Unweaving Narrative Fabric:

Bruno Taut, Walter Benjamin, and Paul Scheerbart’s 7he Gray Cloth

German Expressionist writer Paul Scheerbart
(1863-1914) articulated his convictions on the
power of architectural construction and its rela-
tionship to the modern world in his final fictional
narrative of 1914 entitled Das graue Tuch und
zehn Prozent WeiB. Ein Damenroman [The Gray
Cloth and Ten Percent White. A Ladies Novel].
Scheerbart developed a nuanced vision of archi-
tecture and society that brought together issues
of gender and fashion with utopian idealism and
influenced many prominent architects and theo-
rists of his time. This essay examines
Scheerbart's commentaries on architecture, tech-
nology, and culture that have been lost in the
wake of architectural modernism.

NARRATIVES, OR STORIES, HAVE FORMULATED
architectural fiction, and on several occa-
sions have been instrumental to the con-
struction of architectural theory. Closely
related to the Latin verb gnoscere, meaning
“to know,” the term “to narrate” means the
binding together of stories, myths, and fan-
tasies through plot formation and character-
ization within fictional landscapes that
reflect a knowledge of the culture producing
them.' Narratives are formed by both ex-
pository statements and responses that com-
bine to make fluid interchanges not only
between intention and inhabitation within
the fictional world, but between fiction and,
in some cases, potential architectural pro-
duction. Examples of a few eighteenth-
through twentieth-century novels of par-
ticular importance to architecture include
Jean-Francois Bastide’s Petite Maison, Wil-
liam Morris’s News from Nowhere, George
Bernard Shaw’s Major Barbara, Ayn Rand’s
The Fountainhead, and Umberto Eco’s The
Name of the Rose.” This essay attempts to
untangle the various threads of interchange
both contained within and surrounding
narrative by focusing primarily on various
responses to The Gray Cloth, a late example
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of architectural fiction by Paul Scheerbart
(1863-1915) (Figure 1). It considers the
critical role of narration, or storytelling, in
the creation of architecture.

Paul Scheerbart provided several sig-
nificant examples of the relationship between
fictional narratives and architectural vision in
the past century. Scheerbart was educated in
philosophy and theology and maintained his
interest in architecture throughout his pro-
lific career that included twenty-seven books
and over three hundred articles. He is best
known for his collaboration with Bruno Taut
on the Glass House at the 1914 Cologne
Werkbund Exhibition (Figure 2).”> After his
death in 1915, Scheerbart was reconfigured
into the spiritual “Glaspapa” of the Crystal
Chain letters between Bruno Taut and other
German Expressionist architects in 1919-
1921.% Scheerbart most clearly articulated his
long-held convictions on the importance of
Modern architecture in the two years before
the outbreak of World War I. While in close
contact with Taut, the author completed

1. Paul Scheerbart (1911). Photograph by Filip Kester.
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three works that are important to the history
of glass architecture but that remain relatively
obscure: a novel, Lesabéndio. Ein Asteroiden-
Roman [Lesabéndio. An Asteroid Novel]
(1913); a manifesto in 111 chapters, Glass
Architecture (1914); and the novel of this fo-
cus, Das graue Tuch und zehn Prozent Weifs.
Ein Damenroman. [The Gray Cloth and Ten
Percent White. A Ladies Novel] (1914).
Although Scheerbart has received
some attention as a literary figure in Ger-
many, the short historiography of English
works examining his architectural fictions
begins only in 1959 with Reyner Banham’s
article entitled “The Glass Paradise.”® As
part of his efforts to “re-write the history of
the Modern Movement,” Banham briefly
lamented Scheerbart’s absence from Sigfried
Giedion’s Space, Time and Architecture.”
Banham described Scheerbart as an “author
of fantasticated novels, mostly short and
decorated by his own hand in Yellow Book
style,” before concluding that “if one applies
to him [Scheerbart] the normal test for
missing pioneers, that of prophecy uttered
in the right ears at the right time, he scores
more heavily than many other writers of his
day.”® In 1975, Banham’s call to investigate
Scheerbart as part of an expansion of the
canon of modern architecture was taken up
by Rosemary Haag Bletter in her seminal
essay, “Paul Scheerbart’s Architectural Fan-
tasies.”” In this work, Bletter introduced
English-speaking audiences for the first time
to The Gray Cloth."” Nonetheless, The Gray
Cloth has never been translated to English.
The Gray Cloth appeared shortly after
Scheerbart released the last of his so-called
asteroid novels, Lesabéndio [1913].!! Both
were published by Georg Miiller."?
Lesabéndio recounts life on Pallas, a fictional
asteroid located in the asteroid belt and in-
habited by peaceful Pallasianers. Without
government or institutions, the Pallasianers
have united to discover that which lies be-



yond a luminous cloud hovering over them.
Lesabéndio, a Pallasian astronomer, has con-
vinced the populace to construct a huge ob-
servation tower toward this end. The
seven-mile-high tower is eventually con-
structed and Lesabéndio, upon climbing the
tower, experiences a dramatic transforma-
tion into a celestial being, an asteroid in his
own right. The process of transformation
introduces the pain of knowledge to
Lesabéndio and the other Pallasianers,
reconfiguring the paradisiacal nature of life
on the planet. Scheerbart’s metaphor for the
transcendent promises of a modernism that
must completely break from the past
through technological achievement were
discussed later in the century by Walter
Benjamin, who counted Lesabéndio among
the most influential works he had studied.'?

