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Fig. 1
The images of Bauhaus Dessau (top 
right), Gropius and Meyer (bottom left) 
published in: Manufacture and Crafts, 
1931, Issue 2
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Mies van der Rohe liaised with influential Nazi ideologue Alfred 
Rosenberg to win his support for reopening the Bauhaus in Ber-
lin on the day after its closure on 11th April 1933. Rosenberg’s 
simple, yet incisive, question «Why didn’t you change the name 
for heaven’s sake?»1 reverberated in a 2009 exhibition monograph 
published by the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York— 
a publication largely indebted to the foundational work by Hans 
Maria Wingler, who proposed that the Bauhaus-Archiv be estab-
lished. It revealed that this leading Nazi ideologue considered the 
name «Bauhaus» far more dangerous than the school itself, be-
cause it had become a powerful signifier for radical left-wing cul-
ture. The idea that the Bauhaus could have been reopened in the 
Nazi era under a new name and clearly defined conditions was not 
a new insight upon the school’s 90th anniversary, but it is interest-
ing to find it at such a historical moment in an institution that was 
from its very beginnings deeply connected with the Bauhaus and 
its mythologization. MoMA’s founding director Alfred Barr2 was 
prepared for his job by a visit to the Bauhaus in 1927 where he met 
Walter Gropius, Paul Klee, László Moholy-Nagy, Oskar Schlemmer, 
amongst others.3

Early Encounters with Bauhaus 
and Modern Design in China

A connection of the Bauhaus with China was established at an 
even earlier stage in terms of personal contacts and reception of 
literature, albeit not involving solely Chinese citizens. Saito Kazo, 
for example, was a Japanese student who trained from 1912–14 at 
the Kunstgewerbeschule, Berlin, led by Bruno Paul, which Niko-
laus Pevsner regarded as one of the most significant schools in 
the field. Before joining China’s first Higher Education in Fine 
Art National College of Art (today’s China Academy of Art; CAA) 
in Hangzhou, he visited the Bauhaus in Weimar and talked to  
Wassily Kandinsky as well as Paul Klee in 1923.4

The following year, 1924, art historian Ivan Matsa from 
Hungary wrote a book Modern European Art, which was trans-
lated in Shanghai by 1930 and was one route for introduction of 
the Bauhaus—specifically noting its location «Weimar» in Chinese  
«威瑪爾 (Wei Ma Er)»—through literature at a very early stage;5 
this not only seems to be an important step in spreading knowl-
edge about the Bauhaus in China but also indicates the country’s 
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considerable interest in the German avant-garde school. As we can 
see here in Producing Crafts, published in Beiping (now Beijing) 
by 1931, the signature building of the Bauhaus in Dessau entered 
Chinese audiences’ awareness for the first time Fig. 1.6

Throughout the school’s fourteen-year existence, from 1919 
to 1933, there were no Chinese Lehrlinge who sat at the feet of the 
Bauhaus Meister in Weimar, Dessau, or Berlin. However, not un-
like a comment once made by Charles Jencks—Being there makes 
the difference!—Zheng Ke may be the one and only or one of just  
a few Chinese persons who ever went to the Bauhaus, visiting 
during summer 1929, possibly at some point between Meyer-led 
exhibitions in Basel and Leipzig. As a French-trained painter and 
sculptor at the École des Beaux-Arts, he attended a few courses at 
the school in Dessau and drew in class on the basis of his atelier 
modus operandi.7

Pang Xunqin, an equally crucial figure in Chinese mod-
ern design, studied fine arts—to be more precise, oil painting—
at Académie Julian, an art school quite different from Zheng’s, 
yet also in Paris. However, their contacts with the Bauhaus were 
chronologically very close to each other in the same year 1929 
when Pang Xunqin went to Berlin for Mary Wigman’s dance per-
formance. During his days there, he not only enjoyed the paintings 
of the Bauhaus teacher Paul Klee in the Nationalgalerie’s [National 
Gallery’s] New Department at Kronprinzenpalais, but also came 
across Modernist housing estates in Berlin. Such a seminal experi-
ence inspired him, early in 1946, to start dreaming of establishing 
a school of applied arts in his motherland.8 However, it was not 
until 1956, a decade later, that his proposal became reality: The 
Central Academy of Arts and Design in Beijing, to which the Na-
tional Hangzhou School of Art (previous National College of Art 
in Hangzhou, as mentioned above) also dispatched teachers.9 It 
appeared as an aspiring «Chinese Bauhaus», consonant with most 
mainstream opinions, and for multifarious reasons.

