Geometry, Space, and the Human:  Laszlo Moholy-Nagy Revisits E. T. A. Hoffmann

Jennifer Low

Associate Professor of English Florida Atlantic University

This paper examines how Laszlo Moholy-Nagy draws on foundational Bauhaus theories of bodies in space to develop sets and costume designs for a 1929 production of Offenbach’s Tales of Hoffmann.


Following the model of Oskar Schlemmer’s “Triadic Ballet” and other theatrical productions, Moholy-Nagy used geometric forms to depict the body in motion.  But what makes the conjunction of Hoffmann and Bauhaus so important is the tension in the designer’s treatment of the puppet and the artist. The opera is based on the stories of E. T. A. Hoffmann, which overtly manifest the Romanticist’s anxious response to the Industrial Revolution.  The Bauhaus school, however, developed an anti-Romantic stand, skeptical of the uniqueness of the artist, the visitation of inspiration and, most of all, of the idea of the artist as set apart from his society and yet able to speak for it.


In the opera, the body is particularly significant:  in the first act, the very concept is challenged by the youthful Hoffmann’s mistaken conviction that he experiences a special affinity with the beautiful Olympia, whom he discovers, to his sorrow, is a life-sized automaton designed by amateur scientists.  The real Hoffmann’s treatment of this theme in his story “The Sandman” was one of the first of many works about the puppet/automaton/robot, human images whose lifeless animation has intrigued  artists, writers, and theorists—among them Kleist, Craig, Freud, and Harraway—who have  theorized about the human via the figure of the automaton.  In the changing treatment of Olympia from 1817 to 1880 to 1929, one can see the changing understanding of the human and its relation to the body, the body and its relation to the self.  In his designs, Moholy-Nagy uses the opera’s fantasy to revisit themes that he and his Bauhaus colleagues addressed in their attempts to recast cultural perceptions in an appropriately modernist mode.

