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Bachelor Culture in the Work of Adolf Loos

Susan R. Henderson, Syracuse University

The issue of gender in the architecture and writing of Adolf Loos arose from an
ongoing debate over gender identi� cation and roles in Viennese culture of the
�n-de-siècle. Loos’s critique challenged what he saw as the degradation of
contemporary culture through its feminization. His masculinized alternative
reclaimed the public realm for the rational and the pragmatic. Through this
crucial maneuver, Loos tied modernity back to its class base, to an ideology of
production and progress, and brought nineteenth-century positivism forward
into the twentieth century, jumping over the “effeminate” interlude of art
nouveau.

The � rst ornament that was born, the cross, was erotic in origin. The
� rst work of art, the � rst artistic act which the � rst artist, in order to
rid himself of his surplus energy, smeared on the wall. A horizontal
dash: the prone woman. A vertical dash: the man penetrating her. The
man who created it felt the same urge as Beethoven, he was in the same
heaven in which Beethoven created the Ninth Symphony.

“Ornament and Crime,” Adolf Loos, 19081

Introduction

With words like these, Adolf Loos held a posture of notoriety in
his native Vienna. His shocking prose, the alienating facades of his
buildings, and his rigid Calvinism in matters of everyday life fas-
cinated a complacent � n-de-siècle society. He badgered them with
accusations of decadence, social pathology, and assertions that their
pretentious social rituals revealed a moribund culture, one unable
to make a positive contribution to a world in the making. In his
infamous “naked” architecture, Loos rejected contemporary archi-
tectural language, invoking a nihilistic silence instead.2 His inten-
tion was clear: “The majority of human works are made up of two
parts: destruction and construction. And the greater the destructive
part is, indeed when human work is solely destructive, only then
can follow natural, noble, human work.”3

Vienna, the milieu in which Loos lived and worked, formed
the absolute context of his work. In 1900, Vienna was a European
backwater, held in the gentle thrall of the Habsburg court. Artists
and intellectuals enjoyed a congenial and intimate bourgeois society,
and art was cultivated largely in the cause of luxuriant pleasure.
Artistic circles centered upon salons in which women acted as ar-
biters, orchestrating interaction between artists and society people.
The art critic and hostess Berta Zuckerkandl engineered evenings
of glittering conversation, and (subsequently) famous encounters

such as the introduction of Gustav Mahler to a young Alma Schin-
dler. In 1916, her protégé, the Secession architect Josef Hoffmann,
redesigned her salon with due extravagance.4

With the formation of Jugendstil in the 1890s, a group of
young artists and architects led by the painter Gustav Klimt posed
an artistic and cultural challenge to salon society. Although their
work maintained the sensual aestheticism characteristic of Viennese
art, their style was new and the narrative often feminine in subject
and origin: “Just as in Loie Fuller’s [serpentine dances] the hemline
of her dress curls and �ows, so does the line in modern ornamental
forms curve and bend, rise and sink in a movement that streams
by snake-like, impossible to grasp, held together merely by its own
rhythm.”5

The Jugendstil rebellion found favor in some of the more
forward-looking salons. The city � xed the site for their gallery just
off the Ringstrasse.6 The Secession Building (1899), designed by
Josef Maria Olbrich, was Jugendstil’s temple to art. Its idealized
geometry lent gravity to spiritual mysteries, � gural ornament pro-
vided a mythology. Surrounding the portal, Daphne’s laurel tree
represents divine inspiration, her gift to men. The female Gorgons
over the door protect the hero Perseus from evil, and recall their
patroness, the goddess Athena and her association with art and
intellectual endeavor. This benign ideal—woman representing the
mysteries of nature and creation—characterized the Secessionists’
relatively untroubled stance vis-à-vis Viennese society.7 It is typical
of this portrait that the priestess delivers the gift of inspiration but
is not herself a creator.

