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Architecture and Crime: Adolf Loos and the Culture of
the “Case”
Frederic J. Schwartz

This is the “current” of public opinion that breaks through all
barriers, but can also be driven on by important newspapers, even
a single one. . . . Often this current is already present, and when
the press tests the weather it can decide, like Aeolus, to let out of
the bag the wind that stirs up the calm waters. It could be an
ethical, a political or an aesthetic wind, but the press must
howl. . . . More often, though, it happens that, excited by a par-
ticular event, a “scandal” or some “case,” the great wind of public
opinion rises without the news organs being involved beyond
passing on the news.—Ferdinand Tönnies, Kritik der öffentlichen
Meinung, 19221

The world is all that is the case.—Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus
Logico-Philosophicus, 19212

To raise the issue of crime in the context of the Viennese
architect Adolf Loos puts us in seemingly familiar territory.
His polemic “Ornament and Crime” of 1909–10 is, of course,
a founding text of architectural modernism.3 Here, in an
attack on recent developments in Viennese Secessionism, the
Wiener Werkstätte, and the Jugendstil, Loos unforgettably
equates architectural ornament with tattoos, and tattoos with
degeneration and crime. “There are prisons,” Loos writes,
“where eighty percent of the inmates bear tattoos. Those who
are tattooed but are not imprisoned are latent criminals or
degenerate aristocrats. If a tattooed person dies at liberty, it is
only that he died a few years before he committed a mur-
der.”4 Scholars have sought to make sense of this very strange
essay by tracing the intellectual sources of Loos’s mixture of
criminology and the discourse of decadence, his treatment of
the primitive, and his echoes of Gottfried Semper, Alois
Riegl, and Sigmund Freud.5 Yet there are other, more direct
and literal ways of thinking about Loos and crime: the archi-
tect was himself involved in two widely reported criminal
cases, in 1905 and 1928. These incidents are more than mere
footnotes to a colorful career, and an examination of Loos’s
experiences with these trials and the press reports about
them suggests that we should look beyond the issue of crime
itself and focus instead on what I will call the culture of the
“case.”

The “case” will be defined here as a set of practices that
involve the convergence of scientific inquiry, legal process,
and the public sphere—a confluence that seems to have been
particularly important in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries as providing a way for the public production
of knowledge at a time when the classic public sphere was not
serving this function (if, indeed, it ever did so).6 The case was
a flexible form in which the individual, the private, was
exposed: to scientific inquiry, to the public eye, to the power
of the state. It was also a form in which these kinds of power
could themselves be brought to light, discussed, and called to
account. A close look at scandals and court proceedings can
reveal how practices of the case cut through a variety of

different media, how forms of knowledge intersected, how
matters of public concern at a specific moment of modernity
were negotiated.7

Loos, Karl Kraus, and the Case of Theodor Beer
Let us start in 1905, when a question haunted Vienna. Do
children speak the truth? Do they know the truth? Is chil-
dren’s knowledge true, and in what way? We know some of
these children’s names: Dora, Anna O, Irma. But even the
names are fictions, masks or names behind which, occasion-
ally, several patients are condensed. Freud changed his mind
between the “Aetiology of Hysteria” in 18968 and the Three
Essays on the Theory of Sexuality in 1905.9 His negative answer—
that reports of childhood sexual experiences were largely
fantasy and not the memory of actual events—opened up an
enormous and rich theoretical terrain for a different kind of
truth, though it raises serious questions, since we know of the
high incidence of child abuse at the time.10 In 1905, the
stakes of such cases in which the truth of children was ques-
tioned were epistemological and therapeutic, but also artistic,
practical, and public, matters of the law, the press, the courts,
and the police. We need to work out from this question and
this moment, giving all these incommensurate orders of
enunciation—from philosophy to gossip, from slander to
science, from the poetic to the “obscene”—equal weight.
These are the elements that coalesced into a sort of cultural
form and a set of practices for the production of knowledge
in the mixture of private and public that characterized much
of the culture of fin de siècle Vienna. These practices con-
verged on specific events, with the problems or questions
disposed about a dizzying set of axes distinguishing true from
false, normal from pathological, public from private. The
goal here will be to try to cut across different discourses,
media, and styles to identify a set of practices of publicity
through which work of various kinds could be done. In that
sense, the argument is more about the “case” than about
Loos himself, and making it will involve putting the architect
into contexts very different from those through which he is
usually understood. Nonetheless, the case as form is particu-
larly revealing about the work of Adolf Loos, and it helps
shed light on his polemical recourse to matters of criminality
while also raising intriguing questions about the way one of
his most important theoretical statements was conceived and
one of his most important buildings was designed.

It is 1905: Loos had been hard at work for over a year on his
first major commission, the rebuilding of the Villa Karma on
the banks of Lake Geneva. His patron was one Theodor Beer,
a wealthy physician, naturalist, writer, amateur photographer,
and man-about-town (Fig. 1).11 But soon the plans needed to
be simplified, the materials made more modest, and then
work ground to a halt.12 Beer was on the run, traveling
through England to the United States for a year before
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returning to face arrest and trial.13 He had been accused of
showing two boys obscene photographs, taking indecent pho-
tographs of them, enlightening them about sexual matters,
and molesting them. The case was a media event, a breath-
lessly reported scandal involving a prominent figure of the
time. The trial, held on October 25 and 26, 1905—he was

convicted, on scanty evidence, and immediately lodged an
appeal—was accompanied in the major newspapers by re-
ports and even, in the Neue Freie Presse, stenographic tran-
scripts of the proceedings; images of the convicted professor
abounded in the press. Drawings from the newspaper Illus-
trirte Kronen-Zeitung and the satirical weekly Der Floh show how
the physiognomy of Beer, a Jew, was adapted to current
anti-Semitic stereotype, with his nose made hooked and
prominent, his brow heavy and low, his lips thick and full
(Figs. 2, 3). Even the arrest warrant (which implies, mislead-
ingly, that Beer had already been convicted of criminal
charges instead of being merely charged on suspicion) has a
description that puts in bold type his putatively “long, prom-
inent nose” (Fig. 4).

The Beer trial is known today because of the extraordinary
coverage of Karl Kraus, the Viennese journalist and antijour-
nalist, the publisher and usually sole author of the journal Die
Fackel (The Torch), and close friend of Loos.14 Indeed,
Kraus’s work can be taken as paradigmatic for the culture of
the case. The case was the unit he worked in, and usually it
was the legal one. The forensic mode of inquiry and style of
thought were central to Kraus. Die Fackel can be considered a
guide to the scandals and controversies in Vienna and Eu-
rope at the time. Kraus’s material was precisely the reports
that reached the public, the texts of the press. His working
method consisted of the citation, juxtaposition, and com-
mentary of publicly available discourse as a way of uncovering
hypocrisy and cleaning up the arena of information and
debate in a country whose publicity was filtered through a
small number of newspapers working in close collusion with
the powers of government.15 And one of his main focuses was
the courtroom. He devoted extensive articles, and often en-
tire issues, to criminal trials and civil litigation, the strategies
of argumentation, and the press’s involvement with them. As
indicated by the title under which many of these reports were
collected and republished—Sittlichkeit und Kriminalität (Mo-
rality and Criminality)—he tried to pinpoint the difference
between matters of the conscience and those of the police.16

His project was a study of the distinction between public
morals and legal statute, between public and private under
conditions of a decaying, pathological public sphere, one in
which the interests of the state were shot through with private
interests and the organs of the press vested in the hands of
private capital with a stake in government actions.17 Die Fackel

2 “Professor Beer Plates: Professor Perverse:
‘Make a friendly face, please!’ ” Der Floh,
October 29, 1905 (artwork in the
public domain; photograph provided
by the Österreichische Nationalbiblio-
thek)

1 Theodor Beer, possibly a self-portrait, photograph, ca. 1900.
Wiener Stadt- und Landesarchiv, Landesgericht für
Strafsachen, A11: Vr 4586/1905 (artwork in the public
domain; photograph provided by WStLA)
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served to police the press, to make sure that this public forum
worked transparently and was held to account. Thus, in the
case of Theodor Beer, we read of the unreliability of the
newspaper reports, of the press’s hypocritical fascination with
certain scandals and their attempts to avert public attention
from others, their enthusiasm to take on the role of prose-
cutor, and their blind eye to the excesses of the police.

