 112. 

227. Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th Century, 39. 

228. Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th Century, 56 and Harrington, 
Reenchanted Science, 34 -48. 

229. William Little, et al,, Shorter Oxford English Dictionary 
Third edition (1933) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959), 180. 
James L. Foy, Introduction to Hans Prinzhorn, Artistry of the 
Mentally I11 [I9221 (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 1972) , X. Wolf - 
gang Geinitz writes that after his first visit to Klages late 
in 1920, Prinzhorn "wurde in der Folge ein fanatischer und 
kompromissloser Verfechter der Klagesischen biozentrischen 
Lebens lehre . "Hans Prinzhorn. Das uns tete Leben eines ewig 



Suchenden," Hestia (1986-87) : 48. 

230. See Chapter Three of Taylor, Respect for Nature, "The 
Biocentric Outlook on Nature." 

231. Taylor, Respect for Nature, 115. 

232. Ibid., 160 and Chapter Three, "The Biocentric Outlook on 
Life." See also Susan J. Armstrong and Richard G. Botzler, 
eds., Environmental Ethics. Divergence and Convergence (New  
York: McGraw-Hill, 1993), 354. The editors of this anthology 
seem to prefer the use of the term Hecocentrisrnv in this 
regard, but also note the employment of "deep ecologyN and 
t'holismH as synonyms. (pp.  369, 405) For an example of the 
equivalence of the terms uecocentrism,u llbiocentrism,N and 
"deep ecology, " see also Ferry, The New Ecological Order, 
xxiv. 

233. Kant and Arthur Lovejoy (and perhaps a couple of others) 
are the only authors cited whose books appeared before the 
1960s, indeed the vast majority are citations of books pub- 
lished after 1975. Besides Arne Naess (who is Norwegian) and 
Georg Henrick von Wright not a single "GermanicM author is 
cited, not even Konrad Lorenz or the authors of the Green 
Movement. C.f. also Murray Bookchin's declaration of his 1964 
text llEcology and Revolutionary Thoughtn as the "manifesto of 
the ecological rnovementtn as if Klages had never read his 
"Mensch und ErdeIt publicly in 1913. This is especially poign- 
ant given that Bookchin was among the first to write on envi- 
ronmental issues after the war, as his essay of 1949 indi- 
cates. (See Heider, Anarchism, 68; 58-9 . )  On the ahistoricism 
of the ecological movement, see Ulrich Linse, dkopax und 
Anarchie. Eine Geschich t e  der dkol ogischen Bewegungen in 
Deutschland (Munich: DTV, 1986), 7. 

234. David Oates, Earth Rising: Ecological Belief i n  an Age of 
Science (Corvallis, Oregon: Oregon State University Press, 
1989), 64, 163, 194. Note that Arne Naess, the inventer of the 
term "deep ecologyN was born in Norway in 1912, and may form a 
bridge from Germanic biocentrism to the contemporary North 
American ecological movement. See Taylor, Respect for Nature, 
411. The nobel-prize-winning Norwegian novelist Knut Hamsun - - 
very popular among biocentrically-minded European readers in 
the late teens and twenties - -  was a v6lkisch biocentric, and 
he collaborated with the Nazis during the German occupation of 
Norway. For the view that "some of Deep Ecology's roots lie in 
Nazism, see Luc Ferry, The New Ecological Order, 90. No doubt 
much of this silence is due to the fact that references to 
this fascist pre-history of environmentalism tend to wish to 
discredit environmentalist causes. But by not addressing, as 
Thomas Kluge points out in his Gesellschaf t, Natur, Technik, 
the unresolved theoretical and political issues and contradic- 



tions of Spenglerian and other pre-war, proto-Fascist and 
Fascist environmentalisms, the post-war environmental movement 
will continue to face accusations of a repressed or Itsecret' 
continuity with Fascist ecocentrism. 

235. Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (1924). Ralph Manheim, trans. 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1971), 284-5. 

236. Harrington, Reenchanted Science, xxii. 

237. Unless otherwise indicated, biographical information is 
from Francet s autobiography, Der Weg zu mir. 

238. In Hungarian he was known by the Hungarian version of 
these names, "Rezs6." See "France Rezsd," A craspedomonadinak 
szervezete (Budapest: Kiralyi Magyar Termeszettudomanyi Tarsu- 
lat, 1897). 

239. France, Der Weg zu mir, 11-23. 

240. France retained strong feelings for Hungary throughout 
his life. Thus, he arranged for the publication of some of his 
books in Hungarian, and he was a life-long reader of the 
journal of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. (France, Der Weg 
zu m i r ,  7 3 )  He expresses his affection for Budapest (which he 
refers to as his Heimat) and for Hungary in his autobiography, 
Der Weg zu mir, in his discussion of his decision to leave for 
Germany, which he explains as a desire to return to his ethnic 
roots. (pp. 162-3). After the outbreak of war caught him and 
his wife in Dubrovnik, however, he fled to Hungary rather than 
to his parents' native Bohemia (then under German occupation), 
to his native Austria, or to his adopted Germany. 

241. France, Der Weg zu mir, 228-31. 

242. Ern6 Kallai, uAsszimilacio vagy disszimilaciou [Assimila- 
tion or dissimilation] Korunk Szava [Voice of our age] (1 
February 1938). Reprinted in: E m 6  Kallai, Miiveszet veszelyes 
csillagzat alatt. Valogatott cikkek, tanulmdnyok [Art under 
dangerous constellations. Selected articles, studies] ~ v a  
Forgacs, ed., (Budapest: Corvina, 1981), 265-70. 

243. Examples often cited in this connection are the 
ltAustrianM Adolf Hitler and the Transylvanian-Armenian Ferenc 
Sz&lasi, head of the Hungarian Fascist "Arrow Cross." 

244. Kbllai, even though he was more of an assimilated "Hun- 
garian" than France, would probably have stayed in Germany had 
the Nazis not come to power, and assimilated fully to Germany. 
As it happened, they did, and he returned to Budapest in 1935. 
On Kallai, see Chapter Five. 



2 4 5 .  Raoul France, Mfinchen: Die Lebensgesetze einer Stadt 
(Munich: Sruckmann, 1920). 

246. On France's politics see Adolf Wagner, ed., Der Begriinder 
der Lebenslehre: Raoul H. France. Eine Festschrift zu seinem 
50. Geburtstag, special issue of Die Fahne, 6, no. 3 (Stutt- 
gart: Walter Seifert, May 1924). On his socialism: Fischer, 
Raoul H. France. Das Buch e ines  Lebens, 189. On Forster- 
Nietzsche, see Tenschert, Intro. Entdeckung der Heima t, 1 8 .  On 
Ferster-Nietzsche in Weimar and on France meeting Spengler in 
1923 in Weimar, see France-Harrar, Mein fin de siecle, 184-97. 
France-Harrar refers to Fbrster-Nietzsche - -  not without a 
critical note - -  as "die Reprasentantin der Familie 
[Nietzsche], des bfirgerlichen und dogrnatischen Rechts, die ihn 
[Nietzsche] so lange iiberlebt hat. " (p .  187) For Lienhard' s 
neo -Conservative views pertaining to France, see France. Eine 
Festschrift, 15-16. For a neo-Conservative but specifically 
anti-Nazi appreciation of France emphasizing his mixed heri- 
tage, see Wilhelm Schwaner, "Raoul H. France und die deutsche 
Heimat, 29-31. 

2 4 7 .  Hausmann, ~oIntellektualismus, Gesellschaft und Gemein- 
schaf t." France, Die Kultur von Morgen, esp. Chapters 22, 23. 

248. France, Die Kultur von Morgen, 153-4. 

249. The biographies and Festschrift published on the occasion 
of his fiftieth birthday in 1924 mark the high-water point of 
France's fame. As I shall argue in Chapter Four, 1 9 2 3  to 1 9 2 5  
were also the years of the "biocentric Constructivist dis- 
coursen inspired by France's writings. France produced the 
bulk of his Grundlagen einer objektiven Philosophie during 
this period. See France, Bios,  vol. 1, "Vorw~rt.~ For his only 
- - rather ambivalent - - comment on the Bauhaus, see Plasmatik, 
9. I discuss this in Chapter Three. On his viewing of the 
Bauhaus-Ausstellung of 1923 and his meeting with Walter Gro- 
pius - -  a decidedly un-neoconservative thing to have done 
within the highly-dichotomized Weirnar context of the time, see 
France -Harrar, Mein fin de siecle, 204.  France-Harrar, a 
former art critic, was not impressed by the art on show at the 
Bauhaus-ausstellung, though she enjoyed Tristan Tzara's per- 
formance during the Dada-Constructivist Congress in Weimar in 
late September of 1922. ( p .  204) 

250. Ruth cites 1923 as the year of their move to Salzburg, 
and 1931 as the year of their move to Dubrovnik, in "The 
Foundation of Bionics," 238. The years 1924 and 1926 are also 
cited in the literature as the dates of their move to Salz- 
burg. 

251. Additional biographical information is from Tenschert, 
introduction to France, Die Entdeckung der Heimat (19 82 1 . 



252. Kelly, The Descent of Darwin, 5. 

253. See Christian Bromig's critique of Michael KrBger in 
Bromig, llBiornorphismus odes Anthropozentrismus? Einige kriti- 
sche Anmerkungen zu Michael KrBgerts Aufsatz 'Die Erfindung 
biomorpher Natur in Malerei und Fotografie der dreissiger 
Jabre'," Kritische Berichte 19, no. 2 (1991) : 92. 

254. On Driesch and Nazism, see Harrington, Reenchanted 
Science, and Freyhofer, The Vitalism of  Hans Driesch, 133-4, 
157-64. On von Uexkiill's early "hopesm in the [Nazi] "Bewe- 
gung,lt the Nazist attempts to recruit him, and his opposition 
to Nazism after it assumed power, see Gudrun von Uexkiill, 
Jakob von Uexkull : Seine Wel t und seine Umwel t (Hamburg: 
Christian Wegner, 19641, 164-76. According to Schmidt, it was 
in the second, 1933 edition of von Uexkiillts book Staa t sb io lo -  
gie that von Uexkdll expressed some optimism concerning the 
emergenc Nazi state. Schmidt, "Die Umweltlshre Jakob von 
Uexk~lls,~~ 13-14. See Von Uexkiill, Staatsbiologie. Anatomie- 
Physiologic -Pa tho log ie  des Staates.  Second revised edition. 
(Hamburg 1933) . According to Gudrun, his widow, the Baront s 
opposition to Nazism was based on their policy of firing and 
persecuting Jews. For his view that his late friend Houston 
Stewart Chamberlain would not have approved of the use which 
the Nazis put his racial theories to, see Jakob's letter to 
Chamberlain's widow Eva Wagner Chamberlain - -  Hitlerts friend 
- -  reprinted in full by Gudrun on pages 171-3. Eventually von 
Uexkiill was retired from his Institute for Environmental 
Studies in Hamburg, and he moved to Capri for health reasons, 
where hs died in 1944. See also Jutta Schmidt, "Die Umwelt- 
lehre Jakob von Uexkfills in ihrer Bedeutung fur die Ent- 
wicklung der vergleichenden VerhaltensforschungH (Ph.D. diss., 
Phillips-Universitat Marburg/Lahn, 1980), 13-14. Spenglerts 
rejection of Nazism is well-known. See, egg, Anton Kaes, 
Martin Jay and Edward Dimendberg, eds . , The Weimar Republic 
Sourcebook (Berkeley: University of California Press, 19941, 
760. While they refused to join the National Socialists, it 
should be pointed out that they failed to actively resist 
Nazism. While Prinzhorn did not join the Party, he was closely 
associated with it from 1930 to his suicide in 1933. See 
Geinitz, "Hans Prinzhorn,It 60-1 and Sander L. Gilman, 'IMadness 
and Representation: Hans Prinzhorn's Study of Madness and Art 
in its Historical Context, " in Stephen Prokopoff, The Prinz-  
horn Collection: Selected Work from the Prinzhorn C o l l e c t i o n  
of t h e  A r t  of the Mentally I11 (Champaign, Ill.: Krannert Art 
Museum, 1984) . On France, see below. For French Parallels, see 
Jack J. Spector's ttSurrealism Redefinedn (a review of Hal 
Fosterf s Compulsive Beauty, in the Art Journal, Fall 1994 : 
1101, in which he points out Georges Bataillets and even Andre 
Breton's flirtation with the French Fascist journal Contre- 
Attaque in 1934-35. While Breton rejected such an association, 
Bataille - -  even if briefly - -  engaged in it. 



255. Kelly, The Descent o f  Darwin, 101. 

256. On this question, see Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 
xxi  . 
257. The breakdown of the Left-Right structure of ideological 
categorization is reflected in Andrew Hewittts statement: 
"Fascism eludes classification. It disorients political 
analysis in the confusion of left and right, refuses to point 
the way forward by conflating progress and reaction. Fascism 
is and was a scandal, both historically and theoretically." 
Fascist Modernism. Aesthetics,  Poli t i c s  and the Avant -Garde  
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 19931, 68. 

2 5 8 .  Otto-Erns t Schuddekopf , Linke Leute von Rechts. Die 
national -rev01 utiondren Minderhei ten und d e r  Kommunismus i n  
der Weimarer Republik. Stuttgart, 1 9 6 8 ,  referred to by Gert 
Mattenklott, ttSinnlich - -  hersinnlich: Verklkungen des 
Vitalen in der ersten Jahrhunderthslf te, It in: glan Vital oder 
das Auge des Eros. Kandinsky, Klee, Arp,  Miro, Calder, exh. 
cat. (Munich: Haus dex Kunst, 1994), 17. 

259. For approaches to this Left-Right problem, see also the 
acknowledgement that the biocentric tradition affected both 
the Left and the Right by Helmut Gfinther, tlGeschichtlicher 
Abrass der deutschen Rhythmu~bewegung,~ in: Eva Bannmfiller and 
Peter Rothig, eds . , Grundlagen und Perspektiven 2s the t i scher  
und rhythmischer Bewegungserziehung (S tuttgart : Erns t K l e  t t , 
19901, 35. 

260. Mattenklott, "Sinnlich - -  &ersinnlichtN 16. 

261. Brarnwell, Pois and Ferry have begun to point out the 
commonalities between Nazi nature ideology and that of the 
environmental movement. This continues to be controversial. 
According to Brarnwell, Walther Darre and Rudolf Hess were 
among the most prominent in this category, but according to 
Pois, so were Ernst Krieck, Heinrich Himmler, and Hitler 
himself. Bramwell, Ecology i n  the 20th Century, 1%'. Pois, 
National Socialism and the Religion of Nature. 

262. On the problematic nature of concepts such as "progress- 
ive" or "advancedM and Hregressive,u see Mark C. Taylor, 
Disfiguring: A r t ,  Architecture, Religion (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1992) , 14. 

See, Blochts description of Klages as a "weekend philos- 
ophertl or as a "kompletten Tarzan-Philosophen ...I1 Quoted in 
Roland Miiller, Das verzwistete Ich - - Ludwig Klages und s e i n  
phi1 osophisches Haup twerk 'Der Geist a1 s Widersacher der 
Seelet (Bern and Frankfurt/~ain: Herbert Lang, 1971) , 2 1. 

Georg Lukacs, Die Zerstdrung der Vernunf t (Berlin: H. 
Luchterhand, 19621, 202-5, Lukacs categorizes Klages as one of 



the ~Pr~faschistisches und faschistische Lebensphilosophen" 
along with Alfred Rosenberg. This is especially astonishing 
given Klagest opposition to Nietzschets idea of the "Will to 
Power," indeed to all forms of power, his lifelong Pacifism 
(which Lukacs was aware of - -  see p. 206), his related resi- 
dency in Switzerland from 1915 until his death in 1956, his 
refusal to join the Nazis, and Alfred Rosenberg's and other 
Nazis attack on him in the late 30s. For a critique of Lu- 
kacs's slandering of Klages, see Richard Hinton Thomas, 
"Nietzsche in Weimar Germany - -  and the case of Ludwig Kla- 
ges," in Anthony Phelan, ed., The Weimar Dilemma: Intellec- 
tuals in the Weimar Republik (Manches ter: Manches ter Univer - 
sity Press, 1985), 86-7. On Lukacs's own heavy use of Vitalist 
terminology (not surprising given his intellectural history, 
particularly his early devotion to Nietzsche, Dilthey and 
Sirnmel) , see Rodney Livingstone's ItNotes to the English Edi - 
tiontl of Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness, 344. On this 
question see also Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 76-8. 

In volume 4 of The Social History of Art, Hauser - - in a 
more nuanced fashion than Lukacs, groups figures such as 
Bergson, Ortega y Gasset, Spengler, Hermann Graf Keyserling, 
Klages "and the restM together as those thinkers who are 
 consciously or unconsciously reactionary and prepare the way 
for fascism." (Stanley Godman, trans., New York: Vintage 
Books, 1958) 228. 

263. Freyhofer, The Vitalism of Hans Driesch, 168-9. It seems, 
after World War Two, as if Positivism/~aterialism was the 
position triumphant in the dominant scientific establishment, 
but the various forms of Vitalism never died out completely. 
In 1972 Hilde Hein reported on the status of the Mechanist/ 
Vitalist controversy. She wrote that despite the fact the 
" [c] ontemporary scientists and historians of science have 
declared the mechanism-vitalism debate a dead issue . . .  the 
controversy persists and that while modifications of positions 
have followed the evolution of scientific concepts, the basic 
metatheoretical commitments remain as essentially unchanged 
and unexamined foundations of contemporary differences within 
the field of biology." Hilde Hein, "The Endurance of the 
Mechanism-Vi talism Controversy, Journal of the His tory of 
Biology, 5, no. 1 (Spring 1972) : 159-61. Since 1972, at the 
height the hegemony of Positivist science, the debate has 
intensified with the rise of various "New Ageft sciences such 
as that described in Augros and Stanch, The New Biology. 

264. Quoted by Burnham, in Beyond Modern Sculpture, 56. 

265. On Darre and the "Green Nazisr1l see Bramwell, Blood and 
Soil, especially chapter eight. See also Ferry, The New Eco- 
logical Order, Chapter Five, ItNazi Ecology. " This is not to 
deny the strong Neo-Vitalist element in popular Nazi thinking. 
But such an element was equally strong among non-Nazis in the 



early 20th century, indeed among everyone affected by Nietz- 
sche's writings, and can therefore not be seen to be an exclu- 
sive characteristic of Nazism. 

2 6 6 .  See Harrington, R e e n c h a n t e d  Science, Chapter 6  and Proc- 
tor, Racial Hygiene, Chapter 8, "The 'Organic Vision' of Nazi 
Racial Science. t1 

267. Paul Brohmer, "The New Biology: Training in Racial Citi- 
zenship" (1933) in George L. Mosse, ed., N a z i  Culture: Intel- 
lectual, Cultural and Social Life i n  the Third Reich (New 
York: Grosset & Dunlap, 19661, 81-90, On the subject of Naz- 
ism, the critique of technology, and environmentalism, see 
also Kluge, Wissenschaf t, Natur, Technik, Part 2. 

268. Quoted in Proctor, Racial Hygiene, 223. 

269. Pois, National Socialism and the Religion of Nature, 10- 
11, 39, Though Pois is not familiar with the larger geistes- 
geschichtlich context of biocentrism, he does essentially say 
this: What Hitler had done was to wed a putatively scientific 
view of the universe to a £ o m  of pantheistic mysticism pre- 
sumably congruent with adherence to 'natural laws.' In this, 
he bore a marked resemblance to such Darwinians as Ernst 
Haeckel who ... informed their scientific endeavors with large 
doses of romanticism . . . ." (pp.  39-40) Anna Bramwell argues 
that National Socialism differed from other European Fascisms 
in that they were not nature-centric. Another nature-centric 
Fascist movement - -  but one which did not achieve political 
power - -  was the one in England, which exercised a strong 
influence on British Modernists such as Wyndham Lewis, Ezra 
Pound and even D.H.Lawrence. See Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th 
Century, Chapter Eight. 

270. Pois, National Socialism and the Religion of Nature, 3. 
Harrington has identified the rhetoric of Organicism and 
Holism in Nazi culture in Reenchanted Science, chapter 6. Of 
course, as Brarnwell and Pois have pointed out, this is a 
notion uncomfortable to many: "This being the case, one won- 
ders why so little attention has been paid to the most inter- 
esting view that the leading ideologues of Nazi Germany had 
with regard to humankind's place in the natural world. It is 
the opinion of this writer that outside of the fact that ... 
some historians probably do not take this (or . . .  any) aspects 
of Nazi ideology very seriously ... in the character and tone 
of the Nazi approach one can readily apprehend ... ele-merits 
which demonstrate that, in certain crucial aspects, National 
Socialism was very much in the mainstream not only of German 
but of Western philosophical and religious developments. 
Unconsciously, perhaps, people are a bit uncomfortable with 
this. ( p .  3 5 )  On this topic, see also Ferry, The New Ecologi - 
cal Order, Chapter 4. 



271. On France and National Socialism, see below. On Krann- 
halst organicism and National Socialism, see Juga Krannhalst 
Foreword to the second edition of Krannhalsf Das organische 
We1 tbild (Munich: Bruckmann, 1 9 3 6 )  , unpag. 

272. There is an extensive literature on Heideggerts active 
Nazi involvement in 1933-34, and his subsequent failure to 
leave the Party until 1945. See, e.g., Critical Inquiry 
(1989). Note that while Prinzhorn was associated with the 
Nazis in the early 3 0 s ,  he did not actually join the Party. 

273. Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 72. 

274. Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 166. Lessing, a childhood 
friend of Klages, was a Jewish biocentric Marxist- 

275. Bramwell shows that National Socialism was unique among 
Fascist parties in this respect. She also points out that 
Hitler, though a vegetarian and an animal rights supporter, 
was not an environmentalist. See Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th 
Century, 1 7 3 .  

276. Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 19Sff . Bramwell also 
writes of this backlash in Blood and Soil. The success of this 
backlash calls into question Hitlerts adherence to biocentric 
ideals. See also Kluge, Gesellschaft, Natur, Technik, Part 2. 

277. Schnadelbach, Philosophy in Germany 1831-1933, 140. 

278. Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th Century, 177. 

279. Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 3 1. 

280. Hartmut Nowacki, Zwischen Lebensphilosophie und Stal i n i s  - 
mus. Philosophische Ansdtze in der Kommunis tischen Partei 
Deutschlands (1918-1933) (Munich: Profil, 1983). On this 
issue, see also Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 71-87, and her 
source, Ottmann, "Anti-Lukacs ..." 
281. Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th Century, 51-2. 

282. Kelly, The Descent of Darwin, 93. Even Daniel Gasman had 
to deal with the close association between the Monistenbund 
and Social Democracy. See Gasrnan, The - Scientific Origins of 
National Socialism, 113  - 3 4 .  

283. Weindling, "Ernst Haeckel and Darwinisrnu~,~ 324-5. 

284 .  Harrington, Reenchanted Science, I88 - 9 3 .  



285. Giinter Hecht, spokesman for the Nazi Party's Department 
of Race Politics, quoted in Harrington, ~eenchanted science, 
1 9 4 .  See Dale Riepe's Introduction to de Grood, Haeckel's 
Theory of the Unity of Nature, 10 and Gasman, The Scient i f ic  
Origins of National Socialism. Gasman's anachronistic and 
ahistorical view of Haeckel is largely reproduced in Hans- 
Walter Schmuhl, Rassenhygiene, ~ational sozial ismus, Euthanasie 
(Gbttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1987). Schrnuhlts argument, 
that Haeckel, who was along with many other prominent intel- 
lectuals throughout the Western world (including in ter  alia, 
Magnus Hirschfeld, Carl and Gerhard Hauptmann, see Schmuhl, 
g o ) ,  a eugenicist, was the forrunner of-~azi euthanasia pol- 
icies, is contradicted by his own conclusion that "Das Eutha- 
nasie programm war kein genuin nationalsozialistisches Phgno- 
men," and that Genesis der 'Euthanasie' war nicht auf 
einen zentral gesteuerten, planrationalen Entscheidungsprozess 
zuriickzufdhren, sondern auf die spontane Improvisation, die 
sich im Spannungsfeld von Kompetenzkonflikten zwischen konku- 
rrierenden Herrschaftstragern entwickelten." (pp. 3 6 9 - 7 0 ;  on 
this question, see especially Proctor, Racial Hygiene. As 
Proctor notes, "1 do not want to leave the impression that 
'racial hygiene' [i.e. eugenics] was a movement that wholly 
endorsed the rise of Nazism. As is true in the case of Ameri- 
can eugenics, there were important figures within the German 
movement who rejected Nordic supremacy, and these people 
suffered to some extent under the Nazis .... [Nlot paying 
sufficient attention to the Nordic question [was] ... a common 
Nazi criticism of the eugenics movement . . . . Differences 
between racist and nonracist versions of racial hygiene con- 
tinued to appear from time to time in both the medical and 
popular press, even after the rise of the Nazis." (p. 29) 
Presumably because of an unspoken defence of his own Marxist 
position, Schmuhl downplays the very strong relations of the 
Monistenbund to Social Democracy and the eugenicist component 
in Social Democracy and Marxism itself, indeed the powerful 
Soviet eugenics movement, (see Proctor, 58) and tends to see, 
like ~asrnan, the Monist movement as exclusively a rightist, 
proto-Nazi organization - -  a position absurd in light of 
overwhelming evidence. "Die pseudosozialistische Phraseologie 
in den Schriften ftihrender Rassenhygieniker darf nicht dariiber 
hinwegtiiuschen, dass der Sozialdarwinismus der Sozialdemokra- 
tie den tSozialaristokratismus' entgegensetzte.I1 ( p .  75) The 
fact is that as part of the biologism of the time, the eugen- 
ics movement crossed all political boundaries, just as the 
push for euthanasia does today. One of Schrnuhlts most obvious 
errors is the assumption which seems to underly his discourse, 
that all followers of the MbioorganismicN social metaphor were 
Social Da,rwinists, a movement which gave impetus to the - 

eugenicist movement. (See, e.g., pp. 29-30. On Haeckel, Mon- 
ism, eugenics and euthanasia, see pp. 31ff.l Schmuhl exagger- 
ated Haeckelts role in the connection between eugenics and 
euthanasia, even though it was the Swiss doctor Alfred Ploetz 



who first made it, and as Schmuhl himself notes, Haeckel 
barely addressed the issue: "Die Euthanasieidee stand aiso im 
Einklang mit der von Haeckel vertretenen naturalistischen 
Moralphilosophie. Dass er dennoch darauf verzichtete, die 
Freigabe 'erbpflegerisch begriindeter Kindestdtungent expressis 
verbis zu verlangen, war auf ein spezifisches Desinteresse 
zuriickzufiihren, das auf seinem Vertrauen auf die regulativen 
Mechanismen innerhalb des Evolutionsprozesses beruhte." ( p .  
33) On this controversy, see also Bowler, The Non-Darwinian 
Revolution, 189. 

286. In her dissertation, Gail Perez does not seem to be able 
to decide whether Lawrence was "progressiveu or VascistU and 
argues for even his seemingly flprogressivem early political 
stances as being at base ureactionary," while concluding that 
"he fits into the broader tradition of anti-materialist 
assaults on bourgeois culture, a tradition that favors vital- 
ism and primitivism." Abstract, "Power and Alterity in D. H. 
Lawrence's Though and Art: 1914-1925" (Ph.D. diss., Stanford 
University, 1992). Clearly her dissertation is badly in need 
of Brarnwell's taxonomy. There are more examples like this. A 
dissertation that does not attempt to force Lawrence into the 
"progressive or reactionary" straightjacket is Helen Livaniost 
"Threads of D. H. Lawrence's Philosophy of Vitalism in the 
Tapestry of Sons and Lovers," (M.A. thesis, Florida Atlantic 
University, 1993). 

2 8 7 .  Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 177 -8, 194. 

288. Ibid., xx i .  

289. On this see Kelly, The Descent of Darwin, 100-01, and 
Schmuhl , Rassenhygiene, 19. 

29 0. JQrgen Sandmann, Der Bruch mi t der humani tiren Tradi tion. 
Die Biologisierung der Ethik b e i  Ernst Haeckel und anderen 
Darwinisten seiner Z e i t  (Stuttgart: Gustav Fischer, 1990) , 
esp. 12-14, 186-90. 

291. Kelly, The Descent of Darwin, 116-7. 

292. Ibid., 114. 

293. Ibid., 118. 

294. fbid., 119. 

2 9 5 .  Schmuhl, Rassenhygiene, 362. 

296. On the international popularity of eugenics before Naz- 
ism, see Bowler, The Non-Darwinian Revolution, 168. On the 
popularity of eugenics early in the century among American 



social reformers and progressives, see Donna Jean Haraway, 
Primate Vision: Gender, Race and Nature in the World of Modern 
Science (New York: Routledge, 19891, 5 7 - 8 .  Since the mid 90s 
these countries - -  such as Canada, Switzerland and Sweden - -  
have begun to pay for their eugenic policies, which entailed 
the forced sterilization of thousands of people. 

297. Paul Weindling, Health, race and Gennan politics between 
national unification and Nazism, 1870 -1945 (Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 19891, 6-7. 

298. Schrnuhl, Rassenhygiene, 3 7 0 .  

299. See Claudia Koonz, "Eugenics, Gender and Ethics in Nazi 
Germany: The Debates about Involuntary Sterilization," in 
Thomas Childers and Jane Caplan, Reevaluating the Thizd Reich 
(New York: Holmes and Meier, 19931, 69, 77, See also the 
discussion of Harmsen in Chapter Three. 

300. Richard Wolin, ItWalter Benjamin Todaytt in Wolin, Laby- 
rinths: Explorations in the Critical History of Ideas (Am- 
herst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1995), 63. 

301. C . f .  David Pepper: "I£ we are to draw any conclusion from 
all this it must be that we have shown that ecocentrism is 
politically most ambiguous and that it has, as OfRiordan 
pointed out, distinctive and opposite political wings." In: 
The Roots of Modern Environmental ism (London: Croom Helm, 
1984) See also T. O'Riordan, Wnvironmental Ide~logies,~ 
Environment and Planning, Series A, no. 9: 3-14. 

302. Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th Century, 4. 

303. On Eco-Art, see, e . g . ,  Barbara Matilsky, Fragile Ecol- 
ogies:  Artists* Interpretations and Solutions, exh. cat. (New 
York: Rizzoli, 1992); Art and the Natural Environment, Art and 
Design Profile no. 36 (1994); and Paul OtBxian, "Art and 
Ecology: A New Orthodoxy, It Circa 60 (Nov. -Dec. 1991) : 18-25. 
OrBrian is, as far as I know, the first art writer to employ 
Bramwellts category in his writing. 

304. Hepp, Avantgarde, 78. 

305. Susan Sontag, Aids and Its Metaphors (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 19891, 6. 

306. There are major omissions in her book, for example, not a 
single mention of France, one of the best-known environmental- 
ists in interwar Germany. While most point out Bramwell's 
failings as an historian (see especially Donald Worster, Isis 
81, no. 4, 1990: 8001, some see her as being neutral, ambiva- 
lent, even supportive towards the environmental movement 



(Ronald C. Tobey, American Scientist 78, March-April 1990 : 
1 8 6 ;  Robert L. Burgess in The Quarterly Review of Biology 63, 
June 1990: 243; Rob Waller, The Ecologist 19, no. 5, Septem- 
ber-October 1989: 2011, others as opposing it (Worster in 
I s i s ;  Paolo Palladini, British Journal for the History of 
Science 24, pt. 4, no 83, December 1994: 471-3). Actually, 
Bramwell states her support of environmentalism, but is ambi- 
valent towards some views expressed by followers of "ecolo- 
gi~rn.~~ It is interesting to note that the confusion among 
reviewers with respect to Bramwell's own politics is 
isomorphic with her subject matter, and I suspect, with her 
own politics as well. For a curious account of biocentric 
Nazis such as Darre and Hess, which reads at times almost like 
an apologia or rehabilitation, see her book Blood and Soil, 

30'7. Hitler, Mein Kampf,  287. 

3 0 8. Fellrnann, Lebensphilosophie, 3 3 . 
309. Harrington, Reenchanted Science, xx. 

3 10. Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 143. 

311. Note that though Harrington sees Driesch as the "fatheru 
of German Holism, she sees it principally as an interwar 
phenomenon. See Reenchanted Science, xx. 

312. Fritz Neumeyer, The Artless Word: Mies van der Rohe on 
the Building Art, Mark Jarzombek, trans. (Cambridge Mass. : The 
MIT Press, 1991), 357, 106 respectively. Neumeyer analyses 
Mies' library in Parts IV and V of his book, Though some items 
are retained by family members, most of the library is housed 
in the Special Collections Department of the University of 
Illinois in Chicago. (Information courtesy of the staff in 
Special Collections.) 

313. Johann W. von Goethe, Versuch die metamorphose cler Pflan- 
zen zu erkldren (Gotha: Carl Wilhelrn Ettinger, 1790), Goethes 
morphologische Schrif ten, Wilhelm Troll, ed. (Jena : Eugen 
Diederichs, 1926); Carl Gustav Carus, Psyche (Jena: Eugen 
Diederichs, 1926); Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, Friedrich 
Nietzsches Briefwechsel mi t Erwin Rohde (Leipzig : Insel -Ver - 
lag, 1903) , Gedichte und Spriiche (Leipzig: A. Krijner, 1919) , 
Jenseits von Gut und Bdse (Leipzig: C.G. Neumann, 1 9 0 5 )  ; Henri 
Eergson, Schtipferische Entwicklung (Jena: Eugen Diederichs, 
1921) , Dietrich Heinrich Kerler, Henri Bergson und das Problem 
des Verhcll tnisses zwischen L e i b  und See1 e (Ulm: Heinrich 
Kerler, 1917) ; Hans Driesch, Philosophie des organischen 
(Leipzig : W. Engelmann, 1921) , Driesch, Ordnungslehre (Jena: 
Eugen Diederichs , 1923) ; Simmel, Fragmente und Aufsdtze aus 
d m  Nachlass (Munich: Drei Masken Verlag, 1923 ) , Philosophi - 
sches Kul tur (Leipzig: W. Klinkhardt, 1911) ; Wilhelrn von 



Dil they, Briefwechsel zwischen Wilhelm D i l  they und Graf  Paul 
Yorck von Wartenburg, 1877-1897 (Halle: M. Nierneyer, 1923), 
Das Erl ebnis und die Dichtung: Lessing, Goethe, Nova1 is, 
Holder1 in (Leipzig : B . G. Teubner , 19 13 ) ; Ludwig Klages , Per - 
sohnlichkei t (Potsdam: Miiller & Kiepenheuer, 1927) ; Jakob 
Johann, Baron von Uexkiill, Theoretische Biologie (Berlin: 
Paetel, 1920); Umwelt und Innenwelt der Tiere (Berlin: J. 
Springer, 1921) ; Der Unsterbliche Geist in der Natur (Hamburg: 
C. Wegner, 1938) . Notably absent is Klages' Der Geist als 
Widersacher der See1 e. 

314. Freihoffer, The Vitalism of Hans Driesch, 135. 

315. Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 48 and Bakhtin in: 
Burwick and Douglas, eds., The Crisis in Modernism, 22. 

3 16. Hans Prinzhorn, Leib -Seele -Einhei t . Ein Kernprobl en der 
neuen Psychologie (Potsdam: Mfiller & Kiepenheuer, Ziirich: 
Orell Fiissli, 1927). On Prinzhorn becoming a Klages-follower 
in 1920, see Wolfgang Geinitz, "Hans Prinzhornttl Hestia (1986- 
87)  : 48 and Hans Kasdorff, "Klages und PrinzhorntH Hestia 
(1986-87) : 8-21. Felix Kruger, Komplexqualitdten (Munich: 
Beck, 1926), Der Struktur-begriff in der Psychologie (Jena: 
Gus tav Fischer , 193 1) . Eduard Spranger, Lebensformen. Geis tes - 
wissenschaf tl iche Psycho1 ogie und Ethik der Persdnl ichkei t 
(Halle: Max Niemyer, 1922). Mies knew Spranger personally. See 
Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 106-7. (On Spranger, see, e.g., 
Sawicki, Moderne Denker Volume 2, 78 ; Jain, Das Prinzip Leben, 
9 8 f f  and 197-215; and Friedrich Dessauer, Streit urn die Tech- 
nik (Frankfurt/Main: Josef Knecht, 1956), 200 f f . )  Helmuth 
Plessner, Die Einheit der Sinne (Bonn: F, Cohen, 1923) . Rudolf 
Odebrecht , Gef 6hl und Ganzhei t (Berlin : Junker und Diinnhaup t , 
1929) . 
317. On Dacque, see above and also Chapter Five. Kandinskyts 
library included Dacque's Leben als Symbol (Munich: R. Olden- 
bourg, 1928) as well as Urwel t, Sage und Menschhei t. (Kandin- 
sky Library, Centre Georges Pompidou, Fonds Kandinsky) On his 
library see Chapter Three. 

318. Scheerer is discussed by Harrington in Reenchanted 
Science, 61. 

3 19. On this, see Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 167 - 8. See 
Less ing , Un tergang der Erde am Geis  t . 
320. On Spengler and Lissitzky, see Nisbet, El Lissitzky, 29. 
Hausmann was a biocentric firmly on the Left, however. 

321. Jakob von Uexkiill ,  Staatsbiologie (Berlin: GebrGder 
Patel, 1920), Oscar Hertwig, Der Staa t  als Organismus. Gedan- 
ken zur Entwicklung der Menschhei t (Jena: Gustav Fischer, 



1922 ) . Discussed in Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 61. 

3 2 2 .  Oswald Spengler, Der Untergang des Abendlandes (1918 1 
(Munich: C. H. Beck, 1920-22). Mies also owned Spenglerfs 
Preussentum und Sozialismus (Munich: C.H. Beck, 1920) . On the 
importance of Spengler, see Fellmann, Lebensphilosophie, 142 - 
54. Krannhals, Das organische We1 tbild. Harrington does not 
discuss Krannhals' book in Reenchanted Science, but refers to 
it on p. 2 3 .  Chrystostom Panfoeder, Das Organische (Mainz: 
Matthias-Griinewald-Verlag, 1929). Adolf Wagner, Der organische 
S t a a t  (Leipzig: R .  Voigtliinder, 1926) . Wagner edited and 
introduced France's Festschrift published for his fiftieth 
birthday. Rudolf Leinen, Der Wille zum Ganzen (Leipzig: F. 
Meiner, 1922) . Petr Alekseevich, kniaz Kropotkin, Die Erobe- 
rung des Brotes (Berlin: IIDer Syndikalistll, 1920) and Land- 
wirtschaf t, Industrie und Handwerk (Berlin: "Der SyndikalistN 
and Fritz Kater, 1921). 

3 2 3 .  Haustein wrote for Sozialistische Monatshefte from at 
least 1925 on. See, egg., his history of Neo-Vitalism in 
Sozialistische Monatshefte 63, no. 3 (March 1926): 100, and 
his article on Neo-Darwinism in Sozialistische Monatshefte 64, 
no. 6 (June 1 9 2 7 )  : 490-1. Haustein discusses Haeckel, Lamarck, 
evolution, Dacque, Driesch, von Uexkiill, Darwin, genetics, 
etc. during the mid to late 20s. Kallai also wrote for this 
journal, and he seems to have garnered much of his knowledge 
on the biocentric discourse from this column, 

3 2 4 .  Neumeyer lists these in The Artless Word, 357.  On the 
fashion for plant psychology: France, So musst du Leben!, 164. 

325 .  France, Die Pflanze als Erfinder. On this book inspiring 
the "biocentric Constructivist discourse," see Chapter Four. 
Other works by France on the accomplishments of plants and 
animals owned by Mies included Das Liebesleben der Pflanzen 
(Stuttgart: Kosmos, 1921) ; Das Sinnesleben der Pflanzen 
(Stuttgart: Kosmos, 1905); Denkmdler der Natur; Der Bildungs- 
wert der KleinweZt (Stuttgart: Franck, 1908); Das Leben im 
Ackerboden ( S  tut tgart : Kosmos, 1923 ) ; Die Lichtsinnesorganen 
der Algen (Stuttgart: Kosmos, 1908); Die Seele der Pflanze 
(Berlin: Ullstein, 1924) ; Die Technischen Leistungen der 
Pflanzen (Leipzig: Veit, 1919), Die Welt der Pflanze (Berlin: 
Ullstein, 1912); and Umald (Stuttgart: Francktsche Verlags- 
handlung, 1928). 

Hans Andre, Das W e s e n s u n t e r s c h i e d  von Pflanze, T i e r  und 
Mensch (Habelschwerdt: Francke, 1924) . Andre seemed to be 
connected with this publisher, as he introduced the books by 
Buytendijk and von Brandenstein, both published by Francke. 
Theodor Zell (Leopold Bauke), Werkzeuge der Tiere  (Leipzig: 
Bios-Bficherei/R. Voigtl3nder, 1924). This book was the realiz- 
ation of a project France had initiated. See France-Harrar, 
Mein fin de siecle, 141. Also: Leopold Bauke, Strefzcge durch 



die  Tierwel t ( S  tuttgart, 1926) . Frederick Jacobus Johannes 
Buytendi j k, Die Weishei t d e r  Armeisen (Habelschwerdt : Francke. 
1925 ) and ~ b e r  das Verstehen der Lebenserscheinungen (Habel - 
schwerdt : Francke, 1925) . Hermann Drechsler, Aus der Werkstat t 
d e r  Natur (Berlin: Blichergilde Gutenberg, 1930) . Maurice 
Maeterlinck, Die Inte l l igenz  der El men (Jena: Eugen Diede- 
richs, 1921). Judging by his writings, Maeterlinck was biocen- 
tric in his orientation. Martin Philipsohn, Die Sinne der 
Pflanzen (Stuttgart: Kosrnos, 1912) . Albert Wigand, Der Ind iv i  - 
d u a l i s m u s  i n  d e r  N a t u r  (Habelschwerdt: Francke, 1 9 2 5 ) .  

3 26. Buytendi j k is quoted in Hans Kasdorf , Ludwig  K lages  
(Bonn: Eouvier, 19841, 269. On Buytendijkls friendship with 
von Uexkiill, see Gudrun von Uexkiill, Jakob von Uexktill. Also: 
Bauke, Werkzeuge der Tiere,  6 .  

327. Hermann Kranichfeld, Das teleologische Prinzip i n  d e r  
biologischen Forscnung (Habelschwerdt : Francke, c. 1925 . 
Remigius Stolzle, Der Ursprung des Lebens (Habelschwerdt: 
Francke, 1925) and Die Finali tat  i n  d e r  N a t u r  (Habelschwerdt: 
Francke, c. 1925). In this connection, Mies was missing Adolf 
Wagner' s important Geschichte des Lamarckismus, however. 

328 .  Raoul France, Bios: Die Gesetze d e r  We1 t (in two edi - 
tions: Munich: Hanfstaengl, 1921 and Leipzig: Alfred KrBner, 
1926). On the importance of this book to Moholy-Nagy and 
others, see Chapter Four. C.f. also France's Das Gesetz des 
Lebens (Leipzig: T. Thomas, 1920) ; Der Organismus; Die Kul t u r  
von Morgen; Die Wage d e s  Lebens (in two editions: Leipzig: 
Alfred Krbner, nod. and Prien/Oberbayern: Anthropos, c. 1923); 
Harmonie in der N a t u r ;  Plasmatik; We1 t ,  Erde und Menschhei t 
(Berlin: Ullstein, 1928) ; Zoesis (Munich: Hanf staengl, 1920) . 

Ernerich Zederbauer, Die Harmonie im We1 tall, i n  der N a  t u r  
und Kunst (Wien: Orion-Verlag, 1917). Freiherr Bela von Brand- 
ens tein, Metaphysik der organischen Lebens Introduction b y  
Hans Andre (Habelschwerdt: Francke, 1930). On Brandenstein as 
a Nietzschean, see Istvan Hermann, " A  XX. szazad elejenek 
magyar filozofiajarol" [On early twentieth century Hungarian 
philosophy], introduction to Endre Kiss and Kristof Janos 
Nyiri, eds . , A magyar f i l o z o f i a i  gondolkozas a szazadeldn 
[Hungarian philosophical thinking early in the century] (Buda- 
pest: K O S S U ~ ~ ,  19771, 21. 

3 2 9. Erns t Fuhrmann, Der Sinn i m  Gegens tand: Nebs t Bei trag 
iiber die  Bedeutung der Ornamente (Munich: Georg Muller, 1923) . 
On Fuhrmann, an important but - -  during the 20s - -  largely 
unpublished theorist of biocentrism, see Chapter Three. Sieg- 
fried Ebeling, Der R a m  a l s  Membran (Dessau: Dfinhaupt, 1926). 
On this book, see Neumeyer, The Artless Word, pp. 171ff. Ernst 
Kropp, Wandlung der Form i m  X X .  Jahrhundert (Berlin: H. Reck- 
endorf, 1926) . 



330. On Wundtts psychology in the context of Neo-Romanticism, 
see Schall, "Rhythm and Art in Germany," 44-46. 

331. Ibid., 44. 

332. Biographical information on Klages is from Mbller, Das 
verzwistete Ich, 14-16 and Ernst Hoferichter, "Ein Erforscher 
uni Kirnder des Lebens." On Ricarda von Huch, see Monika Fick, 
Sinnenwel t und We1 tseel e. Der psychophysische Monismus in der 
Li tera tur der Jahrhundertwende (T*ingen: Max Niemeyer, 1993 ) . 
On Oskar Schlernrner and Huch, see Chapter Five. On the Kos- 
mische Runde, see Schall, I1Rhythm and Art in Germany, 1900- 
1930," (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Texas at Austin, 
1989), 21-5. See also Chapter Three on George's circle, and on 
Ricarda Huch and Oskar Schlemmer. 

333. Wiedmann, Romantic Roots in Modern Art, 37ff. Wiedmann 
draws parallels, for example, between the thinking of Hans Arp 
and Klages. 

334. Hans Kasdorf, '#Ludwig Klages im Urteil seiner Zeit," 
Ludwig Klages (Bonn: Bouvier, 1984). 

33 5. Von Uexkiill , Bausteine zu einer biologischen We1 tan - 
schuung. This project was taken up in the aesthetic sphere by 
figures such as Theo van Doesburg, Adolf Behne and Karl Ernst 
Osthaus. On this, see below and Chapters Three and Four. 

336. On the remarkable importance of von U e x k t i l l t s  thinking to 
that of his scientific contemporaries, and his relative obscu- 
rity today, see Harrington, Reenchanted Science, 34. 

337. ~esides Mies, Theo van Doesburg was familiar with von 
Uexkullfs thought as early as 1915 when he cited Bausteine zu 
e i n e r  biologischen We1 tanschauung in a review of the exhibi - 
tion "Moderne Kunstn held at the Stedelijk Museum in Amster- 
dam. (Evert van Straaten, ed., Theo van Doesburg 1883-1931 
{The Hague: Staatsuitgeverij, 19831, 41). He later listed von 
Uexkiill with Descartes, Darwin and Kant in his list of import- 
ant sources on the nature of consiousness. See Principles of 
Neo-Plastic Art (1925) (London: Lund Humphries, 19681, 10. Von 
Uexkiill and his "biologische Weltbetrachtung," particularly as 
expressed in Bausteine, was Adolf Behne's central philosophi- 
cal influence as he was preparing the critical ground for both 
the Gldserne Kette and 1920s International Style architecture. 
See Behne' s ItBiologie und Kubismus , It 694 - 5, and Die Wiederkehr 
der Kunst (Berlin: K. Wolff, 1919) , 109 -11. Karl -Ernst Osthaus 
was studying von Uexk6llts and his radical Empiriocritical ep- 
istemology on his deathbed. See Erben in: Karl Ernst Osthaus: 
Leben und Werk (Rechlinghausen: Aurel Bongers, 1971) , 101. 



338, Schall, "Rhythm and Art in Germany, 34. See also Brarn- 
well, Ecology in the 20th Century, 178-9. In book form, this 
speech was published as Mensch und Erde (Jena: Eugen Diede- 
richs, 1933). 

339. Reported by Fellmann in Lebensphilosophie, 157. If Sullo- 
way is correct, and there was a concerted effort on the part 
of Freud and his colleagues to suppress the biologistic ori- 
gins of psychoanalysis, then this might account for Freud's 
relative absence from the interwar biocentric discourse. See 
Freud, Biologist of the Mind. 

340. Ibid. On the importance of images, see 161-2. 

341. See: Stephanie Poley, ...und nicht mehr lassen mich 
diese Dinge 10s.' Prinzhorns Buch 'Die Bildnerei der Geistes- 
kranken' und seine Wirkung in der modernen KunstIM in Hans 
Geschke and Inge Jaschou, eds . , Die Prinzhornsamml ung (Konigs - 
tein, Taunus: Atheneum Verlag, 1980); and Prokopoff, "The 
Prinzhorn Collection and Modern A r t . "  

342. Benjamin was a life-long devotee of Klages' who wrote to 
and about him. See Werner Fuld, "Walter Benjamins Beziehung zu 
Ludwig Klages," Akzente 28 (1981) : 279-87. On Meyer's admir- 
ation for Klages, Prinzhorn, and their psychology, see Chap- 
ter Five. On the others, see Kasdorf, "Ludwig Klages im Urteil 
seiner ZeitlU 265. Strzygowski, one of the original "Friends 
of the Bauhaus," later supported Hitlerls Nazi regime. 

343- Raoul Hausrnann, t~Intellektuallismus, Gesellschaft und 
Gemeinschaft," 347. 

344. France, Der Weg zu mir, 22-3. 

346. Ibid., 81-3. 

347. France-Harrar, Mein fin de siecle, 26. 

348. Ibid,, 170 and Roth, "The Foundation of BionicsIU 236. 

349. Roth, "The Foundation of Bionics," 236. France, Der 
Organismus d e r  Craspedomonaden (Budapest : Kenigliche Ungari - 
sche Naturwissenschaftliche Gesellschaft, 1897). 

350. Ibid., 204. 

351. Ibid., 205 and France-Harrar, Mein fin de s iec le ,  25. 

352, See France, Die Welt als Erleben, 119-26 and Der Weg zu 
m i r ,  202 



353. Roth, "The Foundation of Bionics," 2 3 6 - 7 .  In Auf der Such 
nach Arkadien, Wolschke-Bulmahn, dates the "Biologisches 
Institutu to 1908. (p. 84) Mies van der Rohe owned a book by 
France entitled Pf lanzenpsychologie a1 s Arbei tshypothese der 
~flanzen-physiologie (Stuttgart: Franckh, 1909). 

354. This was a society founded to publish inexpensive and 
easy-to-understand books on nature and science from a Monist 
perspective. It was operational until at least the late 1920s. 
See the notice for its publications in France, Hamonie in der 
Natur, back cover. The Journal for the Theory of Evolution, 
renamed the Archiv fur Psychobiologie have been referred to 
below. In 1907 France started Mikrokosmos, a journal of micro- 
biology. In 1909 he founded Die Kleinwelt, official organ of 
the Deutsche Mikrobiologischen Gesellschaft. That same year he 
also founded the Deutsche Naturwissenschaftlichen Gesell- 
schaf t, and Natur, its official journal; the Yearbook for 
Microbiologists; the Microbiological Library and he collabor - 
ated on the publication of a guide to scientific photography! 
(Roth, ItThe Foundation of Bionics," 237)  See: France and M. 
Garnbera, Einfuhrung in die wissenschaf tliche Photographie 
(Stuttgart: Franckh'sche Verlagshandlung, 1909). 

3 5 5 .  France-Harrar, Mein fin de siecle, 141. 

3 5 6 .  On h i s  publishers: Von Bronsart, Die Lebenslehre der 
Gegenwart, 185-6. He worked with at least fifteen German 
publishing houses. The dearth of post-war literature on France 
is apparent from a glance at the list of publications on him 
in the Bibliography. 

357.  Engel-Hardt, France als Graphiker, 11 and France-Harrar. 

358. Peter Nisbet has commented to me on this privately. 
France-Harrar, Mein fin de siecle, 141. 

3 59. Wagner, "Einklang, France: Eine Festschrift, 3. 

360. France, Der Organismus, VII. 

361. Wagner, Die Geschichte des Lmarckismus als Einffihrung in 
d i e  Psycho-Biologische Bewegung der Gegenwart, IV. See also 
France Zoesis, 19. 

362. Wagner does not even mention Monism and the Bund in his 
1908 book. 

363. On France's early flirtation with Socialism, see Hanns 
Fischet, Raoul H. France. Das Buch eines Lebens (Leipzig: R. 
Voigtlander, 1924)  , 189. 



3 6 4 .  On Landauer, his role in the Soviet and his death in 
Munich in 1919, see George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of 
Libertarian Ideas and Movements (New York: Meridian Books, 
19621, 432. To determine whether this was a random act rather 
than one motivated by some factor connected to France is yet 
to be determined by research. 

365. Behne, "Biologic und KubisrnustU 694. 

3 6 6 .  France, Der Weg zu mir, 177. 

367. France, Das Buch des Lebens, 24-5. Von Bronsart, Die 
Lebensl ehre der Gegenwart, 75 ; Fischer, Raoul H. France. Das 
Buch eines Lebens, 166. See also his description of Biozentrik 
as a Monist project, in France, Die technische Leistungen der 
Pflanzen, p. 111. 

3 6 8 .  France, Die Welt als Erleben, 15. On the introduction of 
this philosophy, see Zoesis, 10. 

369. Stefan Zweig, "France der Bildner," France: Eine 
Festschrift, 33. 

370. Philip Steadman, the first to implicitly recognize Fran- 
ce's importance (he devotes a chapter to it in his book), is 
strangely silent when it comes to actually articulating this 
importance. (Steadman, The Evolution of Designs: Biological 
Analogy in Architecture and the Applied Arts {Cambridge: 
Ca,nbridge University Press, l979), Chapter 11. ) While Andreas 
Haus remarked on France's importance to Moholy-Nagy as early 
as 1978, and John Elderfield commented on his significance in 
relation to Kurt Schwitters and El Lissitzky in 1985, Peter 
Nisbet was the first (in 1987) to clearly, if restrainedly and 
briefly, articulate France's more general significance. Haus, 
Photographs and Photograms of Moholy-Nagy (1978) , 1 3  ; John 
Elderfield, Kurt Schwitters (New York: Thames and Hudson, 
19851, 139; Nisbet, El Lissitzky, 30. Fritz Neumeyer has 
recognized the importance of France to the work of Ludwig Mies 
van der Rohe in his book Mies van der Rohe, das kunstlose Wort 
(Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 19861, 299. Basing himself on Neume-  
yerts work, and discussing functionalism and the "Bauhaus- 
Style," Wulf Herzogenrath writes: I1So gesehen wird Raoul H. 
France mite seinem naturwissenschaftlichen Verdffentlichungen 
zu einern Kronzeugen diese Zeitgeistes." Bauhaus-Utopien: 
Arbeiten a u f  Pap ier  (Stuttgart: Edition Cantz, 1988), 30. 

371. Stanislaus von Moos, The Visualized Machine Age," in 
Thomas P. Hughes and Agatha C. Hughes, eds . , Lewis Mumford: 
Public I n t e l l e c t u a l  (London: Oxford University Press, 1990) , 
407 .  



372. Raoul France, "Die Pflanze als ErfindertH 
8, no. 1 (January 19231, 5ff. 

293 

Das Kuns tbl a t t 

373. Nisbet, El Lissitzky, 28-30. 

374. Neumeyer, The Artless Word, 102-6. 

375. Ibid. 

376. Hannes Meyer, "Die neue Welt,I1 Das Werk 13, no. 7 (1926): 
205-24. 

377. On Ring see Hanna Hdch: Eine Lebenscollage volume 2, 295 - 
6. On Friedrich Kiessler and Konzik, see Honzik, " A  Note on 
Biotechnics, " Circle (1937) (New York: Praeger, 1971) , 256-62 
and Steadmann, The Evolution of Designs, 163-7. Ella-Bergman- 
Michel's works Bios-Blatt and Bios-Radierung of 1919 and 1920 
suggest that she was reading France. Reproduced in Die Erfin- 
dung der N a t u r ,  123-24. Hans Erni also produced a work 
entitled Bios, tempera, 150 X 120 cm., 1942. (Reproduced in: 
Jean -Chris tophe Ammann, ed. , Zei tgenossen sehen Hans Erni 
(Lucerne: Kunstmuseum Luzern, 19721, 74.) On Kallai, see 
Chapter Five and on Ebeling see Chapter Four. 

378. Fritz Stern, "National Socialism as Temptation,It in 
Dreams and Delusions (New York: Knopf, 19871, Chapter Six. 

379. Hausmann, "Der Hausserbund bekommt 22,800 Stirmen!," 89. 

380. Martin Mfillerott, "Fran~e,~~ Neue deutsche Biographie no. 
5 (Berlin: Dancker & Hurnbolt, 19611, 313. 

381. France, Die Kultur von Morgen, 114. 

382. France, Plasmatik, 18-19. 

383. France's biographer Fischer lists Dinkelsbfihl, Weimar, 
Salzburg and Berlin as the cities he loved. (In: Raoul H. 
France, 183) France would likely have added Budapest to this 
shortlist. (See France, Der Weg zu m i r ,  x) 

384. Hitler, Mein K a m p f ,  123 and France, Mcnchen. 

385. See France, Bios, vol. 1, 225-6. France's valorization of 
social insect societies contrasts with, for example, Maurice 
Maeterlinck's position, which recognized the inherent cruelty 
of that system. See, e.g, La Vie des termites (Paris: Charpen- 
tier, 1927) and La Vie des fourmis (Paris: Charpentier, 1930) . 
On Maeterlicck and his view of insect societies, see Bettina 
Knapp, Maurice Maeterlinck (Boston: Twayne, l975), 161-2. This 
pessrnistic view of insect societies is echoed by Winnipeg 
artist Aganeatha Dyck, who employs bees in the production of 



her artworks. Like Maeterlinck, whose father was a bee-keeper, 
Dyckts husband is an apiarist, and so she has more direct 
contact with the insects than France had. (Personal communica- 
tion with Dyck, February 1997, ) Thanks to Serena Keshavjee for 
pointing out the relevant passages in Knappfs book to me. 

386. On 9-acialismu as not necessarily a "racist" or right- 
wing phenomenon, see Bramwell, Blood and Soil, 206. Also: 
France, Das Buch des Lebens, 1 5 9 .  

387. France-Harrar, Mein fin de siecle, 220, On Spengler, see 
190-7. Of course it is also possible that France-Harrar op- 
posed her husband's National Socialist affiliation. Gudrun von 
Uexkull also plays down her late husband's flirtation with the 
Nazis around 1933, chosing to highlight his (genuine) concern 
at the treatment of Jews in the Nazi state. (See her Jakob von 
Uexkull and the note above dealing with this question.) 

388. France, Das Buch des tebens, 250. 

389. Fischer, Raoul H. France, 189. 

390. On Zweig's praise for France, see below. I have not come 
across anti-Semitic statements in France's writings. 

391. At least five of his books were published by Ullstein. 
See the National Union Catalogue Pre-1956 Imprints, vol. 180, 
226-30. 

392 .  Die Welt der Pflanze (Berlin, 1912) and Die Gewalten der 
Erde (Berlin, 1919) . See the list "Werke von Raoul H. France1' 
on the back cover of France. Eine Festschrift. 

393. France, Der Weg zu mir, 52. On Langbehn, see Gill Perry, 
"Primitivism and the Modern," 35. 

3 9 4. France : Eine Festschrift , unpag . 
395. France, Der Weg zu mir, 53. 

396. Roth, "The Foundation of Bionics," 236. Given Cohn's 
name, I think it safe to assume his Jewish origins. 

397. See Fischer, Raoul H. France, 189. 

399. Wolschke-Bulmahn presents evidence for this in A u f  der 
Suche nach Arkadien, 85, 88-9. 



400. Wolschke - Bulmahn, Der Suche nach Arkadien, 8 8 - 9 and 
Walter Zimermann, Sozialistische Monatshef te 2 8 ,  no. 2 (Feb - 
ruary 1922) : 1 2 2  -3. 

401. Paul Krannhals, ItEin Wegweiser zur v6lkischen Kultur. Zum 
50. Geburtstag von Raoul H. Francet1' Hellweg 4, no. 21 ( 2  May 
1924) : 388-9. 

402. Von Bronsart, Die Lebenslehre der Gegenwart, 57. Von 
Bronsart may have been related to Hans Bronsart (1830-1913), 
former director of the Weimar Hoftheater. See: Henry van de 
Velde, Geschichte meines Lebens. Hans Curj el, ed. , (Munich: R. 
Piper, 1962), 5 2 2 .  Hausmann had warned in his review of Die 
Kultur von Morgen of France as a self-styled "Fiihrer und 
Lehrer der Menschen." MIntellektualismus, Gesellschaft und 
GerneinschaftN: 347. 

403. Martin Mullerott, "France," in Neue Deutsche Biographie 
vol. 5 (Berlin: Dancker & Humboldt, 1961), 3 1 4 .  

404. Wolschke-Bulmahn, Auf der Suche nach Arkadien, 84. 

405. Ibid. 

406. Ibid., 85. 

407. France, Welt, Erde und Menschheit, 223-6. 

408, Prinzhorn is another example of a Nazi-sympathisex in the 
early thirties who was not anti-Semitic. See Geinitz, ItHans 
PrinzhornH: 60-1. 

409. Raoul France, Von der Arbeit zum Erfolg. Ein Schlussel 
zum besseren Leben (Dresden: Carl Reissner, 1934) , unpag. 

410. Bud, The Uses of Life, 63. 

411. Wolschke-Bulmahn, Auf der Suche nach Arkadien, 84. 

412. See Warrington, Reenchanted Science, and Bramwell, Blood 
and Soil on the anti-Organicist backlash. 

413. On the Francest life in Dubrovnik at this time, see Raoul 
H. France and Annie France-Efarrar, Sehnsucht nach dem Siiden 
(Leipzig: Julius Kittls Nachfolger, 1938) , 5. 

414. Bud intuits the ambiguities of France's reception. While 
he notes that Fritz Neumeyer held that "France's thoughts 
provided the solace that the Bauhaus spirit would live on in 
the wake of Hitler's ~ictory,~ Bud is also aware of Giessler's 
Nazi appreciation of France's Biotechnik in 1938. The Uses of 
Life, 62-3. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Biocentrism and Modernism in Early Weimar Germany: 
The Context and Roots of Moholy-Nagyls ~iocentric Pedagogy 

Tragedy irradiates ... a Dionysiac condition, tend- 
ing toward the shattering of the individual and his 
fusion with the original Oneness. (Nietzsche 1872)' 

Monism . . .  recognizes one sole substance in the uni- 
verse, which is at once "God and natureH; body and 
spirit (or matter and energy) it holds to be insep- 
arable. (Haeckel 1 8 9 9 ) ~  

Auf die Epoche physikalisch-chemischer Weltbetracht- 
ung, die zum Materialismus fuhrte, folgt jetzt nat- 
urgemass die biologische Weltbetrachtung. (Behne 
1916) 

In all the arts, the notion of "naturen has never 
had any other meaning except that the artist and his 
work are themselves part of nature. (Taut 1916)' 

Die grosse Errungenschaft des neuen Zeitgeistes ist 
das biologische Denken. (Stadelmann 1916)= 

Im Kosmos der Einheit ist der Leib n i c h t  mehr Tempe1 
der Gottheit, sondexn ihr Kbrper. Leib und Seele 
sind gleichen Grundes Wurzel, sind eins. Wir kennen 
nicht einen geisteshaften Inbegriff einer leibhafti- 
gen Welt .... Wir sind G o t t . . .  . Der ruhende, zustan- 
dliche Mensch lebt seine Einheit mit dem Kosmos. 
(Lucia Schulz 1919) 

Was ist neu auf dieser Erde? Die Antwort: Aus- 
schliesslich die Erde selbst, die fiber alle, angeb- 
lich unumstijsslichen Wahrheiten der Menschen hinaus, 
uns zwingt, ihrer Atmosphare zu folgen. Der Mensch 
ist eine Form der Erd-AtrnosphZre, die er weder mit 
dem Logos noch mit dem ethischen Gesetz zu zwingen 
vermag, sich vor ihm selbst aufzuschliessen. (Haus- 
mann 1921)' 

The unity of a work of art is manifest in its whole- 
ness and in the total interdependence of its 'form 
and content.' That is to say, this 'dependencef is 
merely a Dualist fiction, because for me 'form and 
contentr are one. (Moholy-Nagy 1 9 2 2 )  

The artist cannot do without his dialogue with 
nature, for he is a man, himself of nature, a piece 
of nature and within the space of nature. (Klee 192315 



Die Natur ist eine sch6ne Sache. (Hausmann 1921) i" 

Es gibt nur eine, in sich gegensatzliche Einheit der 
Natur. / Ein neues einheitliches grosses Weltbild 
muss daher allen Dualismus beseitigen .... (Hausmann 
1 9 2 4 )  " 

If you can see the essence of a work of art then it 
appears to you . . .  as a unity ... as a thing that 
grows out of itself .. and which does not differ in 
essence from other ... entities in Nature. (Schwitt- 
ers 1927) :2  

Our work is not . . .  a system for acquiricg cognition 
of nature, it is a limb of nature ... (Lissitzky 
1 9 2 4 )  '' 
. . .even lemons fall to their knees before the beauty 
of nature. (Arp 1925-26)14 

i pump nature, you pump art. (Arp 1931)15 

The view of the utopian avant-garde as always being anti- 

thetical to the "naturalo1 is persistent in the literature. As 

Patricia Railing notes, "To claim nature as the source of art 

... and machine no more than a tool is unusual in the writings 

of the avant-garde."16 Stephen Mansbach articulates this view: 

Mondrianls [antipathy t o  green] though idiosyncratic 
and hyperbolic, was representative of the disdain in 
which progressive artists held nature .... This 
rejection of nature was ... two-fold: as artists, 
they felt that nature (physis) was impotent as an 
inspiration and a model for creative production, and 
as individuals ... they rejected n a t u r e  as an irra- 
tional force lying outside man's control .... Nature 
seemed to foster an irresponsible cult of the indi- 
vidual and it appeared to sanction an indefensible 
belief in a natural social hierarchy. This ... 
resulted inexorably in war, class stratification and 
alienation .... [Nleeded to redress these prevailing 
tragic conditions was an anti-natural art that would 
prepare mankind for future integration with society, 
environment and self.'' 

Mansbach cites Naum Gabo as an artist whose "rejection of 

nature and naturalism was, like that of his contemporaries 
[Lissitzky, Moholy-Nagy' Gropius], seemingly absolute." Focus- 



ing on Moholy-Nagy, Mansbach continues: "Like so many others, 

Moholy turned to the machine as both model, and inspiration 

for a non-natural art that would lead men inevitably to a 

sublime social and spiritual harmony." Mansbach, part of whose 

difficulty lies in his conflation of "natureM and "natural- 

ism,It intuits the contradictory character of his argument when 

he writes that "[£lor Moholy, as for most of the utopian art- 

ists early in the century, abstract art was perceived, para- 

doxically, as leading to the fulfillment of man's deepest bio- 

logical and social nature, once abstraction had overcome the 

tragedy of nature...."18 Complicating Andreas Haus' critique 

of positions such as Mansbach's, that "die technikbewusste 
Avantgarde keineswegs die Natur hasste, sondern nur die senti- 

mentale bourgeois Naturromantik," I solve Mansbach's paradox 

by arguing that rather than "abjuring nature," some of these 

artists sought its authority in realizing their aims." 

Mansbach's work is emblematic of a shortcoming in art 
history, which by virtually ignoring the early 20th century 

biocentric discourse has failed to contextualize modernist 

culture. While his arguments are pertinent to Mondrian and Van 

Doesburg, they are incorrect with respect to Moholy-Nagy and 

El Lissitzky. In the case of artists such as Paul Klee, Franz 

Marc and Wassily Kandinsky, who employ a conventional vocabu- 

larly when discussing nature, their biocentrisrn marks them as 

tangential to the mainstream. Since the contemporary context 

is unknown, this interest is explained as an anomaly, as a 

direct outgrowth of Romanticism, or as an uoccultH phenomenon. 

Thus it is the science historian Peter Bowler who recognized 

what art historian Mark Roskill has not: their writing demon- 

strates that Klee and Kandinsky were not mere nature enthusi- 

asts or occultists, rather, they were "influenced by the 

mystical aspects of Education historian Eleanor 

Jain has put together a list of artists, including Marc, Klee 

and Kandinsky, who exhibited the concerns and vocabulary of 

~ebensphilosophie in their texts .21 As for artists such as 



Moholy-Nagy, Mies van der Rohe and El Lissitzky, whose lan- 

guage concerning nature is unfamiliar and whose styles of 

artistic production are orthogonal, their concerns with nature 

and the organic have been ignored or denied. It is a rare 

occurence that art historian Timothy Benson should recognize 

that "monists made science more palatable to artists like 

[Johannes] Baader and [Raoul] Hausmann by seeking to 

reintegrate the apparently displaced man described in mechan- 

istic doctrines of nature.1122 while unfamiliar with biocent- 

rism, Railing is unique in pointing out the pervasiveness of 

organic discourse to the avant-garde, which "runs, sometimes 

like a trickle, sometimes like a torrent, through [it] . . . 
from the early Cubo-Futurist days to the late 1 9 2 0 ~ . " ~ ~  

Someone as close to Moholy-Nagy as his wife Sibyl, however, 

unequivocally recognized him to be a vitalist, and Moholy's 

friend, the art critic E r n 6  Kallai, interpreted the history of 

Modernist art in 1931 as a reaction to technology and a 

retreat into "nature."'" 

In this chapter I take strategic soundings of early 20th 

century German culture and find that biocentrism was inherent 

to the Jugendbewegung, to Activism, to Berlin Dada, to the 

GlSserne Kette, to the communard movement and to the Bauhaus. 

These having formed the contexts in which Moholy-Nagy oper- 

ated, it becomes less eccentric to suggest that Moholy-Nagyfs 

pedagogical project was at base biocentric. In Chapter Four I 

argue that his New Vision, which aestbeticized scientific 

photography, making it accessible, was itself a resultant of 

the biocentric Constructivist discourse inspired by Raoul 

France's biocentric philosophy. 