The Dutch architect and designer Mart Stam, guest lecturer 
for urban planning at the Bauhaus Dessau (1928–1929), was invited 
by Mies van der Rohe to the Werkbund exhibition «Die Wohnung» 
[The Dwelling] in Stuttgart-Weißenhof 1927 where he introduced 
his pioneering cantilever chair, looking like what we see in this 
1934 Shanghai film «New Women» Fig. 2.10 There is a suggestion 
of a well-to-do life style, especially in a city like Shanghai that 
had opened its gates to the world since the mid-19th century, and 
where people could hire the first generation of Chinese architects 
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Fig. 2
Photograph of a Chinese woman sitting in 
the Bauhaus-designed tubular steel chair, 
1930s–1940s
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trained overseas, like Dong Dayou, to design a neo-Corbusian 
house filled with tubular steel furniture.11 That is to say, design 
as the ‹enlightenment› of modernities first occurred in the field 
of arts and crafts, then moved onto a larger scale and physical di-
mension, as in architecture.

Seen in this light, straddling the rift between fine and ap-
plied arts in Europe seemed to pose the same challenge once again 
for Chinese professionals trained abroad upon their return to the 
motherland, paving the way, in their droves, for the multiple influ-
ences, if not for simplistic transplantation, of modern design and 
education. Various leaders, mainly Chinese architects and plan-
ners as addressed in the following paragraphs, obtained a more 
well-rounded reception/assimilation of Bauhaus wisdom/stardom, 
rather than random encounters with modernities, which in reality 
can only have stemmed from technological progress, institutional 
support, and interpersonal cooperation.

To-be-Modern Discourses and Pedagogies 
of Chinese Architects

Huang Zuoshen attended the Architectural Association (AA) in 
London from 1933 to 1938, and then followed Walter Gropius to 
the United States (US), becoming his first Chinese disciple. Pri-
or to his well-known 1937–1952 position as Harvard University’s 
Professor for Architecture—for which initial candidates included 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe in Berlin and Jacobus Johannes Piet-
er Oud in Rotterdam—Gropius’s interim period in Great Britain 
is usually prone to be overlooked, as is also the case for Huang. 
Gropius arrived in London on 18th October 1934 and lived there 
until his move to America. For those three years subsequent to his 
departure from Nazi Germany, Gropius lived at Lawn Road Flats 
(later known as the Isokon Building) designed by Wells Coates:  
a British icon of modern architecture and also home to László Mo-
holy-Nagy and Marcel Breuer during their brief stay, which over-
lapped with Gropius’ time there. Given that the émigrés were only 
allowed to practice if they entered into partnership with an estab-
lished British architect, Gropius entered into partnership with the 
young Maxwell Fry, who brought the Bauhaus founding director’s 
head-in-the-clouds utopianism down to the earth. In fact, it was im- 
mediately apparent, at a glance, that the so-called «London Bauhaus» 
consisted of Gropius’ stripped-down functionalist aesthetics.12

[  F  ] What are the social, political, and economic preconditions for Bauhaus reception? 
And how do they vary from one period or country to another? 

dismantling arts’ hierarchical order 

 [  F  ]

modern architecture

emigration and exile 
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In contrast to records showing that AA talks by Frank 
Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier later in the Fifties were much-her-
alded, Gropius seemed to have kept a low profile during his short 
stay in Great Britain (1934–1937). Fry and other active members of 
the Modern Architectural Research group (MARS), like Berthold 
Lubetkin and FRS Yorke, on the contrary, were fully involved in 
AA circles, whose base at Bedford Square served as their regular 
meeting venue. In addition, they on the one hand worked a great 
deal with emigrated Bauhaus teachers or students in practice, and 
on the other, they organized an exhibition that Huang certainly 
did not miss.