Loos’s self-appointed task was to demolish this narrative. In
his essays, he attacked the muse as well as her effeminate hero in a
disconcertingly gendered argument that is remarkable in the history
of modern architecture. Loos maintained that strict gender distinc-
tions were basic to the ordered logic of modern society, and he
decried the ambiguous gender roles that had invaded art and cul-
ture. Jugendstil decadence lay in its unrealistic attitude towards the
capitalist economy, its regressive fascination for a dying aristocratic
tradition, and a benighted love of ornament that sapped the pro-
ductive energies from Viennese culture. His call for cultural recla-
mation through a reinvigorated rhetoric set the stage for embedding
a new masculinism in the language of early modernism and the
reassertion of middle-class values after a generation of retreat from
the productive enterprise (Figure 1).

The cult of bachelorhood, a longing for a bachelor or
“homosocial” world, also � nds its parallel in this aspect of Loos’s
work.8 Characterized by a sentimental reverence for male society in
the military, men’s clubs, and the board room, the “bachelor” world
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1. Lina and and Adolf Loos in Venice, August 1913.

of �n-de-siècle literature is associated with adventure, pragmatic
achievements, and the kind of linear narrative and heroics favored
by the bourgeoisie. Its emergence signaled the end of more � uid
gendered identities for men and women, as suggested by Jugendstil,
for example, and the reassertion of the dominant philosophical
paradigms of the classic capitalist economy: of reason, science, and
economy.

Bohemia and the Cafés

Loos disdained the Viennese salon and its patroness. He attacked
the intrusion of women into the public sphere and articulated an
inevitable corollary: that women’s transgressions had come at the

price of men’s masculinity. His ideas formed part of a constellation
common to bohemian society. This was Loos’s alternative milieu,
the world of cafés and cabarets. Among his particular friends were
Karl Kraus and Peter Altenberg, men who were exploring similar
boundaries in journalism and literature. Kraus was a controversial
� gure, an eminent journalist and social critic and the publisher of
the satirical journal Die Fackel (The Torch). He has been compared
to Swift for his biting satire, for his brilliant use of language, and
an in� ammatory rhetoric that caused him to be arrested for slander
on more than one occasion. Kraus and Loos had a close intellectual
and personal friendship, particularly between the years 1907 and
1914.9 A generation older, Altenberg was the quintessential coffee-
house poet, famous for his peculiar dress, his impoverished state,
and his sentimental demeanor (Figure 2). He was a public person,
a man of the street. His sketches, impressionist set pieces, and aph-
orisms were widely published and deemed by many to be the best
literature of the time.10 While Altenberg slept in a boardinghouse
among prostitutes, he lived in the city’s cafés.

Vienna’s cafés catered to different groups and classes: some
were artistically inclined, others politically. The cafés represented
various social and artistic tastes, from the neo-renaissance Central,
the Jugendstil “Fledermaus,” to Loos’s austere Café Museum.11

And, as some coffeehouses served a proper bourgeois crowd, others
acted as salons to the poor, offering running water, newspapers,
even changing rooms, and a invitation to linger for hours over a
cup of coffee. Bohemian culture inhabited some of the more modest
establishments. Here, their impoverishment and their lack of an
ability or desire to participate in the culture of display came to
characterize the oppositional stance of a subculture: while the aes-
thetes of Jugendstil were associated with the leisure class, bohemians
lived on society’s edge. In the cafés, they attracted the curious and
the admiring, and established the ground for the transgression of
class and social boundaries. The cabarets extended this into a more
extensive programmatic format, but shared much the same spirit of
experimentation and loosened social constraints. Café life was one
of the street and of men. At the cafés, men met to discuss and
dispute, to write, and even paint. (Loos dragged Oskar Kokoschka
armed with canvas and paints to one so he could paint the poet
Peter Altenberg in his milieu.) Women were onlookers and diver-
sions; mostly they were actresses and dancers, and some were pros-
titutes. The women came, said Elsie Altmann-Loos, Loos’s third
wife, to “display their sensuality and charm.”12

A year after the Secession Building was built in 1898, Loos
received the commission for the Café Museum in the adjacent
block. He countered the Jugendstil temple with a bare facade and
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2. Peter Altenberg and Adolf Loos, photograph of H. Schieberth,
1918. Festschrift für Adolf Loos (Vienna, 1930). Altenberg’s
epigram reads “Architect Adolf Loos and Peter Altenberg, two who
reject everything that (until now) was unjust!”

sachlich interiors that earned it the sobriquet “Café Nihilismus.” It
was admired for the excellent quality of its furniture and � ttings,
modeled on American example, and for an austerity that was novel
in contemporary Vienna.13 The Café Museum soon became a café
of the literati.