Scheerbart first looked beyond story-
telling to convey the spirit of modernism
upon Bruno Taut’s commission to build the
Glass House at the German Werkbund Ex-
hibition in Cologne.!* The novelist wrote
that learning of the commission was “the
greatest event of my life,” and his transfor-
mation from a fiction writer into a techni-
cal one occurred simultaneously.”
Scheerbart and Taut had met just a short
time before Taut’s commission.'® The au-
thor contributed epitaphs to Taut’s struc-
ture and wrote at least one description of
the pavilion in which he outlined the poten-
tial for glass and concrete construction.”
Taut dedicated the Glass House to
Scheerbart, and Scheerbart, in turn, dedi-
cated Glass Architecture to Taut. Glass Archi-
tecture, came to be Scheerbart’s best known
and one of his most unusual works.'® The
manifesto was frequently read, not only by
the German Expressionists shortly after
World War I, but by architects and archi-
tectural critics well into the 1920sand *30s.
Glass Architecture was initially rejected for
publication by Scheerbart’s literary pub-
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2. The Glass House under construction. Bruno Taut (1914).

lisher, Georg Miiller, a fact Scheerbart
noted with consternation in a letter to his
friend Richard Dehmel. Scheerbart wrote:
“[My] book ‘Glass Architecture, which 1 as-
sumed he would certainly take, he rejected
after 8 weeks in storage, at which time he
maintained that the reader would not find it
to be literature, but rather ‘practical build-
ing suggestions!” Oh, sure!”"” Scheerbart’s
own perception of Glass Architecture as a
continuation, in nonnarrative format, of his
utopian ideals is clear both from his choice
of a literary publisher in the first place and
his response to the publisher’s critique. Ben-
jamin considered Glass Architecture within
the context of Scheerbart’s narrative work
and concluded that it presented social con-
structions associated with the development
of glass architecture “in utopian contexts.”
In the past forty years, however, interpreta-
tions have largely focused on the reinsertion
of Glass Architecture into the history of func-
tionalism for its “sharp sense of the
practicalities of using the new material.”'
The impact of Glass Architecture has
been frequently cited. However, The Gray
Cloth, Scheerbart’s last novel and the focus of
this essay, is far more important to modern
architectural theory than its historiography
would suggest. It appears that Scheerbart
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started writing The Gray Cloth, which he
would ironically refer to as “Miiller’s Ladies
Novel,” immediately after Glass Architecture
was rejected for publication.”” In desperate
need of money, Scheerbart worked quickly
and made very few corrections.” The novel
is set in a murky and somewhat ill-defined,
mid-twentieth century of international
travel, weighty legal battles, and large-scale
development. Scheerbart’s protagonist,
Edgar Krug, a Swiss archaeologist-turned-ar-
chitect, circumnavigates the globe by airship
in an effort to populate the planet with
structures of prefabricated steel and brightly
colored glass panels. Krug’s wildly varied
steel and glass projects include an elaborate
high-rise and exhibition/concert hall in Chi-
cago, a retirement complex for airline pilots
on the Fiji Islands, the structure for an el-
evated train traversing a zoo in Northern
India, a suspended residential villa on the
Kuria Muria Islands off the coast of the Ara-
bian Peninsula for a wealthy Chinese man,
and a museum of oriental weapons.

In a dramatic moment near the be-
ginning of the novel, Krug proposes that
the plainly dressed organist in the Chicago
concert hall, Clara Weber, marry him with
the condition that she continue to wear out-
fits of gray and ten percent white, providing



the theme in the novel’s title. Ironically un-
derscoring the complexity of the situation
with characteristic simplicity and directness,
Scheerbart has Clara Weber agree to marry
Edgar Krug rather spontaneously. After a
lengthy and comical passage outlining the
exact legal description of gray and ten per-
cent white, to be added to the marriage con-
tract by Krug’s lawyer, Walter Lowe, the
newlyweds embark on their “honeymoon”
around the world.

Scheerbart used Clara’s gray clothing
as a trope for gender, fashion, advertising,
sexuality, and the quality of modernism as an
antitraditional force. While some have char-
acterized Scheerbart’s use of the gray cloth as
“an ironic side swipe” at the “tyranny of
style-crazed art nouveau architects,” it
should also be considered part of a complex
dialectic that highlights the adventures of
Clara Krug through Scheerbart’s portrayal of
utopian and real conditions.* It might also
be suggested that the novel presents
Scheerbart’s attempt to negate any possibil-
ity of union between his utopian and real
worlds. Whatever the case may be, an exami-
nation of the narrative, particularly that sur-
rounding Clara Krug’s gray clothing,
provides insight into many of the ironies of
life not only in the future, but in Wilhelmine
Germany.” When Krug encounters difficul-
ties convincing the English owner of the
convalescent home for airship pilots that the
architecture should be of colored glass,
Clara’s clothing quickly becomes part of the
discussion. Krug states to his client, Mr.
Webster: “You can see,” said Herr Krug,
“from my wife’s outfit that I have a taste for
simplicity. My wife always wears gray with
ten percent white. The airship pilots will
have nothing to complain of concerning me.
They shall also have simplicity of color, just
as they wish. I would be a bad architect if I
did not consider the wishes of my clients.
That is what every architect must understand

first and foremost. Without a doubg, the ar-
tistic and aesthetic only come second.”™®

