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Chapter 2

The Irreproducibility of 
the Bauhaus Object
Robin Schuldenfrei

Objects produced at the Bauhaus occupy an uneasy juncture between the 
canonical history of modern art and architecture, period culture, and issues 
such as the production and consumption of modernism.1 In 1923, Walter 
Gropius articulated the aims of the Bauhaus with the proclamation, “art and 
technology—a new unity,” which advanced the use of new materials, more 
stripped-down forms, and a spare, functional aesthetic. His successor Han-
nes Meyer pronounced instead: “people’s needs instead of luxury needs” 

2.1
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with Tea Infusers, 
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(Volksbedarf statt Luxusbedarf)—but would he have been moved to make 
such a declaration if Gropius had successfully carried out his stated aims? 
The failure of Gropius’s Bauhaus to merge art and technology—to move from 
the production of individual, luxury objects to mass reproduction—is the sub-
ject of this essay. To be discussed are the objects produced under Gropius 
from 1923 to 1928, the period of his overtures to industry. This repertoire of 
specialized objects—including silver and ebony tea services, modern chess 
sets, and children’s toys, to name just a few canonical works—represents a 
paradigmatic example by which to examine the relationship between mod-
ernism’s discourse and its material results. Expensive in their day, original 
Bauhaus products are now art objects displayed in museum vitrines as indi-
vidual works of art. Often hailed for the mythic merging of forward-thinking 
ideas and modern production techniques, they are asked to illustrate mod-
ernism’s unflinching belief in the powers of industry. And they are presented 
as objects of discourse, the material evidence of a series of debates on 
handcraftsmanship, machine production, and taste. This essay considers and 
contextualizes the ways in which the Bauhaus produced its modern objects 
and the extent to which, despite its egalitarian ideals, the school ultimately 
spoke to—and designed for—an elite. The products of the Bauhaus, ostensi-
bly intended for mass production, were expensive, difficult to fabricate, and 
never sold on a widespread basis, reflecting the economic realities of produc-
ing and purchasing modern objects. Essential to this discussion is the prob-
lem of reproduction itself. Engaging Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of 
Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” this chapter will recognize 
that, ideologically, the Bauhaus protagonists were willing to call the status of 
the objects the Bauhaus produced into question—to sacrifice their “aura” 
and status as “art” in order to achieve their mass reproduction; yet, in prac-
tice the Bauhaus was unable to do so.2 This failure was due to the limits to 
the reproducibility of Bauhaus objects—themselves a product of their place 
in the Weimar social order that they also sought to transform.

Luxury Objects
Upon first glance the small teapot designed and executed in 1924 by Mari-
anne Brandt at the Bauhaus evinces all of the concepts that modernism 
proclaimed—Sachlichkeit, functionality, hygiene, and the use of modern 
materials and construction methods (Figure 2.2).3 To all appearances it is 
a thoroughly modern object. Surface decoration has been eschewed in 
favor of pared-down, machine-like geometrical shapes that form the round 
lid, the semicircular handle, and the crossed base. But although it sug-
gests machine production, it was laboriously hand-wrought in the Bauhaus 
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workshop at great cost. This diminutive pot’s handle and knob are ebony, 
and it was only available in silver when ordered through the Bauhaus GmbH 
catalogue.4 Out of the numerous objects designed at the school, its pres-
ence among the other twelve products selected in 1925–1926 for inclusion 
in the product catalogue suggests that it was deemed representative of 
the Bauhaus. Yet, it could not be inexpensively mass-produced in these 
materials, nor was it intended to be; as the catalogue notes, it featured 
“exacting handcraftsmanship.” In any case, its smooth form and the metic-
ulous joins of its body to its spout and base lacked the surface ornamenta-
tion that hid imperfections that occurred in cheaply produced factory goods 
of this period, resulting in an object that would have been very difficult to 
industrially fabricate with precision. Thus, it could be serially produced by 
hand in the metal workshop in limited quantities, but it was not—in form, 
material, or price—suitable for mass reproduction. It was, in short, a luxury 
object in need of an elite consumer—and not only one who could afford it, 
but one who understood both its modern form and its underlying ideas.5

Bauhaus goods were also highly legible expressions of affluence. 