In January 1938, the MARS exhibition was held in Bau-
haus-like «new architecture» at New Burlington Galleries in Lon-
don. Huang’s classmate and bosom friend A. J. Brandt went to 
the event and published a review in the Architectural Association 
Journal, which Huang was certainly aware of Fig. 3. When it comes 
to AA students’ publications, there is no way to overlook Focus. 
There were only four issues, scattered over 1938–1939, but this 
offered Huang an opportunity to read articles including László 
Moholy-Nagy’s Education and the Bauhaus13, Sigfried Giedion’s 
The Bauhaus, 1919–2814—not to mention his face-to-face contact 
with Le Corbusier in Paris.

His direct exposure to these European avant-garde Mod-
ernists, however, led to an outcome that was both unpredictable 
and unclichéd. Turning down even a truly hard-won internship 
offered by the godfather of modern architecture, Le Corbusier,15 
Huang followed Gropius to the US and joined his Master Class at 
the Graduate School of Design (GSD) throughout the 1938–1940 
academic years. He was the first Chinese architect, earlier than 
the famous I.M. Pei, to train at the legendary «Harvard Bauhaus».16 
In 1942, one year after graduating in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
Huang returned to China and was invited to set up the architec-
ture department at St. John’s (the former Architecture and Urban 
Planning School of Tongji University), one of the earliest mission-
ary universities in Shanghai.

In terms of the nationality and diversity of the team he 
brought together, Huang’s faculty recruitment was indeed «Bau-
haus». In addition to his AA colleague Brandt, teaching construc-
tion, Richard Paulick took up a position teaching interior design 
and urban planning; he was recommended by Gropius directly, as 
head of the College of Engineering, as part of the Architects’ Col-
laborative (TAC)’s deployment to the Far East.17 And last but not 
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Fig. 3
MARS Group’s catalogue of their 
exhibition in London, New Burlington 
Galleries, Graphic design by Ashley 
Havinden, 1938

Fig. 4
Huang’s outline of Architectural Theory 
course in 1949, with translation by the 
author

Fig. 5
A student project under the traditional 
Beaux-Arts pedagogy in 1932
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least, the Hungarian scholar Hans J. Hajek oversaw history cours-
es, as well as those students-turned-teachers, in keeping with the 
Bauhaus tradition, in the postwar period.

Taken together, a decade of Bauhaus-inspired pedagogies 
at St. John’s University (1942–1952), after all, trains our sight on 
Huang’s preliminary course, modelled on the Vorkurs, with ele-
ments like «Pattern and Texture», where students had to make ma-
terials perform with intrinsic qualities through hands-on practice. 
Besides, their anti-formalist studio works were surely Functionalist- 
oriented because, led by mechanical engineers, their teaching was 
unmistakably distinguished from programmes available in beaux-
arts-centric training.

When it comes to realism and social relevance, howev-
er, Huang’s experimental emphasis was elsewhere: for example, 
his groundbreaking theoretical class in architecture. As clearly 
demonstrated by his reading list for the syllabus, in addition to Le 
Corbusier and Giedion’s enduring «bibles», the radical clout added 
via MARS members came to the fore, along with selected writings 
by Frank Lloyd Wright, whose Taliesin Fellowship insisted on tra-
ditional methods of British apprenticeship Fig. 4.

Had it not been for his deep-seated, yet outreaching, Bau-
haus adolescence before Pax Americana and US consumerism, 
Huang would not have quoted the late-Victorian architect Sir 
Thomas Jackson—«Architecture does not consist in beautifying 
buildings; on the contrary it should consist in building beautifully» 
in his 1947/8 lecture at the British Consulate-General in Shang-
hai.18 Huang’s Bauhaus approach therefore was not solely rooted 
in obsolete masters; instead, it was much more like a coalescence 
of «Modernisms» traversing the Atlantic, with London Bauhaus 
vis-à-vis Harvard Bauhaus, shedding new light on China’s archi-
tectural education, then still under the sway of the French School.

