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1914  Muthesius/Van de Velde: /

Werkbund theses and antitheses

In June 1914 the first great exhibition of the Deutscher Werkbund was opened
in Cologne. It was intended to provide a conspectus of the Werkbund's work in
the seven years since its foundation, The very heterogeneity of the buildings in
the exhibition = ranging from the Meo-Classicism of a Behrens to the gaily
austere objectivity of Gropius and Meyer's office building and factory - givesa
hint of the opposing forces within the Werkbund, They clashed with full vigour
at the Werkbund conference in Cologne at the beginning of July, when
Muthesius proclaimed concentration and standardization as the aims of
Werkbund design, while van de Velde advanced the contrary thesis of the

artist as a creative individualist.

1. Architecture, and with it the whole area of the Werkbund’s activities, is
pressing towards standardization, and only through standardization can it
recover that universal significance which was characteristic of it in times of
harmonious culture.

2, Standardization, to be understood as the result of a beneficial concentra-
tion, will alone make possible the development of a universally valid, un-
failing good taste.

3. As long as a universal high level of taste has not been achieved, we cannot
count on German arts and crafts making their influence effectively felt abroad.

4, The world will demand our products only when they are the vehicles of a
convincing stylistic expression. The foundations for this have now been laid
by the German movement.

5. The creative development of what has already been achieved is the most
urgent task of the age. Upon it the movement’s ultimate success will depend.
Any relapse and deterioration into imitation would today mean the squander-
ing of a valuable possession.

6. Starting from the conviction that it is a matter of life and death for Ger-
many constantly to ennoble its production, the Deutscher Werkbund, as an
association of artists, industrialists, and merchants, must concentrate its
attention upon creating the preconditions for the export of its industrial arts,

7. Germany's advances in applied art and architecture must be brought to the
attention of foreign countries by effective publicity. Next to exhibitions the
most obvious means of doing this is by periodical illustrated publications.

8. Exhibitions by the Deutscher Werkbund are only meaningful when they
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are restricted radically to the best and most exemplary. Exhibitions of arts
and crafts abroad must be looked upon as a national matter and hence
require public subsidy.

9. The existence of efficient large-scale business concerns with reliable good
taste is a prerequisite of any export. It would be impossible to meet even
internal demands with an object designed by the artist for individual re-
quirements.

10. For national reasons large distributive and transport undertakings whose
activities are directed abroad ought to link up with the new movement, now
that it has shown what it can do, and consciously represent German art in
the world.

Hermann Muthesius

1. So long as there are still artists in the Werkbund and so long as they exer-
cise some influence on its destiny, they will protest against every suggestion
for the establishment of a canon and for standardization. By his innermost
essence the artist is a burning idealist, a free spontaneous creator. Of his own
free will he will never subordinate himself to a discipline that imposes upon
him a type, a canon. Instinctively he distrusts everything that might sterilize
his actions, and everyone who preaches a rule that might prevent him from
thinking his thoughts through to their own free end, or that attempts to drive
him into a universally valid form, in which he sees only a mask that seeks to
make a virtue out of incapacity.

2. Certainly, the artist who practises a ‘beneficial concentration’ has always
recognized that currents which are stronger than his own will and thought
demand of him that he should acknowledge what is in essential correspon-
dence to the spirit of his age, These currents may be very manifold ; he absorbs
them unconsciously and consciously as general influences; there is something
materially and morally compelling about them for him. He willingly sub-
ordinates himself to them and is full of enthusiasm for the idea of a new style
per se. And for twenty years many of us have been seeking forms and decora-
tions entirely in keeping with our epoch.

3. Nevertheless it has not occurred to any of us that henceforth we ought to
try to impose these forms and decorations, which we have sought or found,
upon others as standards. We know that several generations will have to work
upon what we have started before the physiognomy of the new style is es-
tablished, and that we can talk of standards and standardization only after the
passage of a whole period of endeavours.

4, But we also know that as long as this goal has not been reached our
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endeavours will still have the charm of creative impetus. Gradually the energies,
the gifts of all, begin to combine together, antitheses become neutralized, and
at precisely that moment when individual strivings begin to slacken, the
physiognomy will be established. The era of imitation will begin and forms
and decorations will be used, the production of which no longer calls for any
creative impulse: the age of infertility will then have commenced.,

5. The desire to see a standard type come into being before the establishment
of a style is exactly like wanting to see the effect before the cause. It would be
to destroy the embryo in the egg. Is anyone really going to let themselves be
dazzled by the apparent possibility of thereby achieving quick results? These
premature effects have all the less prospect of enabling German arts and crafis
to exercise an effective influence abroad, because foreign countries are a jump
ahead of us in the old tradition and the old culture of good taste.

6. Germany, on the other hand, has the great advantage of still possessing
gifts which other, older, wearier peoples are losing: the gifts of invention, of
brilliant personal brainwaves. And it would be nothing short of castration to
tie down this rich, many-sided, creative élan so soon.

7. The efforts of the Werkbund should be directed toward cultivating precisely
these gifts, as well as the gifts of individual manual skill, joy, and belief in the
beauty of highly differentiated execution, not toward inhi biting them by stan-
dardization at the very moment when foreign countries are beginning to take
an interest in German work. As far as fostering these gifts is concerned,
almost everything still remains to be done.

8. We do not deny anyone’s good will and we are very well aware of the diffi-
culties that have to be overcome in carrying this out. We know that the work-
ers’ organization has done a very great deal for the workers’ material welfare,
but it can hardly find an excuse for having done so little towards arousing
enthusiasm for consummately fine workmanship in those who ought to be our
most joyful collaborators. On the other hand, we are well aware of the need
to export that lies like a curse upon our industry,

9. And yet nothing, nothing good and splendid, was ever created out of mere
consideration for exports. Quality will not be created out of the spirit of
export. Quality is always first created exclusively for a quite limited circle of
connoisseurs and those who commission the work. These gradually gain con-
fidence in their artists; slowly there develops first a narrower, then a national
clientele, and only then do foreign countries, does the world slowly take
notice of this quality. It is a complete misunderstanding of the situation to
make the industrialists believe that they would increase their chances in the
world market if they produced a priori standardized types for this world
market before these types had become well tried common property at home.
The wonderful works being exported to us now were none of them originally
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created for export: think of Tiffany glasses, Copenhagen porcelain, jewellery
by Jensen, the books of Cobden-Sanderson, and so on.

10. Every exhibition must have as its purpose to show the world this nat_ivc
quality, and it is quite true that the Werkbund’s exhibitions will have meaning
only when, as Herr Muthesius so rightly says, they restrict themselves radically
to the best and most exemplary.

Henry van de Velde
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