2.2
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Muster, Bauhaus 
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white paper (Graphic 
design by Herbert 
Bayer)



Robin Schuldenfrei

40

Though the Bauhaus proposed to utilize industry to make goods that even 
the masses could afford, it played to a privileged audience—especially 
members of the industrial and educated upper middle class (respectively 
the Wirtschaftsbürgertum and Bildungsbürgertum). Despite the rise of 
German industrialism, accompanied by the ascent of technical firms such 
as AEG, Siemens, and numerous smaller rivals, the objects produced by 
the Bauhaus were not items associated with the machine age, such as 
advanced electrical goods. Equally revealing, the school’s products did not 
advocate an entirely new way of living, unlike designs of its contemporar-
ies, such as Grete Lihotzky’s mass-produced Frankfurt Kitchen of 1926 (a 
minuscule modern kitchen designed for maximum efficiency which lim-
ited the number of steps needed to perform tasks, following the scientific 
principles of Frederick Winslow Taylor) or Hannes Meyer’s Coop-Zimmer (a 
radically pared-down single room supplied with standard elements to meet 
the absolute minimum needs for dwelling; see Figure 12.4, page 256). Gro-
pius’s stated aims for the workshops, from about 1923 onwards, reiterated 
the Bauhaus’s desire to develop “standard types for all practical commodi-
ties of everyday use.”6 And yet, given this charge, why were there no Bau-
haus forks, an ordinary product that could be easily molded or stamped out 
in large quantities at low cost? Instead the school remained committed to 
producing the types of traditional, conventional objects—chess sets, tea-
pots, tea services, tea containers, ashtrays, and armchairs—that already 
had a place in upper-class homes (Figure 2.3).

2.3
Bauhaus vitrine, 
Ausstellung 
Europäisches 
Kunstgewerbe, 
1927, Grassi-
Museum, Leipzig
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Bauhaus objects employed a stripped-down vocabulary of forms 
while reducing applied ornament; the result was an object that was mod-
ern and yet familiar.7 One can see this process at work in Wilhelm Wagen-
feld’s 1924 Bauhaus design for a set of small, sphere-shaped jugs, which 
rework some Werkbund Warenbuch-endorsed silver versions available at 
least as early as 1915 (Figure 2.4).8 The earlier jugs featured delicate, reed-
covered handles and a hand-hammered arts and crafts finish; the Bauhaus 
counterparts were simplified and more geometric but had the same gen-
eral form and function. Material costs were reduced in the Bauhaus ver-
sions by employing silver-plated brass and German silver—which, tellingly, 
maintained the appearance of real silver.9 But older, luxurious materials 
such as silver and ebony also remained part of the Bauhaus repertoire 
throughout the 1920s. A Bauhaus egg cooker from 1926 had an ebony 
handle, for example. A number of objects, such as Brandt’s teapot (ME 8) 
and tea service with water pot (ME 24), were advertised in silver, obviously 
a luxury material (Figures 2.2, 2.5). Already expensive because they were 

2.4
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executed by 
Josef Knau), 
Kugelförmige 
Kannen (Sphere-
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1924, silver-plated 
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hinges (Photograph 
by Lucia Moholy, 
1924, printed 
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unknown), 
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handmade, objects in finer materials raised costs significantly, allowing 
quality to take precedence over the goods’ accessibility to a broader public.

In other words, the Bauhaus did not reinvent products, but sim-
ply introduced known objects in new “modern” forms and occasionally 
new materials. It did not wish to alienate its potential consumers with 
modernism, but rather to accommodate their perceived needs and already 
articulated desires for a certain repertoire of goods, which were then given 
a modernist treatment. Under Gropius, even through the late 1920s, the 
school introduced very little that was unfamiliar, and relied on established, 
traditional luxury objects prevalent in the upper echelons of culture. Rather 
than overwhelm its audience with wholly new ideas and goods, the Bau-
haus created its new market through consensualist means, remaining 
committed to designing the types of weighty, representative objects that 
the bourgeoisie might be enticed to buy.

In doing so, the Bauhaus appealed to what Benjamin described 
as the authority of traditional art objects, that is, the authority that they 
retained through their relationship to a tradition and in the context of estab-
lished social rituals. Traditional Kunstgewerbe (decorative arts) objects such 
as the tea service with its array of accoutrements (tea infuser, water pot, 
creamer, sugar bowl) maintained this autonomous authority through their 
role in the customs that guided patterns of life in bourgeois homes. These 
social rituals continued to maintain a distance between the object and its 
user—the aura, the “unique apparition of a distance, however near it may 

2.5 
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be”—that sustained traditional authority.10 Technological reproducibility, on 
the other hand, “emancipates the work of art from its parasitic subservi-
ence to ritual.”11 For the Bauhaus to have engaged in successful mass repro-
duction of standard objects of everyday use, it would have been necessary 
that objects—rather than shoring up their withering aura through an appeal 
to tradition—instead be produced in such a manner that they successfully 
reached the masses.

