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Marcel Breuer. 
Woman’s room, Haus am Horn,
1923. Bauhaus-Archiv Berlin.
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Paradigm, and Complex 
Gender Expressivity at the 
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László Moholy-Nagy’s once controversial statement—by now a truism—that
“the illiterates of the future will be ignorant of the use of camera and the pen
alike” originally implied a need for a photographic language uniquely qualified
to organize the complexity of modern life and our perceptual experiences of
it.1 Moholy-Nagy’s photographic paradigm and technologically oriented con-
structivism most clearly became associated with what we consider today the
“Bauhaus image,” disseminated through the Bauhausbücher series—under
his direction—and various Bauhaus publications’ eye-catching combinations
of photographic imagery and text. Enhancing visibility in design, Moholy-
Nagy believed, was necessary in order to diverge from the overwhelming 
sensation of ads, electric signs, shop windows, and street traffic, each of
which solicited spectators’ attention without providing well-articulated light
effects and the material means to comprehend its composition.2 His own
photographic practice offered design clues for students in his cameraless
photograms, New Vision photography, “typo-photo,” and “photoplastics”
(photomontage) that fused visual components and tactics of Russian con-
structivism, De Stijl, and dada into a broad constructivist idiom. The present
article interprets Moholy-Nagy’s initial 1922–1923 experiments with photo -
grams—involving contrasting, modulating, and transparent geometric shapes
and textures; light-shadow effects manipulated with lenses and mirrors; and
black-and-white photography’s unique means of illumination that enhanced
the visuality of his images—as inspiration for integrated and highly visible
design projects.3 In this way photography not only recorded the designs to
create a unified Bauhaus image, but its properties and experimental processes
were also employed to intensify certain aspects of the designed objects’ visi-
bility and structure.
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The photographic reproductions featured in the
catalogue created for the promotion of the Haus
am Horn, a state-of-the-art home at the 1923 land-
mark Bauhaus exhibition Art and Technology: A
New Unity were the first to suggest this experimen-
tal design method to the public and thus can be
considered as the place where the new “Bauhaus
image” began to emerge.4 The exhibition held in
Weimar (from August through September) is most

remembered for its model house built for a modern family and furnished by
outstanding Bauhaus students, most notably Marcel Breuer. Designed by Georg
Muche, the house contained a square central living room surrounded by
smaller adjacent bedrooms for the woman, man, and children, and an aligned
dining room, kitchen, bathroom, and guest room. The Haus am Horn was a
watershed in giving visual form to technologically infused design in archi-
tecture and furnishings, even if the way technology in art was supposed to
look was still in the making. Although the photographic reproductions used
in the catalogue are anonymous, and the originals in the hand-made Bauhaus
album for the Haus am Horn they are stamped by Staatliche Bildstelle,
Berlin, they are composed in the constructivist style of Moholy-Nagy.5 They
attempt to convey a unified “photographically and technologically informed”
approach to design that seeks to maneuver the chaotic elements of modernity
into an organized living space. This evolving photographic consciousness is
expressed in the photographs’ highlighting of the bold contrasts of materials,
the shiny surfaces, and the constructive nature of the designs reflected in
mirrors or framed by geometry to attract attention.

One of the photographs of Breuer’s interior design and furniture for the
woman’s bedroom forms a connection with Moholy-Nagy’s work and hints
at the perceptual and photographic focus of the design process.6 In the center
of the photograph the dressing table’s round mirror (a metaphor for visibility)
has been turned toward the camera as if confiding some message about the
room. Because the abstract pattern “made visible” by the mirror is not obvi-
ous to the viewer, she or he is prompted to look for associations elsewhere.
The round mirror reflection, by a correspondence of chance and design,
resembles LIS (1922), one of Moholy-Nagy’s early transparency paintings,
which was possibly featured at the February 1923 Der Sturm gallery show
that persuaded Walter Gropius (Bauhaus director and form master of the 
carpentry workshop at the time) to hire him.7 LIS’s ordered stripes and mir-
ror shape evoke architectural and visual technologies in turn, reminding one
of Moholy-Nagy’s experiments in photograms, a technique he had recently
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appropriated for artistic purposes with the assistance of his wife, Lucia
Moholy. With its transparent multilayered space, modulating bands, and mirror
shape set in focus, LIS may be taken as a refunctioning of photographic capa-
bilities in other media, here painting. The implied interrelationship between
the painting, furniture, the carefully composed exhibition photographs, and
the photographic medium itself is an example of the Bauhaus preoccupation
with the integration of the arts in new technological frameworks. This inter-
relationship connects Breuer’s design with Moholy-Nagy’s photographic
model and frames our understanding of Breuer’s design according to Moholy-
Nagy’s ideas of visuality, perceptual training, and “creative production,” 
suggesting some kind of cooperation between the two artists.

