
The modernist time of nationalism then solved this
problem by moving off in two directions at once.. . .
it sets off in search of its own ancient spirituality;
but in doing so it takes a modernizing leap forward,
one which will break beyond the history of the
merely recent into an authentic future. . . it will
move backwards into the future with its eyes fixed
sorrowfully upon the past. . . .              

Terry Eagleton1

In The Modulor Le Corbusier articulates a preoccupation
with questions of harmony and proportion.  “What is the
rule that orders, that connects all things?  I am faced with
a problem that is geometrical in nature; I am in the very
midst of a phenomenon which is visual; I am present at
the birth of something with a life of its own.”2 Pondering
these matters, he recalls how sometime in 1909 he visited
a hilltop villa, an unusual building based on some
inscrutable proportional system authored by its architect.
A man identified as the gardener explained the house say-
ing “This stuff, you see, that’s complicated, all these twid-
dly bits, curves, angles, calculations, it’s all very
learned.”3 The house was identified by Reyner Banham
years later as that of Johann Thorn Prikker, the
Theosophist painter.  It was built for him by the patron
Karl Ernst Osthaus and designed by J.L.M. Lauweriks.4

Part of the small colony “Hohenhof,” the house was per-
haps the most complete expression of his Theosophically-
based, systematic method of design.  Le Corbusier was
likely told of the settlement by Peter Behrens during his
stay in the latter’s studio.  His encounter with Lauweriks’s
work was prescient, at the very least.  Some propose that
it had a lasting influence on his own propositions regard-
ing modular systems.5

Le Corbusier shared an interest in geometric systems with
many of his colleagues.  It was an era fraught with ques-
tions regarding the meaning of contemporary life and the
relationship between the immediate past and the future.

Arising from this search millennial formulations sought
continuity with tradition or an idealized past while jetti-
soning what was viewed as the crass materialism of bour-
geois culture.  This was a regressive modernism, colored
by longing for a lost culture as much as by revolutionary
rhetoric.  The early and active Dutch Theosophical move-
ment represents one chapter in this history.   

In 1885 the architect J.L.M. Lauweriks (1864-1932)
worked alongside K.P.C. de Bazel (1869-1923) in the
office of the Dutch master P.J.H. Cuypers.6 For neither of
the young men was work in Cuypers’s employ the prima-
ry aesthetic compass in their lives.  Like many of their
generation Lauweriks and de Bazel viewed the approach-
ing century with a revolutionary spirit, and they were
increasingly impatient with the narrow historicism  prof-
fered by their mentor. The two stayed at Cuypers’s
employ for eight years, from 1886 to 1895, until their
Theosophical beliefs led to an inevitable collision with
Cuypers’s Catholicism.  In 1895 they opened their own
office.

By this time Lauweriks and de Bazel had already made
their first foray into the cultural debate, joining an anar-
chist group that produced the journal Licht en Waarheid .7

The anarchists promoted a kind of radical laissez-faire
and an intensely individualist and inward-looking art.  In
numerous woodcuts contributed to the journal, the two
attempted to define a new symbolic and iconographic lan-
guage dealing with ethical and political issues.  Then in
1894 they left the anarchists to join the Amsterdam
Theosophical Society, a year later founding a special
chapter called the Vâhana Lodge, the artists’ wing of the
Society.  De Bazel served as its first president and
Lauweriks as secretary.  Having studied the precepts of
Theosophy the two came to believe that the sea change of
modernity signaled an awakening of cosmic conscious-
ness.  
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Art is the performance of the cosmic drama in which by
means of pictures as symbols the cosmic event is shown
in deep convincing acts.  The cosmic story,  the cosmic
drama, the cosmic statue, the cosmic painting, the cosmic
building, in short, the harmony, the whole cosmos put
together in one aspect, like a small photograph which

shows the whole scene.”8

Their role in spurring this consciousness was to make art
with a spiritual harmony that was intuitively understood
by the viewer.  They focused as much on theory as prac-
tice in the early years, and in 1897 they introduced a
course of study at the Lodge on the subjects of design, art
history and aesthetics.9 Reportedly, the course concen-
trated on systems of proportion and their Theosophical
bases, though not always with reference to architecture.
They taught the course to paying students in the room
generally reserved for the architectural society
“Architectura et Amicitia” at the old American Hotel in
Amsterdam.10 Following the departure of Lauweriks and
de Bazel in 1900, the architect and Theosophist H.J.M.
Walenkamp carried on with the course through 1902.