Bauhaus goods were also prohibitively expensive. To put their 
prices in perspective, it is important to note that the average income for 
a working-class (Arbeiter) family in 1927 was about 64 Marks per week 
and for a white-collar (Angestellten) family, around 91 Marks per week.12 
Marcel Breuer’s “Wassily” chair, not in leather but merely in fabric, cost 
60 Marks, around a week’s worth of wages for a worker.13 The silver Bau-
haus cookie tin (Keksdose) cost 160 Marks, the teapot cost 90 Marks, and 
the five-piece tea service in German silver cost 180 Marks, three times a 
worker’s weekly wage (Figures 2.3, 2.5). As Bauhaus artist Otto Rittweger 
noted in 1926: “Today it is more difficult than ever for the vast majority 
of people who would like to possess such a [Bauhaus] service to actually 
afford one.”14 Comparatively, a non-Bauhaus, generic nickeled coffee set 
cost only 10 Marks. Bauhaus objects were not consumed by the masses; 
in 1925, even if they could have afforded a Bauhaus lamp, 81 percent of the 
inhabitants in Berlin’s working-class areas lived without electricity.15

Indeed, the start-up costs of mass production or the high pro-
jected sale prices often kept goods from ever being produced. On several 
occasions, Gropius commented that the costs for producing the objects 
were higher than what the market could bear and that the selling price of 
Bauhaus goods was artificially high in order to meet costs associated with 
balancing the Bauhaus budget and the purchase of raw materials in small 
quantities rather than in bulk.16 Objects from the metal workshop were 
especially unaffordable as both labor and material costs were high, but 
goods from the other workshops were also costly, and it was often the 
more expensive objects that were promoted. For example, there were two 
categories of Bauhaus chess sets: the standard version “intended for use” 
(Gebrauchsspiel), and the “luxury” version (Luxusspiel), which was made 
by hand or in small batches, using rare and costly types of wood.17 While 
the standard wood chess set was priced at 51 Marks, the walnut version 
cost 155 Marks.18 The Luxusspiel was marketed early on through a series 
of postcards, two of which featured the word Luxus prominently in the 
advertising copy (Figure 2.6).

Gropius had to contend with the accusation that the products 
of the Bauhaus were simply another form of expensive, artistic luxury 
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similar to the output of other schools of arts and crafts (Kunstgewerbe).19 He 
was careful to articulate that the Bauhaus was involved in creating artistic 
objects within the present economic paradigm, but asserted early on that 
its work was not involved in “artistic luxury affairs” (künstlerische Luxus
angelegenheit).20 László Moholy-Nagy, around 1928, conceived of a dialogue 
between a “well-meaning critic” of the Bauhaus and a “representative of 
the Bauhaus.” In it, the critic charges that Bauhaus objects have become 
luxury objects, accessible only to a few.21 To this, the representative of the 
Bauhaus replies that during the initial phases the objects were so expensive 
that only a few wealthy people were able to buy them, but that the luxury 
product itself was merely an intermediate link in the development towards 
becoming an object of everyday use.22 This intriguing line of reasoning—
that the objects were part of an evolution from luxury to accessibility—does 
not appear to have gained wider currency. During Gropius’s tenure, a ten-
sion existed between concurrent realities: the production of serial objects 
by hand, the ideal of the prototype, and the desire for mass production. By 
never fully reaching the mass production stage, because of their cost and 
nature, the Bauhaus’s products ultimately remained luxury objects.

Following Benjamin’s formulation, the very act of the mass 
reproduction and dissemination of Bauhaus goods—rather than small, seri-
alized production of multiple copies made by hand—would have allowed 
them to be brought out of the rarified realm of luxury and tradition:

It might be stated as a general formula that the technology of 
reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the sphere 
of tradition. By replicating the work many times over, it substi-
tutes a mass existence for a unique existence. And in permitting 

2.6
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Schmidt)
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the reproduction to reach the recipient in his or her own situa-
tion, it actualizes that which is reproduced.23

The cost and exclusivity of Bauhaus objects were related to the fact that 
they were turned out in small batches, mainly to fill specific commissions, 
in a workshop system. As Benjamin observes,

In principle, the work of art has always been reproducible. 
Objects made by humans could always be copied by humans. 
Replicas were made by pupils in practicing for their craft, by 
masters in disseminating their works, and, finally, by third par-
ties in pursuit of profit. But the technological reproduction of 
artworks is something new.24 

At the Bauhaus, the move to technological reproduction would have had 
to entail the object’s overcoming of its tradition-grounded formal quali-
ties so as to be determined instead by its inherent reproducibility; in Ben-
jamin’s words, “the work reproduced becomes the reproduction of a work 
designed for reproducibility.”25 Thus in terms of the Bauhaus project, the 
fact that Bauhaus objects were visually modern was less important than 
the fact that they were never reproduced in any significant numbers.