The photographs of the woman’s room nevertheless possess a complicat-
ing twist, because the duplications and reflected resemblances suggest an
engagement with the “new woman” and her self-formation. Much of the
image overflow in cities, including mass-circulating movies and a profusion
of photographic images in illustrated magazines and advertising billboards
catered to the recently emancipated female consumer and spectator, the
would-be inhabitant of the Haus am Horn. Increasingly a participant in the
workforce, this new woman was eager to form a new self-image that would
accord with her changed lifestyle and allow for greater social cohesion.
Breuer’s furnishings seem to transform Moholy-Nagy’s photographic para-
digm into a question of complex gender expressivity, attempting to facilitate
the new woman’s self-fashioning and embodied perception as part of her
social integration. These preoccupations intersected with investigations by
philosophers such as Edmund Husserl, as well as with cultural theorists’
investigations of bodily behavior and the everyday, routine activities that
defined urban practices.

Despite the numerous accounts of the 1923 Bauhaus exhibition, scholars have
made little effort to explain the role photography and other new media came
to play in the design process.8 Because Breuer’s early work is usually described
from the point of view of functionalism and the influence of De Stijl, the
reconceptualization of his furniture, especially the dressing table, a work
produced as part of his journeyman examination, can in the experimental
framework of photography serve as a case study of Bauhaus initiative.9 The
present study, in short, will illuminate how photography could offer insights

Opposite: László Moholy-Nagy.
LIS, 1922. Oil on canvas.

Right: László Moholy-Nagy.
Untitled, 1922. Photogram.
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for design, in keeping with Moholy-Nagy’s conceptual analysis of photogra-
phy, while also reframing design to strengthen its visual accessibility. In this
way, Breuer’s furniture and its photographic presentations emerge as a site
of competing interpretive strategies and meanings that the constructed 
furniture and images gathered and attempted to stabilize, countering the pas-
sive, disembodying effects of mass cultural imagery, to activate and orient the
female user in her social interactions. The result is a blurring of the point at
which the Bauhaus image ends and the image of the new woman begins.

Moholy-Nagy and Photographic Visibility
Moholy-Nagy’s 1922 article “Production—Reproduction,” written with his
wife, Lucia, and published in De Stijl shortly before he joined the Bauhaus,
advocates the photogram both as an inventive and “productive” practice for
testing the possibilities of the photographic medium and as a means of train-
ing perception in order to further social cohesion.10 One might wonder how
and why the pursuit of photographic medium-specificity, productive design,
and visual education could be presented as interconnected enterprises. In
Painting, Photography, Film (1925), Moholy-Nagy argues that in modernity
optical phenomena exceed our ability to comprehend complicated appear-
ances because one’s senses are continuously challenged and disoriented in
the modern city and mass media has failed to organize its resources in a way
that would benefit people.11 Modernity “has [also] caused our age to shift
almost imperceptibly towards colorlessness and grey: the grey of the big city,
of the black-and-white newspapers, of the photographic and film services,”
he observes.12 Under these conditions the great variety of light-dark modula-
tions, contrasts, transparencies, and light effects of the “pure,” nonrepresen-
tational photogram, which Moholy-Nagy was producing before taking up
camera photography around 1924–1925, could be charged with the “social
mission” of adjusting and refining perception precisely by the isolation and
reframing of photographic properties and the interaction of light with mate-
rials. His untitled photogram from 1922 (see previous page) shows the imprints
of cogwheels and a bright reflector-like circle framed and separated by mod-
ulated constructive gridwork. The bright circle, in a manner similar to the
painting LIS, draws the eye in; it enhances the visibility of the intricate super-
imposed layers of variously textured stripes and planes that we gradually
begin to distinguish. Simple constructivist geometry, through the principle
of Prägnanz (the tendency to simplest shape, a basic gestalt law), was to create
divergence from the chaotic city experience, producing a structural framework
to make the various grey and light phenomena, dispersed in a multitude of
applications in the city, more comprehensible.13 Moholy-Nagy’s discovery of
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layered abstract designs on the windowpane of Erich Buchholz’s constructivist
studio in 1922 may have provided the incentive for similar “perceptual exer-
cises” with mirrors, distographs, and photograms assigned at the Bauhaus for
generating “photographic vision.”14 These phenomenal elements and processes
were to materialize the mechanics of seeing, rendering “visible” structures
of vision in aesthetic form while simultaneously serving as inspiration for
design work.