In the small world of Viennese society, there were inevitable
meetings of all sides. One remarkable evening was the opening
night in 1907 of the cabaret “Die Fledermaus.”14 Josef Hoffmann
designed the interior; its ornamentation included works by Ko-
koschka and Karl Moser. Its brilliance was chie� y the result of a
thematic pattern of square checks in primary colors. Hoffmann
designed all the furnishings and �xtures. The Fledermaus was to
combine fashionable design with the most current cabaret perfor-
mances and theatricals. The opening-night program featured a
sketch by Altenberg. Lina Vetter recited the prologue. The Barrison
Sisters from America danced the cakewalk. (Bessie Barrison was
soon to become Loos’s common-law wife.) Kraus and Berta Zuck-
erkandl were there to review the design for the morning papers.
Zuckerkandl subsequently lauded the “perfect language” of Hoff-
mann’s work, while in Die Fackel, in a review called “An Act of
Culture,” Kraus reported: “There has long been a debate about
whether the need [for toilet paper] is better served by using that on
which Berta Zuckerkandl’s art reviews are printed or by the costume
for the lady lavatory attendant which Professor Hoffmann surely
ought to design—since he has designed everything else—At any
rate it has been agreed that the toilet bowl should be painted white
and a checkerboard pattern printed on it.”15

“Ornament and Crime”

Loos viewed ornament as a pernicious invasion of the feminine into
masculine culture: ornament was useless; it had debasing and en-
ervating tendencies deriving from its feminine source; it was the
embodiment of degeneracy. In 1908, Kraus published his “Orna-
ment and Crime” in Die Fackel. Loos thundered against the prac-
tices of ornamentation and craft with a language that associated
“degraded” forms with feminine, primitive, and childish inclina-
tions. He expounded on his aversion with references to Papuan
natives, latrine-wall scribblers, and tattooed degenerates. The stri-
dent tone of the text intensi� ed as he expanded with lurid detail:
ornament is “indecent,” it dirties the “white walls” of the city with
“erotic symbols.” Other, less shocking examples came from the
worlds of cookery and fashion. His claim that Beethoven’s sym-
phonies could never be written by someone wearing “silk, satin and

lace” paralleled intellectual sloth, cultural degeneracy with reference
to the degraded, effeminate male.16 He contrasted his “male” ap-
petite with “effeminacies” in the art of haute cuisine when he ob-
served that “the culinary show pieces of past centuries” that “display
all kinds of ornaments to make pheasants, peacocks, and lobsters
appear more tasty” do not appeal to him. Rather, Loos declared, “I
eat roast beef.”17 He posed further comparisons of the positive ver-
sus degenerate spirit (the warrior versus the self-indulgent aristocrat,
the camp� re versus the kitchen, the northern European versus the
southern), and he countered Jugendstil “effeminacies” with mas-
culine alternatives (delicacy of line versus the hardy craftsman’s ro-
bust one, stenciled surfaces versus bare material, and ornamentation
versus pragmatic simplicity).
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Loos claimed that Jugendstil’s degraded artistic language de-
rived from a con� ation of private and public, of art and utility, and
that such a con� ation opened the door to transgressions of good
taste by allowing the female principle (that is, eroticism) to become
part of public discourse. He proposed to replace this “infantile fet-
ishism”—the making of something one’s own by scribbling things
on it—with objectivity and utility. As Benedetto Gravagnuolo put
it: “The speci� c nature of craftsmanship revealed by Loos is that it
is impersonal. This, in his opinion, is the aspect to be saved in
contrast to what Loos terms the ‘ladies’ fashion fantasy’ of Jugend-
stil.”18 The result, Loos promises, will be the release of the rational
masculine spirit from the sexual ambiguities of art nouveau, and
the grip of the salon wherein women force men into impotency.