Scheerbart framed Clara’s concern
over the tyranny of her clothing around her
dread that the formulaic outfit would bring
her unwanted fame. Clara’s friends worry
that she will “be turned into an advertising
lady [Reklamedame],” and Clara fears the
knowledge the world already has about her
marriage to the glass architect through the
media of the newspapers, yet revels in the
adventure of visiting new parts of the world.”’

From Antarctica she writes to her
friend Amanda: Hair-raising nonsense must
be published in the American newspapers.
Telegraph me with news of what is going
on. Of course, I do not say a word about the
marriage contract. I am actually ashamed
that my life is bound to such a contract. But
the polar nights are wonderful. And the
snow is dazzlingly beautiful.”?®

Clara’s disenchantment with her gray
clothing peaks after the viewing of an
American film entitled “The Wedding of the
Famous Architect,” a fictionalized version of
the Krug’s wedding “filmed especially for
Europeans” who, the filmmaker feels, have a
particular appreciation for sensationalist
drama.” While both Clara and her husband
are shocked by what they consider to be
their new infamy, Clara seems to feel par-
ticularly disturbed by the effect of her
clothes. She writes again to Amanda: “I
would most prefer a divorce. Through re-
nown, one comes to look like a fool in the
most infamous way. [ am tired. I have been
laughed out of the entire world. I've had
enough gray cloth.”

Shortly after the film viewing, Edgar
Krug leaves Clara on her own as he travels
to Ceylon to construct special airports re-
quired by the “Center for Air Research.”
Meanwhile, Clara rejects her gray clothing
and performs a series of concerts played on
giant ten-, twenty-, and forty-tower organs
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spread across the landscape for audiences
hovering in airships above. Edgar learns of
these concerts and writes: “Congratulations
to you! Your forty-tower organ has now be-
come a global event? . . . In any event, I am
very happy that you are now also intro-
duced to the curse of fame. Comrades in
suffering become closer. Hopefully you will
soon feel that fame is uncomfortable. Then
we can console each other.”

Whether it is Clara’s fame from her
very unusual concerts that binds her more
closely to her husband, or fame garnered
from her formulaic clothing, she neverthe-
less decides that from this point in the novel
she will again assume her gray and white
fashions. She follows her husband to
Ceylon, then the Aral Sea, and finally
catches up with him at the home of the
wealthy Chinese client Li-Tung on the
Kuria Muria Islands. Scheerbart extends the
mystery of Clara’s decision even within the
narrative as witnessed by the statement that
Miss Amanda, Clara’s friend from Chicago,
“opened her eyes wide but did not say a
thing” when she sees her friend again in
gray and white.

Scheerbart effectively broadens the
range of possibilities through the narrative
by eliminating even the precise reason for
the wedding clause in the first place. The
paragraph in the wedding contract specify-
ing that Clara Krug wear gray and white is
eliminated while the couple visits ancient
Babylon, which has been turned into a his-
toric theme park, complete with costumes
for the visitors. Clara, however, decides to
continue wearing gray for reasons that do
not seem clear either to her or the reader.
Clara discusses this with her husband, stat-
ing: “And I also feel that your position is
not always an easy one. People do not want
color—it is too harsh, so they say. . . . And
now you must always convince them to use
even a couple of colors. You must seduce



people into using colors. I understand that
this no small task. And, the gray cloth that
I wear should help persuade the client to-
ward this. I have gradually begun to suspect
the significance of the gray cloth. Have I got
it right? Or am I wrong?”*

At this moment, Scheerbart is at the
height of ironic richness. Krug simply re-
sponds: “I don’t know,” and the questions of
the role of fashion as they related to style,
marketing, and seduction in architecture re-
main unanswered. As the couple travels on
to Malta and Sardinia, Clara attempts to find
a rationale of her own for her gray outfits. In
response to a telegram from her friend Kate
Bandel in Antarctica, Clara replies: “It is bet-
ter to have a colorful house than colorful
clothing. The former makes all of life color-
ful while the latter only serves vanity and
makes away with money which should be
for building houses. Edgar was right about
the gray cloth.”