Whether Moholy-Nagy’s photogram can train the biological eye is ques-
tionable; its importance resides in taking hold of, mediating, and transform-
ing disembodied, dehumanized, and commodified aspects of the modern
technological world into aesthetic experiences grounded (literally imprinted)
in material objects and practices. In this sense photography becomes a kind
of creative “filter,” an “epistemological mediation of urban conditions,” and
a tool for reorganizing its visual space by suggesting open-ended possibili-
ties and a unifying basis for design.15 On the basis of the photogram, Moholy-
Nagy’s “Production—Reproduction” article called for the experimental
reformulation of the material procedures and mechanisms of photography,
film, and other “apparatuses,” extending their productive potential (the pro-
duction of “new, so far unknown relations”) for the reinvigoration of art (as
Gestaltung or design) practice.16 As a new area of “laboratory” constructivism,
photogram-making could offer a model for the inventive exploration of a
(technological) medium’s inherent possibilities. The manipulation of the
basic elements of the photogram—that is, light and various materials on light-
sensitive paper—made visible the process of building up a work, following
the concept of faktura (the process of working the surface or material) elabo-
rated by the Russian avant-garde.17 The serially produced photograms empha-
size the great variability of positive-negative geometric shapes, value inversions,
textures, and light effects while implying connections with industrial pro-
duction. In addition, the transparency paintings and metal constructions
Moholy-Nagy exhibited at Der Sturm and at the Bauhaus provide examples
of his method of elementarization of a technological or photo-optical
medium, which Moholy-Nagy considered as more progressive, and refunc-
tioning aspects of it in different media for “creative production.”18 Bauhaus
students could adopt a similar inventive and photogenic approach to design.

This contribution of photography to design helped create a unified Bauhaus
image in publications. The photographic reproductions in the 1923 Haus am
Horn catalogue promoted a constructivist Bauhaus design style by empha-
sizing formal and spatial relationships, contrasting materials, and reflective
surfaces, reinforced by the inherent characteristics of camera photography
and image reproduction techniques. Moholy-Nagy was one of the faculty
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members in charge of the promotion of the
1923 exhibition and soon became the editor
of the Bauhausbücher series that published
the catalogue. Thus, he would have been
involved with the selection of the photo-
graphic illustrations and with the technical
aspects of image reproduction. This experi-
mental attitude clearly comes across in 
the view of the Haus am Horn man’s room.
Here the structuring drive of constructivism

is enhanced by the capabilities of the camera apparatus and the properties of
black-and-white photographs; namely, the rectangular frame of the negative
and developed photograph, the camera’s mechanical precision, and the
black-and-white contrasts that help separate and articulate the geometrical
planes in facsimile reproductions. These components, together with the 
overlapping planes suggested by deemphasizing the camera’s one-point per-
spective partake in the organization of the complex yet lucid composition
nested in the architectural structure, which at the same time refers back to
the geometric forms used in the Bauhaus products. Moholy-Nagy’s involve-
ment with interweaving photography and design in the pictures is also
apparent in the inclusion, wherever possible, of his own light fixtures into 
the compositions.19

With the photographic application of a dynamic oblique angle shot, a play-
ful staging of the mirror reflection, and the play of light-dark contrasts, the
photographs of the woman’s room also followed the technical requirements
of Moholy-Nagy’s photographic vision, imposing them onto Breuer’s design.
The photographs draw attention to the fact that the mirror’s “found” image
was discovered by the careful scanning eye of the photographer and the
manipulation of the mirrors through an engagement with the surrounding
environment, an activity the owner of the dressing table was similarly wel-
come to practice. The abstract imagery prevents the projection of oneself into
preconceived subjectivities and instead directs the viewer toward relational
perception and the discovery of hidden space-time relationships. At least that is
what the loose evocation of Moholy-Nagy’s painting LIS and its tribute to
Lissitzky’s “constructivism” refers to. The second version of the photo appear-
ing in the handmade Haus am Horn album, furnished by another company
(Continental Photo) yet taken from exactly the same viewpoint in a horizontal
format with slight alterations, emphasizes the play of light and shadow to enliven
the interior and engage the geometric forms. The two exhibition photographs
of the woman’s room thus unwittingly stage a kind of Lacanian “mirror stage”
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by asking the public to identify with,
to carry out a creative méconnais-
sance with, the mirror reflection;
that is, with the Bauhaus’s new
constructivist image and engagement with photo-opticality. Hence, photo-
opticality was resourcefully (although, from the postmodern perspective,
overoptimistically) advanced by Moholy-Nagy as a principal perceptual tool
in the modern age; a new model for creative production that would enliven
human and spatial relationships; a critical means of reforming the spectacle of
mass culture; and a marketing device for a distinct Bauhaus image whose mis-
sion was to make sense of and create order out of the disorder of modern life.

Photography, Complex Gendering, and Furniture Design
As Gropius’s most ambitious student, Breuer probably read Moholy-Nagy’s
article connecting photo-opticality, creative production, and perceptual
training in De Stijl, published in Weimar in 1922. The photographs of the
woman’s room invite us to read Breuer’s furniture design in terms of these
concepts as applied to a loosely defined constructivist idiom circulating in
Germany. Breuer’s work in employing photographic principles not only
heightens the design’s photogenie, however, but also contests the illusory
manifestations of the prevalent visual regime by emphasizing embodied pres-
ence in the experience of everyday life, a problematic Breuer worked on
throughout the 1920s. Like architecture, furniture design correlates the body
and everyday experience, enhancing our belonging in the world as embodied
subjects more clearly than any other art or design media.20 In transplanting
Moholy-Nagy’s photographic principles to extend the potential of his furni-
ture, Breuer would have immediately run into problems with the divergence
between the ambiguous spaces and inherently nonfunctional nature of 
photograms and experimental photography, and the essentially functional,
three-dimensional, embodied, and (in the case of the woman’s room) sexu-
ally gendered (with the man’s room emphasizing simplicity) experience of
furniture design. To this a further difficulty would have been added; namely,
how to apply Moholy-Nagy’s gender-neutral perceptual paradigm, which was
based on empirical models of biological seeing abstracted from the diverse
seeing subjects’ visual horizon in society. Moholy-Nagy’s notion of photo-
graphic perceptual training served, among others, to counteract precisely
those kinds of gendered and often commodified subjectivities for the forma-
tion of which a dressing table might be used. The modernist approach of 
the exhibition photograph similarly downplays the gendered functions and 
sexual symbolism with which the desk is laden, and re-presents its sexually

