
THIS IS A STORY OF AN AVANT-
GARDE GROUP OF THINKERS — 
artists, intellectuals and craftspeople who 
came together from around the world 
with shared pragmatic, progressive and 
democratic ideals about design during 
politically challenging times. I begin my 
travels in the state of Thuringia, the cradle 
of Modernism, where the Bauhaus story 
unfolds, revealing the best of humanity in 
the worst of times.

Weimar is a cultural hub of Thuringia, 
rooted in Classicism as the home of Ger-
many’s famous poets Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe and Friedrich von Schiller, who 
thrived under the patronage of royalty 
and rulers. This progressive-minded city 
became the ideal breeding ground for a 
new approach to art, craft and design that 
looked toward the future at the dawn of 

EXPLORING THE BIRTHPLACE  
OF THE BAUHAUS
For more than a century, the Bauhaus, a progressive art and design school founded in Weimar, Germany, in 1919 has 

influenced Modernism in all its forms. Bauhaus teachings remain relevant today, resonating in architecture, art, furniture, 

home products, fashion, even graphic design. The English translation of “Bauhaus” is School of Building, a term, and a 

trademark of Modernism as a movement, mindset and style. To understand this globally-influential school, I traveled 

throughout East Germany to retrace the Bauhaus legacy from its beginnings in Weimar to its demise in Berlin. 
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the 20th century. “People were tired of 
historicism and wanted a new way to 
express themselves that was not connected 
to the Middle Ages. It was the industrial age, 
and this industrialization demanded a new 
art form and artistic expression,” explains 
Claudia von der Heyde, my tour guide. 

We start at The New Weimar Museum 
for the backstory of the pre-Bauhaus 
years. This neoclassical building is 
Thuringia’s first museum, constructed in 
1863 to showcase art and design works 
considered contemporary and progressive 
for the times. Today, the museum features 
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the work of Belgian architect and designer 
Henry van de Velde, who founded an art 
school in the city based on a hands-on 
approach that rejected conventional 
teaching methods and celebrated crafts-
manship.

In 1919, van de Velde picked Walter 
Gropius to take over the School of Arts 
and Crafts leadership, creating an inter-
disciplinary curriculum that merged art, 
craft and technology. The museum has a 
deep collection of art, furniture, design 
objects, and architectural drawings that 
pre-date the Bauhaus school, providing 
insight into its origins. 

The Bauhaus Museum, 
Dessau, Germany

Next, we walk across the street to the 
Bauhaus Museum in Weimar, which 
opened in 2019 during the Bauhaus’s cen-
tennial anniversary year. The gray con-
crete cube stands as a monolithic sculp-
ture that houses the oldest collection of 
Bauhaus objects, 175 artifacts that Gropius 
archived. The museum’s floors unfold in 
themes that explore the role of Bauhaus 
experimental concepts in art, architecture, 
education and theater. You can explore 
modernism’s artistic and aesthetic trends 
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from 1919 to 1945 and learn about Bauhaus 
visionaries, including Wassily Kandinsky, 
Paul Klee, Lyonel Feininger, Laszlo Moholy-
Nagy, and Johannes Itten, teachers at the 
school known as the Masters.

Both museums reside next to the former 
Gauforum, once a Nazi command post 
now the headquarters of the Thuringian 
state government. Hitler commissioned 
the construction of administrative build-
ings to house his Third Reich during the 
National Socialist dictatorship from 1937 
to 1945. At the Gauforum, you can experi-
ence Weimar’s complicated history of 
democracy and dictatorship, evident in its 
architecture. Nazi-era horizontal buildings 
and communist-era, stark high-rise build-
ings stand side by side as the architecture 
of two dictatorships. 

 “It’s like a scar within our town. We 
struggled with the debate over whether to 

build the Bauhaus Museum near the build-
ings done by the Nazis because the Bau-
haus had to leave Germany when the Nazi 
party came to power,” says von der Heyde. 

Next, I head a few blocks over to the 
Bauhaus University of Weimar, a working 
campus with buildings Henry van de Velde 
designed and built between 1904 and 1911. 
Once the original site of the Bauhaus School, 
today the university offers degrees in 
architecture, art, design and engineering. 