The Beer trial takes pride of place in Sittlichkeit und
Kriminalität. It is in the context of this case that Kraus devel-
oped his dictum about the prosecution of prostitution and
other so-called moral crimes: “A prosecution for moral
crimes is the deliberate development of a private indecency
into a public one, a murky background against which the
demonstrable guilt of the accused stands out in shining re-
lief.”18 Evidently, Kraus’s journal also served to police the
machinery of state justice, in particular, the conveniently gray
area between the police and the courts.19 Readers learned of

the relentless pursuit of evidence against Beer, of his convic-
tion, the death of his ailing father during the trial, and the
suicide of his wife immediately afterward, as an appeal—later
denied—was pending. The complex distinction between pub-
lic and private in this stage of modernity, in all its legal and
political implications, formed the fulcrum of Kraus’s work, as
well as an important component of Loos’s architectural the-
ory.20 Like Kraus, Loos insisted on a radical and complete
separation between inside and outside as a way of preserving
the space for subjectivity in an alienated, urban modernity:
the outside of a home should be mute and civil, divulging
nothing of the occupant; the inside could be whatever the
occupant wants and needs—but as the haven of a unique soul
and body, it should be resolutely private. “We should build in
a way . . . that shuts the house off from the outside world,”
wrote Loos in 1912. “The house should be discreet on the
outside; its entire richness should be disclosed on the in-
side.”21 Let us consider, though, not Loos’s purely architec-
tural concerns but instead his involvement in the affair, one
that reveals the complexities of the public production of
knowledge through the press and institutions of state power
and administration; it is an extraordinary tale, and Loos
clearly learned some lessons from it.

First, Loos testified at the trial,22 called as a character
witness by the defense on the basis of his familiarity with the
family (Fig. 5).23 Loos and his then wife Lina had essentially
formed part of the Beer household during a time when their
marriage was disintegrating (it was in the unfinished Villa
Karma that Lina Loos heard of the suicide of her lover, Heinz

3 Drawing of Theodor Beer, Wiener Bilder, November 1, 1905
(artwork in the public domain; photograph provided by the
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek)

4 Arrest warrant for Theodor Beer, March 8, 1904. Wiener
Stadt- und Landesarchiv, Landesgericht für Strafsachen, A11:
Vr 4586/1905 (photograph provided by WStLA)
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Lang24), and Loos’s extensive correspondence with Beer, his
wife, and their friends discussed the prosecution of the case
at great length.25 (A theme that comes through is a shared
sense of standing above the moral judgments of the bour-
geois press, state, and public, coupled with the denial of any
wrongdoing on Beer’s side.)26 In the event, Loos was ques-
tioned most closely as an expert on artistic matters, on the
nature of the distinction between the poetic and the porno-
graphic. He put Beer’s own, often erotic, photography firmly
in the area of the poetic, and he denied that his friend had
any truck with photographs of completely naked bodies.27

Indeed, the court archive’s extensive file on the Beer case
includes only three photographs, none of which, it seems, was
presented in court. One of them recalls a photograph men-
tioned in the proceedings: young Oscar Freund’s mother
spoke of a picture of her son with an unclothed upper body
(Fig. 6).28 This photograph was the best that the prosecution
could muster against Beer.

In his involvement with the case of Theodor Beer, Loos
himself crossed the line of the law. He tampered with evi-
dence and, it seems, perjured himself. Beer owned a large
collection of more obviously pornographic pictures of young
children; whether he took them himself or not is not known.
Late in life, Elsie Altmann-Loos, the architect’s second wife,
recalled that Loos had removed these photographs from
Beer’s rooms in his parents’ Vienna home after Beer’s ar-
rest.29 Her account of many matters is notoriously inaccu-
rate,30 but an undated letter from an unidentified correspon-
dent signed “A.B.” in the Villa Karma file of the Adolf Loos
Archive in the Albertina perhaps confirms this.

Honored Herr Loos,
Tomorrow (Wednesday) morning I will wait for you in a
closed carriage in front of Wiedener Hauptstrasse 20 be-
tween quarter- and half-past nine. We need to carry out

the agreed action as quickly as possible. I am counting on
your help.31

Loos would probably have waited in a coffeehouse—the Café
Paulanerhof, then at that address at the corner of Wiedner
Hauptstrasse and Schleifmühlgasse.32

Back to the picture: a boy on the cusp of manhood, eyes
closed in reverie, seen in profile with arm raised, mimicking
an ancient relief. It is an extraordinarily complex image.
Whether such pictures were indecent or poetic, whether
pornography or art, was one matter debated in court and in
the press. As a work of art, the photograph is chaste. The
boy’s upper body is bare, but to assume the model’s naked-
ness beneath this exceeds the image. Such an extrapolation
can happen only in the mind of the viewer and is thus not
part of the work; the cropping establishes that with certainty.
As the trace of the encounter involved in its production,
however, the photograph testifies to the presence of a half-
naked boy posed by an older man in a real space. We are
shown an antique ideal, but also a real person between
childhood and adulthood. From this perspective, the crop-
ping, instead of determining chasteness, leaves this precisely
open to question. The photograph hovers between an ab-
stracted space without referents and the real studio, where
the raised left hand rests on the edge of a curtain. Given the
different directions in which the single image pointed, it
could have been used by prosecution or defense. And so the
picture, the most compelling the case produced, the only one
mentioned in the trial, the only trace left of the encounters in
question, was not used as evidence. In a case that centered on
images, it proved useless in court. It demonstrates how the
relation between images and the case is so often shifting and
unclear: as evidence, photographs needed to be interpreted
and turned into discourse. If photographs could be used to
document the scene of a crime, we see here their paradoxical
tendency to dissolve as the site of a crime.33

Finally, the photograph points to but could not resolve
another legal distinction drawn controversially in court:
whether Beer was to be judged against section 128 of the
Austrian penal code—for sexual abuse of children—or sec-
tion 129—for homosexual acts.34 Kraus made much of the
fact that homosexuality per se was not a crime in Germany,
but it was in Austria-Hungary. Charged with both crimes,
Beer was convicted of the latter, homosexuality. In his letters
to Loos when he was a refugee from justice, Beer denies
being or having ever been a “sexual invert,” but also argues
against the legal persecution of homosexuality. (Beer, a phy-
sician, also offered Loos bibliographic advice on the topic,
recommending in particular a work that had recently been
published by Benedict Friedlaender.)35 It is interesting to see
how in the courtroom, the set of laws became elastic: instead
of the truth of guilty or innocent, statutes could be tried on
for size for a verdict that may have been ready-made accord-
ing to extralegal measures. On the one hand, the criminal
charges exposed to debate the issue of what constitutes a
crime; on the other, they allowed room for maneuver in a
case in which it was a style of life rather than an event that was
really on public trial.