Opposite: Erich Dieckmann.
Man’s room, Haus am Horn, 1923.
As reproduced in Adolf Meyer,
ed., Ein Versuchshaus des
Bauhauses in Weimar,
Bauhausbücher 3 (1925).

Right: Marcel Breuer. Woman’s
room, Haus am Horn, 1923.
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charged features as part of a larger network of
geometric rhythms and relationships to prevent
subjective associations and to reinforce a uni-
fied constructivist image. Breuer’s work and
its photographic presentation are therefore
loaded with tension between his Gropius-
inspired architectural construction and
Moholy-Nagy’s photographic modernist prin-
ciples and those aspects of Breuer’s design that
tried to situate the female body as a self in the
lived space of gendered intersubjectivity.

The woman’s room turns Moholy-Nagy’s “Bauhaus image” quest into 
a problem of how to enhance the new woman’s visibility and embodied 
perceptual awareness to further her social cohesion in a way that would over-
come the complex, mobile, and disembodying impulses of modern life.
Breuer’s design reconfigured photographic features such as transparency,
modulation, framing, mirroring, proximity, interval, and contrast in palpa-
ble form to create new ways of experiencing the interior and to simultane-
ously increase the photographic potentials of the furniture. Mobility also
became an important element of his furniture design. The rhythmical patterns
of the furniture and the staged “intervals” among the individual pieces pro-
duce an “active” yet ordered living space waiting to envelop the user, demand-
ing engagement. Bulk drawers made of contrasting light lemonwood and
dark walnut materials and fitted to an exposed structure avoid symmetry just
as the oblique shot of the photograph does. The tabletop slides back and 
forth like a camera shutter. Elongated and round mirrors resembling dark-
room equipment move on metal and wood frameworks while a construc-
tivist-style swiveling chair accommodates various views of the body.
Numerous jointing techniques are explored. Open and closed spaces, round
and edged forms, heavier light-absorptive wooden parts and reflective glass
and metal surfaces are juxtaposed. Their contrast, shine, and transparencies
would have been highlighted by the new neon lamp (designed by Moholy-
Nagy) above the desk, which reproduced in the home the light effects of the
nighttime street. Unlike a photogram, however, the furniture’s modulating
patterns situate the perception-awareness dialectic within lived spatial and
material relationships, as a framework for the centering of the self. The 
optical qualities of the “distant” city (glass, metal; in one of the photographs
a telephone and a hairdryer further locate the woman in the technological
world) are complemented with tactile qualities (wood, textile) in the furni-
ture to integrate the woman with her surroundings by providing her with a
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variety of sense experiences. In the small room the rhythmi-
cal furniture elements reinforce the impression of immediate
reachability, of being within the grasp of the contacting body.
Breuer later stressed that his architecture “is received by the
whole body, by all our senses. . . . It is not only an eye aes-
thetic, it is a physical aesthetic.”21 Designed by Agnes Roghé,
the carpet’s dialogical network creates proximity among the
furniture pieces,  generating an organized feeling of “togeth-
erness” for a New Objectivity–era woman and family. The
room thereby brings elements of modern urban visuality into
harmony with the reassurance of an intimate home space to create an inte-
grative encounter for its female inhabitant.

According to students’ recollections, the vanity was used by Bauhäusler
as a kind of “laboratory device” for the development of “photographic
vision”—in the manner advocated by Moholy-Nagy—by discovering unusual
visual effects. Farkas Molnár noted that the round concave mirror, when
combined with the tall mirror, created playful distortions.22 With its mobile
mirrors, metallic features, and mobile partial desktop that opened and closed
like a shutter, the desk evoked the photographic apparatus of the camera. The
emerging interest in optical techniques and perceptual play was also fostered
by the trick and educational films that enjoyed great popularity at the
Bauhaus.23 In this regard, the ensemble forecasts Breuer’s later chromed tube
and glass furniture (which Moholy-Nagy singled out when explaining the
productive relationship between photography and furniture design) and 
the optical play of his rhythmical “cinematic” window at the Heinersdorff
House, Berlin (1929).24 The latter consisted of a series of concave lenses—
reminding one of photographic lenses—ground into the windowpane to offer
multiple views of the outdoors. Whereas today we might recognize in these
efforts a spectacularization of modern art and design, for Bauhaus modernists
they served to unsettle vision and channel attention away from aspects of
reification, commodity desire, or isolated self-contemplation toward creative
optical imagery or what Walter Benjamin later called “unconscious optics.”25

In contrast to passive self-contemplation in a traditional vanity mirror, by
physically interacting with this would-be “optical apparatus” the female
user, according to modernist reasoning, became part of its mechanism and
could complement her daily make-up practice with visual play in order to
change her habits of seeing and reinforce her intentional directedness in the
complex city environment.