Bauhaus Modern on Display
In addition to the school building in Dessau, which not only housed the school 
but showcased its ideas, the nearby houses of the school’s masters were 
on view and played a very public role in setting the context for Bauhaus 
objects, eliciting interest in the media and the public alike (Figure 2.7). Like 
the Bauhaus objects, Gropius’s director’s house and the three double mas-
ters’ houses advertise an aesthetic of mass reproducibility but in fact are also 
an example of limited serial production. It is not insignificant that their inhabit-
ants often referred to them as “villas”; they represented a rarified form of 
dwelling and were meant to function as lived-in showpieces for the school’s 
theories and ideals, allowing the Bauhaus to exhibit the products of its work-
shops in an instructive and architecturally appropriate domestic setting.

Ise Gropius’s diary charts an unending stream of important visi-
tors representing an elevated, educated segment of the population—from 
trade organizations and cultural groups to politicians, modern architects, 
artists, cultural critics, period intellectuals, and professors.26 Even a year 
after they had been completed, there seemed to be no indication that 
interest in the houses was waning, as Lyonel Feininger wrote exasper-
atedly to his wife in the fall of 1927: “What is going on here is beyond 
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belief and almost beyond endurance. Crowds of idlers slowly amble along 
Burgkühnauer Allee, from morning to night, goggling at our houses, not 
to speak of trespassing in our gardens to stare in the windows.”27 Accord-
ing to Dessau Mayor Fritz Hesse, between 1927 and 1930 the Bauhaus 
buildings received over 20,000 visitors.28 This indicates that their modern 
design and contents were not quickly assimilated into the general culture 
but remained objects of fascination.

The director’s house, in particular, functioned as an “exhibition 
house,” playing a very public role. As Feininger wrote to his wife, “Gro-
pius’s house, of course, is miraculous. The furniture and the entire setup 
are intended as representative.”29 The house boasted an appliance-filled 
kitchen with labor-saving conveniences, such as an automatic soap-infused 
sprayer for the dishes, an early clothes washer, and a centrifuge dryer. But 
these devices were for the hired help, an expected domestic arrangement 

2.7 
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Bauhaus Masters’ 
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House, Dessau, 
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gelatin silver print 
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Lucia Moholy, 
c. 1925)
Below: 
Tea corner in the 
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Dessau, 1925–1926, 
gelatin silver print 
(Photograph by 
Lucia Moholy, 1926)
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for a couple of their social standing. Period films celebrating the house 
depict a uniformed maid at work while Ise Gropius drinks tea with friends in 
the living room “tea corner” (Figure 2.7). Serviced by hot and cold running 
water and an electric tea kettle, it aptly illustrates the merging of bourgeois 
habits and precious objects with modern technology and convenience, 
with little pretense towards universal application. The dining room featured 
Bauhaus furniture made out of costly nickel-plated tubular steel, an adjust-
able plate warmer, and other electrical appliances that could be plugged in 
directly to the floor outlets conveniently placed in the center of the room, 
adjacent to the table. A fan installed in the living room was connected to 
the central heating system behind the wall, so that warmed, but fresh, air 
could be brought in during the winter. Gropius’s 1930 book Bauhausbauten 
Dessau acknowledged that this feature, like many others in the house, was 
an extravagance, and predicted that “today a lot still functions as luxury, 
that will be the norm the day after tomorrow!”30 At a time when modern 
architects looked to mass production for interior fittings, and when mass-
produced, plain porcelain sinks were readily available, Gropius’s bathroom 
featured a luxurious richly marble-veined double sink, flanked by glass-lined 
walls. The Bauhausbauten book erased the marble veining from the sink to 
make it appear more industrial and less luxurious. Perhaps tellingly, Gro-
pius employed a chauffeur and his house was the only one with a garage. 
Generally, the house was not portrayed for what it really was—a prohibi-
tively expensive design for the powerful director of the Bauhaus.