An interview with Sigmund Freud on the Beer case ap-
peared in Hermann Bahr’s weekly Die Zeit immediately after

5 Entry for Adolf Loos on the court’s list of witnesses and
experts testifying on October 25, 1905. Wiener Stadt- und
Landesarchiv, Landesgericht für Strafsachen, A11: Vr 4586
/1905 (photograph provided by WStLA)
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the conviction. Freud said in no uncertain terms that “homo-
sexual persons are not suffering from an illness, and they do
not belong before the courts.”36 With Loos’s testimony, art
confronts the law and inflects its application; here we see the
outlines of a similar encounter of science and the law. In both
cases, crucial distinctions for legal judgment were drawn—or
redrawn—in public by experts. Freud’s statement is interest-
ing in showing the kind of authority he had. It derived not
from his psychoanalytic theories but from his position as a
prominent professor of psychiatry, for psychiatry achieved its
professional and academic status to a significant extent as a
result of its necessary forensic role—in particular, determin-
ing whether defendants could be held accountable for their
actions. (Freud was in fact atypical at the time for basing his
scholarship not on work in the asylums, university clinics, and
courts but instead on results gained in private practice.)37

Psychiatry itself was a product of the culture of the case, a
form of professional knowledge that arose in the public area
between the asylum or clinic, the courts, and, as issues about
criminal accountability and involuntary commitment to men-
tal institutions became controversial, the press.38 Especially in
cases of “moral crimes,” of unreliable witnesses, of deeds
emerging from the darker regions of the mind, professional
expertise was the epistemological prerequisite of legal judg-
ment, for determining the truth of guilt. Psychiatrists were

regularly called in (though their contributions were, ulti-
mately, judged by legal experts).39 Interestingly, though, the
opening of the legal system to the lay public by means of
the jury was precluded in such cases; their subtlety required
the unemotional and clearheaded legal expertise of profes-
sional judges.40 Unfortunately for Beer, his proceedings were
conducted by Johann Feigl, who readers of Kraus will know
was infamous for losing his temper during a trial and sen-
tencing a purse snatcher to life imprisonment with hard
labor.41 And in accordance with the reciprocal logic of the
case, the workings of psychiatry were exposed precisely
through its new and public forensic role. An early and wide-
spread form of antipsychiatry emerged out of the reports of
medical assistance in stripping the (questionably) mentally
unstable of their legal rights, a controversial practice of
prominent figures such as Richard von Krafft-Ebing and
Freud himself, one discussed at length in Sittlichkeit und
Kriminalität.42

Poetic or perverse, erotic liberty or abuse: we also find
issues of the true versus the false statement in the testimony
of witnesses at the center of the Beer case. The case turned
on the testimony of young Oscar Freund, whom his mother
described as a “fanatic of the truth.”43 But the alleged crimes
had taken place three full years before the trial; they were
reported by Freund and his friend Gustav Steger more than

6 Photograph made from a negative in the court files of the Beer case, presumably Theodor Beer’s photograph of Oscar Freund.
Wiener Stadt- und Landesarchiv, Landesgericht für Strafsachen, A11: Vr 4586/1905 (artwork in the public domain; photograph
provided by WStLA)
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a year later; prosecution was pressed by the parents, Heinrich
Steger and Arthur Freund, whom Kraus criticized for drag-
ging their children through the quagmire of testimony and
making their putative erotic education a very public affair.
Initially vague, the claims of young Oscar grew more precise,
elaborate, and certain over the years. Thus, the question of
the testimony of children in matters of sexual offenses was a
specific concern not only of Freud in the years leading to
1905 but of psychiatry in general in its function of servant to
the court, as part of the machinery of the medico-forensic
case.

An expert was called: an affidavit was requested by the
defense from the prominent psychologist William Stern.
Stern reviewed the testimony and came to the conclusion that
Oscar Freund’s accounts were inconsistent and unreliable,
and that the young man in various ways “deviates from the
norm.”44 The court’s file on the Beer case, with a collection
of carefully marked articles on these topics,45 confirms that
the investigating judges took this issue seriously as well. The
prosecution, however, quoted from a manual on legal inves-
tigation by the prominent criminologist Hans Gross (father
of the renegade psychoanalyst Otto Gross), which claimed
that young men are perhaps the most observant of witnesses
(though Gross had long since abandoned this position).46

Both young witnesses contradicted themselves and also failed
to notice any irregularity in Beer’s physique, though the
latter presented to the court medical affidavits showing that
he had recently had a large genital mole removed, one that
would have been evident to the child to whom he had alleg-
edly exposed himself.47 They also made no mention of the
fact that Beer usually had his pubic hair shaved, as the
pretrial investigation revealed (this information was used not
against the witnesses but instead to establish the defendent’s
alleged homosexuality).48 For the defense, the testimony was
simply inadmissible, while the prosecution took it at face
value. Neither the experts nor the court seemed able to
acknowledge, let alone cope with, the expansive gray area
between fact and fantasy in the psychic life of children to
which Freud had drawn attention in these very years. The
question of the truth of children could not be posed produc-
tively from the forensic realm, though it often originated
there.

The final axis around which the case turns is that which
separates public from private. Here, too, Loos was an active
participant. For one, he apparently orchestrated one of the
more comic elements of the case, helping Beer’s wife, Laura,
attack Heinrich Steger, the main force behind the prosecu-
tion of Beer, on the street with a riding crop.49 Loos’s role, it
turns out, may well have been more involved and important
than that. There are letters in the Loos Archive begging the
architect to help galvanize public support for Beer, whereas a
transcript of a letter from Laura Beer to her lawyer shows that
the latter had urged restraint and persuaded them to keep
the matter out of the public eye:

I am furious that . . . public opinion, the public in general
has not learned about the trivial basis on which he was
arrested and sentenced. . . . You have managed to keep my
husband’s prominent intellectual friends such as [Max]
Burckhardt, or [Hermann] Bahr or [Josef] Popper or

Kraus away from the proceedings. I won’t hesitate to state
my position—which, by the way, has long been shared by
our closest friends—in public, if necessary with an act of
violence. . . . Our voice must be heard.50

And so Beer’s friends changed tactics. Laura Beer’s letter
outlines a strategy for publicizing their side of the case. The
copy of the letter itself formed part of the strategy: it was sent
by Theodor Beer to Loos. In his hand is written on the
envelope to Loos: “Private. Not for publication. Please re-
turn . . . Th.B.”51

Two conclusions can be drawn: first, that Loos, recipient of
this transcript with an outline of a publicity campaign, was
perhaps the one to involve Kraus, who weighed in heavily
only after the conviction. Kraus himself put his reputation on
the line with the assurance that he had had no direct contact
with Beer, and Loos’s involvement would indicate how he
might have become so well informed.52 Second, that if this
letter was not, then others were meant for publication. What-
ever its uses, the press was not transparent but involved work
of this kind, the work of disclosure. Paradoxically, the publi-
cation of private letters was often one of the means of polic-
ing the public realm. Freud suffered from this in the very
same years, 1905–6, when some of his private letters to Wil-
helm Fliess were published, implicating him in a public scan-
dal involving plagiarism and the priority of Fliess’s theories
about bisexuality. Freud had apparently shared Fliess’s ideas
with Otto Weininger, who published them first in Geschlecht
und Charakter in 1903.53

Kraus’s strategy—so complex in its literary tools, its typo-
graphical virtuosity, and its legal reasoning—was essentially
to make public matters of general importance that hid be-
hind the rigid facades of official pronouncements, events,
and the occasionally murky workings of the press, which
pursued its own political and occasionally literary agendas. In
this, he famously used the tools of satire and caricature, but
also simply the transcripts of private letters, documents, and
public court proceedings. He named and shamed.

The “father of the first boy” and the “father of the second
boy,” the “father of the boy who just testified,” the “father
of the boy who testified first.”. . . The genteel press simply
named the man who photographed the children naked,
but not the names of those friends of children who ex-
posed them naked to the public. Their names are Steger
and Freund.54

He published letters verbatim, in particular the letter from
young Oscar’s former teacher Professor Duchinsky, who, hor-
rified that a man had been convicted on the word of a student
he had found to be unreliable, unbalanced, and a compulsive
liar, wrote a long letter to the judge.55 Somehow, Kraus
gained access to documents that exist, as far as I know, only
in the secret court files.56 He also published grounds for the
claim that Steger and Freund were pursuing a private ven-
detta: rumor had it that both were insulted because they had
expected their daughters to be married to Beer, who had
courted them. Indeed, the earliest document contained in
the court file is the letter from Frau Steger to Beer’s mother
demanding an explanation for the sudden marriage to Laura
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Beer. Kraus knew everything, all the sordid details on both
sides, not just what reached the public from the press. And he
allowed his public see what otherwise lay hidden.