Unlike Moholy-Nagy, Breuer complemented this integrative experience
with an intricate gendering of the design, realizing that gender definition had

Opposite: Marcel Breuer.
Dressing table, Haus am Horn,
1923. As reproduced in Adolf
Meyer, ed., Ein Versuchshaus 
des Bauhauses in Weimar,
Bauhausbücher 3 (1925).
Bauhaus-Archiv Berlin.

Right: Marcel Breuer. Window,
Heinersdorff House, Berlin, 1929.
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become a more complex matter in the postwar era. The new woman of the
Weimar Republic came to stand for the emancipated, active, publicly visible,
mobile, and sexually liberated female who was eager to define herself in a
new way, one that separated her from the amply covered, sedentary Victorian
woman of the nineteenth century. Breuer’s constructivist interior symboli-
cally reflects the new woman’s “masculine masquerade” increasingly encoun-
tered in everyday social interactions.26 The room’s simple geometric forms,
open structures, and mirror image suggest that women had to become (or at
least had to appear) more “constructivist” to fit into the new postwar econ-
omy of efficiency and rationalization. Lacking the relaxed edges, bulkiness,
and carved decoration of traditional female vanities, Breuer’s “work desk–like”
dressing table, which underlined its functionality by imitating a machine-
made look, would have fit the taste of the new-woman type that was starting
to appear in fashion magazines wearing simple, androgynous outfits and
“economical” page-boy haircuts. The narrow and shallow dimensions of the
vanity (66.1 x 49.8 x 18.9 in.), with its slender legs and disposition, indicate
that it was specifically designed with the modern female ideal of a casually
dressed, slim, possibly girlish (or boyish) female body in mind. For anybody
with a stronger constitution or wearing a cumbersome dress, the vanity
would have been uncomfortable to sit at. The furniture’s geometric shapes
also take on symbolic meanings that imply cross-gendering. The circle (of the
mirror and chair seat) stands for the female, the square (of angular furniture
parts) for the male principle (following Kandinsky’s teachings). Moreover, the
placement of the vulval/phallic shape of the oval mirror of the dressing table
over the “orifice-like” open square frame of the partial desktop enacts a 
subtle humor, and the operation of the desktop (which slides back and forth)
brings to mind sexual activity, thus defining the new woman in terms of an
ambiguous and liberated sexuality. This feature also hints at cross-dressing
among Bauhaus students. One photo of Breuer shows him dressed as a new
woman, implying that he, too, was exploring the increased ontological pos-
sibilities offered by the postwar era.27

For many critics, opening the cozy intimacy of bourgeois domesticity to
urban perceptual and gender practices at the Haus am Horn failed to provide
reassurance and engagement and instead appeared as the manifestation of
“private life dismantling itself” in the face of social rationalization.28 Critics
of the exhibition compared the furniture and fittings to various technical
apparatuses; for instance, Breuer’s desk to an operating table and dentist
equipment. Both metaphors conjure up high-precision optical technology
that objectifies and acts upon the human body instead of liberating it.29 These
reactions offset the naively optimistic Bauhaus mind-set and remind us not
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only that “visibility”—understood in Foucauldian terms as a conceptual orga-
nization (episteme) that determines what is seeable in a historical period—
resides in the seeing subject or in sense data but that it is the subject who is
given in the forms of visibility.30 (This does not mean, however, that the sub-
ject completely lacks agency.) The home, as a space of constructed visibility,
reveals a great deal about how it serves to constitute the subject. Yet Breuer’s
dressing table, a par excellence bourgeois piece of furniture, is more than
what its function and place in the technologically advanced home designate.
Besides offering complex gender expressivity, the desk creates a rupture in
the self-evidence of what such design stands for within the spectacle of post-
war culture. Although probably unintentionally, it makes visible for the 
(retrospective) critical eye “unseen” technologies of the self that remain
unintelligible to the superficial observer.