In 1898 de Bazel and Lauweriks produced the first issue
of another new journal, their joint project, Bouw-en
Sierkunst  (Building and Ornament). The journal was to
serve as a kind of secular mouthpiece for Theosophically-

based ideas on art.  Its lavish illustrations juxtaposed con-
temporary art with that of the ancients:  images drawn
from Assyrian, Egyptian and Persian sources appeared
next to works by Jan Toorop and Evgard Munch.  In eso-
tericism, and expressionism more generally, art theory
coupled a romanticized archaic past with a utopian vision
of the future in  an alliance against the narrative and sci-
entific temporality of modernity.  If the array of art in
Bow-en Sierkunst was eclectic, the discovery of a conso-
nance among the works was believed to prove their col-
lective truth:  sacred immanence inevitably rose to the
surface in those traditions that sought communion with
the universe.

Meanwhile, Lauweriks and de Bazel worked steadily on a
systematic approach to design that could encapsulate a
contemporary theory of the universal .11 They built on
Viollet-le-Duc’s rediscovery of geometry as a design fun-
damental, a study followed by others such as August von
Thiersch.12 The millennial aspect of Lauweriks and de
Bazel’s work was in separating such theories from ratio-
nalism, instead linking them to the occult.  For them
geometry was inherent in nature and rhythm was integral
to a larger life force.  Together these two comprised an
essential functioning unity.  Further they proposed that a
universal geometrical system would impart to design a
rhythmic and harmonious authenticity.  Initially the two
focused on the ordering principles of geometry and num-
berthat were found in musical harmony and natural phe-
nomenon.Rooted in science, but given spiritual signifi-
cance through the long history of the sacred associated
with mathematical constructs, their theory appealed espe-
cially to artists associated with Art Nouveau and later
expressionism, and its evolution paralleled similar tenden-
cies in many of the art movements of the time, symbolist
painting for one.  One can follow an early phase in which
they evolved a highly symbolic and iconographic lan-
guage—most notably in their furnishings and woodcuts—
then shifted away from this explicit vocabulary towards
attempting a direct pathway to enlightenment through
abstraction.13 (fig. 1)  The challenge to the architect, as
de Bazel and Lauweriks came to believe, was to imbue
modern buildings with the essence of the divine without
resorting to a naturalistic mode. 

Their researches began with classical science.  They
found that the idea that geometric order is a fundamental
aspect of the universe, for example, was consonant with
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Figure 1.  J.L.M.
Lauweriks,
"Architectura et
Amicitia" calender
cover design, 1895.



the cosmology of Pythagoras.  Even more compelling was
his proposition that the truth of human existence is the
occult and not the physical self.  In Timaeus Plato fur-
thered the Pythagorean theory of rational harmony in the
cosmos and posited the concept of the world soul as the
basis of ideal numbers.14 Lauweriks and de Bazel next
traced this line of thinking to the work of Vitruvius who
proposed that geometry was integral both to character and
structure.  Forward to the Renaissance when lessons such
as the Pythagorean harmony of the spheres became the
basis for a deeper meaning inherent in architectural har-
mony.15 They also absorbed the work of P. Desiderus
Lenz (1832-1928), a Benedictine monk who instituted the
so-called School of Beuron.  Lenz’s attempt to renew
Christian art led him to similar studies to the
Theosophists’,  to mysticism and ancient art, in this case
of Egypt, Greece and the early Christians.  In 1899
Lauweriks wrote a long article concurring with Lenz’s
belief that the Egyptians provided the authentic well-
spring of all art in founding its bases in mathematical
law.16

Lauweriks and de Bazel’s interest in Viollet-le-Duc’s
studies of Gothic architecture was one they shared with
Cuypers.17 However, while they pursued similar con-
structs, de Bazel and Lauweriks were estranged from
Cuypers’s nationalist and materialist philosophy. Through
Theosophy they found a way to extend the ideas of
Viollet-le-Duc to underscore the importance of architec-
ture and art in establishing the connection of daily life’s
experience to universal forces.  Revealing the divine in
human experience does not fundamentally contradict the
rational underpinnings of modernity, but tempers it with
spiritual significance, they believed.  Through an analysis
of ancient architecture they had discovered an expression

of the sacred order of the universe.Tracing the source of
order to that ancient past, they established the ideal of
continuity while rejecting historicism.  Their
Theosophical theory exhibited a reconciliatory tendency
that maintained an historical foundation for architectural
language as inherited from the nineteenth century, but
recast within a rigorist framework.

In its specifics Lauweriks and de Bazel’s method incorpo-
rated the grid and proportion to reflect harmony and unity
in the universe.  The imposition of a gridded order was
perhaps the most potent aspect of their method, at least it
resonated most readily with their non-Theosophist peers.

