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 The German exhibit of interiors in the Palace of Varied Industries and the Austrian 

Pavilion at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis included striking examples of 

Jugendstil and Secessionstil design. These modernist interiors were shocking in contrast to the 

historicist aesthetic that pervaded the rest of the exposition. In many cases, the exposition 

exposed American designers and consumers to examples of European modernism for the first 

time, although in other cases it allowed them to personally experience design trends that they had 

been following in publications. The exhibits met with mixed reviews in America, with the popular 

press expressing either skepticism about the "new art" that they presented, or cautious 

admiration of their integrated design. In the design world, the handcrafted interiors of the German 

Pavilion met with approval from the Arts and Crafts community, which was already well 

established in the United States. By contrast, discussions of the  Austrian Pavilion, which 

primarily displayed simplified, geometrical designs from the members of the Secession and their 

students, varied widely, ranging from commentary on the novelty of the designs to discussions 

about what Americans could learn from the Austrian system of design education. These differing 

approaches toward discussing the designs displayed in the German and Austrian exhibits in 1904 

reveal a variety of emerging attitudes toward modernism in American design. Both their contents 

and their reception make the German and Austrian exhibits at the St. Louis World's Fair important 

to the history of European and American modernism. For historians of European modernism, the 

designs provide a panoramic view of the various approaches that important German and Austrian 

modernists were exploring at a time when their search for an appropriate style included the 
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broadest range of options. For historians of American modernism, the response to the exhibits 

offers insight into the values of American designers and consumers at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, as well as clues about why modernist efforts in the United States declined 

sharply in the decade prior to World War I.  
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CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE SCENE 

 As industrialization spread across Europe and the United States throughout the 

nineteenth century, bringing with it urbanization, economic changes, and the attendant changes 

in lifestyle,  architects and designers were faced with the challenge of adapting to the needs of 

people who lived in a modernizing society. The urge to create designs that were appropriate for a 

world that was increasingly shaped by machines and commerce gave rise to the modern 

movement in art and architecture, which is generally considered to encompass most of the 

twentieth century.1 For the purposes of this thesis, modern will be used to refer to any designer or 

object from the late nineteenth or early twentieth century that offered a new form as a response to 

social, economic, or technical changes.2 The English Arts and Crafts movement led the way in 

this quest, following the ideas of John Ruskin and William Morris, who were English writers 

concerned about "the impact of the Industrial Revolution on the social organization, the methods 

of building, and the very moral basis of culture."3 From the mid-nineteenth century on, these men 

and their followers advocated a return to the medieval system of hand crafts and skilled 

craftsmen, striving to create settings that were free from the corrupting influence of the machine 

age.4 During the last decade of the nineteenth century, a variety of similar movements also 

emerged all over Europe and the United States. One of the first notable architectural expressions 

of Art Nouveau, the Hotel Tassel, was built in 1892 by Victor Horta, a Belgian architect practicing 

in Brussels.5 Merging ornament and structure in flowing lines that evoked the forms of nature, Art 

Nouveau represented a rebellion against the machine and the straight lines that were suited to 

manufactured goods.6 A variant version of the style arose in Germany at around the same time. 

Known as Jugendstil, literally "youth style," it was also characterized by natural forms, flowing 

lines, and use of handcraft, although it often drew on exotic influences and was more restrained 

in line than the French and Belgian versions.7 In 1897 the Viennese architects Josef Hoffmann 

and Joseph Maria Olbrich joined with the artists Kolomon Moser and Gustav Klimt to found the 

Vienna Secession, which renounced historicism and looked for inspiration in natural and 
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geometric forms.8 While the early Secessionstil, as it came to be called, was characterized by a 

mix of simplified classical forms and conventionalized natural motifs, it later evolved away from 

vegetal forms toward geometric shapes rendered in a monochromatic palette.9  

 In the United States, the American Arts and Crafts movement had been slowly gaining 

momentum over the 1880s and 90s, with Gustav Stickley, the Roycrofters, Louis Comfort Tiffany, 

and the Rookwood Pottery producing fine examples of handcrafted items on the East Coast.10 In 

the Midwest, Chicago School architects, most notably Louis Sullivan, had been experimenting 

with systems of organic ornamentation and the design possibilities of the skyscraper form during 

the 1880s and 90s.11 The houses of Frank Lloyd Wright, one of Sullivan's former employees, 

initiated the Prairie School of architecture, with lines that evoked the long, clear horizons of the 

prairie landscape and plans adapted to changing modern lifestyles. Greene and Greene, Bernard 

Maybeck,  and Irving Gill were each exploring variants of Arts and Crafts or other modern 

approaches to design on the west coast. This proliferation of design ideas within a single area or 

country was typical of the early twentieth century, when the explorations of modern design not 

only varied from one geographical area to another, but could also change dramatically from one 

year to the next in the work of a single movement or designer.  