This “rupture,” both literal and metaphorical, is located in the desk’s most
unsettling, interactive element, its top part, which is a refunctioning of the
photogram’s positive-negative play. The “rupture” points to deeper mecha-
nisms structuring female self-imaging, an important preoccupation for
women in the Weimar era who thought their changing social role required 
a new look and a new worldview. The maneuvering of the two mobile 
mirrors—one permitting a midrange view of the body, the other providing a
magnified, close-up view of the face—as well as the swiveling chair, allowed
for self-observation from a variety of angles and ranges. This activity was
extended in a startling manner by the open-top frame and the mobile reflec-
tive top, which could be slid to the middle to open the left drawer, although
this arrangement limited the desk’s customary function of keeping cosmetics
at hand, in front of the user. In its original position the partially missing desk-
top made possible a fuller view of the user’s body—including her legs—in the
long mirror, through the open frame (directly or if she pulled her chair back
somewhat). This purpose was further developed in Breuer’s later toilette
ensembles, especially in his 1936 design for Dorothea Ventris’s apartment in
London, with the incorporation of a full-body-length mirror at its center, 
in place of the oval mirror at the Haus am Horn. In the Haus am Horn, Breuer’s
work playfully draws attention to the user’s body by bringing it into focus in

Marcel Breuer (?). Portrait 
of Marcel Breuer as Girl with 
a Magnolia, 1924. Bauhaus-
Archiv Berlin.
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the manner of a “viewfinder.” To this end, the young designer resorted to the
manipulation of positive-negative space and to the technique of framing, 
a central step of the photographic process.

Breuer’s design calls attention to a familiar topos of the 1920s, when
female legs, both in mass-media images of celebrities and in more general
terms, came to represent sexual attraction, freedom of mobility, and practi-
cality. Celebrities like Greta Garbo or Brigid Helm promoted not only a cult
of appearance and sex appeal but also an exteriorized perception of oneself,
a constant “camera awareness” as they showed a distanced view of their
body, offering it for spectatorship. As Susan Sontag remarks, an integral
component of our modern existence is that “We learn to see ourselves pho-
tographically: to regard oneself as attractive is, precisely, to judge that one
would look good in a photograph.”31 The drawback is that the sitter of a
photograph is unable to control the camera lens and thus her final projected
image. While the desk’s mirrors and open frame similarly distance the
potential user from her own body, setting her in a particular spectatorial
position that allows it to be seen as an object seen by others, they also
improve her control over the optical modeling of her desired poses and self-
image. Thus the desk’s open constructivist structure makes visible not only
the process of its material construction but that of the female self, tapping
into the very mechanism of representation in society and turning it into an
embodied experience.

The photograph of Breuer as a new woman stands as testimony to his con-
cern with female self-fashioning in modern photo culture. Offered as an
insider joke for the flirtatious Gropius’s birthday, the photo shows him play-
fully posing in front of the camera, evoking magazine models and movie
actresses’ carefully chosen looks. His posture indicates his awareness of the
new self-conscious deportment and technologically structured perception
that assimilated the body to the photographic machine with predetermined
expectations. At the same time, Breuer’s photo is complicated by its com-
posite image, which repeats his female alter ego turned on its side, creating a
defamiliarized view promoted by Moholy-Nagy, one that “asks for” the
viewer’s engagement in rotating the photo. Similar to the exhibition photo-
graph of the dressing table, the Breuer photograph brings into tension mod-
ernist and mass media “camera awareness,” the one involving a creatively
engaged subject of photographic vision, the other the subject as self-conscious
“display.” Both photographs highlight the problem of the construction 
and visibility of the female image passively mediated by media spectacle and
attempt to defer its objectifying lens.
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Technologies of the Visible and Social Gesturing
Thus far my argument about Breuer’s design and
its photographic presentation has been informed
by a discussion of how perception is formed in
the public and private domain influenced by 
photography and cinema and in what way self-
determination and self-forming subjectivity can
become part of these practices. The “camera
mechanism” of the dressing table and the modu-
lating geometric furniture parts can also be corre-
lated with discourses on the body relating to new
behavioral and visual codes of bodily gesturing that during the 1920s spread
by photographic means, reinforcing an optically predisposed culture. An
article published in the illustrated magazine Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung pro-
vides an example of the social anxieties raised by the question of the proper
“visibility” of the new woman. Based on Ernst Kretschmer’s influential 1921
physiognomic typologies, the article reported on researches compiled dur-
ing the 1920s that established so-called scientific types of leg positions seen
in public urban spaces.32 The photographs illustrating the different charac-
ter types show mostly female legs in various geometrical configurations,
including parallel, crossed, and angled positions. Resembling furniture
joints, the knees and ankles modulate in a pictogram-like manner, suggesting
certain behavioral attitudes and often-prejudicial meanings for the inter-
preter. The fact that various categories could be applied to leg positions indi-
cates that leg positioning was not an entirely unconscious urban behavior, 
as the article claimed, but involved issues of decorum and bodily communi-
cation through geometricized “language.” Reinforced by the mime of silent
cinema, the reading of physiognomy and bodily gestures in the urban envi-
ronment was a continuous preoccupation during the Weimar era. Helmuth
Lethen aptly describes this preoccupation as the “culture of appearances 
and shame” sanctioning undesirable behavior.33 The public’s uneasiness
with the new fashion of short skirts, which inspired this kind of typology in
the first place, made the women of the 1920s more aware of their bodily 
gestures, especially if they wanted male observers to draw the “right” con-
clusion about them. Breuer’s constructivist desk can be imagined as a medi-
ating element in an evolving social mechanism of body language, as both
“mimicking” and framing, in a wider sense of visual sign production, its new
visual signs. 