The argument was reiterated in Loos’s discussions of articles
of everyday life. He analyzed shoes, clothes, chairs, trolleys, food,
and plumbing as Kraus did texts, as basic “linguistic” elements,
barometers of cultural health. The campaign for a new manliness
formed part of the life-reforming [Lebensreform] movement of the
late nineteenth century. Edward Timms cites the case of Jörg Lanz
von Liebenfels who published pictures of “decadent, too-soft, bour-
geois chairs, which invited one to slump lethargically” countered
by pictures of “the Aryan way of sitting in an upright chair, designed
to stiffen the backbone and improve muscular posture.” Others
argued that “the pedestal on toilets was a decadent over-re� nement
which deprived one of the invigorating naturalness of squatting on
one’s hams.”19 Loos put these ideas in a new context, one that
correlated a decadent aristocratic tradition, and its mirror in salon
society, with the retardation of the Austrian economy. Effeminacy
and its idle posture blocked the modern, productive economy that
men of the middle class would otherwise produce. His essays calling
for practicality in style as it relates to the rational use of resources—
the famous passage on the waste of resources in the decoration of
men’s shoes comes to mind—outline a class-based and economy-
based critique that corresponds to the critique of effeminacy found
in essays like “Ornament and Crime.”20

“Ornament and Crime” drew on two major sources. Loos
relied on Max Nordau’s Entartung (Degeneracy) (1892) for his un-
derstanding of social degeneracy. Nordau contended that genius
creates progress, whereas degeneracy delves society into primitivism
and amorality.21 His abrasive and violent language in “Ornament
and Crime” were indebted to Kraus, particularly his essay “Sittlich-
keit und Kriminalität” (“Morality and Criminality”) (1902), a work
in which Kraus initiated a decade-long campaign against sexual
hypocrisy and the legal system.22 Kraus viewed language as com-
plicit in social behavior and hoped to reinvigorate it through a

rigorous purging of polite and hypocritical formalisms. Here he
lampooned the story of the notorious Leontine Hervay, a “scheming
woman” who bigamously married an on-the-rise bureaucrat:

Leontine von Hervay came riding through the air . . . on a
broomstick. . . . What help was it that she had made the Dis-
trict Administrator happy? A magician’s daughter with the
mastery of foreign tongues. Thus under strong suspicion of
‘devilish intercourse.’ One man no doubt found that his cat-
tle had fallen sick, the next perhaps that his corn was ruined.
Soon the whole place is up in arms.23

Satirizing Hervay’s history, Kraus revealed the public’s equation of
immorality and criminality, of public and private acts.24 Speci� cally,
Kraus decried laws against prostitution, adultery, the seduction of
minors, and abortion. He criticized the pretense whereby polite
society relied upon prostitutes for the sexual education of young
men and the diversion of husbands, while it publicly denied
women’s sexual nature.25

Kraus’s argument that sexual behavior belonged to the private
sphere and should engage the law only in the case of demonstrably
public issues such as disease, exactly parallels Loos’s position with
regard to design and ornament. The same discrepancy, between
polite gender relations and brute reality, supported Loos’s view of
Jugendstil as decadent, a state of affairs that led directly to frivolous
consumption, and the frittering away of man’s creative energies.
The two men recognized each other as counterparts, Kraus strip-
ping sentimentality and empty ritual from language and social prac-
tice, while Loos routed the Viennese habit of frivolous display and
made way for a world of sobriety and utility.26

Adolf Loos and I, he literally, I in the sphere of language have
done nothing more than show that there is a difference be-
tween an urn and a chamber pot, and that it is only by main-
taining this difference, that there is any scope for culture.27

An Ideal Woman

I believe that Josephine [Baker] is a great artist. Just observe the courage
and the power of her movements. She always reminds me of an animal
in the wilderness.28

Adolf Loos

Late-nineteenth-century Europeans nurtured an ideal of woman as
the embodiment of purity and solicitude, while believing her alter
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ego to be violent and depraved, a femme fatale. Amid efforts to-
wards women’s emancipation and the relaxation of traditional social
constraints, a fear of this repressed impulse grew. Woman appeared
alternatively as guardian spirit and demon, and her personas often
jumbled male and female identities in a bewildering and troubling
way.29 As the “goddess of Decadence” in Oscar Wilde’s “Salomé,”
the unleashed woman became what Carl Schorske has called the
“� n-de-siècle’s favorite phallic woman,”30 one whose power and
violence testi� ed that she had indeed assumed a masculine spirit.
In Gustav Klimt’s Judith, she appears as an elegant, though half-
dressed, lady who drapes her hand on Holfernes’s decapitated head
with casual grace.