Edgar Krug’s statement at the begin-
ning of the novel that the gray cloth was in-
tended to eliminate competition between
women’s fashion and colored glass architec-
ture is revealed as a mask for contrasts be-
tween uncontrolled passion and bourgeois
“refinement,” men’s and women’s fashions,
as well as utopian ideals and real-world con-
structs. As the two watch a beautiful sunset
over Sardinia, Krug states: “I am, however,
so taken in by color, as well as unrefined
color—the so-called unrefined color—that
I must hide my passion. You see, that is re-
ally the reason why I inserted the paragraph
about the gray cloth. It has now been re-
moved. But I thank you for still wearing
gray. I seem less colorful that way, righe?
Besides, I also only wear gray clothes.”™*

Issues of masking and identity again
emerge toward the end of the novel when “air
robbers” using airships as get-away vehicles
steal “Oriental weapons” from Krug’s build-
ing on Malta. The thieves wear gray with ten

percent white, thereby hiding their own iden-
tities and creating links to Clara herself. By
employing the color and formula of Clara’s
clothing as a mask for illicit activity,
Scheerbart established an ironic relationship
between architecture, the standardized gray
outfit, and the anonymity of fashion itself.%
Through her signature attire, Clara resolves
to reject the fashions of bourgeois culture for
the higher goals of glass architecture. She
does not, however, reject bourgeois life and
longs for both “quiet domesticity” and the
“gray room” with her harmonium waiting for
her at their home on Lago Maggiore.

The novel ends on a transcendental
note, focusing on the wonders of colored
glass architecture. With the gray cloth far
behind them, Edgar and Clara look up into
the glass top of the “salon tower” in their
home, and comment on the ultimate goal of
glass architecture.

“Dragonfly wings!” he said quietly.
“Birds of paradise, fireflies, lightfish,
orchids, muscles, pearls, diamonds,
etc....”
“All that is beautiful on the face of
the earth.”

“And we find it all again in glass
architecture. It is the culmination—a
cultural peak!”

Then they ate roasted snails.

They drank fresh beer from nearby
Brissago.

And then they both smoked good,
clean cigars and again with their
heads leaning back, looked up into
the dome of the tower.*

This paen to bourgeois culture at the
end of his novel must be deemed ironic. For
in The Gray Cloth Scheerbart ultimately
aimed to unpack a modern, global, middle-
class culture through the trope of fashion.
This construct, moreover, served to pro-
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3. Sketch by Paul Scheerbart (1907).

mote Scheerbart’s larger vision of glass archi-
tecture, which he believed, without irony, to
be capable of forming a “cultural peak.”
Evidence of Scheerbart’s seriousness
may be gleaned from a note to a friend writ-
ten in 1913 stating: “I have already been writ-
ing very very much about so-called glass
architecture for the past twenty years; I
wanted double walls with colored glass—thus
the walls of architecture change. In the last
three years I have written a lot—but mostly in
the form of little novels.”™” In fact, between
1889 and 1915, Scheerbart had published
nearly thirty individual pieces ranging from
novels, theater works, and his more technical
treatises, including The Perperual Motion
Machine [1910] and Glass Architecture
[1914], as well as hundreds of sketches (Fig-
ure 3), and over three hundred articles for
newspapers, magazines, and anthologies.
During his lifetime, Scheerbart was
probably best known by his contemporaries



for his contributions of short articles to
daily newspapers. Scheerbart began his ca-
reer as a culture and arts writer in 1885 with
the little-known Berliner Birsen-Courier.’®
He was, however, most prolific in this area
between 1910 and 1911, when he focused
on developing his ideas about glass architec-
ture and he formulated many of the narra-
tive components found in 7he Gray Cloth.”
At this time, he was a regular contributor to
the popular Berliner Tageblatt, and the
Hamburger Fremdenblatt.*

Scheerbart’s journalistic contribu-
tions frequently found their way into the
feuilleton section of the German papers.
Focusing on light news or feature articles,
the feuilleton flowered in German press be-
tween 1890 and 1930 and has been de-
scribed as “serving up an excess of details” in
prose that “tends toward shorter and shorter
fragments that pile up at a faster and faster
pace . . . in an almost a telegraphic style.”
Scheerbart’s well-developed style of episodic
narratives, in which short stories are strung
together (e.g., Ich Liebe Dich!), or longer
stories are broken down into short chapters
(e.g., Lesabéndio), provided the ruptures and
humorous continuities that relate it both to
the fantasy of the fairy tale and the ironies
of modern life.*?

In a feuilleton piece of 1911, for ex-
ample, entitled “Das Héhere. Eine
Riubergeschichte” [The Higher Thing. A
Robbery Story], Scheerbart explored the no-
tion of an air heist.® He delved into the
popularity of fables of faraway places whose
truth or authenticity went unquestioned by
Americans in an odd short story also from
1911 entitled “Tanzende
Tanzende Wilder. Amerikanische Sensa-

Pflanzen—

tionsgeschichte.” [Dancing Plants—Dancing
Forests. An American Sensational Story].*
Perhaps the narrative closest to The Gray
Cloth is his 1913 fable entitled “Der
Architektenkongref” [The Architects’ Con-

gress], first published in the newspaper, Ber-
liner Tageblast, then reprinted by Bruno Taut
in Friihlicht.* This futuristic story takes place
in the second quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury near the German town of Brandenburg.
Glass architects from around the world con-
vene by airship at an enormous glass conven-
tion hall to discuss measures they have been
taking to encourage the use of glass architec-
ture in their respective countries. While de-
tails of the story differ from those in 7he Gray
Cloth, in “The Architects’ Congress” Scheer-
bart explored how the architects will build
colored glass and reinforced concrete struc-
tures in the future. It forms, perhaps,
Scheerbart’s first attempt at fusing the spiri-
tual ideals of materiality to the process of ar-
chitectural construction through narrative.
Architects in the story confront the “primary
importance” of engineers in human life over
the past twenty years and state that they want
“colorful, translucent, double glass walls,”
particularly in “public buildings.”