Apparently a resourceful self-performer, Breuer was also interested in using
photography to communicate with visual signs and gestures, which soon

“New Approaches to Character
Research: What Leg Position 
Can Tell You.” Berliner Illustrirte
Zeitung (1929).
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became a “relational” practice among Bauhaus students. In one of these pho-
tographs Breuer enacts the “photographic” shaping of light and shade as his
design principle by shading half of his face.34 His gesticulation suggests 
a pantomime at the Bauhaus theater or in a silent film, or the signaling of a
traffic controller. Theories of mimic expression (Ausdruck), which enjoyed
some popularity in expressionist circles and within the early Bauhaus, may
also have left their mark on Breuer’s work, but were transformed in an exte-
riorized and technological manner. The performances of the Bauhaus
mechanical theater at the 1923 exhibition followed a similar tactic.35 A com-
parable geometric “mimicry,” as we have seen with the sexual symbolism
hinted at in Breuer’s dressing table, may be visible in Breuer’s early designs.
This reworking of “primitivist” symbolism—favored by Bauhaus expres-
sionists such as Lothar Schreyer and used in Breuer’s earlier African Chair
(1921)—takes on a dada-like lightheartedness.36 Another “mimicry” can be
discovered in the wood-slat chairs in the Haus am Horn living room. The
chairs’ unusual design serves, on the one hand, to unsettle the user’s percep-
tion because its varied joints and “shifting” positioning of parts at first create
puzzlement instead of clarity. Yet, after carefully scanning its relational
arrangement (proximity, orientation, position), the observer discovers that
the chair’s strange modulation mimics the posture of the sitting body. Not
unlike the photographs of leg positions, or a schematic pictogram of a traffic
sign, the chair seems, paradoxically, to provide visual orientation. The “gesture”
of sitting is evoked by the angling of the seat and the deemphasized, forward-
jutting back legs that are disconnected from the back frame, an incongruity that
one might fear comes close to compromising the chair’s structural balance.37

Breuer’s geometrical “mimicry” and modulation of furniture parts and
public bodily communication give a phenomenological indication of inter-
secting aspects of the more comprehensive economies of perception and con-
duct in technological society. As machines—and functional objects—were
being adapted to the human body (and physiology) for greater efficiency, the
human body was seen as conforming to its technological environment and
the mechanical language of industrial processes. Trying to resolve the con-
flict between technology and the human body, cultural theorists of the time
explained the perceived mimetic behavior of the body as “environmental



Tóth | Breuer’s Furniture, Moholy-Nagy’s Photographic Paradigm, and Complex Gender Expressivity 105

intentionality” (Umweltintentionalität) developed
through “observed actions of the relation of the
body to its surroundings” as a kind of active assim-
ilation to the world.38 Moholy-Nagy, in turn, in
Painting, Photography, Film (1925) used the con-
cept of Biotechnik—coined by the popular scientist
and nature philosopher Raoul Francé—to illustrate
with photographs how biological and technologi-
cal forms can parallel or inform each other in a
constructive (rather than destructive) manner.39 For
instance, Moholy-Nagy juxtaposed photographs of
birds and airplanes flying in similar formations, as a kind of visual mimicry
or optical modeling.40 The juxtaposition suggests how “biocultural” forma-
tions provided coherent visual directions for self-formative behavior with
group codes as well as for human-made technologies. The camera, itself a
field of interconnected cultural, corporeal, and technological relations, provided
the framework for Moholy-Nagy’s examples. The exhibition photographs of
Breuer’s “vanity mechanism,” which potentially incorporated the female
body, metaphorically capture the issue, generating mimetic correlations. This
rapprochement of female body, living space, and machine aesthetic sought
to create a productive urban identity that was in line with changing cultural
practices. The success of this “organic unity,” however, was not confirmed
by the sale of the furnishings or by industry interest (the furnishings became
the property of Adolf Sommerfeld, the main sponsor of the house).

From Motivation to Habituation
As we have come to realize by now, the “functionality” and “efficiency” of
Breuer’s often complicated furniture in 1923 concerns less the production
process or practicality, as the student stressed in his exhibition lecture, than
the channeling of the user’s perceptual awareness and self-awareness by
making manifest new cultural patterns of behavior.41 In this sense, the dress-
ing table can be seen as confirming the critics’ views of being a “preparatory
tool” in the service of the new woman’s technical “habituation”—not in the
sense of technological domination but by the redirection of her routine activ-
ities. This facet of the design might be better explained, however, by referring
to the problem of focused perception in a more general sense than interested
Moholy-Nagy, including one’s own gestures and body, a problem which
stemmed from the accelerated and increasingly mechanized life of Weimar-
era urbanites. Admittedly, the conceptual phenomenological “bracketing” of
Edmund Husserl, arguably the most influential German philosopher of the

Opposite: Photographer
unknown. Portrait of Marcel
Breuer, ca. 1925. Bauhaus-Archiv
Berlin.