1. Biocentrism, the Jugendbewegung and the Weimar Avant-garde 

a. The Youth Movement and Biocentrisrn 

In his anti-Haeckel polemic, Daniel Gasman argues that 

Haeckelian Monism was an important component of the German 



Youth Movement. Jfirgen Wolschke-Bulrnahn has drawn attention to 

the environmental consciousness central to this Jugendbeweg- 

ung? For example at the llHohe Meissner, " the 1913 founding 
meeting of the Wandervogel off spring, the Freideu tsche Jugend,  

one of the most acclaimed speeches was Ludwig Klagest "Mensch 

und Erde,ll an early call for ecological balance and environ- 

mental pre~ervation.~~ Ulrich Linse holds that this talk must 

be considered as "einer der ganz grossen Manifeste der radika- 

len 0kopax-~ewegung in De~tschland.~~' Klages railed against 

the ones who "in blinder Wut die eigene Mutter, die Erde, 

verheeren ..., bis alles Leben und schliesslich sie selbst dem 
Nichts Gberlief ert [sind] . n 2 3  Anna Bramwell has observed that 

Klages' text Ifcontains most of the themes of today's ecol- 

ogists; that matriarchy is better than patriarchy, that num- 

berless animal species have been exterminated by man, that the 

fur and feather trade is wicked, that civilisation and Kultur 

kills the spirit, that economics is opposed to real values.N25 

Crucial here is that the Youch Movement did not consist merely 

of hikers imbued with a nationalistic sense of the depths of 

Natur and W a l d ;  of Blut und Boden. 

Already the first Wandervogel generation was strongly 

affected both by Nietzsche's anti-anthropocentrism and by 

Haeckel' s populist nature-centric Monist manifesto Die Welt - 
ratsel, first published in 1899.~' While the writings of 

Darwin, Haeckel, and other natural scientists produced the 

medium within which Nietzsche's mutating radicalism could 

coagulate, his powerful, poetic articulation of the conse- 

quences of positivist science's disenchantment of the world in 

turn affected Haeckel's thought, or at least the way in which 

Haeckells "naturaln morality - -  his opposition to religion and 
later to the concept of "God," his focus on the earth and its 
life - -  were received. Some of the keener of the Wandervogel 
would then have followed the emergence of the Monistenbund in 

1906. In the teens and early twenties, as the Jugendbewegung 

coalesced, there emerged a genuine environmentalist conscious- 



ness out of the Nietzschean, nature-centric neo-Romanticism of 

the Monist movement and the Wandervogel wave. 

b. Youth Movement and Avant-Garde 

i. Nietzsche and Marc 

This Youth Movement was linked to the German avant-garde, 

whose great pre-war hope, Franz Marc, was thoroughly - -  and 
famously biocentric. Because of his anti-anthropocentrism, 

interest in the natural sciences, his critique of bourgeois 

morals, and his affirmation of the importance of art, further- 

more, Nietzsche was another common denominator: 

What Nietzsche sowed, Expressionism reaped. Like 
him, Expressionist artists participated in the sci- 
entific learning of their age and yet opposed its 
materialism and its positivism .... [They] . . .  not 
only read Nietzsche, but also followed the latest 
developments in the sciences . . .  and pseudo-sciences 

2 .  of their day. '- 

Charles Kessler has demonstrated the (Dionysian) "yearning for 

a deeper emotional bond with the wellsprings of nature" among 

the Expressionists and has detailed their links with the 

Reformbewegung, including the Youth Movement, FreikBqerkul- 

tur, and the Naturheilbewegung," August Wiedmann has pointed 

out that "Expressionist art and literature were permeated by 

[a] titanic striving for wholeness. t 1 3 3  Corona Hepp, Janice 

Schall, Eleanor Jain, Donald Gordon, and Werner Kindt have 

referred to the parallels and links between Nietzschean think- 

ing, the Bauhaus, Lebensphil osophie, Expressionism, and the 

Reformbewegung, including the Youth Movement and the Wander- 

vogel. As with Henry van de Velde, Marc, Edvard Munch, Max 

Beckrnann, Otto Dix, Adolf Behne and Bruno Taut, such ties are 

evident in the cases of the future Eauhaus professors Klee, 

Kandinsky, Herbert Bayer, Oscar Schlemmer and Johannes It- 

ten.34 Salomo Friedlander, Hausmam and Baader's 1915 plans 

entitle a journal "Erde" echoed Klagest "Mensch und ErdeN 

speech of 1913. 3s 

Marc's affinity to the nature-centric aspect of the 



Refombewegung is particularly evident. He wrote of his desire 

to heighten his "feelings for the organic rhythm of all 

things, to achieve pantheistic empathy with the throbbing and 

flowing of nature's bl~odstream."~~ Soon after his death in 

1916 Klee wrote that "He responds to animals as if they were 

human. He raises them to his level... . In Marc, the bond with 
the earth takes precedence over the bond with the universe."" 

As Goldwater articulates it, "Marc's purpose . . .  is to express 
a pantheistic conviction, to convey the underlying harmony of 

the universe, lost by modern man, in symbolic canvases 'that 

belong on the altars of the coming spiritual religion.mf38 

That this llreligionM - -  like Haeckelts "Monistic Religionu - -  
had Natur as its focus, is made evident through Marc's 

iconography in which animals function both as guardians of our 

deep connection to the natural realm, and as potential victims 

of this realm's violation by our technologized society. 

Writing of Marc's 1911 painting Der Stier, Kallai states that 

the animal "scheint erst im Keime seines Wesens zu leben, in 

jenen NaturgrCnden, in denen alle Gesch6pfe verwandschaftlich 

beisammen liegen."'' (Fig. 3-1) The curvilinear forms and 

their tendency towards central compositions and abstraction, 

were among the most important premonitions of the biomorphic 

Modernist style of the 20s and 30s. 

Neo-Vitalist ideas were so widespread that when discuss- 

ing the content of the Berlin Dadaist periodical Die freie 

Strasse, Timothy Benson refers to "the usual Bohemian staples 
of Nietzsche, Bergson, Simmel, Strindberg, Whitman, Dostoev- 

sky.. . . w ' G  But after Die WeltrStsel and the founding of the 

Monistenbund, it is insufficient to characterize this yearning 

for "lifeH and "unityN as merely romantic. At that time the 

yearning for wholeness and the revival of the vitalist/panthe- 

ist idea of a universal force in nature were related to the 
neue Naturphilosophie, to Monism and Neo-Vitalism; to fin - d e -  

siecle biocentrism." 



ii. Haeckel 

More direct links can be pointed to between Haeckel and 

the avant-garde. Haeckel's publication of the album K u n s t f o r -  

men der Natur in 1899 was intended to offer artists the hith- 

erto largely untapped F o r m e n w e l t  of the microscopic and the 

undersea as inspiration or as model, one which would result in 

art that would induce a moral appreciation in the viewer of 

the value of nature: 

The remarkable expansion of our knowledge of nature, 
and the discovery of countless beautiful forms of 
life ... have awakened ... a new aesthetic sense . . .  
and thus given a new tone to painting and sculpt- 
ure. . . . [El xpedi tions . . . brought to light an 
undreamed abundance of new organic  form^...'^ 

Kunstformen der Natur had a profound effect on fin-de-siecle 

artists and architects - -  particularly in Munich - -  such as 
the Swiss Hermann Obrist and the German August ~ndell." 

iii. Hausmann and Berlin Dada 

Less recognized is the influence exercised on avant-garde 

artists by Haeckel's Monism during and after the First World 

War. For example, among the Berlin Dadaists both Hausmann and 

Baader were enthusiastic Haeckelians. As Benson explains 

Hausmannfs position at the time, he attempted what the Monist- 

enbund itself essayed, that is "a consistent pursuit of a 

synthesis of the conflicting tendencies associated generally 

with reconciling Lebensphilosophie and Positivism . . . .  Haus- 
mann's anti-anthropocentrisrn is in accord with many of the 

Idealist and Romantic responses to Kant's exploration of 

experience ...ll'" Indeed Hausmann acted as a conduit between 

Monism and the Berlin avant-garde scene of the early 1920s' as 

his biocentric Anarchist attack on Raoul France in 1923-24 

 demonstrate^.'^ By 1922, as is evident from the passage quoted 
at the start of this chapter, for H ~ u s ~ ~ M ' s  friend Moholy- 

Nagy, " D ~ a l i s r n ~ ~  was a bad word. 



iv. Glaserne Kette 

A particularly salient example of relations between 

Monism, emergent interwar biocentrism, and the avant-garde, is 

that of the Glaserne Kette architects : Bruno Taut, Hermann 

Finsterlin, Wenzel Hablik, the Luckhardt brothers, Hausmann's 

friend Jefim Golyscheff, and their supporter Adolf Behne were 

deeply bio~entric.'~ Like his friend Rudolf Steiner, Taut 

combined occultism with his biocentric ideas, which were 

expressed through both vitalmystisch writings and an adherence 

to Kropotkinian anarchismOi7 In the passage of 1916 quoted 

above we witness Taut's view of humanity as part of nature. 

That same year Behne cried that Wunst ist niemals etwas 

anderes als Natur!" and Finsterlin said simply that Itthe 

architecture of man is a biogenetic phen~rnenon.""~ In his 

critical writings Behnels obsessive concern with "unityM is 

typically Monist, while in his Glass Chain letters Wassily 

Luckhart expressed an Ostwaldian Monist W e l t a n s c h a w n g :  " T h e  

striking thing in ,.. natural phenomena is the consciousness 
of that great unity in nature, which reveals itself to the eye 

as the sum of all those infinitely many single motifs of 

homogenous or similar type, which are all subject to one and 

the same perceptible law of movement.tt49 Taut begins his 1919 

manifesto with the Monist-Vitalist declaration that he and his 

group are "Suchende nach der Kunst; denn die Kunst, die eins 

ist mit dem Leben, diese Kunst gibt es nicht. l tS0  

One can understand how the crystal, a central metaphor of 

the Glzserne Kette, could be seen as organic, since for Hae- 

ckel and the Monists, crystals - -  ensouled like plants and 
animals - -  linked the animate and inanimate orders of unified 
Being." Thus Wassili Luckhardt, anticipating France's 

"technical Grundformenn of nature writes, "In going back to 
original forms [Urformen] is it not possible to reach basic 

architectural elements, which in their invisible power of 
expression could convey the impression of earthgrown creation? 

After all, stones, plants, etc., are built up out of primeval 



crystals.H52 For Finsterlin, however, it was not the crystal 

that was the U r f o r m ,  but Haeckel's primeval slime, out of 

which life generated itself spontaneously.j3 In the design of 

Wenzel Hablik, the biotic and the crytalline merged into an 

indivisible, stylistic whole.j4 In Finsterlin and Wassili's 

brother Hans, there were direct links between Monism and 

Taut's circle: while Hans discussed Mach's theory with Ost- 

wald, Haeckel's son Walter was Finsterlinfs friend. In fact 

Finsterlin was retained to paint a portrait of the father for 

the museum established in 1920 in the "Villa Medusa," Haeck- 

el's house in Jena, after his death in 1919.'' 

v. Adolf Behne 

The Heinrich Wolflin-trained art historian Behne was the 

theorist and critical supporter of the Gldserne Kette. He was 

involved in the biocentric discourse, well-versed in Haeckel- 

ian/Ostwaldian Monism, as well as in the emergent biocentric 

critique of it.'"e was unequivocal concerning the biocent- 

rism of Hermann Finsterlin, even in the mid twenties, during 

the period of the "Ringn: "Wollen wir ... sehen, bis zu wel- 
cher letzten Konsequenz ein romantisch-pantheistisch gefarbter 

Funktionalismus f t i h r t ,  so betrachten wir am besten die Ent- 

wii r fe  Hermann Finsterlins . . .  die Annaherung des Hauses an 
Formen der organischen, der wachsenden Nat~r."~' In an article 

of 1916 entitled "Biologic und Kubisrnusw and published in the 

Activist journal Die Tat, Behne argued that the biocentric 

theorist Jakob von Uexkdll' s model concerning organic 

development in nature should be applicable t o  artistic produc- 

tion even if von Uexktill himself opposed Expressionism, and 

that with the decline in authority of the Monistenbund due to 
its Ynaterialism,~ artists should turn from Haeckel and Ost- 

wald to von Uexkiill and his book Bausteine zu einer biologi  - 
schen We1 tanschauung f o r  guidance : "Besonders bei der j ungen 

Generation, die sich heute urn eine Erneuerung d e r  Kunst und 

der Kultur bemiiht, sollte das sch4ne Buch begeisterte Aufnahme 



finden."'" similar scenario would play itself out in the 

case of Weimar avant-gardists who came to champion Raoul 

France's post-Monistenbund biocentrism, despite France's 

dislike of avant-garde art. 

Later Behne added Das Problem der exzentrischen Empfind- 

ung to his list of recommended books, in which Ernst Marcus 

developed the psychovitalist L e .  psychobiological) views of 

Kant, Gustav Fechner, Ernst Mach and Richard Avenarius (whence 

Raoul France's position derived) to an extreme conclusion 

similar to that of Jakob von Uexktill, whereby the perceiving 

subject was actively involved in the constitution of reality. 

In Marcust view, light itself was an organic product of the 

brain, rather than an emanation from, or reflection of, the 

perceived object.'' To understand the full effect that this 

position had on the Zerlin avant-garde, it is worth looking at 

its reception by another of its members. Marcust psychobiology 

was understood in a radical manner by his student, Hausrnann's 

and Baader's associate, Salomo Friedlander, 

[dass] nicht ... unser Anschauungsvermogen sich nach 
den Dingen, sondern umgekehrt die Dinge sich nach 
unserem AnschauungsvermZjgen richten. Die gesamte 
Zeit, der gesamte Raum sind Organe unseres Ich, 
dessen Logik, dessen Vernunft- und Verstandsgesetze, 
dessen gesetzgebender Geist sich zur Natur nicht 
empfangend und erleidend, sondern dermassen tatig 
und gebend verhiilt, dass erst durch diese seine 
Tatigkeit die Natur zur Natur ~ird.~' 

Thus, in his book Die Wiederkehr d e r  Kunst, a von Uexkiillian- 

biocentric and Marcuslan-psychovitalist manifesto, Behne 

refined his definition of nature: 

Schdnheit ist nicht weiter zu definieren als: "das 
von gdttlichen, kosmischen Formungswillen GeformteM 
.... Schijnheit umgibt uns auf dem Stern Erde in dem, 
was wir gewijhnlich meinen, wenn wir von der "NaturN 
sprechen. Nach dem mangelhaften und unklaren Sprach- 
gebrauch ist alles, schlechthin alles Natur. Aber 
ernpfindungsgemiss ist die Natur doch wohl das ein- 
heitliche Erlebnis der alles auffangenden Sinne, 
jenes Erlebnis, in welchem das spezifisch Mensch- 
liche schweigt, in welchem der Mensch ein Splitter- 
chen der Welt wirdO6' 



The organicism of the Gliiserne Kette is made clear by 
Benne, who - -  echoing Kandinsky - -  maintained that "das Kunst- 
werk is t ein geistiger Organismus, l1 and that [t] he contempla- 

tion of the roots is especially important for us. Our works 

must grow organically out of the simple primitive cell.9162 

This organicism is also evident in Hans Luckhardtts statement 

that T h e  building must be so formed that it creates the same 

inner unity with the earth and sky that the tree does."" 

Hablik commanded simply "Glaubt nur an die Natur! Ehret ihre 

~esetze!"" Indeed Klages' critique of human Ge is t  is present 

in the writings of the Glzserne Kette. In 1918, echoing France 

and Klages, Behne wrote: 

Natur bleibt uns das einheitliche reine Sinnenerleb- 
nis des Menschen. In diesem Erlebnis . . .  schweigt 
das spezifisch Menschliche, der Mensch wird zu einem 
Splitterchen des Kosmos. Und diese tiefe wunderbare 
Einheit des Menschen mit der Welt, dieses Erlebnis, 
das wir Natur nennen, wird zerstdrt durch das Wirken 
des Geistes .... Die Natur ist das Prinzip der Ein- 
heit, der Geist das Prinzip der Scheid~ng.'~ 

Given Behnels and Taut's role in the "Ring," the Modernist 

architectst group emergent from Miest and Haring's studio in 

1923-24, it seems reasonable to suggest that the move from the 

Expressionist biomorphism of the Glass Chain to the orthogonal 

Modernism of the Ring was a stylistic shift which - -  like the 
analogous transformation occuring within the biocentric dis- 

course - -  left the architectst nature-centrism intact. With 

Behne and Taut in the leadership of the A r b e i  tsra t fiir Kunst, 

the Novembergxuppe,  and the Glass Chain; and with Hausmann and 

Baader at the core of Berlin Dada; biocentrism was endemic to 

the German post-war, post-Expressionist avant-garde. 

2. Moholy-Nagy, Lebensreform and Biocentrism 
Out there - - war. Here its thunder dully thuds. 
A bird chirps and the myriad sounds and 
Fleeting hues of gossamer life rise. 
The swallow flies, the fork-tailed swallow! 
The shadow's violet silk spreads out. 
A thrush's whistling like gurgling gold 



Honey flows from the rotten rind 
And the delicate seed bursts 

Fruitful and happy. 

Clouds, those marvellous plants of my life, 
Float in blue froth and flower 
Their wispy petals on high, 
As if on a velvet gown of some maiden's dream. 
(Moholy-Naqy, l1Forest. May. War/' 1918)~~ 

As we shall see, Moholy-Nagy continued Haeckel's - -  and 
France's - -  project of making the natural imagery of scien- 
tific research available to artists. In the late 20s, through 

his New Vision, he effected the aestheticization of this 

scientific imagery in Weimar Germany. This process made the 

biomorphic Formenwelt - -  an important factor for the develop- 
ment of biomorphic Modernism as a style - -  readily available 
to interwar artists. I argue that like Haeckelrs and France's 

aesthetics, Moholy's New Vision was rooted in his biocentrism. 

We have seen that International Constructivists such as 

Moholy-Nagy have been characterized to be "anti-naturalM and 

ntechnocentric.u As we shall see in Chapter Four, however, 

there was in Russia an "Organic ConstructivismM present most 

strongly in the work of Vladimir Tatlin and Lazar El Lissitz- 

ky. By introducing Moholy-Nagy into the discussion, I wish to 

initiate thorough treatment of the work of an International 

Constructivist within the context of biocentrism. I will argue 

that Moholy's oeuvre - -  like Hausmann's - -  drew from a wide 
range of intellectual and artistic sources, but was both 

formed and directed by a normative biocentrism. As Floris 

Neusfiss has written (without employing the requisite termi- 

nology) : "Moholy-Nagy war ein spiritueller Materialist, der 

grosstm6gliche Gegensatze in Harmonie zusammenzufiigen such- 

te."" I wish to expand on the view Haus expressed in his 1978 

study of Moholyfs photography: 

aberspitzt liesse sich ausdrtcken, dass Moholys 
praktische wie theoretische Arbeit komplementZre 
Aspekte eines Dritten sind, das als rnetakhstler- 
ische, pzdagogisch orientierte uLebensphilosophien 
mit dem Ziel erscheint, den Menschen zu einem be- 



reicherten und aktiven Genuss seiner modernen Leb- 
enswel t zu f iihren. 

While I take Haus's punning use of "LebensphilosophieH more 

literally than he does, and while our approaches differ, our 

agreement (along with Alain Findeli) that the core of Moholy- 

Nagyts project was a normative-pedagogical one, forms the 

basis for this line of research on him. As Sibyl Moholy-Nagy 

wrote in her biography of Laszlo, "The most important contri- 

bution the Bauhaus years made to Moholy's development was his 

acceptance of teaching as a life task.... He discovered che 

unity of doing and being, the organic oneness of living sound- 
ly and producing creatively. This became the keynote of his 

teaching And in a direct reference to one of Moho- 

ly' s most important sources, Raoul France, she wrote, "He 
accepted the sharing of his life as biological law because it 

was bios - -  the interaction of vital impulses, that stimulated 
man to work for his emotional fulfillment.1t69 Accordingly, I 

begin this discussion by placing Moholyfs early emigre years 

in Germany, those he spent with his first wife Lucia Schulz, 

into their proper context of the German Youth Movement, spe- 

cif ically the Freideutsche Jugend, which as we have seen had a 
biocentric component. An exposition of the biocentric basis of 
Moholy's pedagogy and aesthetics of New Vision follows. 

a. The Hungarian Background 

As is evident in Moholy's poem "Forest. May. War.It, not 

only was he a Pacifist by the waning months of his military 

service in 1918, he was also a keen observer of nature. Also, 

as his review that same year of the Budapest poet ~rpad Gara- 

mi's poems about a boy's sexual awakening illustrates, Moholy 

was familiar with the discourses of Bergsonisme and Naturro- 

man tik: llErnploying a cosmic vision [Garami] trans£ o m s  the 

sterile lover into the purposive, creative Earth, that the 

curse might finally be lifted. This self-redemptive and self- 

consoling feeling is manifest little by little in the desire 



for a mythic union with nature."" Moholy's familiarity with 

German and American nature romanticism would have derived from 

his education in the German classics - -  he won a German trans- 
lation prize in high school - -  and his close friendship with 
the critic Ivan Hevesy, an early translator of Walt Whitman's 

-. 
poetry." Moholy's acquaintance - -  rather than familiarity - -  
with Bergson's ideas, would have originated in at least two 

sources.'2 First, Moholy's literary mentor during his early 

creative years (when his ambitions were more literary than 

artistic) was the important Modernist poet Mihaly Babits, who 

was among the first to write about Bergson in Hungary." 

Second, during the war, Moholy was, along with many others of 

his generation of Budapest intellectuals, a participant in the 

Galilei Kdr [Galileo Circle], a kind of open intellectual 

forum at Budapest University. Not only was Valeria Dienes - -  
Bergson's student in Paris and the translator of his works 

into ~ungarian - -  a member of the Circle, but Bexgson was a 
frequent topic of conversation in it." Indeed historian 

Istvan Hermann sees the influence of Bergson as having been 

second only to that of Nietzsche in early-20th-century Hungar- 

ian philosophy. '' 
Furthermore, through his involvement with Lajos Kassakts 

Budapest  activist^ movement in 1918-19, Moholy-Nagy was 

exposed to Monism and the Anarcho-Pacifism of German Activism, 

a movement founded by Kurt ~iller.'~ Counting among its sup- 

porters the writer Kurt Pinthus, the editor Franz  Pfemfert and 

the education reformer Gustav Wyneken, German Activism was 

part of the Reformbewegung, which was just then having a 

decisive effect on the Budapest avant-garde.77 Jlilia Szab6 

refers to Wolfgang Paulsent s 1934 dissertation in which he 

held that Activism was in general an outgrowth of Expression- 

ism, and that its ideological roots lay in turn-of-the-century 

Lebensphilosophie, particularly in the thinking of Nietzsche 

and Bergson." Whyte points out that Hiller's main source in 

his Activist program was his professor Georg Simmel's Lebens- 



philo~opie.'~ The links between Anarcho-Pacifism and Activism 

were strong. Whyte specifies the effect German and Russian 

Anarchists and Pacifists such as Gustav Landauer, Peter Krop- 

otkin and Mikhail Bakunin had on it.'' Szabo has also written 

of the direct influence that Monist scientists such as Ostwald 

and Mach exercised on Hungarian ~ctivisrn. '' Moholy' s "Light 
VisionsN text - -  supposedly a product of his convalescence in 

1917 - -  displays an awareness of Ostwaldian "EnergeticistM 
Monism. If his notebook entry of 15 May 1919 is accurately 

dated and translated, then his references in it to %iological 

happiness," the projection of his own "vitality," and his 

project to Itgive life as a painter," constitute further 

evidence of a grounding in the Vitalist disc~urse.~' Like the  

Budapest Activists around Kassak and his journals A Tett [The 

deed] and Ma [Today], with whom Moholy was associated, the 

German Activists combined Leftist politics, Pacifism, 

Lebensphilosophie, Monism and Vitalism with an enthusiasm for 

Whitman and Expressionist aesthetics." As we have seen, by 
1 9 2 2 ,  "Dualismtt was for Moholy, a Schimpfwort. 

b . Freideu tsche Jugend 

Thus when Moholy landed in Berlin in mid-March of 1920, 

and encountered Quakers and members of the German Youth Move- 

ment such as Hans Harmsen, Reinhold Schairer, Friedrich Vor- 

werk and Lucia Schulz, he was receptive to or familiar with 

the utopian Activism, the lebensrefomisch practices, and the 

biocentrism he encountered in their circles.84 Hans Harmsen, a 

young medical student quartered at St. Joseph's Hospital in 

Berlin found Moholy-Nagy soon after his arrival in Berlin at 

the Hospital's porter's lodge, suffering from pneumonia. 

Harmsen nursed Moholy back to health. But not only was Harmsen 

a Good Samaritan; he was an aesthete, who - -  along with his 
medical studies - -  had attended Heinrich W61fflints last 
lectures in Munich. He was happy to receive artworks as gifts 

of thanks, and one of Moholyts largest and most impressive 



portraits can now be identified as being of the young Harmsen. 
(Fig. 3-2) Later Hamsen, who became an internationally- 

respected specialist in public health, population, and family 

planning policy, built up a significant collection of works by 

artists such as Ferdinand Hodler, Kathe Kollwitz, Christian 

Rohlfs, and particularly Ernst Barlach.'' 

In addition to his medical and artistic interests, Harm- 

sen - -  a former Wandervogel - -  was active during 1920 in the 
Bundische Jugend, the movement which developed out of the 

Freideutsche Jugend in the late teens, and he was in the 

student parliament as It is therefore safe to assume 

that it was Harmsen who put Moholy-Nagy in touch with the 

lawyer Reinhold Schairer (1887-1971), economic director of the 

Deutsche Studentenschaft, a student aid organization emergent 

from the Jugendbewegung. '' 
In March of 1920 Schairer had recently come to Berlin 

from Copenhagen, where he had acted as director of the Deut- 

sche Sonderausschuss fur Kriegsgefangenhilfe in association 

with the German Red Cross.8e Schairer continued his relief 

work in Berlin through the Studentenschaft by assisting with 

feeding and housing the students who had returned from the 

front. As he did not have the material means to help needy 

students himself, Schairer enlisted a group of English Quakers 

in Berlin to help set up a soup kitchen in association with 
the Studentenschaftts club on Breitestrasse in the city 

centre. Starting in May of 1920, 125 students were served 
daily there, and with the help of the municipal authorities, 

the daily capacity increased to 750.a9 Moholy must have eaten 

at this centre after its establishment; these were the "Quaker 

rationsmm Sibyl Moholy-Nagy refers to in her biography of 

~ a s z l o . ~ ~  Such rations would have been crucial to Moholy 
during his first months in Berlin, before Lucia Schulz moved 

in with him and provided for their basic needsOg' 

The first official meeting of the Berlin Quaker Group was 

on 17 April 1920, soon after Moholy would have come into 



contact with them. Had he attended their meetings, or during 

meals at the Quaker canteen, he would have encountered - -  
along with the German, English, American and Canadian Quakers 

- -  a wide variety of non-conformists such as non-Quaker 
Pacifists, members of Christian sects, religious Socialists, 

revolutionaries, Communists, German Youth Movement adherents, 

and assorted  occultist^.^^ Here Moholy would have had the 
opportunity to deepen his acquaintance with Pacifists and 

members of the Lebensreform movement which he had begun in 

Activist circles in Budapest. 

As with Hamsen, Moholy's association with the Schairers 

went beyond their philanthropy towards him. Like Moholy, the 

Schairers were Leftist Pacifists associated with the Youth 

Movement. It was likely these common interests which encour- 

aged Moholy to keep up his friendship with them at least until 

their move to Dresden in April 1921, where they became members 

of the circle of the Christian Socialist Paul Tillich, a key 

figure in the VJeuwerkIt group which supported the founding of 

communes. ' j  

The Schairers entrusted Moholy to the care of their 

associate in the Studentenschaft, Friedrich Vorwerk, who 

helped Moholy find a place to stay in his own boarding house. 
Vorwerk had been an artist at the Worpswede artists' colony, 

and was at the time a radical ~eftist Freideutsche Jugend 

activist .g4 The Freideutsche Jugend had grown out of the 

Wandervogel movement. Its left wing was inspired by the writ- 

ings of Pacifist Anarchists such as Gustav Landauer, Count 

Tolstoy, and the Worpswede artist Heinrich Vogeler." Both 

Vogeler and the Freideutsche Jugend were closely associated 

with German Activism. Vogeler was allied to Franz Pfernfertts 

Activist journal Die Aktion, and some members of the Freideut- 

sche Jugend published Der Aufbruch during the war, an organ of 

German Activism which included in its circle Pacifists such as 

Hiller, Landauer, Wieland Kerzfelde and the young Walter 

~enjarnin.'~ Vorwerk is quoted in 1919 as having said that he 



felt himself as belonging mmenschlich der linksradikalsten 

Gruppe der Arbeiter.ug7 Given this radicalism and his presence 

at Worpswede in 1919, there is little doubt that he took an 

active part in the short-lived Bremen Soviet Republic between 

10 January and 4 February 1919 He is noted in the 

literature on the Youth Movement for the speech he gave at 

Jena in April 1919 to a general meeting of all the factions, 

Left , Right and " third way, " of the Freideu tsche Jugend.  

Vorwerkts Itreligious ~olshevisrn"~~ was essentially an anarch- 

ist stance typical of Vogeler's circle, calling for the dest- 

ruction of bourgeois society in order to prepare the way for 

the construction of a new one: wCommunism will come, whether 

we want it or not; there remains nothing but one thing for us 
to do - - to go under with this world. " loo  

c. Lucia Schulz and Ernst Fuhrmann 

It was through Vorwerk that Moholy met Lucia Schulz, the 

cultivated daughter of a Prague Jewish family. Schulz had been 

involved with the Youth Movement from an early age, so it was 

natural that after her move to Germany she should gravitate 

towards the same milieu. She had also been educated at the 

German University in Prague, where she remembers having 

studied science and philosophy with Ernst Mach and Richard 

Avenarius, whose biologistic and Monistic Empiriokritizismus 

would affect both her and her future husband Laszlo's think- 

ing.''' Schulz and Vorwerk probably met in Barkenhoff at 

Worpswede, Vogeler's Kropotkinian biocentric Anarchist com- 

mune, where Schulz had spent time in 1918 and 1919.102 The 

Barkenhoff commune was part of what Ulrich Linse has referred 

to as the second wave of the German cornmunard movement, the 

one dominated by members of the Freideutsche Jugend from about 

1918 to 1923 ."' A major inspiration on the anarchist commune 
movement was Landauer, who had translated Kropotkin's Mutual 

Assistance in Nature into German in 1908, and who was one of 

the leaders of the Bavarian Soviet of April 1919.'0' At Bar- 



kenhoff Lucia was one of the "Pastors, sculptors, artists . . .  
and many women [who had] come to hear about Communism first 

hand," as Vogeler put it.''' She participated in the com- 

mune's intellectual life through her contributions under the 

pseudonym I1Ulrich Steffenw to Neubau, the Barkenhoff newslet- 

ter. '06 

Besides Schulz and Vogeler, the only author who contrib- 

uted to this first issue of Neubau was Ernst Fuhrmann, the 

self-described Biosoph and anarchist theorist of biocent- 

rism.:" As we have seen, France and Klages exercised strong 

influences on the ecological, nature-centric ideas of the 

Freideutsche Jugend ,  and on the German Youth Movement in 

general. Fuhrmann's contact with Barkenhoff represented a 

direct channel to contemporary biocentric thinking.'" Both 

Vogeler and Fuhrmann were members of the Hamburg poet Richard 
Dehmel's circle, which may be how they came into contact, and 

Franz Jung implies that Fuhrmann spent time at Barkenhoff "im- 

mediately after the war," in the same circle Lucia Schulz was 

in at that time.''' Vogeler's letter to Fuhrmann implies that 

he came to value Fuhrmann's Biosophie highly."0 

Vogelerts close friend, the collector and Folkwang-Museum 

founder Karl Ernst Osthaus, hired Fuhrmann to head the anthro- 

pology department of his museum in 1919, and appointed him 

director of the Folkwang-Museum in 1920."' Fuhrmann founded 

the Auriga-Verlag there, hired Albert Renger-Patzsch as his 

photographer, and published a series of books in conjunction 

with the Folkwang-Museum's collections whose stated purpose 

was to promote lrorganische Richtungen fiir unsere gegenwzrtige 

Kul tur. 11'" One of these publications, Der Sinn im Gegen- 

stand, propounded a Monist, organicist aesthetic based on a 

study of ornament in ancient and "primitivew art. Von dieser 

... Basis aus mag untersucht werden," writes Furhmann in an 
evident reference to Ernst Haeckel's project for a Monist 

ltreligion,u "wie eine Erneuerung der Kunst im Werke m6glich 

wZre, und sie sich bereit machen kann, den Geist einer 



kommenden  el igion auf zunehmen . 111'3 
Evidence of Lucia Schulz's awareness of Vitalmystik is 

her article " SymboleM (published in Freideu tsche Jugend in 

19191, in which - -  as we saw at the start of this Chapter - -  
she evinces a Monist kosmovitalen Weltanschauung that assumed 

the unity of body and soul, and of the body and soul in turn 

with the cosmos. Her ideas may reflect not only Vogelerls 

nature mysticism and Fuhrman's Biosophie, but also Klagesl 

Biozentrik, so influential on the Freideu tsche Jugend.  "' In 
any case, it is probable that Laszlo Moholy-Nagy was in con- 

tact with Fuhrrnann during the twenties, for he was the first 

to publish the work of Albert Renger-Patzsch within an avant- 

garde artistic  ont text."^ 
In addition to accommodating what we could term "New 

Age," Lebensrefom and biocentric cornmunard ideas, Barkenhoff 

was a centre of the left-wing of the Freideutsche Jugend, and 

Schulz, like Vorwerk, was its active participant. Like some 

members of Barkenhoff, Schulz was involved in the fighting at 

the time of the suppression of the Bremen Soviet on 4 February 

1919. Heinrich Vogeler recalls that Schulz and her "active 

Communistu friend Klara Mdller, both Barkenhofferinnen at the 

time, assisted the wounded in the battles in which thirty 

people were killed.':6 He also suggests that they were 

engaged in intelligence gathering and information transfers 

among the radical groups: "They were in the midst of the 

battle and they were able to shelter some threatened and many 

wounded comrades in the Bremen City Hall. They became able 

Party workers [ tiichtige Parteiarbeiterinnen] . 1ri17 A further 
manifestation of her engagement with the fallen of Bremen was 

her publication - -  again under the pseudonym Ulrich Steffen - -  
of an Expressionist-style poem calling for donations to help 

build a monument for the heroes in a 1919 brochure published 

for the purpose."' Indeed, of the Moholy-Nagys Lucia was 

politically the braver and more committed of the two. While he 

never joined the Communist Party, Laszlo's political sympath- 



ies are indicated by his friendships of the time with Cornmu- 

nists and Linksradikalen. Moholy was close to Communist Party 

politics, but eschewed membership and commitment, content with 

being the sort of idealistic "fellow-travellern that hard-line 

figures within the Party regarded with contempt. :'' 
During the winter of 1919-20, after she left Barkenhoff, 

Schulz worked for the Hamburg bookstore and publishing house 

of the Freideutsche Jugendverlag publisher Adolf Saal.""s 

publisher of Freideutsche Jugend since the Hamburg journal's 

inception soon after the movement was founded in December 

1914, Saal had been at its core.'2' We have seen that Schulz 

published in Freideutsche Jugend,  and given her skills, it is 

likely that she did editorial work for the journal and 

publishing house in addition to work in the bookstore. Through 

her connections with Barkenhoff and the radical publishing 

sector, Lucia might also have come into contact with Kurt 

Schwitters. Schwitters shared the Hannover publisher Paul 

Steegernann with Vogeler and his wife Martha's lover Ludwig 

Baumer. As a consequence Schwitters visited Worpswede repeat- 

edly in 1919-20.'22 

Thus, during her time at Barkenhoff Lucia would have, in 

addition to participating in communal agricultural activities, 

acquired an education in anarcho-Communist, Lebensreform and 

biocentric ideas. As this array was analogous to the scene at 

the Berlin Quaker centre in 1920tn3 at the time of their 

meeting Laszlo and Lucia would have had much in common: assim- 

ilated Jewish backgrounds, an awareness of bio~entrisrn,'~' a 
commitment to Pacifism, to Expressionist avant-garde art and 

aesthetics, and to a radical left-wing, indeed Communist, 

politics; and first-hand experience of Soviet republics - -  he 
in Budapest and she in Bremen. What is crucial for our argu- 

ment here is that Laszlo, eating at the Quaker Centre, and 

living first with Vorwerk and then Schulz, was exposed to the 

core of the Youth Movement and Lebensrefom. As Sibyl Moholy- 
Nagy phrased it, " [t] hrough [Lucia] and a circle of friends , 



Moholy became part of the movement for psychobiological reform 

that spread through Germany after the First World War.luL2' 

Sibyl pins this connection to the Mazdaznan cult, a view which 

Veit Loers accepts ~ncritically."~ While Lucia and Laszlo 

were likely exposed to Mazdaznan, I know of no evidence apart 

from Sibyl's text that they were its - -  much less the Theoso- 
phists' - -  followers.:27 What they were involved in was the 
Leftist biocentric c a p  of the Freideutsche Jugend.  By late 

1920, they also came into touch with Berlin avant-garde 

circles, through which Laszlo befriended biocentric avant- 

gardists such as Hausmann and Behne.'2a In fact Moholyfs 

oeuvre reverberates with biocentric ideas culled from Lebens-  

reform more so than it does with Marxism or occultism. As he 

wrote in 1928, 

[dass] der klassenkampf letzten endes nicht urn das 
kapital ... sondern ... um das recht auf eine be- 
friedigende beschaftigung, ... gesunde lebensfiihrung 
und erlosende krafte-auswirkung geht. utopie? nein, 
aber eine unermiidliche pionierarbeit. alles ein- 
setzen fiir das ziel - -  oberste pflicht f G r  jene, die 
bereits zu der erkenntnis einer organischen lebens- 
fchrung gekommen sind . . . .  hier st6sst das erzieh- 
erische problem ins p01itische.l~~ 

Sibyl's reference to l~psychobiological reformH alludes to 

Laszlo's origins in the biocentric wing of the Freideutsche 

Jugend, as she may have conf lated the early Freideutsche 

Jugend contacts with Moholyfs later interest in Raoul France's 

biocentrism, an interest she was well aware of. '30 AS we have 

seen in Chapter Two, lupsychobiologyn was a term employed in 

connection with France's pre-World War One thinking.I3' The 

clearest expressions of Moholy-Nagy's biocentrism were in his 
pedagogical writings, the thinking for which was forged within 

the German Schulreformbewegung and the communard movement of 

the early 1920s. 



d. "A tongue of fire to expound his happinessw: 
The Cornmmes and Moholy-Nagyts Biocentric Pedagogy 

The nineteenth century has not only opened our eyes 
to the aesthetic enjoyment of the microscopic world; 
it has shown us the beauty of the greater objects in 
nature.... All this progress in the aesthetic enjoy- 
ment of nature - -  and, proportionately, in the sci- 
entific enjoyment of nature - -  implies an equal ad- 
vance in higher mental development and, consequent- 
ly, in the direction of our monistic religion. (Hae- 
ckel 1 8 9 9 )  'I' 

Wir verlassen die grauen Stadte und betreten den 
Wald. Auch hier erschiittert und erhebt uns die Leb- 
enseinheit des Gerneinschaftswillens, den die Natur 
in der beispielgebenden aufstrebenden Kraft der 
Baumsaulen zum Ausdruck bringt. - -  Wir liegen am 
Strande des Meeres; eine unbegreifliche Sehnsucht 
erwacht in uns, eins zu sein mit den ewigen natur- 
haften Rhythmen, die Wandlung zur Einheit bedeuten. 
(Heinrich ~ogeler) "I 

From his biological being every man derives energies 
which he can develop into creative work. Everyone is 
talented. . .. One has to live "rightu to retain the 
alertness of these native abilities. But only art - -  
creation through the senses - -  can develop these 
dormant, native faculties toward creative action. 
Art is the grindstone of the senses, the coordina- 
ting psycho-biological factor. The teacher who has 
come to a full realization of the organic oneness 
and the harmonious sense rhythm of life should have 
a tongue of fire to expound his happiness. (Mohoiy- 
Nagy 1928):" 

In Dresden Reinhold Schairer became a member of the 
circle of the Christian Socialist philosopher Paul Tillich, a 

key figure in the "NeuwerkM group, which established two 

agricultural communes with Quaker support. One of these, the 

flBruderhof,H was founded in the Rhh, the central German 

mountain range southeast of the city of ~ulda.:~' This area 

subsequently became a favoured location for communes related 

to the German Youth Movement. 

After their marriage in January 1 9 2 1 ,  Lucia and Laszlo 

spent their vacations at or near one of the communes in the 
Rh6n which had their origins in the Freideutsche Jugend.  The 



Moholys practiced Vogelerfs directives quoted above. As 

3 2 0  

Lucia 
recalls, 

Dass wir dann mehrfach unsere Ferien in der Rhdn 
verbrachten, ergab sich fast von selbst. In einem 
der vielen Altenteil-Hiiuschen, mit Blick auf Wiesen 
und Berge wohnend, wo es uns gestattet war, ein be- 
scheidendes Sommer-Dasein nach eigenen Wtinschen zu 
fiihren, wurden wir bald mit zahlreichen anderen 
Menschen bekannt, die in diesem herben, damals noch 
wenig begangenen Landstrich den Rhythmus ihres Le- 
bens gef unden hatten oder zu f inden hof f ten. 1 3 "  

Both Moholy-Nagy and his friend Ern6 Kallai mention a 

vacation in the mountains as the locus for Moholy-Nagy's 

production of the Ackerfelderbilder during what must have been 

the summer of 1921, perhaps in August, after Lucia's job at 

Rowohlt Verlag ended.:" MohoLy-Nagy recalled Itspending a 

holiday in the country, where from the hilltops I could see 

hundreds of small strips of land, I painted pictures with 

coloured stripes in juxtaposition and called them 

'a~res.~~""hile clearly affected by the mechano-Dada style 

of Picabia and Schwitters, these works reflect Laszlo's 

fascination with the colour rhythmns of the mountainous land 

depicted, as well as with the trains, tractors and power lines 

in it, an inscription of the utechnological~ on the l1naturalU 

- -  a synthesis of the two - -  untypical of postwar avant-garde 
art, but, as we shall see, characteristic of the postwar 

biocentric Constructivist perspective. (Figs. 3-3, 3 - 4 1  

As they did the following summer, the Moholy-Nagys may 

have stayed in the Rhdn mountains on the Ackerfelderbild 

vacation, close to the Schule f i i r  Kerperbildung Loheland, an 

~nthroposophical, holistically oriented wornens' commune and 

gymnastics school founded by Hedwig von Rohden and Louise 

Langgaard near Fulda in 1919."~ Lucia might have first met 

von Rohden and Langgaard on their visits to ~arkenhoff,'~' or 

she may have heard of Loheland from the Freideutsche Jugend 

activist Paul Vogler, who became her friend while she was in 

Hamburg, and whose sister Elizabeth was a dancer.'" This 



school spawned the Loheldnderin, a liberated and ecologically 

aware female type famous in Weimar Germany.'" The Moholy- 

Nagys certainly spent their vacation of July 1922 at Loheland, 

for Weyhers, the village in which we know they roomed, is a 

mere three-kilometre walk southeast of the school. According 

to Lucia it is here that they developed their photogram prac- 

tice and formulated the ideas published as "Froduktion - -  
Reproduktion" in the September De ~ t i  j l  . "' Moholy-Nagy later 
wrote that he adapted the idea of the photogram from a Lohe- 

ldnderin who was making photograms using translucent plants, 

and his photograms of plants of around 1922 were probably 

inspired this practice. I J 4  

The organic-functionalist core idea of N~roduktion-Repro- 

duktion" - - emphasizing the development of the innate creativ- 
ity of each individual - -  was typical of kunsterzieherisch and 
ref ormpadagogisch ideas current at the time : lJ5 

The human construct is the synthesis of all its 
functional apparatuses, i.e. man will be most per- 
fect in his own time if the functional apparatuses 
of which he is composed - -  his cells as well as the 
most sophisticated organs - -  are conscious and 
trained to the limit of their capacity. Art effects 
such a training. . . ' 4 6  

Andreas Haus points to the ultimate origin of the idea con- 

cerning the desirability of sensory education in the late 

19th-century Empiriokritizismus of Ernst Mach and Richard 

Avenarius, who proposed individual subjectivity as the source 

of perception: 

Dieses Fostulat eines monistischen Ineinanderaufgeh- 
ens von Empfindung und Welt fGhrte zu einer Umkehr- 
ung des Erkenntnismodells: I t N i c h t  die Korper erzeu- 
gen Empfindungen, sondern Empfindungskomplexe . . .  
bilden die Kbrper .... ' [D]ie Entfremdung zwischen 
Ich und Umwel t [war] scheinbar auf gehoben. "' 

Haus points out that these positivist Monist ideas were pro- 

mulgated by Robert Mfiller-Freienfels after the war, whose book 

Psychologie der Kunst was published in 1922, the year the 

article was ~ritten."~ He does not offer evidence that Lucia 



or Laszlo would have seen the book, but he does point out the 
diffused transmission of Empiriocritical theories through the 

Russian and Hungarian avant-gardes, on whom Alexander Bogdanov 
- -  a student of Avenarius in Zurich - -  exercised an influence 
via his Proletkult movement, as well as through Moholy-Nagyfs 

friends Hausmann, Rudolf Bllimner and Adolf Behne, and their 

interest in the psychovitalist perceptual theories of Ernst 

Marcus. l4' 

Another source for the Moholy-Nagys' biocentric pedagogy 

is the kuns terzieherisch concept of the Schulreformbewegung as 

it was dispersed through the Youth Movement, its communes and 

its schools.'50 Lucia Schulz was likely aware of the holistic 

pedagogy of the Schulreformbewegung through experience with 

her Hamburg employer Adolf Saal, who published basic documents 

of this movement, and whose bookshop, where she worked, would 

have carried its other  publication^.'^' Lucia was also 

exposed to the Gustav Wyneken-inspired pedagogical ideas of 

Heinrich Vogeler during her stay at Barkenhof. Vogeler put his 

holistic kunsterzieherisch pedagogical ideas into practice at 

the Barkenhoff School.Ls2 It is conceivable that Laszlo met 

Vogeler or heard him speak, for the Bund Entschiedener Schul- 

reformer (BES) of the En tschiedener Jugend (an outgrowth of 

the Freideutsche Jugend founded in September 1919) held a 

series of lectures and conferences on the subject of pedagogi- 

cal reform during the twentie~."~ As a recent Barkenhoffer- 
in, Lucia might have wished to meet Vogeler when he came to 

~erlin, and had she done so it is conceivable that she would 

have taken her new lover Laszlo. Thus Laszlo might have met or 

heard Vogeler around 11-19 June 1920, when Vogeler took part 

as a delegate at the Freie Reichsschulkonferenz of the BES in 

Berlin, or when in October 1920 there was a meeting in Berlin 

of the BES at which Vogeler gave a lecture.i5J As well as 

from Lucia, Laszlo might have heard of the events from Harmsen 

- -  also a member of the BES - -  or from Kallai, a teacher 
interested in the new pedagogy.Is5 Given that Klages' and 



Benjamin's friend Gustav Wyneken - -  the first theorist of 
Ityouth cultureu - -  taught at the Barkenhoff School be£-ore it 
was closed in 1921, it is likely that Lucia was exposed to his 

John Dewey- inspired Arbei tschule methods as well. 'j" 

The Moholy-Nagyst pedagogy was affected by the ideas of 

the Freideutsche Jugend pedagogical reformer Marie Buchhold 

and the music teacher Heinrich Jacoby. Buchhold was closely 

associated with Paul Voglerfs sister, the Freideutsche Jugend 

pedagogue and Wyneken-disciple Elisabeth Vogler. Elisabeth had 

been at Loheland in 1919-20, and the Moholy-Nagys had met her . =-  
in the Rhon by 1922, perhaps at her and Buchhold's home.--' 

In the fall of 1923, again with financial help from Quakers, 

Buchhold and Vogler founded a wornens' commune and school at 

Schwarzerden, 10.5 km east of Loheland? Laszlo and Lucia 

might have taken a rest in the Rhdn mountains after the end of 

the Bauhaus-Woche on 19 August 1923 while Buchhold and Vogler 

were working on their new commune. The Moholys certainly 

vacationed at Neuwart, a hilltop site two kilometres west of 

Schwarzerden and eight kilometres southeast of Loheland during 

the summers of 1924 and 1926.15' Lucia would have partici- 

pated in the Ferienkurs of Schwarzerden, a veritable smorgas- 

bord of Lebensreform practices. There were lectures, workshops 
and demonstrations in gymnastics, massage, holistic health, 

breathing, pedagogy, music, literature and psychology, and 

Laszlo might have joined her on occasion, as Elisabeth remern- 

hers?' That Laszlo enjoyed these stays at Schwarzerden is 
indicated by his 26 July 1924 letter to the Van Doesburgs, 

which he opened with "wir sind wieder in der rhon bei unseren 

wirklich-schdnen bergen ... gelandet, da wir kein geld hatten 
an die see zu fahren . . . .  es regnet fast dauernd, aber fern von 
allem betrieb f iihlen wur uns ganz ausgezeichnet . "I6' It is 

affirmed by Lucia, who remembered that 

Aber nicht nur auf dem Wege menschlich-pzdagogischen 
Austausches, auch zur Anregung und Erneuerung eig- 
ener Denk- und Arbeitsprozesse hat in die Klima und 
Landschaft der Rh6n gebotene Lebensqualitat wesent- 



lich beigetragen. Sowohl Moholy-Nagy als auch ich 
haben wghrend unserer Aufenthalte in der Rhdn gute 
und fruchtbare Denkarbeit geleistet, bis zu dem Tag, 
da aussere Umstande sich stdrend in den Weg stell- 
ten.. . . 162 

Laszlots commitment to the wornens' commune is indicated by his 

colour scheme for the Gymnastics Hall, its most important 

structure.'" In fact, he is the only prominent artist men- 

tioned by Elisabeth Vogler in connection with the commune. 

At Loheland in the early 20s, and at Schwarzerden in 1924 

and 1926, Moholy was exposed to Bucholdfs biocentric Feminist 

pedagogy. This pedgogy indicates that she is an unrecognized 

pioneer of eco-Feminism. Evidently affected by J.J. Bachofents 

hypothesis of Mutterrecht - -  the matriarchal structure of 
ancient society - -  which circulated in the Stefan George 
circle of which she was a member, as well as by Klages' 

environmentalism, Buchholdfs diary of 1924 contains passages 

such as: "Unter Korperlehre . . .  ist gemeint die Erkenntnis des 
menschlichen Organismus innerhalb des Organismus der WeltH and 

"Die Frau . . .  braucht eine von sich aus gefundene frauenhafte 
. . .  Naturlehre als Weltans~hauung."'~~ The biocentric aspect 

of Buchholdts thinking is echoed in Laszlo8s own pedagogical 

writings of the time (which Lucia helped him formulate), for 

example: "Der Mensch ist der Mikrokosmos. h e r  ihm und in i hm 

walten universelle Gesetze. Sein ganzes Wesen und Schaffen ist 

ein einziger Versuch, diese Gesetze auszudrficken, ihnen ein 

Form zu verleihen.~'~~ In his 1928 pedagogical treatise Von 

Material zu Architektur, Laszlo acknowledged his debt to the 

Reformschulbewegung and the German Youth Movement, to Wyneken 

and Vogeler, as well as, indirectly, to the Freideutsche 

Jugend and its communes. '66 

A decisive source for Laszlots pedagogy was the work of 

the biocentric music teacher Heinrich Jacoby, whose thoughts 

on tlschopferische Musikerziehungm he planned to publish in the 

Bauhausbucher series, and whose article he planned to publish 

in i10 in 1927. Though neither of these projects were real- 



ized, Moholy praised Jacoby's project as 'eine der wichtigsten 

geistigen leistungen unserer ZeitH and as belonging Itto the 

most valuable sources from which our present and future peda- 

gogy can draw. Moholy might have learned of Jacoby by 

attending his lecture at the Berlin Kunsttag of the BES on 5 

May 1921, or he might have learned of him at Loheland, whose 

founders von Rohden and Langgaard were well-versed in Jacoby's 

employer  mile-~acques Dalcrozers method of rythmic dance 
edu~ation."~ In any case, as Lucia pointed out, and as Lasz- 

lo himself acknowledged, it is from Jacoby that Laszlo adapted 

the idea that "everyone is talented," and that the job of the 

teacher is to draw out this talent in each student.lig 
This makes it clear not only that the basis for Moholyls 

pedagogy was biocentrism, but that it was - -  like Haeckel's 
and France's - -  a normative biocentrism. At the start of this 

section I included a passage from The New Vision, the American 
edition of Von Material zu Architektur, which Sibyl Moholy- 

Nagy chose to quote in her biography of Laszlo. We can n o w  

recognize this passage as an amalgam of Empiriokri tizisrnus, 

Jacoby's pedagogy, concepts of Kunsterziehung emerging from 

the Schulreformbewegung, France's biologistic and normative 

Objektive Philosophie, Vitalism, and Monism."' Laszlo begins 

Von Material zu Architektur with a statement of pure biolo- 

gism: I1jede handlung und jeder ausdruck des menschen setzt 

sich aus verschiedenen kornponenten zusammen, die im biologi- 

schen aufbau begriindet sind. 11"' An equally clear statement 

of Laszlo's %iologicalw approach to education is in The New 

Vision, into which he inserted a section entitled NBiological 

needs,I1 probably because he felt he had to explain these terms 

to an American readership: 

In this book the word ~biologicalu stands generally 
for laws of life which guarantee an organic develop- 
ment. If the meaning of nbiological~ were a con- 
scious possession, it would prevent many people from 
activities of damaging influence. ... The oncoming 
generation has to create a culture which ,.. 
strengthens the genuine biological functions.i72 



Moholy-Nagy's biocentric pedagogy was a project he continued 

to develop after his move to the United States. Indeed, in 

America he had the opportunity to correspond with John Dewey, 

whose pragmatist concept of "learning by doingu inspired the 

same Schulreformbewegung Moholy had been inspired by."3 

3. Biozentrik  at the Gropius Bauhaus 

The Bauhaus strives to bring together all creative 
effort into one whole, to reunify all the disci- 
plines of practical art. . . . (Gropius 1919) "' 
Welt/Materie - Geist/Stoff - Unstoffliches Stoffli- 
ches/Sein - Unseiend Seiendes/~inheit - ewig verket- 
tete zwiespaltige Zweiheit, Erliist im Fonnwerk des 
formenden Menschen zu einfaltiger Einheit. (Itten 
1920) '75 

Our times lack a great unifying idea or religion. 
The artists are striving to create one, and the way 
to it appears to lead via absolute individual sub- 
jectivity. Like the mystics today's artists hope to 
pass through total self-absorption to oneness with 
God and the universe. All is part of nature, part of 
the fabric of the universe . . .  everything functions 
together to express the essence of the universe. 
(Schlernrner 1918) 

The aim of our theoretical work is always, in one 
form or another, the organisation of differences 
into unity, the combination of organs into an organ- 
ism .... Like a man, a picture has skeleton, muscles, 
and skin. We may speak of a specific pictorial anat- 
omy. (Klee 1922)''' 

The artist of today ... is a creature on the earth 
and a creature within the whole .... Accordingly a 
sense of totality has gradually entered into the 
artist's conception of the natural object, whether 
this object be plant, animal, or man. (Klee 
1923) "' 
Es scheint mir, dass eine ... Einstellung zur 'Na- 
tur' und zum 'Menscht, als Teil der 'Natur' , auch in 
den positiven Wissenschaften heute an der Zeit wa- 
re.... Auf diesem Wege kommt die Kunst und die Wiss- 
enschaft von der einseitig entwickelten Spezialisie- 
rung ab, die eine fatale Zerstreuung mit sich b r i n -  



gen musste .... Der verlorene Zusarnrnenhang des Inne- 
ren in allen welten. . .  wird sich in ein Zusammen- 
schmelzen verwandeln - -  Sussere Unterschiede, innere 
Einheit. (Kandinsky 1925)179 

A specialized education becomes meaningful only if a 
man of integration is developed along the lines of 
his biological functions, so he will achieve a natu- 
ral balance of his intellectual and emotional power 
. . . .  The future needs the whole man. (Moholy-Nagy 
1929 ) 

Yes, I agree that essentially or eventually every- 
thing is one unity. (Wassily   and in sky) la' 

Le changement fondmental de notre conception du 
monde, transmutation profonde dtou resulte la grande 
revolution formelle des arts, reside dans ltabsolue 
negation du materialisme et du spiritualisme pur. Le 
rksultat de ce changement est Itavenement de l'idee 
synthethique dans laquelle esprit et matiere foment 
un seul processus. En art l'esprit et la source, la 
matiere . . . est l'expression. (Kandinsky 1936) ' 8 2  

It is not necessary to rewrite the history of the Bauhaus 

in light of the foregoing discussion. Its reexamination how- 

ever, is required given this thesist premise of the importance 

of biocentrism. The standard narrative of the institution 

(early romantic/expressionist/occult "Itten" phase; sachlich 

llMoholy-NagyN period from 1923 to 1928; functionalist/Marxist 

era under Meyer) is accurate as far as it goes, but if it is 

understood simplistically it can also be mi~leading.'~? As 

early as 1968 Joseph Rykwert wrote of "The Dark Side of the 

Bauhaus,I1 that is its "esotericn component being more integral 

to Gropius' thinking than hitherto believed. As Franciscono 

observed in 1971: 

If ... it is ... convenient to speak of the Vtten 
yearsN and the "Moholy-Nagy ... years" of the Weimar 
Bauhaus as a shorthand for the differences of phil- 
osophy in the two periods, we should not make the 
mistake of dividing them into neatly separated 
phases .... It is not merely that the Bauhaus was in 
continuous process of change, but that from the 
beginning it was a tangled skein of various and even 
conflicting motives and tendencies, nowhere more in 



evidence . . . than in . . . Gropius himself .la4 

Scholarship since Franciscono has proven him right. Sara Lynn 

Henry, Schall, Findeli and others have shown that the Bauhaus 

was a multifaceted institution, one which was more than the 

bastion of scientistic, dualistic, technocentric, sachlich 

positivism it is popularly conceived to be. As Henry noted in 

1976, it was one to which neo-Romantic Monistic, organic and 

nature-centric - -  as well as esoteric - -  attitudes were 
innate, and not merely during the first three years. Central 

components of biocentrism such as Lebensphilosophie, 

Organicism, Holism, Monism, and Neo-Vitalism were threads 

which extended throughout all of the Bauhaus  period^.'^' The 

~onist/Holist/Organicist topos of the "unity" and/or "integra- 

tion" of the arts, of the cosmos, of humanity and nature, of 

humans with their surroundings, of what we would since fractal 
theory term the "self-sirnilarityI1 of microcosm and macrocosm, 

was a leitmotif of Bauhaus thinking, just as it was of the 

first R~manticisrn."~ Also, prominent Bauhausler such as Klee 

and Kandinsky were Vitalist and Monist Organicists, who saw 

the world and its compcnents as nested hierarchies of 
organisms animated by an ineffable life-force. While the early 

19th-century Romantic heritage is by and large acknowledged in 

the historical literature on the Bauhaus, a crucial dimension 

missing from the standard narrative - -  one which demonstrates 
both the temporal continuities and discontinuities in it - -  is 
the way in which Biozentrik was manifest among Bauhd~sler.'~' 

Moholy-Nagy's biocentrism was part of a discourse on 

nature, "lifeu and "unityu carried on within the Bauhaus, 

which reflected prevailing currents of thought in Weirnar 

Germany: the Romantic nature-centrism of the Youth Movement, 

i.e. the Reformbewegung; Haeckelian/Ostwaldian Monism; Goe- 

thean Organicism; V i  talmystik, Holism; Empiriokri tizismus, 

Gestalt psychology, Klages and Primhorn' s Biozen trik; von 

Uexkfill' s biologische We1 tauffassung, and France' s Objektive 

~rkenntnislehre, which legitimized the International Construc- 



tivistst interest in nature. Moholy-Nagyts replacement of 

Itten did not merely signal the displacement of a "romantic 
Expressi~nism~~ by its Constructivist Other at the Bauhaus. 

Rather, this shift towards the nsachlichll and away from the 

"occult mirrored the shift wi thin the discourse of Biozen trik 

itself described in Chapter Two; from a Romantically based 

pre-war neo-Vitalist Monism towards its more functionalist 

variant as propounded by France.I8' The objection - -  implicit 
or otherwise - -  of other nature-centric Bauhdusler such as 
Kallai, Klee, Kandinsky, and Schlemmer, to Moholyts and later 

Hannes Meyer's project and approach reflects the uneasy coha- 

bitation of a retarde pre-war Monism with France's and von 

Uexkiillts post-war sachlich revision of it. The neo-Romantic 

kosmisches Einhei tsgefiihl of Vi talmystik had in some cases 

evolved by the late 20s into its Klages- and Prinzhorn-insp- 

ired doppelganger, the notion of the "demonicw in nature. As 

Kallai wrote: I1Die Bioromantik scheut es nicht, rnit offenen 

Augen in diese Abgriinde unserer Kreatiirlichkeit zu blicken. 

Sie wagt es, unsere Zivilisation rnit Gleichmut, ja mit Pessi- 

mismus zu betrachten. Sie wagt es . . .  sich einer bosen Lust am 
Chaos, am gefuhrlich Unterirdischen hin~ugeben.":~~ Those 

like Kallai, Klee and Hausmann who espoused this complex, even 

pessimistic view of nature were annoyed by what they saw as 

the naive optimism of France's biologism. As seen in Chapter 

Two, history proved the pessimists right. 

a. Gropius 

The pre-history of the Weimar Bauhaus indicates how 

firmly rooted Gropiust re-founded institution was in fin-de- 

s iec le  biocentrism. Henry van de Velde, the Belgian director 
of the Bauhaus predecessor, the Weimar Kuns tgewerbeschule 
(1908-1914), was along with August Endell and Hermann Obriss, 

a leading figure of nature-centric European Jugendstil, what 

Robert Schmutzler has referred to as I1Biological Romanti- 

c i ~ r n . ~ ~ ~ ~  Furthermore it was the close friends Van de Velde, 



Obrist and Endell, who were most affected by Haeckel's Monist 

program of the normative aestheticization of scientifically 

derived undersea and microscopic imagery.'g1 In nominating 

Obrist and Endell as candidates to replace him when he had to 

resign in July 1915, van de Velde seems to have meant for the 

school to continue in an aesthetically Monist, Haeckelian 

direction. Van de Velde's inclusion of the young Gropius on 

this slate was an indication, furthermore, of what he might 

have perceived to be Gropiust own organici~rn.'~' We have also 

seen how Bauhaus masters such as Herbert Bayer, Paul Klee, 

Wassily Kandinsky, Oscar Schlemmer, Moholy-Nagy and Johannes 

Itten - -  as well as Bauhaus students - -  had links to or roots 
in the Jugendbewegung, in which the question of nature was so 

central. '" While Gropius had been neither a Jugendbewegte, 
nor a member of the Monistenbund, his participation in the 

Deutsche Werkbund (founded in 1907) and his association with 

van de Velde and Karl Ernst Osthaus, brought him into close 

contact with pre-War biocentric aesthetic thought, whose 

organicist vocabulary he adopted. Thus, in a prewar lecture 

given for Osthaus he stated that "Modern living [requires] new 

building organisms expressing the life forms of our times," 

while in a letter to Fritz Mackensen concerning his plans for 

the Bauhaus-to-be, he spoke of an Mautonomous teaching organ- 
ism. 11 : 9 ~  Furthermore, his participation, with van de Velde, 

Taut, Obrist, Endell, Osthaus and others in the pre-war German 

Werkbund; and with Taut and Behne in the leadership of the 

Arbeitsrat f l i r  Kunst, the Glaserne Kette, and the November- 

gruppe (in effect, the German Reformbewegung in its artis tic - 
political cast), brought him into close contact with aspects 

of biocentrism in their various manifestations, with neo- 

romantic Haeckelian Monism as well as with its von Uexkdllian 

biologistic reform. Though he was not vitalmystisch as 

Taut was at the time, the Monist organicism of the Glass Chain 

clearly had an effect on Gropius. In early 1919, at the time 

of his appointment to the Bauhaus, he wrote, llBeweglichkeit, 



dem Akademischen werfe ich den Fehdehandschuh hin, kein mecha- 

nischer Aufbau, sondern lebendiger, organi~cher.~~'~~ Gropius I 

"Programm des Staatlichen BauhausesI1 of later that same year - 
- in addition to the Nietzschean overtones observed by Schall 
- -  is both Monist and organicist: "The Bauhaus strives to 
bring together all creative effort into one whole, to reunify 

all the disciplines of practical art..." while aiming for 

"organic forms developed from manual skills."'g7 

Hence it is not surprising that Gropius should correspond 

with Gustav Wyneken and that he should invite him and the L e b -  

ensphilosoph Hermann Keyserling to lecture at the Bauhaus 

early in 1920, even if he did veto a lecture by Heinrich 

Vogeler for political reasons.Lg8 Indeed, no lesser figures 

of biocentrism than Driesch and Ostwald were recruited as 

members of the Governing Board of the "Circle of Friends of 
the BauhauslW formed in 1924 to support the school in t h e  face 

of mounting attacks in the Thuringian parliament, and both 

lectured there as we11 . I g 9  

While Klages did not become an active Bauhaus supporter, 

two of his disciples did: The art historian Josef Strzygowski 

was another member of the original Board of the Friends of the 
B a u h a u ~ , ~ ~ ~  and in 1932, during the final struggle to save 

the Dessau Bauhaus, Hans Prinzhorn - -  a friend of Mies van der 
Rohels since 1910-11 - -  helped Ludwig Grote organize to save 
the Klagesr ideas and Prinzhornls adaptation of 

them affected the school throughout its existence. Prinzhorn's 
analysis of outsider art impressed the future Bauhaus faculty 

as early as 1920, when Schlemmer and Klee first heard the 

psychiatrist lecture about the art of mentally ill people. In 

the months following the publication of Prinzhorn's Bildnerei 

der Geisteskranken in June 1922, the book "kursierte ... irn 
BauhausM according to Lothar S~hreyer.~'~ During 1923 

Prinzhorn would have been aware of the dance experiments being 

carried out by Schreyer and Schlemmer at the Bauhaus through 
his then lover Mary Wigman, with whom he lived in Dresden."' 



In 1929 Prinzhorn lectured at the Bauhaus on his Monist "Body- 

Soul-Unity" psychology and his explicitly biocentric "psychol- 

ogy of the personality," while Kallai praised his thinking as 

editor of bauhaus, and Prinzhorn lectured again on 3 February 

1932, on "Trieb und Wille im kiinstlerischen Gestaltungsvor- 

gang . 29' Schlemmer taught Klages' psychological theories in 

his course on "ManN in 1928-29, while the two Gestalt 

psychologists, Felix KrGger and his follower, Karlfried Count 

von Durckheim lectured in 1930-31, the latter discussing 

Klages Der G e i s  t als Widersacher der Seele, according to 

Howard Dearstynets notes.205 Strzygowski, Driesch and Ostwald 

continued to be members of the Circle of Friends of the 
Bauhaus at least until 1929.~'~ 

Raoul France and his wife, the writer Annie Harrar, who 

were spending their winters in Weimar at the time, tended 

towards the neo-conservative elite social circle of the town, 

headed by Elisabeth F6rster-Nietzsche, whom Gropius is known 

to have disliked but with whom he strove to maintain cordial 

 relation^."^ Indeed beyond an illustration of Weimar's vital- 
ity there is a critical undertone to France's words in the 

introduction to Plasmatik, written in Weimar in 1 9 2 3 .  Taking 

the reader on an imaginary walk through the town he remarks, 

"Aber neben dem stillen Weimar gibt es eines voll lautem 

Vorwartsdrangen, voll von 4BauhausgedankenM....t1208 Their 

ambivalence is indicated by the fact that in the midst of 

strong anti-Bauhaus feelings in 1923, the Frances not only 

visited the Bauhausausstellung but they spent an evening with 

the busy Grcpius, who patiently explained to them the Bauhaus 

and its pedagogical principles.209 It is possible that - -  as 
with Forster-Nietzsche - -  Gropius was looking for support from 
the Frances and that he would have tried to recruit them to 

the Circle of Friends of the Bauhaus the following year, but 

whether they would have accepted such an invitation or not 

(for they were not impressed with the exhibition2'') , the 
Frances had left Germany for Austria by 1924, and did not 



become the Bauhaus' active supporters. Nevertheless, France's 

effect on pedagogy and design practice was stronger than any 

other biocentric thinker's at the school apart perhaps from 

Klages. As we shall see, his ideas, particularly on Biotech- 

nik, were important for the pedagogy of Moholy-Nagy, Hannes 

Meyer and M i e s  van der Rohe, as well for the architecture 

theorist Siegfried Ebeling while he was a Bauhaus student 
during the mid-20s. 

b. Itten 

It is in this light that we must consider Gropius' deci- 

sion to take Behnels advice in deciding on Moholy as Itten1s 

repla~ement.~'' It is also in this light that we should see 

Gropius' hiring of a holist and organicist Monist such as 

Johannes Itten to teach the crucial introductory course, even 

if Itten's ideology was suffused with an occult sensibility. 