Reviews of Scheerbart’s work upon
and in the decades following its publication
reveal how his combination of architectural
fantasy and theory was received as well as its
impact on architecture culture. Despite
Scheerbart’s fictional critiques of glass archi-
tecture in his novels, very few contemporary
responses to his work have been located.
The few that are available, however, reveal
the sharp divide not only between contem-
porary and later readers, but also between
general, literary, and architectural readers.

The only known review of The Gray
Cloth at the time of its publication was writ-
ten by literary and cultural critic August
Heinrich Kober, for the well-respected Ber-
lin literary review Das literarische Echo.*
Kober was effusive in his consideration of
the book and was particularly appreciative
of Scheerbart’s desire to understand the
mechanisms behind his poetic vision of col-
ored glass. Kober wrote:
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Technical utopia (or perhaps more
appropriately, technical futurism,
since it only concerns itself with an-
ticipated realities) and pure artistic
formations of free adventures are bal-
anced here in poetic harmony. Tech-
nology provides the story line of the
book: a glass architect marries under
the condition that his wife always
wear gray with ten percent white, in
order to serve as a foil to his colored
glass buildings. The comic element in
the ensuing scenes is no longer, as it
was earlier with Scheerbart, a gro-
tesquely eccentric distortion, but ripe
old humor. The enormity of the con-
cept is contrasted with petty acci-
dents. Scheerbart’s style here is clear;
epic simplicity, and the profusion of
the plot are intimated by the con-
tinuous use of the conjunction ‘and.’
The plot—a few stages of a honey-
moon—carried on at will, with the
‘and’-technique used in an organic
manner as in an old, naive, common
fairy tale.”

A few lines later, Kober hailed the
work as “a splendid color symphony” and
considered that “after this book, Scheerbart
would have perhaps become the poet of col-
ors that touch modern man both emotion-
ally and intellectually in equal measure.”
The review ended with Kober’s placement
of Scheerbart in the context of German lit-
erature by stating: “One is reminded of
Goethe’s stories with their colors combined
by an old poet and scientist, or of the Ro-
mantics, whose color effects were as sacred
as colorful chasubles.”® The reviewer draws
close parallels between The Gray Cloth and
Goethe’s bizarrely fantastic Mirchen
[Fairytale] (1795) and didactic Farbenlehre
[Theory of Colors] (1810). This context
would have been appreciated by Scheerbart,



who considered his own narrative roots to be
connected to such writers as Clemens
Brentano and to have “stronger threads tied
to the eighteenth-century inhabitants of Eu-
rope” than to his own time.?

Like Scheerbart’s own writing, cri-
tiques of his work on glass architecture seem
to have been featured in the feuilleton section
of the German newspapers. Ironically,
Scheerbart’s reputation as a feuilletonist led
reviewers of his work to respond in the
feuilleton format to pieces that were neither
satirical nor narrative in nature. In 1914, for
example, Scheerbart wrote an article on
Bruno Taut’s proposal for the Glass House at
the German Werkbund Exhibition in Co-
logne. Entitled “Das Glashaus. Ein Vor-
bericht” [The Glass House, A Preliminary
Report], the piece appeared prominently on
page two of the newspaper.”® The editors felt
obliged to open the piece with an explana-
tion of Scheerbart’s credentials to write about
built architecture. They wrote: “Paul
Scheerbart, the poet of cosmic fantasies and
grotesque dreams, appears in the following
statement on an unusual side. The interest-
ing plan of a glass house that he himself had
dreamt of in many of his works, should ap-
pear at the Cologne Werkbund Exhibition
next year. To the realization of his dream, the
greatest event of his life, as he calls it, he
dedicates this ‘Preliminary Report,” about
whose technical details we do not want to
argue with the poet. The Editors™'

In his article, Scheerbart recognized
that “most people consider glass architecture
a dream of the future” and he presented an
uncharacteristically sober account of Bruno
Taut’s previous experience with exhibition
buildings and the form and materials of the
new structure that he would use again in an
article for the practical German engineering
periodical Technische Monatshefie. >

Sometime thereafter, Jessa Laam,
however, reviewed Scheerbart’s article in the

feuilleton section of the Berliner Tageblast.>®
Laam’s article entitled “Erwachen im
Glashaus. Ein Zukunststraum” [Awakening
in a Glass House. A Dream of the Future]
lampooned Scheerbart’s fictional style as a
feuilletonist while poking gentle fun at the
notion of living in a glass house. The article
begins as the narrator falls asleep while read-
ing the newspaper and dreams of waking up
and running around the glass house in his
pajamas. “I inspect my new house. The
thing looks good. The dining room has glass
everywhere. No cabinets. Everything be-
tween double glass walls, plates, glasses, sil-
ver. Buffet and credenza are missing; the
whole room is a giant glass case. One press
of an electric switch: the prismatic glass
shines in beautiful colors.”*