In this context, Liang Sicheng would be his counterpart in 
China. Throughout the 1920s, no architecture school in the US 
could be without a French academic. In addition to Jean-Jacques 
Haffner, winner of the Prix de Rome in 1919, whom Gropius re-
placed at Harvard, there were Eugène Létang at Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT), Jean Labatut at Princeton Univer-
sity, and Liang’s alma mater was no exception: Paul Cret made the 
University of Pennsylvania (Penn) the most distinguished Beaux-
Arts-design-based programme on the East Coast.19

The first architecture department Liang Sicheng created in 
China was at Dongbei (Northeastern) University in Shenyang by 
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and particularly of the Bauhaus and Modernism?
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1928, which was completely modelled on the French system and 
honed students’ talent in compositional drawing Fig. 5. The school, 
unfortunately, existed for merely three years due to the Japanese 
invasion. However, Liang was not alone in that short-lived un-
dertaking; Penn alumni including his wife, Lin Huiyin, as well as 
Yang Tingbao, Louis Kahn’s classmate, also joined his faculty.20

After his thoroughly rewarding sojourn in America during 
the mid-1940s, Liang established his second architecture depart-
ment at Tsinghua University in Beijing by 1946. Most current ac-
counts of Liang’s US journey, alas, were simplistically encapsulat-
ed in a few photos of him with signature Modernists, serving as a 
design consultant alongside Le Corbusier and Oscar Niemeyer, do-
ing away with overblown monumentality and anachronistic styles, 
advocating progressive discussion of building design for the Unit-
ed Nations (UN) headquarters in New York.21

Conversely, this image de facto overshadows many other sig-
nificant elements of his 1946–1947 visiting professorship at Yale 
University. First and foremost, his assistant there was Wu Kinglui, 
a GSD alumnus who later worked closely with Bauhäusler Josef Al-
bers, who had left Black Mountain College near Asheville, North 
Carolina in 1950 to lead the Art Department of Yale University. Wu 
provided Liang with state-of-the-art curriculum and pedagogical lo-
gistics from both Yale and Harvard, which had been starkly distinct 
from Beaux-Arts-orientated training at Penn back in the Twenties.

Not unlike the philosophy of Dean Joseph Hudnut at Har-
vard for organizing GSD, a precursory notion even before Gropius’ 
arrival, seeking to bring different majors under one umbrella, 
Liang came up with the idea that his architecture «department» 
should be upgraded to a «college» in order to accommodate bur-
geoning professions concerned with the built environment. Along-
side industrial art, horticultural studies, landscape, and urban 
planning, in his draft program for Tsinghua upon returning from 
America he also carefully divided «architecture» into «design» and 
«engineering», two-track double-billing.22

Each of these programmes required specific courses from 
five areas of study, also systematically crafted by Liang himself. Stu-
dents of Architectural Design and Urban Planning, amongst oth-
er areas of spatial study, were supposed to take the same Culture 
and Sociology courses. The decision had much to do with Liang’s 
attendance at the elite conference, «Planning Man’s Physical Envi-
ronment» at Princeton in 1947, where he—as the one and only par-
ticipant from China—was able to meet with the guru Gropius Fig. 6.

architectural  
education reform

new pedagogies
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With respect to such documents, at the conference, how-
ever, Liang’s attention was captivated by other—in the sense of 
offering an alternative to Bauhaus—Modernist architects, such 
as Frank Lloyd Wright and Alvar Aalto Fig. 7. The conference title, 
«Physical Environment»—in Chinese: Ti Xing Huan Jing (體
形環境)—was not unlike the Bauhaus mission, proclaimed by Gro-
pius in 1919, of creating a «total work of art» (Gesamtkunstwerk). 
When the People’s Republic of China (PRC) was founded in 1949, 
in line with a newly-established party state’s holistic planning and 
collective goals, this was the terminology that he invariably ap-
plied in official proposals submitted to the Ministry of Education 
on behalf of Tsinghua’s aspiring college of architecture, which 
also taught Marxism-Leninism-Maoism Basic Courses, such as his-
torical materialism and the new democracy.

The Amalgamation of China’s Bauhaus: 
From Building to Planning

Shanghai established its official urban planning committee in 
1946. More than half the committee members were teaching fac-
ulty at St. John’s, including Huang himself and other lecturers, 
such as Luke Him Sau, Chen Zhanxing, Zhen Guanxuan, Wang 
Dahong. They pooled their efforts and also worked together with 
students, making a prolific contribution to citizens’ well-being. 
When the scheme was completed by 1948, they teamed up as one 
of the first post-war associated architects’ groups «Wu Lian» (Five 
United), a name that bore testimony to the re-unification of Brit-
ish-trained architects in China.23