There are two sides to Kraus’s work in this respect. First, in
response to the official press, he established a smaller coun-
terpress, one known to cognoscenti, that responded to scan-
dal. It dealt with innuendo, rumor, and textual traces of
private enunciation, but with the purpose of laying bare the
workings of an often opaque and corrupt system. The press
was, in any case, itself laying bare intimate secrets. Though
the trial was conducted behind closed doors, “with the strict-
est exclusion of the public,” the proceedings were published
verbatim, with only slight protection for the protagonists’
identities. Thus, Kraus’s caustic comment about a trial con-
ducted “with the strictest exclusion of secrecy.”57 Yet there is
a deep ambivalence here. Though using scandal as a foil to
allow injustice or untruth to emerge in relief, Kraus used the
same tools as his opponents: the selective disclosure of private
information. He does so here so that the invasion into the
private life of Beer is not allowed to send him to jail for a
crime that perhaps should not be a crime, or a crime it
seemed hard to establish had even been committed. But in
the process, in addition to policing the news, he mimicked its
worst practices. He exposed and ridiculed the same children
he claimed needed protection. He fought fire with fire, mud
with mud. And in doing so, he set himself up as prosecution,
defense, or judge tactically, as he saw fit, and often simulta-
neously. There is no doubt that he often acted in the spirit of
public enlightenment, and that many of his enemies were
corrupt. Nonetheless, while his distinction between public
and private, between morals and the criminal code, is clear
and compelling, a matter of the fundamental rights of citi-
zens in a democracy, it does not take into account the dis-
tinctions that cross this axis, those that say that matters that
concern the state do not necessarily concern the public, or that
private matters and interests might legitimately be of interest
to other citizens. These permutations complicate the early
Kraus’s legal positivism in ways that he smoothed over with
his extraordinary prose.58 Though Kraus positioned himself
as one speaking from the moral high ground, it is in this
murky and ambivalent area of the case that he worked.

The development of Kraus’s project after the war reveals
much about these complexities and about the use of the
public aspects of the legal system and its interface with the
press. After the war, Kraus increasingly became what could be
called an activist of the case in a way that clashed with his
earlier legal positivism that sought to separate moral right
from legal code, that insisted on minimal judicial discretion
in pursuit of justice. He began to use the intersection of the
courts and the press not defensively but offensively; as a legal
activist, not a positivist. By the 1920s, the courtroom was one
of the main sites of his work. Instead of simply covering cases,
he used them to generate the text of Die Fackel, in which he
published the results, and even the full transcripts, of the
cases he instigated.59 Not unusually, he responded to every
misrepresentation of his own position or person by legal
means. More ambitiously, however, he made a habit of issu-
ing insulting or potentially libelous statements with the in-
tention of provoking prosecution or litigation from those he
had insulted. He chose the sites of his insults carefully, ac-

cording to the precise laws that obtained. The technique was
to force the discussion of the actions of prominent people
into the public—problematically public—zone of the courts
and their coverage in the press. He did not just intervene in
scandals; he created them. In 1927 he traveled especially to
Berlin to call one of his favorite targets, the theater critic
Alfred Kerr, “the biggest crook in the country,” forcing Kerr
to defend various aspects of his behavior over two decades
before the courts and the public.60 In Germany, Kraus could
not be accused of slander or defamation if he could prove a
factual basis for his acts.61 It is in the context of the more than
two hundred cases he provoked that Walter Benjamin wrote
of the “demonic” aspect of Kraus:

Nothing is understood about this man until it has been
perceived that . . . everything—language and fact—falls
for him within the sphere of justice. All his fire-eat-
ing . . . philology in the newspapers pursues justice just as
much as language. It is to misunderstand his theory of
language to see it as other than a contribution to the
linguistic rules of court [and] the word of someone else in
his mouth as other than a corpus delicti.62

And Bertolt Brecht characterized Kraus’s strategy as “the
construction of a space in which everything becomes a pro-
cedure in court [Gerichtsvorgang].”63

Kraus may still have been on the side of justice, but the
developments in his practice are indicative of changes within
the public sphere of the time. We see the disappearance of
some of the conditions in which the courts and the press
could be brought together in ways, tactically and, indeed,
messily, that allowed for the public production of knowledge
under conditions of a less than successful public sphere in
the classic sense. We can see this precisely in the further
experiences of Adolf Loos with the strategies of the case.
Compared with Kraus, Loos was a dilettante, and he was
certainly less successful, but these episodes are revealing
about the architectural possibilities of the cultural constella-
tion that has been described here. They clarify the cultural
conditions under which architectural work could become a
public concern, and they perhaps even cast light on Loos’s
built work.

Ornament and Crime, Papuans and Chinamen
Consider again the lecture “Ornament and Crime.” It was a
carefully staged event.64 As a statement about architecture,
however, its importance has perhaps been overstated. As
Burkhardt Rukschcio has argued, it appeared more than ten
years after Loos had begun to espouse his views on ornament
publicly.65 While the position developed in the lecture can be
plotted and the sources identified with precision, recent
commentators have admitted that there is really no logical
and coherent argument in “Ornament and Crime.” To ex-
plain its oddness as the result of its form of “satire” and
“polemic” misses the point that it makes more sense as prac-
tice, a publicistic strategy that tries to achieve a public profile
under the conditions of the culture of the case.66 What Loos
had done was to draw the weft of a discussion of architecture
through the warp of elements that readers would know from
the boulevard press: crime, passion, and psychology.
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The urge to ornament one’s face, and everything within
one’s reach is the origin of fine art. It is the babble of
painting. All art is erotic. The first ornament that came
into being, the cross, had an erotic origin. . . . A horizontal
line: the reclining woman. A vertical line: the man who
penetrates her. The man who created it felt the same urge
as Beethoven, he experienced the same joy that Beethoven
felt when he created the Ninth Symphony. . . . But the
man of our time who daubs the walls with erotic symbols to
satisfy an inner urge is a criminal or a degenerate.67

Loos makes architecture a matter of sex and crime.
Look at a front cover of the popular Kronen-Zeitung from

June 1909 (Fig. 7). It contains the same elements used as a
sensationalist strategy: the story of the murder of a young
woman in New York’s Chinatown similarly mixes sex, deca-
dence, the primitive, and crime. The murder of the nineteen-
year-old Elsie Siegel by a Chinese immigrant was one of the

major sensations of the year, something that remained in the
public eye during the months before Loos first gave his
lecture, on November 11, 1909. The badly decomposed body
of Siegel, the granddaughter of an Austrian army officer who
became a hero of the Union Army during the American Civil
War, was found in a trunk, strangled, on June 17, 1909.68 The
apartment where she was found belonged to the presumed
murderer, Leon Ling, who worked as a waiter in a Chinese
restaurant. He had met the young Elsie during her work as a
missionary, endeavoring to convert immigrants to Christian-
ity, and became her lover. The motive was presumably jeal-
ousy, and the culprit never caught. In the lower left-hand
corner, the illustration shows the murder scene as imagined
by the artist; the rest of the image portrays an opium den,
with one politely dressed Western woman lounging languidly,
another in an intimate pose with a Chinese man, seemingly
cutting his pigtail. It was a story of seduction, of the allure of

7 The Secrets of Chinatown, cover of
the Illustrirte Kronen-Zeitung, June 25,
1909 (artwork in the public domain;
photograph provided by the Öster-
reichische Nationalbibliothek)
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the exotic and the primitive, of the presence of immigrant
criminal subcultures in the modern Western city. Did the
murderer have a tattoo? The reports do not say. Ling was, in
any case, what would have been called “degenerate,” being
known as a smooth-skinned cross-dresser who in fact escaped
detection by wearing women’s clothes.69 The tattoo, however,
is what held Loos’s conceit together, allowing him to link
architecture with degeneracy, sex, and crime, and to make
the conflation of the higher discourse of culture with the
lower practices of the boulevard press, which were hardly
worse than those of the “serious” press.