The narrator continues to inspect his
house with a degree of awe until he suddenly
finds himself in his music room, transformed
into the famed Italian opera singer Enrico
Caruso. The story becomes more fantastical
as the narrator (now Caruso) stands in his
glass shoes, singing notes determined by the
changing colors of the glass to a crowd of fe-
male admirers. In their excitement, the
women begin to clear items from the music
room and Caruso departs to the bedroom
where he is greeted by glass architects. In a
pointed critique of glass architecture, Laam
ended the piece with the following lines:

“Sir, we are the glass architects. How
did you come to critique our idea,
whose practicality is as transparent as
glass? With these stones, the last of a
subdued epoch, we will kill you.”

“Pardon me, sirs,” I said, “it is just
a joke. Besides you are not allowed to
throw stones in glass houses.”

At that point I fumbled for some
object for protection.

Suddenly a clinking sound, streams
of water trickled down on me. . . .
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I awoke and find myself in my
room, the carafe of water swinging in
one hand, in the other the morning
paper. In bright midday sunlight a
feuilleton shines in front of me: “The
Glass House, a Preliminary Report by
Paul Scheerbart.”™

Much of the success of this somewhat biting
commentary on Scheerbart’s writing lies in
the fact that the author assumes Scheerbart’s
usual narrative style to respond, eschewing
the factual style of Scheerbart’s original ar-
ticle, and ignoring the fact that Scheerbart’s
original article did not appear in the
feuilleton at all.

Criticized by Laam for his fragile con-
nection as a writer to the real world of archi-
tecture, Scheerbart is taken to task for his
belief that glass architecture will create a bet-
ter world by the noted artist, humorist, and
travel writer Philipp Berges in an article “Die
gliserne Kulturwelt” [The Glass Cultural
World].*® Appearing in the feuilleton section
of the Hamburger Fremdenblart in 1914, the
article specifically deals with Scheerbart’s
Glass Architecture. Berges wrote: “Far up
north near the North Pole lives an unusual
people, whose origin is unclear, the Eskimos
or Innuit, as they call themselves. Whites,
who they call Kabluna, seldom arrive, in
their regions that are so cold that the ther-
mometer falls down to more than 50 degrees
below zero. . . . The most unusual thing in
this fairy land is, however, the architecture
[Baukunst] of the Eskimos, each of whom is
an architect on his own.””’

After describing the Innuit’s houses of
ice, Berges wasted little space getting to the
point of the article. Ignoring the fact that
Scheerbart was describing cultural advance-
ments on a spiritual plane made available
through the relationship between the color
of the glass and nature, he continued: “The
Eskimo’s ice slab house shows once again



that there is nothing new under the sun.
The idea-rich Paul Scheerbart, who believes
that with his glass architecture, something
completely new and bewildering will appear
in the world, probably without knowing it,
in reality grasped back hold of the most
primitive architecture of humankind.”®

Berges then outlined Scheerbart’s
concepts from his “little book,” Glass Archi-
tecture. While not sympathetic to
Scheerbart’s ideas, Berges did his best to
outline them fully. As he finished the ar-
ticle, Berges concluded: “To the reader who
will become engrossed in all of these pic-
tures of the future, it seems that finally he
might become completely confused and
maddened by these monstrosities of glass. If
the glass house, the transparent dwelling,
had the high cultural value that Scheerbart
ascribes, then the Eskimos must have long
ago arrived at the highest level of culture.
But unfortunately they continue to live, in
spite of their glass and ice houses, in the
most primitive conditions that one can find
on the earth. In spite of this, Scheerbart can
take this as a consolation. For when his glass
dreams are not realized in the cultural
world, he is always free to go up to the Es-
kimos in the North Pole region, where he
can find at least a small fraction of his pow-
erful glass dream realized.””

Like Laam, Berges considered Scheer-
bart’s grasp on reality tenuous at best. To-
gether they provide important commentary
on the reception to Scheerbart’s work, that
emphasizes the critical rift between the ev-
eryday realities of Wilhelmine life and the
imaginary, or fantastic that Scheerbart at-
tempted to bridge at the end of his life.
While fantasies of the future, as Laam
pointed out, were considered equivalent to
dreams by contemporary critics, Scheerbart
looked to cultures long past to provide surer
ground. After The Gray Cloth, Scheerbart