The most professional planner amongst them, Chen (who 
graduated in that field at Liverpool University and University Col-
lege London) went northwards in 1950 to Beijing, to assist Liang 
in planning the new PRC capital. The two of them wholehearted-
ly submitted the cause célèbre Liang-Chen Proposal, which is still 
the subject of heated debates, although it was not implemented 
due to Chinese Communist Party (CCP) bureaucracy, with its ul-
timate failure due to political duress arising from alignment with 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).24

For Huang, MARS Master Plan for London (1942) and for 
Liang, CIAM’s Athens Charter (1933), should be seen in tandem, 
although based on different options, ever since in the restive Thir-
ties they, individually and collectively, equipped mankind with the 

reception of different versions  
of modernism
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most progressive planning solutions then available: satellite towns, 
neighbourhood units, organic decentralization, and so forth. They 
acted like «architect-planners» abreast of notable counterparts all 
over the globe, irrespective of whether these were former Bauhaus 
teachers or students, despite their disappointment that all their en-
deavours failed when Mao Zedong’s CCP propaganda meant, all in 
all, decisively counting on Soviet experts during the decades that 
followed his victory in the Chinese Civil War.

Apart from Wu Lian, 1949, Huang marshalled students and 
colleagues to operate the architecture office «Gong Jian Tu 
Mu», which was not unlike Gropius’ Architects’ Collaborative 
(TAC), and they designed Shangdong Secondary Technical School, 
completed in 1951. Two years later, Wenyuan Building was inau-
gurated as a new home for the original St. John’s architecture de-
partment at Tongji University. Both projects offered an indefati-
gable sense of Gropius’ Bauhaus building in Dessau, where young 
generations of engineers and architects went to be schooled Fig. 8.

In 1954, Mao’s CCP revolutionary government sent rep-
resentatives abroad to Communist countries for reconnaissance.  
A group that went to East Germany (German Democratic Repub-
lic; GDR) brought back Gropius-inspired design for a monolithic 
factory complex in Beijing. After the Ten-Year Great Disaster of 
the Cultural Revolution (1966–1977), a few books in translation, 
such as those by Johannes Itten and Wassily Kandinsky, became 
available in China for the first time. Approaching the 100th anni-
versary, however, reading about the Bauhaus is only part of the 
story, for, after all, seeing is believing!

In 2011, the city of Hangzhou purchased a huge collection 
of European modern design from Berlin-based art dealer Torsten 
Bröhan, including 7,010 items and approximately 300 Bauhaus- 
related ones. It is now accommodated at China Design Museum, 
designed by Pritzker award-winning Portuguese Álvaro Siza.25 
The museum opened with a popular Bauhaus exhibition in 2018, 
on the campus of CAA, which even contains its own full-fledged 
Bauhaus Research Institute, a think-tank for bauhaus imaginis-
ta, an international research project series which culminated in 
2019 in the exhibition at Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin and 
Thames & Hudson’s centenary publication (in both an English and  
German version).

demand to decentralize  
the bauhaus

bauhaus reception

bauhaus centenary



Fig. 6
Eminent attendees including Gropius 
sitting in the middle of first row whilst 
Liang is standing on the far left of the 
second row

Fig. 7
Sketches by Wm. D. Wilson based on  
Jean Labatut’s conference photo-frieze

Fig. 8
Top down: Shangdong Secondary 
Technical School, 1951; Bauhaus Dessau 
Building, 1926; Faculty of Architecture  
at Tongji University (former St. John’s 
architecture department), 1953



Fig. 9
Wang (bottom right) at Gropius’ Harvard 
Master Class in 1942

Fig. 10a–d
Accompanying his letter, dated 26th 
August 1961, Wang sent Gropius three 
photographs of his house
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The Legacy Revisited, and/or Revised?

When Chinese artists first encountered such modernities through 
traveling and living in 1920s–1930s, the technological circum-
stance in the motherland thwarted their potential back home: 
Zheng could only implement his progressive will in Hong Kong 
(HK) and Singapore, where he was lauded as a pioneer who 
broadened horizons concerning modern design. When Chinese 
architects studied with Bauhäusler and tried to do better in the 
1940s–1950s, likewise, turbulent political and social upheavals 
hampered their endeavours on the mainland: Huang’s partners 
of could only «hitch wagons to horses» elsewhere, for example 
after 1949: AA alumnus Luke Him Sau in HK, renowned for resi-
dential apartments; as well as another Gropius’ GSD protégé Fig. 9, 
Wang in Taiwan (so-called «Free China» during the Cold War); his 
Sun Yat-Sen Memorial Hall remains one of Taipei’s sightseeing 
landmarks in the twenty-first century.