I toured two buildings on campus listed 
as UNESCO World Heritage sites. The 
Main Building houses the former office of 
Bauhaus School director Walter Gropius, 
restored with reproductions of furniture 
he designed. Also on view are murals by 
Bauhaus masters in the building’s stair-
ways. The Henry van de Velde Building 
showcases a curved stairway mural of 
floating human figures by Bauhaus Master 
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Oskar Schlemmer, who developed theat-
rical performances as a core part of the 
Bauhaus curriculum. I toured the campus 
with a university student as part of the 
Bauhaus Walk Project of student-led tours. 

Despite its Bauhaus roots, Weimar has 
only one Bauhaus-designed building, Haus 
Am Horn (House on Horn), constructed in 
1923 as part of the Bauhaus exhibition. 
This prototype modernist home is the 
first built in collaboration with the Bau-
haus School and includes furnishings 
designed by its students. 

The Bauhaus School left Weimar in 
1925, forced out by funding cuts from the 
right-wing conservative leaders, and relo-
cated to the industrial city of Dessau.

Before I leave Thuringia, I stop at Prob-
stzella, a former border city of Soviet-ruled 
East Germany. The city has the world’s 
largest concentration of Bauhaus archi-

tecture, including an iconic Bauhaus hotel, 
the Haus des Volkes (People’s House). Bau-
haus architect Alfred Arndt designed Haus 
des Volkes in 1927 as a commission from 
industrial pioneer Franz Itting. Bauhaus 

students designed and built much of the 
furnishings and fittings, from door handles 
to dining tables. I toured the cubist com-
plex with Florian Glembotzki, our English-
speaking guide, and the hotel owner Dieter 

Former office of Walter 
Gropius in the Main Building 
of the Bauhaus University  
of Weimar
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Nagel who, with his wife Antje, purchased 
the hotel in 2003 and reopened it in 2005 
after an extensive renovation. “The hotel’s 
architectural significance was lost briefly 
to history until Germany’s reunification 
in 1989 when people rediscovered its Bau-
haus origins,” Glembotzki says. Probstzella 
is also home to more than 70 Bauhaus-
designed buildings and homes. 

Next, I head to the second home of the 
Bauhaus School, the city of Dessau in the 
German state of Saxony-Anhalt. Dessau 
is a 90-minute drive southwest of Berlin, 
and it has more original Bauhaus-designed 
buildings than anywhere in the world, 12 
of which are open to the public. Here, you 
can appreciate Bauhaus architecture’s 
resiliency and relevancy, which survived 
National Socialism, World War II bomb-
ings and Soviet rule largely intact. 

In Dessau, the Bauhaus evolved its 

architecture practices and partnered with 
local industries to create everyday prod-
ucts, thriving with support from the Des-
sau city government. I toured four iconic 
sites: the Bauhaus Building, the Masters’ 

Houses, the Kornhaus restaurant, and the 
Dessau-Törten Housing Estate, all desig-
nated UNESCO World Heritage sites.

On the surface, Dessau’s Bauhaus archi-
tecture can be challenging to appreciate. 
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The stereotypical notion of modernist 
architecture calls to mind concrete, glass, 
steel and cube configurations; however, 
Bauhaus architecture communicates more 
than meets the eye. If you understand the 
progressive ideals of the Bauhaus, you will 
see these buildings in a deeper, more 
meaningful context. 

The Bauhaus School opened on Decem-
ber 4, 1926. The Bauhaus School thrived 
with support from the Dessau city govern-
ment, which commissioned several land-
mark projects, including the Dessau-Törten 
Housing Estate. 

In 1932, the Dessau municipal council 
announced the closing of the Bauhaus. 
The school’s third and final director Lud-
wig Mies van der Rohe moved the Bau-
haus to Berlin, attempting to restart it as a 
private school rather than a public institu-

tion. In July 1933, the school dissolved 
under growing pressure from the National 
Socialists. 

Despite its short-lived existence of only 
14 years, the Bauhaus produced many of 
the 20th century’s influential architects, 
artists, craftspeople and teachers. Its foun-
dational ethos of “form follows function” 
endures in all areas of creative expression 
from skyscrapers to single-family homes, 
furnishings to fixtures, and textiles to 
typeset.

WHAT TO KNOW IF YOU GO:
Weimar and Dessau both have well-orga-
nized Bauhaus tourism programs fostered 
by the Weimar Classic Foundation and the 
Bauhaus Dessau Foundation. For more, 
check out the websites bauhaus.visit-
thuringia.com and bauhaus-dessau.de.
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