Every aspect of a spiritually attuned architecture accorded
with a modular interpretation:  the plan, spatial relation-
ships and ornamentation.  Until around 1903 both men
worked primarily with triangulated grids, a system
derived equally from Viollet-le-Duc and from the esoteric
fascination for the so-called Egyptian triangle.18 They
would revise this system around 1900, replacing triangu-
lation and its diagonally inscribed grid, with the quiet and
immovable square, and Lauweriks, with the definitive
diagram of a gridded square inscribed with a circle.19

In the same years Lauweriks embarked on his career as a
writer and teacher.  He began  in 1893 with an article
addressing the subjects of art and architecture in
Theosophical terms.  Over the next five years, his articles
appeared in Theosophia, the official journal of the Dutch
Theosophical Society, and the professional journal,
Architectura.  Under his editorial direction from 1893
through 1904, Architectura functioned as a platform for
the discussion of French rationalism, a discussion
focused on the systems of geometry and proportion found
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Figure 2.  K.P.C. de Bazel, Architects’ Association Hall, competi-
tion entry, 1897.



in ancient buildings as potential methods for contempo-
rary design.    

The significance of de Bazel and Lauweriks’s contribu-
tion can be measured by the response of their contempo-
raries.  While Lauweriks’s contributions remained largely
in the realm of theory, de Bazel continued an active archi-
tectural practice and had more of an immediate impact.
The controversy over the source for H.P. Berlage’s
revised plan and elevation for the Amsterdam Exchange
of 1897 is such a case.20 In 1895 and again in 1897
Berlage served as a judge in competitions that premiated
two of de Bazel’s designs, the first for a library, the sec-
ond for an architects association hall.(fig. 2).  In both
works de Bazel employed a gridded order to which all
elements and details were subordinated.  This approach
provided a fresh, somewhat abstract discipline to the
work, displacing much of the archaeologizing that typi-

cally dominated the work of revivalists.In the initial
schemes for the Exchange from the mid-1890s Berlage’s
elevations displayed the typical historicizing incrustations
of Cuypers’s vocabulary, Gothic architecture revisited
rather than transformed.  But the later drawings show
Berlage’s elevations subjected to the discipline of a tight-
ly configured, triangulated grid, with a clear affinity to de
Bazel’s works.  Like them, the walls have become flat
and taut, a smooth skin of brick and stone.(fig. 3) The
modular continuum is clearly legible.  Berlage’s familiari-
ty with de Bazel’s approach did not rest on these designs
alone.  In the small society of professionals their paths
crossed constantly.  Along with Lauweriks both were
active members in Architectura et Amicitia and they
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entered into professional debates in print.  Lauweriks, for
example, wrote reviews of Berlage’s Exchange for
Architectura.21

Berlage’s fascination with geometric systematization was
motivated by much the same drive as his young col-
leagues:  to provide a discipline that connected the new
architecture to the monumental works of the past to find a
path leading away from naturalism.  In the introduction to
his book Grundlagen und Entwicklung,a transcription of
four lectures given at the Zurich Kunstgewerbemuseumin
1907, Berlage cites triangulation as the module common
to the major architectural traditions from the Greeks to
Gothic architecture.22 He establishes his argument for a
timeless standard of measure through Semper, Hegel and
Viollet-le-Duc. And he notes that Dutch architects had
developed such methods.  He cites Lauweriks’s work at
Düsseldorf Kunstgewerbeschule [School of Arts and
Crafts] as the most evolved, and he reproduces examples
of student work, in particular a project by Adolf Meyer.23

To whatever degree Berlage’s later scheme for the
Exchange was indebted to Lauweriks or de Bazel, its
history elucidates the importance of an ascription of uni-
versal meaning to geometry, and the desire for a profundi-
ty beyond the particularities impelled by rationalism. 

In 1900 Lauweriks and de Bazel had a parting of ways.
By this time de Bazel’s chronic illness had worsened and
the partnership was dissolved when he moved to the
country to convalesce.  Meanwhile, Lauweriks entered the
period of his greatest influence as a teacher and architect.  

Figure 3.  H.P.P. Berlage, Amsterdam Stock Exchange, west facade, as revised in 1898.



Peter Behrens and Lauweriks

At the Kunstgewerbeschulein Düsseldorf, for
example, all design is worked out according to a
similar but very stringent method as directed by the
Dutch teacher Lauweriks.  Indeed he takes it farther
than anyone else.   