Loos’s “Ornament and Crime” cannot be read, in other
words, simply as architectural theory; to read it so is to flatten
out important aspects of its nature as a cultural intervention,
one that raises interesting issues concerning how discussions
about architecture were held at the time. For to juxtapose the
discourse of architecture with lurid accounts of degeneracy
and crime made a certain sense in the context of the Vien-
nese cultural field, and it was not exactly novel. Debates over
architecture took place across the same plane, indeed, the
same page, as reports about crime in the press at the time.
One example, almost certainly known to Loos, makes this

point clearly. In the Illustrirtes Wiener Extrablatt of June 26,
1909, we see an article on the recent competition for the
design of the new Technical Museum to be erected near
the Schönbrunn Palace (Fig. 8). According to the article,
the decision had not yet been announced, but it seemed that
the design by Hans Schneider had been chosen. Loos had
entered the competition with a project designed together
with his cousin, Victor Loos; their entry (number 22) is
described by the author of the article as follows: “Absolutely
practical locomotive shed. Not without monumentality.”70 An
inch or two below the mention of Loos’s entry, the paper’s
latest report on the Chinatown murder appears (Fig. 9).
Architecture and murder on the same page: in a way, to
discuss architecture in public, Loos had to compete with
crime, and he apparently chose to meet it on its own ground.

The Chinatown murder would have captured Loos’s atten-
tion; he used its tropes, perhaps, to bring attention to his
architectural ideas. But beyond a perfectly sensible, if crude,
publicistic strategy, there are indications that the case pro-
vided both a set of terms and rhetorical moves by which to do
so as well. Let us look again to Karl Kraus. Kraus devoted one
of his greatest tirades to the case; he called it “The Great Wall

8 “The New Technical Museum for
Industry and Trade,” the Illustrirtes
Wiener Extrablatt, June 26, 1909
(photograph provided by the Öster-
reichische Nationalbibliothek)

A D O L F L O O S A N D T H E C U L T U R E O F T H E “ C A S E ” 445

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
en

tr
al

 M
ic

hi
ga

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
1:

28
 2

2 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
15

 



of China” and used it as the lead essay in another of his
collections (for which Loos designed the dust jacket).71 This
is one of the texts Kraus featured in his public readings; it was
also published in a 1914 edition with eight lithographs by
Kraus’s and Loos’s friend Oskar Kokoschka.72

For Kraus, what gave the crime its frisson, its place on the
front page, was not only the fact that Elsie Siegel was the
granddaughter of a prominent Austrian emigrant. The scan-
dal was that the economy of lust and violence, the power of
erotic transgression, had an untoward, disconcerting ele-
ment. A sex crime committed by the Chinese waiter would
have fit into all the patterns, but this case challenged funda-
mental assumptions of civilization versus degeneration, Chris-
tian chastity versus pagan license. For besides the trunk with
its decaying corpse in Ling’s apartment, police found thirty-
five letters from Elsie. They were love letters. This was the
cause of the outrage, the confusion, the ambivalent and
uncomfortable fascination: the vision of a mix of races, of the
primitive awakening of a fatal excess of desire in the white
woman. For some, this made Ling a demon, preying on the
innocent European. For others, it became a cautionary tale of
what happens when a woman of proper society forgets her
place, her culture, her religion, her morals. For Kraus, it
simply pointed out the inability of Western culture to cope
with the fact of female desire, its tendency to lock women in
the shackles of Christian morality that granted men the mo-
nopoly on pleasure. Elsie Siegel’s parents, like Brabantio and
his wife in Shakespeare’s Othello,

have had their white skins stuffed with lies, and were it not
for the murder, they would never have found out the
complexion of their dearest daughter’s taste. The serious
side of life, that ridiculous accountant of their intellectual
inventory, only let them enjoy their conjugal pleasures if
they were properly declared as “duty.” So it takes some
pretty strong stimulation to direct their gaze to a side of
life in which dear things are exchanged more quietly, but
no less urgently, than in business. The corpse in the trunk
is just the sort of sensation without which such lessons
cannot be learned in this noisy age.73

For Kraus, this was a case precisely as we have defined it: a
crime, a scandal, that brings issues of importance to light,
one that moves the press, usually so murky, to open matters
of public concern. At the same time, the production of the
case is predicated on hypocrisy, prurience, and false moral
outrage, and as such can be read against its creators, reveal-
ing much about them.

Kraus’s argument about the primitive and crime is not so
far from Loos’s. For Kraus, the larger crime, beyond the
murder, was the West’s hypocritical subjugation of female
desire behind the fig leaf of Christian morals. The Chinese is
not degenerate; the West was so for its utter inability to deal
with sexual desire, for its attempts to legislate, control, and
dominate it.

The Chinaman commits no sin when he commits one. He
has no need for the scruples of conscience in order to find
pleasure in pleasure. He is backwards in that he has not
had to get to grips with the stores of knowledge that have
accumulated over the last millennia. He can face the
future and survive the injuries that in our world are cob-
bled together by botched medicine and technology. He
has no nerves, no fear of bacteria, and he is safe even when
he dies. . . . He does the work of a dozen white men and
has the pleasures of a hundred. He separates pleasure and
ethics, and thus saves both from ruin. After what we would
call debauchery, he can return to everyday life with body
and soul unchanged, interrupted perhaps to serve a white-
skinned lady. He is not sentimental and does not suffer
from the flaw of the soul that we call “morals.”74

“The Chinaman commits no sin”: the echo of this line of
thought is hard to overlook in “Ornament and Crime.” “The
Papuan slaughters his enemies and devours them. He is no
criminal. If, however, the modern man slaughters and de-
vours somebody, he is a criminal or a degenerate.”75 For
Kraus and Loos, the acceptance of natural drives is innocent.
What is degenerate for Loos is the primitive pleasure that
considers itself culture and that, immorally, leads to the waste
of labor power. More in line with Friedrich Nietzsche’s cri-
tique of modernity, Kraus considers degeneration in terms of
the disingenuous morality that insists on female innocence
but must enforce it as domination. Interesting here is that he
describes this form of degeneration, precisely like Loos, as a
kind of ornament: “Is this the end of a morality that wears its
chains as decoration [Schmuck]?”76 Just a few months before
Loos, Kraus had already brought together decoration and
crime in a critique of Western culture.

9 Detail of Fig. 8 (photograph provided by the
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek)
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The Goldman and Salatsch Building on the Michaelerplatz
and the Momentum of the Case
Loos’s publicistic moves in the scandal surrounding his Mi-
chaelerplatz building for Goldman and Salatsch clothiers can
also be considered in light of Kraus’s strategies of the case
(Fig. 10). The story of the planning of the building and the
controversy it engendered is a complicated one, and it can
only be summarized here.77 In the elevations approved in
early March 1910 by the Viennese building authorities, the
upper floors display a conventional but simple treatment of
window surrounds and courses, with the understanding that
decisions about details would be made on-site in the light of
the final appearance of the lower floors.78 Loos explained
this as follows:

I requested that they [the authorities] not insist on [plans
for] my final treatment of the four stories [above]. I did
not yet know what material would be available to me, as I
still needed to locate it in Greece. The architect [Baumeis-
ter] of the building, [Ernst] Epstein, had in the meantime
drawn a simple facade for the four stories. I knew that I
would choose Cippolino marble [for the lower stories].
But each block has different veining, and I did not yet

know the specific stone. So I delayed the final solution for
the upper four floors.79

The next set of elevations, submitted in late July, left this area
blank, in other words, uncompleted. They were approved on
the assumption that they would be completed with a form of
rectilinear pattern in stucco; Loos also submitted a photo-
graphic copy of the elevation depicting the upper floors
decorated with a meander pattern.80 At the end of September
1910, the scaffolding was removed to reveal the controversial
bare stucco facade. Whether Loos considered the building
complete at this point has never been determined; in any
case, the city building authorities became nervous and or-
dered a stop to the construction work, leading to the contro-
versy.