intended to return to the subject of ancient

Asia Minor, which he referred to as “the so-
called cradle of glass culture.”® Based on
epistolary evidence, one of Scheerbart’s next
books was to be the unfinished (and now
lost) anthology entitled Der alte Orient.
Kulturnovelletten aus Assyrien, Palmyra und
Babylon. [The Ancient Orient. Cultural No-
vellas from Assyria, Palmyra and Babylon].®!
The critical tensions between
Scheerbart and the world in which he wrote
did not render the author any less important
for the generation of architects and theorists
who thrived after his death. The Gray Cloth
appears to have been read and considered to
be both of literary and practical importance to
a number of critics of German literature and
architecture. In the four years following
Scheerbart’s death, Adolf Behne, for example,
insisted that “Everyone who knows German
literature loves Scheerbart’s novel “The Gray
Cloth’ and his poem ‘Glass Architecture.””®
Similarly, Behne quoted lines from The Gray
Cloth, writing: “In Gray Cloth (“The Honey-
moon of the Glass Architect’), is the classic
sentence that we are never allowed to forget:
‘It is indeed too sad that people are not yet
gripped by the higher desire to build!"”%
Behne even quoted from Scheerbart’s
fictional character Clara Krug, when explain-
ing how Bruno Taut had grasped
Scheerbart’s ideas fully. Behne suggested that
Taut, in his Gartenstadt Falkenberg project
near Berlin, had fulfilled Clara’s direction to
“seduce” people into using colors.** Walter
Gropius also acknowledging the novel’s
value. He recommended The Gray Cloth to
Hermann Finsterlin in 1919. Gropius wrote,
“You absolutely must read Paul Scheerbarth
[sic]: 1 name the following works:
Glasarchitekrur . . ., Immer Mutig . . .,
Miichhausen und Clarisse [sic] . . . ,
Lesabendia [sic] . . ., Graues Tuch und 10%
Weiss [sic] . .

Cervantes . . ., in all of these works you will
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find much wisdom and beauty.
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In Adolf Behne’s 1925 obituary for
the author on the tenth anniversary of
Scheerbart, Behne focused in particular on
Lesabéndio, which he believed to be evi-
dence of Scheerbart’s “highest mastery.”®
He wrote, “So many ‘swiftly advancing lit-
erary currents’ come and go in Germany—
Paul Scheerbart would have been raised to
heights by none. He remained apart. More
than twenty-five books appeared; today, al-
most all are out of print and difficult to find
(with the exception of ‘Glass Architecture’
that appeared in the ‘Sturm’ publisher) and
he died ten years ago. Very few still know
his great artistic meaning.”"’

Also in 1925 Scheerbart’s The Gray
Cloth was selected to appear in an anthology
of Germany literature entitled Humor of
Nations.®® Scheerbart was featured as one of
twelve eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-
century satirists and ironists, including
Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, Jean Paul,
and Heinrich von Kleist. This volume of
German humor appeared with a companion
volume published by the same press on En-
glish humor that focused on works by such
authors as Jonathan Swift, Charles Dickens,
and Oscar Wilde.*”

As Scheerbart’s greatest and most
consistent architectural apologist, Bruno
Taut read and reread Scheerbart’s complex
literary history with glass architecture, form-
ing it into what might be considered a series
of fragments, far from their rich literary
contexts. Convinced of Scheerbart’s merits
as a writer, Taut felt that “in 50 years time
he will rank among the German classical

writers.””°

Scheerbart’s first project together
with Taut, however, was the writing of the
pragmatic and ideal statements to be in-
scribed on the exterior of the Glass House
(Figure 4). As fragments of larger ideas,
Scheerbart included such sayings as “Happi-
ness in Color / Only in glass culture” and

“Colored Glass / Destroys Hate,” “Burnable



materials / Are really a scandal,” and “It
never catches fire in a glass house / One
needs no fire department.””" In 1920 Taut
recognized his relationship with Scheerbart
as one of providing a “middle road” be-
tween the author’s desire to free “buildings

from the ordinary” and his own commit-
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ment to making such structures “viable.

Taut, however, reinvented Scheerbart
for several more years. He referred to
Scheerbart as “the architect” of Alpine Ar-
chitecture and quoted an extensive descrip-
tion from Scheerbart’s Miinchhausen und
Clarissa in his “Crystal Chain Letters.””
Taut looked to Scheerbart for a purity of
thought and belief in a mystical pantheism
with architecture at its center, which he
blended briefly in the early 1920s with the
work of the well-known French poet, play-
wright, and essayist Paul Claudel.”

Taut reconfigured Scheerbart’s narra-
tives into shortened digestible fragments
reminiscent of the feuilletons and similar in
many ways to the inscriptions on the Glass
House. In Die Weltbaumeister, a theater
piece he dedicated to Paul Scheerbart, Taut
attempted a Scheerbartian narrative of cos-
mic growth development. Yet Taut’s work
is far removed from either Scheerbart’s hu-
mor or processes of narration.”” Reading like
a flip book, the work presents a series of
consecutive scenes conveying movement
from an empty stage to the growth of a huge
construction, the disintegration of the con-
struction, and on into space until a glowing
“Crystal House” appears heralding “archi-
tecture—night—the universe—a unity.”’®
Taut eliminated interaction or response
from the construction of his narrative,
thereby effectively abridging Scheerbart’s
utopian ideals into a series of events unre-
lated to the real or technological.”