Itten is usually seen as simply an occultist, opposed to 

Gropius ' sachl ich tendencies. But Das friie Bauhaus und Johan - 
nes Itten, a reexamination of Itten1s oeuvre in the context of 

the early Bauhaus, has shown otherwise. It is as much an 

oversimplification to label Itten as having been merely an 

occultist as it is to do so with Steiner, Taut, Maeterlinck, 

Kandinsky, or others whose "kosmovi talen Einsfirhl ung. " whose 
V i  talmystik, " straddles the boundary between the epistemo- 
logical fields of Biozentrik and the ~soteric. "' 

Peter Hahn has concluded that Itten's impulse was Itqanz- 

heitlich." i.e. holistic."' Hans Christoph von Tavel agrees: 

"In all seinen Tatigkeiten am Bauhaus liess sich Itten, 

reagierend auf die Erkemtnis der Widersprdchlichkeiten in der 

Realitat, vom Ideal einer umfassenden, harinonischen Ganzheit 

im Einklang m i t  d m  ganzheitlichen Wirken des Kosmos. Itten 

sucht fcr sich und fdrdert von seinen Schiilern im Tun, im 
Denken und i m  Fiihlen den mdglichst reinen Ausdruck fiir diese 

~anzheit. lwz" Identifying Goethe as a source for this 

vitalmystisch holism, and referring to Ittents text quoted at 



the start of this section, Von Tavel identifies the artist's 

essential Monism: "Itten suchte seit seiner Stuttgarter Zeit 

nach der ~berwindung des Dualismus und nach Erldsung von 

diesem durch eine ubergeordnete Einheit." Von Tavel interprets 

Itten's growing involvement with the Mazdaznan discipline 

during his Bauhaus period as symptomatic of his Monism, as 

this "boten ihm in gewissen Sinne einen Schlfissel z u r  Losung 

des Grundproblems vom Zwiespalt zwischen Materie und Geist," 

an issue which also concerned S~hlernrner.~'~ 

Like Moholy-Nagy's, Itten1s pedagogy has been shown to 

have been organicist, and like Moholyls it was informed by the 

ideas of John Dewey and Jacoby among others. "6 I tten* s con - 

cept of artistic formation on the physical, seelisch and 

geistig levels, as articulated in his 1921 publication Analy- 

sen a1 ter Meister, is an amalgam of Anthroposophy, Klages' 

Ausdruckskunde and France's theory of formation in nature 

propounded in his book Die Pflanze als Erfinder: IIEverything 

vital reveals itself to man through movement. Everything vital 

reveals itself in forms. Thus all form is movement and all 
movement is manifest in form. Forms are receptacles of move- 
ment and movements the essence of Itten's art 

reflects his Monist and organicist holism. One of his decor- 

ative plaster panel relief sculptures of 1920 is entitled 

Orqanisch. Concerning his spiral Tower of Fire model, which he 
realized with the cooperation of his students, Itten wrote on 

15 December 1920, "Bauhaus bauen, aufbauen, zusammenffigen - -  
verschiedene Krafte ... zum sinheitlichen Organismus zusam- 
menbauen. " 215 Von Tavel accounts for Itten's stylistic eclec- 
ticism with this holist Monism, which he sees as having 

included "einen sowohl naturwissenschaftlich wie romantisch 

ausgerichteten ~aturalismus . "*I9 For all these reasons von 
Tafel argues against labeling Itten and his period at the 

Bauhaus llexpressionistlB though he stops short of suggesting 

that they would more accurately be referred to as holist, 

Monist or organicist . 220 Granted, relations between the haut - 



bourgeois Gropius and the charismatic counterculture-figure 

Itten deteriorated over time. Still, given his friendship with 

the biocentric Anthroposophist Taut, and his attendence at a 

Mazdaznan Congress with Itten in the summer of 1921, Gropius 

may not have been as alienated from the content of Itten's 

teaching as he was from the form it took.22' 

c. Schlemrner 

It was not only Itten and Moholy-Nagy who embodied b i o -  

centric views at the Bauhaus. Even after his arrival at the 

Bauhaus to replace Itten in April of 1923, Moholy-Nagy would 

have been able to share such views with his colleagues Oskar 

Schlemmer, Paul Klee and Wassily   and in sky. Not only had 

Schlemmer been part of the Youth Movement, his wife Helena 

Tutein (Tut) had studied dance at Dresden-Hellerau under 

Dal~roze.'~' His wartime diaries give evidence of an aware- 

ness of Haeckelts ideological and aesthetic programs, as well 

as of a deep Monism: 

Why does one need nature? Because nature offers 
forms which the imagination cannot create, or 
because the imagination is enriched, stimulated by 
the f o m s  perceived in nature . 2 2 3  [L] et us . . . 
depict things which are only obscurely sensed ... 
The boundaries of awareness will be expanded, and 
our progress towards solution of the great riddle 
[grosse Ratsel] hastened. Eveything should merge 
into one great current. 224 Through nature . . . this 
handclasp with the universe ... nature's vitality 
flows into the work of art.225 

By 1920, at home in Stuttgart, Schlernmer was not only 

becoming involved - -  like his fellow Adolf-Hoelzel-pupil Itten 
- -  with Mazdazn~n,~~~ he was reading the popular biocentric 

and lebensphilosophisch writers of the time: Oswald Spengler, 
Hermann Keyserling, Walt Whitman and the Norwegian novelist 

Knut Hamsun. In a letter to Tut Schlemmer, he notes, Warnsun 

... would strengthen your existential sense of merging with 
the universe; you find the same thing in Walt Whitman 

.... M2'7 A couple of months later he was fascinated with a 



lecture given by Prinzhorn, soon to become the disciple of 

Klages. Schlemmer was so taken with the writings of the popu- 

lar Lebensphilosoph Keyserling that he considered going to 

Darmstadt to study at Keyserlingts newly established "Schule 

der weisheit. H 2 2 0  

At the Bauhaus Schlemrner espoused a Monist stage theory, 
"that the human body forms a vital continuum with the space 

surrounding it. By uniting the planimetric and stereometric 

aspects of external space with the internal metaphysics of the 

body, he hoped to arrive at a 'mystical synthe~is'.~"~ 

d. Klee and Kandinsky 

For the most part, the literature treats Paul Klee and 

Wassily Kandinsky analogously to Schlemrner and Itten. Klee's 

fascination with nature and science has been investigated in 

great detail and need not be rehearsed here.130 As Sarah 

Henry put it, "nature and man's relation to natureo1 were 

Kleet s Ventral obsession. 1123' While agreeing that fl the most 

important theme of Kleers art was nature," Richard Verdi also 

states that Vlee's understanding of the living world was 

unequaled by that of any other painter of his time.v23' 

It is ustially assumed that Kandinsky's interests lay more 

in the realm of the %upernaturalU than in the "natural," or 

rather more in the Hmetaphysicalfl or  spiritual,^ than the 

Hphysicalw or the "material." Nevertheless - -  as we can see 
from the quotations above - -  like Rudolf Steiner, he was 
interested in nature and modern science, particularly physics 

and biology, "' and the balance between the "materialM and 
%pirit~al,~ indeed their Monist "unity." Henry has written of 

"the great interest at the Bauhaus in the sciences and tech- 

nologytM as well as in scientific imaging, especially micro- 
714 scopy. - -  As Carola Giedion-Welcker phrased it, Klee "was 

interested in everything created, in the organic growth of 

nature, as well as the mechanical products of man. u235 Given 

the organic ideas circulating around Vladimir Tatlin, Vladimir 



Khlebnikov, Mikhail Matiushin and Pave1 Filonov in Russia, 

there is little doubt that Kandinsky would have become aware 

of them in Russia during the war and after the Rev~lution.~'" 

In any case, Clark Poling has shown the extent to which 

Kandinsky adapted his own teaching to the Bauhausl program of 

a synthesis of science, technology and art after his arrival 

there in 1921.')~ Zweite explains this shift from his 

earlier, predominantly Occultist, position as follows: 

Now that it was no longer quite enough to cite the 
Itgreat spiritualN ... Kandinsky looked for another 
authoritative sanction that would permit him to rise 
above sordid materiality .... In the light of his 
basic (antimaterialist and antipositivist) convic- 
tions, one of his trains of thought might surprise 
us, even though it was sanctioned by tradition: 
ultimately the references to science and engineering 
that run through Point and Line to Plane serve only 
to underline the idea of the morphological identity 
of art and nature. 2 3 8  

Zweite sees this adaptation as an "idealist's obeisance to the 
Bauhaus ideology, and to its program of putting art to practi- 

cal use. We can now see, however, that Kandinsky - - cornmen - 
surate with the Zeitgeist - -  engaged in an adaptation of the 
biocentric elements already present in his pre-war thinking. 

While deemphasizing the "~piritual,~~ Kandinsky highlighted the 

ftscientific.ll A marker of this adaptation was his increasing 

emphasis on the naturamorphic analogy. 

In 1932 Kandinsky remembered about 1912 that %y irnrnedi - 
ate plans for the next volume of Blaue Reiter were to put art 

and science next to one another: origins, realization through 

various work processes, purpose.1i239 In 1915 Oskar Schlemmer 

reported in his diary that "Kandinsky: mentions the appeal of 

every unconscious arrangement of lines, reminiscent of micro- 
scopic enlargements, similar to Pankok's sensational dis- 

co~eries."~~ But by the mid-20s he would go on to a clear 

statement of the naturamorphic analogy in his pedagogical 

treatise Punkt und t i n i e  zu ~lciche.  241 Through his juxta- 

position of scientific photographs and his own abstract 



sketches, Kandinsky was one of the first to invoke the scien- 

tific image analogy. As in nature, "both [organic and lin- 

ear/geometric] forms of construction occur in abstract paint- 
ing. :I 242 At the Bauhaus I1Klee possessed a collection of natu- 

ral objects that he used in studying nature, appearance and 

structure of the most diverse  organism^."^" As we know from 

Point and Line to Plane, Kandinsky illustrated his lectures 

with scientific images such as microscopic cross sections of 

organic tissue, telescopic images, crystalline structures, x- 

ray images, and close-up nature  photograph^.^'^ He also 
assembled a collection of clippings and printed images. As 

Vivian Barnett notes, this collection consisted of "subjects 

generally characterized as technology and nature. In his 

Bauhaus teaching notes for the second or summer semester of 

1931, Kandinsky compared art, science, technology and 

nature.. . . "  The clippings include images by well-known close- 
up nature photographers such as Ernst Fuhrmann, Karl Bloss- 

feldt and Albert Leon.24s Just as Haeckel held that "in our 

microscopic knowledge of the little and in our telescopic 

investigation of the great we have attained an invaluable 
insight that seemed inconceivable a hundred years ago,w246 

Kandinsky wrote that "only by a process of microscopic analy- 
sis will the science of art lead to an all-embracing syn- 

thesis, which will ultimately extend far beyond the boundaries 
of art, into the realm of 'uniont of the 'human1 and the 

'divine. ' m 2 "  In 1936, in a Haeckelian vein, he intoned: 

The experience of the "hidden soulN in all things, 
seen either by the unaided eye or through micro- 
scopes or binoculars, is what I call the "internal 
eye." This eye penetrates the hard shell, the exter- 
nal VormIu goes deep into the object and lets us 
feel with all our senses its internal f1p~lse.u248 

But Kandinsky did not only employ scientific imagery in his 

teaching. Henry points out Kandinsky's use of the Neo-Vitalist 

crytallographer Otto Lehmam's illustrations as sources fo r  

his own imagery, while Barnett discusses how Kandinsky's copy 
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of the encyclopedia Die K u l t u r  der Gegenwart was the source of 

the biological imagery in his paintings of the 1 9 3 0 ~ . ~ ~ ~  

The shift in emphasis to the scientific image at the 

Bauhaus was not accompanied by an evacuation of metaphysical 

content from Kandinsky' s W e 1  tanschauung. Kandinsky' s kosmovi - 
talen Einsfuhlung blended comfortably with that of contempor- 

ary Bioromantic artists such as Klee and Arp.'" That the 

combination of Kandinsky's Itscientifictt and "mysticu interests 

is not unusual for the time, is indicated by the other 

examples of such a synthesis mentioned above. Rudolf Steiner - 
- so highly regarded by Kandinsky - -  was the editor of the 
official edition of Goethets scientific writings, a supporter 

of Haeckel and his theories, and the author of a book on 

HaeckeL2" The Belgian poet Maurice Maeterlinck and the 

German palaeontologist Edgar Dacque, along with Steiner, two 

of Kandinsky's favoured authors, were - -  like Kandinsky - -  
Neo-Vitalists who in synthesizing the scientific and the 

"spiritualu tended towards the latter.252 Biocentrism pro- 

vides a framework within which we can more fully understand 

such hybrids and Kandinskyls interest in them. 

Klee and Kandinsky were steeped in a Naturphilosophisch 
approach to nature. As critics from Leopold Zahn, through 

Robert Goldwater, Carola Giedion-Welcker, Daniel-Henry Kahn- 

weiler and Werner Hofmann, to Sixten Ringborn, Volker Harlan, 

August Wiedmann, Armin Zweite, Richard Verdi, Harriet Watt, 

and others have noted from 1920 to the present, Kleels and 

Kandinsky's theories of art were grounded in the 19th century 

morphological/biological discourse of Romantic organicism 

rooted in Na turphilosophie and Goethe* s theory of plant meta- 

morph~sis.~'~ Wiedmann has demonstrated that both Klee and 
Kandinsky acknowledged themselves as artists working in the 

Romantic tradition, while Roskill has shown that both were 

Nietz~cheans.~~' What is missing in the literature is a more 

thorough contextualization of the artists1 aesthetic theories 

within contemporary neo-Romantic, neue Naturphilosophisch, 



i . e .  biocentric discourses. At issue are their contemporary 

intellectual affinities and parallels. what is needed is a 
historical contextualization of their respective W e l t a n -  

schauungen. Evelin Priebe has pointed out [dass] "Kandinsky 

. . .  in den lebensmystischen Strdmungen seiner Zeit wurzelttH 
and as Eleanor Jain contends, "bei Marc, Kandinsky und Klee 

wird die lebensphilosophische Gedanke der Verbindung des 

Geistigen rnit dem Leben besonders deutli~h."~~~ 

Even when discussing Kleets famous "Ich Kristalltt state- 

ment made in his diary of 1915, Charles Haxthausen cites only 

Worringer as a source, ignoring Haeckel, who was - -  along with 

Otto Lehrnann - - the neue Naturphilosoph to declare crystals 
organic, i.e. related to a human subject such as Klee."" 

While Werner Haftman acknowledged the importance of Endellts 

and Van de Velde's ltBiological RomanticismI1 to Klee's work, 

and Ringbom expands on Hofmannts discussion of the contempor- 

ary morphological tradition - -  including Haeckel - -  in rela- 
tion to his aesthetics, only Sarah L y n n  Henry has discussed 

turn-of-the-century biocentrisrn in her account of Klee's 

intellectual origins.257 The way in which biocentric v iews ,  

particularly Vitalism and Monism, revealed themselves in 

Kandinskyts thinking throughout his life has barely been 

touched upon in the literature. Only Jain, and Priebe, build- 
ing on hints by Giedion-Welcker and Zweite, have begun to 

place Kandinsky into his proper biocentric context in relation 

to Lebensphilosophie, Bergson and Klages . 2 5 a  Yet both Klee 

and Kandinsky were dyed-in-the-wool Monist Vitalists. 

Already in his 1920 discussion of Klee, Leopold Zahn 

wrote that Veder Dualismus ist iiberwunden, der heimische 

Kampf rnit dem Materiellen beendet .... t t 2 S 9  As we have seen 

Klee state at the start of this section, I1The aim of our 

theoretical work is always, in one form or another, the 

organisation of differences into unity, the combination of 

organs into an organism .... lt2'0 Kleets Monistic worldview is 

best summarized by Christof Hertel in an account of his teach- 



ing written at the time of the artist's departure from the 

Bauhaus late in 1931. 

klee ... zeigte uns die grosse synthese, die alles 
umfasst, das organismische wie das anorganische. die 
gleichen phanomene, die wir im biologischen und 
sozialen zu sehen gewahnt waren, wurden hier in der 
gestaltung auf einmal wieder aktuell. alles: zoolo- 
gie, biologie, chemie, physik, astronomie, litera- 
tur, typografie trug dazu bei uns klar zu machen . . .  
wie wir mit allem unseren sein und tun in der 
menschheit und im kosmischen rhythmus stehen und 
verankert sind . 26L 

Kleets former Bauhaus colleague Willi Baurneister wrote that 

T i n  Beispiel fur eine grosse Synthese von Absoluten und Meta- 

morphose ist Paul Klee, in dessen Werk sich die beiden Ur- 

kraf te zum ' Organischen verbunden . 
Kleets texts resound with statements revealing his belief 

in a vital force animating nature, a Vitalism that in equating 

matter and energy is as Ostwaldian as it is Einsteinian: 

Creative power [Kraft] is ineffable. It remains 
ultimately mysterious ... We are ourselves charged 
with this power, down to our subtlest parts. We may 
not be able to utter its essence, but we can move 
towards its source..,. [I]t is up to us to manifest 
this power in its functions, just as it becomes 
manifest within ourselves. In all likelihood, it is 
itself a form of matter, although it cannot be per- 
ceived with the same sense as the more familiar 
kinds of matter.... Permeated with matter, it must 
take on living, actual form. It is thence that mat- 
ter derives its life, acquiring order from its min- 
utest particles and most subordinate rhythms all the 
way to its higher articulations. 

This force is sometimes articulated in a Bergsonian manner: 

The inner impulse is the urge that leads to produc- 
tion. ... Nature is creative, and we are creative. 
Nature is creative down to the minutest scale and 
since the briefest scrutiny suffices to discern 
that, we too have begun on a small scale, emulating 
nature, it has been easy, under nature's guidance, 
to recognise our own creativity. 2 6 4  

As well as the elan vital, Klee affirms Bergsonian Becoming. 
As Jim Jordan put it, "One of Kleet s key tenets . . . is that 
art should be read in terms of formal genesis, with shape 



growing out of shape as an expression of a 'Bergsonian' life 

or as Giedion-Welcker did: "Living organisms and 

man-conceived structures are ... combined in homogenous blends 
swept along by a powerful current of life.w266 

We have seen that Kandinsky agreed with Gabrielle Munter 

"that essentially or eventually everything is one unity.1u267 

The quotations at the start of this section illustrate 

Kandinsky's Monist kosmovitale Einsfbhlung, and in an addendum 

to Charles Sirato's 1936 Manifeste Dimensioniste - -  hitherto 
unnoticed in the Kandinsky literature - -  the importance he 
placed on a Monistic synthesis of "matter" and 

Arp highlighted Kandinskyrs Vitalist impulse when he wrote of 

him in 1948: "11 evoque les forces des hauteurs et des 

profondeurs, les forces de la creation pure. 11 conjurait des 

forces originelles, imperissables, et les for~ait dfaffluer 

dans sa peinture et dans sa p ~ e s i e . " ~ ~ ~  Paul Overy, when 

writing of Kandinsky's work of the thirties, is just as 

eloquent concerning his Vitalism: 

It is the swarming, pulsating vitality of their out- 
lines that suggests so emphatically that they are 
living organisms .... Here Kandinsky suggests the 
energy of life rather than, as in the Bauhaus works, 
the structure of life ... In the Paris works a rich 
and vital life now inhabits the structures.i70 

Kandinsky's conclusion to Point and Line to Plane makes evi- 

dent his Neo-Vitalist epistemology: "The aim of a theoretical 

examination is 1. to discover the living, 2. to make percep- 

tible its pulsation, and 3. to establish the law-governed 

nature of life.u271 Focusing on a search for life, these 
words are incomprehensible without the biocentric discourse. 

Closely related to Kleers and Kandinsky's Monism and 

Vitalism were their organicist aesthetics. Klee's organicist 

conception of the artwork is so well known that it need not be 

reiterated here, but while scholars have written of Kandin- 

sky's organic theory of art, he is still not typically thought 

of as an ~rganicist.~" Already during his Munich years, 



however, Kandinsky espoused an organic metaphor of art, seeing 

lfpainting as a kind of spiritual organism, made up - -  like 

every material organism - -  of many At the Bauhaus, 

in keeping with the general shift in interwar Biozentrik, his 

organicism tended towards the more purely biological rather 

than the spiritual: 

Die allgemeine Bewegung der Kunstgeschichte ... ist 
ein langsam vor sich gehender Vorgang, der im Aus- 
gangspunkt rein ausserlich-praktisch-zweckmassige 
Grunde hat, wobei das 'rein Kiinstlerische' bloss als 
kaum sichtbarer Embryo zu beobachten ist, und der 
sich weiter zum standigen Wachsen dieses Embryos 
entwickelt, bis sich daraus eine reine Gestalt des 
rein Kiinstlerischen ausbildet ."' 

Indeed, in Point and L.ine to Plane, Kandinsky was one of the 

earliest writers to employ the organic metaphor in relation to 

the development of abstract art: "Abstract art, despite its 

emancipation, is subject ... also to 'natural laws,' and is 
obliged to proceed [as] nature did previously, when it started 

in a modest way with protoplasm and cells, progressing very 

gradually to increasingly complex organisms. Today abstract 

art creates also primary art-organisms, whose further develop- 

ment the artist today can predict only in uncertain out- 

line.. . . ti '7s Kandinskyls organicism is also reflected in his 

interest in gestalt psychology, as the souvenirs of his en- 

counter with Felix Krfiger during Krfiger's visit to the Bauhaus 

in 1931 demon~trate.~'~ Kandinsky's Vitalism, Monism and 

Organicism, i.e. his biocentrism, is important to emphasize 

because his ties to Theosophy and Anthroposophy, as well as 

Shamanism and Sufism - -  repressed during the period of high 
Modernist art history before the 70s - -  have now come to 
overshadow his other affinities.277 But while his and 

Klee's biocentrism is evident from their writings, the ques- 

tion arises as to the direct sources of their biocentrism. 

The portion of Kandinsky's library now in Paris, despite 

its small size, contains an interesting selection of biocen- 

tric and related publications by Bergson, Dacque, Krfiger and 



Ostwald. Apart from key naturromantisch classics such as 

Goethe, Schiller and Novalis, however, neither the part of 

Klee's library available to me, nor his writings, yield much 

information on the sources of his biocentrism. But this is 

also the case with Kleels much-vaunted scientific interests. 

Apart from two school science texts, we know little of either 

the literature he employed in his voluminous writings on 

nature and its processes, or those he used for his many art- 

works on the subject.278 As Henry, who has examined Kleels 

sources on physics notes, he "seems to have worked . . .  from a 
patchwork of information and concepts that helped to satisfy 

his inquisitive mind and that gave him the material to fashion 

his own theoretical and visual structures . u279 
What are we to make of this lack of information concern- 

ing Kleets philosophical sources? Though Klee was an avid 

reader, he was primarily interested in belle-lettres, particu- 

larly the classics of a wide range of periods and cultures. 

Still, K. Porter Aichele has demonstrated that, like Kandin- 
sky, Klee was an enthusiastic reader of the Monist scientist 

Ostwald since 1904, and that - -  as we have seen - -  he adopted 
aspects of Ostwaldfs energeticist Monism.2so Klee also owned 

a 1914 edition of the most popular Monist writer, Wilhelm 

Bolschef s, best-seller Das Liebesleben in der Natur. 28' 

Bolschefs biologistic, vitalmystisch aesthetics were expressed 

in pithy statements such as "Rafael und Beethoven beginnen 

schon im ~chneekristall."~~~ In light of this, one must 

consider the possibility that Kleels works of the late teens 

dealing with the sexual life of plants such as Pflanzenliebe 

of l9l5, were inspired by BBlschef s book.283 

A former economist, legal scholar and ethnographer, 

Kandinsky, like many intellectuals of his generation, rejected 

the prevaling positivistic and materialistic ideology of the 

second half of the 19th century. In his uAutobiographical 

Noteu Kandinsky wrote: "As 'assistantt at the University of 

Moscow ... I began to notice that my earlier belief in the 



beneficial value of the social sciences, and, ultimately, in 

the absolute rightness of positivistic methods had seriousiy 

While Kandinsky was not as steeped in the 

German Romantic tradition as were Klee, Marc, A r p ,  Gropius or 

Schlemmer, once he was in Germany, his rejection of Positivism 

manifested itself through the forging of links to the bril- 

liant Neo-Romantic revival of fin-de-siecle Munich. Thus - -  
like Klee and ~arc"' - -  Kandinsky became a member of Stefan 
George's and Karl Wolfskehlts circle, which included Vitalmys- 

tiker, Monists and Reformbewegung figures such as Klages, 

Herrnann Obrist, Ricarda Huc~, Marie Buchhold and Raoul Fran- 

ce's later admirer Stefan ~weig.~'~ Kandinsky had particu- 

larly close contacts with Obrist - -  Haeckells principle artis- 
tic disciple - -  starting around 1902.287 Though Kandinsky 
would have heard of the circle by 1902, he participated prob- 

ably only after 1903, once Klages had broken with George and 

Wolfskehl. Like Klee, Kandinsky would have heard of Klages 

from others in the circle, and in any case Lebensphilosophie 

was "in the airn in turn-of-the-century ~unich.'~~ What is 

important to note in this connection is that rather than being 

merely a hotbed of occultism, as some Kandinsky scholars have 

been eager to demonstrate, the tlKosrnische RundeN was above all 

a centre of aesthetic Lebensphilosophie, Neo-Vitalism and 

Monism, i.e. of a Nietzschean biocentri~rn.'~~ 

While Klee, like Kandinsky, became part of the Wolfskehl 

circle after Klagest departure, he had another indirect chan- 

nel to Klagest thought, Alfred Kubin. Kubin approached Klee in 

1910 after seeing an exhibition of Kleets prints and drawings 

in Switzerland. The next January Kubin payed Klee a visit, and 

out of this developed a somewhat uneasy friendship. While 

Kubin had not met Klages at this point, he had been in the 

Wolfskehl circle early on, and had admired Klages and his 

ideas from afar.2g0 Haftmann quotes from Kubin's novel Die 

Andere Seite of 1908-09 on the contemplation of nature and the 

realization of its unity: ItFor hours on end I now tried to 



contemplate stones, flowers, animals and men in the mass. In 

this way my eye sharpened .... More and more, I felt that there 
is a common bond between everything. 1t291 In 1911, after a 
chance meeting on the train, Kubin and Klages became friends. 

As Kleels and Kubin's friendship developed, Kubin would surely 

have spoken to the younger man of his enthusiasm for Klages' 

writings on cosmic rhythms, on human products such as writing 

and art as expressions of these rhythrns, on the necessity for 

the preservation of nature, and on the destruction of nature 

as a manifestation of the opposition between Geist and Seele.  
The material proof of Klee's interest in Klages is his copy of 

Klages ' 19 22 book Vom kosmogonischen Eros. 2 9 2  Indeed, the 

term ucosmogenetictt recurs in Klee's oeuvre: in Unendliche 
Naturgeschichte he writes of a llcosmogenetic moment, u 2 g 3  and 

Kleets well-known 1923 watercolour Eros might constitute a 

commentary on Klages ' book. 2g' 

Haeckel and Driesch - -  and possibly France - -  were also 
sources for Klee's and KandinskyOs biocentrism. As Grohrnann 

notes, Klee was an avid reader from early in this century 

on,"" and given Klee's interest in nature and his reading 

habits, it is hard to imagine that he would not have read 

Haeckel's enormously popular Die We1 tratsel after it was first 
published in 1899. While, as far as I can tell, Klee's library 

did not contain a copy of this book at the time of his death, 

we do know that he owned a copy of Haeckel's Kunstforrnen der 

N a t u r .  Indeed this book by Drieschls teacher might account for 

Kleels visit on his first Italian trip to a scientific insti- 

tute closely associated with Drie~ch."~ At Easter in 1902 

Klee was at the German-founded Zoologisches Station (Stazione 

zoologica) in Naples, where Driesch, just a couple of seasons 

earlier, had made his observations of the regenerative capa- 

bilities of dissected sea-urchin blastomeres, which led him to 

revive Aristotle's Vitalist concept of the nentelechy,n and so 

to launch Neo-Vitalism as a movement. Klee was very impressed 

by the unusual marine forms at the Station, and he enjoyed its 



excellent library with Hans von Marees' frescos, as much as he 

did its sea creatures . 2 9 7  

There is little doubt that Klee would have heard of 

Driesch at the Station even though the scientist was not in 

residence, since a controversy over Driesch's sea-urchin 

research was then raging.298 If not in Naples, Klee had the 

chance to meet Driesch on the occasion of his 1925 lecture on 

"Das Unbewusste" at Weimar. According to Will Grohmann, Klee 

"found himself arguing on all sorts of subjects, scientific as 

well as artistic," after Bauhaus events, including Driesch's 

lecture."' As we have seen in Chapter Two, Driesch's 

science, along with Goethe's, inspired the rise of the Holist/ 

Organicist complex, the thinking of which was so close to 

Kleets organicist conception of nature. This science would 

have appealed to Klee as much as did Driesch's Neo-Vitalist 
neue Naturphilosophie, the biocentric philosophy which Driesch 

focussed his energies on after 1909. KleeOs interest in 

Driesch (at least by 1 9 2 5 ) ,  and in Haeckel's scientific 

imagery; both his and Kandinsky's fascination with scientific 

imagery at the Bauhaus; and Kandinsky's early knowledge of 

Darwinism and ~ropotkin~": all this puts into a more coher- 

ent framework Barnet's - -  I think - -  correct speculation 
concerning the ultimately Haeckelian nature of the biological 

imagery in Kandinskyrs work of the 1930s. But, as Hofmann has 

suggested, Kandinsky's morphological discussion in Point and 

Line to Plane already reveals his awareness of Haeckel's writ- 

ings, if not those of the - -  in Germany - -  less accessible 
D Arcy Wentworth  hornso on. 30' Though Kandinsky does not refer 

direcly to Haeckel in his writings, like Klee neither does he 

refer to the other scientific source which Barnet has demon- 

strated he used, i.e. his encyclopedia. Barnet speculates on 

the possibility of Kandinsky's sources being the Darwinian 

aspect of theosophy and Steinerfs writing on Haeckel, but it 

should be sufficient to refer to Kandinsky's friendship with 
the deeply-Haeckelian Obrist during the early years of his 



Munich period in order to account for his knowledge of the 

German biologist. As Barnet writes, "Kandinskyts images of 

amoebas, embryos and marine invertrebrates convey a spiritual 

meaning of beginning, regeneration and a common origin of all 

life," that is, they produce a meaning which is intelligible 

only with a knowledge of the interwar biocentric dis- 

course.'02 As in the cases of the other Bauhaus masters, 

Barnet comes to the correct conclusions, but without employing 

the requisite terminology, a terminology which would properly 

contextualize him. 

Klee' s biocentric We1 tanschauung, his organicis t aes - 
thetic, his large corpus of biomorphic Modernist art, and his 

interest in scientific imagery, all render him one of the most 

paradigmatically Bioromantic of artists. Kandinskyts early 

abstract work is a principal inspiration for biornorphic Mod- 

ernism as a style and he is one of its great practitioners in 

the 1930s. But because of his mysticism his case is more 

complex than Kleets. Kandinsky underwent a change during his 
Bauhaus years from a metaphysical position to one infused by 

the naturamorphic analogy, one more typical of the Biozentrik  

so pervasive at the Bauhaus and in Weimar Germany, after it. 

Thus, in the interwar period, Kandinsky can also be seen to be 

an important Bioromantic artist. 

The presence of Klee, Kandinsky, Gropius, Itten, Schlern- 

mer, Moholy-Nagy, Hannes Meyer, and Mies; Gropiusf friendship 

with Behne and Taut; as well as the schoolrs contacts with 

major figures of interwar biocentrism such as Driesch, Ost- 

wald, Klages, Keyserling, Prinzhorn, and France, resulted not 

only in an atmosphere suffused with biocentric ideas, but one 

which actively participated in interwar biocentric intellec- 

tual life. It is within this context that one should regard 

Gropius' 1922-23 shifting of the Bauhaust gears. As Karin 

Hirdina points out, this shift was related to the discourse 

around function, itself informed by ideas of social and bio- 

logical ~tility.'~' Its groundwork was layed earlier, how- 



ever. As Franciscono writes: 

By 1921 modern architectural thinking almost every- 
where was moving from an emphasis upon personal 

- 

inspiration, the expression of emotion, and in Ger- 
many upon utopian projects, toward geometry, 'objec- 
tive laws' of formal construction, and strict accom- 
modation to utilitarian, especially industrial re- 
quirements. This process can be traced in Gropius' 
speeches of 1922 through 1924, the language of which 
reflects accurately the changing aesthetic assump- 
tions of the period. '*' 

But in the context of the Bauhaus and of Weimar Germany in 

general during the early 1920s, this process was necessarily 

one informed by biocentrism. Just as an awareness of the 

biocentrism inherent to the Jugendbewegung and the Reformbewe- 

gung in general is necessary for a full understanding of 

Moholy-Nagy's origins, the biocentrism of the Bauhaus is also 

the proper context for understanding the development of Moh- 

oly-Nagy's New Vision, the hiring of the Left-wing biocentric 

Constructivist Hannes Meyer, and the development of Kallai's 

formulation of Bioromantik at the Meyer Bauhaus, topics I 

examinine in the next two chapters. 
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Hamburg. Fuhrmann was familiar with France's conception of 
Biotechnik: "Wie France richtig sagte, gibt es in der kompli- 
ziertesten Industrie keinen Vorgang, der nicht Iangst im 
Menschen-und Tierleben oder in den Pflanzen ohne Unterbrechung 
in Betrieb wSre. " Fuhrmann, Der Sinn im Gegenstand (Munich: 
Georg Mfiller, 19231, 29. See Wolfgang Kemp, Theorie der Foto- 
grafie TI, 1912 -2945 (Munich: Schirmer/Mosel, 1979) , 21, 36, 
no. 31. On Biotechnik, see Chapter Four. 

109. Franz Jung, Nachwort in: Ernst Fuhrmann, Grundfomen des 
Lebens (Heidelberg: Lambert Schneider, 1962), 251-52. On 
Vogeler and Dehel, see Hundt, B e i  Heinrich Vogeler in Worps- 
wede, 13, 38. On page 163 we note that Dehmel's daughter 
Liselotte spent time at Barkenhoff. On further connections 
between Liselotte and Ursula Dehrnel and Barkenhoff, see Voge- 
ler, Werden, Erinnerungen. On Fuhrmann and Dehmel, see Hugo 
Hertwig, I1Der grosse Einzelne: E r n s t  Fuhrmann,ll typescript in 



Mappe 12 of the Fuhrmann-Archiv of the Staats- und Universi- 
tats-Bibliothek Hamburg; Kahmen, Wrnst Fuhrmann - -  Photo- 
grapher of Plants, " unpag . ; Jung , Nachwort , Grundfomen des 
Lebens, 251, and Mattenklott, Vorwort in: Fuhrmann, Neue Wege, 
V. Mattenklott notes that Ida Coblenz, Richard Dehmel's later 
wife, was Fuhrmann's wife at the time. 

110. Cited by Mattenklottts Vorwort in: Fuhrmann, Neue Wege, 
111. 

111. Fuhrmann had known Osthaus since 1915. See Mattenklott, 
Vorwort in: Fuhrmann, Neue Wege, V. Kahmen gives the 1920 date 
in: Ernst Fuhnnann,  8. For the more credible 1919 date see: 
Karl Ernst Osthaus. Leben und Werk (Rechlinghausen: Verlag 
Aurel Bongers, 1971), 98. A document quoted on p. 228 proves 
that Fuhrmann was director of the Folkwang-Museum by 14 Jan- 
uary 1920. According to this publication Osthaus and Fuhrmann 
probably met through Professor Botho Graef in Jena. ( p .  98) 

Vogelerts relationship with Osthaus and his family was 
close. In the summer of 1920 Osthaust son Eberhard moved to 
Barkenhoff and joined the commune, in preparation for the 
founding of the Osthaust own l~Osthaus-Siedlung" at Hohenhagen 
near Hagen. (See Hundt , B e i  Heinrich Vogeler in Worpswede, 89 - 
90.) The elder Osthaus died in 1921, after which the museum 
moved from Hagen to Essen. Later Mrs. Osthaus had a house 
built which was designed by Vogeler and decorated by Barken- 
hoff artists. (p. 90) Henry van de Velde had designed the main 
house, LtHohenhof,n built in 1907-8. Van de Velde, Geschichte 
meines Lebens, 282-4. 

112. Fuhrmann, Der Sinn im Gegenstand, 20. 

113. Fuhrmann. Der Sinn im Gegenstand, 2. This book was owned 
by Mies van der Rohe. (Mies van der Rohe Archive, Special 
Collections, University of Illinois at Chicago) 

114. Schulz, l1 Symbole. See also: Sachsse, Lucia Moholy 
(1985), 8. For evidence of Klagesian ideas in Fuhrmann's 
Biosophie, see his discussion of the rythmn of breath as "das 
h6chste Prinzip des Lebens, in D e r  Sinn im Gegenstand, 18. 

115. In: Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Malerei, Photographie, Film 
(Munich: Albert Langen Verlag, 1925). Renger-Patzsch was 
Fuhrmann's employee-at the ~olkwan~-~uriga Verlag between 1922 
and 1925. It is safe to presume that Renger-Patzsch's Monistic 
imaging of the world, h i s  biocentric representation of plants 
"as living beings," and of technology as analogous to the 
natural world, was indebted to Fuhrmannts Biosophie. Note the 
Monist overtones in Renger-Patzschrs Die Welt ist schdn 
(Munich: Kurt Wolff, 1928). This Monism is suggested by the 
sequencing and grouping of the photographs which imply that 
there is beauty to be found in all of nature, artifact and 



not. For contemporary biocentric readings of Renger-Patzsch's 
work, see Carl Georg Heisets Introduction to Renger-Patzsch, 
Die We1 t ist sch6n; Ern6 Kallai's review of it in bauhaus 3, 
no. 2 (April-June 19291, 27; and especially Willy Rietzler's 
review in Die Form ( 4  November 1924): 24. Renger-Patzsch 
maintained contact with biocentric thinkers of both the Left 
and Right such as H e r m a ~  Hesse and Ernst JGnger. On this, see 
Donald Kuspit, "Albert Renger-Patzsch," in: Renger-Patzsch, 
Joy Before the Object (San Francisco: Aperture, 1993), 6 - 7 .  On 
the importance of Fuhrmann to Renger-Patzschts development, 
see Ann and Jfirgen Wilde, Albert Renger-Patzsch: Ruhrgebiet 
Landschaften, 170, and Mattenklott, Vorwort, Neue Wege, VI. 
Ingeborg Gfissow has pointed out that the book's signet, 
representing a branching tree juxtaposed with a high-tension 
power stack signals his intention to analogize nature and 
technology, seeing the latter as a subset of the former. "Die 
neusachliche Photographie" in: Helmut Friedel, ed., Kunst und 
Technik den 20er Jahren: Neue Sachlichkei t und Gegens tand - 
licher Konstruktivismus (Munich: Lenbachhaus, 1980), 100-01. 

It would have been Fuhrmann who was responsible (after 
Osthaust death) for the Folkwang-Museum's extremely early 
purchase in 1922  of four "farbige ZeichungenI1 from Moholy- 
Nagy. (See Walter Erben in: Karl Ernst Osthaus. Leben und 
Werk. Recklinghausen: Aurel Bongers, 1971, 217.) Also, the 
Moholy-Nagys owned books by Fuhrmann. See the postcard from 
Lucia Moholy to Hannah Hdch written from Dessau on 7 .6 .1926  
asking HBch to send the flFuhrmann-Blicherll which they had 
"vergessen, published in Hannah H6ch : Eine Lebenscollage 
volume 2  (Berlin: Berlinische Galerie and Stuttgart: Gerd 
Hatje, 1995), 258-9. 

It was only in 1925, the year Moholyts Malerei, Photogra- 
phie, Film was published, that Renger-Patzsch began work as an 
independent photographer, that his first book of photographs 
Das Chorgestdhl von Cappenberg was published, and that he had 
his first exhibition, at his new home of Bad Harzburg. For 
these biographical details, and for a discussion of the rela- 
tionship between Moholy and Renger-Patzsch, see Fritz Kempe, 
ItAlbert Renger-Patzsch, Mensch und Werk," in Albert Renger- 
Patzsch. Der Fotograf der Dinge (Essen: Ruhrland- und Heirnat- 
museum Essen, 1967), unpag. Even if Mohooly did not encounter 
it through Fuhrmann, it is possible that he first saw Renger- 
Patzschts work in his earliest publication in Deutsche Camera- 
Almanach: "Pflanzenaufnahmen," (volume 14, 1924: 49-53). 

116 .  On the fighting, see Erlay, Worpswede - Bremen - Moskau, 
102 .  

117. Vogeler , Werden. Erinnerungen, 23 0 ,  also : 277 .  

118. Sachsse, Lucia Moholy (1985), 8-9. For a reproduction of 
the completed monument, see Erlay, Vogeler, 204. The monument, 
designed by Bernhard Hoetger (the Worpswede artist who had 



produced Paula Modersohn-Beckerfs memorial), was eventually 
built, and was later destroyed by the National Socialists. 
Note that Albert Steffen, Vogelerfs friend and the man after 
whom Lucia presumably coined her pseudonym, was a friend of 
Rudolf Steinerl s. See Petzet, Von Worpswede nach Moskau, 164. 

119. Moholy-Nagy's political sympathies of the teens and 
twenties is a controversial topic, some scholars overemphasi- 
zing his commitment to Communism, others eliding it. I know of 
no evidence that Moholy ever joined the Communist Party and he 
himself denied having been the member of any political party. 
See his letter to Emily Taft-Douglas (21 November 1945) in: 
Oliver Botar, ed., "Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and Hungarian-American 
Politics 11," Hungarian Studies Review 21, no. 1-2 (Spring- 
Fall, 1994): 99 and Allan C. Greenberg, Artists and Revol- 
ution: Dada and the Bauhaus 1917-1925 (Ann Arbor: U M I  Research 
Press, l979), 175. 

Many of his closest friends were Communist, however. One 
of his best friends was the Communist Hungarian pla~wright 
Lajos Barta, and soon after Moholyrs arrival in Berlin he w a s  
friendly with the Spartacist members of the Malik-Verlag 
circle. Moholy's sympathy with the Spartacists is clear from 
his description of the Kapp-Putzsch in his letter to Ivan 
Hevesy of 5 April 1920, in Krisztina Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1985), 388. On Moholy, Barta and 
the Malik-Verlag circle, see Botar, ItAn ~ctivist-Expressionist 
in Exile," 79. 

Moholy's Communist sympathies are documented by his 
portraits. His likeness of Baron Lajos Hatvany, the Social 
Democratic financial backer of Hungarian avant-garde litera- 
ture, probably executed during Moholyts first stay in Vienna 
in 1919, is dedicated to the Communist journalist Laszlo 
(Laci) Tblgy, former assistant editor of V6r6s ~ j s a g  [Red 
Journal], the first Communist newspaper in Hungary. (For a 
reproduction, see Passuth, Moholy-Nagy, figure 12.) While this 
picture is usually assumed to have been executed before Moholy 
left Budapest in early August 1919, I believe it to be a 
product of Moholyfs first Viennese stay during the fall of 
1919. My reasons are (1). Both Hatvany and Tblgy were in 
Vienna at the time and the poverty experienced by all the 
emigres - -  including Baron Hatvany - -  would have had a 
levelling effect giving Moholy easier access to the Baron than 
in Budapest. (2). As Moholy-Nagyfs nephew Levente Nagy has 
pointed out Moholy typically employed the dash between the two 
components of his name only in emigration. {"Kepek alairasa 
Magyarorszagon a kezdettdl 1919 novembereigu [The signature of 
works in Hungary from the start to November of 19191, Septem- 
ber 1985, typescript in the archive of Hattula Moholy-Nagy, 
Ann Arbor, Michigan.) While Nagy cites this portrait of Hatva- 
ny as the exception, I think it is simpler to date this work 
to Moholyfs Viennese stay.) On Laszlo Tdlgy leaving Budapest 
for Vienna before December of l9l9, see Tanusagtevdk. Vissza - 



emlekezesek a magyarorszagi munkasmozgalom t d r t e n e t e b 6 1 ,  191 9 - 
1933 [Bearers of witness: Memories from the history of the 
Hungarian working class movement] (Budapest: Kossuth, 1981), 
38. Among T61gyfs aliases were: Laszlo Fekete, Laszlo Gliick 
(his original name?) and Peter Koester. Moholy may have known 
Tolgy from his own days in the Budapest Galileo Circle where, 
like so many others of their generation, Tdlgy was educated 
politically. (Robert Whelen, Rober t  Capa. A Biography, New 
York: Ballantine, 1985, 42) On 15 January 1920 Tiilgy was 
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Voros ~ j s a g  in Henrik Vass, ed., Fejezetek a magyar munkasmoz- 
galom tortenetebbl [Chapters from the history of the Hungarian 
working class movement] (Budapest: Tancsics, 19751, 101-03. 
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Communist periodical Proletdr  [Proletarian], the official 
Hungarian journal of the Third Internationale (published 30 
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as Lipot Katz in Bajkay, A magyar g r a f i k a  k i i l f d l d d n .  Bees 
1919 - 1933  [Hungarian graphic art abroad: Vienna 1919 - 19331 
{Budapest: P e t 6 f  i Irodalmi MGzeum, 1982) , 41. On Proletdr, 
see: Szabo and Vertes, Negyedszazados harc, 658.) 
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anticipation of the move. See Messer, D i e  f r e i d e u t s c h e  Jugend-  
bewegung, 99 . 
121. Schenk, Freideutsche Jugend, 91; Messer, Die Freideutsche 
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122. Joachim Biichner, ~Originalfotos aus Worpswede," in Bfich- 
ner, ed., Kurt S c h w i t t e r s  1887-1948 (exh. cat.) (Frankfurt/ 
Main and Berlin: Propylgen Verlag, 1987), 284 and Robert Kain, 
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Werner, 19891, unpag. See note 84. For a list of publications 
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A r c h i v  Hannover. ~ e s  t a n d s v e r z e i c h n i s  1986 (Hannover : S tadtbi - 
bliothek Hannover, 1986), 225-33. The document of Schwitters' 



respect for Baurner and Martha Vogeler is his collage Das B a u -  
merbild of 1920, in which fragments of a printed discussion of 
the post-war peace process are combined with images of Baumer 
and Martha. See Dorothea Dietrich, The Collages of Kurt S c h w i -  
tters (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19931, 115-6. 

123. Indeed Barkenhoff enjoyed the occasional support of the 
Quakers, and as thanks, Vogeler wrote them an essay entitled 
lfFriede." The references to Quaker support occur throughout 
the Barkenhoff and Vogeler literature. On Vogelerls Triedeft' 
see Petzet, Von Worpswede nach Moskau, 124. 

124. J6nos Brendel has pointed to Monist founder Wilhelm 
Ostwaldfs effect on Moholyfs thinking after his arrival in 
Berlin in 1920. Janos Brendel, "Der deutsche Einfluss von 
Scheerbart und Wilhelm Ostwald auf die ungarische Konstruk- 
tivis tentheorie, in Hubertus Gassner, ed. , Wechselwirkungen: 
Ungarische Avantgarde in der weimarer Repub l ik  (Marburg: 
Jonas, l986), 173-8. 

125. Sibyl Moholy-Nagy, Experiment in Totality, 21. 

126. Veit Loers, I1Moholy-Nagys 'Ram und Gegenwart' und die 
Utopie vom dynarnisch-konstruktiven Lichtraumtl in Laszlo  Mo- 
holy-Nagy (Stuttgart: Gerd Hatje, lggl), 41. 

127. Because of his pedagogical endeavors and his efforts to 
effect a synthesis of science and spirituality, Steiner would 
have interested them to a greater degree. Loerst article, so 
valuable in other ways, has had the unfortunate effect of 
suggesting to some that Moholy-Nagy was somehow an Hoccult' 
artist influenced by Theosophy and Anthroposophy, and that 
"der ipsycho-biologischen Reform0 ... eine Synthese zwischen 
naturwissenschaftlicher Forschung und Vorstellungen der persi- 
schen Mazdaznan-Lehre [bildet] . "  Roland Giinter, "Der Industri- 
alisierungs-Prozess und das Experiment der beiden Moholy- 
NagysM in Gottfried Jgger and Gudrun Wessing, eds., ober Moho- 
ly-Nagy: Ergebnisse aus d m  Internationalen Laszlo Moholy-Nagy 
Symposium, Bielefeld 1995, zum 100. Geburtstag des Klinstlers 
und Bauhauslehrers (Bielefeld: Kerber Verlag, 1997 1 , 1 2 5  -6. 

128. While no exact information has as yet come to light 
concerning the time of Hausmann's or Behne's first meetings 
with Moholy-Nagy, Hausmam's may have been as early as Septem- 
ber of 1920, when Moholyls close friend Lajos Barta's play 
Russlands Tag was produced by Erwin Piscator's Proletarian 
Theatre in Berlin. As H ~ u s ~ ~ M  was connected to the Malik- 
Verlag circle of which Piscator and his theatre were a part, 
Moholy may have encountered Hausmann there. (On this, see 
Botar, "An Activist-Expressionist in Exile,It 82.) Had he not 
done so earlier, Moholy would certainly have met Hausmann in 
1921 through his good friend Hannah Hkh, and indeed, El Liss- 



itzky remembers meeting Hausmam in the Moholy-Nagyst studio 
in "im Jahre 1921/1922, als ich nach Berlin kamtM which would 
place such a meeting to about early 1921. (Lissitzky-Kfippers, 
El tissitzky, 6 4 )  The earliest document I know of concerning 
their contact is the "Aufruf zur elementaren Kunst," dated 
October 1921 and signed by Moholy-Nagy, Hausmann, Ivan Puni 
and Hans A r p .  (De S t i j l  4 no. 10, 1921) Moholy-Nagy and Haus- 
mann would not only have had their interests in common, but 
Hausmann's origins as well: like Moholy-Nagy, Hausmann was 
Austro-Hungarian. Though born in Vienna, and raised in Vienna 
and Berlin, Hausmannts father Viktor was Hungarian by birth. 
Hausmann was a Czecho-Slovak citizen from after the First 
World War until 1946 (when this nationality was taken away 
from him due presumably to his Germanic ethnicity), probably 
because his father was born in northern Hungary, the part 
which became Slovakia. He himself claimed Czech, Slovak and 
Italian heritage, as well as Alsatian origins for his family. 
Broido-Cohn cited him as having been one-eighth Jewish, and 
therefore not in danger due to his origins in Nazi Germany. 
Zuchner, ed., Der Deutsche Spiesser argert sich, 280, inter- 
view with Broido-Cohn, 106, and Bartomeu Mari, llKeine Utopie: 
Ein ungefahres Portrait des Dadasophen," in Zfichner, ed., 126. 

While Moholy might have met Behne through his involvement 
with Arthur Segal's social circle as early as mid-1920, there 
are no exact data to confirm this. As Hausmann and Behne knew 
each other, furthermore, he might have encountered the art 
historian through Hausmann during the course of 1921. In any 
case, the earliest document I am aware of concerning Moholy's 
and Behnets friendship dates from December 1922, when Moholy- 
Nagy dedicated a watercolour to Behne: "Fbr Dr. BehneOs Wei- 
nachten 1922." (The transparency of this work is in Hattula 
Moholy-Nagyts archive, Ann Arbor.) 

129. Moholy-Nagy, Vom Material zu Architektur, 16. 
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tion to the second edition of Experiment in Totality, with its 
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schlands. in Linse, E n t s c h i e d e n e  Jugend, 19 1 .  
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1 3 5 .  On Bruderhof and the Student Christian Movement, see 
Bramwell, Ecology in the 20th Century, 99. On Quaker communes, 
see Linse, Zuriick o Mensch. 

136. Quoted in Sachsse, Lucia Moholy (1995) , 108. Both Voge- 
ler's and Moholy's texts may have been refering to Novalis' 
statement that "away from the rhythm of the world, one is away 
from the world itself." Quoted in Schall, "Rhythm and Art in 
Germany," 34. 

137. On Luciats job ending July 31 1921, see Sachsse, Lucia 
Moholy (19851, 9. 137. Kallai remembers that they were pro- 
duced on vacation in "Technika e s  konstruktiv mfiveszetu [Tech- 
nology and constructive art] Ma 7, no. 5-6 (1 May 1922) : 7-9. 
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138. Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Abstract of an Artist (New York: 
Wittenborn, Schultz, Inc., 1949) , 72. 

139. On the Moholysf July 1922 vacation at Weyhers, see Lasz- 
lo's letter to Theo van Doesburg of 10 July 1922, in: the 
Appendix to Theo van Doesburg, Grondbegrippen van de nieuwe 
beeldende kunst (Nijmegen: SUN, 1983) , 102. The school was 
based on the teachings of Goethe and Rudolf Steiner. See: 
Helmut Giinther, Weschichtlicher Abriss der deutschen Rhyth- 
musbe~egung,~ in Eva Banrunfiller & Peter Rtjhthig, eds., Grund- 
lagen und Perspektiven dsthetischer und rhythmischer B e w e  - 
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nal for Rudolf Steiner Waldorf Education 29, no. 2 (July 
1995) : 43. Information courtesy of Pierre de la Ruffiniere du 
Prey. 

140. See Hundt, Bei Heinrich Vogeler in Worpswede, 104. Voge- 
ler wrote: "Gestern tanzten die Biebersteiner (Lohelander) 
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invited Langaard and von Rohden (who were teaching at Bieber- 
stein) to his school to teach rythmic gymnastics as early as 
1916. Karl Ernst Osthaus. Leben und Werk, 444. 

141. Lucia Moholy, "Erimerungen von Freunden an ihre Begeg- 
nung mit Elisabeth Vogler ...", in Sachsse, Lucia Moholy 
(1995), 108. On Paul Vogler as a Wandervogel and Freideutsche 
Jugend activist, see Kindt, ed., Die Wandervogelzeit, 599-600, 
602, 604, 829-830. On Elizabeth Vogler, see below. 
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Fotos und Fotogramme, 59. 
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Bildungswesen (Hamburg: Freideutscher Jugendverlag Adolf Saal, 
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1921, see "Die Worpsweder Arbeitschule geschl~ssen,~ in Die 
pol i tische Entscheidung der Entschiedenen Jugend, Heinz Klute 
and Fritz Weiss, eds., no. 61-62 (December 1921), no author. 
The document is reprinted in Linse, Entschiedener Jugend, 221. 

153. On this Bund, see Scheibe, Die Reformpddagogische Bewe-  
gung, 208, 318-320 and Linse, D i e  Entschiedene Jugend. 
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Vogeler , Werden, Erinnerungen, 52 1 and Bernd S tenzig , Von 
einem Auferstehenden,'" 112. The meeting, "Arbeiterschule und 
Menschentum,It took place Oct. 2-6. See: Vogeler, Werden, 
Erinnerungen, 522. See also Preuss, Verlorene SBhne des Bur- 
gertums. 211. Curiously this meeting is not discussed by Linse 
in Entschiedene Jugend, though the importance of Gus tav Wyne - 
ken to the Entschiedene Jugend is. That Laszlo established, or 
that Lucia maintained contact with Vogeler is suggested by 
Laszlots 1924 report that his works were exhibited at Worps- 
wede. See: Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, answer to Andor Nerneth's ques- 
tionaire, 1924, compiled by Julia Szabo, in: Chapp, ed., 
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ung. Gedanken Cber Schulorganisation im Lichte der neuen 
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~l lamilag 8s V a r o s i l a g  Segelyezet t Nyil vanos Polgari F6iskola 
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156. See "Die Worpsweder Arbeitschule geschlossen.~ Educated 
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Wynekenfs important speech at the Hohe Meissner on Jugendkul- 
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159 and Marie Buchhold, "Frankenfeld, Schicksal einer Jugend- 
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(Information courtesy of Hattula Moholy-Nagy.) 
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Biography of the Creator of the Bauhaus (Boston: Little, Brown 
& Co,, 1991) , 108. 

160, De Ras, K6rper, Eros, und weibliche Kultur, 160 and 
Linse, Zurfick o Mensch, 159. The courses seem to have been 
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167. On the planned Jacoby book, see Moholy-Nagy's letter to 
van Doesburg of 26 August 1924 (op. cit., 109) ; and the Bau - 
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Doesburg of 26 August 1924 concerning a planned Jacoby book in 
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things. Introduction to Moholy-Nagy: A New Vision for Chicago  
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Reformpddagogische Bewegung, 171-210. Moholy-Nagy owned a copy 
of Dewey's Art as Experience, dedicated by the author to him 
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haus ,  137. 
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176. Tut Schlemmer, ed., The Letters and Diaries of Oskar 
Schlemmer Krishna Winston, trans. (Evanston: Northwestern 
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see Schall, 335-58. 
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Klee, Notebooks. Volume 1. The Thinking Eye. Edited by Jiirg 
Spiller. Translated by Ralph Manheim. (Woodstock, N.Y.: The 
Overlook Press, 19921, 449. 
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(1925) : 647. 

1 8 0 .  Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, The New Vision (1938) , 11. 

181. Wassily Kandinsky in a letter to Gabrielle MOnter. quoted 
in Jelena Hahl-Koch, Kandinsky (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1993), 178. 

182. Wassily Kandinsky, contribution to "Mosaicu; addendum to 
Charles Sirato, "Manifeste DimensionisteM plastique no. 2 
(Summer 1937) : insert. This important statement by Kandinsky 
has been omitted from Kenneth C. Lindsay and Peter Vergo, 
eds . , K a n d i n s k y ,  Complete Wri t i n g s  on Art (New York : Ca Capo 
Press, 1994). 

183. For this standard history, see e.g., Whitford, Bauhaus, 
Chapter 12 and Magdalena Droste, Bauhaus 1919-1933 (Cologne/ 
Berlin: Benedikt Taschen Verlag/Bauhaus-Archiv, 1990). 

184. Franciscono, Bauhaus, 239-40. Rykwert, "The Dark Side of 
the Bauhaus,~ The Listener 80, no.2 (3 October 1968: 436-7. 

185. On organic attitudes at the Bauhaus and on the Bauhaus as 
a synthesis of functionalist and non-functionalist views, see 
Alain Findeli, "The Bauhaus: Avant-Garde or Tradition?" The 
Structurist  29-30 (1989-90) : 56-62 and Schall, "Rhythm and Art 
in Germany, Chapter V. On Monists such as Haeckel , 0s twald 
and Mach, and on Driesch at the Bauhaus, see Sarah Lynn Henry, 
I1Paul Klee, Nature, and Modern Science: the 1920s" (Ph.D. 
dissertation, University of California, Berkeley, 19761, 76- 
77. See also her "Paul Kleets Pictorial Mechanics from Physics 
to the Picture Plane, " Pantheon 47 (1989) : 148 -9. Henry was 
the first to point out the importance of the biocentric intel- 
lectual discourse to the Bauhaus. Though she of course did not 
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(Personal communication with Henry 1994-5.) For a synopsis of 
esoteric interests among Bauhaus masters, see Wolf Herzogen- 
rath, B a u h a u s  -Utopien: Arbei ten auf Papier  (S tuttgart : Edition 
Cantz, 1988), 29-30. 

186. On concepts of unity as central to Romanticism, see 
Wiedmann, Romantic Roots in Modem Art, 3. 

187. Schall has done a lot of work towards such a revision of 
Bauhaus history, but she has framed it within a discourse on 
Nrhythrnlf rather than a more specifically geistesgeschichtlich 
one such as I am attempting. Still, Schallts work stands as 
the most important in this regard. See "Rhythm and Art in 



Germany, Chapter V. 
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nel BauhaustU Casabella 435 (1979): 17. 

189. Kallai, Wioromantik, It 272. 
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[organic] abstract form" see Robert Schrnutzler, Art Nouveau 
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his Kunst und Industrie (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1974) , 
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de Velde, Geschichte meines Lebens. Hans Curj el, ed., (Munich: 
R. Piper, 1962). On his early reading of Kropotkin and 
Nietzsche, see pp. 80, 190. On his participation in the L e -  
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484. On his biocentrism, see Curjel's Afterword. For Lucia 
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19 1. Kockerbeck, Erns t Haeckels nKunstformen der Na tur. " On 
Endell and the educational reform movement, including En- 
dell's, Obristts and van de Veldets activity, from which the 
Bauhaus emerged, see Ekehard Mai, Von der hohen zur angewand- 
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11-12. Bayer was a Bauhaus Master who had also been a student, 
and whose intellectual origins lie in the Youth Movement. His 
approach matured into a biocentric one only after his depar- 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Raoul France, the Biocentric Constructivist Discourse, 
and Moholy-Nagyts New Vision 

wir miissen die Herrschaft der Technik abschutteln. 
(Behne 1918) : 

Beweglichkeit, dem Akademischen werfe ich den Fehde- 
handschuh hin, kein mechanischer Aufbau, sondern 
lebendiger, organischer. (Gropius 1919) 

L'avion et la limousine sont des creations pures qui 
caracterisent nettement lresprit, le style de notre 
epoque. (Le Corbusier 1920)' 

The organization of industrial life has given rise 
to new forms that are totally different from those 
of organic origin. ("Engineerismtt n.d. c. l922I4 

We have lost unity with nature and the religion of 
the supernatural. Our actions are executed in accor- 
dance with laws of scientifically and technically 
determined, rationally organized energies. This can 
be taken as tragic or accepted with equanimity: For 
an art that ... wants to face this given, civilizing 
reality, this urgently calls for intellectual lucid- 
ity and discivl-line rather than unconscious or meta- 
physical oppre- Lgsion* It is not organic growth, but abstract cons& uction that is to be spiritualized. 
(Kallai 1 9 2 2 )  

Das Mechanische ... ist unrnittelbarster Ausgleich 
des Statischen und Dynamischen .... Wenn ... Kultur 
. . .  Unabhangigkeit von der Natur bedeutet, dann darf 
es uns nicht wundern, weshalb fiir das kulturelle 
Stilwollen die Maschine im Vordergrund steht. Die 
Maschine ist das Phanomen geistigex Disziplin par 
exellence.. . .  [Ihre] neuen Meglichkeiten ... haben 
eine unserer Zeit entsprechende Asthetik geschaffen, 
welche ich ... die 'Mechanische Asthetikt genannt 
habe. (van Doesburg 1922)6 

En mocht de techniek ons geven wat wij verlangen, 
mocht de rnenscheid opbouwen uit deze stof een nieuwe 
wereld, dan zullen wij wederom . . . vroolijk zi jn in 
te tuinen der fantasie en dwalen met onzen geest en 
onze ziel door het vroolijk labyrinth van den kos- 
mos. En kunst en techniek zullen broederlijk in die 
tuinen spelen ... Stil lacht de natuur in haar al- 
macht en laat de kinderen spelen.  (Wijdeveld 1923)' 



La machine . . .  opere dans le monde une reformation 
de ltesprit . . .  La le~on de la machine est dans la 
pure relation de cause a effet. (Le Corbusier 1925)' 

Mecano (van Doesburg 19 2 2 ) 

La maison est une machine a habiter. (Le Corbusier 
1925) '' 
Hausorganismus. (Ebeling 1926) 'I 

It is not difficult to show that Nature will never 
be completely conquered by Man's technological cre- 
ations . . . .  The machine is much more like an animate 
organism than is generally thought .... Therefore we 
must learn to regard the machine not as something 
dead . . .  but as something animated, organic, alive. 
(Toporkov 1921)12 

We have had enough of perpetually hearing MACHINE, 
MACHINE, MACHINE, MACHINE when it comes to modern 
art-production .... We wish to design ... the peace 
of nature.... Our work is not a philosophy and not a 
system for acquiring cognition of nature, it is a 
limb of nature.... There is still a civil war going 
on with opposing opinions; and today this civil war 
is art's fight for its life. (El Lissitzky 1924)" 

The end of a civilization that considers buildings 
as mere machines is that it considers human beings 
as mere machine-tenders: it therefore frustrates or 
diverts the more vital impulses which would lead to 
the culture of the earth. . . (Mumford 1 9 2 4 )  '" 
Das Leben ist eben nicht bloss ein materielles, 
sondern auch ein funktionelles Problem. (France 
1923) " 

Das Bewusstsein der herrschenden materialistischen 
Weltanschauung ist ein mechanisches, dem sich fbr 
uns die universale Funktionalitat entgegenstellt. 
(Hausmann 1924) l6 

Wenn der Funktionalist sich auf die Maschine beruft, 
so sieht er in ihr ... die vollkomrnene AnnZherung an 
das Organische. Wenn der Utilitarist sich auf die 
Maschine beruft, so sieht er in ihr das 6konomische 
Prinzip: Arbeits-, Kraft- und Zeitsparnis. (Behne 
1926) i' 

Die Form des Baumes ist eins mit seinern Wachstums- 
prozess, der e in  lebendig organischer ist, ebenso 



wie die Form einer Maschine eins ist mit den in ihr 
organisierten Kraften. (Rietzler 1926)18 

The ~Constructivists~ also operated with materials, 
but secondarily, for the sake of their formal tasks 
.... [They] did not take into account the organic 
connection between material and its tensile capacity 
in [their] work.. . . [I] t is only as a result of the 
dynamics resulting from these interrelationships 
that a vital and inevitable form is born .... My 
[flying machine] is built on the principle of util- 
izing living, organic forms. (Tatlin 1932)'4 

Das Weltgesetz erzwingt es ,  dass zuletzt die Technik 
des Organischen und die des Menschen identisch sind. 
(France 19 2 0 ) *' 
Die Technik 1st ein organisch sich entwickelnder 
Lebensf aktor. (Moholy-Nagy, 1929) 

I. "Biocentric ConstructivismM: Towards a Synthesis of the 
"Machine Analogy" and the "Biological Analogytt 

These passages circumscribe the aesthetic debate carried 

on during the early 1920s as part of the controversy on nature 

and technology that Friedrich Dessauer termed the "Streit urn 
die ~echnik.~~" At the core of this debate was a perceived 

dichotomy between "naturew and Ye~hnology,~ of a "technocent- 

ricu versus a "biocentricN position; a transposition of the 

dichotomy between Seele and G e i s t  which carried with it the 

ideological baggage of that opposition. While in the immediate 

post-war situation an anti-war, anti-technological position 

was widespread, the debate became more complicated with the 

consolidation of the German economy towards 1923-24.') It was 

intense enough around that time for the Belorussian Jewish 

artist Lazar El Lissitzky to refer to it as a "civil warm 
within art. Monist organicists such as Adolf Behne and Raoul 

Hausmann, and a biocentric Constructivist such as Lissitzky, 

took the side of "naturem in this debate, for - -  like Ludwig 
Klages and Oswald Spengler - -  they saw technology and mechan- 

ization as destructive manifestations of Geist and For 



others such as van Doesburg, Werner Graeff, Ern6 Kallai and 

the Paris Purists - -  despite what might be termed a "biocen- 

tric  unconscious^^ discernable in their thinking - -  at this 
stage I1naturel1 was for them redolent of outdated romantic 

attitudes inappropriate for the mechanized post-war era." 

Rather than nature, machines were to be the source of a "new 

spiritualitytt and matter was to be Ndenaturalized,u as van 

Doesburg put it in the title of a collage of this period.26 

This dichotomy has been modelled by Peter Collins as a contest 

between the "machine analogy," the idea that art and architec- 

ture should emulate machinery, and the "biological analogy,~ 

that nature's structures and processes should act as models 
- - 

instead.' Oskar Schlemmer articulated these tensions thus: 

These two alternatives strike me as typical of cur- 
rent trends in Germany [ :  ] On the one hand, the in- 
fluence of oriental culture . . .  [and] a return to 
nature in the Wandervogel movement and others like 
it; also communes, vegetarianism, Tolstoyism, reac- 
tion against the war; and on the other hand, the 
American spirit, progress, the marvels of technology 
and invention, the urban environment .... I affirm 
both possibilities, or at least I would like to see 
cross-fertilization between [them]. Or are progress 
... and self-fulfillment ... mutually exclusive?28 

He elaborates on this ucross-fertilizationN elsewhere in his 

diary: "Both these modes of consciousness . . .  are symptoms of 
one and the same yearning. A yearning for synthesis dominates 

today's art.. . . Sensitive to new trends, well-placed at the 

Bauhaus to keep abreast of them, and reflecting his own Mon- 

ism, Schlemmer not only identified this tension, he also 

articulated something crucial to my argument here: the Monist- 

inspired desire for its synthetic resolution. For some, the 

resolution resided in a shift to biocentrism, which resulted 
in what might be termed a "biocentric Constructivist dis- 

course," a discourse out of which, in turn, Laszlo Moholy- 
Nagyts "New Vision1' arose. Hence Raoul Hausmann's slogan of 

1921: Wir wollen in dieser mitteleuropZischer Flachheit 

endlich den Aspekt einer Welt, die real ist, eine Synthese des 



Geistes und der Materie ....lu3' As we shall see in Chapter 

Five, this New Vision gave rise to the incorporation of the 

results of scientific imaging processes into the discourse of 

high art, making such images readily available to artists. A 

mediate position was occupied by the Polish Constructivists 

Mieczyslaw Szczuka and Teresa Zarnower, who wrote, 

NConstructivism does not imitate the machine, but it finds its 

equivalent in the machine's simplicity and logic.iu" 

The debate Schlemmer articulated was central to the cul- 

tural shift occurring in Europe - -  what John Willett has 
referred to as the I1turning pointM of 1921 to 192332 - - from 
personal, uemotional,ul expressionist cultural forms towards 

rectilinear abstract, ostensibly I1elementalli1 impersonal, 

l1 sachlich, and " f  unctionaltu ones; from Expressionism towards 

what came to be known as a neue Sachlichkeit, a new objectiv- 
ity in architecture, design and photography, and "Constructiv- 

ismu in painting and sculpture, what Willett has summarized as 

The New Sobriety.ll" "Arbeit. Klarheit. Organisation.I1 wrote 

the Russian writer Ilya Ehrenburg in 1921, in Und sie bewegt 

sich doch, his manifesto of the New Sobriety, which appeared 

the next year in Berlin and MOSCOW.'~ "Unsere 'Gefiihle' hin- 

dern uns daran, das fiir uns wahrhaft Wesentliche zu sehen," 

wrote Werner Graeff and Hans Richter in the first issue of 

their International Constructivist journal G [Berlin: 1923- 

261 ." Gustav Hartlaub phrased it thus in the Weue Sachlich- 
keitl1 exhibition catalogue: llToday, buffeted as we are by the 

most profound upsets and wild fluctuations in our lives and 

values, we see the differences more clearly: the move toward 

topical, restrained findings in some, the emphasis on 

concreteness, the technical precision in 

a. International Constructivism in Germany 

Besides the pre-war tradition of Hermann Muthesius, Henry 

van de Velde and the Werkbund in Germany, there were key imp- 

orts which stimulated the rise of sachlich design and artistic 



Constructivism in post-war Germany: Paris Purisme, the Dutch 

De S t i j l  circle, Hungarian emigre "Constru~tivism,~ and its 

Russian original. While in the debate on nature and technology 

they all privileged the machine analogy at this stage, they 

also occupied complex positions blending technophilia (or 

"technomania" as Kallai later phrased it), biocentrism and 

idealism; positions fluid enough to allow for the emergence of 

a biocentrically informed Constructivist ideology in some. 