This transformation of Jugendstil’s virginal muse into a vam-
pire was a common theme in the art and literature of the � n-de-
siècle. As Bram Dijkstra observed, these “idols of perversity, . . .
these images of female narcissism, . . . of women kissing their mirror
images, gazing at themselves in circular baths, or engaging in au-
toerotic play, mutate by the end of the century into savagely ‘gy-
necidal’ visions of female sexuality.”31 Woman as the fomenter of
sexual disorder appeared in the works of Schopenhauer and Nietz-
sche, in the plays of Franz Wedekind, and the poetry of Peter Al-
tenberg. Kraus, Sigmund Freud, Otto Weininger, and the artists
Klimt and Kokoschka were among those who indulged a fascination
for the dark side of the feminine sublime.

Most notoriously, the disturbed Otto Weininger developed
an in� uential theory of woman as predator, with man as the partner
who struggles to please her.32 This, according to Weininger, was the
dynamic of life itself. In Geschlecht und Charakter (Sex and Char-
acter) (1903), he elaborated his thesis that the sexes were absolutely
polarized. Woman was exclusively lascivious and lacked an ego. Her
destructive power was exacerbated by a permanent state of hysteria
brought on by men’s insistence on her chastity. While Viennese
intellectuals debated the details, his argument found a responsive
audience; Kafka, Kraus, Wittgenstein, and Loos were among those
in� uenced by him.33 Oskar Kokoschka’s play, Murder: The Hope of
Woman, is an incarnation of Weininger’s theory. The play concerns
sexual longing and frustration, and the imagery is violent and ex-
plicit. In a summary, Archetypal Woman lusts after Man and is
branded on the breast by the male chorus as a warning. She then
stabs Man. In revenge she is killed by the chorus, which revives
Man. He leaves the stage at dawn having � rst avenged Woman in
turn by slaughtering the chorus.34 The poster that Kokoschka de-
signed to advertise the play portrayed a horri� c image of the femme
fatale. The blood red, � ailed corpse of a man lies in the lap of a

woman whose skin is parchment white, “the color of death.” She
appears to be devouring him (Figure 3).35 The play opened on a
makeshift stage in a square off the Ringstrasse in 1909. During the
performance, a melee involving the actors, Bosnian soldiers, and
the police broke out. Kokoschka was saved from charges for inciting
a riot by Loos and Kraus who, as friends of the chief of police,
negotiated his freedom.36

Although society viewed the femme fatale as deadly, Kraus,
Loos, and Altenberg saw her as the authentic female, the most
desirable of women. Kraus’s preoccupation with her led him to a
fascination with the “haetera,” “one of the most extravagant prod-
ucts of the erotic subculture” of � n-de-siècle Vienna.37 As conceived
by the classical Greek author Lucian, the haetera was an educated
prostitute, a � gure of sexual abandon. What Lucian intends to
amuse, the Viennese literati embraced with great seriousness. In
1907, a Viennese edition of his Woman was published, with lavish
illustrations by Gustav Klimt.38 Kraus molded his mistress Irma
Karczewska as a haetera, and published numerous articles in Die
Fackel on the subject. One, entitled “The Child-Woman” by Fritz
Wittels, described the haetera as an exempli� cation of Freud’s re-
cently published theory of infantile eroticism, a � gure driven by
pure and unashamed lust and the desire for grati� cation, attracted
to an in� nite range of partners without regard to gender or notions
of romantic love, a “primal woman.”39 Peter Altenberg was likewise
fascinated with the openly sexual woman, and he sought her out
among the African women of the Ashanti tribe he encountered
at an exhibition at the Prater. He published the novel Ashantee
in 1897.