Productive Operations
As early as April 1922 and continuing into 1923, the Bauhaus masters and 
Gropius had discussed the necessity of organizing the workshops into a 
productive operation (Produktiv-Betrieb), and indicated that they viewed 
the school itself as a locus of productive operations (Produktiv-Apparat).31 
Gropius envisioned products from Bauhaus prototypes, reproduced via 
methods of standardization and large-scale sales as the only way that 
goods could be offered at a reasonable price.32 The Bauhaus’s embrace of 
an industrial means of production was the result of external political and 
economic as well as internal pressures. This proposed shift in the activities 
and overall orientation of the workshops, clearly articulated by Gropius, 
was founded on an astonishingly immodest premise: to sway the industrial 
powers of 1920s Germany.33

Although factory production was the stated desire after 1923, 
throughout the entire history of the school, small orders were filled for 
specific patrons in response to requests via correspondence and personal 
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visits to the Bauhaus.34 From small objects to furnishings for entire apart-
ments, original pieces were produced, not just in the Weimar period as 
might be expected, when original crafts were the mainstay, but through-
out the Dessau period too.35 Students were expected to spend a specific 
number of hours in their chosen workshop with a portion of that time 
devoted to formal instruction and the acquisition of technical skills, but 
orders for Bauhaus goods also had to be filled. A general lack of production 
capacity in the workshops due to labor, financial, and materials shortages, 
meant that orders were constantly delayed or only partially supplied.

In 1924 the Bauhaus manager Emil Lange wrote Gropius a long 
letter containing recommendations for making the workshops economi-
cally sound.36 Lange does not suggest reviewing the overall design process, 
the internal production costs, or whether the products were appealing to 
potential buyers; to the contrary, he expresses frustration with the caprice 
of buyers and the unpredictability in their ordering patterns, apparently 
showing little acumen about the market and tools of selling. This lack of 
attunement to consumer desire was a continual problem. But more impor-
tantly, the Bauhaus continued to be oriented toward workshop production 
rather than to what successful mass reproduction would have had to entail.

During 1924 and 1925 the Bauhaus took important measures to 
shore up its finances and implemented some basic operations to organize 
its fairly autonomous workshops into a more comprehensive entity for the 
purposes of selling designs. The first mention of a “Bauhaus-AG” appears 
in conjunction with the possible uses of profits from the school’s 1923 
exhibition.37 In January 1924, Gropius began lengthy proceedings with the 
government over the founding of a separate Bauhaus company, the Bau-
haus GmbH.38 In a long meeting on 18 February 1924 Gropius laid out plans 
for an economically feasible Bauhaus corporation, discussing its relation-
ship to the workshops, provisions for student employment, and payment—
either by piecework or wages.39 At this stage, the general plan was not to 
outsource production to other companies, but rather to internally organize 
the labor and productivity of the workshops according to what Gropius 
called the “free market” (freie Wirtschaft). An agreement template was 
drawn up that gave the Bauhaus GmbH the rights to all objects made at 
the school and stipulated that the designer was not to make similar objects 
on his own.40 In return, the company would pay for every approved design 
and give the designer up to 30 percent of the resulting profits.41 The com-
pany hired a business manager, Walter Haas, to act as a conduit between 
the Bauhaus and industry, to market the prototypes designed in the work-
shops, and to oversee the reproduction of objects. The Bauhaus printed up 
stationery and invoices for the GmbH, which was legally a separate entity.
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Under the aegis of the Bauhaus GmbH, the school began to 
organize its products into one comprehensive sales catalogue, known as 
the Katalog der Muster.42 There are two versions. A single sheet, prob-
ably designed by Moholy-Nagy, appeared with just four selected prod-
ucts, perhaps those viewed as most marketable. A multi-page, orange 
and black version, designed by Herbert Bayer with photographs by Lucia 
Moholy, appeared in November of 1925 (Figures 2.2, 2.5). This catalogue 
was a loose-leaf booklet, organized by workshop, in which each product 
or product group could be removed and function as a stand-alone infor-
mation sheet. A separate price list, which could be periodically updated, 
possibly accompanied it. The objects could be ordered individually from 
the Bauhaus GmbH, although the hope was for mass production through 
the company itself.

Presented as single objects on individual leaflets, the products 
in the Katalog der Muster are not offered as part of a comprehensive Bau-
haus collection, in that the objects are organized by workshop rather than 
by use or intended room. The images project the clean, clutter-free ideal of 
modernism, but the design also reflects the straightforwardness of stand-
ard product catalogues of the period. There is a careful estrangement of 
the objects from their surroundings. The images, through their coldness 
and detachment, highlight the alluring, surface qualities of the individual 
objects rather than their potential for use.