Embodying the post-war rappel a l'ordre, rooted in the 

ideas of the Werkbund and its pre-war organ the W e r k b u n d -  

J a h r b u c h ,  the Swiss expatriate Charles-Edouard Jeanneretfs and 

the Frenchman Arnade Ozenfant' s journal L'Esprit Nouveau 

appeared in Paris in the fall of 1 9 2 0 J 7  The German under- 

standing of this phenomenon was epitomized by the critic 

Waldemar George, who in 1927 wrote that in France "dieser 

Antiromantismus hatte sein Organ im 'Esprit Nouveau', der zum 

Sprachrohr einer 'mathematischen' Kunst wurde. In their art 

Jeanneret and Ozenfant were working in a restrained, 

orthogonal-abstract style of post-Cubist painting, and in 

their journal they addressed issues of the relationship 

between art, nature, science, mathematics and technology. When 

he resumed architectural design in 1922, "Le Corbusieru 

employed a pared-down, rectilinear style. ~espite the post-war 
tensions between Berlin and Paris, this journal became known 

in German avant-garde circles by early the following year and 

contact was maintained by critics as important as Behne and 
Westheim, the latter the editor of the influential Berlin art 

journal Das K u n s t b l a t  t [Weimar; Berlin: 1917 - 19331 . 39 The 

juxtaposition of architecture, art and machines; the Purist 

style, and the material on scientific, philosophical, psycho- 

analytic, literary, and artistic subjects in L8Espri t Nouveau 

made a deep impression on the Central European avant-garde of 

the day,'' and in effect gave foreign legitimation to the 

W e r k b u n d ' s  ideology at a time when anything German was in 

disrepute. In their call for "un esprit de construction et de 



~ynthese,~~ the Purists offered one answer to Schlemrnerts 

Monist ~ehnsucht.'~ 

The Purist aesthetic was a complex and contradictory 

amalgam of Platonism and Pythagorean philosophy spiced with 

healthy doses of anthropocentrism and Organicism.'* While it 

was, in the 20s - -  as von Moos phrases it - -  essentially 
"Neoplatonic and idealist,"" it also contained within it what 

could be termed a llbiocentric  unconscious,^ ope which came 

increasingly to the fore as time wore on." Thus, though the 

llmathematicalu art Waldemar George referred to was one based 

on the Golden Section proportions Le Corbusier came to adopt 

as a result of his direct study of nature, and though "fe 

Corbusier constantly points to the basic analogies between 

biology and building," the WordicH kosmovitale Einsfuhlung 

was missing; "there was hardly ever the sense of solidarity 

and conspiracy with a natural site that was so important to 

architects such as Neutra, Wright, or AaltoJ1" The ideal 

realm of mathematics - -  associated with technology - -  rather 
than deriving from "naturetgl was seen to precede and underlie 

it." Von Moos has provided us with the most cogent resume of 

this complex, early Purist position: 

On the formal level, geometry frequently serves not 
only as an antithesis to nature but also as the med- 
iator by which nature can be extended into the man- 
made environment. On the conceptual level, geometry, 
and mathematics in general, provide the structure 
through which nature, and the cosmos, can be under- 
stood and organized. To discover nature with the 
help of geometry and to use geometry as a cabalistic 
key - -  not only to an intellectual understanding, 
but also to a pantheistic experience of nature.'' 

Rather than through a direct experience of "nature," it was 

through a Pythagorean sense of the underlying geometric order 

of the cosmos that kosmovitale Eins f i ih lung  was experienced, 

Indeed, in 1923 Le Corbusier and Ozenfant held that "la nature 

est un fait exterieur a 18homme, elle est multiple, diffuse, 

generalement in~aisisable.~" They display a veritable revul- 
sion to natural forms in their 1924 criticism of Hermann 



Finsterlin's biomorphic architectural fantasy drawings pub- 

lished in the Dutch organicist journal Wendingen [The Hague, 

1918-19251 as I1de visqueuses ejaculations rappelant les horr- 

eurs sous-marines ou celles des visceres ou celles des actes 

impurs de la bBte. w 4 9  Given this it seems appropriate that 

during the early twenties the Purists privileged mechanism 

over Organicism: "On the basis of their enthusiasm for the 

moral and aesthetic virtues of modern engineering, the two 

authors develop a kind of rationalist cosmology in which they 
describe nature as a logical machine whose adherence to physi- 
cal laws is the very reason for its Since machinery 

was invoked as a model for beauty rather than as a functional 

exemplar, at base theirs was not a functionalist aesthetic at 
this time? In the early twenties the Purists mechanized 

nature rather than naturalizing machines, adhering to what 

Philip Steadman refers to as "machine-theoretical biology."'' 

Their exemplary expression of the mechanical analogy is the 

famous spread in L'Esprit Nouveau comparing Greek temples to 

late-model cars.'3 (Fig. 4-1) And rather than "natural" forms, 

Le Corbusier cited Platonic bodies (cylinder, pyramid, cube, 

right-angled parallelepiped, sphere) as the sources of archi- 

tectural f om.'' What is more, technologically produced forms 

were superior to natural ones. 5 5  (Fig. 4 - 2 1 
The0 van Doesburg's Dada poem "Manifest 0,96013" of 1922 

expressed in an intentionally humorous - -  though equally 
sexualized - -  manner the revulsion to the natural that the 
Purists had displayed in their attack on Finsterlin's biomor- 

phic architecture: "Le Monde est une petite Maschine [sic] a 

Sperme, La vie - -  une maladie venerique. Toutes rnes prieres 
sont dedies a la Sainte-Veneri~a."~~ In his writings and 

practice, and on the pages of his journal De S t i j l  [Leiden and 

Paris, 1917-281, Van Doesburg developed an "anti-naturalH art 

theory and orthogonal style which was another important source 

for post-war German Neue Sachlichkeit and ~onstructivism.~' 

Despite the fact that - -  having emerged from the Dutch occult 



revival - -  van Doesburg adopted vitalmystisch attitudes 
towards nature, and that - -  like Behne and Karl Ernst Osthaus 
- -  he was an avid reader of von Uexktill, by the early 20s he 
came to represent a position correctly described by Mansbach 

as one privileging technology over nature? As John Elderfied 

articulated it: 

Van Doesburg rejected the organic analogy. Although 
De Stijl [as the Purists] posited a cosmic geometry 
that lay behind natural appearances, it had always 
been an anti-naturalist movement. Since nature was 
brute matter concealing a truer reality (the geo- 
metric architecture of the universe), it was necess- 
ary to separate man from nature to create the new 
style. j9 

As we saw in the quotation at the start of this section, van 

Doesburg did not abandon the concept of the %piritualW at 

this time. Rather, like the Purists he declared that "die 

Maschine ist das Phgnomen geistiger Disziplin par exellence." 

And as Kallai articulated it in the passage of 1922 quoted at 

the start of the Chapter, Itit is not organic growth, but 

abstract construction that is to be spiritualized." 
The following year Kallai elaborated on this idea: "Con- 

structive art, in tandem with the discoveries of the natural 

sciences and technical innovations, can master ever more com- 

pletely every resistance of matter/' A theorist and promoter 

of International Constructivism in Germany, Kallai was formu- 

lating texts which, while taking what has been seen to be a 

typically lTonstructivisttl anti -natural stance, reflect not 

only an awareness of Lebensphilosophie and the Monist dis- 
course, but also a desire for a rapprochement between what he 

saw as the dialectical pair Innature" and Htechnology,u between 

the "organicN and the Mmodern.f161 Referring to the Monism of 

neo-Romanticism during the early 20th century and its rnanifes- 

tation in Expressionism, Kallai wrote in 1922 that "The unity 
of the world and its creative law finally became identical 
with human consciousness. It took a long time, however, for 
this realization to be liberated from the traditional view of 



a transcendent order, for art to be seen as a simple express- 

ion of humanity."" Kdllai properly saw Expressionism as a 
late Romanticism, a manifestation of the traditional under- 

standing of this Monist view, and he opposed it at this time. 

According to him, Constructivism was the approach which liber- 

ated humanity from its attachment to nature, while maintaining 

an awareness of humanity's and nature's essential unity? 

Along with his fellow Hungarian exiles Moholy-Nagy, 

Laszlo Peri, and Lajos Kass&k, Kallai was one of the first 

Central Europeans to hear of Russian Constructivism when the 

Hungarian artist Bela Uitz - -  who had seen the "First Working 
Group of ConstructivistsN exhibition in May and had met the 

artists - -  passed through Berlin on his return from Moscow in 

the fall of 1921." Probably at the end of that year the 

Berlin Hungarians also heard of Constructivism from Alfred 

Kemeny, another compatriot fresh from a stay in Moscow, one 
. - 

who had lectured on Constructivism at the INKhUK itself." 

While - -  like the Finnish-born Ivan Puni and the Ukrainian 
Alexander Archipenko - -  there were avant-garde artists from 
Russia in Berlin, it was not until El Lissitzkyfs arrival late 

in 1921 or early in 1922 that an artist with first-hand exper- 
ience of Constructivism was on the scene. Though he had been 

in Malevich's rather than Rodchenkots circle in Soviet Russia, 

Lissitzky became one of the seminal figures of the emergent 

International Constructivist circle in ~erlin? The emigre 

Hungarian journals Ma [Today, Budapest and Vienna: 1917-251 

and Egyseg [Unity, Vienna and Berlin: 1922 -241 , had brought 
Russian and International Constructivist material during the 

first half of 1922, but because they were Hungarian-language 

publications, they remained largely inaccessible to the germa- 

nophone public.67 In April and May of 1922, Lissitzky and 

Ehrenburg published two issues of Vjeshch [Object] in Berlin, 

in which aspects of Russian Constructivism were presented, and 

that same year Ehrenburg' s Und s i e  bewegt sich doch 

appeared. " The WES te Russische Kunsta~stellung~~ of October 



1922 included Russian Constructivist material along with much 

else, and was the sensation of the Berlin art season. 

While in their glorification of industrial production, of 

the engineer as a model for the artist ("Engineerismu), and of 

the beauty of industrial products, they were displaying a pen- 
chant for the machine analogy of art/' what has been over- 

looked in most accounts of this emergent International 

Constructivism is that inherent to Russian Constructivism was 

an Organicist undertow, particularly in the thinking and work 

of its inspirational figure Vladimir Tatlido As Patricia 

Railing observes, for the Russian avant-garde, "Even the 

machine was created out of the organic laws of nature, first 

of all as material and secondly as structure. It harmonized 

form and function. Thus, being a product of organic laws 

itself, the relationship between the machine and the organic 

should not be thought of in terms of a duality or a dialectic. 

Together they are processes, and together they weave their way 

through . . .  theory and ... practice.lq71 She points out, fur- 
thermore, the essentially organic nature of the Constructiv- 

is ts '  interest in faktur or material properties, and that "for 

their part the Suprematists relied on the notion of organic 

laws as their basis of all creativity .... l l Y 2  Tatlint s "Maschi - 
nenkunst," popularized by the placard photographed at the 

First Berlin Dada Fair of June 1920, was a myth based on a 

mi~understanding.'~ Given that Organicism was inherent to 

Constructivism and Suprematism, it seems less surprising that 

Lissitzky, moving between these circles and active on the 

International Constructivist scene, was taken by first Speng- 
ler's and then France's ideas." 

As a consequence of these developments the orthogonal- 

abstract style associated with Purism, Russian Constructivism, 

De S t i j l ,  and the Hungarian emigre artists, became fashionable 

among the German avant-garde, reinforcing analogous home-grown 

trends. As early as February or March of 1922, the expatriates 
Kemeny, Moholy-Nagy, Peri, Kallai, Lissitzky, Gabo, Viking 



Eggeling, and Van Doesburg, as well as the Germans A r p ,  Hans 

Richter, Werner Graeff, Willy Baumeister, and a few others, 

had met in the Berlin artist Gert Cadenis studio to found an 

informal Constructivist group." Just as an attempt failed in 

Dusseldorf the next July, however, the effort to found a 

gTonstructivist Internationalgg in Weimar that September 

foundered on the rock of joint participation by nConstructiv- 

istsN and gtDadaists.N76 But the appearance of Moholy-Nagy and 

Kassakls Buch neuer Kcnstler in Vienna that same September did 

provide them with a compendium of International Construc- 

tivist material. Finally, in July of 1923 Graeff, Lissitzky 

and Richter, in collaboration with the Berlin International 

Constructivist circle, produced the first issue of G I  a German 

organ of International Constructivism." 

It is in this context - -  as well as in the context of 
Hausmann's, Arpls and Moholy-Nagy's biocentrism - -  that their 
and Ivan Punits October 1921 Tall to Elmemental Artm and 

Moholy's and Kemeny's flDynamic-Constructive System of Forces" 

should be regarded.78 The tlCalllg is easily understood as a 

proto-Greenbergian manifesto of formalist ~Constructivism~ 

because in it the artists called on others to uconstructu 

their art employing only those elements which are properly of 

the medium in which they are working. But this statement's 

meaning is determined by the sentences which follow: 

To surrender to the elements of form-giving is to be 
an artist. The elements of art can only be dis- 
covered by an artist. They do not come about as a 
result of his individual choice; the individual is 
not an entity broken off from the whole and an art- 
ist is but an exponent of the forces that give shape 
to the elements of the world.7g 

Or, as Hausmann put it in an unpublished Marcusian text of 

that same year, I1Malerei und Plastik haben die geistige Wirk- 

lichkeit, die Spur der Unendlichkeit in der Identitiit, in 

rZumlichen, korperlichen Formen zu kristallisieren, die haben 

ein Ausfluss der unaufh6rlich bewegten, beweglichen Welt zu 

sein, kein kaltes Denkmal erstarrender Hilfskonstruktionen des 



Erinnerns It is as an I1organicu and "vitalu expression 

of these forces that, a year later Hausmann and Laszlo P e r i  

articulated their theatrical dance style tlPre,ll and Moholy- 

Nagy and Alfred Kemeny proposed their midway-ride-like art 

environment, the NDynamisch-konstruktives Kraftsystemttt which 

begins with the thoroughly lebensphilosophisch phrase "Die 

vitale Konstruktivitat ist die Erscheinungsform des Lebens und 

das Prinzip aller menschlichen und kosmischen Entfalt~nqen.~~" 

These texts are statements of the individual's lack of auton- 

omous subjecthood within the unitary system of nature, and the 

mission of art as a means to give its forces expression, a 
biocentric position which A r p ,  Moholy-Nagy and Hausmann were 

to hold for the rest of their lives. Biocentrism and its 

psychobiological view of the human psyche in the universal na- 

tural system is also the context within which the technology/ 

nature debate is to be understood. This was the means by which 

Schlemrnerts desire for their synthesis was to be achieved. 

b. Paul Westheimfs Intervention: Enter Raoul France 

Classical machine parts such as gears, pins, cams, 
and bearing plates (reduced to their basic geometric 
equivalents) are equated in the subconscious of 
industrial society with the life force itselLa2 

Though Jack Burnham did not know of Raoul France's con- 

ception of the seven Grundfomen of nature, with typical 

sapience he nevertheless articulates a crucial consequence of 

France's effect on avant-garde practitioners in Germany during 

the twenties. The pre-war attempt undertaken by Hermann Muthe- 

sius, van de Velde and the German Werkbund to effect Sachlich- 

keit, a rapprochement between technology and art, to articu- 
late a ~functi~nalism,~ resurfaced at the start of the decade. 

In June of 1920 Paul Westheim began a campaign against the 

emotional and stylistic excesses of  expressioni ism,^ directed 

in part against his rival, the impresario, dealer and pub- 

lisher Herwarth Walden. In "Das 'Ende des Expressionismus'" 

Westheim, employing the melodramatic tone of those times, 



exhorted; "The Expressionist academy, Expressionist fashion, 

Expressionist fellow-travellers, that catchphrase Expression- 

ism with which the smart art dealer and smooth art critics 

practice their propaganda: would that it was already at an 

end!ua' In the first issue of the 1921 volume of his journal 

he reported the rush to coin an alternative catchphrase for 

the new artistic direction in formation: ~Suprernatismus, 

Tatlinismus, Kompressionismus, Kubo-Futurismus, Neo-Klassizis- 

mus, Neo-Primitivismustl are the alternatives included in this 

ironic listing." Always one to notice a new trend, Walden was 

eager to jump on the streetcar so recently set in motion. In 

April 1921 he published I1Technik und Kunstu in his journal Der 

Sturm [Berlin: 1910-321, in which he propounded an organicist 

analogy between artworks and machinery: Vedes technische Werk 

hat eine und zwar eine eindeutige Wirkung. Kunst und Technik 

setzen die sinngernasse Verwendunq der Mittel voraus. Denn nur 

dadurch entsteht ein organ is mu^.^^^^ Inspired by the example of 

L'Esprit Nouveau, that same month, in his article on abstract 

art, Westheim turned from the mere criticism of what he saw to 

be an Expressionism in the process of degeneration, to a 

constructive intervention into the debate. He criticized the 

HFormlosigkeitN of German Expressionist abstraction and con- 

trasted it with recent trends in France where the Cezannesque 

tradition resulted in uBestimmtheit, Klarheit, Ordnung, Ge- 

setzhaftigkeit .... So ist est begreiflichtU he continued, 
"dass es eine Kandinsky-Schule von irgend welcher Geltung in 
Frankreich nicht gibt ..., Die Form ist nicht irgendeines der 
Schaffenprobleme, sie ist das Urphanomen alles Kunstgestalt- 

ens.lle6 Rather than with the lvGretchenfrage: ob gegenstand- 

lich, ob ~ngegenstandlich,~ artists, he maintained, should 

concern themselves with a "weitaus geistigeres Problem: Diszi- 

plinierung im Architektoni~chen.~~' Later that year, in a 

series of reports on his visit to Paris, Westheim continued 

this line of thinking and provided a more detailed program for 
this new "architectonicn art: 



Klares Denken, Bewusstheit, logische Bestimmtheit, 
Sachlichkeit, das sind die Forderungen, die man 
allenthalben und unerbittlich stellt... [Die] orga- 
nisierte und konzentrierte Gestaltung ist die grosse 
Kunst ... An (einem] Motor kann es keine schwache 
Stelle geben ... nichts Unklares ... kein Sentiment, 
sonst TEJiirde das Ding sofort in die Luft fliegen. 
Solch Werkzeug der potenziertesten Kraft ist klar 
und logisch konzipiert, eine Einheit, innerhalb 
derer es keinerlei Zufiilligkeit und keinerlei Will- 
kiir gibt ... eine Zurfickfiihrung jedes einzelnen 
Elementes auf die Urform. Ein Bild ... ist selbst- 
verstzndlich nicht dasselbe wie ein Motor; aber es 
ist auch ein Organismus, auf seine Art auch eine 
Quelle konzentriertex Energie .... Auch der Kiinstler 
muss zu den Urformen gelangen, das ist die Lehre des 
Cezanne von Kubus, Konus und Zylinder. Aus den Ge- 
dankengangen heraus lehnt man jetzt in Frankreich 
alles ab, was nicht klare Ordnung, sachliche Be- 
stimrntheit, organisierte Arbeit ist ." 

Significant here is not only the references to Cezanne's 

solids employing the Goethean term YJrf~rm,~ and his usage of 

the term NSachlichkeit,H but also the fact that while he 

employs both mechanical and organic metaphors in his dis- 

cussion of the artwork, unlike the Purists, he finally comes 

out on the side of the organic alternati~e.'~ The contrast 

between the Purist position and his own organicism is put into 

high relief a year later, in the January issue of the 1923 
volume of Das Kunstblatt. 

The issue's lead article consists of a series of tele- 

graph-style statements by Fernand Leger which build up to 

constitute the artist's aesthetic credo of the time, one which 

can be characterised by the statement "Herrschaft der Masch- 

ine, ihre Perfektion Despite the Purist inspiration, it 

is characteristic that in the German context Westheim should 

call on the authority of "naturen rather than geometry, mathe- 

matics or the machine tout court, to support his reform pro- 

gram. To this end, he followed Leger's credo with the central 

organic-functionalist thesis of Raoul France's 1920 book Die 

Pf lanze  als Erfinder (itself a popular edition and further 

development of France' s book Die technischen Leis tungen d e r  



Pflanze) , expressing the hope, I1vielleicht hilf t solche Erk- 
enntnis unseren Bsthetischen Diskussionen vereinfachen und - -  
versachli~hen.~~: (Fig. 4 - 3 )  

Westheim begins his introductory blurb by invoking C e z -  

anne's Urformen again, pointing out that while Tezanne[s] . . .  
Lehrsatz von 'Kubus, Konus und Cylinder' ... eine Revolution 
f i ir  die Kunstwelt [bedeutete] ... fiir andere, die die Natur 
bewusstet zu ergriinden versuchen, fiir Techniker und Naturwiss- 

enschaftler, ware dieser revolutierende Satz des Cezanne 

vermutlich eine - -  Selbstverstandlichkeit gewesen." The 
excerpt began with France's functionalist-determinist creed: 

All must have its best form, its 'optimum' which is 
also its nature.... There is for everything, be it a 
concrete thing or a thought, only one form which 
coresponds to the nature of that thing . . .  Like 
[cuneiform] writing upon rock, the fundamental know- 
ledge about form and function is engraved in our 
brain,, , . 9 2 

While there is a long history of organic-functionalist theory 

in the West going back through Ruskin, Pugin, Greenough, 

Coleridge, Emerson, Goethe and Alberti to Aristotle, France's 

restatement of Louis Sullivants well-known "form follows 

functionu adage was a particularly radical one, and was power- 

ful to Das Kunstblatt's readership because in an age when 

Positivist science was the world power among Weltanschauungen, 

it derived from a biologist rather than an artist, architect 

or aesthetic theorist? 

France maintained the unitary nature of technology: all 

Technik, including that found in nature and that produced by 

humans, is part of the same universal natural system of per- 

ceived "natureu: the Bios. France maintained, furthermore, 

that the Bios is built up of combinations of seven basic 

geometric forms, or Grundfomen: crystals, spheres, planes, 

rods, ribbons, spirals, and conesgg4 "There are only seven 

fundamental technical forms! They are the basis of architec- 

ture, of the parts of an engine, of crystallography and chem- 

istry, geography and astronomy, of art, of industry - -  of the 



whole world. And the world teeming with life has produced no 

other possible forms. 'lg5 Of these fundamental forms, France 

named the spiral as the most efficient way to counter resis- 

tance in movement (Fig. 4-4): 

The shape of the screw is adopted by everything 
which has the function of boring and squeezing 
through ... We ourselves, did not invent the screw 
... The natural law - -  deeply embedded in the struc- 
ture of the world - -  stands behind all these occur- 
rences: spiral movement occurs with less expenditure 
of energy than movement in a straight line.96 

It is not surprising that in the case of artists fascinated 

with dynamism such as Moholy-Nagy and El Lissitzky, this 

constatation should meet with a particular resonance. Indeed, 

it is telling that Moholy-Nagy incorporates - -  with the poss- 
ible exception of the cone - - France1 s Grundformen into his 

Lichtrequisi t einer elektrischen Btlhne, his famous I i L i g h t  - 
Space Modulatoru: the crystal (here as glass), the sphere, the 

plane, the rod, the strip and the spiral.97 (Fig. 4-5) Since 

both natural and human technologies are rooted in the B i a s ,  

the prototypes of human technologies, for example the turbine, 

are to be found in nature: "No technical form exists which 

cannot be traced to the forms of  nature.^^' (Fig. 4-6) Humans, 
furthermore, had much to learn from organic technology and 

they stood to profit from its adaptation to their purposes, a 

process France termed ~iotechnik.~~ If human technology is a 

subset of the greater category of technology, furthermore, 

then our technology is not something foreign to or necessarily 

harmful to ecosystems: as long as it contributes to the equi- 

librium of the ecosystem within which it is located, it is to 

be vslued rather than abjured. Harmoniously integrated into 

its surroundings, technology was a Good Thing rather than Evil 

(or Geis t )  incarnate. Significantly, Westheim ended the France 
excerpt with an unmistakable statement of Monist biocentrism, 
a dose of kosmische Einheitsgefiihl illustrated by means of the 

topos of self-similarity: 

Swedenborg conceived the startling idea for his 



generation that the world is a great unity. He pic- 
tured it as an eternal flowing of the same things, a 
return of similar laws, only in different intensi- 
ties; at one time concealed in small things, in 
another returning with giants steps to construct ... 
mountains, to write with starry script upon the 
heavens, or to assume spiritual shape and become 
feeling in man's brain and heart.lU0 

It is not difficult to see the attraction that this biocentric 

legitimation of emergent Constructivist style, and of the gen- 

erally waxing technophilia, carried for avant-garde practi- 

tioners in Germany, raised on Naturromantik and the Jugendbe- 

wegung, and harbouring a deep-seated love of "natureu as a 

consequence. 

While versions of some of these ideas were published in 

1917 by D' A r c y  Wentworth Thompson in his book On Growth and 

Form,": Thompsonts publication could not have been available 

in Germany at the time because of the war and its aftermath, 

and it seems to have been this text by France that stimulated 

Lissitzky, Hausmann, Moholy, Mies, Siegfried Ebeling and 

Hannes Meyer to seek out France's books, and to adopt - -  or 
attack - -  his ideas. 

Westheim followed up the France excerpt with "Maschinen- 

romantik," his lead article for the next, February 1923 issue 

of Das Kunstblatt. With its oxymoronic title, this piece was 

not only meant as an ironic critique of the emergent machine 

aesthetic; it was also an appreciation of van de Velde on his 

sixtieth birthday?" Westheim warned artists that imitating 

the outward appearance of machines was just as "academicH, 

VormalisttH indeed nromantic,n as the decoration of 19th- 

century machinery had been, or as the use of Haeckelts Kunst- 
formen der Natur by turn-of-the-century artists as a pattern- 

book, had beenLa3 : 

Es hat grosse Kfinstler gegeben, die sich nie genug 
tun konnten im Studium der Natur, m6glicht dass der 
grosse Kiinstler von Morgen mit der gleichen Unermiid- 
lichkeit die sinnvoll lebendige Organik technischer 
Konstruktionsformen studieren wird. Nicht der Form- 
en, sondern der Organik wegen, durch die solche Ma- 



schinerie lebendig ist wie ein Gesch6pf der 
Na tur . 

With this, opposed to the Purists, Westheim states his Fran- 

cean position that machinery is organic, and that to be orga- 

nic - - as van de Velde held - - it is the Sachlichkei t of mach- 
inery and natural forms that the artist must reproduce in the 

very process of working rather than their outward forms.'05 

This, as Westheim knew, was the working method Klee was pro- 

moting through his teaching. Indeed, possibly by the fall of 

1923 Klee taught with photographs of shells.'06 (Fig. 4 - 7 )  

c .  Of Spirals and Shells 

KeparchitektGra sees an endless spiral even in a 
straight line. (Kassak 1921) lo' 

. . . wi j willen het onkenbare, kenbaar maken, . . . wi j 
willen de oneindigheid van den kosmos cristalli- 
seeren en in een idee voor u te vertalen! Zoo is het 
gekomen, dat wij ... naar de realiseerung dezer 
nieuwe wereld, staren naar de natuur en duiken in de 
diepste der oceanen en grijpen wat daar spanning en 
innerlijke kracht in sich draagt en brengen aan de 
oppervlakte, huizen en kluizen die in het water 
zwemmen, ... die geen gevels hebben en geen daken, 
. . .  maar, die in zich dragen de spanningen der gebo- 
gen velden, de rechte en strakke banden, de ... 
spiralen; die kennen vorm, van de edelste lijn in de 
volste massa, ... die een zijn in innerlijke kracht, 
een zijn in het alomvatten . . .  een in organisch 
geheel ! (Wi j develd 19 23 ) 

France's discussion of the spiral as the path of least 

resistance in nature, that is of this form as the most func- 

tional method of movement through any medium, was both an 

early indicator, and an instigator of the fashion for spiral 

form - -  especially as manifested in shell growth - -  discern- 
able in Central and Eastern European avant-garde circles at 

the time.'09 We have noted Tatlin's celebrated use of this 

form in his 1919-20 Monument to the Third International. Lajos 

Kassakts statement in his proto-Constructivist, September 1921 

uKeparchitektriran [architecture of the picture] manifesto is 

another early sign of this interest, as is Moholy-Nagy's 



Nikkelplastik mit Spiral of about the same time, and his 

Dynamisch-konstruktives Kraftsystem of 1922 -1928 .'I0 

While, as far as can be determined, books by France do 

not remain in Kleet s library, there are parallels between 

their approaches to the understanding of nature. Klee's peda- 

gogical notes indicate that his teachings on spiral growth 

patterns began around 1922, just before France's writings 

broke into the avant-garde scene in Germany. But the fact that 

Die Pflanze a l s  Erfinder had appeared in 1920 already, and 
that France was wintering in Weimar during the early twenties, 

suggests that some interchange could have happened. Of course 

Klee had always been interested in natural forms and pro- 

cesses, and he might have garnered relevant information from 

other sources, as well as from his own observations. In March 

of 1922 Klee wrote on spiral growth patterns, and that same 

July, like France, he described the spiral as the "reinste 

~ewegungsf o m .  lt:" While we cannot be certain that Klee read 

France's text in Das Kunstblatt, the fact that he made notes 
on growth, particularly spiral growth, during the fall of 

1923, raises the possibility that he might have seen it. On 23 

October Klee wrote of growth as I1Fortbewegung der Materie 

durch Neubildung zu Stehenbleibendem hinzu. Bewegung im irdi- 

schen Bereich erfordert Energie," invoking not only the idea 

of growth as a translation of energy into matter, but of 
stages of dynamic equilibrium, just as France did. " 2  On 5 

November Klee wrote of the growth of plants as directed by 

purely functional needs: "Die ganze Form resultiert auf einer 

Basis, der Basis aus innerer Notwendigkeit. Es liegt Bedarf 

zugrunde. Es 1st kein eitles Spiel gegeben mit Resultaten, 

sondern ein aktiver notwendiger Weg zur Later that 

same month Klee invoked the elan vital in his discussion of 

shell growth: "It is the energy-charged creative force that 

forms the basic life content... This force stands revealed in 

its functions, it derives its living form by permeating mat- 

ter. It invests matter with life, sets it in motion by a defi- 



nite order, by definite rhythms .... The particles are placed 
in resonant relation with the primal force.11"' Significant - 
ly, "in the twentiesu Klee assembled a "collection of pictures 

cross-sections and x-rays of mollusksM which, while I have not 

been able to examine them first-hand, seem to have been from 

or very like those in the HSchelpennummerH of Wendingen. ::' 
It may indeed be more than coincidental that it was in 

the fall of 1923 that the epoch's most influential images of 

spiral form in nature appeared in the "Schelpennummeru of the 

Hague art j ournal Wendingen, the expressionis t H  and organ - 
kist - -  indeed biocentric - -  rival to De S t i j l  designed and 

edited by the biocentric architect H. Theo ~i jdeveld. 'X 

(Fig. 4-8) Contained in this issue were a series of radio- 

graphs of nautulus shells in the collection of the Amsterdam 

Zoological Museum by J. B. Polak of that institution, and 

"straightM photographs of them by Wendingents house photo- 

grapher Bernard Eilers. (Figs. 4-9, 4-10, 4-11, 4-12) 

Accompanying these images was an introduction by the 

organicist architect Roland Holst entitled "Schelpen. De 

Wondervormen der Zee, Vreemde Gelijkenissen," which played on 

the biological analogy between shells as products of the 

animal, and architecture as a human organic product. Also 

included was Wijdeveld's "Natuur, Bouwkunst en Techniek,I1 a 

biocentric text expounding the all-embracing power of nature 

and our part in it."' In a move calculated to counter van 

Doesburg's anti-natural position of the time, this article - -  
suffused with Vitalmystik, and based on a psychobiological 

view of human nature and inspiration, called on architects to 

learn from the beauty and economy of nature: 

Door dit boek ruischt de muziek der oceanen; ... 
hier zijn gevoelige wezens, die leven, in trillende 
vollbewegingen, de ziel, het nutteloos geworden 
huis, den mensch in millioenen voorbeelden op de 
stranden voor te toveren. Opgewoeld uit de diepste 
wateren, gevonden aan de verste stranden, voelen we 
in de wonderen dezer rnolusken, een harmonie tusschen 
de vormen der natuur en de vormen der kunst. Beiden 



groeien volgens diep inwendige wetten, beiden onst- 
staan in eenheid en hebben tot bron een innerlijke 
harmoni e . "a 

In the context produced by the texts, the images were made to 

function as models for human technology, and as signifiers for 

kosmovi tale Einsfiihlung, of a Monistic creed of the unity and 

harmony of nature. Wijdeveld echoes France's theorizing about 

human technology as both an aspect of natural technology, but 

also as standing to benefit from the imitation of it, ideas 

published earlier that same year in Das Kunstblatt: 

Sluit uw oogen en grijp met den drang tot scheppen 
om u heen, vorm ruimten die uw innerlijk bewegend 
voorspiegelt, componeer de vormen met de nieuwste 
mogelijkhedenden techniek, grijp met volle accoorden 
in uw ziele-instrumenten, maar hoe ge dringt en 
wringt, steeds kornen er gelijkenissen met de vormen 
der natuur, zou het sublieme in de kunst een zijn 
met de natuur, zou de synthese voor beide dezelfde 
zijn, is er een geheim verbond tusschen beiden, 
drinyt d'een, d'ander voorwaards .... Daarom is dit 
boek, gewijd aan die schelpen der zee, opgedragen 
aan den ingenieur en den architect, den modernen 

" 9  mensch. - - -  

This issue of Wendingen captured the imagination of 

European avant-gardists involved in the discourse around 

nature and technology, calling to their attention not only the 

beauty and economy of natural structures, but also the power 

and creative potential of scientific imaging technologies. Not 

since Eder and Valenta's album of 1896, produced soon after 

the development of x-ray photography by Wilhelm Conrad Ront- 

gen, had such beautiful X-ray images been published in an 

album format, but Eder and Valenta's album was a rarity, while 

Wendingen had a fairly wide distribution, especially in cen- 

tral European avant-garde artistic circles.L2o By 1925 its 

images had reappeared in publications by El Lissitzky, Moholy- 

Nagy and Le Corbusier, and the issue had made an impression on 

key critics such as Behne and ~a1lai.l" In 1934 even Lewis 

Mumford had reproduced a Polak radiogram in his book Technics 

and Civili~ation.'~~ (Figs. 4-13, 4-14, 4-15, 4-16, 4-17) 



While the HSchelpenummerll and the December 1924 issue of Wend- 

ingen devoted to crystals were the only ones to feature llnatu- 

ralu rather than artistic material, their publication is not 

surprising given that Wijdeveldts journal was devoted predomi- 

nantly to the "organicN tradition in architecture? 

The tlSchelpennummerr is the earliest publication distrib- 

uted in Weimar German artistic circles I am aware of in which 

photographs employing a technology normally used by scientists 

were produced with biocentric aesthetic intentions and pres- 

ented in an artistic context.I2"s we shall see in Chapter 

Five, these factors were crucial in inspiring Moholy-Nagy to 

effect a biocentric aestheticization of scientific photography 
after 1924. 

While Collinsr is a useful schematization, I wish to 

complicate its application to the early 1920s by incorporating 

France's biocentrism. As I have indicated in relation to the 

Bauhaus, and as suggested by Westheim in his introduction to 

the France excerpt, the general shift towards Sachlichkei t in 

German avant-garde culture during the early 1920s was spurred 

by, indeed was in part a response to France's Wbjektiv, l1 in 

other words sachlich internal reform of Monism. An important 

component of the resulting cultural developments is what could 

be termed (adapting Lodderrs and Elderfield's terms) "bioeent- 

ric ~onstructivisrn.~'~~ In the remainder of this chapter I 

will detail France's role in inspiring the "biocentric Cons- 

tructivist discourseu among participants in the "Constructiv- 

ist International.lt It was out of this discourse, engaged in 

by Moholy, Lissitzky, Mies, Kurt Schwitters, Ebeling, Hannes 

Meyer, Hausmann and Kallai, that Moholyrs conception of New 

Vision emerged. New Vision, I will argue, was above all else a 

biocentric vision of the world. 



2. France and the Biocentric Constructivist Discourse 

Die vitale Konstruktivitat ist die Erscheinungsform 
des Lebens und das Prinzip aller menschlichen und 
Kosmischen Entfaltungen .... Deshalb mGssen wir an 
die S telle des statischen Prinzips der klassischen 
Kunst das Dynamische des universellen Lebens setzen. 
(Moholy-Nagy and Kemeny 1 9 2 2 ) L 2 6  

Constructivism can be neither proletarian nor capi- 
talist - -  it is the crystallized product of our 
general affective viewpoints - -  in it we have dis- 
covered the Urform - -  the pure form - -  the organic- 
ism of nature - -  this form is classless and cannot 
be subjected to tendentious force. (Egon Engelien 
1 9 2 3  ''' 
Wie France richtig sagte, gibt es in der komplizier- 
testen Industrie keinen Vorgang, der nicht lgngst im 
Menschen-und Tierleben oder in den Pflanzen ohne 
Unterbrechung in Betrieb ware. (Fuhrinann 1 9 2 3 ) ' 2 J  

Constructivism: These artists look of the world 
through the prisma of technic ... The shortsighted 
see therein only the machine. (Arp and El Lissitzky 
1 9 2 4 )  '" 
Be quite sure you buy the book by France called 
Bios, I should very much like to make personal con- 
tact with him. We must find out his address without 
fail. When Nasci is finished, I will send him a copy 
with a dedication. (El Lissitzky 1924)"' 

Das Verstandnis fiir die ganze moderne Kunst, vom 
Irnpressionismus fiber Futurismus, Expressionismus, 
Kubismus bis zum Konstruktivismus wird durch die 
sich j e t z t  nach und nach herauskristallisierende 
Grundidee: alle Arbeit nach ihrer Funktion in der 
selbstverstandlichen organischen Form der Vollendung 
erschlossen. (Moholy-Nagy 1 9 2 5 )  "' 
Biology, psychoanalysis, relativity and entomology 
are common intellectual property: France, Einstein, 
Freud and Fabre are the saints of this latterday. 
(Meyer 1926)'32 

. . .  [Dass] das treffliche Buch von Raoul France 
'Technische Leistungen der Pflanzent ... von der 
Architekturwissenschaft der Zukunft gressere Beach- 
tung f inden wird. (Ebeling 1 9 2 6 )  "' 



ich kenne 2.B. auch das reizende kleine Buchlein von 
R. H. France 'Die Pflanze als Erfinder', in dem der 
Verfasser nachweist, dass der Mensch durch genaues 
Studium der Natur vie1 einfacher auf viele Erfind- 
ungen hatte komrnen k6nnen. (Rietzler 1927)'~~ 

Neuerdings hat man ... festgestellt, dass unsere . . .  
schonsten Apparate, Flugzeuge, Autos usw. ganz ohne 
Willen und Zutun des Ingenieurs und Technikers an 
wenig beachtete Naturformen anklingen: an die 
Gestalt von Fischen, Vbgeln, Insekten und Muscheln, 
an alle ausseren Panzer- und Krustenformen der orga-  
nischen Natur, die der fleischlichen Leiblichkeit 
des Menschen sehr fern, seiner Einfiihlung kaum zu- 
ganglich sind. ... So £and also auch das indirekte, 
abstrakte, naturferne Gestalten der beginnenden 
Stahlzeit doch noch einen Weg zur Natur zuruck, ware 
selbst ein neuer biologischer Ausdruck, der in uns 
selbst in unserer kiinstlichsten bewusstesten An- 
strengung wirkenden Natur? ... [Dlie abstrakte Ma- 
lerei die objektiv gegebenen Naturgestalt, die sie 
auf der einen Seite ausgetrieben hat, auf der ande- 
ren Seite wieder hereinzulassen scheint. Diese Kun- 
stler ehren die Natur ... sie mdchten sie am lieb- 
sten erfassen wie einem ktihnen Ingenieur des Lebens, 
der aus eigenem, keineswegs im Menschen vollendeten 
Gesetz gestaltet. (Hartlaub 1927) 

das grundgesetz: auf allen gebieten ... bemiiht man 
sich heute, reine funtionelle lbsungen technisch- 
biologischer art zu finden: ein jedes werkstiick ein- 
deutig aus den elementen aufzubauen, die zu seiner 
funktion erforderlich sind. (Moholy-Nagy 1928)"6 

eine intensitat des ausdrucks zu produzieren ... 
erf6rdert unser ganzes bios und nicht nur eine s p e z -  
ifische erkenntnisstufe. (Moholy-Nagy 1928)"' 

Technorornantik. (Kallai 1931)'" 

Raoul France's bio-technique, which we shall teach 
in the New Bauhaus, is an attempt at a new science 
which shows how natural forms and designs can be 
translated without great difficulty into human pro- 
duction .... I visited the east coast this summer and 
I was most amazed to see a little animal ... the 
horseshoe crab. This very thin prehistoric animal 
shell is constructed in such a wonderful and econ- 
omical way that we could immediately adapt it to a 
fine bakelite or other moulded plastic form. 
(Moholy-Nagy 1937) 139 



While El Lissitzky was actively seeking contact with 

France early in 1924 and he and Arp - -  as well as Mies and 
Egon Engelien - -  were countering the view that Constructivism 
was a purely technocentric phenomenon,"' by 1926 the Swiss 

International Constructivist architect Hannes Meyer was list- 

ing France with some of the great figures of the early 20th- 

century mytho-scientific imagination. The following year, in 

his retrospective musings on Constructivism, Gustav Hartlaub, 

curator of the "Neue SachlichkeitI1 show, was among the f i r s t  

critics to articulate a recognition of the way in which 

ltnaturel1 w a s  "allowed back" into abstract art. Kallai, who 

already in his Constructivist writings modelled the nature/ 

technology split as a dialectic rather than as an either/or 

choice, eventually came to analyze Constructivism itself from 

a biocentric position, refering - -  as we have seen in Chapter 
One - -  to a "constructiveH or Vechnoid drive" when referring 

yto the art which expressed, as he put it, "the profane Trin- 

i t y  rationalism-materialism-~tilitarianism.~~"' 

Evident in Moholyt s Ma1 erei, Photographie, Film of 1 9 2  5, 

France's influence was determinant by 1929 when Moholy's peda- 

gogical treatise, Von Material zu Archi tektur, appeared. 

Though the recognition of France's importance was implicit or 

explicit in these texts of the 20s, it was not until the late 

80s that - -  in a footnote - -  the Swiss architectural historian 
Stanislaus von Moos would write that France was "probably the 

most important inspiration for most European avant-garde 

artists and architects intrigued by the analogies of natural 

and technical form. 1g'42 

a. Hausmannts Anarcnist Biocentrism 

Die Natur ist eine sch6ne Sache ... aber ... in die- 
sem Deutschland gibt ... es nur eine ... Natur, eine 
dicke Natur, eine Bertha-Natur - -  die biirgerliche 
Gesellschaft. Kein Klassenkampf, kein Kommunisrnus, 
nichts --nur eine reine, unerhdrt stark Btirgernatur. 
(Hausmann , "Manifest der Naturl1 192 1) 



Warum wachst und gedeiht ein Lindenblatt? Weil es 
die Idee des Lindenblatts gibt. ... Welche Klassen- 
kampf spielen sich ab im Chlorophyll, von dem und 
von denen wir nichts ahnen - -  und ... ist denn die 
Gothik oder der rnoderne Tiefbau nicht sich und dem 
Lindenblatt ahnlich? (Hausmann c. 1922) 

Shortly after the publication of France's chapter in Das 

Kunstblatt, Hausmann's and Viking Eggelingls "Zweite Prasen- 

istische DeklarationM appeared in Ma? This was a critique 

of mechanistic Constructivism - -  of the engineer as a model 
for the artist - -  and of a Communist conception of 
Constructivism as a way of producing art for the proletariat. 

Hausmann and Eggeling declared instead, "Unser Aufgabe ist es, 

im Sinne einer universalen Verbindlichkeit an den physika- 

lischen und physiologischen Problemen der Natur und des Men- 

schen zu arbeitentN an attempt at a biocentric reorientation 

of International Constructivist activity based on Ernst Mar- 

cus' radical, ontological version of Empiriocritical epistem- 
01ogy."~ Such was the suggestive strength of Hausmann's 

personality that he in turn interested those artists around 
him - -  Arp, Puni, Moholy-Nagy, Peri, Kemeny - -  concerned with 
the cosmic positioning of humanity, in an ~elernental~ 

Constructivism which took the life-force and other cosmic 

forces into account in their work. 

While advocating an anti-mechanistic Constructivism, as 

discussed in Chapter Two, Hausmann was the only one of his 

fellows to note the totalizing political implications of 

France's biologism, that France "sich fiir einen Fuhrer und 

Lehrer der Menschen in einem menschlichen Sinne ausgibt oder 

vielleicht wirklich halt." Hausmann, whom we have seen had 

been interested in Haeckelian Monism and Kropotkinian Anarch- 

ism, launched an Anarchist attack on France and his book Die 

Kultur von Morgen in July of 1923 from within the biocentric 

discourse, in the Activist journal Die ~ktion.'~~ He correct- 

ly saw that France's philosophy was inherently conservative 

politically, that if any system - -  for example the extant 



NbourgeoisM Capitalist order which Hausmann hated - -  could be 
labelled as being nin harmonyH as an ecosystem, then the 

upsetting of that harmony was to be avoided.'" Hausmann, a 

fierce critic of mechanistic Newtonian scierxe, summarized his 

attack on France with the worst accusation he could level, 

"Kurz: France 'vermenschlicht' die Gesetze der Welt und des 

Lebens etwa so, wie die gesamte Wissenschaft dies auch tat." 

In this article and in his next publication in Die Aktion, 

Hausmann attacked Spengler and Nietzsche, and characterized 

Hitler as "nur ein nebensachlicher Faktorn beside figures such 

as France who represents the 

humanistisch-wissenscha£tliche ... Seite des Nation- 
alsozialismus .... France als Khung-Tseu- und Schop- 
enhauer-'Vollender' [and the Nietzschean-Christian 
pop-philosopher L. C. Hausser] sind in der Tat 
nichts anderes als die sich selbst fGr Genies, ffir 
Gipfel erklarenden Durchschnittsbbrger, die ... 
zuviel und zu wenig wissen, um sich nicht zwanqlsau- 
fig als Fiihrer . . .  zu ftihlen und auszubieten . . .  
Volkskaiser zu werden. ''' 

But in a typically Anarchist mode, he also lashed out at Karl 

Radek and his German Socialists, as well as at the entire 

Moscow leadership of the wrussische Zentralismus," including 

Trotsky, and presumably Lenin, for their statism. Of 

course, France - -  like Hausmann - -  did not regard the extant 
social system as harmonious. Except France called for a 

revival of the Itorganic" German culture of the past, which he 

saw as a "racially pureN "Gothicu culture of the tlforestH 

instead of the current order - -  needless to say, not the 
alternative Hausrnann had in mind, but - -  from our perspective 
- -  an early version of the state Hitler attempted to build 
after 1933. While Hausmann was incorrect about Hitler being a 

marginal figure next to France, he did foresee France's later 

association with the National Socialists. In a subversive and 

critical gesture, in July of 1923 - -  around the time France's 
book Plasrnatik appeared - -  Hausmann published his "simulta- 
neous poemM lThaoplasmalf in M e n .  15' 



It was an interesting twist, however, that in uAusblick,~ 

published in the third issue of G in 1924, Hausmann criticized 

France (though without naming him directly) for not going far 

enough in his biocentrism, that is, for not extending the 

Bioconose concept to the cosmic realm, as did Hans Hdrbiger in 

his ~elteislehre.'" Ironically it was Herbigerrs highly 

speculative astro-physical Welteislehre which the Nazis - -  
particularly Hitler - -  later favoured over any aspect of 
Francet s objektive Philosophie. Hausmann also renewed his 

call for a revolutionary interpretation of biocentric thinking 

in MAusblick,M over France's socially conservative views, 

seeing Hdrbiger's theory as a means to effect such an activist 
biocentrism: 

Wir miissen nicht zur Harmonie mit unserer Gesamtsi- 
tuation kommen, wir miissen zurn Organgedanken vor- 
stossen. Wir kijnnen und miissen die Biozdnose um- 
forrnen wenn wir das organische Denken und die daraus 
entspringende Tat und Tatsachlichkeit ernstlich in 
das Mileu, in das Gesamtmiterlebensgebiet hinein- 
tragen oder besser aus ihm herausarbeiten. Dies 
erfordert organische Arbeit. Einer der Wege hierzu 
ist die Welteislehre H. HBrbiger. '5' 

Despite the ironies of Hausmann's adherence to H6rbigerts 

Welteislehre, he was the only one of the biocentric avant- 

gardists to engage in a political critique of France's posi- 

tion. And it is notable that none of the France-fans, includ- 

ing Hausrnannls friend Moholy-Nagy, listened to him in this 

respect . 

b. G and Mies 

Mies van der Rohe occupied a position on the opposite end 
of the political spectrum of Biocentrism from Hausmann. As we 

have seen, the first issue of G appeared in July 1923. Fran- 

c e ' s  name is not mentioned on its pages, which is not sur- 

prising given that - -  since Graeff had attended van Doesburg's 
de Stijl seminar in Weimar the previous year - -  the magazine 
was produced under the direct influence of the "anti-naturalM 



D~tchman.'~' Still, Hausrnamts critique employing Francean 

terminology in ~Ausblicku is not the only evidence of aware- 

ness of France's writing in G. Statements such as Graeffts 

"Die Form sol1 nie Ziel sein, sondern ist sozusagen Neben- 

erscheinung an dem nach Maasgabe der Funktionen vor allern,I1 

are close to France's sentences published in Das Kunstblatt 

earlier that year, and were, in any case, of a functionalist- 

determinist nature not typical of van Doesburg. Even the other 

Weimar "De Stijl CourseI1 alumnus Egon Engelien was writing of 

the Urform and of the "organicism of natureu in his Interna- 

tional Constructivist text of 1923 published in Ma and misat- 

tributed to Moh~ly-Naqy.'~~ Mies van der Rohets article in 

the September 1923 issue of G was similarly informed by Fran- 

ce' s thought : "Wir kennen kein Form- , sondern nur Bauprobleme . 
Die Form ist nicht das Ziel, sondern das Resultat unserex 

Arbeit. Es gibt keine Form an sich. Das wirklich Formvolle ist 

bedingt, mit der Aufgabe verwachsen, ja der elementarste 

Ausdruck ihrer Lds~ng.~~'~' Statements Mies made in a letter 

written that same month express the same as did 

a letter to Walter Rietzler, founding editor of the Werkbundts 

postwar, organicist journal Die Form [Berlin 1922 - 19 3 3 1 , 
concerning the journal's title: I1Geben sie dem Blatt einen 

anderen Titel ... Liegt in dem Titel 'Die Form' nicht ein 

allzugrosser Anspruch? . . .  Verpflichtet er nicht in einer 
falschen Richtung? . . . 1st die Form wirklich ein Ziel? 1st s ie  
nicht vielmehr das Ergebnis eines Gestaltungsprozesses? 1st 

nicht der Prozess das ~esentliche?~'~~ Mies may first have 

encountered France's thought through Karl Ernst Osthausf 

I1biosophicaln employee Ernst Fuhrmann, who though - -  like 
Hausmann - -  was an Anarchist biocentric, was along with Paul 
Westheim among the first to recognize the potential importance 
of France's concept of ~iotechnik.'~' The full effect that 

Mies' reading of France had on his work is as yet unknown, but 

as Fritz Neumeyer points out, it was probably strong. While 

France was not the first to enunciate this functionalist view, 



Mies' texts are so close to France's that there is little 

doubt that the Kunstblatt excerpt inspired Mies in his writ- 

ings of the summer of 1923? In any case, France's state- 

ments are a likelier source for Miesr functionalism than those 

Otto Wagner "made several decades earlieru and "known in 

prewar Werkbund circlesN which Mies was not part oLL6' 

Indeed, Mies was a typical biocentric and a committed 

follower of France? We have seen in Chapter Two that he 

had a standing order at Nierendorf's bookstore for France's 

books and that he amassed over forty of them. Miesl library is 

so rich in related literature that I have used it as an ersatz 

canon, a guide in my work on interwar biocentrism. The under- 

lining of his copy of Die Kul t u r  von Morgen, France's book 

which so outraged Hausmann, is an indication of Miest adher- 

ence to a more conservative, indeed, from a Leftist perspec- 

tive, politically reactionary biologistic biocentrism. And 

Mies' interest in France was not a mere enthusiasm. Not only 

did he teach France's Objektive Philosophie while he was 

director of the Bauhaus, he continued to collect France's 

books and teach him in Chicago while he was at the Illinois 

Institute of Techn01ogy.l~~ Significantly, during the early 

to mid-20s Mies was closely allied with Hugo HSring, the 

prominent filorganicu architect. In fact it was out of Miest 

studio that the two organized the "Ring," the cradle of German 

functionalist, that is sachlich architecture, in 1924.'~' 

C. Lissitzkyts "NasciI1 

The relationship between Francet s ideas and Mies work is 

suggested visually in a layout in WascitU the special issue 

of Kurt Schwitterst journal Merz, which appeared in July of 

1924 and was edited by El ~issitzky.'~~ Wig. 4-18) In this 

naturamorphic analogical spread, Miesr proposal for a tower on 

the Friedrichstrasse in Berlin is juxtaposed to a drawing of a 
human femur based on a photograph reproduced in France's books 

Bios and Die technischen Leistunqen der Pflanzen. "' (Figs. 



4-19, 4-20) El Lissitzky set to reading France in 1923, prob- 

ably after the appearance of the Kunstblatt excerpt, graduat- 
ing from Die Pflanze als Erfinder to France's 1921 two-volume 

magnum opus Bios, die Gesetze d e r  we1 t .I6' Lissitzky was so 

taken by Bios that he accepted Schwitters' proposal to edit a 

special issue of M e n ,  and decided to devote it to ideas 

suggested by his reading of France. Schwitters - -  whose bio- 
centrism is another topic awaiting fuller treatment - -  was 
eager to cooperate with Lissitzky on a project devoted to the 

topic of nature.'69 As Peter Nisbet points out, t t  [Nasci] 

reveals one of the strongest affinities between Schwitters and 

Lissitzky, their deep devotion to nature understood as the 

creative forces of organic growth and ev~lution.~"" Accord - 

ingly Lissitzky named the special issue WascitH Latin for 

"becomingM or "corning into being.I1 Lissitzkyts conception of 

Mbecorningll is not a simple Bergsonian one. It represents, 

rather, Lissitzkyt s realization that 

Modern art, following a completely intuitive and 
obvious course, has reached the same results as 
modern science. Like science, it has reduced form to 
its basic elements, in order to reconstruct it acc- 
ording to the universal laws of nature. . .  EVERY FORM 
IS THE FROZEN INSTANTANEOUS PICTURE OF A PROCESS. 
THUS A WORK IS A STOPPING-PLACE ON THE ROAD OF BECO- 
MING AND NOT THE FIXED GOAL. ''I 

This is a psychobiological epistemology characteristic of 
biocentrism, which holds that regardless of the system of 

cognition, intuition or systematic research used to attain it, 

knowledge is based in the deep structure of nature. In Chapter 

Five we will see that Kallai reiterates it in his Bioromantik 
theory. Lissitzky's psychobiology is related to France's 

psychovitalist epistemology and by quoting France from Die 

Pflanze a l s  Erfinder (in capitals), Lissitzky not only ack- 

nowledges his debt to the scientist, he also underlines his 
adherence to France's functionalist-vitalist theory of 

form.''2 When Lissitzky then writes that "The machine has not 

separated us from nature; through it we have discovered a new 



nature never before s~rmised,~ he refers not only to France's 

organicist theory of technology but also to the types of 

images using advanced technological means he saw in Wendingen. 

As Elderfield writes: 

What is striking about ItNascin . . .  is the way in 
which these [organicist] propositions are combined 
and linked to machine-age themes to provide what is 
best described as an organicist vision of Elementar- 
ist theory. Modern art is compatible with modern 
science, not because it adopts technological prin- 
ciples, but because the principles common to both 
art and machine construction are "naturalu ones.173 

tlNasciu was Lissitzky's manifesto of biocentric Constructiv- 

ism. Rather than comparing art to machines, as the Purists, 

and after them Moholy and Lajos Kassak did in Buch neuer 

Kunstler, Lissitzky compared a work by Schwitters to an aerial 

view of a landscape and a photograph of a plant. In another 

spread Lissitzky borrowed France's theory of Grundformen, and 

he included a photograph of a crystal, one of these forms, 

comparing it to his own sheet from the Kestnemappe.  (Figs. 4 -  

France's emphasis on the spiral Grundform as the most 

efficient means of moving through space also had its resonance 

in Lissitzkyts thinking soon after he encountered it. In an 

article which appeared in the September 1923 issue of G, 

Lissitzky identified the screw and propeller as the technol- 

ogies which - -  following the foot and the wheel - -  would usher 
in a new age of personal flight. In llNasci, " under an 
illustration of Tatlints spiral-shaped "Monument to the Third 

InternationaltU Lissitzky identified the spiral as the form 

which constitutes the best expression of our time and at once 

hinted at his awareness of Tatlints own organicism. When 

discussing the as-yet-unrealized transition of the production 

of art conceived on the basis of three-dimensional space to 

art produced with four-dimensional space in mind in his 
article "K. und Pangeometrie," Lissitzky chose one of Polak's 
radiographs of a nautilus shell as an illustration of what the 



coming four-dimensional art might re~ernble.''~ (Fig. 4-13) 

Not surprisingly, of the contemporary International Construct- 

ivists only El Lissitzky designed a cover for Wendingen, the 

journal's other covers of the time being carried out in a late 

Expressionist, decorative style. 

"NasciU is not merely Lissitzkyts manifesto of biocentric 

Constructivism, however. It is the most forcefully articulated 

document of the biocentric Constructivist discourse. What is 

more, Lissitzky was eager for France's approval of his work. 

As we have seen, while working on NNasci,H Lissitzky expressed 

a desire to meet France, and he intended to send the scientist 

a copy. While I do not know whether France received it "Nasci" 
* 7 7  

did impress avant-gardists with organicist tendencies.- 

d. Hannes Meyer and Switzerland 

After Lissitzky had begun the production of Vfasci," he 

fell ill with the tuberculosis already in his body, and in 

early February 1924 he had to go to Switzerland to seek medi- 

cal treatment. While there, he cooperated with Arp on the 

production of the anthology Die Kunstismen which, as noted 

above, reflected the two artistst nature-centric view of 

Constructivism. While in Switzerland, Lissitzky also inspired 

the production of the first issue of the Swiss-German avant- 

garde architectural and planning journal largely modeled on G 

- -  ABC. ABC was produced by a circle of young Swiss-German 

architects including Alfred Roth, Hans Schmidt, Hans Wittwer, 

and Wittwerts partner Hannes Meyer, as well as the Dutchman 

then working in Zurich, Mart Starn.'78 Accordingly, ABC and 

Swiss architectural thinking in general began to show the 

effects of Lissitzky's infatuation with France. 

In !'Element und Erfindung," Lissitzky's article for the 

inaugural issue - -  written in Locarno in February and March - -  
he reiterated some of his Francean concepts. Thus, it was a 

shortlist of Francer s Grundformen, llKubus, Konus und Kugel , " 
rather than Le Corbusier's Platonic bodies, or Cezannets 



"Kubust Konus und Zylinderl@ recently invoked by Westheim in 

his articles, which were promoted by Lissitzky as the most 

important forms of Gestaltung. The anti-mechanist theme was 

reinforced by the statement that "Die neue Gestaltung muss die 

alte Maschine iiberwinden," and Lissitzkyts Francean function- 

alist position was reiterated in ones such as "So entsteht die 

Form als Resultat der Aufgabe" and "Wir kennen keine Form an 

und fur sich." In the last paragraph Lissitzky invokes both 

the B i o s  and Biotechnik: "Die Technik hat unter dem Hochdruck 

des sich umbildenden Lebens den Weg der Element-Erfindung 

eingeschlage r,.... Die Erfindung ist die biomechanisckre Kraft, 

die alles zur ~berwindung der Hindernisse auf ihrem Wege nach 

Vorwarts antreibt. u'79 

In the following issue of ABC, the naturamorphic anal- 

ogies Lissitzky included in WasciH inspired the journal's 

editor, Alfred Roth' s ltGestalten-Formt which included a 

photograph of dandelions accompanied by a Francean functional- 

ist-determinist text. Roth also published an organicist lec- 

ture given in Paris by Roland Holstt who had co-produced the 

ltSchelpennummer~ of wendingen. Rothr s analogy was ref erred 

to in Xart Stamts series Wodernes Bauentu an organicist 

architectural design theory in which - -  reiterating the Fran- 
cean theme treated by Lissitzky in "Nasciw - -  Stam defined the 
process of design psychobiologically as the p conscious^ ver- 

sion of the same functionalist process which occurs "uncon- 

scious1yt1 in nature: "Die moderne Kunst wird sich der Elemente 

der Natur bewusst bedienen, sie wird also nicht gegen die 

Natur handelntIt and "Der Wuchs von Pflanze und Tier zeigt uns 

die ausserste 6konomie der Material~erwendung.~~'~' 

In an issue of ABC guest-edited by Hannes Meyer, and 

devoted to avant-garde art, Moholy-Nagyfs article I1Ismus oder 

Kunst?" clarified his Francean-biocentric theory of artistic 

creativity: "Die Ismen sind Anstrengungen zur Themindung der 

traditionellen Bilderform. Sie sind Wegbereiter zu einer rein 

funktionellen Gestaltung, deren elementare Ausdrucksmittel den 



durch unseren Organismus bedingten, in uns latenten Spannungs- 

beziehungen entsprechen." Just as Lissitzky had declared his 

art to be a "limb of natureu in "Nasci," the excerpts from a 

letter Lissitzky sent from Russia published in this same issue 

of ABC discussed the "elementary plasticH components of his 

PROUN art as equivalent to the elements of nat~re.'~As 

demonstrated by this issue he edited, Meyer was interested in 

questions of organicism in art and architecture. 

Indeed, as much as, and perhaps to an even greater extent 

than Mies, Hannes Meyer has been misrepresented in the litera- 

ture. Like others who participated in the biocentric Construc- 

tivist discourse, Meyer was a committed Leftist and an ardent 

functionalist and rationalist, and like some of the others, he 

was a b i o l o g i s t i c  functionalist, and a proponent of France's 
biotechnics with a keen interest in psychology and the natural 

sciences. To my knowledge, the only historian to note this 

is Stefan Kraus, who writes that Wannes Meyer ist der Archi- 

tekt am Bauhaus, der die soziale Frage des Wohnens mit biolo- 

gischen, psychologischen und Bkologischen ~berlegungen und der 

Utopie einer sozialistischen Gesellschaft ~erband.~~:~' That 

it was through Lissitzky and his work in Switzerland that 

Meyer came to know France's work is likely given that, accord- 

ing to K. Michael Eays, El Lissitzky and Le Corbusier affected 

Meyer's development the most.'" 

Not surprisingly, Meyer had roots in the Reformbewegung. 

He was, e . g . ,  heavily influenced by the English town planning 

tradition, especially the Garden City movement, which he had 

encountered while on an extended stay in England in 1912- 
13 1d" That the origins of Meyer's biocentrism are to be 

iocated in his English experience is indicated by a former 
student who remembers that Meyer assigned as reading not only 

the writings of Lewis Mumford, but of Mumford's mentor, the 

Scottish biocentric-Anarchist theorist of an organic approach 
to understanding cities, Patrick Geddes, who also exercised an 

influence on Haring at the time?' A tangible result of Mey- 



errs interest in the Garden City was the realization of his 

plan for the cooperative housing estate "Freidorf" near Base1 

in 1 9 1 9  -21, a project related to Hellerau, centre of the 

Reformbewegung, as much is it was to the English examp- 

les.:'' In the mid-twenties Meyer went through an Interna- 

tional Constructivist phase, producing not only orthogonal- 

minimalist-style nfunctionalistn building designs, but also 

geometrical-abstract graphic art and  photograph^.'^' The 
central document of this period is the manifesto "Die neue 

We1 t l 1  of 1926. ' 9 0  Though characterized by an unbridled opti - 
mism in a technologized Socialist utopian future as well as a 

declared anti-aesthetic, Mfunctionalist" approach to design - -  
while practicing the geometrical-abstract aesthetic typical of 

International Constructivism - -  this text is also marked by 
the fascination with nature, biology and biological processes, 

and the biological determinism, characteristic of other bio- 

centric Constructivists influenced by France. "' Indeed, 
Meyer was so enamoured with France's thought, that, as we have 

seen at the start of this segment, he placed France first on a 

shortlist of "latterday saintsw which, besides France, 

included only Einstein, Freud and the famous French entomol- 

ogist Henri Fabre.Ig2 While it is unclear whether these sci- 
entists would have appreciated the Mormon metaphor, as shall 

be discussed in Chapter Five, when Meyer assumed the director- 

ship of the Bauhaus in 1928, he promoted various biocentric 

views, including those of Ludwig Klages. 

e. Ebeling and the Bauhaus 

I have suggested that the Glass Chain architects prog- 

ressed from a biomorphic expression of their biocentrism 

during the teens to an orthogonal Modernist one in the "Ring" 

after Mies encountered the writings of France. I have also 

shown how Swiss-German architectural thinking was affected by 

France through Lissitzkyfs transmission of his ideas. As in 

the case of the "Ringfll at the Bauhaus, France's influence was 



direct. while we do not know e x a c t l y  when Moholy-Nagy began 

teaching France's concepts of Biotechnik and the seven techni- 

schen G r u n d f o m e n  in his Grundlehre at the Bauhaus, we do know 

from his pedagogical treatise Von Ma texial zu Archi tektur, 

that he taught them there between 1923 and 1928.1g3 For his 

part, Gropius continued to make organic-functionalist state- 

ments during the mid-twenties. In llBauhaus-Dessau - -  Prin- 

ciples of Bauhaus ProductionI1 of 1926, for example, Gropius 

V-esolutely affirmsfl Itthe living environment of machines and 

vehiclesH and calls for "the organic design of things based on 

their own present-day laws" - -  a typically Francean organici- 
zation of the te~hnical.'~' Moholy-Nagy, meanwhile, expres- 

sed a biologistic view of the experience of space in bauhaus, 

the school's journal, of which he was the editor: like all 
sensory experience, for Moholy I1raumerlebnis ist kein privileg 

begabter menschen, sondern biologische f~nktion."'~~ 

Siegfried Ebeling entered the Bauhaus as a student in 

1924 remaining - -  off and on - -  until late 1926, and it might 
well have been in Moholyls introductory class that he encoun- 

tered France's  writing^."^ While Ebelingls prediction con- 

cerning France1 s Die technischen L e i s t u n g e n  der Pf lanzen 

quoted above did not come to pass, it does indicate the 

fashion for France's ideas at the school. Ebeling's reforrnu- 

lation of Le Corbusierls dictum that "the house is a machine 

for living inH as ttHausorganismus,~t may well have inspired 

Gropius to write that "das wohnhaus ist ein betriebstechni- 

scher organismus, dessen einheit sich aus vielen einzelfun- 

ktionen organisch zusammensetzt . 1t197 
Like many in the Reformbewegung, Ebeling was interested 

in the rhythms of nature. In fact though he had studied phil- 

osophy, theology, art history and archaeology early on - -  like 
others concerned with the expression of such rhythms in their 

lives (Raoul Hausrnann for example) - -  he was a dancer, and he 
wrote on both dance and architecture during his careedg8 

Two of his sources in this connection would have been the 



discipline of Eurythmics, which he would have encountered 

through his interest in Anthroposophy, and Ludwig Klages, 

whose writings on the fundamental pendulations of nature were 

well-known in Weimar Germany, and are reflected in Ebeling's 

statement that "es ist alles nur rythmischer Antagonismus 

gleichgeordneter Prinzipien, die in der 'Natur' als solcher 

begriindet s ind. f l L 9 9  Wulf Herzogenrath detects the influence 

of I tten' s protegee, the Weimar Bauhaus l~Harmonisierungsiibung" 

instructor Gertrud Grunow, on Ebelingfs ideas.200 After the 

Bauhaus Ebeling headed for Dornach, Anthroposophy's headquar- 

ters, and he worked with the Swiss-based Austro-Hungarian 

modern dance pioneer Rudolf von Laban in Berlin. Ebeling's 
biocentrism is evident from a 1927 article on dance that 

discusses the "Totalitat des Organischen Lebens die uns noch 

mit Tier und Pflanze aufs Engste verbindet.~~~~' 

As Herzogenrath has observed, Ebeling's awareness of the 

architecture of the Glass Chain is suggested by llKosmologe 

Raumzellen," the article he published at the Bauhaus in the 

November 1924 issue of Junge Menschen, in which he speculated 

on the manner in which an awareness of the forces of the 

cosmos could be integrated into architectural practice. Ebe- 

ling continued to develop these utopian architectural views 

after encountering the biocentrisn of France. The result of 

this synthesis was Der Raum als Membran, an architectural 

theory with vitalmystisch overtones published at the end of 

1926, just before Ebeling left the Bauhaus for good.202 Der 

Raum als Membran articulates Ebeling's Francean ecological 

view of architecture as a practice which should take into 

consideration the ecosystem of which the structure is a part. 