While Kraus promoted an haeteric ideal in Die Fackel, Kraus
and Loos sought her in Vienna’s brothels and cabarets.40 Kokoschka
recounts an evening when Kraus and Loos took the naive Koko to
see a Canadian snake dancer at the Tabarin Club who performed
an erotic wrestling match with a python.41 Later in her elegant
salon, Loos asked her to pose for Kokoschka. Kokoschka reluctantly
called several days latter to �nd her reclining on the divan, “the
very incarnation of the evil eye,” he said, “not unlike a giant snake,
limp, relaxed, refreshing herself with damp towels as if after a hard
� ght. How could I sit, with the whole abyss of love unveiled before
my eyes like this?” Kokoschka, more circumspect in his sexual prac-
tices than Loos or Kraus, made a hasty departure. The pair also
took the beleaguered Kokoschka to the salon of Madame Rose
where a virgin was sold to the highest bidder.42

For Loos, Kraus, and Altenberg, the female principle could
not itself make culture, but could only serve as man’s inspiration.
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3. Poster announcement of the play Murder: The Hope of Woman
(1908) by Oskar Kokoschka, here in the version published in Der
Sturm in 1916.

Loos was explicit in his Weiningerian notions about male and fe-
male relationships: the woman as muse faded (indeed, the muse
tended to become increasingly male), and sexual relations were ne-
gotiated on market exchange terms. Courting his third wife Elsie
Altmann, when he was forty-seven and she seventeen, Loos ex-
plained the sexual dynamic between men and women. Altmann’s

recollection of her seduction, while one must question her claim to
total recall, is revealing. Placing his hand on her mons, Loos said:

“Do you see this, this is the most important thing on earth.
It rules the whole world. If it weren’t for the sexuality of
woman, the man would not work, he wouldn’t be interested
in earning money. . . . Who would want to buy anything,
when he couldn’t make an impression on a woman? Who
would be interested in acquiring a big car, a beautiful tie?
Factories would stand still, inventory wouldn’t discover any-
thing more. . . . Naturally we are too cultivated to let this be
understood. But the primitives painted their totems about it,
to express the truth. They weren’t ashamed.”43

Loos and Kraus maintained that woman belonged solely to the
private realm; in the public realm of deeds, the female principle
should be invisible as irrelevant, distracting, and ultimately destruc-
tive. And because for Loos eroticism was totally embodied in the
feminine, the female principle—as it might appear otherwise than
in ornament— should also be banished from architecture. Orna-
ment, as basically erotic and super� uous, drained culture of its pur-
pose. Architecture and furnishings were essentially emasculated
through ornamentation; utility, economy, and structure sacri� ced
to whimsy.

Loos realized the order of masculine and feminine realms in
the apartment he occupied with Lina in 1908. In the outer room
what might have been the salon was a Wohnküche built in a sturdy,
völkisch vocabulary: wooden dadoes with square reveals and wide
frames, a heavy beamed ceiling and sturdy brick � replace looking
like it was just removed from a farmhouse, the simply crafted, work-
manlike furniture. The language re� ects an idea about medieval
and Germanic notions of comfort. Although Loos designed the
apartment in celebration of his new marriage, Lina is absent from
this public realm. Indeed, the description of Loos’s creation of his
“Nischerln,” his little niche, is of a bachelor’s nest, one more akin
to the hunting lodge than the domestic sphere.44

In the bedroom, one �nds Loos’s extraordinary interpretation
of the feminine realm, in what he called Lina’s Room (Figure 4).
Here the ponderous pragmatism of the outer room is refuted in a
sea of white, gauzy fabric where the only substantial surface is the
smooth ceiling. A massive angora sheepskin muf� es the bed and
obscures the hard plain of the � oor. The furniture and walls are
sheathed in �owing silk curtains. The room is soft, evanescent, and
ineluctable, with none of the substantiveness or solidity of Loos’s
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usual vocabulary. It is at once a sacred chamber dedicated to the
female principle and an astonishingly frivolous space, as compared
to the purpose of the outer room. It is an inner sanctum in which
even Loos is an intruder. As Loos reportedly said to his wife Claire,
“the bedroom is the most sacred, most private matter; no stranger
should be allowed to sully its holiness.”45

Loos also explored primitivist themes in gender terms.46 In
the Josephine Baker project, Loos saw an expression of the female
predator, the exotic, and the vitality of the black race. In his largely
schematic project, “tattooed” striations on the exterior express the
tribal roots of its patroness in a concoction of race and sex. Inside,
the sequence from swimming pool to bedroom promised afternoons
of sensual abandon in this alternative salon, with Baker as the sexual
temptress rather than the social arbiter. In his other Parisian work,
the house for Tristan Tzara, Loos played out his fascination with
the totemic and the primitive as a foil for modernity, here in a
masculine guise. Together, these two works recall that for Altenberg,
Kraus, and Loos the African, especially the tribal African, repre-
sented authentic maleness, femaleness, and authentic culture un-
sullied by the dissimulating veils of civilization. As Kokoschka wryly
observed, “The blacks, who had defended themselves so heroically
against modern cultural experiments, began for their part to make
their � rst intellectual conquests in Vienna.”47 Thus, Loos’s work
moved beyond the critique of gender to embrace race and colonial
dominance as uneasy partners in his cultural ideal.