Whereas in an earlier period the workshops had been guided 
by an ideal of working in tandem to create an integrated interior—as took 
place in the 1920 Sommerfeld House or the Haus am Horn exhibition 
house in 1923—the Katalog der Muster represents a shift to the pursuit of 
the single object, or type-object, for wider production. As Gropius stated 
unequivocally, the workshops’ mandate was to create standard types for 
practical commodities. Yet the objects selected for the catalogue represent 
some of the school’s most elite objects and arguably many of its least 
practical ones—a full silver tea service, the tea container and tea balls, the 
chess set, and several ashtrays which, among other objects, would not 
have been easily stamped out or otherwise mass-produced by machine. 
Furthermore, several designs note “most exacting” (genaueste) or “fin-
est handcraftsmanship” (feinste Handarbeit), calling into question whether 
some of the objects in the catalogue were ever intended for mass pro-
duction. The “Inventory of Work and Ownership Rights of the Workshops,” 
made prior to the move to Dessau, serves as a good indication of what 
the Bauhaus had produced by April of 1925, and lists the objects that it 
theoretically could have selected from when assembling the Katalog der 
Muster.43 Simpler, arguably more easily mass-producible objects on the 



Robin Schuldenfrei

50

list, such as tablecloths, pillows, scarves, or drapes being produced in the 
weaving workshop, are notably absent from the catalogue.

Another method by which the Bauhaus sought to draw Ger-
man industrialists to its goods was through participation in trade shows, 
especially the twice-yearly Leipzig Trade Fair, at which the school exhibited 
objects regularly from 1924 to 1931, selling goods and taking orders to be 
filled by the workshops.44 As with the Katalog der Muster, the Leipzig activ-
ities underscore the ambiguity of the Bauhaus’s program: the products 
represented elite, one-off goods to be sold for profit as well as prototypes 
intended for mass production. In 1927, four years after Gropius’s turn to 
industry, the Bauhaus was selected to represent Germany at the Ausstel-
lung Europäisches Kunstgewerbe (European Applied Arts Exhibition), held 
in conjunction with the regular Leipzig fair (Figure 2.3). Chosen not as a pro-
ducer of modern, rational goods intended for industry but rather for their 
fine craftsmanship, the handmade, luxurious nature of the goods comes to 
the fore. Bauhaus objects, including a hammered, silver-lined fish poach-
ing dish, were put on display in the same room as Meissen porcelain and 
other expensive goods made in Germany. This conjunction illustrates the 
Bauhaus’s difficult position of trying to be modern while existing within the 
context of Kunstgewerbe, the applied arts, with the skilled training in the 
traditional crafts that it required. The workshops continued to occupy an 
unclear position between their role as producers of the unique art object 
and as designers of prototypes for mass reproduction.

Although industrial production and the formation of an alliance 
between the Bauhaus and industry was a carefully articulated goal, even 
an underlying principle, which Gropius reiterated in speeches and writings 
and which is implied in the “industrial” aesthetics of the objects, there is 
little evidence beyond the Katalog der Muster and trade fair exhibitions 
that clear steps toward the formalization of relations with industry were 
taken.45 As years passed, the situation began to appear dire, as Moholy-
Nagy admitted in 1928: “Designs for vessels and appliances, with which 
we have been occupied for years, have so far not been sold to industry.”46 
Outside visitors, such as art theorist Rudolf Arnheim, similarly noted: “Cer-
tainly the Bauhaus has not yet come so far as to be able to supply indus-
try with conclusively standard patterns.”47 A contract finally materialized 
in 1927 with the metalworks factory Paul Stotz AG of Stuttgart to manu-
facture and distribute the glass lamp, although it was not fulfilled.48 Later, 
relations with the manufacturers Körting & Mathiesen and Schwintzer & 
Gräff brought lighting to the market in significant numbers for the first 
time in the Bauhaus’s history.49 In the end, only four workshops were ever 
able to deliver models to industry—carpentry, weaving, metal, and wall 
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painting—and Gropius’s ideal of working closely with manufacturers never 
materialized.50 Only three firms began negotiations during his tenure; the 
rest came during that of his successors, mainly Hannes Meyer.

Practically speaking, Bauhaus objects were not mass-produced 
in any number, nor picked up by industry in general. It is important to dif-
ferentiate between objects that were genuinely mass-reproducible and the 
visual propagation of an idea of modern, reproducible products. This idea of 
paring objects down to their essences appealed to students and masters 
at the Bauhaus as a visual and conceptual task—though outside the school 
the objects met with limited success. Bauhaus objects did not transform 
function but rather attempted to distill the object’s essential function, as in 
the visually pared-down tea extraction pot which was refined until it poured 
well (Figure 2.2). Yet, designed to make a very strong cup of tea, its con-
tents needed to be diluted with hot water from yet another vessel—result-
ing in the proliferation, rather than reduction, of household objects. What 
remained important to the Bauhaus, if not the consuming public, was the 
aesthetic of simple, machine-like forms, the elevation of function, and the 
idea of mass reproduction.