Buildings should be made to interact with, rather than 

exclude, their environments; their envelopes should be treated 

as ~mernbranesIw that like our skins, act not only as barriers, 

but also as transmitters. Ebeling recognized the architectural 

projects of the Glass Chain as his precursors in this book. 
His description of the change in style from that of the Glass 



Chain to his own implies his awareness of a unity of purpose 

behind both. '03 In his review of Der R a m  als Membran, Bruno 

Taut noted that in contrast to the Vrystallinefl architecture 

of the Gldserne Kette, Ebeling describes his as a "biological 

architecturettl and Taut implicitly agreed with Ebeling that 

though differing in style, both are performed within a context 

of an awareness of our unity with nature.204 Not surprising- 

ly, Ebeling's llbiological architecturet1 has been recognized as 

a forrunner of today's 

Just as in Lissitzky's 

erst work with a plant, 

Archi tektur, "das neue 
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ecological architectural practice.'05 

spread in "NasciN juxtaposing Schwitt- 

for Ebeling's Francean biologische 

Ursymbol ... wird die lebende Pflan- 

f. The Analogous Projects of Moholy-Nagy and France 

The biological pure and simple taken as the guide. 
(Moholy-Nagy 1928) 207 

Though I am not certain he attended them, it might well 

nave been in one of Moholy-Nagyfs classes - -  or from one of 
Moholy's students - -  that Ebeling learned of France's Die 
technischen Leistungen der Pflanze. I presume this, for it is 

in this book that France began to articulate his concepts of 

Biotechnik and the Grundformen, aspects of France's thought 

which Moholy-Nagy taught at the Bauhaus. Thus, in Von Material 
zu Architektur, Moholy's book based on his Bauhaus teaching, 

he discussed France's Biotechnik and quoted Die Pflanze als 

Erfinder extensively on form and function in the natural 

world. He also discussed the Grundfomen, and in the second 

American edition published as The New Vision in 1938, he 

depicted them.2o8 (Fig. 4-23) In addition, in these and in 

his final book, Vision in Motion, Moholy quoted from France's 

1921 compendium of biocentric philosophy, Bios: Die Gesetze 
der We1 t, and he continued to teach Francet s concepts in 

chicago. 2 0 9  Because he does not say so, and because Von 

Material zu Architektur only appeared after Moholy's departure 



from the Bauhaus in 1928, we do not know exactly when he began 

to i~corporate France's idea into his curriculum. Given his 

friendship with Hausmann, Mies and Lissitzky before he was 

called to the Bauhaus early in 1923 when the excerpt from Die 

Pflanze als Erfinder appeared in Das Kunstblatt (a journal 

they all read), it seems safe to assume that he studied it 

just as the other members of his circle did. Were this the 

case, then he might have included France's Biotechnik as well 

2s the Grundfomen-concept in his teaching when he first began 

holding the Vorkurs in 1923."' In any case, by early 1925 

Moholy described the Vorkurs curriculum in biocentric terms, 

invoking von Uexkfillian, Marcusian-Hausmannian and Francean 

themes and terms such as Umwel t, Grundelement, perceptual 

education, function and form: 

d i e  Grundlehre . . .  vermittelt [dem Student] die 
Grundelemente eines vielseitigen Wissens. Ihre Ein- 
stellung zux Umwelt wird geklart, d i e  oft abgestump- 
fte Sinnestatigkeit geweckt, gescharft und ihre 
Verwendung unter die Kontrolle der eigenen Person- 
lichkeit gestellt. Lehre der Naturbetrachtung, der 
Farbe, Flachen, Form, des Materials, der Funktion, 
der Proportion, des Raumes wird vermittelt . 2'' 

The ideas expressed in the Kunstblatt excerpt are certainly 

discernable in Moholyts first book, Malerei, Photographie, 

Film, the manuscript for which - -  just as Lissitzkyts "Nasci" 
- -  was ready by the summer of 1924."' 

When Moholy arrived in Weimar, France was in town working 

on Plasmatik, a book in which the scientist conceived of all 
organic matter as part of a kind of superorganism which he 

termed Plasma, and in the introduction to which - -  as we have 
seen in Chapter Three - -  he made a direct reference to the 
Bauhaus. Remember also that the Frances spent an evening with 

Gropius that summer of 1923, and they visited the Bauhausaus- 

stellung, the organization of which Moholy was hired to 

coordinate. While I have found no evidence of a meeting 

between France and Moholy, it is plausible that either France 

- -  who would have heard of the controversial hiring of his 



compatriot at the Bauhaus - -  or Moholy - -  who might have got 
wind of the presence of the famous scientist in a town as 

small as W e i m a r  - -  would have tried to secure 

Whether or not Moholy and Prance actually met, there is 

no doubt that Moholy was familiar with France's thought by the 

time he wrote Malerei, Photographie, Film - -  his manifesto of 
the New Vision - -  in 1923-24.21" I  we also take into con- 

sideration Laszlo and Lucia Moholy-Nagy's background in the 

Freideu tsche Jugend, the Pddagogische Refornbewegung, and 

Berlin's International Constructivist circle, then like llNas- 

ci," Malerei Photographie Film was constituted within the 

biocentric Constructivist discourse. Unlike in Von Material zu 

Architektur, Moholy does not refer to France directly in this 

book. But Lissitzky barely does so in "NasciN and the evidence 

for Moholy's awareness of France is contained in both its text 

and layout. 

Ma1 erei, Photographie, Film has typically been regarded 

as a utilitarian call to exploit the formal qualities con- 

tained in photographic images of all kinds, those produced by 

regular cameras and those inherent to the full range of what 

Harry Robin has referred to as the products of scientific 

"self-imaging," such as microscopic, telescopic and x-ray 

photography and film. 2'5 As Moholy-Nagy wrote, "The photo - 

graphic apparatus has provided us with surprising possibil- 

ities which we are only now beginning to evaluate. These 

optical surprises latent in photographic procedure, become 

available to us very often through objective %on-artistic' 

pictures taken by scientists, ethnographers, etc. 'l2I6 This 

has been seen as the essence of Moholy's Neues Sehen, his New 

Vision. Molly Nesbit's acalysis is typical. She writes that 

"nature for [Moholy-Nagy] was simply a raw material for art 

and industry alike, a material to be seen with a camera, 
worked on and converted to the new  isi ion."^" Even Eleanor 
Hiqht, whose recent book on Moholy's photography rightly 

attempts to counter the view that Moholy was a mere formalist, 



interprets the contents of this book in a similar fashion: 

For Moholy, the scientific photographs pointed to a 
new way of seeing the world and, in the process, 
evoked a sense of amazement about hitherto unseen 
aspects of it. However, this new seeing for Moholy 
is something very visual, formal, and abstract .... 
In equating the three types of image - -  photograph, 
photogram and painting - -  he seemed to be suggesting 
that the relationship of light and dark £oms float- 
ing in an infinite space is more important than the 
obj ect pictured.'I8 

As we have seen, Nesbit's view on Moholy's relations to nature 

is incorrect. While Nesbit's and Hight's reading of the New 

Vision as promoting the creative exploitation of formal possi- 

bilities inherent in the camera is correct, it is incomplete. 

Though the captions of the book's extensive illustrations do, 

by and large, comment on the visual values of these images, 

commentators on this book have not only overlooked the visual 

rhetoric inherent to the juxtaposition of natural and artistic 

forms in the context of mid-1920s Germany, but also the fact 

that Moholy-Nagy saw these values as first and foremost " m e -  

ative elements which are rooted in biological laws," and only 

secondarily as forms which "can also be mobilised as construc- 

tional and compositional auxiliaries."219 Even when writing 

about the fundamental aesthetic components of colour and 

F a k t u r ,  Moholyts rhetoric is biologistic: '#The biological 

functions of colour, its psycho-physical effects, have as yet 

scarcely been examined. One thing, however, is certain: it is 

an elementary biological necessity for human beings to absorb 

colour, to extract colour. 11220 AS a consequence of what Haus 

s e e s  as Moholy's VailureI1 to distinguish between natural and 

human causes of Faktur, "he naturalizedt the entire category 

of material work and divested it of all social attachrn- 
ent. N 2 2 1  Surely Moholy's treatment of basic visual values 

cannot be described adequately with the term "forma-list." But 

even more, Moholyts obsession with novel viewpoints and visual 

qualities was part of his effort to I1educatef' vision, to take 

vision ar,d other sensory experiences to their biological 



limits. In this regard his major inspiration was Raoul Haus- 

mannfs Ernst Marcus-inspired psychobiological attempt to 

effect a radical biocentric reform of sensory experience, put 

forward in a number of publications of the early 1920s. AS 

Hausmann wrote in an unpublished text of 1921 - -  around the 
time that he, Arp, Moholy and Puni were formulating their 

Wlementarist ManifestoM: "Die tote Mechanik unseres durch 

Newton bestirnmten Sehens ist nicht Sehen, ist nich Wahrnehmen 

- -  sie ist nur Trennung der lebendig-dynamischen Erscheinung 
in lauter rubrizierte Klassen, Kategorien und Begriffe." But 

while Wausmannfs conclusion from this - -  based on an old- 
fashioned view of photography as mere MWahrnehmungN - -  was 
Wein, wir sind nicht und wir wollen nicht sein: die Photoq- 

raphen!," Moholy decided soon after this text was formulated 

to employ photography precisely as the principle means to 

effect a revolution of vision in Hausrnannfs biocentric 

sense. '" 
Moholy is in fact surprisingly frank when it comes to his 

biocentric view of art in this Indeed it is hard to 

make sense of the book's introductory essay without the con- 

text of contemporary biocentrism, particularly of France's 

biologistic conception of the Bios as consisting of nested 

hierarchies of Biocbnose, or ecosystems in or on their way to 
states of dynamic equilibri~m.~~"ile France writes, 'Es 

liegt also in Wesen des Biologischen, dass jedes Erlebnis und 

die Summe aller Erlebnisse: der Bios, als ein Ganzheitskomplex 

erscheint, der aus Teilen besteht, die einander irgendwie 

zugeordnet sind, "225 Moholy refers to the Itrootedness [of a 

work of art] in the life of a collective entity," and he holds 

that "'Artf comes into being when expression is at its opti- 

mum, i . e .  when at its highest intensity it is rooted in bio- 

logical law, purposeful, unambiguous, pure.1t226 As France 

promoted the integrated harmony of nature as a socio-cultural 
model, Moholy decried the overspecialization of knowledge, and 

called for, as Irene-Charlotte Lusk put it, "mit Hilfe der 



Kunst eine Harmonie des gest6rten biologischen Gleichgewichts, 

einen Ausgleich der Gegensdtze zu s~haffen.~~~~' He saw the 

balance of the abstract components of his artworks as aids to 

achieving balance in social B i o c d n o ~ e . ~ ~ ~  Moholy's biologism 

was important enough for him to plan a book by a certain 

Martin Schaffer on the topic of  constructive biologyH when 

first undertook the Bauhausbccher project in 1923 - -  a plan 
that was supposed to have been nearly realized in 1924, and 

was still forecast shortly before Moholy left t h e  Bauhaus in 

1927. The very term konstruktive Biologie is suggestive of 

both Constructivism and biologistic bio~entrisrn.~~~ 

Employing the biologistic, Monistic and neo-Vitalistic 

terminology of biocentric discourse employed by his Bauhaus 

colleagues and discussed in Chapter Three, Moholy called for 

the u n i t y  of culture, indeed "the unity of lifeu: 

With its ramifications and its fragmenting action in 
every field, specialization had destroyed all belief 
in the possibility of embracing the totality of all 
fields, the wholeness of life. Since, however, the 
Gesamtkunstwerk is only an addition, albeit an or- 
ganized one, we cannot be satisfied with it today. 
What we need is not the 'Gesamtkunstwerk', alongside 
and separated from which life flows by, but a syn- 
thesis of all the vital impulses spontaneously form- 
ing itself into the all-embracing Gesamtwerk (life) 
which abolishes all isolation, in which all individ- 
ual accomplishments proceed from a biological neces- 
sity and culminate in a universal necessity.230 

Moholyts Neo-Vitalist intentions were also clear in the orig- 

inal title of Von Material zu Architektur: Von Kunst zu Leb- 

Not only was Moholy' s We1 tanschauung biocentric, his 

interest in this wider range of images and imaging technol- 

ogies was rooted in the biocentric tradition of scientific 

imagery as a signifier of the harmony and beauty of nature, of 

kosmische Einheitsgefiihl; of such images as exemplars of a 

biocentric morality directly reflective of "nature." Moholy's 

approach derives from the late 19th century phenomenon of 

aestheticized scientific imagery - -  a naturamorphic analogy - -  



epitomized by Ernst Haeckel in his scientific illustrations 

collected in the 1899 album Kunstfomen der N a t u r  and recently 

expressed in the powerful images of the "SchelpennummerU of 
Wendigen, which exercised such a strong fascination on Lis- 

sitzky, Moholy and others. Brian OtDoherty has called this 

phenomenon "the poetics of bourgeois wonder," but as he points 

out, this wonder is not only one of formal values. It is also 

llinformed by a quasi-religious sense of a higher order 

revealed through the microscopic.u232 This quasi-religious 

sense is the biocentric moral value with which Haeckel imbued 

natural images. 

France was, of course, Haeckelts direct heir in this 

regard. Married to Annie France-Harrar - -  a one-time art 
critic well-connected in the Munich art world - -  France was a 
visually intelligent man, who though conservative in his own 

artistic tastes, was a talented and highly regarded scientific 
illustrator. France both executed his own illustrations, and 

he made extensive use of photographic illustrations in his 

publications, many of these photographs by himself or by his 

wife.')' Because of the limited focal range of microscopic 

photographs, and because it was difficult for such images to 

illustrate the ecological, that is interactive aspect of 

microscopic Biocdnose, France preferred to produce his own 

illustrations for his books. while, in emphasizing the inter- 

action in ecosystems France was polemically rejecting the 

Jugendstil aesthetics of Haeckel's prettified representation 

of microscopic and undersea creatures in isolation as auton- 
omous objects of beauty, France still operated self-conscious- 

ly within the Haeckelian tradition, elaborating Haeckel's 

concept of ecology and his Monist philosophy, effecting a 

revision of Kaeckelts style of decorative scientific illustra- 

tions adequate to the interactive concept of ecosystem, and 

emphasizing the moral value of the appreciation of natural 

beauty. In the process, France developed his own style of 

scientific ill~stration.'~' (Figs. 4-24, 4-25) 



Informed by France's ideas, and familiar with his usage 

of scientific photographs in B i o s .  Die Gesetze der Welt, as 

well as the scientist's own illustrations, Moholy's concern 

with formal values in found photographs was rooted in the 

moral and aesthetic appreciation of nature typical of Monism. 

Indeed France may very well have exercised an influence on 

Moholy-Nagy's biomorphic late art style of the 1930s and 

~ O S . ~ "  (Fig. 4-26) Moholy's appropriation of Polak's images 

from the Schelpennummer" of Wendingen (whose context - - as 
determined by Wijdeveld's essay - -  was itself biocentric), and 
of Albert Renger-Patzsch's close-up photographs of plants pro- 

duced for the biocentric t iB iosophn Ernst Fuhrmann (and which 

the photographer himself later understood in the biotechnical 

sense of the naturamorphic analogy), is of more than merely 

practical significance for illustrating his book.236 (Figs. 

4-14, 4-15, 4-27) The very sources of these images in Malerei, 
Photographie, Film connote Moholy-Nagy's biocentrism. 

The bulk of Malerei ,  Pho tograph ie ,  Film is devoted to 

captioned images, many of them applied photographs here repro- 

duced as exemplars of the (novel) aesthetic value inherent to 

images not intended as works of art. Rather than merely formal 
devices, however, some of Moholy's visual comparisons are 

exemplars of the naturamorphic analogy, which make a similar 

point that France's concept of Biotechnik does.237 With Moho- 

lyts acceptance of France's biotechnics in mind, one can no 

longer read this photo-juxtaposition of a flock of geese and 

an aircraft formation as merely illustrating rhyming contrasts 

of light and shadow; it also functions as an illustration of 

Francean biotechnic principles underlining the view that we 

humans are neophytes when it comes to the technology enabling 

flight. (Fig. 4 -28) The juxtaposition of Polakt s radiograph of 

a nautulus shell with one of Moholy's own photograms embodies 

a similar argument that goes beyond the caption's narrower 

purpose of demonstrating the wide tonal range possible using 

the two imaging technologies. (Fig. 4-14) Moholy does not 



employ just any photogram to this end, he employs one includ- 

ing a spiral form, one of many such works in his oeuvre at the 

time. Moholy would have known France's illustration of gal- 

axies as instances of natural spiral form in Bios, as well as 

his accompanying discussion of such astronomical form as the 

result of the same functional laws that operate at the 

smallest level of scale: 

Das Grundlegende, die Mechanik der Formanderung 
unter dem Einfluss von Funktionen ist vielmehr ein 
Weltphanomen, dem man auf Schritt und Tritt vom 
Kleinsten bis ins Grosste begegnet .... [Slchon die 
Gestalten ... der kosmischen Gebilde: Nebelflecken, 
Kometen, Sonnen und ihre Trabanten [sind] nichts als 
die technischen Spiegelbilder ihrer jeweiligen Funk- 
tion .... Formlosigkeit bei sonst funktionslosem 
Massensein, ist in den Weltnebeln da, die aber so- 
fort in Spiralform und Zusammen.ballungen iibergeht, 
sobald Bewegungsfunktionen, Rotationen auftreten. 
Die Funktion pragt also im Anorganischen ebensogut 
die Form wie im Organi~chen.~~' 

Moholy had more in mind than examples of telescopic photogra- 

phy as alternative image-making devices, or as found images 

with instructive visual values, when he composed this layout 

of astronomical photographs. (Figs. 4-29, 4-30) In fact, 

Francer s text in Die Pflanze als Erfinder explaining the 

spiral's universality as due to it being the path of least 

resistance, is located in the paragraph before the one on 

Grundformen quoted by Lissitzky in "NasciU and later by Moholy 

himself in Von Material zu ~rchitektur.'~~ As we have seen, 

France's discussion of the spiral as the most functional 

method of movement through any medium was both an early indi- 

cator and an instigator of the fashion for spiral form - -  
especially as manifested in shell growth - -  discernable in 
Central European avant-garde circles at the time, and Lissit- 
zky saw the spiral as the Grundform adequate to the times. And 

it was Moholy-Nagy who taught his friend, the photographic 

historian Beau~nont Newhall, to notice that "in spite of the 

fact that astronomical photographs are taken solely as scien- 

tific records, some of them have an awe-inspiring beauty, 



especially those of spiral nebulae," after Moholy emigrated to 

the United States in 1937. 2 4 0  With Moholyt s reading of France 

in mind then, one can better understand the inclusion of no 

fewer than five photographs of spirals in Moholyls book, 

including one of a gramophone record, an invocation of the 

topos of self-similarity and the biocentric baggage which that 
invocation ~arried.~" (Fig. 4-31) In the spread of two x-ray 

images, one of human hands and the other of a frog, we are not 

only experiencing - -  as Moholy's caption puts it - -  "the 
penetration of the body with light [as] one of the greatest 

visual experiences," we are also having the parallels between 

our own skeletal structures and those of animals pointed out 

to us; of our status as just one of the many zoological spe- 

c i e ~ . ~ ~ ~  (Fig. 4-32) In his juxtaposition of a herd of Zebra 
at a watering hole and the aerial photograph of an experirnen- 

tal Bavarian fish-farm operation displaying a striped, chiaro- 

scuro pattern, Moholy is not merely making a visual compari- 

son, he is also invoking the parallel between the "natural 

technologyM of the Zebra's surface markings and our adaptation 

of nature's technologies in a fish farm.243 (Fig. 4 -33) When 

Moholy reproduces close-up photographs of cacti which Albert 

Renger-Patzsch produced on order for Ernst Fuhrmann's book on 

spines in plants, he is not only calling attention to the 

expressive straight and curved lines emphasized by their 

enlargement through the close-up lense, he is also pointing 

out the variations on the spinal defense technologies of "die 

Pflanze als Lebe~esen."~'~ (Fig. 4-27) When Moholy includes 

photomicrographs of a louse and a barnacle's foot, he is both 

documenting the aesthetic possibilities inherent to the micro- 

scope, and he is tapping into the old tradition of the Kunst 

und Wunderkammer - -  recast by Haeckel in the late 19th century 

as a fascination with the wonders and beauties of the micro- 

scopic and the ~ndersea."~ (Figs. 4-24, 4-34) Indeed, at the 

German Werkbundrs "Film und FotoM (FIFO) exhibition held in 

Stuttgart in 1929, for whose German sections Moholy-Nagy - -  as 



we shall see in Chapter Five - -  was largely responsible, the 

integration of his own photograms with microscopic photographs 

gave visitors the chance to compare them directly, in order to 

see the structural parallels and contemplate our deep rooted- 

ness in the Itforces which make manifest the elements of the 

world. " 2 4 6  

Though the creative potential of scientific photography 

had been noted by technical authors writing for amateur photo- 

microscopists, who in turn had been producing such imagery for 

years, Mcholy was the first within the high artistic discourse 

to suggest its use in the making of art.247 He also encour- 

aged artists to view "foundl1 applied photography as a source 

of visual inspiration. As Newhall writes; "It was this atti- 

tude of approaching photographs in the quest of form that led 

him to appreciate scientific photographs for their quite often 

accidental beauty. In them he found a new vision of the 

world. 11"' For Moholy, imaging technologies not only had the 

capacity to supplement vision, they could actually reeducate 

it - -  and not only in a visual sense, but in a moral sense as 
well. 

Moholy further explicated the biocentrism of his New 

Vision in other publications, both contemporary to the early 

editions of Malerei, Photographie, Film, and after them. In 

1927 Moholy commissioned the biocentric music teacher Heinrich 

Jacoby to write an article for i10 which was to be entitled 

"die gemeinsame biologische grundlage aller gestaltungen," and 

he described Jacoby's overall project as lteine der wichtigsten 

geistigen leistungen unserer zeit. In The New Vision, Moholy 

notes that though the article did not appear, "the title was 

vindicated beyond doubt by Jacobyt s previous works. 1124g As we 
have seen, in  ismu us oder Kunst?," reiterating ideas orig- 

inally contained in the 1921 "Call to an Elemental Art,I1 

Moholy made clear his debt to France's and Hausmannrs biocent- 

ric explication of human creativity. Abstract art - -  both 
painterly and photographic - -  represented for Moholy evidence 



of our biologically determined, unconscious drive to reproduce 

the "elementaryn forms and forces, the Grundfonnen  inherent to 

nature. He saw photography as a device useful in freeing the 

painter from the tendency to paint naturalistically, a ten- 

dency contrary to the potential to discover these G r u n d f o m -  

en.""ince for Moholy, everything is grounded in nature - -  
realism because it is a depiction of nature, and abstraction 

because, as psychobiology holds, it is an unconscious express- 

ion of our awareness of its elementary forms and forces - -  the 
ultimate aim of artistic education is to make people aware of 

our groundedness in, our unity with the biological, the "natu- 

ral," But he also saw an artwork of pure form, such as the 

photogram, as an exemplar of the interconnectedness of things 

in the world, of the ways in which we are always in interac- 

tive, dynamic equilibrium with the other elements of the 

Bioconose of which we are a part. 

Even his understanding of Einstein's and Minkowsky's 

space-time continuum, an element central to his New Vision, 

particularly its articulation as a Vision in Motion," is 

related to his biologistic view of the world. As Veit Loers 

correctly implies, Moholy attempts - -  even if naively - -  to 

embed Einsteinian relativity theory within a biocentric 

matrix.25' In an addition to the original text of Von 

Material zu Architektur Moholy-Nagy writes that 

Young people are today conducting investigations of 
the biological bases and requirements, in different 
fields of life, ... Efforts toward a new spatial 
conception and creation should therefore - -  import- 
ant as they are - -  be understood only as a component 
part in this new orientation, The most primary 
sources of space experience are even today submerged 
under technicalities, a state of affairs which pre- 
vents the emergence of the future architecture, the 
creation of a new life space for men. Architecture 
will be brought to its fullest realization only when 
the deepest knowledge of human life as a total phe- 
nomenon in the biological whole is available. 252 

This Francean, aesthetic-ecosystems-based thinking was also 

reflected in 1942, when he wrote: 



The photogram ... produces space without existing 
space structure only by articulation on the 
plane .... there starts an invigorating investigation 
about the incoherent use of our rich resources. 
Technological ingenuity provides us with gigantic 
structures . - .  but how we use them is shockingly 
anti-biological - -  resulting in wild city growth, 
elimination of vegetation, fresh air, and sunlight. 
. . .  in the shadow of these modern buildings we . . .  
tolerate the slums.. . .  So it seems that the most 
abstract experiment of space-time articulation 
carries a sensible reality .... Such experiments may 
signalize a spatial order in which not single struc- 
tural parts ... will play the important part, but 
the relationships of neighbour units, buildings and 
free areas, shelter and leisure, production and 
recreation, leading towards a biologically right 
living most probably through a right regional 
planning; towards a city-land unity . . . . 2 5 3  

[T]he photographer ... has to focus his atten- 
tion on the facts which give an adequate record of 
the actions and ideas of his time. As he cannot do 
this without participating fully in life, conscious- 
ly or intuitively his specialized field must be 
integrated with social reality. . . .  Then the photo- 
grapher will bring to the masses a new and creative 
vision. This will be his social significance. For 
culture is not the work of a few outstanding people 
. . .  their theories have to penetrate into every- 
body' s daily routine. "' 
Moholy ends  ismu us oder Kunst?" with the admonition that 

"Es kann riicht genug daran gearbeitet werden, die Menschen 

aufzuklaren, sie zu der Erkenntnis ihres organischen, elemen- 

taren Funktionsaufbaus zu ftihren.It In this light, one can 

regard Moholyts overall pedagogical project as one analogous 

to France's attempt to make people aware of what he saw as our 
biologically-determined state: the enlightenment of the nasses 

concerning their unity with nature, the counteracting of the 

tendency to a consciousness of the divide between "natureu and 

"cu1t~re;~l the enhancement of the extent to which such an 

awareness can further the harmonious development of culture as 

a part of nature, within it.255 TO Francer s pr~je~t, Moholy 

added a sophisticated perceptual-aesthetic dimension, one 

which wished to educate people in using their biologically 



determined sensory capabilities to their fullest. Moholy's New 

Vision was at base a pedagogical project to promote a biocen- 

tric, that is, an ecological view of the world. France's 

support for the criminal National Socialist state - -  a support 
of which Moholy-Nagy was evidently unaware - -  does not lessen 
the import of the parallelism of their projects. 

g. The Naturarnorphic Analogy as Fashion 

Though as we have seen in Chapter Three, Kandinsky pre- 

ceded him, Moholy was among the first to illustrate the natur- 

amorphic analogy in an artistic context. In the text cited at 

the start of this section, Gustav Hartlaub was referring to 

the fashion for the naturamorphic analogy in German publica- 

tions by the second half of the decade - -  particularly in the 
Deutsche Werkbund's journal Die FormI launched as a monthly by 

Walter Rietzler in 1925. As implied by Rietzler in his Monist 

biocentric article illustrating the naturamorphic analogy, 

"Einheit der Welt," this fashion was rooted in an awareness of 
France's theory of the Grundformen of nature and of Biotech- 

nik, as well as in Klages' poetic concept of the rhythms of 
nature. As remarked by Rietzler, it was also stimulated by 

Ernst Kropp's Haeckelian book of 1926 on nature as a model for 

the arts, Wandlung der Form i r n  XX. Jahrhundert, for which 

Rietzler wrote the introd~ction."~ (Fig. 35) In 1928 it was 

to receive stimulation through the publication by Karl Nieren- 

dorf (the same Nierendorf whose bookstore supplied Mies with 

his France publications), of Karl Blossfeldt's turn-of-the- 

century Musterbilder for his smithery students as Urforznen der 
Kunst. Enormously successful, as  we shall see in Chapter Five, 
this book was important for Kdllai in the development of his 

conception of ~ioromant ik .  2 5 7  As Rudolf von Delius wrote in 

his psychovitalist article vKunstform und NaturformM published 

in Die Form and illustrated with images of shells from Kropp's 

book, "der Ablauf und Rhythmus der Formbildung in Kunst und 

Natur ist der glei~he."'~~ And the biocentric nature of this 



trend was reflected in Hugo Haring's critique of the arbitrary 

geometric abstraction of the International Style in his lead 

article for the first issue of Die Form, "Wege z u r  Form." 

Haring wrote, "wollen wir also Formfindung nicht Zwangsform, 

Gestaltfindung nicht Gestaltgebung, so befinden wir uns darnit 

in Einklang rnit der Natur, indem wir nicht mehr gegen sie 

handeln, sondern in ihr.~~~' 

We have seen that Beaumont Newhall was struck by Moholyfs 

aesthetic and vi talmystisch regard for astronomical and other 

scientific photographs once he met the artist. In 1934, two 

years before Moholyls arrival in America, however, France's 

and Francean biotechnical ideas had spread to the point that 

Newhall's boss, Alfred Barr - -  before his institutionalization 
of Grigson's use of Haddon's term ubiomorphn in an artistic 

context - -  introduced the catalogue to the "Machine ArtM 
exhibition held at the Museum of Modern Art with the following 

words : 

Machine Forms and Natural Forms. The beauty of the 
machine art in so far as it is a mere by-product of 
function may seem a meagre and even trival kind of 
beauty. But this is not necessarily so. The beauty 
of all natural objects is also a by-product - -  the 
helix of a snail's shell (and a steel coil), the 
graduated feathering of a bird's wing (and the 
leaves of a laminated spring), the rabbit's foot- 
prints in the snow (and the track of non-skid 
tires), the elegance of fruit (and of incandescent 
bulbs) . 260 

h, Ambivalence 

Just as Elderfield and Lodder have hinted at the biocen- 

tric Constructivist discourse, I am not the first to recognize 
the biologistic, that is, biocentric or "organicn content of 

Moholyls writings of this time. As we saw at the start of 

Chapter Three, Sibyl Moholy-Nagy recognized her late husband 

as a "Vitalist." The biologism inherent to Moholy's position 

was understood by others among his contemporaries, such as 

Carola Giedion-Welcker, and by Menno ter Braak, who in his 



review of Malerei, Fotografie, Film of 1928, discusses Moho- 

ly's biological In his grandiose, thoroughly 

Monist-organicist plan for a Werkbund exhibition intended for 

Cologne in 1932-33 entitled "Die neue Welt," and published in 

Die F o r m ,  Ernst Jkkh began his shortlist of relevant thinkers 

with Max Scheler, Ludwig Klages, Hans Prinzhorn and Hermann 

Keyserling. "The New Era is an organic result of the develop- 

ments of a century, the conscious experience of the continuity 

of the most decisive century of discoveries, inventions and 
transformations of form. ... A development from the atomistic 
nineteenth into the organising, partly even organic twentieth 

century.w262 From the realm of the arts - -  listed immediately 
after the philosophers - -  only three phenomena were named: 
V o n  Henry van de Veldes 'Neuen Stilt an bis zu Ernst Kropps 

'Wandlungen der Form im 20. Jahrhundertw und zu Moholys Von 

Material zu Architektur' ."263 The biocentric anarchist art 

critic Herbert Read also recognized Moholy's biocentrism. Read 

held that Moholyts "experimental material is the result of a 

method, and underlying that method is what one must call a 

philosophy of life. The method Moholy-Nagy called 'Design for 

Life': for the philosophy he had [had] no specific name . . .  
but the keyword to describe his outlook is organic. H264 

While Alain Findeli recognizes Moholy's pedagogy as Itun 

fonctionnalisme organiquett or nfonctionalisme vitaliste," such 

awareness is exceedingly rare outside Gerrnan~.'~~ In current 

writing it has been German - -  often Marxist and post-Marxist - 
- critics such as Irene-Charlotte Lusk, Rainer Wick and, as we 
have seen in Chapter Three, Andreas Haus who, sensitized to 

the negative connotations of biologisrn in the German context, 

have been more apt to recognize the biologistic aspect of 

Moholy's biocentrism than others. In her highly valuable 1980 

study of Moholy's photomontages, Lusk cannot hide her aston- 

ishment when she realizes the depth of Moholyts biologism: 

"bberraschend ... ist ... der Biologismus, mit d m  er die 

physischen Funktionen und ihre harmonisierung durch Asthetik 



mit dem Gluck der Menschen gleichsetzt. Die soziale Dimension 

wird suspendiert; Moholy-Nagy gerat hier in eine Nahe zu 

Programmen, die ein Jahrzehnt spater in Deutschland durchge- 

sestzt wurden, rnit denen er sich in keiner Weise identifizier- 

te. II 2.66 Wick acknowledges Moholy-Nagyts view of technology 

as "organicu even though he fails to place his thought into 

its larger biocentric context.267 While in his article "Sinn- 

lichkeit und IndustrieJu Andreas Haus is the first to have 

stated outright that "Moholy war, durch seine Neigung zur 

Lehre des Popularbiologen Raoul France bereits in den zwan- 

ziger Jahren mit einem ... 'biozentrischen' Weltbild bekannt 
geworden in his earlier writing on Moholyts photography, 

it is exactly Hausr failure to recognize the biocentrism 

informing Moholyfs early work, that leads him to what I think 

is an inaccurate analysis: He sees Moholy as moving from a 

socially progressive, critical ItActivismM during the 1920s, to 

a John Dewey-influenced biologism, a "sinister configuration - 
- undialectic, organic, of necessity nature-like, 'existen- 
tialist' in so far as the alienated environment as such 

becomes the reason for self-enjoyment. For the first time [in 

the later 1930~1 there manifests itself 'empathyJ with the 

alien automatism ... In this irrational and magical procedure 
Moholy abandoned completely the subversive content of his 

earlier filmscript Dynamic of the Metropolis and substituted 

for it signs of fatalisrn.~~~' 

Taking into consideration also the fact that Moholy had 

adopted a biologistic, biocentric world-view in the early 20s, 

already, and that this view coexisted happily with his Left- 

ism, as it did with the Leftism of Lucia Schulz and so many 

others at the time, Lusk's and Haus' implication that biolo- 

gism and a urevolutionaryn or  subversive^ position are mutu- 

ally incornpatable does not hold water. Indeed, though he was a 

committed France-style biological determinist in the aesthetic 

sphere, Moholy was not convinced - -  as was France - -  that 
social life is biologically determined, or rather, even if it 



is biologically determined, that such a determination should 

not be ttresistedtt or uchallengedH when necessary. As Moholy 

wrote in 1929: "I have slowly formed the opinion that, seen in 

perspective, everything develops organically. This does not 

necessarily mean that one can accept the present system with- 

out And Moholy was not the only biocentric 

avant-gardist of the interwar period to voice such ambivalence 

about a fatalistic form of biologistic social determinism. We 

have seen Hausmann's critique of what he saw as France's reac- 

tionary political position and incipient authoritarianism. But 

Hausmann was the only biocentric intellectual to voice this 

concern at the time. During the early 20s ,  even the left-wing 

press was neutral concerning France's books. In his biological 

column in Sozialistische Monatshefte - -  a socialist cultural 
journal supported by the avant-garde - -  Walter Zimrnermann 
followed France's development, reviewing books such as Zoesis 

and Bios: Die Gesetze der Welt fairly favourably. France was - 

- like Baron von Uexkull - -  seen as a politically neutral 
advocate of a biocentric world view despite France's and von 
Uexkiill's conservative, indeed Rightist,  connection^.^" 

It was not until the political lines were drawn more 

clearly later in the decade, and especially during the 30s, 

that other Weimar Biozentriker, including France's admirers, 

would come to see the danger inherent in a hard-line socially 

deterministic and racially essentialistic biologism. One of 

the first to do so was Adolf Behne, an early advocate of von 

Uexkfillian biocentric architectural theory. Starting in late 

1922, with his article Tunst, Handwerk, TechniktM Behne 

became critical of anti - technical ~omanticisrn. 272 He cri ti - 
cized an exaggerated organicism that did not distinguish 

between "natureH and Nculture.u In a plain reference to the 

fashion for spiral form in shells among biocentrically minded 

artists and architects, and specifically to Wijdeveld's 

article in the uSchelpennummer,~ Behne wrote in 1923 that "das 

Schneckenhaus z.B. ist ein Teil des individuellen Schneken- 



k6rpers und dient keinem sonst - -  organisch - -  als Haus. Es 
wachst mit den Schneckenindividuum und es stirbt mit diesern 

. . . . .  Das gebaute Haus wachst weder, noch stirbt e~.";'~ He 

calls this romantic organicist architecture (the kind that 

fully embraces the organicist analogy) anti-social: 

Der Mensch steht zwischen Natur und Gesellschaft. Er 
entscheidet sich ftir die menschliche Gemeinschaft 
und steht dann in einer gewissen Spannung zur Natur. 
Er entscheidet sich ffir die Natur und steht in einer 
gewissen Spannung zur Gesellschaft. Anders ausge- 
druckt: Der Mensch nimmt zur Basis seiner Handlungen 
und seiner Arbeit entweder die Tatsache, das Be- 
wusstsein, menschlicher Gemeinschaft und seiner 
Zugehorigkeit zu ihr - -  oder das Gefuhl einer Ein- 
heit mit der Natur. Er geht als Schaffender vom 
Ganzen zum Einzelnen oder vom Einzelnen zum Ganzen! 
Hiernach scheiden sich ganz klar zwei Typen; deren 
letzte scharfste Ausprzgungen sind der Rationalist 
und der Romantiker. Wir haben innerhalb der Archi- 
tektur den konsequenten Funktionalisten als Vertre- 
ter des einen, des romantischen Typs kennengelernt. 
Sein  Gegenpol ist der zurn Formalisten erstarrte 
konsequente ~ationalist.~~' 

Biologistic socialism was even criticized by Rietzler in an 

editorial published at the dangerous moment of 1932: 

Wir halten es aber anderseits f6 r  ein verhanqnis- 
volles Missverstandnis, wenn man als eigentliches 
Ziel des Sozialismus die Durchsetzung jener Forder- 
ungen, die Sicherung der falschlich sogenannten 
HbiologischenM Existenz des Menschen ansieht und 
daraus die Folgerung zieht, dass sich auch die Werk- 
bundarbeit heute danach allein orientieren mfisse. 
Wenn man den biologischen Massstab an den Menschen 
anlegt, darf man ihn nicht betrachten wie ein ander- 
es Tier auch und darf nicht vergessen, dass zur 
11biologischen18 Existenz des Menschen auch der ganze 
ungeheure Reichtum des Geistigen und Seelischen 
gehort . "' 

As we shall see in Chapter Five, by the mid-20s Ern6 Kallai 

had become biocentric. Though always anti-Nazi, like Mies and 

Gropius he at first remained in Germany after the Machter- 
greifung but by 1935 he moved to Budapest, where he was 

attacked in the right-wing press. He responded with an article 

opposing ethnic essentialism ironically entitled "His Father 



is Swabian, his Mother is Serbian, he, Therefore, is Hungari- 

an." In a move at odds with his critical writing of the previ- 

ous years, Kallai distanced himself from biological determin- 

ism in the social realm: "1 don't much believe in the biologi- 

cal explanation for world views and power structure sys- 

tems.Hi'"estheirn, who - -  like Moholy and Lissitzky was of 

Jewish heritage - -  and who had been the first to promote 
France within the avant-garde artistic context, became one of 

the most vociferous critics of the Nazis' "rasse-biologische 

~sthetik" from exile in This response to France's 

biologism and to biological determinism, reflects the range of 

biocentric political positions as they were played out in the 

dangerous political landscape of interwar Europe."' 

i. Attraction 

What was it, then, about France's thinking that attracted 

some International Constructivists? France's version of bio- 

logical determinism appealed to some Leftist intellectuals 

because it held that all nature - -  including culture - -  is 
organized into nested hierarchies of ecosystems, the tendency 

of which is to arrive at optimal states through symbiotic 

cooperation more than competition. Awareness of this led 

France to what he termed "objective philosophyH and its prac- 

tical application, the Lebenslehre, which set guidelines for 

living in harmony with one's environment. In his copy of 

France's 1923 book Plasmatik, Mies marked the following pass- 

ages: "Leben ohne bioc6notische Einordnung in das Weltganze 

undenkbar ist." "Aus der Biocijnotik entspringt also die Leb- 

ens kuns t . As we saw in Chapter Two, his systems-based 

method of holistic thinking convinced France of a basic "har- 

mony in natureH which was maintained through strict adherence 

to the principles of equilibrium and function, but which also 

implied a problematic social determini~m.~~"he apparent 

scientific authority, the practicality and the cooperative 

implications of France's program nevertheless appealed to 



Leftist cultural practitioners of the twenties who were in 

reaction to the speculative, occult, and individualistic tone 

of the Expressionism they emerged from, and were unsettled by 

the chaos of early Weimar Germany.281 Indeed around 1923, at 

the historical moment when hope for a world revolution was 

fading among these intellectuals, France's I1obj ective, or 

sachlich vision of functionalism and order in nature filled a 

gap for some. Just as in the French context Le Corbusier and 

Ozenfant's Purism offered a "reassuring assumption of an inner 

analogy or equivalence between classicism and mechanicstU for 

those in Germany France's thinking offered scientific legit- 

imacy to innate kosmovi tale Einsfchl ung. France' s biocentrism 

was the Germansr a p p e l  a  1 'ordre. 

But it was also a variety of Neo-Catholicism. Just as 

Monism was seen by pre-war intellectuals as bridging science 

and religion, France's neo-Monist interwar B i o z e n t r i k  ful- 

filled the desire for a scientifically-based yet quasi-relig- 

ious W e l t a n s c h a u u n g  after the war. His new program could 

potentially appeal to the avant-garde ready for a greater 

degree of scientific Hobjectivity," but not prepared to aban- 

don their deep-seated kosmovitale Einsfchlunq completely. As 

Charlotte Douglas writes in connection with the Russian avant- 

garde, lithe biological paradigm had the advantage of combining 

a well-developed, objective, and scientific system with the 

immediacy and inclusiveness of living nature; it seemed to 

make possible an ideal transcendence through the application 

of purely rational means.1f28' Through his focus on function 

in nature with respect to Biotechnik, France's "biological 

paradigmM operated in an analogous fashion for members of the 

avant-garde in Germany. His ideas stimulated Moholy, El Liss- 

itzky and the Ring architects to seek a synthetic, or "tran- 

scendent" position which embraced both technology and nature. 

For International Constructivists as well as for the Ring 

architects, France provided easy answers, apparently rooted in 
the certainty of "nature," to vexing questions, and his seven 



Grundformen legitimated the artists' essentially arbitrary 

"elementary," "abstract," "InternationalH styles of artistic 

and architectural production - -  be  they biomorphic, 

orthogonal, or informed by a technological aesthetic - -  in a 
discourse of "natureu rather than a discourse of Platonic 

Idealism (as did Le Corbusierts and Cezanne's basic geometric 

solids) . As Elderf ield writes, 'Trance [ '  s] popularized 

organicism ... was useful both to Lissitzky and to Schwitters 
in providing a justification of their ideas that was no less 

'scientific' than that which the anti-naturalist faction of 

International Constructivism possessed, and one, moreover, 

which corroborated Malevich's notion of universal form. They 

were able to claim, therefore, that geometry and abstraction 

were not only the province of cultivated urban man (as De 

Stijl theory insisted) but were what linked modern man to his 

natural roots. M 2 8 3  

Finally, members of the Weimar-German avant-garde were 

attracted to France's legitimation of human technology and of 

functionalism as As Haus wrote of Moholyts 

rethinking of our relationship with technology: 

Bleibt man in der von Moholy bemiihten ubiologischen" 
Denkweise, so kijnnte man sagen: Die bislang "unge- 
niessbareH Technik wird durch den Sachverstand des 
melementaristischenll Kiinstiers fermentiert und so 
der sinnlichen Nutzung geBffnet; neben den "Stoff- 
wechsel des Menschen mit der NaturH, dessen Instru- 
ment die Technik ist tritt als neue Dimension der 
Y3toffwechsel des Menschen mit der Technik". Dies 
schien erforderlich, nachdem die bislang an der 
"ersten NaturI1 orientierte Wahrnehrnung vor den ras- 
ant veranderten Erscheinungsweise auf eine neue, 
produktive Bewaltigung der zweiten Natur der tech- 
nisch-urbanen Lebenswel t zu kondi tionieren. 28 '  

indeed it was France's framing of human technology as part and 

parcel of "naturalv technology which held the greatest inter- 

est for them, and which contrasted with the Purist privileging 

of the machine analogy. France was a thinker who, by seeking 

to biologize the mechanical r a t h e r  than merely displacing the 

mechanical metaphor with a biological one, offered artists the 



possibility of a synthesis based in nature. As Lissitzky put 

it in a letter to van Doesburg of 1924, since he had (through 

France) discovered the identical laws operating in them, he 

has outgrown the " 2  gegenuberstehenden Hosen: Natur und Kun- 

stN; he has moved from a position of binary opposition to one 

of synthesis .'" It was Kallai's ab ovo dialectical system of 

nature-technology that - -  in a sense - -  inocculated him 
against France's thinking, a thinking he would have found 

totalizing. Though he adopted a biocentric position in the 
later 20s, as we shall see in Chapter Five, when he did so, it 

was an adaptation of Klagesf polar Geist-Seele structure which 

took into account the l1dernonict1 in both nature and technology 

that he promulgated, rather than what he would have seen as 

France's naive optimism. By 1931-32 he named the artistic 

manifestations of this dialectic, denotations which reflected 

his Klagesian V~mantic~~ biocentrism: " TechnoromantikN and 
It Bi oroman ti k . t f  

In the final chapter I will outline the process by which 

scientific imagery came to be incorporated into the discourses 

of art photography and avant-garde art. The nexus of these 

domains, and the primary agency of this process in Weimar 
Germany, was Laszlo Moholy-Nagy's biocentric-aesthetic, "tech- 

noromanticIt program of New Vision. New Vision was the realiz- 

ation and creative exploitation of optical possibilities 
offered by mechanical imaging technologies. It was also 

vision, as I argue, based in Moholy's biocentrism, a view of 

the rootedness of humanity in nature, of the "earth as an 

entity," as he put it. It was this vision, furthermore, which 

added the final element to Kallaits formulation of the first 

coherent theory of biomorphic Modernism, 'fBiorornantik.u 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Moholy-Nagyfs New Vision, Aestheticized Scientific 
Self-Imaging and Kallai's Bioromantic Epiphany 

It is time [for photography] to return to its true 
duty, which is to be the servant of the sciences and 
the arts.... Let it . . .  adorn the naturalist's lib- 
rary, and enlarge microscopic animals; let it even 
provide information to corroborate the astronomer's 
hypotheses; in short, let it be the secretary and 
clerk of whoever needs an absolute factual exacti- 
tude in his profession - -  up to that point nothing 
could be better..., But if it be allowed to encroach 
upon ... anything whose value depends solely upon 
the addition of something to man's soul, then it 
will be so much the worse for us! (Baudelaire 1 8 5 9 ) '  

The remarkable expansion of our knowledge of nature, 
and the discovery of countless beautiful forms of 
life ... have awakened quite a new aesthetic sense 
in our generation, and thus given a new tone to 
painting and sculpture. Numerous scientific . . .  
expeditions ... have brought to light an undreamed 
abundance of new organic forms. ... [Almong ... the 
lower groups that had been neglected before there 
were thousands of forms of great beauty and inter- 
est, affording an entirely new inspiration for pain- 
ting, sculpture, architecture and technical art. In 
this respect a new world was revealed by the great 
advance of microscopic research ... and especially 
by the discovery of the marvellous inhabitants of 
the deep sea ... the peculiar beauty and diversity 
of which far transcend all the creations of the 
human imagination. (Haeckel 189912 

Urformen d e r  Kunst - -  true enough. But what are 
[Blossf eldt' s photos] other than Urformen of Nature? 
Forms which were never mere models for art, but were 
from the start the Urformen at work for all crea- 
tion. Even the coolest observer would be given pause 
by the way that the enlargement of plant parts at 
the macroscopic level ... displays forms as extra- 
ordinary as those at the microscopic level. . . .  And 
if ... avant-garde painters such as Klee and ... 
Kandinsky, have long been concerned to familiarize 
us with realms which the microscope so brusquely and 
forcefully wished to abduct us to, these enlarge- 
ments of plants contain, even moreso, vegetal S t i l -  
formen. (Benjamin on Blossfeldt 1928)3 

Das Bewusstsein urn die irrationalen Verstrickungen 
des ichs mit den Keimwesen und -Strukturen der Natur 



Euhlt sich ratselhaft angezogen durch den Anblick 
von Mikro- und Rhtgenaufnahrnen. Sie sind die Phan- 
tasie der Bioromantik so anregend, wie das Studium 
der Anatomie Eiir die Aktmalerei. Denn auf keiner 
kornplizierteren Entwicklungsstufe ist das Unfassbare 
der Schopfung und ihrer lebendigen Leib-Seele-Ein- 
heit so deutlich, wie in primitiven Zellengebilden 
... Es erregt die Phantasie des Ktinstlers . . .  Formen 
eines untibersehbaren Typenreichtums zu finden, For- 
men leuchtender Gesetzmassigkeit ... und spontaner, 
sinnvoll-rhythmischer Beweglichkeit. Es erschtittert 
ihn, wenn er in diesem kraftespiel urkeimhafter 
Organstrukturen die gleichen Grundspannungen und 
Rhythmen erlebt, die ihm von der ~onzentration auf 
die Tiefen seines eigenen Wesens her vertraut sind. 
... Die Schranken unseres Bewusstseins grenzen nir- 
gends dichter und erschreckender an das Jenseits, 
als beim Anblick des Mikrokosmos. (Kallai 1932)' 

The experience of the "hidden soulM in all things, 
seen either by the unaided eye or through micro- 
scopes or binoculars, is what I call the "internal 
eye." This eye penetrates the hard shell, the exter- 
nal ufom,M goes deep into the object and lets us 
feel with all our senses its internal I1pulse." Wan- 
dinsky 1935)' 

Betrachtet man wissenschaftliche Fotos, Mikrofotos, 
Diagramme, so fallt eine gewisse hnlichkeit mit den 
Formungen innerhalb der neuzeitlichen Kunst auf .... 
Die selbstandigen Formerfindungen der ... Kunst bil- 
den dabei gleichsam die abgeklarten Endformen im 
Sinne absoluten Sehens. Die iusserliche lihnlichkeit 
von Kunstwerken rnit solchen Dingen, die Forschen und 
Wissen ins Sichtbare und Tastbare ilbersetzen, bleibt 
an der Oberflgche. Die tiefliegenden Beziehungen 
sind damit nicht aufgedeckt, nur angedeutet. (Bau- 
meister 1943-4416 

Having achieved the scientific mastery of ... nature 
and its ordering into a one-sided technological 
dimension, man was searching for renewed contact 
with the pulsation of the dynamic forces of nature 
processes. He recognized that scientific technologi- 
cal progress needed to be reevaluated in biological 
dimensions .... The artist rediscovered nature. But 
he turned away from the naturalistic representation 
of the forms of the trees, flowers, and animals, and 
took as his new subject-matter the visible processes 
of the growth. (Kepes 1944)' 
Wittingly, or through unconscious exposure, the non- 
objective artist draws much of his iconography from 



the visual data of the scientist - -  from magnifica- 
tions . . .  telescopic vistas, submarine scenery and 
X-ray photo-graphs. Not that he undertakes to render 
a particular bacterial culture.. .. But it is signi- 
ficant how often the morphology he finds analogous 
to his own sentient being is such as has revealed 
itself to human vision scientifically multiplied. It 
is apparently in these gestating images, shapes ant- 
ecedent to the visible, that many abstract painters 
recognize an intenser mode of natural truth. [Flrom 
[these uncharted realms] they wrest new decorative 
principles - -  such as the 'biomorphic' motif in 
modern ornament and applied design. Nature they 
imitate no less than did Masaccio. But where the 
Renaissance had turned to ... the finished forms of 
man and beast, the men of our time descend into 
nature's laboratories. (Steinberg 1 9 5 3 ) ~  

... the fascinating beauty of form in photographs of 
crystal and organic microstructures was perceived 
only after painters had discovered the ordered world 
of extra-objective forms.... Even the scientists 
found their micro- and X-ray photographs merely 
useful at first; it did not occur to them that they 
might also be aesthetically beautiful. For this to 
happen, an entirely new sensibility of visual aes- 
thetics was required: the sensibility of the artist. 
Science and technology acknowledge and create new 
facts; it is the artist's task to integrate these 
new facts into our visual picture of the world, our 
aesthetic scheme of values, and so to renew our sen- 
sibility and extend its horizons. (Schmidt 1 9 6 0 ) ~  

The "new visionH is ... the revelation of what the 
unaided eye cannot see but which has ever existed; 
as more powerful tools for observation are built, 
more worlds of form are revealed. They seem new only 
because we have not seen them before: the forms 
themselves are basic, and not the product of man's 
imagination and invention. Scientific photographs 
taken throughout the past hundred years are basi- 
cally similar; it is our acceptance of them as esth- 
etic revelations which is new. If Bertsch's photomi- 
crograph of a glow worm seems to us a challenging 
abstraction, it is because painters have taught us 
to appreciate new forms. Such a picture could hardly 
have been accepted by artists when it was presented 
in 1857 as a scientific investigation. (Newhall 
1964)'O 

All so-called abstract pictures are based in some 
degree on nature or, more exactly, on the artist's 



selection of certain phenomena of nature. (Woods 
1936) :' 
The use by painters of scientific images ... as 
things to be represented or copied, is a very minor 
component of ... modern art. However, to people 
whose habit of thought is visual rather than verbal 
. . .  diagrams may convey ... more ... than even the 
most lucid description . . . .  It is likely that books 
such as those of Moholy-Nagy and Kepes were among 
the most important means of conveying to painters 
some inkling of the changes . . .  bringing about the 
development of Second [mechanist] Science into Third 
[systems] Science .... I . . .  concede that many modern 
artists have seen [scientific photographs] in ... 
popular journals or advertisements . . . .  They may well 
have been struck by the visual qualities of such 
scientific images, and found them exciting raw 
material .... But the point . . .  is that ... artists 
of the 1890s made no use of such images because they 
saw no reason to believe that images of this kind 
could be meaningful. (Waddington 1969 '2  

Is it too obvious to suggest that artists, who are 
notoriously intelligent and searching, might, at the 
beginnings of Surrealism, have acquainted themselves 
with the results of a century of microscopic mor- 
phology? ... immersed in organicism, it seems un- 
likely that artists would not be aware of its forms. 
The science books of the late nineteenth 
century, when such artists were young, abounded in 
such illustrations. An examination of artistst jour- 
nals and libraries from this point of view is indi- 
cated. (OrDoherty 1 9 7 8 )  " 

I. Introduction 

These passages underline the normative, even metaphysical 

value scientific images, what Harry Robin has referred to as 

the products of scientific Mself-irnaging,M have, and the link 
between such imagery and biomorphic Modernist style.'"s Didi 

Hubermann writes, "the first thing the camera did was extend 
the powers of the two great optical instruments ... the micro- 
scope and the telescope. T h e  albums of scientific photographs 
displayed a whole world of forms ranging from the infinitely 

small to the infinitely iarge ... The results were spectacu- 



lar. M 5 Such imagery has repeatedly elicited the kosmische 

Einheitsqefuhl in its viewers. As we saw in Chapter One, Brian 

OJDoherty has referred to the resulting literature as "the 

poetics of bourgeois  wonder,^^'^ a poetics deriving from the 

Romantic tradition of admiration for the beauties of nature 

ultimately rooted in the "Kunst und Wunderkammeru phenomenon 

of Renaissance Europe. In its twentieth century guise, it 

derives directly from the turn of the century German practice 

of deriving aesthetic pleasure from the beauties of nature as 

expressed in their unfamiliar, often miniature or microscopic, 

undersea or astronomical manifestations. Participants in this 

trend - -  including its founder Ernst Haeckel and his followers 

Moritz Meurer, Meurerrs student Karl Blossfeldt, Martin Ger- 

lach, Roland Anheisser and Heinrich Schenk - -  produced during 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries beautiful images often 

assembled into what were effectively pattern books for the 

applied arts. These images were meant to instruct, according 

to  the turn-of - the-century biocentric (Neo-Vitalist and Mon- 
ist) aesthetics, to be models for artistic decoration which at 

once exemplified the morality of the "natural." As Gert Matt- 

enklott, Michael Krdger and Andreas Hiinneke have demonstrated, 

this wonder at the beauties of nature underwent a renaissance 

in the mid 1920s, a revival associated with the aestheticiza- 

tion of such images, and with their adoption as models for the 
. -, 

fine arts.- A s  we have seen in Chapter Four, one of the best- 

known examples of this revival is to be found in the work of 

Ernst Kropp. 

aaudelaire's words demonstrate an early resistance on the 

part of critics to the incorporation of photography - -  much 

less of scientific photographs - -  into the discourse of high 
art, a resistance which in effect linked applied (including 

scientific) and "artn photography during the early decades. As 

Janet Buerger writes, "The nature of the relationship between 

photography and science was an issue of debate and consterna- 
tion in the 1840s and 1850s; it was at the heart of the con- 



troversy over whether photography was an art."'' Newhall's, 

and after him, Waddington's words indicate that a century 

later Laszlo Moholy-Nagyts '!New Vision" had engendered the 

appreciation of microscopic, telescopic and x-ray photographs 

and films for their formal as well as practical value. New- 

hall's writing is one of the earliest indexes of this shift in 

aesthetics, and he and Waddington are to my knowledge the only 

critics to have commented explicitly on the connection between 

New Vision and the aestheticization of scientific photography. 

Newhall came to this insight through his friendship with 
Moholy-Nagy, which developed after Moholy's arrival in the 

United States in 1937. Thus, in the first and second, 1937 and 

1938 editions of his photographic history written to accompany 

a survey exhibition of photography he curated for the Museum 

of Modern Art in New York, Newhall mentions only the "awe- 

inspiring beautyM of some astronomical photographs in his 

discussion of scientific ph~tography.~' In the greatly 

expanded, 1949 edition of the book, after he had more fully 

integrated Moholy's ideas into his thought, Newhall extended 

the discussion of scientific photography. Immediately follow- 

ing a treatment of Moholy's New Vision, Newhall wrote: 

Certain it is that scientists by means of photogra- 
phy have made visible the unseen, laid bare the 
structure of the microcosmos, and penetrated the 
worlds which lie beyond seeing. While the precise 
scientific significance of these factual photographs 
may escape us as laymen, our imagination is gripped 
by their strange and often provocative beauty . . . .  
The form of the microcosmos has been laid open to 
all, permanently and beautifully. Complex crystal- 
line structures which defy description are precisely 
recorded, and we can enjoy the beauty of their 
f oms. 20 

Newhall's passage - -  which is, as we shall see, reminiscent of 
Ern6 Kallai's 1947 description of his epiphanic experience at 

the Film und Foto exhibition of 1929 - -  demonstrates that he 
gave this idea its most cogent expression in the 1964 edition 

-. 
of the book." My own investigations extend Newhall's sugges- 



tion and takes up OfDoherty's challenge: I propose that it 

was, more than any other single factor, Moholy's New Vision 

and the repeated appearance of the naturamorphic image analogy 

as topos, which led to the exhibition and publication of the 

products of scientific self-imaging in artistic (mainly art 

photographic) contexts. It was by means of this process that 

such imagery more easily available to artists after the mid 

20s, and so it contributed to the rise of biomorphic Modernist 

art in the 30s. 

The most common explanation for the visual parallels 

between biomorphic Modernisn and scientific self-imaging is 

the se psycho biological^ one related to the uprimitivistm aes- 

thetic: Since humans are part of nature, if we follow our 

intuition, that is our Seele rather than our G e i s t ,  we will 

arrive at forms and structures analogous to those in nature 

even without having necessarily seen such forms. From Kandin- 

sky, El Lissitzky, Walter Benjamin and K6llai in the early 

days of the naturamorphic analogy topos during the teens and 

20s,  to the heyday of the scientific image analogy during the 

1950s, this was the most common explanation. As Herbert Read 

articulated it, invoking the topos of self-similarity: "...the 

elementary forms which men have instinctively given to their 

works of art are the same as the elementary forms which exist 

in nature. What are these forms in nature? They are present in 

the vast interstellar spaces of the universe as well as in the 

most microscopic cells and molecules of matter.ut22 

As early as 1931 Kallai proposed an exhibition to be 

entitled "Kunst und Wirklichkeitn to the Leipzig Museum, a 

proposal which suggested tLe systematic juxtaposition of 

examples of scientific photography and Modernist art: 

Zu [Hans] A r p  und [Fritz] Kuhr und [Fritz] Winter im 
besonderen, aber auch zu shtlichen Surrealisten 
iiberhaupt: es waren Vergresserungen von biologischen 
Aufnahmen zu zeigen (auch Mikro-fotos), in denen die 
formalen Analogien zwischen Tier, Pflanze und Mensch 
deutlich werden .... 2 3 



While he was unable to realize this project at the time, he 

finally actualized a version of it in Budapest in his exhibi- 

tion " ~ j  Vilagkepll [New Image of the World] , held at the 
Social Democratic Party's "Galeria a Negy Vilagtajhozu [Gal- 

lery to the Earth's Four Quarters] in 1947, and in the booklet 

A termeszet r e j  tett arca  [The hidden face of nature] , pub- 
lished in conjunction with the e~hibition.~' Following this, a 

whole series of exhibitions and related publications by, among 

others, Gyorgy Kepes, Richard Hamilton, Lancelot Law Whyte, 

Georg Schenk, Georg Schmidt, Adolf Portman, John H. Baur, 

Philip C. Ritterbush, and Jack Burnham invoked the scientific 

image analogy.25 Of Schenck and Schmidt's Basle exhibition 

held in 1958, Adolf Portman wrote: 

In recent years we have witnessed the momentous 
transition from the familiar world of visible forms 
into a more elemental world where forms are created 
by forces that are hidden from view. It would be 
interesting to unravel the tangle of circumstances 
which brought about this transition. Scientific 
discoveries undoubtedly had a part in it. But we 
must not oversimplify or exaggerate their effect. 
Certainly the world of the microscope gave an occa- 
sional stimulus; but the transition to abstract art 
was only rarely the result of familiarity with these 
newly discovered forms. The roots of the correspon- 
dences w e  find between paintings and photomicro- 
graphs go deeper.26 

By the 70% OfDoherty was reacting to the ubiquity of this 

topos : 

So much banal wonder and written nonsense have been 
provoked by the correspondences between images of 
art and science that it is an area where a babble of 
cliches holds sway. This may disguise the problem 
but does not remove it. There is an amusing form of 
interdisciplinary social climbing inherent in the 
comparison: science seeks an aesthetic cachet; art 
seeks from science the authority of which science 
deprived i t . 27 

The problem OtDoherty refers to, as we saw in the passage from 

him quoted on page four, is why this correspondence should 

exist. His proposal, the one I am taking up, is that artists 

saw the products of scientific self-imaging and were inspired 



by them either formally, or conceptually, or both. In other 

words, an historically-based explanation of the scientific 

image analogy should be possible. As Bousquet, Ritterbush and 

Schmidt-Burkhardt have pointed out, and as even a cursory 

review of the secondary literature and of biomorphic Modernist 

artists' writings shows, artists such as Redon, Kubin, Arp, 

Klee, Kandinsky, Gabo, Kupka, Masson, Ernst, Miro, Moholy- 

Nagy, Moore, Tanguy and Zeisel either were looking through 

microscopes themselves, or were looking at scientific, par- 

ticularly biological images such as microscopic photographs.'" 

August Wiedmann is one of the critics to question the 

psychobiological explanation and its biological determinisc 

implicat ion 

The assertion made is that non-representational art 
holds up a mirror to nature's way of working as 
exemplified for instance in the structure of crys- 
tals, rocks, metals, minerals or other formations 
looked at under the microscope or through a tele- 
scope. The question why nature should want to "dup- 
licate" itself in abstract art is seldom raised let 
alone conclusively answered. Are we to assume, more- 
over, that those non-representational paintings 
which do not correspond to any known microcosmic or 
macrocosmic formations are works of non-art? Ulti- 
mately the whole approach reduces art to mimesis, 
thus denying creativity." 

wiedmannrs critique applies to all normative biologistic 

systems: if everything we humans do is a part of nature, then 

nature as examplum is superfluous and furthermore, the "unna- 

tural" and all it implies, is impossible. 

I do not wish to suggest that Moholyfs integration of 

scientific photographs into exhibitions and journals of the 

1920s as described in this chapter is the only way Modernist 

artists had access to scientific self-imaging. As OtDoherty 

has pointed out, with the advent of universal education in 

Europe and North America during the late 19th century, most of 

the artists working in the biomorphic Modernist mode would 

have encountered such pictures in their studies of biology and 
physics, if not also in popular science journals and the 



popular press, which sometimes carried illustrated scientific 

articles. But while OfDoherty is correct in suggesting that 

most artists saw such images in their youth, it is not always 

the case that they would have looked at them in an aesthetic 

manner in those early days. Though a handful of 19th century 

artists such as Grandville, Redon and Munch, were using self- 

imaged scientific illustrations such as microscopic photo- 

graphs and radiographs; indeed microscopes, as inspiration - -  
and there even was a fashion for such art inspired by Haeck- 

el's Kunstfomen der N a t u r  early in the century - -  it was 
still an exotic practice before the late 1920s. It was only 

after scientific photographs and films acquired the "auraw of 

art through Moholy's large-scale importation of them into the 

discourse of high art (and this was a curious reversal of the 

role Benjamin assigned to the potentially mass-produced 

image), that a wide circle of artists began to borrow their 
imagery and Faktur, resulting in the upsurge of biomorphism in 

' 2  
artistic production of the 1930s noted by art historians.- 

Mainly because of this availability, E r n 6  Kallai was made 

aware of the scientific image analogy as a subject worthy of 

theorizing, though without crediting Moholy with the advent of 

this awareness, even though - -  as a participant in the aes- 
thetic economy which both generated and was affected by Moho- 

lyts writings - -  Kallai already operated within the altered 
I '  

paradigm of visuality engendered by the New Vision.-- 

Nor do I wish to insist that exposure to such imagery was 

a necessary prerequisite to artistst production of biomorphic 

Modernist art. As well as being inspired by the products of 

scientific self-imaging, artists copied others0 styles, or 

they arrived at llbiomorphicll forms through formal experimenta- 

tion and play - -  a process which also invites psychobiological 
explanations of the resulting visual analogies. 

We have seen in Chapter Two that interwar biocentrism is 

differentiable into, on the one hand, a bioloqistic Kultur- 

pessimismus (as in the case of Spengler and Klagest Biozent-  



rik), and on the other, an optimistic biologistic functional- 

ism (as in the case of Franceg s Objektive or Biozentrische 

Erkenn t n i s l  ehre and von UexkQll s Biol oqische W e 1  tanschauung) . 
We have seen in Chapter Four, furthermore, that Moholyts 

Francean biologistic-functionalist biocentrism shies away from 

a vitalmystisch regard for Nature, limiting itself to a fasci- 

nation with a naturalized technology and its possibilities. 

Vitalmystisch feelings of unity with the cosmos - -  typical of 
many biomorphic Modernist artists of the interwar period - -  

were, however, articulated by Ern6 Kallai, who by the mid 20s. 

in his critical writings on the fine arts, had made the tran- 

sition from a Constructivism which privileged technology over 

"natureu to Klages' and Prinzhornts Biozentrik.  In Chapter One 

I discussed how by the early 30s Kallai had designated the 

artistic manifestations of these aspects of biocentrism "Bio-  

romantik." As Gabor Pataki, without a knowledge of the corre- 

sponding aspects of biocentrism or even of the category of 

biocentrism itself, perceptively writes, "In Kallais Deutung 

wird die 'Technoromantikt ein Teil, d.i. eine hell durch- 

sonnte, optimistische Seite der ~ioromantik."'~ 

Kallaits awakening to the psychobiological implications 

of the scientific image analogy - -  a necessary prerequisite to 
his articulation of Bioromantik, the first coherent theory of 

biomorphic Modernism - -  took place in Moholy's R a m  i of the 
Film und Foto (V'IFOn) exhibition held in Stuttgart in 1929, 
by all accounts the most important of a sequence of Weimar 
German displays between 1925 and 1933 which combined art and 

applied photography. Hence it was as a resultant of the inter- 

action of Modernist adherents of the two major varieties of 

interwar biocentrism, a cross-fertilization of Bioromantik and 

Technoromantik, that scientific self-imaging became more 

available to artists, and that such art was First theorized. 

This was a crucial symbiosis for the development and the 
coming-to-consciousness of biomorphic Modernism at the begin- 

ning of the 30s. 



2. Scientific and Art Photography in Combined Public Display 

I will now briefly trace the history of the combined 

exhibition of art and applied photographs in Germany. Also, I 

will demonstrate that Moholy's discursive and visual theoriz- 

ing in the two editions of his book Malerei, Photographie, 

Film (1925 and 1927) affected the curatorial practices of 

photographic exhibitions and the editing of photographic 

journals, leading to the crucial integration of artistic and 

applied material within installations and publications. 

The most important precedent in the case of the print 

media was the Y3chelpennummerN of Wendingen, which, as dis- 

cussed in Chapter Four, opened the eyes of key avant-garde 

artists and critics - -  including Moholy-Nagy and Kallai, to 
the possibilities of scientific self-imaging. By 1927, Das 

deutsche Lichtbild, the German yearbook of Neue Sachl ichkei t 

photography, conceived and produced by Hans Windisch under 

Moholyrs influence, was also publishing applied and scientific 

photographs next to conventional art photographs. The addition 

of close-up nature photographs by the likes of Karl Bloss- 

feldt, Ernst Fuhrmann, Albert Renger-Patzsch, Albert Leon and 

Oskar Prochnow, sometimes in conjunction with photographs by 
avant-garde practitioners such as Moholy-Nagy and the Bauhaus 

student Otto Umbehr (Umbo), was further evidence of the effect 

of Moholyl s Malerei, ~hotographie, Film. Other photographic 
publications followed suit. 

a. Heritage 

Because photography was just as much a technical and 
scientific curiosity as it was a medium of artistic expression 
during the 19th century its early history is closely tied to 

the history of its scientific applications. Buerger discusses 

the close contacts between artists, art photographers and 

scientist-photographers in mid 19th century France.)' It was 

in part due to this alliance, and to the aesthetic attention 



accorded scientific photographs, that Baudelaire was reacting 

in the passage quoted at the start of this chapter? While 

the intensive conjunction of photographic science and art at 

mid century faded with the consolidation of the photographic 

industry and of photographic practice, it is in keeping with 

this history that many of the great late 19th and early 20th 

century photographic exhibitions, such as those in Paris in 

1867, 1900 and 1906, in Vienna in 1873, i n  Hamburg in 1893, in 

Berlin in 1896 and 1906, and in Dresden in 1909, featured both 

art photography and scientific ph~tography.'~ According to 

Fritz Hansen, the most important of these was the "Internatio- 

nale Photographische A~stellung~~ held in Dresden in 1909.'" 