Concluding, correctly or not, that Loos intended the fa-
cade to be bare, some newspapers then defended the build-
ing as it stood,81 while the architect himself stated publicly
that it was still his intention to complete it with some form of
applied ornament.82 Whether Loos’s statements at this point
were disingenuous or not, the scandal took on its own energy.
The building authorities apparently accepted Loos’s assur-
ances, but the matter was taken up in the city council. In a

10 Adolf Loos, Goldman and Salatsch
Building, 1910–11, Michaelerplatz,
Vienna, present state (photograph
provided by the author)
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flurry of articles, statements, and a public lecture, Loos de-
fended his right to determine the final appearance of the
building. The question was what should happen to the fa-
cade, and it was, from this point on, debated in public. It is far
from clear that Loos originally intended the facade to be
devoid of ornament, and he never would have been able to
achieve this within the closed circle of negotiation between
architect, client, and building authorities. That it might re-
main bare had now become a possibility due to the opening
of a case into a limited but visible public sphere of debate. His
position was strengthened by various attempts to impose a
new facade without his approval; in particular, one drawn by
the city councillor Hans Schneider, an architect, with Ep-
stein, and approved by the council in December became a
bone of contention. Loos seems to have accepted the fact that
this design might be executed,83 but the scandal was revived

by the decision of Goldman and Salatsch to stage a compe-
tition for a new facade, launching another round of defenses
of Loos’s authorship of the building. Loos then suggested a
“compromise”: the mounting of bronze flower boxes beneath
five of the windows; he had these manufactured and installed
at his own expense and without the approval of the city (in
fact, the city officials ordered them to be removed, which
Loos did not do). To a full house of 2,700 listeners at the
prestigious Sophiensaal on December 11, 1911, Loos gave a
widely reported lecture presenting his account of the contro-
versy (Fig. 11). Finally, in March 1912, the city council de-
cided to let the matter rest.

Two points can be made here. The first concerns how Loos
handled the matter. He went to the public. His lecture in the
Sophiensaal appears to have been the turning point, and it is
instructive. Here, and in correspondence with newspapers

11 Urban Janke, Mein Haus am
Michaelerplatz, 1911, poster for Adolf
Loos’s lecture at the Sophiensaal,
Vienna, December 11, 1911, color
lithograph, 33 � 243⁄8 in. (84 �
62 cm). Österreichische National-
bibliothek, Vienna (photograph
provided by the Österreichische
Nationalbibliothek)
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afterward, he named names. “A city councillor notified the
mayor, asking how he could tolerate such a monstrosity of a
building. The councillor’s name is Ryckl.”84 He showed slide
reproductions of a personal letter of support from Hans
Berger, an architect who later attacked the building in the
Neue Freie Presse, suggesting that the change of mind was due
to a personal grudge.85 He quoted from the protocols of
meetings; he disclosed the precise role of various inexperi-
enced and self-serving city officials. For example, writing to a
newspaper concerning the role of the official who had
sketched an alternative facade: “The magistrate consulted
Councillor Schneider for artistic advice on the decision be-
tween my facade and his own. The Councillor announced the
result on the third of August. He seems to have concealed the
fact that the design he approved was the one that he himself
had submitted.”86 To humiliate Schneider further, Loos read
the judgments of two prominent German architects damning
Schneider’s most recent major building (the Technical Mu-
seum in Vienna, the competition for which Loos had entered
with his cousin Victor).87 Loos brought the usually invisible
decisions of civil servants into the public eye on his own
terms. One is usually powerless against the anonymous and
slow forces of municipal authority; Loos was aware that the
only leverage he had was support from the public. Loos
succeeded in bringing the bureaucratic decisions and the acts
of specific officials into the open, making them public by
means of the case or scandal. Though couched in the rhet-
oric of honesty and transparency, however, his defense can
hardly be considered a rational debate over architectural
matters. He revealed matters of public concern, but he was
simultaneously settling scores. Like Kraus, Loos was operat-
ing in a space that was densely woven by the warp of the
properly public and the weft of the private. The result was the
none-too-clean fabric of politics.

The second point concerns the reciprocal effect of the
controversy—the press reports, the public events, the leaked
documents—on the architecture itself. Did these practices of
the case, perhaps, affect the design? Loos’s skillful handling
of the press has often been noted. Most often it is simply
assumed that his plan had always been to present to Vienna
the bare facade uncovered in September 1910, that his assur-
ances about the stucco decorations were decoys to ensure
approval, and that he had manipulated the controversy to
achieve his vision of an architecture without ornament. It is,
of course, possible that this is the story of “Loos’s tactical
gambits to push through his ideas.”88 But even those who
largely follow this line of thought recognize that such an
interpretation is far from certain. Referring to the classic
account of Loos’s Michaelerplatz building by Hermann
Czech and Wolfgang Mistelbauer, the most careful recent
discussion of the case notes:

Should this interpretation of Loos’s strategy in fact be
correct, then Loos would be not only an ingenious archi-
tect, but an even more ingenious tactician, one who long
in advance knew how his opponents would react. Friend
and foe of the Loos building would have been merely
submissive tools of his careful calculations. Now Loos was
certainly a great demagogue and polemicist, but such cool

cunning is hardly to be ascribed to a man who has gone
down in the history of art as a sensitive artist.89

In any case, the notion of Loos the modernist as Loos the
tactician is based on quite specific presuppositions. The first
is a remarkably traditional notion of artistic intention. And
the second is a corollary: a somewhat otherworldly notion of
how buildings are made. Changes of plans, on-site decisions,
retrospective approvals, and continuing negotiations with cli-
ents, suppliers, and planning officials are par for the course.
An architect uncertain about how the final elevations would
be developed is more than plausible. This means that one
must at least entertain the possibility that we can take Loos’s
account of the building plans at face value, and that the
Viennese building officials’ halt to the building works was a
mistake. Should that be true, the most famous building of the
architect would probably have had a much more conven-
tional facade had the officials not nervously stopped con-
struction. Loos would have grasped the opportunity provided
by a bureaucratic error, the belief that the facade would be
plain, to make his own architectural design considerably
more radical. Sensing support, he felt empowered in his
breach of decorum. In this scenario, the design emerged
from the scandal quite considerably changed.

Or it might be the case that the final building, apart from
the flower boxes on the window, those fig leaves covering
nothing, corresponds to the architect’s original intention. In
this scenario, Loos was still aware that the architect’s work
happens in public and is negotiated there. Not surprisingly,
Kraus knew this, too. With an irony that alludes to, but
ultimately equates, both possibilities—that the Michaeler-
platz building was meant to be bare, or that it only emerged
so out of give-and-take between artist and city dweller, bu-
reaucracy and press, statute and opinion—Kraus described
the public nature of the architectural process:

“Never show a fool an unfinished building” an old proverb
tells us. . . . The work of the architect happens on the
street. It cannot defend itself from prying eyes by claiming
some sort of “workshop secret.” The painter, the sculptor
may reveal what is being formed to a confidant or an
initiate; the crowd will only ever stand before the finished
work. But the work of architecture grows, so to speak,
under the public control of the passersby. The criticism
starts already with the foundation . . . and the first story is
hardly finished before the chorus of acrimony and griping
is let loose.

Kraus published these lines at the end of October 1911, seven
days after the installation of the flower boxes.90 Typically for
Kraus, the passage is just a lengthy quote to which he adds a
short commentary, a montage technique that turns another
writer’s text into a grave dug with his or her own words. Here
he quotes another critic: Berta Zuckerkandl, a supporter of
and propagandist for the Wiener Werkstätte, writing about a
work by Loos’s archenemy Josef Hoffmann. She and Hoff-
mann are paid back. At the end of the long quotation, Kraus
writes: “And whom is she writing about? Adolf Loos? But no:
Josef Hoffmann! Whose expert opinion she had invoked
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when she dismissed the unfinished building on the Michael-
erplatz.”91

Unfinished? Because the marble had not yet arrived for
Loos to decide how to proceed? Because construction was
halted, freezing an image of an evolving building in a way
that gave it—once the proposition was mooted that the ar-
chitect meant to leave it thus—an unexpected form that
could suddenly be defended? Again, the image of Loos’s
building that faced the public and appeared in the press in
late September 1910 tells us little. It showed the bare building
for all to see, but precisely what state of affairs it presented
could not be established. As the case proceeded with its
momentum that seemed to surprise all, no one even tried.