Buyers, in any case, were skeptical. Even though Gropius 
stressed that the Bauhaus workshops were addressing the “necessities of 
life of the majority of people” and viewed the home and its furnishings as 
“mass consumer goods,” and though the school wanted to limit designs 
to “characteristic, primary forms and colors, readily accessible to every-
one,” the masses themselves did not embrace the modern goods.51 Con-
vincing them to value a teapot’s severe reduction in form and decoration 
for its attendant Bauhaus ideology was arguably as much of a hindrance 
as its price tag. These objects were not received with wide enthusiasm 
outside an elite of left-wing artistic and intellectual circles, the members 
of which understood the principles of the school and its objects, or what 
was sometimes termed the “Intellektuell-Sachliches”—even among those 
who could afford them.52 A list of workshop commissions completed in 
1926 notes mainly avant-garde art galleries as patrons.53 Photographs 
of industrialists’ interiors, for example, reveal homes amply laden with 
modern paintings and sculpture yet virtually no modern design objects. 
Surprisingly, modern interiors, such as those by Marcel Breuer, do not 
feature Bauhaus objects on their tables or shelves with any frequency 
either.54 It is very difficult, outside of its own buildings and photographs, to 
find the products of the Bauhaus in domestic settings. As Grete Lihotzky, 
in her important 1927 essay “Rationalization in the Household,” ends her 
devastating critique: “Years of effort on the part of the German Werkbund 
and individual architects, countless articles and lectures demanding clarity, 
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simplicity, and efficiency in furnishings, as well as a turn away from the 
traditional kitsch of the last fifty years, have had almost no effect whatso-
ever.”55 Other sources, too, indicate that Bauhaus objects were estranged 
from public taste; according to a critic for the Frankfurter Zeitung the Bau-
haus was “even further from the general taste of the public than the Werk-
bund.”56 The legacy of the Bauhaus’s products lies more with an idea and 
a few canonical objects than with any widespread material reality or mass 
adoption of modern objects.

Production/Reproduction
How then should these issues of production figure in the assessment of 
the Bauhaus’s significance? Should the Bauhaus be viewed as an entity 
that failed to produce objects that buyers wanted to consume or that man-
ufacturers wanted to produce? Should Bauhaus objects be understood as 
unique, authentic works of art—which may be their historical fate, judging 
by their scarcity and their status in art museums today? Walter Benjamin’s 
postulation that “what withers in the age of the technological reproduc-
ibility of the work of art is the latter’s aura” is useful for reflecting on the 
status of these objects within the conditions of production of their time.57 
The status of art and art objects, including objects intended for use, in 
such an age was precisely the question that Gropius faced at the Bau-
haus. As proclaimed by his slogan “art and technology—a new unity,” his 
emphasis was on both art and technology, and specifically their relation 
to each other.

The nineteenth-century heritage of Kunstgewerbe and its post-
World War I revival shaped the school’s earliest incarnation, which explicitly 
attempted to recover that heritage via the high-quality art object of the 
craftsman. This heritage continued to shape subsequent activities at the 
school, although Gropius carefully sought to elude what he termed “dilet-
tantism of the handicrafts” (kunstgewerblichen Dilettantismus).58 Simulta-
neously he worked to counter the “ersatz” and low-quality products of an 
industrializing Germany. The potential for degradation of Bauhaus designs 
through the reproduction process was of continual concern to Gropius, 
who offered the reassurance that a decline in the quality of the product’s 
material and construction, as a result of mechanical reproduction, would be 
countered by all available means.59 Gropius thus sought to mass-produce 
well-designed objects by industrial methods without ever wholly freeing 
the school from the Kunstgewerbe legacy of the design of the singular 
work of art produced in small numbers. According to Benjamin’s theory, 
given the reality of small batches in the workshops, these objects would 
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have safeguarded their own, autonomous authority, grounded in tradition, 
and resisted being taken up and appropriated by the masses. However, a 
loss of aura and authority would necessarily have resulted if the Bauhaus 
had succeeded in factory mass reproduction.