Given this heritage in France and the German-speaking coun- 

tries, and because Dresden was both a great art centre and a 

focus for Germany's photographic industry, it comes as no 

surprise that the scientific applications and technical prod- 

ucts of the photographic industry were featured along with 

artistic achievements of amateur and professional photo- 

graphers." Thus at Dresden in 1909, the up-and-coming gener- 

ation of art photographers, or those with art photographic 

ambitions such as Irnogen Cunningham who saw this show,'8 were 

exposed to photographic prints which exemplified the broadest 

range of technical possibilities of the medium, possibilities 

which were being systematically excluded by the Pictorialists, 

the prevailing school of art photography at the time, although 

Hugo Erfurth, a forerunner of sharp-focus "neue Sachlichkeit" 

photography, assisted in making the selections for the artis- 

tic section of the show.3g This integration of industrial 

products on the one hand, and of scientific, technical and 

aesthetically oriented photography on the other, set the tone 

for Weirnar photographic exhibitions. It was as a concomitant 

of the pictorialists' success at having their work accepted as 

"artu that the disintegration of scientific and "artH pho- 

tography was effected. 

It is important to keep in mind that most of the exhibi- 



tors at the turn-of-the-century German photographic exhibi- 

tions were uamateurs.u40 In Dresden in 1900 there was an 

entire exhibition devoted to scientific photography organized 

by the Dresdner Gesellschaft zur Ferderung der Arnateurphoto- 

graphie, presumably at least partly with the intent of inspir- 

ing amateurs to engage in such work." This promotion of 

amateur scientific photography was rooted in the Kunstschulbe- 

wegung and the pedagogical reform movement in general of the 

early 20th century, and gave rise to Moholy's Jacobyian peda- 

gogical approach ("everyone is an artistw; I1everyone is tal- 

ented"). Thus Moholyls later suggestion of the use of scien- 

tific imaging equipment for aesthetic ends is also ultimately 

based in this tradition. Moholy's suggestion, in combination 

with earlier amateur practice, led to the development of art 

microscopy, art telescopy, and art radiography in the 2 0 s .  

b. Early Weimar Years 

As the war and the economic disasters which subsequently 

befell Germany intervened, the next photographic exhibition of 

this type was realized only in 1925, the year that Moholy pub- 

lished Malerei, Photographie, F i l m .  It should be noted that 

Moholyls manuscript was ready by the summer of 1924, and that 

it appeared in the late summer or early fall of 1925 . "  Thus 

the "Kino und Photo Au~stellung,~~ popularly known by its 

abbreviation "KIPHO," which took place in the Funkhaus (radio 
building) in Berlin from September 25 to October 4 of that 

year, could not have acted as a suggestive source for the 

visual organization of Moholy's book. It did, however, give 

Moholy the chance to acquaint himself with the latest imaging 

technologies, and to see a wide variety of applied photo- 

graphs, as well as examples from the history of photography. 

This experience must have stood him in good stead in preparing 

the second, 1927 edition of his book. 

In keeping with the fin-de-siecle tradition I have out- 

lined above, KIPHO was a combined industrial, scientific and 



art photographic exhibition organized by a broad range of 

German photography and film-related societies, such as the 

Union of German Amateur Photographer Associations, the Society 

of German Art Photographers, the Union of Manufacturers of 

Photographic Products and the German Society for Mechanics and 

~ptics." The exhibition was organized in seven parts, and 

while a scientific section was not among them, scientific 

photographs were included among the works displayed in the 

division devoted to technical and photographic schools. Thus 

the Photographische Lehranstalt of the Lette-Verein in Berlin 

showed medical, mineralogical, microscopic and x-ray photo- 

graphs, praised by one critic as "sehr sauber und sorgfaltig 

ausgefuhrten S~hiilerarbeiten."~~ Another school which had a 

department specializing in the training of scientific imaging 

technologists, the Photographische Institut f i i r  wissenschaft- 

liche und angewandte Photographie of the Technische Hochschule 

in Darmstadt, showed "eine Anzahl wohlgelungener Schiilerarbei- 

ten auf dem Gebiet der bildrnassigen und technischen Photogra- 
Phi,= II :j Astronomical photographs from the Observatory of 

Treptow were also shown, as were undersea photographs by the 

German master of the genre, Franz Schensky? The collector 

and historian of early photography, Erich Stenger, showed 
examples from his collection of 19th century artistic and 

applied work for the first time.47 This must have made a great 

impression on Moholy, for it would have given him an initial 

temporal overview of the visual results of photographic prac- 

tices. Stenger's displays were subsequently included in most 

of the German photographic exhibitions between the wars, he 

cooperated with Moholy on the FIFO exhibition of 1929 and 

ultimately with Lucia Moholy in her photographic projects as 

well." The Lette-Verein, the Treptow Observatory, and Schen- 

sky would also become regular exhibitors in these exhibitions. 

Fritz Hansen judged the KIPHO to be a great success, and a 

sign that Berlin had displaced Dresden as a centre of photo- 

graphic technology. '' 



The highly successful Deutsche Photographische Austellung 

(DPA), held in Peter Behrens' Viaus dex Modenu in Frank- 

furt/~ain during the second half of August 1926, was an event 

which foregrounded scientific photography to a greater extent 

than had been the case at KIPHO.~~ An entire section, "Gruppe 

IVttl was devoted to scientific and historical photography, the 

latter drawn partly from Stengerts collection. 

The prominence given scientific photography was noted in 

the press." In the catalogue of the DPA,'~ a Dr. Seddig 

reviewed the history of scientific applications of the medium 

from Niepce on, and he set up a typology of its scientific 

applications which reflected the organizational structure of 

Gruppe IV: the use of straight photography, e .g .  in the docu- 

mentation of visible phenomena in geology, zoology and botany 

and in documenting scientific experiments; photography as an 

extension of our senses, such as microscopic, astronomical, 

spectrographic, x-ray and time-lapse photography; and the 

study of the photographic process itself? In a second 

article on scientific photography published in this catalogue, 

the Frankfurt criminological photographer Georg Popp reminded 

visitors of the wide range of uses of scientific photography, 

in fields as diverse as astronomy, physics, the natural 

sciences, botany, zoology, anthropology, art history, medi- 

cine, surgery and law. He further pointed out some of the 

important scientific advances made with such aids, for example 

the research of metallic, crystalline and even atomic struc- 

tures through microscopy. '' 
As at the KIPHO, many organizations were represented 

among the exhibitors in Gruppe IV of the DPA, particularly 

those to be found in the host city? For example, I1Diaposi- 

tive hervorragender Qualitgt in Rentgen- und Microphotogra- 

phielm were shown by the UniversitZta-Klinik and Stsdtischen 

Krankenhaus Frankfurt, and microscopic photographs of metals 

were displayed by Prof. FrZnkel of the department of Physics 

and Physical Chemistry at Frankfurt University? Also shown 



were criminological photographs taken by Popp in 

with the Frankfurt Police Department, zoological 

by Dr. K. Priernel from the Frankfurt Zoo and Max 

association 

photographs 

Steckel of 
Kattowicz, sport pictures by P. Feller of Hanover, aerial 

views by Zeppelin-Luftschiffbau and the Sudwest-deutsche 

Luftverkehrs, A.G., nature photos and ~Heimats~hutzaufnahmen,~~ 

by Naturbild Hubert Schonger, G.m.b.H.,tl and astronomical 

photographs by Max Wolf of the Uciversity Observatory in 

Next to Gruppe IV was the section of the exhibition 

devoted to ~Fachschulen,~ another locus for the display of 

scientific  photograph^.^^ As at KIPHO, at the DPA the Lette- 
Verein showed a "richN selection of scientific works by its 

students, indeed it was the only photographic training college 

to do so.'9 One reviewer, unaware of the Vereinfs specializ- 

ation in scientific work, complained about the lack of "artis- 

tic" photographs : 

Die Photogr.(sic) Lehranstalt des Lette-Vereins, 
Berlin, hatte bei ihrer Ausstellung die kcnstleri- 
sche Photographie zugunsten der Rontgen- und der 
wissenschaftlichen photographischen Abteilung in den 
Hintergrund gestellt. Wohl zu unrecht, denn wir 
haben auf der WiphoM gute Bilder aus der Lette- 
Anstalt gesehen, von denen wir zwei oder drei in 
Frankfurt wiederfanden. 60 

Still, this reviewer particularly praised the radiographs: 

"Die Rontgenaufnahmen beweisen die vorzdgliche Ausbildung, die 

den Schulern der Anstalt zuteil wird.I1 The excellent training 

of the students is indicated by the following statement: "Wie 

uns die Leiterin der Anstalt sagte, sind alle Schiilerinnen der 

obligen Abteilungen nach beendeter Ausbildung bisher immer in 

der Praxis untergebracht. Ein Beweis, dass die Lette-Anstalt 

einen guten Ruf geniesst. !16' 

Finally, scientific, especially medical photographs, were 

to be found in the industrial section of the DPA.62 The Agfa 

company, for example, in addition to the film Das Blumenwunder 

(more about which below), displayed microscopic and x-ray 



photographs, including Prof. Kdnigrs composite radiograph of 

woman, a full-body x-ray image which Moholy would also exhibit 

at the F 1 F O m G 3  

Eugen Classen, the reviewer for the Deutsche Werkbund's 
j ournal Die Form, who approved of I1Neue Sachl ichkei t aes - 
thetics, held that "Gruppe 11," the section of the exhibition 

devoted to HamateurtH that is art photography, was not sig- 

nificant. According to Classen it was dominated by pnoto- 

graphers employing traditional Pictorialist aesthetics, since 

it was selected by Itindustry typesn rather than people with 

serious training in the arts? Classen cites the portraits of 

Hugo Erfurth and Walter Hegets photographs of ancient Greek 

statuary as examples of sachlich work which called attention 

to the mediocre quality of the bulk of the material ." In the 
manner of Moholy-Nagy, Classen cites the sachl ichkei t of the 

exhibition's applied photography display as putting the "aes- 

thetic" work into a bad light: 

Es sol1 hier nicht behauptet worden, dass die ver- 
schiedenen Darstellungsformen, deren sich die Aus- 
tellung bedient, sich stets gliicklich zu einem ein- 
heitlichen Eindruck zusamrnenffigen. Bruchstellen sind 
in einer Zeit, in der eine hochgesteigerte, rein auf 
prazise Zwecke eingestellte wissenschaftliche und 
technische Photographie mit einer raffinierten sich 
mkfinstlerischn gebenden Lichtbildkunst konkurriert, 
unvermeidl ich. 6 6  

Classen seems not to have noticed that the work of younger 
Neue Sachlichkeit practitioners such as Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and 

Erna Lendvai-Dircksen were also shown in the art section, and 

that followers of the new aesthetic, albeit its more conserva- 

tive, officially acceptable variety, won prizes; thus Erfurth, 

Lendvai-Dircksen, Schensky, and Walter and Curt Heqe." Still, 

it is true that the DPA's Hamateuru section was dominated by 

an outdated Pictorialist aesthetic, and that it largely 

omitted the work of avant-garde photographers. This is irnport- 

ant, because the overall arrangement of the exhibition - -  
industrial products in one wing, and applied, scientific, 



historical and art photography displays in the other - -  was 

such that it made comparisons such as those which Classen made 

between applied and art photography a simple matter." In any 

case, for those photographers and artists who were becoming 

interested in Moholy's New Vision, or who were concerned with 

applied work as potential visual source material, the DPA 

provided an opportunity to view an impressive array of scien- 

tific photographs aesthetically. 

The prominence given scientific imagery at the DPA was 

also indicated by the fact that at the opening on 14 August 

1926, the Agfa-produced film "Das Blumenwundertl was shown to 

great acclaim. ltHat sich die Photographie einerseits zum 

Kunstgewerbe edelster Bedeutung entwickelt," wrote one anony- 

mous reviewer, "so ist sie andererseits zum unentbehrlichen 

Hilfsmittel £fir alle Wissenschaften geworden. Ein kleines 

Beispiel nur dafiir i s t  der Film 'Das Blumenwundert, der das 

Wachsen und Werden der Blurnen den Gasten zeigen wird."" This 

accelerated view of plant development employed the latest in 

time-lapse filming techniques developed by Roman Vishniac, and 

made a deep impression on reviewers of the show? As another 

anonymous reviewer wrote, Itdie Zuschauer des Ausstellungs- 

Kinos sitzen vor der Leinwand und wohnen staunend der Entwick- 

lung einer Pflanze vom Keim zum Wachsen, zur Blfite und zum 

Welken bei."" This impression is echoed by Hannah HBch in her 

memory of her exploration of the film medium together with 

Moholy-Nagy during the early years of their friendship, soon 

after his arrival in Berlin in 1920: 

..Am Verfolgen und Beurteilen des sich in neuen 
Formen entwickelnden Films erganzten sich unsere 
Meinungen imrner. Auc~, dass die asthetischen Gesetze 
nie ausser acht gelassen werden sollten, spielte 
eine Rolle in unseren Anschauungen. Dokumentarfilme, 
die ersten, liessen uns den Atem anhalten, wenn sich 
da etwa Kristalle, das Wachsen der Pflanzen etc. 
enthGllten. Zeitraffer und Zeitlupe brachten die 
neuen ~spekte. 72 

More advanced in its artistic tastes than the Frankfurt 



exhibition, but providing fewer opportunities for the viewing 

of applied photographs, was "Hundert Jahre Lichtbild," held in 

Basle in April and early May of 1927. Here one could see, in 

addition to the by now standard historical display curated by 

Stenger, an array of Swiss and Budapest photographers, plus 

the work of avant-garde practitioners such as Frantisek Drti- 

kol of Prague, Man Ray of Paris, and Ldszlo and Lucia Moholy- 

Nagy of the Dessau Bauhaus, plus the more conservative Neue 

Sachlichkeit photographers Erfurth, Lendvai-Dircksen, and the 

Hege brotherd3 While this show did not contain a separate 

scientific section, it did include a display of applied pho- 

tography which included microscopic and other natural scien- 

tific photographs and slides, including work from the Franckt - 
sche Verlag of Stuttgart, one of the principal publishers of 

popular scientific irnager~.'~ Though the display of scientific 

photographs was not as large and varied as at the DPA, visi- 

tors to the Basle show had the chance to compare them with a 

greater selection of avant-garde works. 

The KIPHO, the DPA and the Basle show were significant 

not because their organization reflected in a systematic way 

the new photographic aesthetic as theorized and codified by 

Moholy-Nagy; they did not. They potentially achieved other 

results: On the one hand, by carrying on the 19th century 

tradition of the integration of applied and art photography in 

grand photographic displays, they gave visitors interested 

only in the fine arts the chance to view the products of 

applied photography, and thus to expand their aesthetic range 

of appreciation, as proposed by Moholy-Nagy. On the other, 

they gave avant-garde painters and sculptors the opportunity, 

even if only inadvertently, to see scientific imagery. Mean- 

while, judging by the number of book reviews, the success of 

Painting, Photography, Film induced the publication of a 

second, revised edition of the book in 1927, which received 
even more attention than the first edition had. 



c. Moholy-Nagy and Das Deutsche Lichtbild 

In 1927, the year that Malerei, Photographie, Film was 

republished as Malerei, Fotografie, Film, Hans Windisch 

launched his German photographic yearbook Das Deutsche L i c h t -  

bild. while Moholy-Nagy did not initiate this project, his New 

Vision was Windisch's inspiration in its production. The 

appearance of Das Deutsche Lichtbild marked the spread of Neue 

Sachlichkeit in general, and of New Vision in particular, 

within the German photographic discourse. As Rolf Sachsse 

writes, "cine innerphotographische Debatte zur Neuen Sachlich- 

keit begann erst in breiter Form nach 1927, mit dem Erscheinen 

des ersten Bandes von 'Das Deutsche Lichtbild,'" as well as 

the appearance of Moholyrs article on photography and adver- 

tising in Photographische Korrespondenz, and Renger - Patzscht s 
book Die Welt ist Schdn in 1928.75 The spread of the New 

Vision was marked by the general trend towards the aesthetici- 

zation of scientific imagery in photographic publications; the 

regular publication - -  for the first time in an art photo- 
graphic rather than a general trade context - -  of art 
micrography, art telescopy and art radiography; and most 

importantly perhaps, the juxtaposition in layouts of these 

various genres of photographic production: of applied scien- 

tific photography with art photography, of art microscopy with 

scientific microscopy. By 1929, the Neue Sachlichkeit had 

supplanted the former dominance of old-style, that is, picto- 

rialist "art photographyn1 in German photographic magazines, 

annuals and exhibitions. 7" 

That Moholy was crucial to the conception of Das Deutsche 
Lichtbild is evident from an examination of its first volume. 

Windisch included a series of statements in this first year- 

book, the order of presentation of which tells us much con- 
cerning the importance he placed on Moholyfs approach to 

photography. First among the statements - -  after his own - -  
was that of Erwin Redslob, the Reichskunstwart - -  a kind of 
political guardian of culture - -  of the Weimar Republic. 



Redslob, known to be a supporter of Modernist culture, gives a 

noticeably Moholyan account of photography as "die Erfassung 

der Lichtwirkung eines Objektes durch Mittel des Li~htes."~' 

Windisch follows this with a statement on amateur telescopic 

photography by the German master of the subject, Adolf Miethe, 

of the Charlottenburg observatory in Berlin. This placement 

may seem curious until one realizes that not only is the 

promotion of amateur photography, particularly amateur pho- 

tography employing unusual means of production such as those 

employed in scientific research, one of Moholy's principal 

messages, but the placement of Dr. Miethe's statement after 

his own and the politician's, was a sign of respect by Wind- 

isch for the recently-deceased Miethe and this, his last manu- 
- - 

script. ' 

It was Moholy-Nagy's statement, "Die beispiellose Foto- 

grafie," which was the first to follow those privileged by 

protocol. This article is, in effect, a manifesto version of 

P a i n t i n g ,  P h o t o g r a p h y ,  Film, the programme for his "New 

Vision." And as if this privileged placement were not suffi- 

cient, ~ind~sch added a note to Moholy's article recommending 

P a i n t i n g ,  P h o t o g r a p h y ,  Film to his readers, the only such 

recommendation made by Windisch among the introductory 

texts." Only after these four statements did those of P.  v. 
Neugebauer on craftsmanship in photography; the decidedly 

Moholyan statement of M. von Grundherr, the Chair of the Union 

of German Amateur Photographic Societies; and those of Franz 

Grainer on "Das neuzeitliche Damenbildnis;" of Karl von Schin- 

tling on a traditional approach to nLichtbildkunst;u of Dr. 

Krohnke on amateur art micrography; and of Albert Renger- 

Patzsch, appear, in that order.3o 

while this array of texts and their sequence communicates 

a tension between traditional and sachlich approaches to the 

aesthetics of photography within Das Deutsche Lichtbild, the 

predominance of Moholyan New Vision aesthetics over the more 

traditional ones is apparent. All the statements but the first 



three - -  i.e. those placed in order of protocol - -  are brack- 
eted by texts from the two most prominent representatives of 

Neue Sachlichkeit photography, Moholy-Nagy and Renger-Patzsch. 

Furthermore, the inclusion of the statements promoting the 

aesthetic use of scientific instruments in the production of 

art photography by amateurs (Grundherr, Miethe, Krohnke) 

reflects Moholy-Nagy's program of New Vision put forward in 

Painting, Photography, Film. If one counts these contributions 

with those of the Neue Sachlichkeit photographers Moholy and 

Renger-Patzsch, they easily outnumber the statements made by 

authors (Neugebauer, Grainer, Schintling) with traditional 

photographic aesthetics. 

Moholy's I8Die beispiellose Fotografie" was an aesthetic 

explication of New Vision and a program for working with 
scientific technologies to make art photographs. As early as 

in his first article on photography, "Produktion-Reproduk- 

tion," Moholy-Nagy - -  here in conjunction with his wife Lucia 
- -  suggested, even if obliquely, the possibility of employing 
x-ray and telescopic technology in the production of art, a 

suggestion reiterated the following year in "Light - -  A Medium 
of Plastic Expres~ion.~" These ideas were systematized in 

Malerei, Photographie, Film, the manuscript for which was 

ready by 1924, but which was first published in 1925. Moholy 

was not the first to advocate the use of the microscope for 

creative purposes. J. Edward Barnard in England, and Rornanus 

Schmehlik in Germany had been advocating the production of 

amateur photomicrographs since the early 20th century. For 

example, in the introduction to his 1911 handbook, Practical 

Micro - Photography, J. Edwin Barnard recommended photomicros - 
copy to the "photographer who has exhausted his interest in 

landscape, work, portraiture, or what is usually referred to 

as ordinary photography, and is looking for a new field of 

Thus, in calling for the creative use of photomicros- 
copy and radiography, Moholy - -  whom Andreas Haus has 
described as an amateur in the best sense of the word when it 



comes to photography - -  was participating in an amateur tradi- 
tion which advocated the use of photomicrogra-phic equipment 

in the production of what was in effect aesthetic imagery? 

And let us remember that well into the 20th century, most of 

those who displayed their work in photographic exhibitions 

were amateurs. Simultaneous with the development of Moholy's 

own theory, artists such as the German Karl Strriwe and the 

French Laure Albin-Guillot were engaging in the practice of 

art microscopy. 3' 

We have seen in Chapter Four that in addition to the 

formal dimension of Moholy's theory, there is inherent in 

P a i n t i n g ,  Photography ,  Film and in his other documents of the 

time, a Francean biocentric text and subtext rooted in Haeck- 

el's Monist promotion of scientific images as models for art, 

communicated directly through words as well as through his 

choice of images to be illustrated and the visual rhetoric of 

his layouts. This biocentric content is emphasized by Renger- 

Patzscht s text IiZiele, which promctes photography as a means 

of exploring nature's structures, and is made explicit in 
Windischts introduction to the second, 1928-29 edition of Das 

Deutsche L i c h t b i l d .  Windisch discusses the question as to 

whether photographs can be used as ItNaturkunde" [documents of 

nature] . Using the camera, he notes, 
we are much more likely to obtain a view of the 
hidden things in nature's secret places, views of an 
unfamiliar world, with as complete an existence of 
its own as that with which w e  are familiar. He who 
is able to discover all these things shows himself 
the real artist .... He is nearer to earth, and it is 
he who is seeking to penetrate her secrets.... But 
perhaps his friends consider his photographs as mere 
copies from nature what to him was a revelation or 
may be a great symbol of life. Yes it is a document, 
but a document which is at the same time an attempt 
to solve [the mystery of nature] 

Windisch took Moholyts suggestions to heart, imitating 

the Bauhaus professorrs image juxtapositions made in P a i n t i n g ,  

Photography, Film. Thus - -  to use examples from the first 



volume of Das Deutsche Lichtbild - - the juxtaposition of 
Renger-Patzschts close-up of steam locomotive wheels with Dr. 

Bergner's close-up of a spoked dandelion gone to seed; the 

placement of Mario von Bucovichts seascape with flying birds 

opposite Charlotte Rudolphi's shot of the dancer Palucca 

taking a flying leap with wing-like outstretched arms; and an 

image illustrating the structure of the Zeppelin next to Ernst 

Kriiger's photograph of grasses in winter; are illustrations of 

France's concept of Biotechnik akin to Moholyts equivalent 

juxtapositions. (Figs. 5-1, 5-2, 5-3) As Windisch himself 

wrote in the next, 1 9 2 8 / 2 9  issue of Das Deutsche Lichtbild: 

all that is around us, even the most complicated 
phenomenon, harks back to primitive form elements. 
It is on these that we base our conceptions of 
beauty, although we are no longer conscious of this 
elementary fact. Leaving mathematical [Grundformen] 
out of consideration: the construction of a blade of 
grass accords with the principals of modern statics; 
only a talented mathematician would have been able 
to design the honey-comb; the very first plant was 
patterned on the [Golden Section] ; the [sphere, as 
the conception of perfection, completion and peace 
EVollkommenen, in sich ruhenden) by which are deter - 
mined] the domed vault of the skies ...; briefly, it 
will be found that it is always the elementary 
forms on which our conceptions are based? 

But there are further parallels. In the 1927 yearbook Miethe's 

photograph of the moon is placed next to colour-enhanced 

microscopic photographs by Dr. KrBhnke in the round format 

typical of photographs taken through the lense of a micro- 

scope, while Renger-Patzsch's close-up shot of an Aasblume 

juxtaposed with G. Jahnets image of a landscape formation, 
emphasizes equivalent textural and pattern qualities invoking 
the biocentric Monist topos of self-~irnilarity.~' (Figs. 5 - 4 ,  

5 - 5 )  The decorative qualities of Dr. Bergner's microscopic 

photograph of a flea are emphasized, furthermore, by its 

juxtaposition with F. Wasow's image of a seated male Balinese 

dancer and the Neo-Vitalist crystallographer Otto Lehmann's 

microscopic photograph of trapezoidal fluid crystals. (Fig. 5- 



6 )  In the 1928-29 edition, the self-similarity topos was again 

illustrated through the placement of Max Wolf's photo of the 

Milky Way opposite A. u. P. Neinerts close-up of a spider's 

web; a point emphasized by Windisch's statement made in that 

same volume that "the smallest creature is a centre around 

which the world moves.1188 (Fig. 5 - 7 )  The publication of Karl 

Hansents micrograph of a cross-section of a hair was one of 

the first in a clearly artistic context of an example of 

amateur art microscopy. This artistic intention is indicated 

not only by Hansents writing on the subject, but also by the 

avoidance of the traditional round format of micrography, 

replacing it with the rectangular frame of the art photograph 

or the painting. (Fig. 5-8) This choice in format works to 

emphasize the pictorial and textural qualities of the image 

over its scientific or merely wonderful ones." In the 1930 

edition of Das Deutsche Lichtbild, Windisch included Bloss- 

feldtls beautiful close-up images of plants, and the stunning 

radiograph of a fish produced by the women of the Lette-Verein 

in the 1927 yearbook and in a 1928 article by Windisch, reap- 

pears in an advertisement designed by Moholy the following 
year.'"~igs. 5-9, 5-10, 5-11) Windisch aligns himself with 

Moholyt s "New Visionfg as opposed to Neue Sachlichkei t gen- 

erally when he writes that "it would be quite a superficial 

pronouncement to label these 'documents of naturet as the [New 
Objectivity]. I f  such a photograph is [objective, it is out of 

purity that it is s o ] ;  if it is new, it is because we have 

brought a new method of seeing to bear on it.ltgl 

Despite Windisch's commitment to Neues Sehen, his own 

tastes were eclectic and allowed for late pictorialist art 

photography, embodying a tension with Moholy's more consist- 

ently avant-garde aesthetic. By the second volume of Das 

Deutsche Lichtbild, Windisch - - perhaps in response to nega- 
tive reaction from the wider, more conservative German photo- 

graphic community to his emphasis on Moholy-Nagy's ideas in 

the first volume, clearly stated that "'Das Deutsche Licht- 



bild' . . .  is by no means bound to any particular school or 
tendency.H92 The tensions between Moholyts avant-garde and 

Windischt conservative tastes became apparent within a few 

years, and they erupted into a polemical exchange with Moholy- 

Nagy on the pages of i 1 0  (of which Moholy was the photographic 

editor) in 1929." In his piece Windisch protests against the 

use of sharp, close-up shots in portraits, and writes "so must 

a portrait be as blurred as possible, or do we even have to 

cheat a bit? No - -  but photography must not become microsco- 
py. !I 34 In his answer Moholy pulls out the big gun of biolo- 

gistic authority when he answers that "we must remind our- 

selves that there is a biological way of looking at man, where 

every pore, every wrinkle and every freckle is of import- 

ance."'' An indication of the extent to which Moholy had coop- 

erated with Windisch is suggested by Moholy's reply to Wind- 

isch, in which he says "It is staggering for me to see Wind- 

isch - -  whom I thought so far to be my comrade-in-arms - -  

using such outdated arg~ments."'~ The rift was not total, 

however, as the publication of two of Moholyts photographs in 

the 1930 edition of Das Deutsche L i c h t b i l d  indicates. '' 

d. The First Exhibitions Based on "New Vision1I 

Rehearsed in Painting, Photography, Film and Das Deutsche 
L i c h t b i l d ,  and paralleled unconsciously in the great Weimar 

German photographic exhibitions, by 1928-29 Moholy's aesthetic 

principles were incorporated into three art exhibitions. The 

first of these, Toto - -  Malerei - -  Architektur," opened on 12 
February 1928 at the Itten Schule, Johannes Itten's private 

Berlin art school founded in 1926, three years after he had 

been replaced at the Bauhaus by Moholy-Nagy. While it has not 

proved possible to ascertain the identity of the curator(s), 

the material and conceptual linkages with Moholy and the 

Dessau Bauhaus are apparent. Adopting both the Bauhaus' and 

the Itten Schulers interdisciplinary approaches, the cura- 

tor(~) integrated modernist art and architectural drawings 



with avant-garde and applied photographs in the show. Both 

Kallai's review of the exhibition and the text of the invita- 

tion to the opening indicate that the groupings of paintings, 

photographs and architectural drawings were proximate, with 

the intention of evoking interdisciplinary comparisons: 

Die Veranstaltung der Kunstschule Johannes Itten 
sollen zur Beurteilung moderner Gestaltung und Pro- 
duktion Gelegenheit geben und - -  soweit das durch 
Vortraqe und Ausstellungen mdglich ist - -  zur Kla- 
rung der Probleme beitragen. 

Durch die Gegeniiberstellung von: 
FOTO - -  MALEREI - -  ARCHITEKTUR 

Sol1 die Abgrenzung und Verschiedenartigkeit der einzelnen 
Gebiete deutlich ~erden.~' 

This emphasis on the differentiation of media echoed Moholy's 

warning in Ma1 erei , Pho tographie, Film against the "blurring 
of boundariesH between creative techniques, and his concomi- 

tant emphasis on the organic emergence of works from the 

materials and technologies employed to make them.?' Of course 

in these cases stressing difference called attention to the 

integrative intentions of multidisciplinary projects such as 

Moholyts book and this exhibition, and of the interdisciplin- 

ary schools that hosted them. Such a dialectical pairing would 

have been appreciated by Leftist intellectuals such as Moholy 

and some members of the Itten Schule. 

The array of art and architecture in the Itten Schule 
show reflected its Bauhaus orientation, and the crucial link 

here may have been - -  rather than Itten himself - -  Otto Um- 
behr, the former Bauhaus student who was then teaching pho- 

tography at the ftten-Schule, and who would have been familiar 

with Moholy's ideas on ph~tography.'~' The architectural 

exhibit consisted of the competition entries for the Geneva 

League of Nations Building and the Peterschule in Basle by the 

Swiss Bauhaus instructor Hans Wittwer and his partner, the new 

Bauhaus master and soon-to-be director, Hannes Meyer. In 

addition to works by the two most prominent Bauhaus masters 

Kandinsky and Klee, Toto - -  Malerei - -  ArchitekturIt included 



paintings by Otto Meyer-Amden, a Swiss friend of Hannes Meyer 

and Ern6 Kallai, and sculptures by Ewald Matare, an artist 

supported by Kallai, whom Hannes Meyer was soon to name as the 

Bauhaus publicist . lo' 
The selection of photographs was more advanced in Berlin 

than in the Basle show of the previous year, and omitting the 

more conservative Neue Sachlichkeit photographers Erfurt, 

Lendvai-Dirksen and the Heges, as well as foreign practi- 

tioners, focused on photographers associated with the Bauhaus 

(Umbehr, Laszlo and Lucia Moholy-Nagy, Heinrich Spaemann, and 

Karl staublc2). The exhibition of work by Albert Renger- 

Patzsch leads one to recall that he was first drawn into the 

discourse of the avant-garde by Moholy-Nagy, who published his 

work in Malerei, Photographie, Film. l o 3  The crucial innova - 
tion in this show, and its aspect that most clearly calls to 

mind Moholyts book, is the exhibition of nature photographs, 

scientific x-ray and microscopic photographs from sources such 

as the Photographische Lehranstalt of the Lette-Verein, Luft- 

hansa's photographic office, and film stills from the avant- 

garde Soviet cinema.'*' Thus, not only was this one of the 

(if not the) earliest group show(s) of the German photographic 

avant-garde, it was the first to display applied, including 

scientific, photographs in an avant-garde artistic context. 

Das Kunstblatt, Paul Westheim noted these developments: 
In der Itten-Schule eine prograrnmatische Zusamrnen- 
fassung heutiger Kunstmdglichkeiten ... Architektur 
... und daneben gleichwert und gleichberechtigt die 
aus der heutigen Technik erwachsene Kunst der Photo- 
graphic und des Films. Diese Photographen: Renger- 
Patzsch an der Spitze, haben es aufgegeben, Malerei 
zu imitieren; mit der Linse ihrer Kamera, die pra- 
ziser, objektiver, bestimmter sieht als das Auge, 
haben sie angefangen, den Sachwert der Dinge zu 
fassen. Mit den Rbntgen-aufnahmen des Lettevereins 
beginnt man in sie hineinzudringen. Es wird Welt 
erschlossen, die imrner da war; aber so noch nicht 
erkannt werden konnte. Keine Frage, auch das ist 
sch6pferisches Gestalten; die Photographie ist im 
kfinstlerischen Sinne schepferisch geworden, als sie 
auf h6rte, Kuns t nachzumachen. lQ5 



Though he does not explicitly refer to Moholy's theory of New 

Vision, Westheim has read its principles from the exhibition: 

not only do the works of a Neue Sachlichkeit photographer such 

as Renger-Patzsch, and of applied practitioners such as the 

unnamed female students of the Lette-verein, objectively ref- 

lect reality, they are equally capable of creative expression. 

While Kallairs review of the Itten Schule show could be 

read as suggesting that the applied photographs were inte- 

grated with the art photographs in the installation, he does 

not specifically say they were. Whether or not this was the 

first exhibition in which scientific photographs were inte- 

grated with art photographs in a single installation, it was, 

to my knowledge, the first show in which scientific photo- 

graphs were shown in close proximity to works of modernist art 

within an avant-garde artistic context, and so it likely 

inspired Kallaits 1931 proposal for the juxtaposition of 

scientific photographs and works of modernist art in the 

planned Leipzig Tunst und Wirklichkeitu exhibition, finally 

realized in the "6j vilagkepU show held in Budapest in 1947. 

At about the time that the show was on view at the Itten 

Schule, Moholy published a resume of his ideas on the New 

Vision, "Neue Wege in der Photographie," in the mainstream 

photographic journal Pho tographische Rundschau und Mi t t e i l  ung- 

en, devoting particular attention to the production of 

phot~grarns.'~~ Both the title of this article and its syn- 

thetic impulse were adopted by the managing director of the 

Jena Kunstverein, the avant-garde artist and designer Walter 

Dexel, for an exhibition of Neue Sachlichkei t and applied 

photographs based on the Itten Schule show which took place in 

Jena fxom 25 March to 6 May 1928. "Neue Wege der FotografieH 

was to be the last major exhibition arranged by Dexel for the 

Jena Kunstverein, where he had worked since 1916. Members of 

the Board of Directors, apparently under pressure from the 

Carl Zeiss firm of precision optics - -  the Kunstvereints 
financial supporters - -  failed to nominate Dexel to the posi- 



tion in 1928."' The Zeiss f im's position is ironic, as it 

was precisely the use of sharp-focus lenses such as Zeiss's 

which was being promoted by Dexel in this exhibition. 

Weue Wege der FotografieM has been described as the 

"erste Zusammenstellung zeitgenbssischer neuer Fotografie,' 

the first in which "die fotographischen Ergebnisse aus den 

Bereichen Industrie, Technik und Wissenschaft mit bewusst 

gestalteten Fotografien gezeigt [~aren].~~'~~ As we have seen, 

this is not the case, for though the Itten Schule show was not 

exclusively photographic, its photographic part had already 

done all this. In fact there is evidence that Weue Wege der 

Fotografie" was an adaptation of the relevant section of Toto 
- -  Malerei - -  ArchitekturtN though it must be kept in mind 
that as yet, no installation photographs, exhibition lists, or 

other documents on either of the two exhibitions have come to 

light, and so my proposal remains hypotheti~al.:~~ Most of 

the artists whose works were displayed in Jena were those 

Berlin and Bauhaus photographers shown at the Itten Schule; 

Renger-Patzsch, Laszlo and ~ucia Moholy-Nagy, Otto Umbehr, 

Errel (Richard Levy), and Walter Peterhans.'" Added at Jena 

were the works of the Dresden progenitor of Neue Sach l  ichkei t 

photography Hugo Erfurt and of the Frankfurt photographer 

Hannah Reeck, while those of the Atelier Nolte and of the 

Spaemann and Straub team were omitted."' The list of cat- 

egories of applied photographs in the Jena show reiterates 

that of the Voto - -  Malerei - -  ArchitekturI1 exhibition almost 
exactly. While the Jena brochure refers to "Portrats - -  Natur- 
aufnahmen - - Fliegeraufnahmen - -  WissenschSchelaftliche Auf- 
nahmen - -  Filmphotos - -  Photomontage - -  Reklamephotos - -  
Ph~togramme,~~ the Itten Schule opening invitation refers to 

llNaturaufnahmen, PortrZts - -  Fotomontage, Reklamefotos / 
Wissenschaftliche Aufnahrnen, R6ntgen und Mikrofotos, Farbfo- 

tos, Filmfotos der Sammlung ~arianoff.ll"* The Jena exhibi- 

tion opened 25 March, three weeks after the Itten Schule 

exhibition closed on 13 March,"' an optimal interval for the 



transport of materials from Berlin and their reinstal-lation 

in Jena, and in his article "Neue Wege der Photographie" Dexel 

refers to the exhibition in a manner which suggests that he 
had not curated it him~elf."~ 

Even if not an adaptation of the Itten Schule show, "Neue 

Wege der Fotografieu was certainly closely modelled on it, and 

as the very title indicates, on the ideas of Moholy-Nagy and 

his "New Vision." Dexel, one of Moholy's earliest acquaint- 

ances in Germany, would have been familiar with Moholyts ideas 

as they developed at the nearby Weimar and Dessau Bauhaus- 
, . c ,  

e s , - - -  and the previous November 18, he would have had the 

opportunity to hear Moholy's slide-illustrated talk on "Male- 

rei und FotografieM held at the Arbeitsgemeinschaft f u r  das 

graphische Gewerbe in Magdeburg, a city near Jena? The 

fact that the Jena press devoted attention to Moholy's work 

displayed at the exhibition is a further indication of his 
importance with respect to i t ."7 

That "Foto - -  Malerei - -  Architekturl1 preceded "Neue Wege 
der F~tografie~~ does not, however, detract from the latter's 

historical importance. Dexells exclusion of painting and 

architecture focused attention on photography, and hence on 

the visual and structural relationships between its artistic 

and applied  practice^."^ As Dexel pointed out in an article 

published after being fired, his exhibition program at the 

Jena Kunstverein - -  much like Ittents program at his school 
and the Bauhaus program - -  had been one which attempted to 
integrate applied arts with new artistic developments. In 

effect, it had been an integrative, interdisciplinary program, 

which wished to connect art to everyday life. '" The i n t e g r a -  

tion of art photography with applied photography was a natural 

outgrowth of this goai. 

An exhibition integrating art with scientific photogra- 

phy, took on a special meaning for being staged in Jena, Ernst 

Haeckel's long-time home. The continued presence of both the 

"Phyletisches Museum1! which Haeckel helped establish in 1907, 



and the "Ernst Haeckel Museum,ll established by the Karl-Zeiss 

Stiftung in his house - -  the Villa Medusa - -  after his death 
in 1919, made available for permanent public viewing an array 

of scientific images, including Haeckel'~.~~~ The Ernst Hae- 

ckel Museum reminded residents and visitors that Moholy's pro- 

ject of the aestheticization of scientific photography was to 

be situated within the context of the fin-de-siecle incorpor- 

ation of scientific imagery into the discourse of art initi- 

ated by Haeckel himself through his Kunstformen der N a t u r .  

That Dexel was aware of Haeckel's relevance to the show is 

suggested by the fact that h2 included in it portraits by Hugo 

Erfurth, including one of old man Haeckel him~elf.'~' 

Still, Dexells description of the exhibition suggests 

with less ambiguity than does Kallai's review of the Itten 
Schule show, that art photography was not integrated with 

applied work in the Thus, the first room showed 

the portraits by Erfurth (one can imagine Erfurth's image of 

Haeckells formidable visage facing the arriving visitor...), 

the second featured the work of Renger-Patzsch, and in a third 

were to be found Bauhaus works: Umbo's portraits, Moholy- 

Nagy's photograms and Lucia Moholy's architectural photographs 

and portraits. While Dexel mentions aerial views, film stills, 

and advertising photos, he does not mention the location of 

the scientific photographs, nor does he suggest that they were 

installed with the art photographs, and it is to be assumed 

that they were exhibited in another chamber. Though Dexel does 

not ascribe importance to the way in which the aesthetic 

appreciation of applied photography can inspire art work in 

his description, his account of Renger-Patzsch's work indi- 

cates that he understood the design principles underlying 

Moholy's assertions in this regard: "Die Photographie hat sich 
gel6st von ihrem bisherigen Stoffgebiet, das nur uns gelsufige 

V o M r f e  des Malers umfasste und kann pldtzlich alles. Sie 

fasste 2en Blick des Tieres ebenso wie Stoff und Struktur 

seines korpers .... Solche Photographien erschliessen uns eine 



neue Welt, dem Auge sonst nicht wahrnehmbar .... 11 L23 

Within a year of the Jena show's closing, the first 

large-scale exhibition devoted to Neue Sachlichkeit photogra- 

phy was mounted from 20 January to 17 February 1929 at the 

Museum Folkwang in Essen.12' Given Albert Renger-Patzschfs 

connections with the museum dating back to the early 20s ,  his 

work for the museum's first director Ernst Fuhrmann, and his 

continued proximity to it, it is not surprising that the 

Museum Folkwang mounted "Fotografie der Gegenwart." In a 

s taternent published in Photographische Rundschau und Mi t t e i l -  

ungen in 1929, the director and curator Kurt Wilhelrn-Kastner, 

like Dexel and others, expressed the view that a new photo- 

graphic movement was in formation, and his intention to give 

expression to this development even though 

[e]s ist aber durchaus noch kein einheitliches Bild, 
das sich hier bietet, es sind vielmehr mehrere ne- 
beneinander herlaufende Stremungen zu beachten. Ver- 
schiedene Einzelerscheinungen treten auf, die erst 
in ihrer synthethiscnen Zusammenfassung den neuen 
Weg ergeben werden. Als Reaktion zur bisherigen 
Einstellung muss zunkhst die sich fast allenthalben 
auspragende Neigung zu klaren, streng gegenstandli- 
chen Bildauffassungen angesprochen ~erden.'~~ 

While no documentation of this exhibition survived the 

wartLz6 so we cannot be certain of the institutional and 

personal connections involved in its preparation, the concept 

of exhibiting Neue Sachl  ichkei t photography in conjunction 

with applied photographs initiated in the two 1927 exhibitions 

was adopted in this undertaking. That the overall concept of 

the show was based on Moholyfs New Vision was made apparent by 

the fact that he was invited to give a slide-illustrated 

lecture on "Fotografie und Film der ZukunftN on the occasioc 
. - 

of the closing of the show on 17 February 1929. -J 

A list of exhibitors in the original Essen venue has not 

as yet come to light, but the exhibition toured Germany during 

1929, and the exhibitors' list prepared for  the last, Magde- 

burg showing in November and December of 1929 has, and will do 



as a basis for analysis, for though some works were added, the 

bulk of the exhibition seems to have remained the same? 

This list reads like a who's who of the contemporary 

German avant-garde photographic world, with important addi- 

tions from Paris such as Berenice Abbott, Eugene Atget, Andre 

Kertesz, Germaine Krull, and Man Ray. Important also is the 

display of works by photographers who engaged in the contem- 

porary fashion for close-up nature photography, such as h n e  

Biermann, Karl Blossfeldt, Hein Gorny, Eli Lotar, Albert Leon, 

Walter Peterhans, Albert Renger-Patzsch, and Paul ~olff.'~' 

The avant-garde works in the show were included in the section 

entitled "Freie fotografische GestaltungH and uFotomontage.u 

Presumably most of the art photographs were installed in the 

sections "Das schone fotografische Bild (kiinstlerisches Seh- 

en) . "  The range of appl ied photographs was similar to those of 

the Berlin and Jena shows of the previous year and were 

located in the section "Die Aufnahme im Dienst der Wissen- 

schaf t und Forschung . 'I"' Film stills (including Russian film 

stills as in Berlin and Jena) were arranged in a special 

section ( Vilmauf nahmen" ) . The greater financial resources 

available also allowed films to be shown "in einer Auswahl, 

dass die verschiedenen technischen und kGnstlerischen Moglich- 

tkeiten [des Films zeigen] : Zeitlupen- und Zeitrafferaufnahm- 

en, Zeitwendeaufnahmen, abstrakte Filme (Eggeling, Richter, 

Man Ray), Tierfilme, chemische Filme (Mikroskopie), Trick- 

filme, Reisef ilme, ~unstlerf ilme. "13' 

Again, besides lists of sections, no information is av- 

ailable as to the installation of the exhibition, but it seems 

that works of the different categories were installed in sepa- 

rate displays. But as before, the very fact that a wide range 

of applied photography, including scientific imagery was in- 

cluded in a mainly art photographic exhibition is significant. 

This series of exhibitions induced a discourse on photo- 

graphic aesthetics, one of whose major players was Moholy- 

Nagy's old friend E m 6  Kallai. In his review of the Itten 



Schule exhibition, Kallai approved of the comparative 
curatorial intention, and he was enamoured of the I1grosse 

Anzahl hervoragenderI1 photographs and photo-based art works, 

even though he thinks that the show did not entirely succeed 

in defining boundaries between media: "Trotzdem diese Gegen- 

uberstellung nicht genugend unmittelbar und eindeutig erfolgt, 

wird einem aufmerksam Betrachten dennoch Gelegenheit geboten, 

wesentliche Einblicke zurnal in die besonderen Mdglichkeiten 

der modernen Photographie zu gewinnen.It 

In his article "Malerei und Photographie" (which appeared 

in 1927 in the Dutch periodical i l 0  for which Moholy was phot- 

ography editor) Kallai had dealt with some of these possibil- 
ities. Indeed this article prefigures the types of compa- 

risons the curators had intended in the Itten Schule show; it 

recapitulates Kallaits critical predilections to a surprising 

extent. Not only does it feature works by artists he was 

supporting, but it avoids the currently fashionable Neue 

Sachl ichkei t painting, while promoting Neue Sachlichkei t pho - 
tography and applied photographic prints of nature and real- 

ity, just as Kallai was arguing in his current writing?" 

Concerning the inevitable comparison between Modernist 

painting and Neue Sachlichkei t photography, in his 1927 

article Kallai privileges painting over avant-garde art pho- 

tography as a creative medium because of its ability to render 

facture or surface qualities. As Kallai wrote in this article, 
"freely floating immateriality can be attained only by light 

emanations, in particular the nonobjective light formations of 

photography. ... They strip the vision of things of its 
materiality." This view proved to be highly controversial, and 

set off a well-known debate on the subject in i10, with most 

responses, notably Moholy's, affirming the presence of facture 

in photography? "But with this loss in creative lifeN 

continues Kallai, photographs "acquire in turn the wonderful, 

vibrant asset of movement and arrive at the moving photograph, 

that is As a kinetic and thus intensified form of 



photography, for Kallai, the central cultural opposition of 

his time becomes that of painting and film. He concluded 

"Painting and PhotoqraphyI1 with: 

Painting or film? - -  that is the fateful question of 
visual creation of our time. This alternative is an 
expression of the historical turning point in our 
mental existence. We stand at the frontier between a 
static culture that has become socially ineffectual 
and a new, kinetic reformulation of our world pic- 
ture that is already penetrating the sensibility of 
a mass audience to an unheard-of degree."? 

Despite the possibilities of photography and film, as early as 

his article "Malerei und Filmu of 1926, Kallai expressed the 

view that painting continued to represent values unattainable 

through any other medium: 

Die unbeschrankte ExtensitZt des Films ist durch die 
photographische mechanisierung des Bildes ermdg- 
licht. Demgegenfiber bleibt das GemSlde selbst in 
seiner intellektuell und sachlich strengsten Form 
immer noch eine organische Gestaltung mit der ganzen 
Unmittelbarkeit menschlicher Selbstausserung und mit 
der ganzen Hoheit geistige Synthese.'" 

The installation at the Itten Schule show also offered 

the possibility of comparing representational photographs, 

both Neue Sachlichkeit photographs and applied - -  including 
scientific - -  photographs on the one hand, with avant-garde 

art photographs and photograms on the other. Because of their 

unparalleled ability to represent the world, and because of 

what he saw as the lack of facture in photography, Kallai 

valorized the former over the latter. In "Malerei und Film," 

commenting on the decreasing public interest in painting, 

Kallai noted the power of photography and especially of film 

to represent nature: "er vermag das Erbliihen des kleinsten 

irdischen Lebewesen rnit einer strahlenden Deutlichkeit vor 

unser Auge zu fiihren, die absolut  naturgetreu wirkt, o h m  
sentimental objektbehaftet zu sein wie die Malerei, wenn sie 

genau darstellen will.ltU9 Because he saw these possibilities 

as inadequate, Kallai was more interested in the ability of 
these media to image nature and to induce the wonder of nature 



in their viewers, than he was in their tonal, textural or 

other formal possibilities the way that Moholy-Nagy was. 

This engagement with photography's and film's ability to 

represent what Kallai later termed the "demonicH in nature 
went back as far as 1923, and the appearance of the llSchelpen- 

nummeru of Wendingen discussed in Chapter Four. As we have 

seen, this was the first occasion on which art photographs 

made using means normally reserved for scientific or medical 

purposes were produced and distributed within avant-garde 

artistic circles. In his 1928 review of Karl Blossfeldt's book 

Urformen der Kunst, Kallai referred to "the sonderheft der 

hoflandischen zeitschrift 'wendingen' mit dem herrlichen 

rontgenaufnahmen nach muscheln ... die naturformen so offenba- 
rungsreich zu zeigen vermocht hatte . . . .  11'" Based on the 

foregoing we can safely assume that seeing Moholy-Nagy's book 

Malerei, Photographie, Film when it first appeared in 1925, 

Rallai would have been more impressed with Renger-Patzsch's 

photographs than he was with Moholyls photograms. Later, in 

his glowing review of "Die Welt ist sch6nIN Renger-Patzsch's 

book of photographs, Kallai remarked on the cheapness of the 

snapshots and photographic images of popular and mass cultural 
organs and on the facile quality of abstract photograms. By 

employing the medium f o r  what he saw it as doing best, Kallai 
saw Renger-Patzsch as opposing this trend? 

In 1929, in his review of the l lFi lrn und FotoH exhibition 

which, as we shall see, Moholy-Nagy was largely responsible 

for, Kallai made the same point, extending it specifically to 

scientific ph~tography."~ Kallai again warns against the 

facile nature and cheapness of the profusion of reportage 

photos in the show. Similarly, he sees Moholy8s photograms as 
empty nlichtspielereill even i f  they are masterfully executed. 

Dismissive of avant-garde art photography because of its lack 
of facture, Kallai reserved his praise for applied, especially 

scientific photography, for example, the X-ray images produced 
anonymously by students and teachers of the ~ette-Verein: 



Wein Wort gegen die tatskhlich dokumentarische Photographie, 

wie man sie in illustrierten Wochenschriften, in Kinobericht- 

en, Kulturfilmen und erst recht in wissenschaftlichen Publika- 

tionen auch volkstiirnlicher Art zu Hunderten und Tausenden 

sehen kann," including photographs of this kind in the exhibi- 

tion itself.:" Among art photographers, Kallai praised those 

such as Blossfeldt, Albert Renger-Patzsch, August Sander and 

Werner Grzff, who - -  in the manner of the art photography 
which came to be seen as llneusachlich,n that is as part of the 

'New ObjectivityI1 in Weimar German art - -  utilized what he saw 
as the virtues of applied photography to objectively reflect 

reality in their work, in a manner impossible to artists 

working in other media. "In solchem optischen 'Dienst am 

Objekt," writes Kallai, "kann der Photograph sich bis zum 

Bekenner einer hohen Welt- und Werkgesinnung steigern."'" 

And this is the point at which Kallai articulated what - -  

as we have seen in Chapter Four - -  was clearly implied but 
left largely unspoken in Moholy's biologistic aesthetic writ- 

ings: the ability of photography and film to induce the feel- 

ing of wonder for nature, of the kosmische Einheitsgefuhl. In 

his article "Bildhafte Fotografie," in a paragraph on Renqer- 

Patzsch, Kallai articulates these thoughts: 

In the end, photography can attain its most enduring 
and profound effects only through the pursuit of 
reality, especially natural reality. Nature offers 
countless constellations of a vast variety of forms, 
each the product of innermost necessity, each with 
its own uniquely powerful expressiveness and order, 
and all of them able to be understood in spatial- 
pictorial terms. The camera can give sensory immedi- 
acy to the most hidden germ cells as well as the 
most monumental phenomena in this abundance of 
organic life; it satisfies our sensibilities with 
the subtlest stimuli and the most vehement sensa- 
tions .... The most sophisticated photogram cannot 
match the wondrous chiaroscuro structures of a 
simple X - R a y . L 4 5  

Thus, it was Neue Sachlichkei t, especially close-up nature 

photography and scientific imaging that Kallai valorized in 



his discourse on photography. It was also Kdllai who articu- 

lated most clearly the biocentric sense of such images. Mo- 

holy-Nagy, true to his biologistic-functionalistic predilec- 

tions, tended to avoid vitalmystisch enunciations despite his 

biologistic rhetoric. But while they espoused different brands 

of biocentrism, and while he disagreed with Moholy on the 

aesthetic specifics of the various photographic genres, it was 

the integration of various types of photography effected by 

Moholy's biocentric New Vision that encouraged Kallai to make 

such comparisons in the first place. 

Still, while Moholy's aesthetics and even his phrasing 

were adapted in these three exhibitions, they do not seem to 

have been carried to their logical conclusion in the hanging 

of the shows. The introduction of a new visual rhetorics of 

juxtaposition into a three-dimensional display, first 

rehearsed in Malerei, Photographie, Film in 1925 ,  and then on 

the pages of Das Deutsche Lichtbild, awaited the direct 

curatorial involvement of Moholy in an exhibition project. 

e. Film und Foto and the "New Visiontt 

It was the German Werkbundls "Film und Fotofll exhibition 

first held in Stuttgart from 18 May to 7 July 1929, that 

involved Moholy directly in the curating and hanging of such a 

photographic exhibition. Up to that time, the "FIFO," as it 

was commonly known, offered the most important opportunity for 

a mass audience to view contemporary avant-garde photographic 

practice in conjunction with a wide variety of applied photo- 

graphs. FIFO was conceived by and organized under the direc- 

tion of Gustav Stotz and his Wiirtemberg working group of the 

German Werkbund in Stuttgart. In this discussion of FIFO, I 

will first demonstrate Moholy-Nagy's central role in the 

project, then I will show how his concern with showcasing his 

conception of a New Vision led to the aestheticization of the 

scientific and other applied images included in it. 

An official version of the project's organizational 



structure is given in the Gliederungsplan included of the 

exhibition catalogue. At the apex is Gustav Stotz, Gesamtlei- 

ter of the undertaking. Next is the Selection Committee, which 

consisted of three prominent members of the South German art- 

istic community: Hans Hildebrandt was an art history professor 

at the Technische Hochschule in Stuttgart; the Werkbund pion- 

eer Bernhard Pankok was an artist, architect, designer and 

director of the Stuttgart Kunstgewerbschule; and Jan Tschi- 

chold - -  whose influential book Die neue Typographic had 

appeared in 1928, just as work on the show began - -  was a 
prominent Modernist graphic designer working in ~unich."" 

Following this were the I1Mitarbeiter, leading figures of the 

avant-garde who acted as national curators in Germany and 

selected foreign countries (France was notably not among 

them). Thus Lazar El Lissitzky selected and designed the 

installation for the Soviet gallery, Edward Steichen and 

Edward Weston chose the American material, Piet Zwart did so 
. I -  

for the Netherlands and Siegfried Giedeon for Switzerland.-' 

Moholy-Nagy and Otto Baur, Geschaftsleiter of the German 

Werkbund, were responsible for Germany, while Hans Richter was 

listed separately as artistic director of the film pro- 

gram.'48 If one were to depend only on this plan for a pic- 

ture of the project's organizational structure, one would get 

the impression that Moholy-Nagy played an important, but by no 

means central part in it. But as historians who have dealt 

with this exhibition have realized, both textual and circum- 

stantial evidence indicate that while somewhat ambiguous, 

Moholyfs role was a leading one in the curating of the 

show? The fact, for example, that an entire gallery was 

devoted to Moholy's own work, containing no fewer than 97 

photographs, photograms and photomontages - -  by far the 
largest representation by any one artist in the show - -  is an 
indication of the weight Moholy pulled, as well as of his 

capacity for self-prom~tion."~ I would go a step beyond this 
view however. As in the case of Windisch and Das Deutsche 



Lichtbild, I wish to demonstrate that Moholy exercised a 

decisive effect on Stotz' conception of the entire project, 

and on its overall organization and installation as well. I 

will suggest that he used his influence not only to promote 

his own work, but to shape the show into what was in effect a 

three -dimensional restatement of Malerei, Photographie, Film, 

of his theory of "New Vision. l t  Furthermore, I wish to propose 

that Moholy's presentation of the "New Vision" in FIFO had the 

effect - -  through the actual installation strategies he 
deployed - -  of aestheticizing applied, especially scientific 
photography for a mass audience. 

According to the memory of Mia Seeger, the German Werk- 

bundfs administrative assistant in Berlin, FIFO was realized 

over a year-and-a-half period at most, with a staff in Stutt- 

gart consisting of Stotz, his wife, and a secretary; and 

another in Berlin including Otto Baur, Moholy-Nagy and Seeger 

herself, who dealt mostly with customs and film censorship 

 problem^.'^' Seeger's statements make clear that despite the 
placement of the Berlin office on the same level as foreign 

Mitarbeiter in the Gliederungsplan, it was in fact - - along 
with Stotzfs Stuttgart office - -  the centre of the project's 
organization. If this is true, then it is easy to see how 

Moholy-Nagy, the only specialist in photography among those 

listed as working at the Berlin office, and arguably the 

leading photographic theorist in Germany at that time, would 

have largely determined the show's conceptual drift. In £01- 

lowing Jan Tschichold's advice to hire Moholy-Nagy, further- 

more, given Moholy's high profile on the contemporary German 

avant-garde art scene, Stotz must have been aware of what he 

was doing. 

Besides the implications of Seeger's remembrance, Moho- 

ly's centrality to the aesthetic program of the show is docu- 

mented by selection committee member Hans Hildebrandt, who 

published at least two articles on the FIFO. Given his posi- 

tion and his proximity to Stotz in Stuttgart, these statements 



bear authority. In one of them Hildebrandt wrote that "[dlie 

Zusammenbringung und Zusammenstellung des Materials nach 

systernatischen Gesichtspunkten wurde Professor Moholy-Nagy 

anvertraut.... 11 152 As the Gliederungsplan and contemporary 

photographs indicate, the exhibition was designed in elegant 

Modernist style by Ernst Schneidler, professor in the Graphics 

Department at the Staatliche Kunstgewerbschule of Wfirternberg 

in St~ttgart.:'~ But Hildebrandt - - diplomatically including 
his colleague on the Selection Committee - -  wrote that V r o f .  

Schneidler . . .  hat die Schau ebenso reizvoll wie ubersichtlich 
nach Moholys Organisationsplan in den geraumigen Pankokschen 

Ausstellungshallen der Stadt gehangt."'5" Hildebrandt also 

writes that the "Samrnlung und Bearbeitung des Materials lagen 

in den Handen des Malers Prof. Moholy-Nagy, Berlin .... I t  :55 

While this latter statement made in Photographische Rundschau 

und Mitteilungen was later qualified by a correction presurnab- 

ly originating in Stotzt office which read I1Bernerkt sei fer- 

ner, dass der grosste Teil der ausgestellten Bilder von Gustaf 

S totz (nicht Moholy-Nagy) besorgt wurde, 11'56 it is noteworthy 

that the statements on Moholyts responsibility for the concep- 

tion and overall organizational plan of the exhibition were 

not corrected. Thus, we can safely state that Stotz in effect 

gave Moholy-Nagy responsibility for curating the German por- 
tion of the material - -  by far the largest - -  and, in conjunc- 
tion with Schneidler, for designing its layout and 

organisation. The critic Prodest, who seemed to have been well 

informed of the inner workings of the exhibition's organiz- 

ation, summed up the contradiction between Moholyts official 

and actual roles in a popular photographic journal: "Stotz 

erfreute sich der Hilfe gleicheingestellter Mitarbeiter, unter 

denen Professor Moholy-Nagy genannt sei, der nicht nur sicht- 

end, sondern auch aufbauend in der Austellung beteiligt 
iSt II 157 Stotz's failure to give Moholy credit may have been 

the result of rivalries amongst the organizers now impossible 

to reconstr~ct.'~' Despite this, the popular perception seems 



to have been that Moholy was "der Leiter oder Arrangeur der 

Stuttgarter AusstellungIH as one critic put it.'jg 

As Hildebrandt stated, Moholyts role was more essential 

than merely being responsible for the exhibition's layout. 

Stotzt and his selection cornmitteets intentions were to pres- 

ent the results of the so-called "new photographyu or "neue 

Sachlichkei t , n ' 6 0  catch-phrases for several different genres 

of Modernist art photographic work, principally sharp-focus 

art photography (as opposed to the Pictorialist Kunstphotogra- 

phie in vogue since the turn of the century), avant-garde art 

photography such as Moholy-Nagyts and Man Ray's photograms, 

and journalistic and propaganda photography, such as Sasha 

Stoners work and the imagery of Soviet photojournalist-propa- 

gandists on display in Lissitzkyts Russian gallery. Stotz's 

programmatic statements on the exhibition indicated, however, 

that his intentions went beyond the mere presentation of new 

photographic styles; the show was conceived of as a presenta- 

tion of Moholy-Nagyls "New Visi~n.'~'~' 

An examination of Stotzls two conceptual statements on 

the exhibition reveal that they were constructed according 

Moholy-Nagy's theory of a New Vision, as outlined in the two 

editions of Painting, Photography, Film, and in a number of 

articles. That the show was more than a presentation of the 

results of Neue Sachlichkeit photography was underlined by 

further projects assigned to Moholy: First, as the designer of 

the overall layout of the thirteen successive galleries in the 

exhibition, and as curator of " R a m  1, the programmatic 

introductory space, Moholy was responsible both for the con- 

ceptual introduction, and in effect, for the determination of 

the viewerst experience as she or he passed through the show. 

Second, Moholy designed the cover of the exhibition's prospec- 

tus and its poster, jobs which set the visual tone for the 

FIFO project and which were emblematic of it as a manifesto of 

New Vision. (Figs. 5-12, 5-14) The montage of the four-times 

repeated image of Georg Muche's photograph of himself and his 



assistant at the Weimar Bauhaus reflected from below off the 

surface of a metallic sphere proclaimed its New Visual and 

Modernist thematics by virtue of its illustration of at least 

three characteristics of the New Vision according to Moholy- 

Nagy: the Hwormls eyem view, the fish-eye distortion on the 

convex surface of the sphere, and the employment of 

photomontage technique to create novel spatial relationships, 

emphasized bv the diagonals of the text above it.162 

Raum 1 received the most media attention of all the 

exhibition spaces in this highly successful and publicized 

event. Moholy-Nagy mounted a text panel at the entrance to 

Raum 1. On this panel, fortunately quoted and so preserved by 

Prodest, Moholy summarized hi.s program for the New Vision: 

In this room the most important stages in the his- 
tory of photography are shown. The emphasis is on 
the presentation of photographic elements, whose 
mastery can lead to synthetic photographic results. 
These elements are essentially the following: The 
possibility of producing genuine documents: static, 
kinetic in the modulation of light intensities, 
novel points of view, enlargements, microscopic and 
X-ray photographs, mechanical distortions of real- 
ity, direct design with light (photograms), penetra- 
tions and simultaneous projections whose predecessor 
is the phot~montage.'~~ 

Because of its positioning, this text - -  like Raum 1 as a 
whole - -  functioned as an introduction to the entire exhibi- 
tion. On the rear wall of Raum I ,  just as the visitor exited 
it and entered the twelve galleries which comprised the main 
body of the show, Moholy mounted the enlarged text ItWohin geht 

die photographische Entwicklung?" The use of the interrogative 

both invites the visitor to speculate on the future of pho- 

tography in light of its past, and to judge the works in the 
show by the standards of Moboly's New Vision. (Figs. 5-13, 5 -  

14) Thus the whole experience of FIFO was determined by Moho- 

lyrs organization of R a m  1. As Prodest noted, lt[g]leichsam 

einen Fdhrer durch die Ausstellung bildet der erste grasste 

von Moholy-Nagy ausgestaltete Ra um.... 11 164 



According to descriptions Ram 1 opened with an histori- 

cal overview of the development of photography assembled from 

Erich Stenger's collection. While Moholy employed Stenqer's 

material, unlike the big photographic exhibitions which pre- 

ceded this one, he integrated it into his overall concept of 

the installation. He posted a text panel which maintained that 

"Daguerre konnte nicht retouschieren und nicht kopieren. Daher 

besitzen seine Aufnahmen die starke dokumentarische Eindring- 

lichkeit." With Talbot and Hill this purity declined and 

painterliness entered the picture, the text held.16' Prodest 

notices one of Moholy's rhetorical strategies: 

In diesem Saale beginnt die Reihe mit einer erle- 
senen historischen Bildschau, die Professor Dr. 
Erich Stenger-Berlin aus seiner grossen Sammlung z u r  
VerfGgung gestellt hat. Und im Vergleich nit diesen 
alten Erzeugnissen aus der ersten Halfte des vorigen 
Jahrhunderts auf Metall- oder Glasplatten stellt man 
nit Erstaunen, aber auch mit Genuqtuung fest, dass 
die neue Sachlichkeit, der die Ausstellung ... das 
Wort redet, iibereinstirnmt mit der friihesten photo- 
graphischen Bildwiedergabe; das ungekunstelte haar- 
scharfe Bild kehrt zurkk .... 166 

Moholy wished to justify the sachlich approach of some of the 

new photography by showing its similarities to the earliest 

examples of the medium. 

The historical preview was followed by an array of 

applied photographs interspersed with art photographic work 

utilizing material from Moholyts own collection, a good por- 

tion of it used in his book. According to one description, 

"[i]n diesem Saale nehmen Tatbestandsaufnahmen und Reporter- 

photographien einen grossen Raum ein, auch Tierdarstellungen, 

Pflanzenbilder, Mikroaufnahmen, Rdntgendiapositive und Bilder 

aus dem We1 tkriege. "I6' According to the FIFO catalogues 

Moholy showed pictures from Karl Blossfeldt's book Urformen 

der Kunst, microscopic and x-ray photographs by I.G. Farben- 
werke (Agfa), the Lette-Verein and the Kaiser-Wilhelrn Insti- 

tut, aerial photographs by the Luftschiffbau Zeppelin and the 

Hansa Luftbild, astronomical photos by the Treptow Observ- 



atory, and zoological photographs by Hedda Strauss and the 

Berlin Zoologischer Garten.I6' One of Moholy's points in 

juxtaposing early photographs with applied ones was that they 

shared in the quality of directness, and were both better for 

them. In their reviews Haceel and ~athies-Masuren misunder- 

stood Moholy's intention and complain that the curators acted 

as though applied photography had never been appreciated for 

its own, sharp, unretouched qualities in the past. 

Es ist an dieser Stelle kaurn nbtig zu sagen, dass 
auch in den bis dahin an der Photographie intere- 
ssierten Kreisen gegen die manuelle Bearbeitung, 
gegen die Verschwommenheit und die unsauberen Tone 
der falsch vexstandenen Druckverfahren seit Jahren 
Stellung genommen wurde .... Die dokumentarische, 
reine Photographie ist keine zeitliche Entdeckung, 
s i e  hat imrner neben der Mkiinstlerischenll bestanden 
ebenso Gel tung qehabt . '5g 

But Moholy was not suggesting this. He was suggesting that a r t  

photography should learn from applied photography to conform 

to the inherent qualities of the medium. The emphasis on 

%achlichN applied photography was commented upon by one 

reviewer who noted that because the exhibition as a whole 

focused on sachlich photography, which is a return to its true 
origins of a century earlier, its focus on contemporary scien- 

tific and criminological photography is understandable.'-' 

Not only is a list of most of the exhibited works recon- 

structable, but i n  this case we know more about the installa- 

tion of the works than in t h e  previous shows because there are 

photographs of both the Stuttgart and Berlin showings. (Figs. 

5-13, 5 - 1 5 )  If we look at the Stuttgart installation photo- 

graph, we see that Schneidler and Moholy designed the display 

stands in a modular fashion for maximum flexibility. Moholy 

certainly controlled the placement of the individual photos, 

which were arranged in three-tier rows, on panels which are 

either affixed to the walls, or stand freely in the space, and 

are easily rearranged, so  that he would have been able to vary 

the visual effects of his arrangements. This flexibility 



allowed Moholy to go beyond the standard types of installa- 

tions we have seen, to do more than merely group like photo 

with like. Prodest has noted one of Moholy's installation 

devices : 

Moholy schlug einen neuen Weg ein, den Beschauer zu 
fesseln und auf das geeignete Ausstellungsobjekt 
hinzuweisen, ihn zur Betrachtung kleiner Einzelbil- 
der zu zwingen: er brachte einzelne, besonders cha- 
rakteristische Darstellungen in ganz starken Vergro- 
sserungen auf aus den Austel~lungswanden vorspring- 
enden Saulen an, und unmittelbar unter oder neben 
diesen grossen Bildern die eigentlichen zur Aus- 
stellung gebrachten ~ufnahmen.'~' 

But Moholy went further than employing given architectural 

features and enlargements for emphasis. As we can see from the 

one installation shot available to us of Raurn 1 at the orig- 

inal Stuttgart showing, as well as a view of the equivalent 

room at the Berlin installation that fall, Moholy embarked on 

a radical installation strategy in Ram 1 which recapitulated 

the layouts in Malerei, Photographie, Film and of his story- 

board for the unrealized film The Dynamics of the Metropolis 
of 1 9 2 4 - 2 5 . " *  In effect Ram 1 was a restatement of the vis- 

ual rhetorical points made in these earlier projects in which 

he integrated scientific and other applied photographs with 

art and documentary photographs to produce a new artistic 

ensemble. 