Or is Kraus, too, being disingenuous? We will presumably
never know this either. What is clear, however, is that scandal,
whether carefully orchestrated or manipulated opportunisti-
cally, was, for Loos, part of the process. The practices of the
case enabled the design process to be opened to public
debate, allowed the always already public nature of building
to be incorporated into the design. Architecture happens in
public, and, like a building, a case has many authors. Know-
ing this, and knowing how a case and a public might work,
gave Loos possibilities to make an actual edifice match his
public statements against ornament in ways he had perhaps
not even planned, gave him the means to break through the
usual practices of compromise and bureaucratic control. In
other words, the case, the impure form by which matters
could be made public in fin de siècle Vienna, had effects; as
the site of architectural discussion it had its own dynamic that
was part of design decisions. One could say that Loos found
Aeolus’s bag containing the “aesthetic wind” of public opin-
ion to which Tönnies refers in his Kritik der öffentlichen
Meinung (Critique of public opinion) and knew how and
where to open it up.92 Planned or not, the facade of the

Goldman and Salatsch building looks the way it does because
its design was negotiated in public, and it bears the marks of
its mediation.

The Loos Case
The last of the Loos cases is a sad denouement, but it is
revealing of the change in the structure of the public sphere
in the 1920s, of the new relations between the state and the
press. Loos was arrested on the morning of September 4,
1928, and charged with the sexual molestation of three girls,
aged between eight and ten, and illicit sexual solicitation of
minors (Fig. 12).93 Loos had encountered the girls at the
Prater amusement park, offered to involve them in an ex-
change program he claimed to be organizing to send chil-
dren to France, and had encouraged them to earn pocket
money by posing nude for him, unsupervised, in his apart-
ment. And so the sordid details of the Loos case appeared in
the newspaper headlines at the same time as the post office
workers announced a work-to-rule action, as nineteen people
were killed in a catastrophic accident at the auto race in
Monza, as a spectacular murder in a Prague courtroom was
reported, and as a ban on the export of animal feed was
announced.

One of the main items of evidence was a box of porno-
graphic photographs of young girls, from the age of five years
old through adolescence, 2,271 in all.94 According to Elsie
Altmann-Loos, they were the photographs Loos had removed
from Theodor Beer’s studio twenty-three years earlier (Beer
had, in the meantime, taken his own life, destitute, in
1919).95 This is perfectly plausible. Loos himself said only
that they were given to him by a writer fifteen years earlier.
More he would not say, except to deny explicitly that they had
belonged to his friend Peter Altenberg.96

Did the children speak the truth? The judges—both pro-
fessional and lay—were not certain. It is interesting to see
here that words and images functioned in ways that precisely
reverse their use in the Beer case. Loos did indeed sketch the
girls, producing pictures in a medium that put the product in
the orbit of art. But they served here as evidence as well. They
showed children in positions the court decided were chosen
to reveal their sex, and since the girls’ testimony about their
poses corresponded to the images, they were used to establish
details about the nature of the encounter between the older
man and the unclothed children. Faced with this evidence,
the judges convicted Loos of solicitation and indecency.97

Now, however, it seems that at least the questions raised by
Freud’s account of the fantasized erotic life of children had
found their way into the courts. This time the court accepted
the expert opinion of a child psychiatrist who concluded that
the witnesses’ testimony was not reliable. They therefore
exonerated Loos of the charge of child abuse, of the more
serious acts discussed in court and outlined in the decision.98

The roles played by the courts, the press, and the state also
differed in this last Loos case. Although sentenced to four
months in jail, the architect saw his sentence suspended for a
three-year probationary period. The press noted the mildness
of the judges.99 Unlike Theodor Beer, Loos spent no time in
prison after his conviction, and he was stripped of no rights
or privileges. Not the result of mere lenience, it had to do
with changes in the criminal code and the rules of criminal

12 “Adolf Loos as Child Molester: Sensational Details on the
Arrest of the Famous Architect; The Reports of the Little
Girls,” cover of the Wiener Mittags-Zeitung, September 6, 1928.
Wienbibliothek im Rathaus, Vienna, Handschriftensammlung,
I.N. 138.870/3, Teilnachlass Karl Kraus
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proceedings. For the system that dealt with him was no longer
the older, liberal judiciary, with all its problems. It was now
open to politics and activism. Sometimes it served the politics
of a radical right, especially in the disproportionate prosecu-
tion of the crimes of the political left. Here, though, we see
the effects of the paternalistic, socially minded politics of the
First Austrian Republic. The suspended sentence was made
possible by legislation such as the new probation law of
1920.100 The notification of the sentence sent to Loos is a
model of a state served by benevolently offered social services,
outlining the conditions of the probation and the supervision
order for social support.101 As the state assumed this new
role, the courts could more effectively shield the children
from public view. Again, the proceedings were held behind
closed doors, but this time, reporters, the conduit to a read-
ing public, were banned as well.

The press was different, too.102 The Neue Freie Presse still
tried to raise larger issues. Writing under the headline “The
Loos Case: The Tragic Fall of a Great Talent,” it presented
the affair as a replay of the Beer case, referring to the paral-
lels of a great intellect brought low by claiming to stand above
prevailing morals.103 It also printed defenses of Loos, written
anonymously by friends of the architect.104 Again, a promi-
nent psychologist—this time, Karl Bühler—wrote at length
about the problems of child witnesses in court; he does not
mention Loos but refers to the work of the psychologist
William Stern, who had, like Loos twenty-three years earlier,
sought the acquittal of Theodor Beer.105 And the paper
published an account of the exploitation of children as mod-
els, again without specific reference to Loos but in obvious
relation to the case.106 But the Neue Freie Presse was no longer
the newspaper of record, or one that even mattered. The
tone was set by the new, more obviously politicized mass-
market papers that put an ordinary criminal proceeding on
the front page, with the kind of headline formerly reserved
for important acts of state, such as the declaration of war.
Though it was unable to reveal the details of the courtroom
action or imply the identity of the figures, the coverage was
far more sensationalist than that under the monarchy, not
merely, in its ambivalent way, exposing the private to public
view. The politics were cruder; the newspapers no longer
maintained even the semblance of objectivity. One newspa-
per referred erroneously to “the Jewish architect Loos,” echo-
ing this later with an account of “his three Jewish lawyers.”107

There were, as far as I know, no repercussions for this inac-
curacy and its anti-Semitic tone. Only the Communist Rote
Fahne was pursued, for its suggestion that Loos was convicted
because of his closeness to Kraus, who had waged one of his
many press campaigns against Johannes Schober, the head of
the Austrian state police.108

There was, in other words, little debate. Perhaps the facts
of the case simply did not leave space for the public debate
about morals and the nature of public discussion. At the same
time, the shape of the space for debate and disclosure had
also changed dramatically. The press had once been murky,
but in ways that made possible the tactics that led to the final
appearance of the building on Michaelerplatz, and might
even have led to the completion of the Villa Karma. Now, the
colors in which a picture for the public was painted were
more lurid and glaring. The culture of the case—the inter-

section of expertise, the judiciary, and the press—was chang-
ing its shape and losing its elasticity as a form of the public
production of knowledge. Instead of debate there were head-
lines, and even games. The same week as Loos’s sentence was
announced, for example, we see in the Illustrierte Wochenpost a
competition testing readers’ prowess in criminal psychology
(Fig. 13). It is a sign of the continued interest in the police
and the courts, but interests now turned from a public matter
to a private game.