H.P. Berlage, 190824

The early architectural projects of Peter Behrens through
1903 drew heavily from Viennese Jugendstil and the work
of Charles Rennie MacIntosh.  The dining rooms of the
Exhibition of Modern Living at the Wertheim Department
store in Berlin (1902) and the Dresden Workshop for the
Arts and Crafts Exhibition (1903), the Reading Room for
the Düsseldorf Public Library (1903), and the Alcohol-
free Restaurant at the Garden Fair in Düsseldorf (1904)
all possess the angularity and organicism of Jugendstil.
Then in the watershed year of 1904 the obsessive orna-
mentation, the attenuated and sinuous lines, and the com-
plex textures and surfaces all disappear.  Behrens’s archi-
tecture becomes pronouncedly ethereal:  an array of
abstract spatial grids, simple non-tectonic and ideal solids,
and smooth surfaces skimmed by ranks of circles and
squares.  We see it in the abstract and geometric frames of
the Oldenburg Exhibition Pavilion (1905), and the Music
Pavilion  in Cologne (1906).(fig. 4) Like Berlage,
Behrens had been drawn to a study of geometry as a
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foundation for architectural method and cultural
meaning.25 Among the many competing expositions on
geometric order that influenced him were the School of
Beuron and the work of von Thiersch, especially his essay
“Proportion in Architecture” in which he pronounced the
importance of the repeated figure, particularly the square,
as the basis for intelligibility and harmony.26

In 1903, as the newly-appointed head of the Düsseldorf
Kunstgewerbeschule Behrens  determined to found the
studio pedagogy on a geometrically-based system in a
fashion similar to von Thiersch’s studio in Nuremberg.
His search for faculty began in Holland where he under-
stood such systems were studied with particular attention.
Through contacts with Berlage he first learned of de
Bazel, who declined an offer for health reasons.
Introductions were then made to Lauweriks.  With
Lauweriks’s acceptance in 1904, Behrens himself with-
drew from studio teaching, the school’s graduates in the
coming years being largely the product of Lauweriks’s
tutelage.27 Behrens’s search for timeless form was cer-
tainly in sympathy with Lauweriks’s, whose work he
studied at close hand.  Lauweriks’s appeal to Behrens was
that he based his system on suppositions that lay beyond
convention as espoused by von Thiersch, and sought to
redefine the goal of art as something sublime.  The two
planned to write a work on architectural theory together, a
project that unfortunately never came to fruition.28

Figure 5.  J.L.M. Lauweriks, Gallery for Christian Art, Werkbund
Exhibition, Düsseldorf, 1909, interior gallery entry.

Figure 4.  Peter Behrens, Oldenburg Exhibition Pavilions,
Oldenburg, 1905.



V7n2: Architecture and Theosophy,  Page 6

Lauweriks’s one built work of the period, the gallery for
Christian Art at the German Werkbund Exhibition held in
Düsseldorf in 1909, was an essay on the immanence of
the grid.(fig. 5) The consonance between this and
Behrens’s work is easy to see.  If one compares it to the
Oldenburg pavilions, for example, there is the striking
similarity in the use of the three-dimensional square grid
making reference to an ever-present geometrical order.  In
articulating the grid, both emphasize transparency and the
line and defy any reference to structural weight or mass.
The catalogue described Lauweriks’s contribution as a
method based in Vitruvius and the middle ages that would
systematically advance modern architecture. “Its purpose
it to create a building that is totally unified and to bring
rhythm to its form.”29

Lauweriks also had a profound impact on the work pro-
duced at the Kunstgewerbeschule. While his students
worked out the design implications of his theory in the
design studio, Lauweriks celebrated their works as exam-
ples of his method in a continued flow of articles.  Both
Adolf Meyer and Christian Bayer had projects published
by Lauweriks in expositions on his theory.  An essay enti-
tled “Towards Designing from a Systematic Basis in
Architecture” in the journal Ring,Lauweriks illustrated
his ideas with a church determined by an obsessive
inscription of the circle and square, the work of Christian
Bayer.30 (fig. 6) Demonstrating a somewhat cooler
approach, Adolf Meyer’s thesis project for a school based

on a pillared grid appeared, as previously mentioned, in
Berlage’s discussion of Lauweriks’s theory in Grundlagen
und Entwicklungen.31

Over the next ten years Lauweriks continued to evolve his
design method through his writings and teaching.32 A
major part of his tutelage involved weaning students away
from conventional design strategies.  Typical exercises
subjected a contemporary project to geometric systemati-
zation, a process aimed to winnow out extraneous ele-
ments in favor of a crystalline rigor.  At the Dresden Arts
and Crafts Exhibition of 1906, the school displayed the
results of this training in temporary galleries designed by
Lauweriks and his students to house the school’s work .
The main hall, set within an existing exhibition building,
was a square articulated as a Greek cross.  It was
approached by a gallery flanked by a procession of square
niches.  From the plan to the proportion of the pilasters
and frieze zone, every detail conformed to a quadratic
modulus.  Details were flat and linear:  scored surfaces on
the pilasters, stenciled meanders on the frieze zone.33

The centerpiece was a cubic vitrine designed by Adolf
Meyer; six squares of light sunk into the ceiling surround-
ed it above.(fig. 7) Flanking the centerpiece were two
lecterns, one open to a copy of the Upanishads, the other
to a life of Michelangelo.  With its quasi-basilical
approach and the climactic “chapel,” complete with crys-
talline altar piece and flanking icons, the exhibit present-
ed a polemic of a contemporary art that pointed towards a

Figure 7.  J.L.M. Lauweriks with students Bernhard Weyrather
and Heinrich Daners, vitrine by Adolf Meyer, Third German Arts
and Crafts Exhibition, Dresden, Düsseldorf School of Arts and
Crafts Exhibition, 1906, main hall, interior.