Having completed the house he designed for himself in the 
city by 1953, Wang wrote to Gropius years later in 1961 «I hope that 
I have succeeded in making the building look Chinese!»26 Fig. 10.  
This should be read as criticism of the claim to universal validity 
to be found in the notion «International Style» and hence leads 
to a tentative conclusion here: The Bauhaus is a way, rather than 
an object. In other words, the Bauhaus is presented less as the 
exceptional result of an extraordinary time—the collapse of the 
German Empire and dramatic birth of a new republic—and more 
as a paradigmatic case of a broader European project to solve 
the problems associated with «good design»27 in an industrial 
economy. 

«All history» Benedetto Croce recalled in 1915, adopting a 
diachronic perspective, «is contemporary history», by which he 
means that all serious study of the past is informed by the prob-
lems and needs of the writer’s own time, and the more conscious 
historians are of their contemporary motives, the more accurate 
their investigations of the past will be.28 Why do most Bauhaus-100 
celebrations take place at architecture, rather than at art schools? 
The «Vorkurs» was never devised exclusively for training archi-
tects, not to mention the fact that not under the Bauhaus founder’s 
leadership, but of his successor Hannes Meyer—dubbed the «un-
known» Bauhaus director—building education was made a school 
priority: A year before Gropius left the Bauhaus, the department of 
architecture was officially established in April 1927.

encounters with bauhaus  
and modern design
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[  F  ] What are the social, political, and economic preconditions for Bauhaus reception?  
And how do they vary from one period or country to another? 

[   I   ] What can we learn from the history of the Bauhaus and Modernism when facing  
current issues? And how can this enable us to gain new insights into the past?
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Might one venture the thesis that instead of asking what all 
kinds of Modernist architects, designers or artists in China owe 
to the Bauhaus, it makes more sense to conceive the Bauhaus as a 
collection of attitudes, something beyond names and objects that 
could have been acquired, appropriated, or adopted—in each case  
in a particular way. And that indeed still works and matters after 
the historical Bauhaus’ demise. 

What we do need today is to decentralize the Bauhaus and 
to foster interest in processes of reception, translation, and trans-
formation and their impact on local people. 

I would like to conclude with a short paragraph in  
Edward Said’s Orientalism which I slightly modify by simply  
replacing «the Oriental» by «the Bauhäusler»: «The nexus of 
knowledge and power creating ‹the Bauhäusler› and in a sense 
obliterating him [her] as a human being is therefore not for me 
an exclusively academic matter. Yet it is an intellectual matter of 
some very obvious importance. Too often literature and culture 
are presumed to be politically, even historically innocent; it has 
regularly seemed otherwise to me […] that society and literary cul-
ture can only be understood and studied together».29

Coda: A Reflection with Hindsight

Did Gropius ever reply to Wang’s letter, mentioned above, sent on 
26th August 1961? There was no direct response, yet a later reply 
did come, albeit not until 1968, hand-written in person by Gropius,  
one year before his death, with an intriguing poem by Greek dip-
lomat and poet George Seferis Fig. 11 30:

All I want is to speak simply;
for this grace I pray
For we have loaded down even the song
with so many kinds of music
That gradually it sinks
And our art we so decorated
that beneath the gilt
Its face is eaten away
And it is now time for us to say
the few words we have to say
Because tomorrow our soul sets sail.

demand to decentralize [  N  ] [  O  ]   
the Bauhaus 

local impact of transfer  
processes

power relations and geopolitics 

intellectual colonialism

[  N  ] How do our own cultural, social, and political beliefs and stances affect our  
understanding of the Bauhaus, Modernism, and modernity?

[  O  ] What is the significance and relevance of the Bauhaus and Modernism today— 
a historical phenomenon or a resource for the present? And what, if anything,  
constitutes their current relevance?



Fig. 11
Dated 14th August 1968, Gropius’s 
hand-written poem posted to Wang
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