Right: Marcel Breuer. Wood-slat
chair, Haus am Horn, 1923.
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time, and Breuer’s photographically inspired framing construction have 
little in common. Whereas Breuer was interested in the embodied subject’s
immediate lived experience, Husserl was concerned with distilling essential
structural features of consciousness in terms of an abstract “pure” ego. Yet,
in different ways and to different degrees, both engaged the subject of atten-
tion by (consciously or not) bringing into focus routine processes, awareness
of which normally remains in the background of everyday activities. Husserl
argued that the intentional directedness of each experience could be made
explicit with the help of phenomenological reduction (epoché) or a carefully
focused “bracketing.” According to the philosopher, this would allow us to
turn toward the usually unnoticed, taken-for-granted workings of bodily
experiences like seeing or touching, as well as other sensations such as move-
ment, tension, relaxation, or the feeling of liberation. In Husserl’s view,
through this abstracting activity the subject would gain more insight into
overlooked meaning after the abstraction was lifted and the situation was
reinserted into his or her intersubjective lifeworld.42

Instead of occurring by way of thinking, as with Husserl, Breuer’s desk
brings attention to the female user’s intentionality and her body through the
reorientation of the physical activity in which the woman is absorbed. The
potential user’s mechanical gesture of putting down her comb or lipstick
would be interrupted, at least temporarily, by the irregular desk to which she
was unaccustomed. The partly mobile top surface in this way would become
the “motivator” of her acts, because she would have to move the surface back
and forth depending on whether she wanted to apply makeup or observe her
body. In Ideas II (written in 1912–1915), Husserl brings up a somewhat simi-
lar example of mechanically moving a table “through” the motion of his body
and becoming aware of the act. For him this awareness, what he calls “to-be-
able-to” do, can either be a taking notice of a simple “doing” without actively
attending to it, or it can involve a more active position-taking. The latter is of
practical importance, he explains, because “I have power in the physical
world only on account of my power over my Body.”43 Although Husserl 
did not elaborate on the social dimensions of his phenomenology, in his
1923–1924 writings and lectures on ethics he proposed a theory of social
renewal based on continuous critique of accepted and inherited habits and
traditions in favor of a more self-responsible and self-aware comportment of
oneself within the community.44 Breuer’s project ran on a parallel track in
suggesting that the active awareness of the lived body through intercorporeal
experiences and a transformation of accepted habits could lead the new
woman to a more conscious participation with her environment.

This participatory, irregular aspect of the dressing table nevertheless can
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produce acclimatizing results as well. Given the complex and conflicting
meanings accumulated in Breuer’s desk, its plane structure, file cabinet–type
drawers, and factory conveyor belt–type top also remind one of Siegfried
Kracauer’s descriptions of the “technical habituation” of office clerks to
machines and “assembly-line methods.”45 By comparing the desk to techni-
cal equipment, critics came close to this view. Instead of being automatically
activated, however, the top surface must be manually moved depending on
which mirror the user wishes to consult, allowing for more control over her
activity. To be able to repeatedly perform this act, she needs to keep her makeup
accessories in the drawer and take out only those she is “working with”; that
is, she must become organized. While the intended middle-class owner of the
desk may not have been part of the workforce, she was encountering the same
rationalizing attitudes in all areas of social activity. Seen in a positive light,
Breuer’s constructivist desk, at least on a symbolic level, would have pro-
vided her with a superficial feeling of belonging to the realm of productive
working women.

Moholy-Nagy and Breuer, in response to changes in society that centered
on a new optical consciousness elicited by photography and cinema, sug-
gested possible design applications of these new media. Although its photo-
graphic presentation gives it a unifying Bauhaus outlook, Breuer’s interactive
design fuses various interpretive approaches related to the new visual media
with symbolism inherited from expressionism to appeal to the new woman’s
self-definition and desire for social cohesion. Trying to stabilize the various
perceptual impulses of modern urban experience, the well-choreographed
exhibition photograph of the Haus am Horn woman’s room leads us to believe
that the new woman’s embodied perceptual awareness, acquired at the 
dressing table with the help of photographically inspired “training,” would
provide a means for effective navigation and visibility in that phenomenal
immediacy. The photograph optimistically implies that the deciphering of
geometric furniture parts and female leg postures are related activities that
can create a heightened awareness of oneself and one’s environment. At the
same time, the disjointed mirror reflection of the photo also calls attention 
to the constructedness of any image, be it the self, domestic furniture, or
Bauhaus style.
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Notes
This article is based on my essay “Das Haus am Horn und die Möbel der Neuen Frau—
Ein fotografisches Modell,” in Von Kunst zu Leben: Die Ungarn am Bauhaus, ed. Éva Bajkay
(Berlin: Bauhaus-Archiv; Pécs: Janus Pannonius Museum, 2010), 216–223. I thank Jason
Benton for his motivating comments, Nancy Locke for her scholarly example and encourage-
ment, and the work of the editors at Grey Room .
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