Figure 6.  Christian
Bayer, design for a
church, project from
the studio of J.L.M.
Lauweriks at the
Düsseldorf
Kunstgewerbeschule,
1906.
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newreverence, a path to perceive the sacred as immanent
in the everyday. 

Karl Ernst Osthaus and Hagen

Hagen was then a provincial city the old core of which
had been virtually consumed by its numerous industri-
al concerns; a hideous sight.  No less hideous was the
effect of the ostentatious villas of the industrialists
built in the Grunderzeit and crammed into small gar-
dens where one could hardly breathe.  The lawns were
wretched, the shrubs sickly, and everything lay under a

thick cloud of coal smoke.34

Henry van de Velde

The grandson of a successful industrialist and heir to the
family fortune, Karl Ernst Osthaus (1874-1921) chose the
life of community patron over that of entrepreneur in his
hometown of Hagen located in the Ruhr Valley.  From an
early age Osthaus dedicated himself to social reform,
specifically the enrichment of the intellectual and creative
life of the population.  In addressing what Osthaus
believed was the cultural and material degradation of the
people, he was little concerned with such issues as hous-
ing and urban reform, focusing his efforts instead on cul-
ture and public education.  He sponsored an unending
series of building projects, exhibitions and associations,
and fostered local crafts guilds and educational projects.
Osthaus was one of a growing number of patrons, many
associated with the Werkbund and the early Bauhaus, who
believed that traditional crafts could invigorate modern
industry.  Conceiving of the Ruhr Valley as one vast city,
he endeavored to catalyze a regional renaissance of sorts.
He founded the traveling German Museum for Commerce
and Trade in 1909, and the Western German Federation
for Applied Art  in 1910.  Known as the Guild, the latter
organization encouraged Rhineland businesses to hire and
promote younger artists, especially those involved in the
decorative arts such as silver smithing and stained glass
design.  Eventually he succeeded in drawing a number of
artists away from larger cities to settle in the region’s
towns.35 Artists came to be in residence, to teach, others
to contribute to the Folkwang Museum or participate in
its programs.  Peter Behrens, and a young Walter Gropius,
van de Velde, and Lauweriks, the dancer Mary Wigman,
and Jugendstil artist Thorn Prikker were some of those
who came to Hagen under the patronage of Osthaus.
Osthaus was also a founding member of the Deutsche

Werkbund, and nurtured the careers of artists and archi-
tects beyond the bounds of Hagen:  for a period of about
ten years he was party to nearly all of Behrens’s commis-
sions.   

Osthaus’s building program in Hagen chronicles the evo-
lution of his opinions and cultural priorities.  Perhaps the
most important single project was the Folkwang
Museum.36 After beginning the museum with a local
architect in the 1890s, he approached Henry van de Velde
in 1900 to complete it.37 At that time, Osthaus envi-
sioned a natural history museum that he hoped would
impart the wonder of the natural world to a people over-
whelmed by Germany’s bleak industrial Rhineland.
Following his visit to the Arts and Crafts Exhibition held
Dresden in 1906, he commissioned van de Velde for a
whole program of important projects intended to trans-
form the civic discourse of Hagen.38 It was van de Velde
who convinced him to reconceive the Folkwang as an art
museum to house his considerable collection.  

By 1900 Osthaus had amassed a substantial art collection
largely comprised of Far and Near Eastern art.  He then
began buying African sculpture and modern art, and by
1910 was a patron of Jugendstil artists as well as the bur-
geoning expressionist movement represented by die
Brücke.  The museum’s galleries reflected his eclecticism
in the supplanting of the usual historical and chronologi-
cal  narrative by themes based on formal consonances or
materials.  Typical juxtapositions displayed a Gauguin
next to a temple painting from Bali, or Asian textiles
alongside fabrics produced at the Hagen mills from
designs by Behrens.39 This ahistorical, largely aesthetic
reading posed an alternative to the nineteenth century
evolutionary interpretation.  Clearly, Osthaus saw some-
thing within this range of artistic  styles, cultures and
periods as of a piece, that all art when uncorrupted sprang
from a common source.  Whether this life force emanated
from the human spirit or a cosmic one, as the Theosophist
would have it, it was a concept that answered the contem-
porary desire for a spiritual renewal beyond the con-
straints of history, geography and politics, and addressed
a dominant plaint of the early modern period:  the degra-
dation of the spiritual and the broken bond between
human and nature.