The Berlin installation demonstrates Moholyls integration 

of various kinds of photographs. Here Moholy combined an 

historical group from Erich Stengerrs collection of Daguerreo- 

types, a group of art historical pictures (one can just make 

out a photograph of Leonardo's Mona Lisa) and a selection of 

close-up plant photographs by Karl Blossfeldt, all on the wall 

at the left. To the right of the Blossfeldt display, at a 90- 

degree angle to it, are visible parts of what seem to be 

scientific photographs. On the wall to the right, meanwhile, 

is a display of Momentaufnahmen, including streetscapes taken 

from high points of view, photographs of animals and 



pe~ple.:~' Eleanor Hight calls Moholy to task on this 

unconventional installation practice: 

These photographs by amateurs and professionals, 
both anonymous and known, were placed side by side 
without a distinction drawn between which ones were 
Iiartl1 and which were not. Nor was a point made about 
which . . .  were documentary, . . .  made with the inten- 
tion of recording information or conveying a message 
of social relevance, In Malerei, Photographie, Film, 
Moholy had no captions at all for some photos, and 
for others captions that stressed solely formal ele- 
ments. As a result the photos in his book, as well 
as those in the Fifo exhibition, were divorced from 
their original contexts. Despite Moholy's desire to 
include the work of non-artists, there is a contra- 
diction in the way he displayed the photos as art 
objects within an exhibition setting. In spite of 
his social consciousness, he clung to the aesthetic 
presentation of photography; his own works were not 
reproduced in periodicals for the masses, but rather 
in art, architecture and photography journals. And 
he analyzed his works in aesthetic, formalist terms. 
In Fifo Moholy was providing a new context and func- 
tion for photography that conformed to what he 
called the new vision. 1 t ' 7 4  

Hight chides Moholy for decontextualizing non-aesthetic photo- 

graphs, i.e. recontextualizing them in an artistic setting. 

But he was not interested in de-contextualizinq, or in pre- 

tending that the applied photographs were meant as a r t .  

Rather, he was interested in offering them as didactic visual 

models for artists. Of course, one of the - -  perhaps unin- 
tended - -  results of Moholy's practice was an "aesthetici- 
zationu of applied photographs. But he also succeeded in his 

original intention and contributed to the shift in the aes- 

thetics of art photography towards a sharp, unmanipulated 

documentary style. Given that Moholy's subtext was the biocen- 

tric Monist concept of the unity of the world, rather than 
decontextualizing them, he was recontextualizing them within 

the biocentric discourse. 

Returning now to the Stuttgart installation photograph, 

at the right we see a panel with X-ray transparencies from 

1.G. Farben and the Lette-Verein of an applied nature, the 



individual pieces artfully arranged in four sections. One 

section contains a near-life-size x-ray of a human being, and 

the others asymmetrical arrangements of three to six x-ray 

images each. A panel at left contains criminological shots, 

and the end of the free-standing display stazd at left con- 

tains what look like four aerial views. Adjacent to this 

Moholy set up a panel including three of his own photomontages 

of the mid 20s: Tram des Mzdchenpensionats of ca. 1925 at 

top, Huhn bleibt H u h ,  also of 1925 at centre, and Pneumatic 

of ca. 1923, apparently a poster design for a tire company, at 
. - -  

bottom.- ' Huhn bleibt Huhn incorporates a found x-ray of a 
swan and is an example of how an applied x-ray image can be 

incorporated into the structure of a bona fide art work. (Fig. 

5-16) By placing such an aesthetic usage of a found x-ray 

photograph across from purely applied x-ray images, Moholy 

made the point that applied photographs can either be utilized 

or regarded aesthetically. Also, by placing what is clearly an 

artwork incorporating an applied photograph, among what are 

evidently applied photographs, and by locating this display of 

mostly applied photographs within a show of art photography, 

Moholy constructed a kind of Chinese box of alternating artis- 

tic and non-artistic elements, an interplacement so complex as 

to effectively blur discursive boundaries. In this sense the 

whole installation functioned as a signifier for his opposi- 

tion to the compartmentalization of knowledge. But Moholy also 

warned against the blurring of boundaries between fields of 

creative activity; each should stay true to its conditions of 

production. Applied photos were to be studied because they 

were t he  unselfconscious products of imaging technologies. By 

opening them to formal scrutiny while respecting them as non- 

art, Moholy succeeded in enriching art without miscontextual- 

izing scientific imagery. 

While this installation participated in the general dis- 

course of what we now refer to as photography of the New 

Vision, itself seen already at the time as part of the Neue 



Sachlichkeit trend, there was something here that differed 

from typical PiTeue ~achlichkeit views of the world as beautiful 

or as ugly, but in any case as familiar or recognizable, and 

this was the "strangeness" of botanically-inspired close-up 

nature photography, such as the work of Blossfeldt (also 

included in this room), and of scientific photography. As 

Hight has pointed out in Picturing Modernism, this is parallel 

to Schlovsky's notion of "making  strange.^^"^ 
That Moholy succeeded in making these rhetorical points 

is confirmed by the (sometimes negative) contemporary critical 

reaction to Raum 1. Indeed the radicality of Moholy's instal- 

lation strategy was intuited by reviewers, some of whom called 

him to task for implying that applied photos could be appreci- 

ated for their formal rather than their documentary value. 

Some, like  professor Sporl," did not understand: the Frank- 

furt exhibition showed more scientific photography, the cura- 

tors value purely documentary photography aesthetically, "Ein 

Chaos!I1 he writes.:" Others, such as Haceel and Mathies- 

Masuren understood Moholy's intentions better, but disagreed 

with them. They see art and applied photography as separate 

realms and protest the usage of the latter as models for the 

former : 

The importance of photography for 'science and tech- 
nology' is a fact that has been recognized for some 
time. The exhibition contains valuable examples as 
proof of this, that do not, however, distinguish it 
from previous exhibitions .... [He now speaks of 
criminological photographs:] They should not be seen 
as anything but functional, and should certainly not 
lay claim to be seen to be "aids to the development 
or education [Erziehung] of a photographic cultureH 
as proposed in the text panels.17a 

In one negative review of the Stuttgart installation of the 

show, while discussing the new trends in art photography shown 

in the exhibition, such as photograms, abstract photos and 

Neue Sachlichkeit, E. Haceel wrote in the next paragraph: 

Die in Stuttgart gezeigten Arbeiten aus dem umfang- 
reichen Gebiet der wissenschaftlichen Photographie 



bleiben ausser Diskussion. Sie sind Zweckgebilde und 
haben daher mit Photogrammen und 'neuer Sachiich- 
keit' keine Beruhrungspunkte, hechstens hier und da 
formale. Trotzdern finden wir unter den wissenschaft- 
lichen Arbeiten manches ausdrucksvolle Stfick. Doch 
hatte man derartige Arbeiten nicht erst heute zeigen 
konnen. Es handelt sich bei ihnen also kaum um Werke 
der ' modernen' photographie. ''' 

At least one critic, Dr. Ludwig Neunderfer, however, saw the 

applied photographs as the most interesting images in the 

show, and bemoaned the fact that such images were not distrib- 

uted beyond Raum 1, throughout the exhibiti~n.''~ Picking up 

on the biocentrism inherent to the New Vision, Willy Rietzler 

of the Deutsche Werkbund emphasized that scientific images 

were to be appreciated as reminders of the perfect harmony of 

nature rather than for their formal values. '*' 
This aestheticization of applied photographs subsequently 

made it possible for imagery produced by amateur photomicro- 

graphers employing equipment normally utilized in scientific 

activity such as telescopy, radiography and photomicrography, 

to enter the discourse of art photography. While the imposi- 

tion of Nazi cultural policy drove the avant-garde underground 

or into exile (as it did Moholy), this new aesthetic of art 

micrography, art telescopy and art radiography survived Nazism 

even in Germany, where disguised - -  as scientific photography, 
whose publication in art photographic periodicals such as Das 

Deutsche Lichtbild had been legitimized by virtue of Moholyts 

writings - -  Karl Struwe was able to publish his art micro- 

graphic images in 1937 and 1938. Thus, and this is an import- 

ant point to make, Moholy did not "appropriateu scientific 

photography to the discourse of modernist art photography, but 

rather he made it worthy of attention. This attention was not 

merely formal, but also treated such images as signifiers of 

biocentric ideas of world harmony. He did not commodify them 

as Nierendorf did Karl Blossf eldt' s Musterbilder and as the 

Surrealists did the work of Eugene Atget in 1925, for he was 

not interested in making these images i n t o  a r t . lE2  Moholy was 



interested in them as signifiers of the unity of the world and 

as means to extend the complexity, richness, and scope of the 

senses, to educate a new vision. 

Thus New Vision emerges from the interpenetration of the 

discursive spaces of art, applied, and amateur photography, 

scientific imaging, biocentric Constructivism and biocentrism. 

Moholy meant it to promote interdisciplinary understanding 

while respecting the distinctness of creative methods. The 

contemporary reception of New Vision, positive and negative, 

indicates that viewers understood the radicality of Moholyts 

message. 

In these installations, Moholy combined the images in new 

ways to make points about the locus of aesthetic enjoyment and 

the boundaries between art and non-art. What the curator of 

the Itten-Schule exhibition, what Walter Dexel at the Jena 

Kunstverein, and what Ernst Wilhelm-Kastner at the Museum 

Folkwang had not done in their exhibitions over the previous 

year-and-a-half, Moholy now had the chance to do.'" As sug- 

gesced, it was his own book which acted as the principal 

precedent to the installation of photographs in Raum 1, and 

not other photographic exhibitions of the 1920s, as has been 

previously assumed. While exhibitions such as that in Berlin 

in 1925 and Frankfurt in 1926 did include both scientific and 

art photography, works of different genres were installed in 

separate rooms, often in separate wings of the exhibitions 

halls. While the exhibition at the Itten Schule of 1927 was 

significant in that it integrated art, architecture, art 

photography and applied, including scientific photography in 

one small show, as Ear as one can tell, they were not instal- 
led in an integrated fashion, but rather in separate group- 

ings, as was ''Neue Wege der FotografietM held at the Jena 

Kuns tverein in 19 2 8. 

It is safe to assume that a cultural event of this promi- 
nence in Germany and Central Europe at a time when photography 

was the fashion, would have been visited not only by those 



interested in photography per se, but by a broad range of 

arts-related professionals such as painters, writers and 

musicians, even if it is impossible to document just who saw 

it. While Stuttgart may seem marginal to artistic centres, it 

is worthwhile pointing out that France and Switzerland were 

nearby, that the FIFO was remounted in Berlin later that same 

year and that the material subsequently toured to Zurich, 

Zagreb, Vienna, and Danzig [today's Gdansk] . I would hold that 
this dissemination of scientific imagery contributed to the 

surge in the production of biomorphic ~odernist art starting 

around 1930 noted by art historians. 

3. Kallai from 

A crucial 

tion in Raurn 1 

Technoroman tik to Bioroman tik 

example of the effect that Moholyls installa- 

had on art professionals is his - -  at ttis 
point, former - -  friend Ern6 Kallai. For Kallai Raum 1 was the 
site of an epiphanic experience in which the visual analogy 

between abstract art and scientific photography first became 

apparent to him. This experience led Kallai to speculate on 

the reasons for this visual conjunction. The biocentric world 

view which he had adopted in stages since 1925 led him to the 

psychobiological conclusion that these analogies were due to 

the rootedness of human activity in the Bios. The trend in 

artistic production which he saw as evincing this phenomenon - 
- mostly biomorphic Modernist works - -  he termed Bioromantik. 
ftBiorornanticismn was, in effect, the first coherent theory of 

biomorphic Modernist art. As we have seen, in 1931 Kallai 

proposed, and in 1947 he realized an exhibition juxtaposing 

the products of scientific self-imaging technologies and 

abstract art, in order to legitimate the art as an accurate 

reflection of reality, 



a. A Gradual Disillusion 

We have seen in Chapters One and Four that during the 

early 20s Kallai privileged the technological side of what he 

saw as the nature/technology dialectic, rejecting nature as a 

model for artistic creativity, distancing himself from the 

biocentric Constructivism of his friends and colleagues such 

as Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Lazar El Lissitky and Mies van der 

Rohe, and siding instead with the Paris Purists and the de 

Stijl artists on this i~sue."~ However, like Moholy, Kal- 

lairs familiarity with the Nietzschean, lebensphilosophisch, 

Monist and Neo-Vitalist discourses would have dated from his 

Hungarian avant-garde days. Indeed, as a teacher interested in 

reformpedagogisch approaches to the teaching of art to child- 

ren, he would have been aware of aspects of the Refomzbewegung 

that Moholy had known of. As with Moholy, it was more than 

likely this pedagogical concern that brought him into contact 

with the work of Hans Prinzhorn and his book Die Bzldnerei der 

G e i s  teskranken. :" As mentioned in Chapter Four, a Monist 

undertow is discernable in Kallai's "anti-naturalw Communist- 
Constructivist writings of 1922-23. But it was Kallai's en- 

gagement with contemporary art and with Prinzhornts Klagesian 

biocentric psychology that led him to what he saw as technolo- 

gy's antithesis, to a biocentric view of "nature." 

~ v a  Forgacs dates the start of Kallails disenchantment 

with technocentric Constructivism to the summer of 1923, with 

the appearance of "Korrekturat! (a de Stij 1 f igyelmebe) . , , la" 

While this text does proffer a McorrectiveM to a purely aes- 

thetic variant of Constructivism (what he designates as the 

8tExclusive Constructivism~ of, e . g . ,  the artists around de 

S t i j l ) ,  it does not propose a re-spiritualization of nature or 

even of the biological ground he assumes in the article, 

however. Rather, it promotes Leftist social engagement as a 

corrective measure. While at the end of his article "E-T-I-K- 

A ? "  [E-T-H-I-C-S?] Kallai reaffirms the importance of a 

social-utopian orientation for Constructivism, he does not do 



so at the expense of a concern for nature. This orientation, 

he writes, still "leaves open the question of relations to 
nature and psychological problems, as anyone's private 

affairs. ,,la' And in his article on Wilhelrn Lehmbruck pub- 
lished at the end of 1923, he displays this nuanced approach- 

While criticizing the pathos into which he saw Lehmbruckts art 

descending towards the end of his life, he nevertheless 

valorized the ethical intent and its formal realization in the 

artist's work.'gs Such a valorization, even if equivocal, 

marks the shift in his thinking from thesis to antithesis. 

The nuanced approach he was taking by late 1923 evolved 

by 1925 into a fundamentally new, antithetical position- In 

his 1924 treatments of the Hungarian artists Jozsef Egry and 
Aurel Bernath, Kallai emphasizes their close link with nature, 

seeing it as a characteristically "pagan MagyarH trait. In the 

short piece on Bernath, he articulates for the first time - -  
and without judgement - -  a full-blown biocentric position: 

[Bernaths] Vision ist eine ... Erweiterung des Na- 
turgebildes, als Bildes einer Macht die uns Mensch- 
en, trotz technischer Allerweltsfertigkeit, iiberle- 
gen bleibt. Wir sind nicht fahig, die Beziehungen 
erkenntnisrnassig und praktisch bis ins Letzte und 
Entscheidende zu beherrschen, die unser Erdennatur 
in einen Strorn kosmischer Gewalten treiben lasst. 
Der Strom reisst ins Grenzenlose und bleibt ein 
Schauspiel mythisch-erhabener und geheirnnisvoller 
Naturerscheinungen und Machte. Diese ErschGtterung 
von dem Geheimnis der Natur . . .  ist ein romantischer 
Wiederklang der von Christenturn und europaisch-biir- 
gerlich Kulturdrill verschiitteten heidnisch-rnagyar- 
ischen ~atur-~eligiositat.'~~ 

When writing of Moholy-Nagyts Constructivist art Kallai con- 

cludes by describing it as a "refreshing view of an as healthy 

a decentralization of community spirit and communitarian life 

as is p o s ~ i b l e . ~ ~ ~ ~  

B y  early 1925 Kallai had developed this anti-doctrinaire 

position into what was in effect a psychobiological stance, 
necessitating the rejection of utopian ideology as a directive 

force of art. In its stead he specified technical ability, 



"quality," and a promotion or embodiment of awareness of the 

dialectical complexity of reality (its "divineN as well as 

"demonicu sides), as the characteristics of good art.'g' "The 

artistic dictatorship of Constructivism, or any other tenden- 

cy, just as much as architecture or film or theatre, is an 

ideological castle-in-the-air, a utopia, a fiction. Opposed to 

it is the multi-faceted reality of objective and psychological 

determinants." He questions the ability of the Marxist project 

to be able to change this. "The duality of intellect and feel- 

ing, technol~gy and art, profit-motivated goal-directedness 

and free impulsiveness, still stands."i92 This psychological- 

ly based epistemology was the turning point, at which as Forg- 

acs points out, Kallai "gave up political invol~ernent.~'~~ 

For the time being, however, Kallai occupied a critical 
position analogous to that of biocentric Constructivism with 

respect to his views on architecture. That this was a fluid, 

equivocal position is demonstrated by the fact that in 1925, 

in tlOrganisation, Natur, Gestaltung,I1 Kallai began to formu- 

late an alternative to a purely technocentric Constructivism's 

obsession with organi~ation.'~' As the biocentric Construc- 

tivists had, in this article Kallai called for a synthesis of 

the utilitarian and the organic: 

Unstreitig haben diese konstruktivistischen Plas- 
tiken und Gemalde ... ein beispiellos abgewogenes, 
schwebendes Gleichmass der Proportionen, eine leuch- 
tende Klarheit im Zusammenspiel aller Teile. Doch 
sie besitzen nicht das Moment der Spannung zwischen 
intellektueller Disziplin und triebhaften Ungestiim, 
zwischen Organisation und Natur. Auch diese Spannung 
aber gehdrt zum Wesen technischer Zweckformen ... 
von denen der Konstruktivismus seine entscheidenden 
Anregungen empfing. Dieser Mange1 erklart den emp- 
findlichen Ruckgang an Vitalitat ... den der Kon- 
struktivismus bereits nach wenigen Jahren seines 
Wirkens erleiden muss, so fruchtbar er auch irn a r i -  
gen ... noch sein mag. Das System von klar und exakt 
organisierten, aber abstrakten Spannungen im kon- 
struktivistischen Kunstwerk muss die stoffliche und 
gegenstiindliche F f i l l e  des Einmaligen, Bestimmten, 
Natiirlichen in sich aufnehmen und verarbeiten. Ge- 
lingt die Synthese, so haben wir eine neue Klassik 



der Kunst vor uns, einen Stil, in dessen streng 
geistiger und Massvoller Haltung sich organisches 
Wachstum und Erbliihen zu stauen ~erm6gen.'~~ 

Occupying a biocentric Constructivist position with respect to 

architecture, in 1926 Kallai developed his earlier tendency to 

"vitalizen Constructivism in his critical ~riting."~ In an 

article on Gropiust former employee, the Modernist Hungarian 

architect Fred Forbath, Kallai identifies him as working in 

the tradition of functionalist organic architecture, and he 

refers to a vital force working through the individual archi- 

tect, resulting in a period style; what he would later term a 

Nconstructive' or "technoid drive."Ig7 

Kallai did not espouse a biocentric Constructivist posi- 

tion in the realm of the fine arts, however. The combination 

of pessimism and optimism inherent to the position outlined in 

llOrganisation, Natur, GestaltungtU prevented Kallai from 

espousing the ~rancean/Uexkiillian variant of naively optimis- 

tic functionalist biocentrism alone. In his writings on the 

visual arts, it was the kultuxpessimistisch, Klagesian/Prinz- 

hornian variant of biocentrism cognizant of a "demonicM side 

to llnatureu and critical of "unsere technomaniakischen, kapi- 
tallstischen Zeit," which Kallai tended towards.'g8 

The earliest manifestation of a clearly articulated 

Klagesian biocentric critical perspective combined with Ka11- 

ai's renewed interest in artistic form and quality is his 1927 

article on the German sculptor Ewald Matare, Josef Beuys' 

future professor. This marks the start of his valorization of 

a "syntheticu art which culminated in his definition of Bioro- 

mantik as a trend. "Die Natur ist Matares Alpha und Omega," 

writes Kallai approvingly, "er kann selbst das obligate abs- 

trakte Baugesetz entbehren und bleibt trotzdem streng und 

sachlich bis zur letzten Geschliffenheit der Form.mi99 He 

continues the development of this line of thought in his 

review of the Itten Schule exhibition of February 1928 in 

which Kallai observed, "Die Plastik beschrznkt sich auf einige 



Arbeiten von Ewald Matare. Eine gldckliche Wahl allerdings, 

denn diese harmonischen K6pfe und Tiere geheren zu den sehr 

wenigen Beispielen moderner Holzplastik, die ein vollrundes 

Volurnen von sparsamster, beinahe abstrakter Formung mit tief- 

stem Naturgefiihl ~ereinen.ll~*~ Of Matare's wooden statue of a 

cow he wrote in 1 9 2 7  that: 

Er hat feines Ernpfinden f i i r  die Verschlossenheit 
selbst des Haustieres in einer Welt, die wir nur 
erahnen konnen als tief beharrungsvolles Dasein von 
triebhafter innerster Notwendigkeit und ewig gleich- 
massigen Ablauf. Matare folgt mit hingebungsvoller 
Bewunderung. Beobachtet tage- und wochenlang, um die 
ganze Erscheinung des Tieres in einem letzten plas- 
tischen Vollklang regungsloser Statik zu erfass- 
en 20: 

It is with a discussion very close to this one of Franz Marc's 

painting Der Stier, that Kallai would open his article "Bioro- 

mantikI1 in 1 9 3 2 .  (Fig. 3-1) Indeed it is this expression of a 

link between compact, rounded forms and a feeling for nature, 

that constitutes his bioromantic conception in its earliest 

form, before his discovery of the naturamorphic analogy, and 
it appeared just weeks before he was hired to the Bauhaus by 

Gropius' successor Hannes Meyer, early in April 1 9 2 8 .  

b. Kallai at The Hannes Meyer Bauhaus 

A change in the collective feeling of universality 
is first visible in art and science because they are 
the freest human activities and least connected with 
the social associations of an era. When man changes 
his fundamental attitude towards life, this new 
mentality reveals itself primarily in artistic and 
scientific creations. (Ortega y  asset) 202 

After his resignation in 1928, Walter Gropius chose the 

radically biologistic Swiss architect Hannes Meyer as his suc- 

cessor at the Bauhaus. Meyer in turn hired Kallai to be the 
editor of bauhaus and the school's (Fig. 5 - 1 7 )  

That Kallai still espoused a biocentric Constructivist posi- 



tion in 

s trated 

seen in 

the realm of architecture and city planning is demon- 

by the fact that he accepted the job offer. We have 

Chapter Four that Meyer drew on the English Garden 

City movement - -  particularly on the Anarchist biocentric 

urban theory of the Scottish writer Patrick Geddes - -  and on 
the functionalist biocentrisrn of Raoul France, as transmitted 
by El Lissitzky to the Swiss avant-garde architectural circle 

around the journal ABC. But there were other reasons Kallai 

would have been attracted to Meyer's Bauhaus. First, Kallai 

admired him. In a letter to Naum Gabo he wrote that "Hannes 

Meyer ist ein Mensch, vor dem ich tiefsten Respekt habe. Sein 

Wissen ist einfach phantastisch, und dabei hat er eine wirk- 

lich unverbaute, warme ~enschlichkeit."~~' Also, like Kallai, 

Meyer was keenly interested in the biocentric psychological 

theorizing of Prinzhorn and Klages. 

Around the time of his appointment to the Bauhaus faculty 

early in 1927, the technological utopianism of Meyerts 1926 

manifesto "Die neue WeltN tempered as his belief in an organic 

Socialist utopia based on biological determinism and Francean 

functionalism inten~ified.~" Meyer published two articles in 

the Kallai-produced bauhaus, of which he was the publisher and 

editor-in-chief during his directorship of the school. Both 

display a continuation of the thoroughly Francean conception 
of architecture he had adopted in Switzerland. In Meyer's 

I1bauen," which appeared in the June 1928 issue of bauhaus, 

soon after he assumed this position, Meyer declared that 

all life is function and therefore unartistic. ... 
building is a biological process. building is not an 
aesthetic process. designed in an elementary way, 
the new dwelling house becomes not merely a machine 
for living in but also a biological apparatus serv- 
ing mentai and bodily needs ... we organize ... 
constructional elements according to economic rules 
into a constructive unity. thus the only possible 
form arises automatically, determined by life .... 
this functional-biological conception of building as 
forming life processes leads logically to pure con- 
struction.. . . pure construction is the basis and 
marker of the new wor ld  of forms. 



Meyer concludes the article with the thoroughly anti-aesthetic 

slogan "building is merely organization: social, technical, 

economic, psychical organization." As long as Meyer limited 

his discussion to the realm of building, this totalizing 

functionalism harmonized with Kallai's views. However, inas- 

much as Meyer began to apply it to other realms, or rather, to 

deny the importance of the fine arts, and after - -  in 1929, 
with a closer reading of Prinzhorn - -  Kallai began to apply 
Prinzhorn's system to architecture - -  the tensions between the 
two began to mount. 

Nevertheless they did agree on the fundamental biological 

rootedness of humanity and our activity. Indeed despite Gro- 

pius', Moholy's, Bayer's and Breuer's resignations, the more 

Klagesian biocentric figures such as Schlemmer, Klee and 

Kandinsky - -  though wary - -  remained, and Schlernmer's shifts 
in attitude over time may reflect those of his  colleague^.'^^ 

As Paul Klee wrote in the first issue of bauhaus published 

under Meyer - -  invoking the Klagesian dichotomy between Geist 
and Seele - -  "Wir konstruieren und konstruieren und docn ist 

Intuition noch eine gute Sachetit a synthetic position ident- 

ical to Kallai'~.~~' Kallai found his place in the company of 

the Schlemmers, with whom he lived after his arrival, in whose 

company he was photographed by Josef Albers, and with whose 

resignation from the school his own ~oincided.''~ 

Meyer is usually seen to be a materialist Marxist tout 

court. And indeed, in his article "bauhaus und gesellschaft" 

published in the January 1929 issue of bauhaus, Meyer writes 

that "as designers our activity is socially determined . . . ." 
However, rather than a Marxist dialectic, underlying this 

manifesto is an epistemology that is undialectical, indeed 

totalizingly biologistic. The ethics emerging from this biolo- 

gism sees social harmony in Francean terms as resulting from 

the imitation of harmony and optimal balance in nature: 

all life is a striving for harmony. growth is the 
striving for a harmonious consumption of oxygen + 



carbon + sugar + starch + protein. work is the 
search for a harmonious form of existence. . . .  the 
goal of our bauhaus activity is the pulling together 
of all life-forming energies to effect a harmonious 
development of our society. ... the new architec- 
tural model is an existential epistemology, as a 
model of design it is a lofty song of harmonics. as 
a social model it is a strategy of balance [aus- 
gleich]. . . .  its design means are - -  consciously 
applied - -  the results of biological research. since 
this architectural model is so close to life, its 
theses are in constant flux; since its realization 
is situated in life, its forms are as abundant as 
those of life itself are.''' 

Meyer could not have made his Francean functionalist biologism 

more apparent. His goals are - -  like France's - -  social har- 

mony, and the model on which to base such harmony is - -  again 
like France's - -  biological. Unlike France, who leaned to the 
Right, however, Meyer was a committed Leftist, another 

instance of the political variability of biocentrisrn discussed 

in Chapter Two. Also unlike France, but like Moholy, Meyer 
lacked kosmische Einhei tsgef iihl ; he lacked V i  talmys tik, and 

this distinguished him from other Bauhaus biocentrics such as 

Kallai, Klee, Kandinsky and Schlemmer, and no doubt contrib- 

uted to the split between Meyer and them. 

During his first months at the Bauhaus, Kallai celebrated 
and promoted Meyer's sachlich, utilitarian, social organicism 
as a necessary element of the world's dialectic as he saw it. 

This celebration was articulated not only in biocentric func- 

tionalist terms, however - -  and this highlighted their differ- 
ences - -  but in clearly vitalmystisch ones as well. Thus, in 
1928 Kallai wrote that Wannes Meyer sees the image of a 

multi-layered, yet unified, ensouled, collective organism 

before himself. u 2 ' C  

Kallai was not the only one to understand Meyer's social 

project as based on an Organicist, Holist view of the world. 

Stefan Kraus points out that I1Meyer wollte Funktionalismus 

nicht als Ausdruck formaler Prinzipien verstehen, sondern als 

Ergebnis einer Auseinandersetzung mit den Strukturen des 



Lebens . 'I2" This structure of life was to be understood 

through a systematic program of study outlined already in "Die 

neue weltH and developed in subsequent texts. Meyer propounded 

a holistic and complex strategy of study - -  what we would now 
refer to as an ecological approach - -  involving psychology, 
philosophy, biology, physics, sociology and the application of 

these to the teaching and understanding of ar~hitecture."~ 

The realization of this approach at the Bauhaus made for an 

exceptionally lively inteilectual atmosphere and gave Kallai 

the opportunity to immerse himself in the debates around 

biological determinism, psychobiology, and "freeH art versus 

organization and efficiency-driven activity then raging in 

Weirnar Germany. Thus, while there, the development of Kallai's 

biocentric worldview was nurtured. 

Meyer sought to realize this program through two major 

means. First, he asked the three full-time Bauhaus masters, 

Oskar Schlemmer, Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky (all of who, 

we have seen in Chapter Three, were biocentrically minded), to 

teach one semester each of a three-semester basic course. 

Schlemmer was assigned the third semester, the subject of 

which was to be "manH or "mankind in the Second, 

Meyer undertook an ambitious lecture program. 

That Meyer meant Schlemrnerls course to educate the 

students in his own complex approach is indicated by Schlem- 

merls trepidation expressed in a letter to Baumeister that his 

"duties [under Meyer] are to include publishing, public rela- 

tions, and unfortunately also pedagogy-demagogy.112" Schlem- 

rner's initial concerns seem not to have been justified. Short- 
ly after he first began teaching the course, in May of 1928, 

it still seemed open-ended, and so it was bound to reflect his 

own brand of biocentrism. Schlemmer was teaching 
areas which may not be absolutely essential but which 
fascinate me: internal anatomy, physiology, and especial- 
ly psychology, not to forget philosophy in general. I 
have to dig all this out for myself; some of it is hard 
to get at, due to the corr.2lexity of the various branches. 



I am curious to see where it leads, what picture of the 
world emerges by the end of the semester, and whether 
anything both personal and universal can be extracted 
from the contradictory opinions of the scientists and 
philosophers. 

Indeed Schlemrnerrs organic slant within his avowedly syn- 

thetic ideal discussed in Chapter Four is attested to by his 

diary entry of 26 March 1928, around the time he was asked to 

start planning his new course: 

Manet-metaphor: oyster, asparagus, peach. Leqer- 
metaphor: clamp. One cannot ask the former to be the 
latter, and vice-versa. But one can say that 
although the oyster, the asparagus, and the peach 
may not be "more beautiful," they are eternal. The 
clamp, though made of iron, will "pass," made obsol- 
ete by a newer invention, but the peach will remain, 
demonstrating each year anew the law of organic 
growth. "" 
The concept of this course, along with Schlernrner's famous 

tlSchematic Summary of the Subject  man',^ was published in the 

first Meyer/Kallai issue of bauhaus, which appeared on 1 July 
- . -  

1928.'-' (Fig. 5-18) "Fi i r  das 'neue lebenttu wrote Schlemrner 

ist die kenntnis des menschen als kosmisches wesen 
unerlasslich. seine existenzbedingungen, seine be- 
ziehungen zur natiirlichen und kiinstlichen welt, sein 
mechanismus und organismus, seine materielle, spiri- 
tuelle und intellektuelle erscheinungsfo rm.... es 
gliedert sich ... dem naturwissenschaftlichen aufbau 
und der transzendenten ideenwelt in drei teile, den 
formalen, den biologischen und den filosofischen 
teil. im unterricht laufen die drei teile wechsel- 
weise nebeneinander, urn sich zuletzt zur totalitat 
des begrif f es mensch zu vereinen. 'la 

Schlemmer based the course in the Monist biocentric philosophy 

of Ricarda Huch, an important figure in Klages' and George's 

NKosmische RundeN in fin-de-siecle Munich, and her dictum that 

"Der Kosmos ist eine Dreieinheit aus Geist, Natur und See- 
le. 1121' 

Like Meyer's Bauhaus lecture series, the curriculum 

included instruction in the natural sciences, philosophy and 

psychology, Schlemmer's readings for which reflect the larger 

biocentric discourse of the time. The Haeckelian Monistic, 



i.e. biocentric nature of Schlemmer's position is underlined 

by his plans to teach "heredity, racial theory, reproductive 

biology, ethics and so onN in his course, a list of topics and 

concerns typical of the contemporary biocentric discourse."' 

The philosophical instruction (Nnaturphilosophischll as Kuch- 

ling points out) focused on the history of the Monistic versus 

the Dualistic conceptions of nature.22L Schlemrnerts teach- 

ing of psychology also articulated the Monist/Dualist contro- 

versy in the field, coming out squarely on the Monist side, as 
indicated by the fact that half of the psychology reading list 

consisted of Klages' works and those of his avowed master Carl 

Gustav Car~s.'~~ Kuchling characterizes this curriculum accu- 

rately. For Schlemmer 

der Mensch ... ist eine Ganzheit fur sich und zu- 
gleich Teil einer grdsseren Ganzheit, des Kosmos, 
der als universales Bezugssystem gedacht werden 
kann. Der Begriff 'Kosmos' birgt den Gedanken einer 
universalen Ordnung in sich . . . .  Urn diese Weltschau 
. . .  den Schiilern begreiflich zu rnachen, baute Schle- 
rnrner d [ie] . . . "Lehre vom MenschenI1 aus. . . . Die 
Wissenschaften sollten ... den Menschen als "kos- 
misches Wesen" ausweisen. Die Naturwissenschaften 
sollten zeigen, dass der Mensch integrierender Be- 
standteil der Natur kt. Die philosophischen Lehren 
sind ein Versuch ... alles Existierende als eine 
Einheit zu begreifen. Die Psychologie sollte einen 
Einblick in die seelische Struktur des Menschen und 
in sein Verhalten zur Welt geben.223 

Though without employing the terms, Kuchling describes Schle- 

mmerts program as Holist, Organicist and Monist, that is, as a 

biocentric one, 

The lecture series - -  assembled by Meyer with Kallaits 
assistance - -  reflected Meyer's interests and - -  as the pages 
of bauhaus did - -  echoed the tensions between Kallai and Mey- 

er.22"eaving the lectures by artists, critics, filmmakers 

and architects aside, the non-aesthetic component of the 

series opened with a series of talks on the subject of the 
functionalist organization of life and work. On 29 November 

1928 the physician Rudolf Neubert spoke on "Lebendige und 



technische 0rganisation.1~~~~ This technical lecture on body 

and health-centred design was followed in February 1929 by 

Hanns Riedel's talks on the related theme of "organisation der 

arbeit, Still on this subject, on June 6 the biologistic 

and anti-anthropocentric agricultural labour theorist Konrad 

von Meyenburg, one of whose promoters was Raoul France, spoke 

on the "Grundlagen der Arbeit und Arbeitsfor~chung~.'~' 

But it was not only Francean functionalism that Meyer 

espoused within the biocentric discourse. Probably through a 

reading of Prinzhorn' s 1927 book Leib-Seele -Einhei t . E i n  

Kernproblem der neuen Psychologie, Meyer became interested in 

Prinzhorn's Klagesian biocentric psychology and the intention 

to invite Prinzhorn to the Bauhaus was announced in the 1 

October 1928 issue of bauhaus already.'" Possibly encouraged 

by Meyer to publicize the upcoming lecture, KaLlai reviewed 

Leib-Seele-Einheit in his article "Bauen und lebentN which 

appeared in the following, 1 January 1 9 2 9  issue of bauhaus. 

This proved to be a crucial encounter for Kallai, and it 

contributed to his eventual split with Meyer. 

Though Prinzhorn was not new to Kallai (he had reviewed 

Die Bildnerei der Geisteskranken in 1 9 2 3 )  , it was through a 
close reading of this book that Prinzhorn and his thoroughly 

Klagesian biocentrism came to exercise a profound effect on 
Kallaifs view of ar~hitecture.'~' If Meyer's enthusiasm en- 

couraged Kallai to review Prinzhorn's book, Kallai turned his 

understanding of the book back on Meyer's architectural 

instrumentalism. Kallai opens "bauen und lebenm with an expo- 

sition of Prinzhorn's thesis: 

hans prinzhorn spricht in seinem ausgezeichneten 
buch "leib-seele-einheit" von der notwendigen voll- 
endung des geriistes ff i r  ein weltbild, das "die erld- 
sung vom alpdruck des abendlsndischen intellektua- 
lismus bdteNt er gebraucht den begriff des "bewusst- 
10s bildenden lebensn und behauptet mit klages, dass 
"alle echten 1ebensvorgSnge ihrem wesen nach unbe- 
wusst, zweckfrei, zwangsliiufig, in sich geschlossen 
seien. er sieht den menschlichen geist in feind- 
licher spannung zu solchen lebensvorgZingen. "alle 



verzerrungen des daseins aus ressentiment, aus fal- 
scher vergeistigung, aus iibermass von bewusstern 
zweckdenken, aus schliefem moralischen zwang, aus 
wiliensdberspannung in machtiger oder selbstqual- 
ischer askese - -  kurzum alle schwachungen des lebens 
von unschuld und ftille zu schlechtem gewissen und 
kargheitM sind auswirkungen jener grossen gegen- 
macht, des geistes, der uns in die seit der fran- 
zosischer revolution wahrende kultur- und mensch- 
heitskrise gestossen hat.230 

Kallai is here referring to Prinzhornfs articulation of Kla- 

gest ideas which would soon receive monumental expression as 

Klages' Der Geist als Widersacher  d e r  Seele. Kallai, further- 

more - -  and this is crucial - -  accepts ~rinzhorn's call for a 
new Lebenslehre (a term also employed by France), which will 

lead people to a We1 t s i c h e r h e i  t ( a  sense of being secure in 
the world), a model for living which, and he again quotes 

Prinzhorn, would be "'im einklang mit den grossen rhythmen des 

naturlaufs und rnit allem lebenden gebildeul: "prinzhorns 

forderung nach einer neuen lebenslehre ergibt sich aus u n b e -  

dingt stichhaltigen, wesentlichen erkenntnissen unseres leb- 
ens. I I  2 : :  

Developing his earlier biocentric Constructivist writings 

on architecture, Kallai goes on to examine the implications 

this k u l t u r p e s s m i s t i s c h  Klagesian biocentrism had for a purely 

functionalist Francean-Meyerian understanding of the new 

architecture. Accordingly he issued the warning that even the 

functionalist architect~re he supports is subject to the 

g e i s t i g  transgressions against and blindness to Leben outlined 
by Prinzhorn, that in its practice it should take into con- 

sideration the deep, unpredictable, nature-rootedness of human 

life: "ob luxushauser im sinne le corbusiers oder volkswohn- 

ungen im sinne ernst mays, ob traditionalistisch oder rnodern- 

istisch: man baut im sich praktische fiktionen der ordnung und 

ubersichtlichkeit vor, wihrend das leben in unberechenbaren 

wucherungen gegen unsere konstruktionen antreibt.m222 

In mid-March Prinzhorn gave his lectures. On the 15th he 

spoke on I1Leib-Seele-Einheit," the Monistic and biocentric 



tradition of psychology, and the next day he lay the llGrund- 

lagen der neuen Personlichkeits-psychologieIt in his presenta- 
tion? After hearing these talks Meyer could hardly contain 

his enthusiasm. In an outline prepared a month afterwards for 

a lecture on the Bauhaus to be given in Vienna and Base1 that 

same year, Meyer wrote of the importance of psychology for 

teaching architecture: "Die neue baulehre ... muss seelenkunde 
vermitteln, und auf der grundlage der leib - seele - einheit 
(carus - nietzsche - klages - prinzhorn - adler - freud), 
psychologische unterlage zur kenntnis vorbauen . . . .  11 234 It 

was biologistic psychology in general, and a Klagesian biocen- 

tric variant of biologistic psychology in specific, that Meyer 

was promoting. "' 
In "Das Bauen und die KunsttM the follow-up article to 

%auen und leben," Kallai was also enthusiastic concerning 

Prinzhorn's thought, but less so with respect to Meyerrs 

particular understanding of it, even concerning architecture. 

Thus, while Kallai explored the implications Klagest and 

Prinzhornls biocentric critique of Geist had for painting and 

sculpture, he also commented on the futility of rational 

planning in the face of universal life - -  an implicit critique 
of the architectural and social strategies Meyer was (and 

Kdllai was supposed to be) promoting. Thus it is not surpris- 

ing that this article appeared in Kallai's independent jour- 
nal, Der Kunstnarr, whose only issue appeared in April 1 9 2 9 ,  

rather than in bauhaus. 

It was in this article that the ideas Kallai had been 

developing since 1925 in "Organisation, Natur, Gestaltungtn in 

his writings on Matare, and in "bauen und leben," coalesced 

into an expression of his Bioromantik conception of art. As an 

indication of their importance to him, this text repeats 
passages from Leib-Seele-Einheit he had quoted already in 

"bauen und lebenM : 

Malerei und Plastik . . .  [kdnnen] aus reichstem Mit- 
erleben aller realen Zwangsmomente erfolgen und die 