These issues of production and reproduction of art, architecture, 
and objects were a subject of period concern among theorists and critics, 
such as Benjamin and the architectural critic Adolf Behne, artists such as 
Moholy-Nagy, and architects such as Gropius.60 Each had different, spe-
cific ideas, but the terms and the overarching concern—the relationship of 
the authentic art object to the modern means of production—formed an 
important commonality of period discourse. In his 1917 essay, “The Repro-
ductive Age” (Das reproduktive Zeitalter), Behne argued that, unlike with 
earlier authentic artworks, technological reproduction caused the essential 
effect—Wirkung—of the original to be lost, and yet the aesthetic values 
of the work of art were transferred to the reproductive process itself.61 
Moholy-Nagy’s 1922 essay “Production-Reproduction” went further, speci-
fying the goal of making reproductive processes useful for creative activi-
ties.62 Benjamin identified the loss of authenticity and aura and the turn to 
mass reproduction as inevitable consequences of the modern transforma-
tion in conditions of production, which nonetheless bore great artistic and 
political potential, while Moholy-Nagy, and the Bauhaus generally, actively 
endorsed mass reproduction as an art practice.

Perhaps the Bauhaus should be assessed in terms not of pro-
duction, but of reproduction—the stage at which it failed most visibly to 
realize its aims.63 As Gropius shifted the emphasis of the Bauhaus towards 
mass reproduction, along with other basic operations he instituted, he 
was reacting not to a change in the availability of industrial technology, but 
rather to a change in ideas about process. In an attempt to broaden con-
sumption, the Bauhaus needed to move from concentrating on production 
(where it arguably did well, generating many functionally and aesthetically 
successful designs in a relatively short period of time) to reproduction. As 
this examination has shown, reproduction, as both a practical process and 
a theoretical construct, is precisely where a material and economic failure 
took place; at the same time, theoretical signification can be read from this 
historical episode.

In evaluating the Bauhaus, it is the emphasis laid on the process 
of reproduction that is important and imbued with social significance in 
the context of the period. As K. Michael Hays has pointed out, Benjamin’s 
analysis reveals that as one approaches those mediums that are inherently 
multiple and reproducible, not only does the authenticity of the object, 
its here and now, lose its value as a repository of meaning, but also the 
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reproductive technique as procedure takes on the features of a system of 
signification. Meaning arises from the multiple forces of social practice 
rather than the formal qualities of the auratic art object.64 Thus the potential 
significance of the Bauhaus project under Gropius lies less in the objects 
themselves that were produced than in the Bauhaus’s grappling with the 
problem of reproducibility. The members of the Bauhaus saw their larger 
project not just as art practice but as a part of social practice, as Moholy-
Nagy wrote: “We hope that from the inspirations of the Bauhaus, such 
results will come forth as will be useful to a new social order.”65 This social 
function, for Benjamin and for the Bauhaus, occurred when the art object 
was reproduced in such a way that what it would lose in aura it would make 
up for by reaching society at large, becoming available for its use. For Ben-
jamin, the social function of art was revolutionized as soon as the criterion 
of authenticity ceased to be applicable to artistic production.66

The actual objects designed by the Bauhaus, however, were not 
consonant with what was needed to achieve its goals for reproduction, 
as their elite qualities stymied the social project. In their relationship to 
society, the object-types the Bauhaus produced—such as silver tea serv-
ices—were insufficient; their luxury character limited their reproducibility, 
perhaps equally as much as their costly fabrication and materials. As a 
result of this disjunction, Bauhaus objects can be read as material indices 
of the social problematic of mass reproducibility.

Benjamin pinpoints the transformation that occurs in the mod-
ern age from the autonomous authority of the art object itself to its social 
determination by its inherent technological reproducibility. That Gropius’s 
Bauhaus embraced mass reproduction as a system and a goal is mean-
ingful even if it was unable to realize this goal to any significant, mate-
rial degree. As Josef Albers noted, “The greatest success of the Bauhaus 
was to win over and interest industry. We realized this aim only to a small 
degree.”67 Indeed, the idea of a relationship with industry remained the 
Bauhaus’s greatest achievement, even if it was hardly realized. The Bau-
haus inserted itself into this system of signification through the ideal of 
reproduction, and it was willing to sacrifice the auratic or authentic quali-
ties of its objects to do so. An essential legacy of Bauhaus objects is the 
mythical aspiration of good design for the masses, achieved through an 
alignment with industrial production. And meaning can be derived from 
this ideal even if it never occurred at the level of actual Bauhaus prod-
ucts. Through their very failure as objects of reproduction and mass con-
sumption, the products of the Bauhaus paradoxically retained both their 
authenticity and their aura, for, in an age of mechanical reproduction—that 
is, of the definitive withering of aura—an individual Bauhaus object, such 
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as a Brandt teapot, remains a work of art. To acknowledge this by con-
ceding these objects’ elite, luxury status, however, calls into question the 
received, mythological account of the Bauhaus’s contribution to the trajec-
tory of modernism. It also re-poses the question of what designing objects 
for mass reproduction—and socially transformative use by society, by the 
masses—might entail.
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