Believing that workers would be improved by living in
exemplary dwellings Osthaus also endeavored to build
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housing for the employees at his factory.  This was the
Waldorf Settlement designed by Richard Reimerschmid in
1907.40 Made of local stone, according to plan types
Riemerschmid used again at the Garden City Hellerau
near Dresden, the settlement reflected the view that the
people needed to rebond with the soil and reestablish a
“pure domestic culture.”  Riemerschmid’s solution cap-

tured a romantic and regional ideal of folkish tradition.41

Osthaus also hoped to reform domestic culture through
example with the construction of a garden city suburb for
the middle class.  By 1906 he had purchased twenty
hectares of land on a ridge overlooking the town.  Over
the next two years van de Velde designed Osthaus’s new
home there.  Hohenhof was a rambling complex with a
formal front that faced the town below.42 Artists were
frequently housed in the pavilion at the end of the service

wing called the gardener’s cottage.For the hilltop as a
whole Osthaus conceived of Hogenhagen,a settlement
that he hoped would epitomize new cultural sensibilities,
much like the Mathildenhöhe at Darmstadt.43 The resi-
dents would be friends and fellow industrialists who had
joined Osthaus in efforts to reform the life of the city;
their houses designed by sympathetic architects.44 Van de
Velde completed the master plan and several other homes
on the hill; over the years Behrens and Lauweriks would
make their contributions.

By 1910 Osthaus had achieved his goal of making Hagen
an art center.  The architecture of the city was also signifi-
cantly changed.  By 1912 the Folkwang catalogue could
document thirty-three new buildings in Hagen that arose
from Osthaus’s patronage.45 Behrens’s works included
the Hagen Crematorium (1907) and the Villa Cuno
(1910).  Van de Velde’s contributions included several vil-
las as well as the Folkwang and Hohenhof.Sympathetic
local architects had contributed buildings that reflected
the new ideas.  In the decorative arts, Thorn Prikker’s art
embellished the Folkwang, Hohenhof, and city’s new
train station.  

In his personal evolution with regard to architecture,
Osthaus’s philosophy paralleled the advancing debate as
to the nature of the modern in contemporary society.  Van
de Velde, whose work was deeply embedded in the natu-
ralism of Art Nouveau but lacked a strong spiritual base,
was his first in-house architect.  Behrens, whose work at

Darmstadt suggested a rigorist basis, then came to the
forefront.  Finally, through Behrens, Osthaus came to
know of Lauweriks and his theoretical and educational
work.  After Behrens resigned his post in Düsseldorf,
Lauweriks influence at the school dwindled.  On
Osthaus’s invitation, Lauweriks moved to Hagen to com-
plete another group of hilltop villas, and to help foster a
decorative arts industry in the city.

Lauweriks in Hagen

The spiral power, Kundalini, also called
the serpent power was often applied in
Egyptian, Indian and Christian symbolism.
Transferred to geometry this power is rep-
resented by the line.  In architecture this
line is represented by the perpendicular
and horizontal lines, by columns and
beams, separations of floors and in differ-
ent ways of decorating.

J.L.M. Lauweriks46

Behrens effected an introduction between Lauweriks and
Osthaus in 1904.  Five years later  Lauweriks took up res-
idence in the gardener’s quarters at Hohenhof.  There for
the first and only sustained period, he applied his theory
to his own built work.  As citizen-artist Lauweriks also
had a broader role to play.  From 1909 through 1916 he
was the director of the provincial craft seminars
[Staatliche Handfertigkeitsseminars]; he spent eight more
years as the artistic director of the Hagen silver smiths.47

More immediately, Osthaus commissioned him to build a
row of houses, a small colony along the ridge of
Hohenhagen  that would house artists and designers.48 Its
tenants included Thorn Prikker, the sculptor Milly Steger,
the painter August Voswinckel, author Ernst Lorenzen,
the head of the Hagen city planning office, Heinrich
Schäfer and Lauweriks himself.  A subsequent generation
of “Hagen bohemians,” many with radical political asso-
ciations, would follow after the war.49

In 1904 Lauweriks wrote “ATheosophical Building,”an
essay  outlining basic design principles, and in which he
introduces the Tantric concept of kundalini, or cosmic
energy.50 Kundalini is often represented as a coiled ser-
pent that rests near the base of the spine, at the lowest
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“cakra” or energy node.  When this creative energy is
awakened it spurs the “unfolding of consciousness” in a
thin red line that ascends through the body.51 Its sym-
bols include the swastika and the meander.  Kundalini
was the second major principle of Lauweriks’s
Theosophical theory after proportion and measure,
although it would have less of an impact on work beyond
his own.  It was present in the exhibition space at
Düsseldorf in the symbolic meanders, and it appeared in
the work of de Bazel in the same years.52 At Hagen
Lauweriks took it beyond symbolism, using it to deter-
mine the arrangement and order of the whole complex of
buildings.