In quite another way, Benjamin too,
may be seen to have eliminated Scheerbart’s
attempts to integrate “the practical” with

4. Construction drawings of the Glass House. Bruno Taut (1914).

“the most intensive idealism.” Through a
process of selection, Walter Benjamin con-
structed Scheerbart’s character and writings
as exemplified by a “starting from the new”
or a fictional break from existing cultural
conditions that could be considered the
model for modernism.”® As Detlef Mertins
recently noted, Walter Benjamin was con-
siderably influenced by Scheerbart’s writ-
ings on glass architecture and used
“transformative extensions and rewritings”
of Scheerbart’s texts in the development of
his notions of architectural modernity.”
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Mertins commented that Benjamin was
critical of Taut and Expressionists for their
“organicist hubris he associated with fas-
cism.”® That Benjamin was fully aware of
the breadth of Scheerbart’s writings is clear.
He first became familiar with Scheerbart’s
writings when he received Lesabéndio as a
wedding present from Gerhard Scholem on
April 17,1917.8" He purchased a used copy
of The Gray Cloth along with several of
Scheerbart’s other works in 1920.2* It is
about this time that Benjamin expressed his
interest in early Romanticism, “primarily



Friedrich Schlegel,” and it is possible in this
context to understand his consideration of
the anarchic asteroid culture on Pallas in
Lesabéndio as “the best of all worlds.”®® For
very different reasons than Taut and the
other Expressionists, Benjamin seemed par-
tially to reject Scheerbart “the ironist” au-
thor of the The Gray Cloth who sought
connections between technology and life
through a comical distance from the world
in which he lived, and he clearly favored
Scheerbart, the author of fantastical humor
whose spiritual life stood entirely outside
the course of turn-of-the-century European
existence. In other words, Benjamin’s
model of modern architectural construction
had no place for the types of interactions
and negotiations between fantasy and real-
ity in which Scheerbart was involved at the
end of his life. Benjamin looked to
Scheerbart for the widening gaps between
the novelist’s utopian ideas of construction
and the world in which he lived; precisely
those gaps Scheerbart attempted to bridge
with irony.* Lesabéndio, not The Gray
Cloth, offered Benjamin a chance to recon-
cile Scheerbart’s life as an author in
Wilhelmine Germany and Scheerbart’s nar-
ratives of utopian worlds.* Claiming much
of the legitimacy of the work for
Scheerbart’s “spiritual life of great purity
and reflection,” Benjamin noted that
Scheerbart’s “consciousness of the connect-
edness in any element of the ‘real’ and the
‘outside” has won him that purity, that we
style.”®¢
Scheerbart’s construction of narrative fan-

call Benjamin understood
tasy in Lesabéndio to be “distinguished
through the accomplishment of a strict law,
and it is decided for its worth as for its limi-
tations that this law has more to do with
mythical forms than with art.”¥ To clarify,
he stated: “The law is: the true interpreta-
tion grasps the outermost surface of the

thing, its purest sensuality; interpretation is

the conquest of the senses.”®® Far from
Berges and Laam, contemporary critics who
considered fiction to be impure and false, or
even Kober, who expressed the importance
of Scheerbart’s narratives as the combina-
tion of utopian and technological ideals,
Benjamin considered the fictional alone to
be pure. He wrote of this irreconcilability of
the cultural productions of utopian vision
and science in the following way: “The in-
terweaving of love, the problems of science
and art, indeed, the perspective of morality
is completely out of action in order that the
utopian vision of a spiritual star-world be
able to unfold the purest, unequivocal ap-
pearance of technology.™

In conclusion, Scheerbart’s The Gray
Cloth provides ample evidence of the impor-
tance of narrative as a mediator between uto-
pian ideals and the constructed realities of
gender, fashion, materials, human interac-
tion, and architectural experience at the ba-
sis of twentieth-century modernity. Unlike
Benjamin, Scheerbart seemed at home in the
disharmonies of his fictional “color sym-
phony,” or in the moments of ambiguity
demarcated by architecture through the new
perspectives of air travel, the mass marketing
of film, and the global communications pro-
vided by the telegraph. In The Gray Cloth,
Scheerbart daringly fragmented and recon-
structed the modern world through the de-
velopment of a narrative around a
spiritualism that includes both modern
building materials (namely glass) and the
whims and fancies of a middle class caught
in the vortex of middle-class consumption.
Although Scheerbart’s irony brought both
close together in The Gray Cloth, Bruno
Taut and Walter Benjamin eliminated
Scheerbart’s humor and with it the full rich-
ness of his narrative contexts. Many over the
course of the century have tried to make
connections between Scheerbart’s early ar-
chitectural ideas of colored glass architecture

69 Stuart

and constructed realities. Scheerbart’s pri-
mary contribution to architecture culture,
however, does not lie in his predictions of
technological advances. Rather, I would ar-
gue, Scheerbart wove a narrative fabric that
was his way of examining what Robert Ven-
turi would call at midcentury “a complex
and contradictory architecture based on the
richness and ambiguity of modern experi-
ence.”” Moreover, in the process of
unweaving this fabric, we gain knowledge
not only of the culture that produced it, but
through its interpretation, of the architec-
ture culture of which we are a part today.
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