Kunst dennoch zu den Quellen der inneren Freiheit 
fuhren. Zur Totalitat ohne Verlust einer tiefsten 
Mitte, zur geheimen Fchlung mit dem kreaturlich 
Letzten in uns und in der Natur. It Alle echten Le- 
bensvorgange sind ihrem Wesen nach unbewusst, zweck- 
frei, zwangsl2ufig in sich geschlossenu (Prinzhorn) 
- -  alle echten Lebensvorgange sind Ausdruck der 
uLeib-Seele-Einheit.ll Jede echte Kunst ist solchen 
Lebensvorgangen entwachsen, steht "im Einklang mit 
den grossen Rythrnen des Naturlaufs und mit allem 
lebenden Gebilde." Diesen Einklang zu gestalten, die 
Quellen des Lebens durch seine Vexmittlung in uns 
bewusst werden zu lassen; das ist der Sinn der 
~~~~t 2 3 6  

To an even more radical extent than in his writing on Matare, 

Kallai passed over from technocentrism to biocentrism; to the 

promotion of art the way France conceived of it, i.e. as an 

activity which reminded us of our essential groundedness in 

the rhythms of Life and Nat~re.~'' That Kallai was anti-Nazi, 

while France and Prinzhorn later associated themselves with 

Nazism, that K&llaits aesthetic was determinedly Modernist, 

while France's was conservative, did not alter the basic 

identity of their views on the role of art. 

Prinzhornfs and Klages' books also would have informed 

Kallai of psychological and scientific discourses which 
subsequently made their appearance in his writings, and which 

informed his biocentric position. Thus, through Prinzhorn's 

writings and lectures Kallai could also have become aware of 

the related psychology of Carl Gustav Jung, whose concepts of 

the  collective unconsciousu and of the lfshadowu (the latter 

perhaps first used by Kallai in conjunction with a critique of 

Moholy-Nagy's art in "Das Bauen und die Kunstu), affected the 

development of his idea of the udemonic.n238 Klages' and 

Prinzhornts biocentrism also drew on contemporary science to 

justify its position. In Leib-Seele-Einheit Prinzhorn dealt in 

detail with the latest research results in biology and the 

natural sciences, which he saw as supporting the Monism of 

body and soul.23' Thus, Prinzhorn noted important develop- 

ments in medicine and the natural sciences, especially physi- 



ology, Biologie der Person, endocrinology, and genetics made 

since the turn of the century which indicated the grounding of 

the psyche in the physical and vice-versa, and this must have 

acted as an incentive to Kallai to start to follow these 

fields in the press himself . 2 4 0  Indeed, in conjunction with 

the expression of his disillusion with a purely functionalist 

architecture and with politics in general in "Das Bauen und 

die Kunst," echoing the Spanish Vitalist philosopher Ortega y 

Gasset, Kallai pinpointed art and science as fields of activ- 

ity where an "inner freedom," and hence progress, was still 

possible: "Diese Disziplinen reichen trotz ihres Missbrauchs 

durch wirtschaftliche, politische und soziale Machtfaktoren in 

jene Sphiire rein geistiger und seelischer Wesensschau, die 

eine idealistische Gestaltung nicht nur mbglich, sondern auch 

notwendig erscheinen lasst." 

As the crisis among the faculty over Meyerls leadership 

deepened after the Prinzhorn lectures, Meyer broadened the 

base of the lecture program. Around the time that Schlemmer 

and Kallai resigned, he embarked on a set of lecture series to 

be given by members of the Verein Ernst Mach," the Viennese 

SchoolH of logical positivism: Herbert Feigl, Rudolf Carnap, 

and Otto Neurath. The sociologist and long-standing Bauhaus 

supporter Otto Neurath initiated this series with a lecture on 

27 May 1929 coccerning the public presentation of statistics 

as social indicators, in his lecture "Bildstatistik und Gegen- 
wart. "2:' Carnap and Feigl, like Prinzhorn, addressed more 

philosophical issues. Indeed some of their topics seem to have 

been chosen as challenges to the types of views presented by 

Prinzhorn. The philosopher of science Feigl came for a week in 

July. On the 3rd he presented his MWissenschaftlich Weltauf- 

fassung,~ one which he would have opposed to the biocentric 

position of Prinzhorn even though Prinzhornrs was also based 

in contemporary science. In his lectures of the 5th ("Naturge- 

setz und Willensfreiheitn) and the 7th ("Leib und SeeleH), 

Feigl addressed important issues common to Monist biocentrism 



and Monis t logicai positivism (his "mind-body ~onisrn~~'~') 

namely the question of free will within a context of biologi- 

cal determinism, and of the body-soul problem within a scien- 

tistic and materialist Monism. But Feigl placed an emphasis on 

the new physics and mathematics of Albert Einstein and Hermann 

Minkowski, lecturing on "Physikalische Theorien und Wirklich- 

keitM (4.7.29), "Zufall und Gesetzu (6.7.29), and "Raurn und 

Zeittt (8.7.29) ."' In the series of lectures Carnap gave in 

October, he also addressed Minkowski's time-space continuum in 

"Die vierdimensionale Welt der modernen PhysikN (18.10.29). 

Carnap, furthermore, offered introductions to what have since 

become known as essential elements of Logical Positivism, I1Der 

logische Aufbau der Weltu (17.10.29), and "Der Missbrauch der 

SpracheM (19.10.29) . Finally, he spoke to the question of the 
relation between science and society, a centrai concern of the 

Mach Society, in Wissenschaft und Lebenu (15.10.29) and 

"Aufgabe und Gehalt der Wissen~chaft~~ (16.10.29) 

As Galison has pointed out, Rudolf Carnap's iecture 

series in October 1929 landed the philosopher right in the 

centre of the debate between Meyer's radical anti-aesthetic 

functionalism, and other Bauhaus faculty members' - -  including 
Kallaifs - -  defence of the aesthetic realm as a means of 
expressing Leben or, as Klee expressed it, I1intui tion. In 

fact it may have been the heighte~sd tensions around Carnap's 

lecture series in mid October that finally induced Kallai to 

leave that month. It was not long after Karel Teige's replace- 

ment of Kallai and his departure from the Bauhaus, that che 

intrigues against Meyer escalated, and partly due to Kandin- 

sky's influence, he was forced to resign as director the 

following summer. *'' 
While their radically anti-metaphysical - -  as Galison 

terms it "right wingm1 - -  would have opposed the de fac to  
metaphysical aspects of both Francean and Klagesian biocent- 

rim, as their name - -  Verein Ernst Macht1 - -  indicates, the 
Viennese logical positivists shared with biocentrism common 



roots in the turn-of-the-century M~nistenbund.~'~ And Meyer 

continued to be concerned with those aspects of holistic and 

Klagesian psychology which did not contradict his radical 

functionalism. He extended invitations to two prominent 

Gestalt psychologists from Leipzig, and as a consequence 

Karlfried Count von Dfirckheim spoke on "Gestalt PsychologieM 

on 6 June 1930, and his mentor, the holist llpsychologist of 

vision, " Felix Krfiger, was invited to lecture on rlSeelische 
Strukturen," scheduled for 22 October 1930.247 While a Dr. 

Rudert was invited to speak 2 October on "CharakterologieM (a 

field in which Klages was highly influential) Meyer had also 

scheduled a course to be given by Diirckheim on HPsychologische 

Grundlehreu for the winter of 1930-31. This finally took place 

during the summer of 1931, after Mies had taken over as direc- 

tor, and included a talk on Klages' Der Geist als fqidersacher 

der Seele.":" The lectures were normally followed by discus- 

sions which sometimes went on "half the night.u249 

Given this array of speakers, one might quaiify Peter 

Galison's statement that "the logical positivists were more 

prominent as visitors to the Dessau Bauhaus than members of 

any other single group outside art and architect~re.~~'~" I f 

one counts Prinzhorn, von Meyenburg, the Gestalt psychologists 

KrGger and von Diirckheim as biocentric, and keeping in mind 
Moholy-Nagy's teaching of France, Friedrich Ebeling's France- 

inspired activities, and Prinzhorn's efforts for the Bauhaus 

under his old friend Mies van der Rohe's direction in 1932-33, 

it would be more accurate to speak of a balance between bio- 

centric and "logical positivistH ideas at the Dessau Bauhaus. 

Looking at the entire history of the Bauhaus - -  even after 
Itten's departure - -  with Drieschfs, Ostwald's, and Prinz- 
horn's lectures in mind, and with the strong influence of the 

ideas of France and Klages, it was biocentrism rather than 

Logical Positivism that was the single most powerful outside 
ideological presence at the Bauhau~.~~' 

The articulation, elaboration, and application of K a l -  



laits Klagesian biocentrism to the realms of architecture and 

art led to a break with Meyer. While both were biologistic, 

Meyer's anti-metaphysical and doctrinaire optimism and Kal- 

lai's open, pragmatic, and more pessimistic position were 

bound to lead to disagreement. It may have been this, combined 

with Meyer's anti-aestheticism, that engendered the final rift 

between the two. It was not first and foremost ideology, but 

rather Meyer's willingness to sacrifice art to ideology, which 

finally drove them apart, and Kallai - -  like Schlemer - -  away 

from Meyer's Bauhaus. 

Their conflict first received public expression in 

articles published in the 1 January 1929 issue of bauhaus. In 

"wir leben nicht urn zu wohnenH Kallai warns against an overly 

naive and optimistic view of what the "neues Bauenw can do to 

solve the housing crisis, while, as mentioned, "bauen und 

lebenM criticized this new architecture in the light of Prinz- 

horn's concept of body-soul-unity, despite Meyer's enthusi- 

astic and poetic presentation of its ecological version in his 
"bauhaus und ge~ellschaft.~ In "goldene ketten - -  eiserne 
ketten," meanwhile, Kallai attacked the submission of art to 

purely economic ends in capitalist countries and political 

uses in the Soviet Union. He ends the article with the ironic 

reformulation of Marxts slogan from the ttCommunist ManifestoM: 

"Kitsch-makers of the world, unite!"252 This implicit (rather 

than explicit) controversy between the publisher and the 

editor of bauhaus took on a new dimension with the publication 

of Kallai's "Das Bauen und die Kunsttl in which he gives up 

hope on Gropiusl Itnew unityw of technology and art, and petu- 

lantly concludes that "Das neue Bauen und die Kunst mhsen 

notwendigerweise getrennte Wege gehenll despite the fact that 

it was he who brought the Klagesian critical apparatus he had 

been applying to the fine arts to bear on architecture. While 
recognizing that Meyer was the one who had set up separate 

painting classes at the Bauhaus (under Kandinsky and Klee), 

Kallai criticized the essentially negative attitude Meyer's 



radical anti-aestheticism represented towards the fine arts at 

this tirne.ls3 Though - -  like Prinzhornts and Klagest biocent- 
rism, Meyer's biologism recognized the rootedness of humans in 

nature - -  like France - -  it assumed that we could learn from 
nature and do something about improving our lives. Kallaits 

position, like Klages', came to be less optimistic. 

Given that Meyer had hired Kallai to be the Bauhaus' 

publicist rather than its critic, it is not surprising that he 

would have Seen upset at Kallai's anti-ideological and pro-art 

polemicizing in bauhaus. The very fact that Kallai was cham- 

pioning the work of the student Fritz Kuhr, who had publicly 

opposed Meyer's replacement of Gropius at a memorable Bauhaus 

dance on February 4 of 1928, was a sign of the rift between 

the Kallai defended his critical attitude on the 

pages of the July-September 1929 issue of bauhaus in "sic 

wundern sichIM but by the time this issue had appeared on 15 

July, he had resigned from his position, and he refrained from 

writing for the last October-December issue he nevertheless 

dutifully edited. The fact that this last Kallai-edited issue 

was devoted to the work of Oskar Schlemrner, who - -  as everyone 
knew - -  left the Bauhaus because of his disapproval of Meyer's 
ideologically-driven leadership, renders it a kind of silent 
protest on K&llai's part. 

Their common background in International Constructivism 

and their interest in biocentrisrn, had initially drawn Meyer 

to Kallai, but basic differences in attitude eventually drove 

them apart. While sharing an interest in Prinzhorn's philos- 

ophy and biocentrism in general, Kallai and Meyer integrated 

these ideas into their respective world views in radically 

different ways. Meyer saw the ideas of Prinzhorn and Klages as 

contributing to the development of a Monistic ~biologicalu 

functionalism informed by the teachings of von Meyenburg and 

the logical positivists. Their ideas exercised quite a differ- 

ent influence on Kallai, who combined the ideas of Klages and 

Prinzhorn with those of Jung and, as we shall see, Edgar 



Dacque's concept of the ~ d e m ~ n i c , ~  in developing his more 

pessimistic biocentric world view. Meyer's understanding of 

Prinzhorn and biocentrism was largely instrumental - -  to be 
used in the teaching and practice of architecture and urban 

planning - -  while Kallai's was intuitive, intellectual and t o  

be used for the understanding of an art which Meyer rejec~ed. 

While Meyerls biocentrism led him to a biological determinism 

which eventually resulted in a rejection of the fine arts, 

Kallai employed biocentrism in understanding and explaining 

the visionary and "abstractH nature of the contemporary avant- 

garde. While Meyer was a somewhat naive optimist and a Commu- 
nist who was able to remain a Stalinist throughout his life, 

even after his experiences in the Soviet Union during the 30s 

and the Hitier-Stalin Pact, Kallai - -  no friend of Capitalism 
himself - -  was a pessimistic biocentric Leftist who smelled a 
rat in Moscow as early as 1928, and was able to integrate such 

a perception into his thinking through his recognition of the 

"demonicM being as much a part of the organic whole as is the 
ugood.81255 While Kallai emphasized the German Romantic heri- 

tage of Klages' biocentrism and Prinzhorn's Monistic "Leib- 

Seele-Einheitn - -  the identity of the spirit of humanity and 
the spirit of nature - -  for Meyer it was a biocentric variant 
of a materialist philosophy he was able to harmonize with his 

Marxism. These were the deeper grounds of the conflict between 

the two, and - -  like the divisions in the Bauhaus discussed in 
Chapter Three, they reflect the division within the biocentric 

discourse itself: between the functionalist biologistic 

approach of France and von Uexkiill on the one hand, and the 

pessimistic biocentrism of Klages and Prinzhorn on the other, 

the same grounds that had led to the split between Kallai and 

his old friend ~oholy-~agy. 256 



c. Kallai and the Naturarnorphic Analogy 

i. Blossfeldt / Benjamin 
Around the time of his resignation from the Bauhaus in 

early July 1929, most of the elements of Kallairs conception 

of Bioromantik w e r e  in place. However, though Kallai had by 

this time recognized the power of scientific self-imaging and 

of Neue Sachlichkeit close-up nature photography, he had not 

yet noted the naturamorphic analogy. An important role in 

preparing him for this realization was played by Kallaits 

encounter with the work of the applied artist and pattern-book 

illustrator Blossfeldt. 

As Kallai does not seem to have seen the 1925 exhibition 

held at the Galerie Nierendorf in Berlin, it was in 1928 that 

he become acquainted with Blossf e ld t '  s photography. ''' In the 
January 1929 issue of bauhaus Kallai wrote one of the earliest 

reviews of Blossfeldt's book of 120 close-up photographs of 

plants, Urfomen der Kunst. Then, from 11 to 16 June 1929, 

Kallai would have seen Blossfeldt's photographs in the orig- 

inal, at llPf lanzenfotos: Urformen der Kunst, " their exhibition 
held at the Dessau ~auhaus. 258 Echoing the ideas expressed in 

his article "Dhonie der SatireM Kallai wrote: 

"die kunst liegt in der natur, wer sie holt, der hat 
sieH: dieses wort hat blossfeldt mit bilddokumenten 
von iiberwal tigender schgnheit belegt . . . . [Dl er ge - 
samte "magische realismus" kann sich vor der stahl- 
ernen prazision und mitunter wahrhaft dhonischen 
ausdrucksgewalt dieser naturfotos ins letzte loch 
verkriechen. 259 

Blossfeldt's work stunned Kallai, and - -  despite Kallai's 
predeliction for painting as a medium of intellectual and 

spiritual expression - -  reconfirmed his opinion that such 
photography was far superior to Neue Sachlichkeit painting, 

the tlmagische real is mu^^^ he referred to. This only heightened 

his efforts to find painting and sculpture that could do w h a t  

Blossfeldtfs photographs could. He found it in the work of 

artists such as Ewald Matare, Paul Klee, Georg Muche, and the 



Bauhaus students Fritz Kuhr and Fritz Winter. 

Also important for the development of his conception of 

Bioromantik would have been Kallaits exposure to the critical 

literature on Blossfeldt's work. Karl Nierendorfts introduc- 

tion to Urformen der Kunst framed it in biocentric terms. 
Nierendorf assembled reflections on, inter alia, the growing 

interest among young people in nature, the new organic archi- 

tecture, the new worlds which the microscope and telescope 

were revealing, and the unity of humanity and nature shown in 

Blossfeldtts photographs: 

Far more enchanting ... is the final realization of 
the hidden powers of Creation - -  in the ebb and flow 
of which w e ,  as creatures of Nature, are inextricab- 
ly caught. The work produced by successive gener- 
ations as witness to their existence, and the most 
transient and delicate of natural forms, each must 
conform to the natural laws which fashion every- 
thing. ''' 
Most important of a11 was Walter Benjamin's review of 

Urformen der Kunst, which Kallai will have read, as it is 
likely that he was a regular reader of a Berlin intellectual 

journal as important as Die Li terarische We1 t . 26i  Benjamin 

produced a text marked by a Francean conception of the Grund- 
formen of nature, one which remarked upon the naturamorphic 

analogy, linking this analogy to Moholy-Nagy's New Vision and 

embedding it within a biocentric matrix: 
[Blossfeldt] has proven how right Moholy-Nagy, the 
pioneer of the new photography was, when he says 
'Die Grenzen der Photographie sind nicht abzuse- 
hen.. . I  Whether w e  accelerate the growth of a plant 
through time-lapse motion photography or enlarge its 
image forty-fold, myriad images swoosh up geyser- 
like in the place of these phenomena when we least 
expect it. These photographs disclose an unsuspected 
wealth of analogies and forms. Only photography can 
do this.... Urformen of art - -  true enough. But what 
are they other than Urfonnen of Nature? Forms which 
were never mere models for art, but were from the 
start the Urformen at work for all creation. Even 
the coolest observer would be given pause by the way 
that the enlargement of plant parts at the macrosco- 
pic level ... displays forms as extraordinary as 



those at the microscopic level . . . .  And if . . .  avant- 
garde painters such as Klee and ... Kandinsky, have 
long been concerned to familiarize us with realms 
which the microscope so brusquely and forcefully 
wished to abduct us to, these enlargements of plants 
contain, even moreso, vegetal S t i l f o m e n .  262 

What is astonishing in this review is not only that Benjamin 

recognizes the analogy between scientific photography and the 

art of Klee and Kandinsky, but that he embeds this recognition 

within a Francean awareness of the "Urfomen at work for all 

creation," natural forms which "have developed from one of the 

deepest, most unfathomable forms of creation - -  from the 
mutation in which the element of genius has always resided - -  
the collective creative power of Nature . . . .  One is tempted to 
call it the feminine, organic, principle of life - -  yielding - 
- in£ inite - - artful - - ubiquitous. H 2 6 3  

As Detlef Mertens has subtly shown, however, "without 

relinquishing hope for the return of experience, organicity, 

and mra, but also without pretence to depict it or create it, 

[in the early 30sJ Benjamin adopted a radically anti-organic 

perspective aimed at working through the problems of capital- 

ism, industry, and the technological environment they were 

producing. u264 Given his praise for Klagest Der Geist a l s  

W i d e r s a c h e r  d e r  Seele in 1930, however, I would qualify this 

by saying that with the historical situation of the early 30s 

Benjamin tended to repress his Organicism, indeed his biocent- 

ric tendencies, but that they erupted every once in a while. 

His review of Blossfeldtts photographs was one such erup- 

Benj amin was not the first note the naturamorphic 

analogy. We have seen in Chapter Three that a key Bioromantic 

artist such as Kandinsky anticipated the naturamorphic analogy 

prior to the First World War, and that he articulated it 

clearly in 1926. We have noted in Chapter Four, furthermore, 

that biocentric Constructivist artist-theorists such as Lazar 

El Lissitzky and (more obliquely) Moholy-Nagy, were articulat- 



ing the naturamorphic analogy by about 1924. In the introduc- 

tion I noted that in 1928, when Benjamin was writing, Kallai's 

eventual replacement, Meyerts close friend, Karel Teige, com- 

pared the Surrealist paintings of the Czech artists Jan Styr- 

sky and Toyen to undersea film stills from the UFA film Wunder 

des Blauen  Golfes in a layout of his magazine ~ e ~ . ~ ~ " e e -  

jamin was not the first, furthermore, to imply a psychobiolo- 
gical explanation for this analogy. In Chapter Four I pointed 

out that Lissitzky did so directly, and Moholy did by implica- 

tion. If it were any one of the few examples of the naturamor- 

phic analogy available at the time, Benjamin's would have 

inspired Kallai to notice it himself. Benjamin's Francean and 

Neo-Vitalist frame, furthermore, makes it the earliest - -  even 
if brief - -  conceptualization of the major components of 
Kallai's own construction of Bioromantik. 

ii. Epiphany 

On page twelve of the 1947 booklet A temeszet  rejtett 
arca [The hidden face of nature] Kallai describes a formative 
experience he had in Germany: 

Many years ago, at an exhibition of scientific pho- 
tography, I saw microscopic photographs of the 
scales of a butterfly wing, and a section of a 
snake's jawbone. In both of them, a fabric of 
extremely thin fibres lay before me, and this 
material, displaying itself in its basic structure, 
conveyed to me its pulsating life through the trans- 
parency of its paired-down structure, much as the 
filaments of a tungsten light-bulb do electricity. I 
happened upon a phenomenon which displayed a sur- 
prisingly parallel structure to the microphotographs 
in a coloured graphic work by the young German pain- 
ter Fritz Kuhr. It depicted a figure reminiscent of 
a gas mask .... It was a work of extraordinarily fine 
sensitivity; one could call it an x-ray of the soul. 
But it would be a mistake to suppose that this work 
was created on the basis of scientific photographs. 
The artist simply followed the images emerging from 
his subconscious in order to conceive this mask-like 
phenomenon. Meanwhile, he involuntarily produced ... 
a painterly fabric resembling the inner structure of 
plant and animal organisms. 267 



While we have seen in the passage from llBioromantikll quoted at 

the start of this chapter that Kailai was proposing that 

artists were looking at scientific images, here he limits his 

explanation of the analogy to a psychobiological one, to 

humanity's rootedness in nature. Kgllai mentions that it was 

at an exhibition of scientific photographs that he - -  presum- 
ably shortly after having seen a work by the Bauhaus student 

and instructor Fritz Kuhr - -  came to this realization. This 
would have been the FIFO show. 

When discussing the work of Fritz Winter, Kuhr and the 

others in the spring of 1929, at the time of their travelling 

exhibition "Junge Bauhausmaler,~ Kallai did not make use of 

scientific image similes. Rather, much as the Dessau art 

critic and Bauhaus supporter Ludwig Grote did, he referred to 

their work as %pirit~al,~~ Hirrational,H llmetaphysical,u and 

romantic. "'j3 Though Kallai was aware of the power of micro- 

scopic photographs and films by 1926, the earliest microscopic 

analogy with a work of art I can find in his writinqs is on 

page six of the September 1930 catalogue of the "Vision und 

FormgesetzM exhibition at the Galerie Ferdinand Moller, whose 

final form Kallai developed and conceived, and which he helped 

Moller curate: ItMan beobachtete, wie besonders bei Fritz 

Winter, Formen, die an Mikroorganisrnen erinnern, einen Raum 

und Bild schaffenden Sinn erhalten, der rnitunter ins Monument- 

ale geht . M26' 
Since Kallai's naturamorphic epiphany occurred in rela- 

tion to a work by Fritz Kuhr, it would be likely that Kallai 

had ready access at the time to Kuhr's works. As it happened, 

a show of Fritz Kuhrls graphic work was on display at the 

Bauhaus between the 5 th and 10th of June in 1929. 27"hus, it 

is safe to assume that this epiphany occurred sometime between 

about May-June 1929, the time of Kuhr's exhibition at the 

Bauhaus, and the summer of 1930, when his text of Winter's 

work appeared. 

As it happens, the "Film und FotoIB exhibition's original 



and largest showing at Stuttgart (18 May-7 July) was cotermi- 

nous with Kuhrt s Bauhaus exhibition. 27' Moholy' s "Raurn 1" at 

the FIFO exhibition contained x-ray and microscopic photo- 

graphs, though we do not know precisely which ones, so it is 

impossible to confirm whether there was a cross-section of a 

snake's jawbone, and a micro-photograph of a butterfly wing, 

though Kallai included a micrograph of a snake's jawbone in an 

exhibition he curated in Budapest, and this resembles Fritz 

Kuhrrs work Die Idee.i72 (Figs. 5-19' 5-20, 5-21) We have 

seen that Kallai saw the FIFO and gave it a bad review, criti- 

cizing Moholy-Nagy and the photographers of the New Vision, 

while having Vein Wort gegen die tats&chlich dokumentarische 

Photographie, wie man sie in illustrierten Wochenschriften, in 

Kinoberichten, Kulturf ilmen und erst recht in wissenschaf t l i  - 
chen Publikationen auch volkstihlicher Art zu Hunderten und 

Tausenden sehen kann," including photographs of this kind in 

the exhibition itself (my emphasis) . 273 
If the epiphany escaped Kallai at the FIFO's Stuttgart 

showing, furthermore, it could have happened at its Berlin 

venue between 19 October and 17 November, just a£ ter Kuhrt s 

second Bauhaus exhibition of the year, on display from 13 to 

I5 October, and shortly after KBllai must have returned to 

Berlin from Dessau.'" While there were other showings of 

scientific photographs at the time, because of the coincidence 

of the two Kuhr exhibitions with the Stuttgart and Berlin 

showings of the FIFO, and because we known Kallai saw it in 

Stuttgart and easily could have seen it in Berlin, they must 

remain as the most likely  alternative^.^'^ 

iii. Bioromantik 

Man bekommt also einigermassen verweilende Aufnahmem 
der vulkanischen Ausbriiche zu sehen. Stossweise 
werden ungeheure schwere kochende Wolkenmassen in 
die H6he geschleudert, woher sie breit und gravita- 
tisch auf den Meeres-spiegel niedergehen, urn neuen 
Eruptionen zu weichen. Das Schauspiel ist von voll- 
endeter Rythmik  der r&xnlich-zeitlichen Entfaltung. 



Und diese einfache rythmische Folge der Eruptionen 
ist das eigentlich Bedeutende und ijberwaltigende des 
ganzen Naturphhomens. Man sieht die Urkraft Erde 
sich im gleichen R y t h u s  ihrer feurigen Atemziige 
heben und senken, der auch uns belebt. Die Schdpfung 
selbst offenbart sich, drohend-erheben iiber uns und 
unsenn Herzen dennoch miit ter l ich-wohlvertaut .  Keine 
hdchste geistige Gipfelung, weder Kunst noch Philo- 
sophie, vermag uns mehr vom Wesen der Welt zu geben 
als diese rythmischen Ausbriiche des Vulkans Kraka- 
tau. Rhythmus: im letzten elementarsten Sinn Quelle 
der Natur und Ziel des Geistes. (Kallai 1930)"' 

By 1930 - - as in this review of the film "Maha" about Bali, 

Java and the Krakatoa volcano - -  Kallai's biocentrism was the 
basis of all his critical writing. Away from the Bauhaus, 

during the early 30s' Kallai developed his Klagesian biocent- 

ric conception of artistic production and meaning in a remark- 

able series of articles published in Germany and Czechoslova- 

kia which remains to this day the most comprehensive treatment 

of the theme in the critical literature: 'IKunst und Wirklich- 

keitu and Wunst und Technik" of 1931, Vurfick zum Ornament" 

and "Bioromantik" of 1932, Veichen und Bilderv of 1933, and 
finally "Ornament und Bild' of 1935. Though unsystematic, 
Kallai's writings constitute a coherent corpus of biocentric 

art theory and criticism. 

In Tunst und Wirklichkeit," Kallai discussed the deep 

drives discussed in his review of the Krakatoa documentary as 

erupting into contemporary art production unconsciously: 

Die Wissenschaft bestztigt es: Der Mensch, die Na- 
turf sie leben zwar im perspektivisch darzustellen- 
den, endlichen, k6rperlichen R a m .  Aber in diesem 
Aussern ihres Lebens wirken verborgene, sich bis ins 
Grenzenlose sowohl der Chaotik als auch der Harmonie 
erstreckende RZume seelischer, biologischer, zahlen- 
gesetzlicher Funktionen, Determinationen. Und das 
&ussere Erscheinen, &ussere Gebaren der menschlichen 
oder sonstwie gearteten Wirklichkeit ist nur Aus- 
druck und Verkleidung dieser tiefen Beschaffenheit. 
Im k6rperliche Lebensraum der tiefere, umfassendere 
irrationale Lebensraum. In der kdrperlichen Wirk- 
lichkeit die irrationale Wirklichkeit. Indem die 
rnoderne Kunst Visionen und Symbole dieser irrationa- 
len Wirklichkeit schafft, streckt sie ihre Fiihler 



nach einer neuen Lebensordung aus, die das mdrderi- 
sche Wuchern der mechanistisch-quantitativen Krafte 
in Wirtschaft und Technik zu meistern und den Men- 
schen zur seelisch-geistigen Selbstbesinnung zu 
fiihren we is^.^^' 
Kallai applied the Klagesian category of rhythm in nature 

to the artistic production of his day in his 1930 articles 

"Rhythmus in Bildernu and Vision und F~rmgesetz.~ In them he 

held that some of the best recent art expressed this rhythmic 

nature of reality. Concerning such work he wrote of 

Ihren utopischen Glauben an eine kiihle geistige 
Vollendung des Lebens. Zugleich aber auch ihre er- 
weiterte und durchdringende Tiefenerkenntnis von 
leib-seelischen Beschaffenheiten. Ihr heiss uber- 
stromendes Gefuhl, jeglicher Kreatur in Wesensge- 
meinschaft innigst verbunden zu sein. Der Mensch ist 
geistige Potenz, Erkenner und Konstrukteur hohen 
Ranges. Doch ex treibt im gleichen Kreislauf von 
Naturgewalten des Blutes, des Geschlechts und des 
Hungers, der Keimung und des Todes wie Tier und 
P f  lanze. '-' 
This reality was also visible in scientific images of 

nature. We have seen that in Vision und Formgesetz" Kallai 

employed the naturamorphic analogy in his critical writing on 

Fritz Winter. He developed this idea further in the 1931 

article "Kunst und Technik," linking this biocentric attitude 

to Surrealist biomorphic style: 

Die Surrealisten Gberraschten mit der pessimistisch 
trockenen Umdeutung harmloser, wenn nicht banalster 
Motive zu einer phantastisch verddeten Welt, in die 
Natur und Menschenwerk, vornehmlich grade techni- 
sches Menschenwerk, nur noch als armselige Bruch- 
stucke vereinzelt hineintragen. Oder sie lassen in 
Gestalt und Antlitz des Menschen die biologischen 
Urgrdnde seines Wesens, seine Unerldstheit von Tier, 
Pflanze und Erdreich hervorstarren (Giorgio di Chi- 
rico, Max Ernst, G.H. ROUX, Jean Miro, Jacques Lip- 
schitz). Sie versuchen die verschiedensten Lebens- 
vorgange in eine gemeinsame rythrnische Formel einzu- 
fangen (Andre Masson) ... A r p ,  F o l t ~ ,  Fritz Winter, 
Constantin Brancusi, Richard Haizmann und Henry 
Moore schliesslich bringen naturhaft organisches 
Wachstum zur Bussersten elementaren Verdichtung 
seiner Energie und seiner Gestalt, die in einer 
weiter nicht zu rnotivierenden, unerklarlichen Weise: 



eben irrational, lebendig k t .  Durch Formen, die, 
wenn uberhaupt, an Gegenstzndliches nur noch ganz 
ungefahr oder embryonal erinnern und trotzdem von 
klars ter Spannung beherrscht sind. ''' 
A pedagogue by training and character, Kallai was eager 

to communicate his insight concerning the way that Modern art, 

both Bioromantik and Constructivism, reflects what he saw to 

be "realityu - -  the ways in which it communicates the essen- 
tial dialectic of Geist and Seele, reason and intuition, a 

love of technology and organization on the one hand, and an 

awareness of and love for our rootedness in the natural, on 

the other - -  at work in the world. Kallai wished to speak of 
the biocentric "truthu about humanityfs rootedness in the 

biological, in nature. 

In May of 1931, as an outgrowth of "Vision und Formge- 

setz," Kallai prepared an exhibition proposal in conjunction 

with Ferdinand M6ller for the Leipzig Museum entitled "Kunst 

und Wirklichkeit. Das neue Weltbild der K u n ~ t . ~ ~ ~ ~ a l l a i  

intended it as a large didactic exhibition including 400 works 

by 70 to 75 artists, in which he hoped to demonstrate to a 

wide audience - -  and in contrast to popular belief - -  the 
direct links to reality that modern art movements such as 

Expressionism, Surrealism, Cubism and Constructivism had. In 

order to illustrate his thesis, Kallai intended in the first 

room, just as in the FIFO, to include "cine Reihe von photo- 

graphischen Aufnahmen verschiedenster Themata. Sociales, 

Arbeit, Vergndgung, Geburt, Tod, Krieg, Revolution, Kriminel- 

les . . . Natux, Stadt, ~echnik, biologische Aufnahmen, Rontgen- 
fotos, Zellengebilde, Astronomisches usw.," and to refer in 

text panels to the new research results of psychology and the 
natural sciences, providing evidence of the deep structures of 

reality.2a' In the proposal he also pointed out how relativ- 

ity theory and the "new post-Darwinian" biology had replaced 

the materialist world view and how the theory of evolution had 

been superseded by the neo-Lamarckian teleological position 

that every living creature contains within itself the blue- 



natural sciences, providing evidence of the deep structures of 

reality."' In the proposal he also pointed out how relativ- 

ity theory and the "new post-Darwiniann biology had replaced 

the materialist world view and how the theory of evolution had 

been superseded by the neo-Lamarckian teleological position 

that every living creature contains within itself the blue- 

prints of its own full de~elopment.~'~ Important in this con- 

nection were the writings of the eccentric palaeontologist 

Edgar Dacque, who, as we saw in Chapter Two, had a following 

among some biocentric art figures such as Kandinsky, Mies van 

der Rohe and Hugo H8ring. Kallai proposed to include, as a 

text panel, Dacquefs post-Darwinian definition of the Urform,  

in a quotation from his book Urwelt, Sage und Men~chheit.'~' 

While including works by Impressionists, Cubists, Expre- 

ssionists and others, the exhibition was to focus on the work 

of artists he referred to as flSurrealists" and ~Constructiv- 

ists/ Works by the latter (essentially the geometric abstract 

painters) were to show, on the one hand, the harmony and deep 

structures of nature (accompanied by a quotation from Albert 

Einstein), and on the other, their feel for the possibilities 

of new technologies. As we have seen, these he referred to as 

Technoromantik. Works by V3urrealistsH were to represent the 

creative powers of nature as rendered in organic abstract 

works (Arp, Fritz Winter, Brancusi) , and their expression of 
the - -  in a Dacquean sense - -  "demonicH in humanity and the 
~orld.~'' AS in the Itten Schule show of 1928, scientific 

photographs were to be included in the exhibition. But now the 

works of the artists were to be displayed in direct, rhetori- 

cal conjunction with uVergr6sserungen von biologischen Auf- 

nahmen . . .  (auch Mikrofotos), in denen die formalen Analogien 
zwischen Tier, Pflanze und Mensch deutlich waren.H285 Thus, 

Kallai was able to systematize what he considered the import- 

ant Modernist art of his day into a schema which anticipated 

Barrr s llbiomorphic abstracttt and Itgeometric abstracttf cat - 
egories, while placing them into a context much richer than 



that which Barr was able to provide in his framing work? 

For financial reasons, the Leipzig Museum was not able 

to accept his prop~sal.'~' However, some of its ideas were 

presented in "Zeichen und Bilder," a lecture Kallai held in 

1932 for the opening of an exhibition in Wiesbaden. This 

exhibition adopted "Zeichen und Bilder" as its title and 

travelled to the Museum Folkwang and to Frankfurt in 1932- 

33.288 Its proposal to juxtapose scientific photographs and 

modernist art was realized - -  even if modestly - -  in Budapest 
at Kallai's Galeria a Negy Vilagtajhoz [Gallery to the Earth's 

Four Quarters] , as the 1947 exhibition "6j Vilagkep" [New 

world image]. (Figs. 5-19, 5-22, 5-23) This systematization 

culminated in Kallaits article "~ioromantik," in which Kallai 

constructed the biomorphic Modernist and biocentric category 

of art-making in his time, and which has been discussed in 

detail in Chapter One."' (Fig. 5-24) 

At this point Kallai tended to valorize Bioromantik over 

Constructivism because of what he saw as the "technomaniacM 

nature of society. One of the reasons Kallai promoted Bioro- 

mantik was that - -  unlike geometric abstraction, which had 
become fashionable - -  he saw it as being resistanc to stylish- 
ness and therefore to cornrn~dification.~~~ He identified it as 

a zone of resistance to the exaggerated expression of Geist in 

Capitalism. While prescient in his identification of Bioroman- 

ticism as trend, he could not have been more wrong in this 

regard, as the biomorphic styles of the 40s and 50s of every- 
thing from cars to sinks amply demonstrates. The experience of 

the recent commodification of what Lucy Lippard termed the 

"dematerialized art objectn1 of the late 60s shows that lit- 

erally nothing can resist cornmodif ication in capitalism. 29' 

While warning the reader to remain aware of our deep con- 

nection with nature's forces despite our life in technologized 
societies, however, in "Grenzen der Technik" Kallai states his 

opposition to an anti-Modernist rejection of technology: 

Auch dem Primitiven sind die Segnungen seiner leib- 



seelischen Harmonie nicht im Schlafe gegeben und 
nicht unbestritten. Auch sein Dasein ist der Notwen- 
digkeit des materiellen und geistigen Kampfes unter- 
worfen. Also keine sentimentale Riickke'nr zu ihrn, zur 
Natur, sondern Vorwarts! Der Mensch muss den Weg zu 
Ende gehn, den er mit seinem Erscheinen auf Erden 
betreten hat, auch wenn er die Verheissungen des 
technoiden Optimismus zu den Wunschtraumen einer 
neuen, materialistischen Glaubenslehre zahlt!lg2 

It is important to emphasize that despite his utopian hope 

that it would resist the commodification that the geometric/ 

Constructivist Formenweit had undergone through the populariz- 

ation of the "Bauhaus Style," Kallai was not necessarily 

valorizing Bioromantik as a trend in art above all others. 

Thus, in I1Zurkk zum Ornamentn of 1932, ~allai legitimized the 

HornamentalH nature of much Modernist art as the expression of 

the essential rhythms and structures of the "naturalH ground, 

and therefore of our essential rootedness in nature, whether 

that art be biomorphically or geometrically abstract? In 

fact, while he saw it as crucial to maintain an awareness of 

our rootedness in nature, as shown in Chapter One, he saw 

Bioromantik as comprising only one half of a necessary dialec- 

tical pairing of art-making which reflected the Klagesian 

division of Seele and Geist: 

Wir glauben nicht an Getter und Teufel, aber wir 
haben ein Wissen von ungeheuren dialektischen Spann- 
ungen im Dasein, von denen die sozialen nur eine 
Resultante nebst vielen andern sind. Wir wissen um 
das Schepferische des Widerspruchs, urn das Grundbe- 
dingte der dissonantischen Paarung von Trieb und 
Geist, von Chaotik und Konstruktion im Gefiige unse- 
rer Welt. Dieses Weltbild, das alle Grenzen des 
burgerlichen Vergleichs zu 50% genannt Material- 
ismus-Idealismus zersprengt, war Jahrhunderte ver- 
schiittet, karn durch Nietzsche zurn gewaltigen neuen 
Anbruch und wird noch unerhiirte Triumphe der Kulture 
feiern. Was in der vision& und konstruktiv bestimrn- 
ten Kunst des letzten ffinfzig Jahre an entscheiden- 
den schepferischen Leistungen zustande kam, ist 
schon sein Triumph. ''' 

Just as the %ocialN is just one resultant of the forces which 

shape reality, as an art which reflects an "awarenessn of our 



rootedness in nature, i.e. a biocentric 

an art which reflects such a rootedness 

mantik for Kgllai is only one half of a 

We1 tanschauung, or as 

unconsciously, Bioro- 

dialectical pairing 

within Modernism. The other half of this coupling is art which 

celebrates technology and rationalism, i.e. ~Constructivismtt 

in its widest sense. Though based on the Klagesian schema of 

Seele vs. Geist, unlike Klages, Kallai does not demonize Geist 

absolutely. Rather, he speaks of Bioromantic art as part of an 

antidote to rampant Geistig technologism in modernity, whether 

that modernity take form as Capitalism, Stalinism or Fascism. 

We have seen that Klee wrote in Kallai's first issue of bau- 

haus that "Wir konstruieren und konstruieren und doch ist In- 

tuition noch eine gute sache. 1 t 2 9 5  Like Klee, Kdllai avoided 

the totalizing tendencies of biocentrism in his writing. 

Kallai's conception of "Bioromantik" was - -  as we saw in 
Chapter One - -  the first coherent, and developed formulation 
of ideas which had been circulating in central Europe for a 

decade, and to this day it is the most extensive. While this 

series of articles was not widely read due to the time and 

place of their publication, it was a crucial marker of a 

complex cultural pattern involving the fine arts, photography 

and scientific photography, both reporting on and informed by 

biocentrisrn. "BioromantikM is, in my view, a useful 

conceptualization of some aspects of the artistic culture of 

the period, and is therefore to be retained and developed. 

Particularly important will be the more detailed investigation 

of the encounter between major Bioromantic artists and scien- 

tific photography on the one hand, and a more detailed analy- 

sis of the art, on the other. Finally, Bioromanticism can form 

a basis for the historical contextualization of those artistic 

forms gaining ground today, from Eco-Art to Body Art and art 

that deals with the phenomenon of genetic engineering, which 

deal with biological and ecological issues, but which at pres- 

ent float in an ahistorical vacuum, much the way that environ- 

mentalism itself does. 
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of Kallai's concept of eletesseg [vitality], see Chapter One. 

186. See, e-g., Forgacs, ''New Perspectives on Ern6 Kallai's 
Concept on Constructivism, I t  Acta  H i s t o r i a  A r t i u m  Hungariae 3 5  
(1990-92) : 27. 

8 6 K l l a  tlE-T-I-K-A?l' [E-T-H-I-C-S?] Ma 9, no. 2 
(November 1923) : unpag. 



188. Ern6 Kallai, llWilhelm LehmbruckfU Ars Una 1, no. 3 (Dec- 
ember 1923) : 92-99. 

189. Ern6 Kallai, I1Aurel Bernath,I1 Der S t u m  (June 1924); 
Kallai, "Jose£ Egry" Jahrbuch der Jungen Kunst  (1924) : 2 4 5 - 6 .  

190. E r n 6  Kallai, llLadislaus Moholy-Nagy, Jahrbuch der Jungen 
Kunst (1924) : 189. 

191. Ernd Kallai, uIdeologiak alkonya. Kunst kommt von Konn- 
en." 365 no. I (April 1925) : 19-20. 

192. Ibid. This new critical perspective is first put into 
operation in his article on Muche. Kallai, "Georg Muche," Der 
Cicerone 17, no. 12 (June 1925): 584-91. 

193. Forgacs, "New Perspectives on Ernd Kallaifs Concept on 
Constructi~ism,~~ 30. 

194. Kallai, llOrganisation, Natur, Gestaltung,I1 Offset- Buch- 
und Werbekunst no. 6 (1925) : 343; llArchitekturalis leszereles 
( E g y  magyar epitesz weimari kii5llitasahoz) [Architectural 
disarmament (on the Weimar exhibition of a Hungarian archi- 
tect)] Magyar Muveszet [Hungarian Art] no. 3 (1926) : 173-4. 
"Die Wohnung, Sozialistische Monatshef te 63, no. 5 (May 
1926) : 3 2 2 .  

195. Kallai, "Organisation, Natur, Gestaltung," 343. C.f. also 
his praise of Muchefs organic work in "Georg Muchettl 585. 

196. On his earlier tendency to "vitalize" Constructivism, see 
Chapter One. An important source for Kallai at this time would 
have been Hans Hausteints l1BiologieU1 column in Sozialistische 
Monatshefte, a journal in which Kallai was himself publishing 
by this time. See, e.g., his use of the term MNeo-Vitalismus~ 
in "Biologic, " Sozialistische Monatshef te 63, no. 3 (March 
1926): 180. This article would also have given Kallai a com- 
plete history going back to antiquity of the Mechanism-Vital- 
ism debate, and of the debate in the 20th century up to his 
time. On Neo-Darwinism, see Haustein, Sozialistische Monats- 
hefte, 64, no. 6 (June 1927): 490-91. In fact, judging by all 
the articles where he discusses Ernst Haeckel, Jakob von 
Uexkull, Hans Driesch, Edgar Dacque, evolution, Lamarck, 
Darwin, Genetics, etc., Haustein seems to have been an import- 
ant source for Kallai on biocentrism during the mid to late 
20s. Note that Kallai seems to have been a regular reader of 
Die Form, as well as of Franz Kolfrnannfs book Schtjnheit der 
Technik. Franz Kollmann, Schdnheit der Technik (Munich: Albert 
Langen, 1928). Source: bauhaus 1928, no. 4: 27. 



197. Kallai, I1Architekturalis leszereles." He also calls for 
an organic-functionalist approach to housing design in "Die 
W~hnung,~~ 322. On this 'drive," see below. 

198. Kallai, in his 1927 response to a letter written to him 
by Georg Neitzel: IgKallais Antwort,I1 Das Kunstblatt 11 ( 1 9 2 7 )  : 
313. 

199. Kallai, "Der Plastiker Matare," 68. 

2 0 0 .  Kallai, HAusstellung der Kunstschule Johannes Itten, 
Berlin," 36. 

201. Kallai, "Der Plastiker Matare," 67. 

202. Quoted by Ernst Jkkh in "The New Era, Die Form ( 1 9 3 0 )  : 
3 0 3 .  

203. Hannes Meyer assumed the directorship of the Bauhaus 
April 1, and though he had originally thought of Schlemmer in 
this role, he soon invited Kallai to act as Moholy-Nagy's 
replacement as editor of bauhaus, and as the school's publi- 
cist. (In his letter to Willi Baumeister of 15.2.1928 Schlemrn- 
er mentions that Meyer intends his duties in the new Bauhaus 
to include I1publishingu and I4publ ic relations4I in addi tion to 
teaching. See Schlemmer, The Letters and Diaries, 2 2 6 .  In a 
letter to Baumeister of 30.4.1928, Meyer mentions having hired 
Kallai to be the Vressereferent" of the Bauhaus "zum methodi- 
schen Aufbau der Bauhauspropaganda." Magdalene Droste, W n -  
terrichtsstruktur und ~erkstattsarbeit am Bauhaus unter Hannes 
MeyerH in Werner Kleineriischkamp and Werner Mbller, eds., 
Hannes Meyer 1889 -1954. Archi tekt Urbanist Lehrer {Berlin: 
Ernst & Sohn, 19891, 140). Kallai arrived in Dessau by early 
May at the latest, for he was staying with the Schlemmers on 
May 7. Ludwig Grote referred to him as Meyer's ltpropagandist.ll 
See Grote in Eckhard Neumann, ed., Bauhaus und Bauhausler: 
Bekenntnisse und Erinnerungen (Bern: Hallwag, 1971) , 164. 

204. Quoted by Tanya Frank in her "Nach~ort~~ to Frank, ed., 
Kallai, Vision und Fonngesetz: A u f s d t z e  iiber Kunst und KOnst- 
ler 1921-1933 (Leipzig: Gustav Kiepenheuer, 19863, 260. The 
undated letter (in the Bauhaus-Archiv, Berlin) is probably 
from early 1929. 

205. See Meyer's letter to Willy Baumeister, Basel, 13.2.192' 
Reprinted in Kleineriischkamp and Mdller, eds., Hannes Meyer, 
1889-1954, 166-7. 

206. One can trace the mood of the Bauhaus through Schlernrner 
diary and correspondence. Schlemmer and Meyer started out as 
friends after Meyer arrived at the Bauhaus in 1927. At first 
Schlemmer greeted his appointaent as director cautiously. As 



late as 11 November 1928 Schlemmer wrote to Otto Meyer-Arnden 
that Wannes Meyer [is] well disposed and helpful but also 
demanding." The Letters and Diaries, 235. In his February 1929 
diary entry, Schlemmer refers to Itat long last another party 
at this troubled Bauhau~.~~ ( p .  238) By the time of his 6 March 
1929 letter to Baumeister, Schlemmer writes that "1 am ready 
to leave. People - -  the students and I, too - -  are dissat- 
isfied with Hannes because of his boorish behaviour and tact- 
lessness. The atmosphere in the house is not good," and he was 
referring to his attempts to get a job in Breslau. ( p .  240) On 
June 9 he wrote to Otto Meyer-Amden that "Given the mood here, 
I can only say thank God [that the Breslau Academy is inter- 
ested in hiring him]. I have never felt more alienated from 
the Bauhaus than now, thank's to Meyerrs total failure as 
director. " (p. 244) 

207. Paul Klee, IIExakte Vers~che im Bereich der KunsttH bau- 
haus 2, no. 2/3 (1928) : 17. On Schlemmer's wariness, e.g., see 
The Letters and Diaries of Oskar Schlemmer, 226ff. 

208. See Oskar Schlemmer IV '29, im Meisterrat ' 2 8 ,  11 silver 
contact prints and enlargements mounted on card, 29.7 X 41.7 
cm. in: Josef Albers. Photographien 1928 -1955 (Cologne: Kolni - 
scher Kunstverein, 19921, plate 9. Kallai resigned from his 
job as editor of bauhaus around early July, effective 1 Octo- 
ber (letter, Kallai to Naum Gabo, 7.7.1929, Bauhaus Archiv, 
Berlin, inv. no. 3653/10). This resignation was tended around 
the time that Schlemmer accepted a position at the Breslau 
Academy. (Sez The Letters and Diaries of Oskar Schlemmer, 
240ff.) Kallai left Dessau sometime after 6 October 1929, 
since postcards sent by Kallai to Elizabeth Richter (the wife 
of Naum Gabo) on the occasion of her birthday are dated "6.10- 
.29," and signed "Kallai. Dessau (leider), Bauhaus (leidere- 
r),It indicating that he was anxious to leave Meyer's Bauhaus 
and return to Berlin. (Bauhaus Archiv, Berlin, inv. nos. 
3653/11, 3653/3, 3 6 5 3 / 1 2  and 3781/4) He may well have stayed 
on, however, until mid October, to see Fritz Kuhrrs exhibition 
and hear the Carnap lecture series (on these, see below) and 
to deliver the last issue of bauhaus edited by him - -  which 
appeared November 15 - -  to the printer. Surprisingly, despite 
his admiration for Klee, Kallai does not seem to have been 
close to him at the Bauhaus. (Conversation with Alexander 
Klee.) Perhaps this was because - -  like Grote - -  Klee saw him 
as Meyer' s man. 

209. Hannes Meyer, I1bauhaus und gesellschaftn bauhaus 3, no. I 
(January 1929), 2. In his letter to Lord Mayor Hesse of De- 
ssau, written at the time of his dismissal as Bauhaus director 
in August of 1930, Meyer echoed these same ideas: "I fought 
constructively under my motto: all life is a striving after 
oxygen + carbon + starch + protein. Therefore, all design must 
be anchored in this life. Building is a biological and not an 



aesthetic process. (Schnaidt, ed. , Hannes Meyer. . . ) These 
ideas echo those expressed by K. von Meyenburg in his article 
"kultur von pflanzen, tieren, rnenschenu in bauhaus no. 4 (24 
October 19271, in which he writes "die sonne liefert die 
energie und die atmosphare liefert die vier gase: kohlenstoff, 
sauerstoff, wasserstoff und stickstoff, aus C,O,H,N erbaut 
sich das leben mit sonnenkraft fast restlos ..." ( p .  10) Von 
Meyenburg, a fellow Basler much appreciated by Raoul France, 
exercised a strong influence on Meyerts organic mode of think- 
ing. Indeed, Meyer invited him to lecture at the Bauhaus, 
which he did in 1929. (On this, see below.) 

210. Kallai, nBauhauspedagogia, Bauhausepiteszetn [Bauhaus 
pedagogy, Bauhaus architecture] Ter es Forma [Space and Form] 
1 (December 1928) : 320. 

211. Stefan Kraus, I1bauen ist ein biologischer vorgang - -  
Hannes Meyerttl in Wulf Herzogenrath and Stefan Kraus, eds., 
Bauhaus-Utopien: Arbeiten auf P a p i e r  (Stuttgart: Edition 
Cantz, 1988) , 279. 

212. Hoffmann, Wannes Meyer - -  dkologische Aspekte seiner 
Lehre und deren Auswirkung.lt See also Kallai Vur einfbhrungm 
in das bauhaus d e s s a u  exh. cat. (Basel: Gewerbemuseum, 19291, 
unpag. Also: Herzogenrath and Kraus, Bauhaus U t o p i e n ,  24-25, 
279-80; Magdalene Droste, b a u h a u s  1919-1933 (Berlin: Benedikt 
Taschen Verlag, 19901, 172, where Droste quotes Meyer in the 
Anhalter A n z e i g e r  (25.6.1929): "Durch soziologische und biolo- 
gische Vortrage und Kurse prominenter ~ersenlichkeiten sol1 
diesen Gebieten am Bauhaus mehr Eingang verschafft werden." On 
the Bauhaus lecture series, see below. 

213. Schlemmer, Letter to Tut Schlemrner of 1 March 1928, in: 
The Letters and Diaries, 229. 

214. Schlemmer, letter to Willi Baumeister of 15 February 1928 
in Ibid., 226-7. 

215. Schlernmer, diary entry of the end of May 1928, in Ibid., 
233. 

216. Schlemmer, diary entry of 26 March 1928, in Ibid., 231. 

217. Oskar Schlernrner, Ikmterrichtsgebiete. der mensch," bau- 
haus 2, no. 2/3 (1 July 1928) : 22-4. 

218. Ibid., 23. 

219. This view may also have been affected by Prinzhornls 
related psychology, which Meyer and Kallai were promoting at 
the time. C.f. Huch and Hans Prinzhorn, Leib-Seele-Einheit: 
Ein K e r n p r o b l  em der Psychologie (~otsdam/Zurich: Miiller & 



Kiepenheuer/Orell Fiissli, 1927). Schlemmer makes his debt to 
Huch clear in a sketch reproduced in Heimo Kuchling, ed., 
Oskar Schl emmer: Der Mensch. Unterricht am Bauhaus. Nachgela - 
ssene Aufzeichnungen (Mainz/Berlin: Florian Kupf erberg, 1969) , 
31. On Schlemmer and Huch, see Herzogenrath and Kraus Bauhaus- 
Utopzen, 177 and Peter Hahn, Experiment-Bauhaus: Das Bauhaus- 
Archiv zu Gast im Bauhaus Dessau (Berlin: Bauhaus-Archiv, 
1988) , 52. See also Ricarda Huch, Vom Wesen des Menschen: 
Natur und Geist (Prien a. Chiemsee: Kampmann & Schnabel, 
19211, 1. Karin von Maur is mistaken in supposing that Schle- 
rnmer's interest in Huch took him "in der Nahe von Theos~phie.~ 
von Maur, Oskar Schlemmer (Stuttgart: Staatsgalerie Stuttgart, 
19771, 260. On Ricarda von Huch as a Monist, see Monika Fick, 
Sinnenwelt und Weltseele. Der psychophysische Monismus in der 
Li tera tur der Jahrhundertwende (Tiibingen: Max Nierneyer, 199 3 ) . 
In the special theatre issue of bauhaus no. 3, Schlemmer 
reviewed Fritz Giese's Kerperseele, an evidently Monist study 
of Hbody/soul relationships with respect to modern gymnastics 
and expressive dance." Janice Joan Schall, "Rhythm and Art in 
Germany, 1900-193011 (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Texas 
at Austin, 1989), 347-8. 

220. Schlemmer, letter to Tut Schlemmer of I March 1928. On 
Haeckel, see also Kuchling, ed., Oskar Schlernrner, Der Mensch, 
p. 71-72. Both Haeckelfs Natur und Mensch (1920) and Ostwald's 
Grosse Manner are included on the natural scientific reading 
list. 

221. Kuchling in Schlemmer, Der Mensch, 133. Among the books 
listed on the related reading list is Oswald Spengler's U n t e r -  
gang des Abendlandes. (p .  142) 

222. Six of thirteen items, to be precise. See Kuchling, ed., 
Oskar Schlemmer: Der Mensch, 142. On the Monistic-Dualistic 
topic, see pp. 144-5. The list, probably compiled in 1928, 
includes Klages ' Ausdrucksbewegung und Ges tal t ungskraf t 
(1923) ; Mensch und Erde (1920), Vom kosmogonischen Eros 
(1922) , Vom Wesen des Bewusstseins (1926) ; and Carus' Psyche 
(1864) and Symbolik der menschlichen Gestalt (1925). 4s P r i n z -  
horn points out in Leib-Seele-Einheit, Klages wrote the intro- 
duction to the re-edition of Psyche (pp. 189-90). Surprising- 
ly, Schlemmer does not include Prinzhorn's history of Monist 
psychology Leib-Seele-Einheit, which appeared in 1927 and was 
reviewed in Bauhaus very positively by Ern6 Kallai. On this, 
see below. On Goethe, Carus and their effect on Klages in this 
book, see pp. 5 4 f f .  

223. Kuchling, "Oskar Schlemmers Begriff vom Menschen," in 
Schlemmer, Der Mensch, 25-6. 



224. We know from Naum Gabots correspondence with Kallai, 
preserved in the Bauhaus-Archiv, Berlin, that Kallai first 
suggested Gabo's lectures at the Bauhaus, held 2-9 November 
1 9 2 8 .  It is also likely that Kallai proposed his compatriot 
Pal Forgo's Bauhaus lecture on "Neues Bauen in UngarntH held 7 
December 1 9 2 8 .  (Kallai had given Forgo's book ~j epi teszet  
[New architecture] a mixed review on p. 27  of the 1 October 
1 9 2 8  issue of b a u h a u s . )  Thus it seems that Kallai took on an 
active role in organizing the Bauhaus lectures. On the series 
in general, see Klaus-Jiirgen Winkler, Der Architekt Hannes 
Meyer: Anschauungen u n d  Nerk (Berlin: VEB Verlag fi ix Bauwesen, 
19891, 1 2 2 - 4 .  

2 2 5 .  bauhaus 3 ,  no. 1 (January 1 9 2 9 ) :  25. On Neubert's lec- 
ture, see Rudolf Neubert , M e i n  Ar tz l  eben. Erinnerungen (Rudol - 
stadt: Greifenverlag, 1 9 7 3  and 1 9 8 1 ) ,  52-53. On the Marxist 
and Communist component of this series, see Winkler, Der 
Architekt Hannes Meyer, 1 2 2 - 3 .  

2 2 6 .  bauhaus 3 ,  no. 2 (April-June 1 9 2 9 ) :  26 .  

227 .  bauhaus 3, no. 3 (July-September 1 9 2 9 ) :  28. This lecture 
is also reported to have been on the topic of "Arbeit und 
LebenH in uBauhausvortrag" Anhal ter Anzeiger (8.6.1929 1 . In 
"Interne Vortrage am Bauhaustl (Anhalter Anzeiger 4 June 19281 
it is reported that von Meyenburg was to have lectured from 6- 
8 June, suggesting that he delivered more than one lecture. 
The anonymous author of nBauhausvortragll reported that von 
Meyenburg criticized Karl Marxts and Taylor's ideas on work, 
as well as the collectivization of agriculture in the USSR. 
One must rather - -  von Meyenburg is reported to have said - -  
deal with the whole question of work Won rein biologischen 
Gesichtspunkten aus.I1 Von Meyenburg's biologistic materialism 
is expressed thus in the report: uBiologisch giibe es keinen 
Unterschied zwischen dem Kampf untereinander und der Arbeit. 
Immer handelt es sich urn e i n  Auseinandersetzen einer Materie 
und urn ein Zusammensetzen zu einer anderen, also urn einen 
Umfass des Stoffes." Raoul France reproduced images of von 
Meyenburg working in France, Das Buch des Lebens (Berlin: 
Ullstein, 1 9 2 4 )  , 347 and France, So musst du Leben! (Dresden: 
Car Reissner, 19301, 33. C . f .  For a clear expression of von 
Meyenburg's biocentrism, see his "kultur von pflanzen, tieren, 
menschen, " bauhaus no. 4  (24 October 1 9 2 7 )  : 8 - 9 .  

2 2 8 .  'Iveranstaltungen am bauhaus," bauhaus 2, no. 4  (1 October 
1 9 2 8 )  : 2 4 .  

2 2 9 .  Tanja Frank was the first to point out the deep impres- 
sion Prinzhorn's ideas made on Kallai, in her afterword to an 
anthology of Kallai's writings she edited, Vision und Fonnge- 
s e t z ,  2 6 8 .  C.f. Kallai's adoption of Klages' idea of rhythm as 
an essential expression of universal vitality. For example, an 



important passage on rhythm appears both in Kallai's exhibi- 
tion catalogue Vision und Formgesetz. B lz t t er  der Galerie 
Ferdinand Moller no. 8 (September 1930), 3-4, and in Kallai's 
essay ltRythrnus in Bildernu in Die Weltbchne 26, no. 4 1  (1930), 
554-6: "Der Mensch ist geistige Potenz, Erkenner und Konstruk- 
teur hohen Ranges. Doch er treibt irn gleichen Kreislauf von 
Natuxgewalten des Blutes, des Geschlechts und des Hungers, der 
Keimung und des Todes wie Tier und Pflanze/ C.f. the clip- 
pings in Kallai's collection: "Takt und Elhythmus. Ludwig 
Klages in der Kant-GesellschaftN [no author or date; ca. 19341 
Unterhal tungsbla t t d e r  Vossischen Z e i  tung (concerning Klages ' 
lecture Worn Wesen des Rhythmus" held at the Berliner Orts- 
gruppe of the Kant-Gesellschaft), and Georg Burckhardt, I1Geist 
und Seele, " review of vol . 3 of Klages' Der Geist als Widersa  - 
cher der Seele, [no source or date; book published in 1 9 3 2 1 .  
(M.K.Cs. inv. no. MDK-C-I-ll/unordered files). 

2 3 0 .  Ernst Kallai, I1bauen und leben/ bauhaus 3, no. 1 (Jan- 
uary 1929) : 12. 

2 3 1 .  ibid. 

2 3 2 .  Ibid. 

2 3 3 .  Ibid. Prinzhorn's lecture "Leib-Seele-Einheit" was evi- 
dently based on Leib -Seele - Einhei t .  E i n  Kernproblem der neuen 
Psycho1 ogi e, while It Grundlagen der neuen Personlichkei tspsy - 
chologieI1 seems to have been an early version of the ideas 
Prinzhorn later expressed in Personlichkeitspsychologie. 
En twurf  einer biozentrischen Wirkl ichkei  t s l  ehre vom Menschen 
(Leipzig: Quelle & Meyer, 1932). 

234. Hannes Meyer, Typescript of a lecture held in Vienna and 
Basel, 22.4.1929. Reprinted in Lena Meyer-Bergner, ed. Hannes 
Meyer. Bauen und Gesellschaft ,  Schriften, Brie fe ,  Projekte 
(Dresden: VEB Verlag der Kunst, 1980), 62. On this, see also 
Kraus, I1bauen ist ein biologischer vorgang - -  Hannes Meyer," 
280. For another expression of these ideas, see Meyer's l1bauen 
und gesellschaft,It 2. The iisting of thinkers (with the omrnis- 
sion of Goethe and the addition of Hans Prinzhorn) is more or 
less Prinzhornts formulation. See Prinzhorn, Leib-Seele-Ein- 
h e i t ,  179. 

235. On Prinzhorn see: James L. Foy, preface to the reprint of 
Prinzhorn' s Artis try  of the Mentally I11 (Berlin and New York: 
Springer Verlag, 1972); Bern Urban, afterword to the reprint 
of Prinzhornrs Gesprzch ziber Psychoanalyse zwischen Frau,  
Dichter und Arzt (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1981). On Klages, 
e-g., Hans Eggert Schr6der, ed. Ludwig Klages 1872-1956, exh. 
cat. (Bonn: Bouvier, 1972) and Chapter Two. 



236. In the original the first quotation reads: "In gradli- 
niger Fortsetzung der oben geschilderten Auffassung des 'be- 
wusstlos bildenden Lebens' von Goethe und Carus sind fiir 
Klages a1 1 e echten Lebensvorgznge - - und das will beim Men- 
schen sagen: Erlebnisse - - ihrem Wesen nach unbewusst, zweck- 
frei, zwangsl3ufig, i n  sich geschlossen. The second reads : 
" . . .  der noch unzeitgemassen Weltsicherheit von Menschen, die 
im Einklang mit den grossen Rhythrnen des Naturlaufs und mit 
allem lebenden Gebilde sich gefunden hatten." Prinzhorn, Leib- 
Seele-Einheit, 62 and 72 resp. 

237. C.f.: "The despiritualization of the world is not the 
outcome of the unfaith of individuals, but i s  one of the 
possible consequences of a mental development which here has 
actually led to Nothingness . . . .  Today, as always, art must, 
willy-nilly, make Transcendence perceptible, doing so at all 
times in the form which arouses contemporary faith. It may 
well be that the moment draws near when art will once again 
tell man what his God is and what he himself is." Karl Jas- 
pers, Man in the Modern Age [Die geistige Situation der Zeit, 
19311 Eden and Cedar Paul, trans. (New York: Anchor, 1 9 5 7 1 ,  
2 0 ;  14i. 

238. On Jung, Kallai would have read Hans Prinzhorn, who 
discusses his idea of the Mcollective  unconscious^ in Leib- 
Seele-Einheit: 96-98, 102 f f .  Prinzhorn sees some problems 
with Jung, but also praises him. Edgar Dacquets writings also 
played a role here. Jung first proposed the "shadowH in his 
1918 essay "The Role of the  unconscious.^ Prinzhorn discusses 
Jung in Leib-Seele-Einheit, as well as in his 1929 book Psy- 
chotherapy: Its Nature, Assumptions and Limitations, which 
dealt with Freud, Junq and Adler. On Jung and Kallai see also 
Oliver Botar, ItErn6 Kallai and the Hidden Face of Nature1' in 
The Structurist, no. 2 3 - 2 4  (1984-851, 79-80. C . f .  also the 
article which survives among Kallails collection of newspaper 
clippings : Jung, "Lob des Trams" Unterhal tungsblat t der 
Vossischen Zeitung (29 June 1933) . (MTA-MKCS -c- I- ll/unordered 
material) C.f. also Anne Harringtonts discussion of the 
demonic in Constantin von Monakow's thought, and of "thanatosU 
or the "death instinctN in Freud. See Anne Harrington, Reen- 
chanted Science: Holism in German Culture from Wilhelm 11 to 
H i t l e r  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 83-86. 

239. "Chapter 6, "Die Fachwissenschaften und die Lehre von der 
L e i b -  Seele-Einheit, l1 Prinzhorn, Leib-Seele-Einheit, 143 - 62. 

240. Ibid., 143-44. 

241. See bauhaus 3, no. 3 (July-September 1929): 28. 



2 4 2 .  See, e. g . Herbert Feigl, Inquiries and Provocations. 
Selected Writings 1929 -1974, Robert S. Cohen, ed. (Dordrecht, 
Boston and London: D. Reidel, 19811, esp. the 1929 "Meaning 
and Validity of Physical Theoriestfl 116-144, 

243. C.f. Feiglls publications: Theorie und Erfahrung in der 
Physik (Karlsruhe: G. Raun, 1929). For an Enlish translation 
of Chapter 111: nMeaning and Validity of Physical Theories," 
in Robert S. Cohen, ed. Inquiries and Provocations. Selected 
Writings 1929 - 1 9 7 4  (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 1981) , 116 - 1 4 4 .  
"Zuf all und Gesetz, " Wissenschaf tliche Jahresberich t der 
Philosophischen Gesell schaf t an der Universi tat zu Wien 
(Vienna, 1927) (a summary of Feigl's Ph.D. dissertation, 
Vienna, 1928). Wahrscheinlichkeit und Erfahrung," Erkenntnis 
1 (1930), 249-259. In English: "Probability and Experience," 
in Cohen, ed., Inquiries and Provocations, 1-7-115. While he 
did not publish his ideas on "Leib und SeeleM at the time, 
Feigl did publish several studies on the subject later, e . g .  
"The Mind-Body Problem in the Development of Logical Empiri- 
cism" (19501, Wind-Body, Not a pseudo problem^ (1960), and 
"Some Crucial Issues of Mind-Body Monismu (1971), in Conen, 
ed. Inquiries and Provocations. Feigl remembers Neurath as the 
person who arranged for his (and Carnap's) lecture series at 
the Bauhaus. Neurath had himself lectured there the previous 
fall. Feigl remembers meeting Klee and Kandinsky (he mentions 
neither Meyer nor Kallai), but says little else about the 
actual lectures. He writes: "Neurath and Carnap felt that the 
[Vienna] Circle's philosophy was an ex~ression of the neue 
Sachlichkeit which was part of the ideology of the Bauhaus." 
If this was the case, then the lectures may not have elicited 
sympathy from Kallai. "The Wiener Kreis in AmericaN (1969) in 
Cohen, ed. Inquiries and Provocations, 62-63. See also a 
reference in it to Feigl's letter of 1 July 1929 to Hans 
Reichenbach concerning his time at the Bauhaus in: Peter 
Galison, "Aufbau/Bauhaus: Logical Positivism and Architectural 
Modernism, Critical Inquiry 16 (Summer 1990) : 718. 

244. C.f. Carnap's publications: "Ober die Aufgabe der Phy- 
sik,lt Kant  Studien 28 (l923), 90-117; and Der logische Aufbau 
der Welt (Berlin-Schlachtensee: Weltkreis Verlag, 1928). In an 
English translation by R. A. George, The Logical Structure of 
the World (Berkeley and Los Angeles: university of California 
Press, 1969). "Der Missbrauch der Spracheu may have been based 
on any one of a number of publications of the per-iod by Carnap 
on the problem of lansuage and syntax. On Carnap's views on 
the lecture series, see Feigl, "The Vienna Circle, It in Cohen, 
ed. Inquiries and Provocations, 62-63. On Carnap's visit to 
the Dessau Bauhaus, see Galison, nAufbau/Bauhaustt 734-40. 

The Vienna Circle's Berlin supporter Hans Reichenbch was 
also invited to lecture at the Bauhaus, though after Kalfaits 
departure. Reichenbach was invited in the fall of 1929. Neu- 
rath was invited in May of 1929 and again in 1930. Galison, 



245. On Meyer and the controversy around the fine arts at the 
Bauhaus, see Kersten, Wannes Meyer und die Kunst der Moder- 
nett1 130-3. Also: Jacques Aron, Wannes Meyer und die Kunst- 
problernatik am BauhaueH in Hannes Meyer - - Bei trage zum 100. 
Geburtstag. Internationales Symposion (Dortmund: Hannes-Meyer- 
Geburtstag-Komitee, Fachhochschule Dortmund, Fachbereich 
Architektur, 1989), 67 and Winkler, Der Architekt Hannes 
Meyer, 126-7. On Teige as Kallai's replacement, see the corre- 
spondence between Meyer and Teige reprinted in Kleinercschkamp 
and Moller, eds . , Hannes Meyer, 171. 

246. An ignorance of biocentrism and a consequent adherence to 
the Left-Right taxonomy mars Galison's informative article on 
the logical positivists and the Bauhaus. Galison elides the 
connections of the logical positivist circle to the Monisten- 
bund. In his first letter to Carnap of 19 October 1923, Otto 
Neurath refers to Carnap's involvement in the uFreideutschen,H 
but fails to identify this as a reference to the Freideutsche 
Jugend of the German Youth Movement, See pp. 713-4. Galison's 
attempt to discuss Logical Positivism as "left wingn is sub- 
verted by his own discussion of its '%eftH (anti-metaphy- 
sical) and uRigh'.,'l ("metaphysicalu wings) the "Right -wingo1 
including Schlick and Wittgenstein. (On the logical positiv- 
ists as spanning the political spectrum from Left to Right 
despite Galison's tendency to associate them exclusively with 
the Left, see Galison p. 714.) As a result, Galison absurdly 
classifies Hans Driesch as "one of the heros of nationalist 
philosophyttt i.e. - -  in this context - -  a quasi-Nazi, for his 
metaphysical organicism ( p .  733-4) despite Driesch's long- 
standing position as one of the "Circle of Friends of the 
Sauhaus." (See, e.g., the list in bauhaus 3, no. 2 {April- 
June 1929): 27.) Because of his failure to allow for a Leftist 
biologism, not surprisingly Galison - -  as others - -  seeks to 
erase traces of Hannes Meyerfs radical biologism. See, egg., 
Galison's studied omission of Meyerts references to "biology" 
and "lifew in his quotation from Meyerts "Bauen," p. 717. 
Combined with the decidedly metaphysical origins of Kandin- 
sky's Elementarism, and the Francean origins of Moholy-Nagy's, 
all this underlines the fundamentally mistaken nature of 
Galison's thesis that "the modernist construction of form out 
of elemental geometric shapes and colors is a correlate of the 
verbal development of theories out of logic and elementary 
bits of perception. (p .  749) His thesis crumbles on the 
untenable foundation of the Bauhaus as "scientistic and 
machine-centred." ( p .  749) 

247. Kleineriischkamp and Meller, eds., Hannes Meyer, 178. 



248. Howard Dearstynets notes on some of these lectures are 
reprinted in Hans M. Wingler, ed., The Bauhaus (Cambridge 
Mass.: The MIT Press, 1969), 160. On Krfiger as a I1holistu 
psychologist, see Karrington, Reenchanted Science, xxiv, 124 - 
8. On Kruger as a supporter of Hitler, see pp. 177-8. On these 
lectures see also Winkler, Der Architekt Hannes Meyer, 1 2 3 .  On 
other lectures after Kallai left, see Meyer's letter to Erwin 
Redslob of 20 August 1930, reprinted in Kleineriischkamp and 
Meller, eds . , Hannes Meyer, 177 - 8. 

2 4 9 .  Neubert, Mein Artzleben, 53. After one of Carnap's lec- 
tures, discussions continued until 1 AM. (Galison, "Aufbau/ 
Bauhaus," 736).Von Meyenburg's lecture was also reported to 
have been a success. Anhalter Anzeiger (8.6.1929). 

2 5 0 .  Galison, MAufbau/Bauhaus,u 710. 

251. On Prinzhorn, Klages, biocentrism and the Bauhaus, see 
Chapter Three. 

252. Kallai, "goldene ketten - -  eiserne kettentN bauhaus 3, 
no. 1 (January 1929): 14. 

2 5 3 .  On this see Tanja Frank, "Hannes Meyer und Ernst Kallai. 
Eine freundschaftliche Kontroverse am Bauhaus," Bildende K u n s t  
33, no. 10 (1985), 475-6 and Frank, Wachwort," Vision und 
Formgesetz, 260-3. 

254. On Kuhrts public statement against Gropiust resignation 
and his opposition to Meyer, see The Letters and Diaries of 
Oskar S c h l  emmer, 22 5 .  

2 5 5 .  For Kallaits critique of what developed into Stalinism, 
see his I1goldene ketten - - eiserne kettenl and I1Das Bauen und 
die Kunst," 8. This prescient knowledge of Stalinism likely 
derived from Janos Macza, who had visited the Dessau Bauhaus 
during the summer of 1928, and was Kallai's guest there. Macza 
was a prominent figure on the Moscow cultural scene, and would 
have been very well informed on developments there. Meyer 
(with whom Macza later became friends during his Moscow 
years) , accepted this totalitarianism, and soon moved to the 
Soviet Union, remaining a Stalinist even after his expulsion 
from the USSR. See: Karin Carmen Jung, Vlanung der sozialis- 
tischen Stadt. Hannes Meyer in der Sowjetunion 1930-1936"; and 
Winfried Nerdinger, ~'Anstossiges Rott Hannes Meyer und der 
linke Baufunktionalisrnus - -  ein verdrangtes Kapitel Architekt- 
urgeschichte," both in Kleineriischkamp and Mdller, eds. Hannes 
Meyer, 288-9 and 27-28, respectively. On Macza, see the auto- 
biographical fragment in Janos Mbcza, E s z m e i s e g  - avantgarde - 
miiveszet [Intellectualism - -  avant-garde - -  art] vol. 2 (Buda- 
pest: Pet6fi Irodalmi Muzeum, n.d.  [1985], 357. 



256. See Kallaits critique of Moholyts set designs for the 
tales of Hofmann as pretty and superficial in "Das Bauen und 
die KunsttU 15-16. 

257. Mattenklott, Karl Blossfeldt, 57, note 17. The aestheti- 
cization - -  and commodification - -  of these images had begun 
in the mid 20s, with gallery owner and publisher Karl Nieren- 
dorf's exhibition and subsequent publication of Blossfeldtts 
turn of the century plant close-ups in 1925 and 1928, respect- 
ively. It is possible that it was Moholy's book Malerei, 
Photographie, Film of 1925, which gave Nierendorf the impetus 
to recontextualize Blossfeldtrs work. Eugene Atget's Itdis- 
coveryH by Man Ray and the Surrealists in 1925, and his inclu- 
sion in the FIFO exhibition, was a process exactly analogous 
both temporally and conceptually. See Krauss, "Photography's 
Discursive SpacesrU 144. Blossfeldt's revival and success is 
coincidental with the aestheticization of scientific photogra- 
phy and in a sense it was a part of this trend, since previous 
to it they would have been seen as akin to botanical photo- 
graphs. Indeed, as Mattenklott has shown, Blossfeldt's photo- 
graphs were meant as tools in the applied arts rather than as 
an aesthetic undertaking. 

2 5 8 .  bauhaus 3, no. 3 (November 19291, 28. He would also have 
seen Blossfeldt's photographs in Raum 1 of the FIFO. It is 
possible that Kallai arranged for the showing of Blossfeldt's 
photos at the Bauhaus. 

259. See: Kallai, "Damonie der Satire, lt Das Kunstblatt 11, no. 
6 (1927): 97-104. 

260. Niexendorf, introduction to Blossfeldt, Urformen der 
Kunst, Reprinted in English translation in: Mellor, ed., 
Germany. The New Photography 1927-33, 19. 

261. Note that in the second issue of bauhaus which Kallai 
edited, there was a half-page advertisement for Die Literari- 
sche Welt, the only one of its kind in bauhaus. See bauhaus, 
2, no. 4 (1 October 1928) : 27. It was in the next, January 
1929 issue that Kallai's review of Blossfeldtrs book appeared, 

262. Benjamin, Weues von Blurnen,I1 Translation by Oliver 
Botar. The available English translation in Mellor, ed., 
Germany. The New Photography 1927-33 ( p .  21) was for the most 
part unusable. 

263. I am here quoting the translation from ibid, 

264. Detlef Mertens, "The Enticing and Threatening Face of 
Prehistory: Walter Benjamin and the Utopia of Glass," Assem- 
blage 29, 6-23 (1996) : 18. 



265. See Werner Feld, "Walter Benjamins Beziehung zu Ludwig 
Klagestn Akzente 2 8  (1981): 279 and Gershom Scholem and Theo- 
dor w. Adorno, eds . , The Correspondence of Wal ter Benjamin, 
1910-1940 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994): 3 6 6 - 7 .  
It may seem risky, even heretical, to call Benjamin "biocen- 
trictU but Benjamin's Blossfeldt review is what I would term 
biocentric, and this subject is at least worth further explo- 
ration. Though I find his uncritical acceptance of Georg 
Lukacsts argument for some kind of essential connection 
between Vitalism and Nazism to be questionable, I appreciate 
that Richard Wolin has dared to discuss this aspect of Benja- 
min's complex thinking, particularly his life-long interest in 
the biocentric philosopher Ludwig Klages. See "Walter Benjamin 
Today, " in Wolin, Labyrinths: Explorations in the C r i  tical 
History of Ideas (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1 9 9 5 ) ,  5 5 - 7 2 .  

Given Benjamin's probable importance in inspiring Ern6 
Kallaits Bioroinantik conception, it is important to note his 
Youth Movement roots. Benjamin became an admirer of Klages at 
the Freideutsche Jugendts Hohe Meissner meeting of 1913, after 
hearing Klages' ItMensch und ErdeN speech. (On this ~arly 
environmentalist speech, see Chapters Two and Three.) Benjamin 
also befriended Gustav Wyneken, one of the leaders of the 
Youth Movement, and a principal figure in the Schulreformbewe- 
gung which, as we saw in Chapter Three, had a strong effect on 
Moholy-Nagyts pedagogical thinking. Characteristically, he 
wrote his dissertation on Der Begriff der ~unstkritik in der 
deutschen Romantik (Frankf urt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1973  ) . On Benj a - 
mints participation at the Hohe Meissner, see Corona Hepp, 
Avantgarde, 41. On Benjamin and Klages see also Werner Fuld, 
"Walter Benjamins Beziehung zu Ludwig KlagestN Akzente 28 
(1981): 274-87 and on Benjamin's affinity with German Romanti- 
cism and Paul Klee, see Mark Roskill, Klee, Kandinsky, and the 
Thought of their Time: A C r i  tical Perspective (Urban, Ill. : 
University of Illinois Press, 1992). 134-5. On Benjamin's 
admiration for the organicist art historian Siegfried Gied- 
ion's writing, see Detlef Mertins, "Walter   en jam in's Tectonic 
Unconsci~us,~~ Architecture New York 1 4  (1996): 3 1 .  

266. This comparison was made in a special issue of R e D  on 
photography, clearly inspired by Moholy-Nagy's New Vision. For 
what I presume to be the editor Karel Teige's comparison made 
in a caption, see ReD 1, no. 6 (1929): 214-15. This issue also 
included "Archi tektura hmoty1I [The architecture of matter] 
(pp. 209-210), an article by the Czech physicist and popular 
scientific writer Vilh Santholzer (1903 - ? )  of the Institute 
of Radiology in Prague, on physicist Max von Lauets X-ray 
crystallography, i.e. his pioneer imaging of atomic structure, 
illustrated with microscopic photographs on atomic structure 
by von Laue . See also Euzem Markalous , ItK Mikrof otograf iim, 
ReD 1 (1928): 3 5 1 - 5 2 .  Connections between Teige and the Bau- 
haus were especially close during Meyer's directorship. Note, 



e.g., the rare reproductions of works by Kallai's protege 
Fritz Kuhr in ReD 2 (1929) : 296 and ReD 3 (1929-31) : 137. 
Thanks to Tonya Miouska of Toronto and Hanus Hernola of the 
National Library, Prague, for information on Santholzer, and 
to Miouska for translating Santholzer's article. 

267. Ern6 Kallai, -9 t e r m e s z e t  r e j t e t t  a r c a  [The hidden face of 
nature], page. '#Die Idee," a 1929 coloured monotype by Kuhr 
which fits this description, is reproduced in Peter Hahn, 
Junge  Male r  am Bauhaus (exh. cat.) (Munich: Galerie Levante, 
19791, unpag. C.f. also the abstract light photographs by Kuhr 
published in ReD and bauhaus  3, no. 2 (April-June 1929) : 19 
and the untitled watercolour in Der K u n s t n a r r :  3. 

268. Ludwig Grote, "Junge BauhausmalertV Das K u n s t b l a t t  (July 
1929): 198-201. The article must have been written before 
about June. C.f. Ludwig Rote's introduction to the exhibition 
catalogue Junge  Bauhausmaler  (Hallescher Kunstverein, 1928) : 
"Wohl zurn Ausgleich gegen die strenge, bis zur industrietech- 
nischen normgetriebenen Rationalisierung in den Bau- und 
Werkstattarbeiten des Bauhauses zeigen alle jungen Bauhaus- 
maler einen unverkennbaren Hang zu lyrischen, phantastischen 
oder grotesken Visionen, zu erdgeistigen oder uberirdischen 
Grenzerweiterungen der Form, zu einer Romantik ....It 

269. The Gallery was located in Berlin, and Kallai wrote 
essays for several of the exhibition catalogues of the gallery 
in 1929 and 1930. See the correspondence between Kallai and 
Ferdinand Moller in the M6ller Archiv, Berlinische Galerie, 
Berlin. In both my opinion, and that of Eberhard Roters, 
Moller's biographer, Kallai played a crucial role in the 
conception and organization of the "Vision und FormgesetzH 
exhibition, though Mbller was in fact its instigator and chief 
organizer. (Interview with Eberhard Roters, Berlin, March 
1992.) See also: Roters, G a l e r i e  Ferd inand  Moller. Die Ge- 
s c h i c h t e  einer Gal e r i e  fur Moderne Kuns t  i n  D e u t s c h l a n d .  
B r e s l a u  - Berlin - K c i l n .  E i n  B e i t r a g  z u r  G e s c h i c h t e  d e r  Kuns t  
und d e r  K u n s t g e s c h i c h t e  im 20.  J a h r h u n d e r t  (Berlin: Gebr. Mann 
Verlag, 1984), esp. 84. On the question of Kallaits role in 
the exhibition's organization, see also a series of three 
notices in A bis 2: K&llai, "ankiindigung" 2, no. 10 (August 
1930), 40; Kallai, "zur ausstellung "vision und formgesetz" in 
der galerie m6ller - berlin schreibt uns ernst kallaiM 2, no. 
11 (October 1930), 48; the editors of A bis  Z, "an ernst 
kallaiM 2, no. 12 (November 193O), 48. 

270. Fritz Kuhr, 11Gern31de, Aquarelle und Zeichn~ngen,~ 
announced in bauhaus  3, no. 3 (July-September 1929) : 28. 

271. See the exhibition catalogue I n t e r n a t i o n a l e  A u s s t e l l u n g  
d e s  Deu t schen  Werkbunds Film und Foto (Stuttgart : Der Deutsche 
Werkbund, 1929) ; Eskildsen and Horak, Film und Foto d e r  zwan- 



z i g e r  Jahre ;  Steinorth, ed. I n t e r n a t i o n a l e  A u s t e l l u n g  d e s  
Deutschen Werkbunds F i l m  und Foto S t u t t g a r t  1929;  and Beamont 
Newhall, "Photo Eye of the 1920s. The Deutsche Werkbund Exhi- 
bition of 1929" in Mellor, ed. Germany. The New Photography 
1927-33; 77-86. Kuhr also had photographs on display at the 
Vifo" in Stuttgart. (Cat. nos. 50-55, p. 5 3 )  

272. On I1Raum 1, It Eskildsen and Horak, eds. Fi lm  und Foto d e r  
zwanz iger  Jahre ,  6 8 - 7 2  and 15-16, and Rudoif Junk, "Film und 
FotoM Photographische  Korrespondenz 65, no 7 (July 1 9 2 9  ) , 229. 
While a detailed list of photographs displayed was published 
for the other rooms in the exhibition, this was not the case 
for Ram 1. (C.f. pp. 49-50 and "NachtragM p. I. of the exhi- 
bition catalogue.) A photograph of a part of Raum 1 (repro- 
duced in Eskildsen and Horak, eds . , Film und Foto der zwan - 
z i g e r  Jahre, 191), shows a panel with medical x-ray photo- 
graphs, one with criminological photographs, and some others, 
but neither microphotographs, nor cross-sectional photographs 
of animals. (The original print is in the Museum Folkwang, 
Essen, Fotographische Sammlung.) A photograph of the equival- 
ent section of the Berlin showing of the exhibition (see 
below) also does not show enough to be able to establish the 
presence - -  or absence - -  of the photographs Kallai describes. 
("Historische EinfuhrungIu Staatliche Museen, Preussischer 
Kulturbesitz, Kunstbibliothek, Berlin. Thanks to Janos Frecot 
and Inka Graeve at the Berlinische Galerie for showing me a 
copy of this photograph.) The scientific material may have 
come either from Erich StengerOs famous collection of histori- 
cal and scientific photography, or from Moholy-Nagy's own 
collection, or both. (On this question, see Eskildsen and 
Horak, eds . , Film und Foto der zwanz iger  Jahre ,  6 8 .  ) Stenger' s 
collection was also shown at most of the other such exhibi- 
tions in Germany between the world wars. 

273. Ksllai, "Schone Photos, billige Photos," 736-38. 

274. I n t e r n a t i o n a l  e Wanderauss t e l l  ung d e s  Deu tschen Werkbundes 
F i l m  und Foto.  Im Lichthof des ehemaligen Kunstgewerbemuseums. 
(exh. cat.) (Berlin, 1929). Reprinted in part in Steinorth, 
ed. I n t e r n a t i o n a l e  A u s s t e l l u n g ,  unpag. Note that Kuhr also 
exhibited in the Bauhaus section of the Berlin show. 

275. Other displays of scientific photography which Kallai 
could have seen in 1929-30 include those which formed part of 
ItFotografie der Gegenwart," at the Museum Folkwang in Essen 
(20 January to 17 February 1929) and of "Das Lichtbildtl in 
Munich 1 June to September 1930) , which also showed part of the 
FIFO material. See Eskildsen, "Fotokunst statt Kunstphotogra- 
phie," 8-25. For a list of such exhibitions: 190-91. Both 
exhibitions included scientific material. "Fotografie der 
Gegenwart," with a section entitled "Die Aufnahme im Dienst 
der Wissenschaft und ForschungIn also travelled during 1929 to 



Hannover (10 March-17 April), Berlin (20 April-20 May), Dres- 
den (15 September- 6 October) and Magdeburg (28 November - 19  
December) . 
2 7 6 .  E rns t  Kallai, MBewegungskunst,w Sozialistische Monats- 
hefte 72 no. 9 (September 1930) : 944. 

277. Kallai, "Kunst und Wirklichkeit," Sozialistische Monats- 
hefte 37, no. 10 (October 1931) : 1005. In the title of this 
article Kallai may have been echoing the title of C. August 
Emge's 1924 book Die Idee d e s  Bauhauses:  Kunst und Wirklich- 
keit (Berlin: Pan Verlag Rolf Heise, 1924). The cover of this 
little-known work was designed by Monoly-Nagy. See: Kata log  
1 0 5 :  Bauhaus etc. (Berlin: Jfirgen Holstein Antiquariat, 1987) , 
item 1049. A shorter, Hungarian-language version of "Kunst und 
Wirklichkeit" was published as Valosag es  rnfives~et~~ [Reality 
and ~ r t ]  in t h e  Budapest journal Jelenkor (15 July l94O), 12. 
In an undated list of slide-illustrated lectures Kallai was 
offering in the early 30s, the first one is entitled "Kunst 
und Wirklichkeit." (M.K.Cs.; inv. no. MDK-C-I-11/590.6) 

278. Kallai, Vision und Formgesetz, 2-4. C.f.; Kallai, "Rhyth- 
mus in Bildernu Die Weltbiihne 26, no. 41 (7 October 1930) : 
553 -6. 

279. Ern6 Kallai, ItKunst und Technik," Sozialistische Monats- 
hefte 37, no. I1 (November 1931) : 1099-1100. 

280. See the unpublished typescript exhibition proposal dated 
13.5.1931, prepared while Kallai was in Rauschenberg. ( p .  1 3  
(M.K.Cs.; inv. no. MDK-C-I-11/573) In published form: Wunst 
und Wirklichkeit." Another published variation of the text is: 
"Zuriick zum Ornament," Forum (1932), 226. The collaborative 
nature of the proposal between Kallai and M6ller is suggested 
by his reference to the exhibition in an undated letter to 
Maria Moller-Garny (Mrs. Ferdinand Mdller) , which Kallai sent 
while spending the summer of 1931 in Rauschenberg near Kassel. 
The letter can be dated circumstantially to June. (Archiv 
Ferdinand Mbller, Berlinische Galerie, Berlin.) 

281. C.f. Gustav Stotzts plan for the FIFO show: "Umfangreich 
sind die Gebiete, die daffir in Frage kommen. Urn einige zu 
nennen: Photoreportage im weitesten Sinne, also Sportaufnah- 
men, Kriegsbilder, Strassenbilder, Nachtaufnahmen, kriminelle 
Photographie, ferner technisch-wissenschaftliche Aufnahmen aus 
Zoologic, Botanik, Medizin (R6ntgenphoto) , Physik (Mikropho- 
to) , Luf tbilder, Materialaufnahmen. . . " "Dem Plan der S tuttgar - 
ter Veranstaltung liegen folgende Tatsachen zu GrundetU Der 
K u n s t b l a t t  (1929), 154. Reprinted in Steinorth, ed., Interna- 
t ionale A u s s t e l l u n g ,  unpag. 



282. He again expresses this in his article Wi~rornantik~~ of 
the following year (pp. 271-2): "Das Bild, das die materialis- 
tische Naturwissenschaften des vorigen Jahrhunderts von den 
Entwicklungsgesetzen und Formen organischen Lebens entwarf, 
ist griindlich iiberholt durch den Begriff der inneren Zielstre- 
bigkeit und Ideenbestimrntheit.If C.f. Hannes Meyer's critical 
view towards Darwin's theories referred to by Hoffmann, Wan- 
nes Meyer - -  okologische Aspekte seiner Lehre und deren Aus- 
wirkung,~ 99. 

283. Die neue Biologie versteht unter Urform 
"nicht mehr einen £fir die 'EntwickLungt im 
Darwinischen Sinn stamrngeschichtlich neu- 
tralen Anfangspunkt, sondern die in allen 
zu einem Typus 'gehdrigen P-rten und Ga- 
ttungen, auch in den anfiinglichsten schon 
vollstandig vorhandene typenhaft konstitu- 
tionelle Gebundenheit und Bestimmtheit, 
die Potenz (man denke an die Bemuhungen 
von Hans A r p  organische Lebensformen in 
letzter, konzentriertester Potenz zu B i l -  
dern und Plastiken zu verarbeiten) "die 
bei allem ausserern evolutionistischern For- 
rnenwech2sel als das Lebendig-Bestandige da 
ist - -  eine Entelechie wie auch Goethe 
w o n 1  den Begriff Urform fasste . . . .  

Edgar Dacque, Urwel t, Sage und Menschhei t . Eine na  turhisto - 
risch -metaphysische Studie Sixth edition. (Munich and Berlin: 
R .  Oldenbourg, 1931) . First published in 1924 ( ? )  . It is prob- 
able that Kallai used the 1931 edition for this exhibition 
proposal. The ideas in this book were further developed by 
Dacque in Na tur und Seele. Ein B e i  trag zur magischen W e 1  tl ehre 
(Munich and Berlin: R. Oldenbourg, 1926) and Leben als Symbol. 
Metaphysik e i n e r  Entwicklungslehre (Munich and Berlin : R. 
Oldenbourg, 1929), Forewords of both. It is not certain that 
Kallai knew of these two latter volumes, The term TntelechieI1 
(English: IIentele~hy~~) refers to an organic system or series 
of events; i.e. an entity, and was a basic category of Hans 
Driesch' system of thinking. In English, see, e.g. his The 
Science and Philosophy of the Organism (Aberdeen : Aberdeen 
University, 1909). Thanks to Hilmar Frank for bringing Driesch 
to my attention. It is noteworthy that in 1931 Kallai accepted 
the teleological position of Neo-Lamarckianism, which he had 
earlier so ardently criticized. For example in "Korrekturat. A 
de Stijl figyelmebe." 

284. See the chapter "Naturdarnonie und Paradies" in Dacque, 
Urwel t, Sage, Msnschhei t. Kallai' s engagement with the ques - 
tion of the representation of the "demonicw goes back to his 
"Dsmonie der SatireM of 1927, and developed through his en- 
counter with Jung's ideas. Dacque's book forms an interesting 
parallel to the ideas being developed at the same time by 



Joseph Campbell (under the influence of Jung) in the United 
States . 
285. Kallai, "Ideen- und Organisationsentwurf zu einer Inter- 
ntttionalen Ausstellung moderner Kunst im Leipziger Museum," 9. 

2 8 6 .  On this, see Chapter One. 

287. It seems that the Leipzig Museum was unable to afford the 
show itself, but tried to get others involved, without suc- 
cess. In a June 1931 letter to Maria Mdller-Garny referred to 
above Kallai writes: lluber die Pleite in Leipzig haben Sie 
schon gehort. Schade, wenn die Ausstellung tiberhaupt nicht 
zustande kame. Aber Dr. Teupser will ja versuchen noch andere 
Museen fur die Beteilung zu gewinnen. Wie finden Sie meinen 
Auss tellungsplan? If 

288. Kallai, Veichen und Bilder, " Forum (1933) : 122-3; 1 5 0 -  
5 1 .  

289. The concept of a new, post-Expressionistic romanticism 
had been in the air for a few years at this point. C.f. Kan- 
dinsky1s phrase I1Auch ich liebe die kahle Wand, weil sie einer 
der Klange der neuen kommenden Romantik ist,I1 contained in his 
aesthetic statement "Die kahle Wand," written for Der K u n s t -  
narr: 2 0 .  

290. ~ v a  Forgacs , l1Bevezet6l1 [~ntroduction] to Forgacs , ed. , 
Kallai, Muveszet veszelyes csillagzat allat t: V d l o g a t o t  t 
cikkek, tanu lmdnyok  [Art under dangerous constellations: 
Selected articles, studies] (Budapest: Corvina, 1981), 24. 

291. Lucy Lippard, Six Y e a r s :  The Dematerialization of the Art 
Object from 1966 to 1972 (New York: Praeger, 1973). 

2 9 2 .  Ernst Kallai, "Grenzen der Technik," Die Weltbi ihne 27, 
no. 14 (7 April 1931) : 505. 

293. Kallai, YZuriick zum Ornament." 

294. Kallai, Vision und Formgesetz, 4 -5. 

295 .  Klee, I1Exakte Versuche irn Bereich der Kunst," 17. On 
Schlemmer's wariness, e.g., see The Letters and Diaries o f  
Oskar Schlemmer, 226ff. 
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Fig. 128. The seven biotechnical 
elements: crystal, sphere, cone, 
plate, strip, rod, and spiral (screw). 
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Flock of cranas In lllght 

A fine organisation of light and shade, effective in itself. apan from the ptcture mor~f. 

Fllgkt o v r  tho A r c t k  S r  Photo ATLAMTIC 

Repetition as a space-time organisational motif, which. in such wealth and exactitude. cauld be achieved 
only by means of the technical. industrialised system of reproduction characteristic of our tlrne. 
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PHOTOORAPHIC SAMPLE8 X rar p o l o  AOFA 

From thtt book 
E~nfuhrung In dw Ronlgenlotograf~u 
by Dr Phd John Eggerl 



Zebras and gnus In East Alrica Ptiuru MARTIN JOHNSON 
From thm Bmrllnw Illumtriartm Zdtung 
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