Lauweriks conceived of kundalini as a dynamic line that
tied major design elements together.  At Hagen the mean-
der as the incarnation of kundalini generates and channels
energy.  It relates continuity and ignores structural events.
The surfaces it inscribes appear at times ethereal, even
irrational.  Lauweriks’s site plan for the Hohenhagen
incorporated his projected five houses along Stirnband
Street within a larger scheme for the neighborhood.  An
imaginary meander connected all the houses along their
roof ridges and eventually turned back on itself, essential-
ly building a linked chain, like the cakraof the spine; the
necessary turning movement of the meander generating a
further turn in each roof ridge before it moved to the
neighboring house, which in turn produced the stepping
back and then back forward in the site plan.53 (fig. 8)
Lauweriks reiterated the meander on the house facades
with a single course ofrusticated stone running along the
base of each house, and a second just under the eaves.
Along the street, the bounding wall echoed the line, the
stone wall popping up to create occasional portals fram-
ing entry walks.(fig. 9) The gardens linked the houses

with large squared spirals drawn in plant beds.54

Leading from house to house the stone coursing culminat-
ed in the upper gable of the last house with a labyrinthine
encircling of Thorn Prikker’s atelier window.(fig. 10)
The wood slats patterned in square modules, like an
abstract mandala, demonstrate the unity of creative energy
and cosmic order.  

The bounding stone used to trace house-inscribing mean-
ders negates its more usual role as structure, and gives the
houses a vaguely troubling aspect.  The massive blocks
forming the shallow single-course foundations recede
beneath the brick walls where one would expect them to
form a projecting base; another course hangs uncomfort-

Figure 8.  J.L.M. Lauweriks, Hohenhagen artists colony, 1910-
1914, Stirnband site plan.

Figure 9.  J.L.M. Lauweriks, Hohenhagen artists colony, 1910-
1914, entry gates fronting the Bockskopf and Prikker houses,
1996 photograph.

Figure 10.  J.L.M. Lauweriks, Thorn Prikker House,
Hohenhagen artists colony, 1910 photograph.
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ably under the eaves where it appears to act as an awk-
ward and heavy soffit.(fig. 11) An attenuated line traces
the building’s corners, much as Josef Hoffman was doing
at Palais Stoclet with thin bronze moldings.  But here the
vertical courses in the rusticated stone contradict the sub-
stance and weight of the material.  Bay windows on the
second story that are framed in the same stone hover pre-
cariously above the ground.  This local stone appears in
many of the Hagen projects:  Riemerschmid’s Walddorf
was built entirely from it in a speculative recreation of the
regional vernacular; Behrens’s Cuno House (1911) sits on
a firm rusticated base, the classicism of the superstructure
gaining a certain mannerist edge.  It is at Behrens’s earlier
Hagen Crematorium (1906) where we see an interpreta-
tion of the stone in sympathy with Lauweriks’s.  In
explaining his approach to the Crematorium, Behrens
argued for a new religiosity in art, and cited the medieval
and early renaissance buildings of Tuscany as sacred
architecture (although among his examples only San
Miniato al Monte was so), and Alberti’s Ten Booksas a
source for centralized and cubic plans and sections.  The
exterior of the Crematorium is reminiscent of San
Miniato, with a smooth white stone articulated with a
black intarsia of square compartments subdivided by
smaller squares and circles.  In contrast, the base of the
building is the local stone, and would have comprised the
structure and parapets of a proposed terraced cemetery
with broad arms flanking the Crematorium itself.  As first
projected by the architect F. Sander and as later complet-
ed by Behrens, the furnace at the back of the building was
also of stone and projected from the building as a separate

wing.  But in Behrens’s redesign of 1906 this wing reced-
ed into the idealized planar surfaces of the main
building.55 The rusticated wall sat just off the surface of
the main block in the depth of only a single course.(fig.
12) Here, and in Lauweriks’s stone meanders, what we
would ordinarily read as a material or structural substance
is subjected to an intellectual reading, earthly substance is
contrasted with and ruled by an ethereal order. 

Lauweriks maintained that his geometrical system was
eurhythmic.  From the Greek, eurhythmics refers to rhyth-
mical order and movement, or to the proportions of the
body and its harmony with nature.  The term had wide-
spread currency in the early twentieth century with regard
to numerous aesthetic and social theories.  It was com-
monly associated with dance and gymnastic exercises
such as those practiced at Hellerau under Émile Jacques-
Dalcroze, and it was a watchword of educational reform
spearheading a movement to include athletics in school
curricula.  In this context eurhythmics was associated
with a new freedom of the body and an aspiration to lift
the working class out of the physical and spiritual impov-
erishment of factory life.  In architecture eurhythmics
referred to a three dimensional proportion system that
generated space as well as structure.  For the
Theosophists and other life reform movements the con-
cept of eurhythmics also entailed a retuning of human
action in consonance with a higher order of things.  