Even though Kraus responded to these changes, using
them to his own ends and indulging in the questionable
power of the headline, he clearly saw nothing to be gained in
the last of the Loos cases. This time, he stayed silent (though
he was probably active behind the scenes, and he accompa-
nied his friend to the sentencing).109 Nonetheless, it is sig-
nificant that, in a reversion to older patterns, Loos himself
fought strenuously for a public trial.110 It would hardly have
been enlightening and, as the court judgment shows, would
have been damaging indeed to Loos’s reputation. This turn
to the public was clearly a reflex born at a time when the
courts could allow the law itself to be put on trial, and issues
of what constituted art could be debated in the press through
the case. It did not happen this time: for better and for worse,
the shape of the public space for debate and disclosure, the
conditions Loos had for decades known as a culture of the
“case,” had changed.

The Culture of the “Case”
Conclusions are hard to draw, especially if questions are
posed in terms of art history’s traditional objects of knowl-

13 Otto Schwerin, “Five Minutes of Criminal Psychology: A
Criminalistic Brainteaser,” the Illustrierte Wochenpost, December
7, 1928 (artwork in the public domain; photograph provided
by the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek)
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edge—in this instance, the writings and buildings of Adolf
Loos. The object here, however, is a different one: to shed
light on the spaces of public discussion and the means by
which access was gained to them at a certain moment of
modernity, as well as to establish that Loos occupied a certain
cultural field where tactics of publicity were an important
part of many practices, and that these were the precondition
of all architectural, all cultural work that was ambitious and
public. In other words, that the medico-forensic question of
whether a child speaks the truth could be central to an
architect’s endeavors, that it might have been reasonable to
believe that invoking crime was a good way to make a point
about architecture, that scandal could be a productive and
constitutive aspect of the design process. And that the prac-
tices forming around “scandals” and “cases” could inflect, in
central and sometimes surprising ways, Loos’s work. The
point has been to insert Loos into another history that inter-
sects the history of architecture as it is usually conceived: the
history of the case. The “case” here is not merely the episte-
mological paradigm that Carlo Ginzburg has convincingly
described in the context of art history and medicine, or the
unit of juridical or medical knowledge and power, as in
Michel Foucault’s influential work.111 Nor is it a matter of
setting up a “case study” as a form of inquiry. Instead of
constructing a case, we often find “cases,” ready-made, in
history.

What, then, is a “case” in this sense? It is a way in which
actions and individuals could be isolated so that certain
forces could be brought to bear: not only forms of disciplin-
ary knowledge and state power, but also the power of public
scrutiny and debate. But not everything that was scandalous,
that would bring to light something socially significant, or
that, for a society to work properly, needed to be known, was
a case. Much could remain in the dark. The case—here and
elsewhere—needs to be seen as the cultural form and the set
of practices by which such matters were, or could be, brought
to the public. Further, the phenomenon of historical cases
reveals something crucial: that the “public” is not simply “out
there.” For if an ideal public exists in a transparent space of
rational debate, then we certainly have seen nothing of the
sort here. The example of Loos and Vienna demonstrates
that the space for public discussion, the space where the
winds of public opinion blew, including the aesthetic winds of
architecture, has its own complex history. The tactics of the
case elaborated here need to be seen as the attempt to create
or call forth a public, episodically, punctually, by the means
available at specific points in time. The public addressed in
these fin de siècle Viennese examples was one sought but also
shunned, alternately feared and desired, but whether it even
existed in any straightforward way is doubtful. It was an
“interpellated” public, one the figures here sometimes
sought to call into being, but coyly, indirectly, rudely, or on
the sly. The matter of public interest—legitimate concerns of
political subjects—was compelling in its necessity but obscure
in its form. And in the Loos-Kraus circle, it was unfortunately
crossed with an impure politics of sexual freedom. The goal
of rendering transparent the realm of public information
and protecting the private realm of desire, of bringing desire
and its legitimate demands to the fore but leaving them out
of public view, led to contradictions. The twin aspects of the

Kraus-Loos project could not be united so neatly as they
thought, and their project left their own interests and actions
in the dark.112 The intense reciprocal calculus of the protec-
tion of the private sphere and the appeals to a public show
repeatedly the problematic side of the practices of the case
surveyed here.

As a form of public knowledge, the case will also inevitably
have a politics. One of the few attempts to turn Kraus himself
into a “case” is enlightening about how the phantom public
was conceived, and thus of the politics that could be pursued
through it. In 1910, the young doctor Fritz Wittels, at various
times a confidant of both Kraus and Freud, delivered a paper
to the Vienna Psychoanalytical Society. Called “The Fackel-
Neurosis,” it was a crude attempt to psychoanalyze Kraus.113

Writing in the same year as the lecture “Ornament and
Crime” and the Michaelerplatz controversy, Wittels saw
Kraus’s attacks on the press as the living out of an Oedipal
scenario based on the elision of the satirist’s father with Moriz
Benedikt, the powerful editor of the Neue Freie Presse and the
target of the most sustained attacks in Die Fackel. Wittels
located Kraus’s interventions not within a society of classes
and institutions requiring transparency and modernization
but instead in a family drama. The circle around Kraus was
blind to some of the most straightforward forms of class and
gender domination; they lacked the self-consciousness to see
that the frame was not (or should not be) the family, but
rather society. This undermined the political potential of the
case. Loos’s attack on Councillors Rykl and Schneider, his
description of the imagined Papuan, even Kraus’s writings on
the unfortunate Elsie Siegel did not lead to the public pro-
duction of knowledge but remained, as often as not, at the
level of the private, that area of sexual desire or personal
vendetta that was not the proper object of public discus-
sion.114

In the cases of Adolf Loos, we have not really dealt with
issues of style or medium-specific technique. Nor have we
been considering discourses or, alternatively, ideologies.
Something else is at stake. It has more to do with the way
culture, in a broad sense, worked, with the public conditions
of many kinds of practices. In other words, there was a
specificity to the folding of the true and the false, the public
and the private, one that was common to many projects of the
time. There are other practices of the case, but in Vienna at
the time (and certainly elsewhere) there is something that
unites the moves, gambits, discoveries, and defenses of the
figures addressed here. True and false, right and wrong, art
and life folded together in extraordinarily complex ways—in
the newspapers, the poles were separated by the Strich, or bar
that supposedly divided news from feuilleton but often failed
to distinguish between fact and fantasy; in the courtroom, the
issue was the space between art or science and pornography.
The medical profession accepted the poles of the normal and
the pathological, but also had to navigate the extremes of the
generalization of the case in terms of psychic laws, on the one
hand, and the specificity of the case in terms of the right of
the defendant before another kind of law, on the other.
Practices of the case consistently crossed boundaries into
realms where the stakes were very different, but people at the
time seemed to grasp at them repeatedly and even indiscrim-
inately. The results were unpredictable and often unex-
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pected. Michel de Certeau’s analysis of everyday practice
resonates here: “These practitioners make use of spaces that
cannot be seen; their knowledge of them is as blind as that of
lovers in each other’s arms. The paths that correspond in this
intertwining, unrecognized poems in which each body is an
element signed by many others, elude legibility.”115 Though
the practices of the case certainly had other potentials, Adolf
Loos’s habits of publicity and engagement with the law show
a play of hiding and revealing, denial and disclosure, tender-
ness and violence, ornament and nudity that describe not a
logic but, instead, an ambivalent and sometimes brutal erotics
of the case.
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disches Museum der Stadt Wien/Holzhausen Verlag, 2002), 17–37.
Both of these sources have been incorporated into the account of the
building in Leslie Topp, Architecture and Truth in Fin-de-Sìecle Vienna
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publishing his satirical roman à clef about the Kraus circle, fearing
the argument would put the psychoanalytic movement in the middle
of a press battle, while also revealing the closeness of some of its
members to the demimonde. Freud’s practices of the public case were
to avoid publicity, to keep their case studies on the scientific kind.

115. Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 93.

A D O L F L O O S A N D T H E C U L T U R E O F T H E “ C A S E ” 457

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
en

tr
al

 M
ic

hi
ga

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
1:

28
 2

2 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
15

 