Loos’s Manly Man

If one response to the female powers unleashed in art nouveau was
“the horror of its castrating potential,” the other was the emergence
of that exaggeratedly masculine � gure, the manly man.48 Loos � rst
met Oskar Kokoschka at an exhibition in 1908 where he purchased
a bust the latter had made called “The Warrior.” The piece por-
trayed an agitated Kokoschka, his mouth open in an agonized cry.
It came in for a good amount of derision, in particular, Kokoschka
thought, by women. He recounted “Everyday I found bits of choco-
late and other debris in the mouth of my bust, probably put there
by girls as a further expression of scorn they felt for the Chief
Savage, as I had been dubbed by a critic.”49 On seeing this work,
Loos pleaded Kokoschka to quit his job in Hoffmann’s Wiener
Werkstätte where he produced decorative embellishments for Hoff-
mann’s architectural commissions: tapestries for the Palais Stoclet
and tiles for the Café Fledermaus.50 Loos argued that a career as an
“ornamentalist” would ruin him artistically, essentially feminizing

him. Living on the edge himself, Loos promised he would match
Kokoschka’s salary if he could not supply him with suf� cient com-
missions. This remained the arrangement for some years, Loos at
times selling oriental rugs to support them both. Loos kept “The
Warrior” with him throughout his life.51

Loos’s discussion often ignores women, his attack aimed at
effeminacy rather than the feminine, and he proceeds by contrasting
the effete man with the manly man. Loos’s masculine ideal rested
in the modern pragmatism of the American and British sort, and
in an imperial Anglo-Saxon culture in which the polarity between
the sexes is fundamental, and man is supreme: “The Englishman is
unacquainted with the fear of getting dirty. He goes into the stable,
strokes his horse, mounts it, and takes off across the wide heath.
The Englishman does everything himself; he hunts, he climbs
mountains, and he saws up trees. He gets no pleasure out of being
a spectator. Germanic knighthood has found a refuge on the English
isle and from there has reconquered the world.”52 Like Kipling, he
� nds romance and solace in the image of the purely male world,
the public realm in which men are makers and doers and women
vanish into seclusion. In extolling the contemporary cult of mas-
culinity, Loos articulated one of the most powerful oppositional
stances to a feminized art nouveau.

It was in his effort to resuscitate masculine culture by archi-
tectural means that Loos conceived some of his best early work: the
Knize shop, Goldmann and Salatsch’s Out� tters, and the American
or Kärtner Bar (1907) stand as exemplary of a reasserted masculine

4. “My wife’s bedroom” from the Vienna apartment designed by
Adolf Loos in Kunst, no. 1 (1903).
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5. Villa Karma by Adolf Loos, 1903.

language. The Kärtner Bar is a particularly interesting example.
Here, Loos and his patron introduced a uniquely American estab-
lishment and an alternative to the café: a male preserve devoid of
women wherein sexual anxieties could be dispelled by retreating
into a fantasy of American bars and British men’s clubs. Loos ded-
icated the Kärtner to Peter Altenberg and commissioned his portrait
to hang on the back wall.53 Women were excluded from the
bar, although not without controversy. The story as Loos told it has
af� nities to Kokoschka’s play, the language to the romantic ad-
venture:

The revolt of the women was great. Daily the bar was over-
� owing, full of loiterers, but the women were refused. Count-
esses and princesses demonstrated, entreated, threatened, but
in vain. They were not allowed in. The curious grew in num-
ber from day to day. There was a great sensation in all of
Vienna, bringing the bar much acclaim. Finally, after � ve
weeks, the situation was no longer tenable. The women were
forced into retreat.54