In applying a theory of eurythmics to architecture,
Lauweriks also made a contribution to the theory of archi-
tectural space.  His theory was gleaned from his mentor,

Figure 11.  J.L.M. Lauweriks, Hohenhagen artists colony, 1910-
1914, bird's eye rendering, 1910.  

Figure 12.  Peter Behrens, Crematorium, Hagen, 1906 version,
model,.
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C.W. Nijhoff, a teacher at the Amsterdam
Kunstgewerbeschule. Nijhoff argued that the art of build-
ing was the art of space making.56 In Lauweriks’s totaliz-
ing view space became the unseen substance of the uni-
verse; the architect’s role was to articulate it through an
interaction with built form.  Together the dual aspects of
his system, the structured order of the grid and the
dynamism of the meander, constituted a unity and the
“substance” of space.  A small table designed for the
house for Dr. Stein of 1911 captures this concept with a
clarity and abstractness that one associates with De
Stijl.(fig. 13)  The square establishes plan, section and
module; the spiral links quadrants of open and enclosed
space up through the structure.  The house for Thorn
Prikker shows Lauweriks developing the same themes in
a more challenging context:  the plan is a square that,
with one quadrant missing, initiates the spiral.  The pro-
portions of the plan and section of this, as all the houses,
is based on the square root of two, a measure Lauweriks
associated with order and harmony.  The resulting volu-
metrics of the house interrelate and define a quasi-
Palladian systematization of the space.57 The larger spi-

ral implied by the plan recurs on the house interiors, on
doors and gates, in meanders in ceiling plaster and
inscribed lines on wall panels that bound rooms in a cos-
mic knot.  The creative energy that the meander or spiral
embodied were intended to activate the space and imply a
new and modern dynamism.  Lauweriks was not success-
ful, though, in creating a similar link among the spaces
within the body of the house.  The use of walls and the
concept of rooms are stubbornly traditional, and spatial
movement remains constrained by discreet floors.  Only
the small table sculpts space interior to its structure in a
way akin to a Loosian Raumplan.  While the implications
of the written theory never were fully realized in the
buildings, the theme of spatial dynamism remained a tan-
talizing speculation in Lauweriks’s work.

By the time of his Hohenhagen houses, Lauweriks had
resolved a system comprised of a  modular order and a
dynamic spine that together produced an “an architectural
organism.”  The two together described and contained
space, while the building achieved a life spirit evident in
its rhythm “without which  the design of a building is
impossible.”  This nonrational, mythic quality, envision-
ing a building synchronized with the cosmos, released it
from the usual modes of explanation and ultimately from
the contingencies of modernity.  Lauweriks living build-
ing becomes a sacred totem standing outside of time.  

In the final analysis Lauweriks’s unorthodox approach to
architecture places his work alongside that of the expres-
sionists, while his move towards abstraction link him to
early modern experiments assayed by the de Stijl group
and Adolf Loos.  For his part, de Bazel sought a kind of
harmony consonant with regional tradition.  De Bazel’s
conservatism in this regard, his refusal to attempt the
invention of the modern style—ironically later criticized
by his elder, Berlage—meant that his influence after 1900
was muted compared to Lauweriks’s and, though his
work continued to be admired, discussion of it was con-
tained within a rather narrow circle in the Netherlands.
Lauweriks’s work, however, was central to the millennial
fray in the years prior to the war.  Instead of the imagism
of Bruno Taut’s fantastic glass architecture, or Wenzel
Hablik’s crystalline mountains, Lauweriks’s abstract sys-
tem had a ready consonance with those seeking a mod-
ernism grounded in timeless principles rather than prag-
matic functionalism.  In this regard the question of influ-
ence, the direct impact of a project by Lauweriks, or earli-
er by de Bazel, on specific works, is perhaps less telling

Figure 13.  J.L.M. Lauweriks, house for Dr. Stein, Göttingen,
1913, interior perspective with furnishings.



than the response of their peers.  The interest generated
by their work among early modern masters like Berlage
and Behrens; and later on the younger generation of J.J.P.
Oud, Adolf Meyer, and le Corbusier, signals its pertinence
to their debates.  For these men, in 1910, Lauweriks’s
Theosophical propositions bore no overwhelming stigma.
Rather his theories pointed to a way beyond style,
towards a methodological and ontological basis for a
modernism grounded in an universalistic idealism.
Leached from its immediate Theosophical roots, their
interpolations transposed Lauweriks’s cosmology into a
secularized modernism tied to timeless universal truths,
an idyll of clarity and harmony in an otherwise tumultuos
time.
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