The bar remained a male sanctum. As Kokoschka recalled his im-
pressions: “The subdued indirect lighting on the coffered marble
ceiling and under the glass table-top gave you a feeling of well-
being. You sipped your drink like a blasé man of the world. The
ice in the glass seemed positively warmed by the golden evening
light that � ltered through the onyx-paned fanlight over the narrow

entrance. The discreet quiet of the bar afforded a change from the
unrest that had begun to affect the coffee-houses.”55

That Loos wanted to be referred to as a mason, a practical
man who worked with his hands, not an architect, a decorator-slave
to the patroness, that his American heroes were Louis Sullivan and
H.H. Richardson, and, that like them he emphasized soundness,
sturdiness, and the importance of the craft tradition were basic to
his masculinist ethos. Further, he attached this culture to reason
and the intellect, the purview of the male. According to Loos, the
sublimity of reason can be gauged by the great civilizations of the
West, and he traced the lineage of the masculine spirit from ancient
Greece through the Enlightenment to contemporary engineers.

The Villa Karma (1904–1906) is an idyllic exegisis of this
same poetic. The variety of references at this magni� cent structure
are at � rst overwhelming: it is at once a villa, a fortress, a male club,
and a Greek temple (Figure 5).56 The classicizing geometry is much
the same as that used by his Jugendstil peers in their later, tran-
scendental phase. The square and the circle are common to both
surfaces patterns and primary volumes, but the severity of their
delineation resounds with an unforgiving moralism. Comparing
Karma with Palais Stoclet, we see that whereas the latter bears the
legacy of Jugendstil in materials expressed as a taut, weightless
skin—seeming to embody the buoyancy of the spirit—Loos struc-
tures this building to express weight and mass. The “castle doors”
of the main foyer, with their heavy studding and grill-frames, are
scaled for a race of giants, the “knighthood of Germany.” Loos
upheld another tenet of Secessionists: the love of �ne, luxurious
materials. His materials were wood, glass, stone, and leather, and,
at Karma, black, white-veined marble. He found in these luxurious
and pure materials a delight that relieved him from the obligation
to ornament, and a recovery of Truth, Kraus’s authentic language.
At the same time, Loos banished all “effeminacies” associated with
such luxury, the soft textures and transparent or indeterminate sur-
faces of art nouveau or, indeed, of Lina’s room. Instead, the fantasy
of the bachelor world can is understood in profound surface depths
achieved in his hard, � nely polished, re� ective materials.

We can read then in the face of the Tzara House, the stark
mask of the savage, in the den of the Müller House, breathe the
secluded air of the men’s club off the Strand, and, in the Villa
Karma, sense, in the echoes of Schinkel, in the transcendental ge-
ometries and the truth of the pure material, something of a poetic
idyll of a purely masculine world, a cool Apollonian retreat away
from the public frenzy of Dionysus—a world seeking refuge not
only from the agonies of modernity, but from the torments of sexual
anxiety.
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Conclusion

Only through developed industry . . . does the ontological essence of
human passion come into being . . . the science of man is therefore itself
a product of man’s establishment of himself by practical activity.57

Karl Marx

Loos’s efforts to reform quotidian culture had major consequences
for modern architecture. One was the successful launching of male
expertise over previously female spheres, in particular over domestic
culture, which from furnishings to plumbing played such an im-
portant part in his social critique. The essay “Ornament and Crime”
argued that form must be freed from the indignities of elaboration,
appliqué, and decoration associated with the domestic arena. If the
private home were to be a primary architectural subject, it had to
be puri� ed and masculinized.

Although we may read the text of Loos’s masculine and pos-
itivist creed in his architecture, it is in his rhetoric that it became a
major force in modern architecture. In a crucial maneuver, Loos’s
writings tied modernity back to its class base and to an ideology of
production and progress, and brought nineteenth-century positiv-
ism forward into the twentieth century, jumping over the “effem-
inate” interlude of art nouveau: it is this link that has caused critics
to characterize Loos as simultaneously traditional and modern.58

And, indeed, ultimately this path would lead towards the triumph
of a scientistic rationalism and replace the transcendental aspirations
and fantastical imaginings of the � n-de-siècle with the pragmatism
of getting-things-done.
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