 During this period of change, International Expositions played an important role in the 

development and dissemination of design ideas. In our current media age, when we have easy 

access to images of designs from all over the world, it is hard to imagine why these showcases 

would have been so important.  Most of the periodicals that would serve as key vehicles for 

disseminating design ideas in the modern age were just starting up around the turn of the century 

-- the first issue of Architectural Record was published in 1891, The Studio (published in the U.S. 

as International Studio) in 1893, and The Craftsman in 1901. A designer at the turn of the 

twentieth century, even one who followed these publications, had very little exposure to the ideas 

that others were experimenting with as they struggled to figure out what type of design would be 

appropriate to modernity. Expositions provided not only opportunities for people to see a variety 
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of new and interesting designs, but also an opportunity for designers to collect and present their 

thoughts to their contemporaries. For the architectural or design historian, they offer a panoramic 

view of the ideas that people were developing in parallel across different countries and 

continents.  One particularly interesting example can be seen in the Louisiana Purchase 

Exposition of 1904, which occurred at a crucial moment in the development of early modernism, 

providing an opportunity for Americans interested in modern design to see what their European 

counterparts were exploring in their work.  

 Of all the modernist movements discussed above, Secessionstil and the German and 

Austrian variants of Jugendstil were the only two that were well represented in St. Louis. 

Answering the question of what to exhibit at an international exposition proved equally 

challenging to the bureaucrats and artists of each participating country. Both groups cared deeply 

about how their county or movement would be represented, but they often had differing visions of 

the image that they wished to present. Many nations chose not to showcase the most avant- 

garde products of their artists and designers at the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, opting instead  

 

Figure 1: Gallery for English Arts and Crafts exhibit (L); table by the Gorham Manufacturing Company from 
the American exhibit (R), St. Louis 1904.12 
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to display items that were more representative of their traditional arts and products.13 England, for 

example, featured only a few designs by Arts and Crafts practitioners. A book designed by 

Charles Ashbee,  fabric designs by C. F. A. Voysey, and a design for a country house by Edwin 

Lutyens, all of whom were prominent Arts and Crafts designers, were exhibited in a Neoclassical 

gallery space (Figure 1, left), lost among hundreds of more traditional designs.14  An American 

Arts and Crafts exhibit was assembled and housed in the Palace of Fine Arts , but it largely 

"featured costly masterpieces from a specific geographical region, produced by members of a 

single organization and reflecting a very conservative aesthetic and technical approach," such as 

the table shown on the right in Figure 1.15 France contributed a replica of the Grand Trianon at 

Versailles, filled almost entirely with replicas of period paintings and sculpture.16 The German and 

Austrian exhibits, in contrast, showcased striking examples of nascent modernism that 

occasioned strong responses from both members of the public and the design community. 

 In spite of the initial response, the exhibits have been largely omitted from the historical 

narratives constructed later in the century. Nearly every text that provides a survey of twentieth 

century architecture or design discusses the Chicago Fair of 1893 as an important catalyst for the 

City Beautiful movement. Many also discuss the expositions in Paris in 1900 and 1925 as 

significant moments in Art Nouveau and Art Deco, respectively. Yet wholly overlooked is the St. 

Louis Fair, in spite of the fact that many of the Germans and Austrians who participated were 

notable modern designers: Josef Hoffmann, Bruno Paul, Peter Behrens, Josef Maria Olbrich, and 

Jan Kotěra, to name only a few. Other works by these men are included in the canon of 

architectural and design history, but not their designs for this exposition, in spite of the fact that 

they were chosen to present the very best work that their countries had to offer. While the exhibits 

themselves, as interior spaces displaying designed objects, fall more within the purview of design 

history than architectural history, they are still relevant to architectural historians for two reasons. 

The first is that the configurations and relationships of the spaces, both architectural features, are 

often innovative and indicative of the designers' efforts to adapt to modern lifestyles. The second 
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is that several of the designers involved were architects responsible for creating iconic early 

modern buildings, and a broader knowledge of their designs is therefore relevant to architectural 

historians who study this time period. Not only do the exhibits at the fair offer a carefully curated 

glimpse of some of the best work of German and Austrian designers, but they also display a 

broad cross section of the variety of design ideas that they were exploring at the time. Looking at 

the exhibits as a whole allows one to piece together a collage that offers a fascinating glimpse 

into the struggle to transition from historical styles to something that would accommodate 

technical advances in materials, manufacturing processes, lighting, and heating, or prove more 

fitting to a world increasingly dominated by industrialism and commerce. As such, the exhibits 

offered a valuable resource for modern American designers who were interested in the work of 

their European counterparts and serve as an enlightening, though long overlooked, source for 

both architectural and design historians of the period.  

 This raises an important question: if these exhibits were so important, why did they have 

so little lasting impact?  One could argue that they have not been discussed extensively because 

lack of documentation makes it difficult to fully understand and analyze the designs, but that 

argument would apply equally to the other expositions that are frequently mentioned. In addition, I 

have found that it is possible to assemble the existing documentation for these types of 

exhibitions into diagrammatic reconstructions that provide enough information to evaluate the 

designs. The relative isolation of St. Louis, compared with other cities who had hosted 

expositions, could be another factor, but records indicate that roughly the same number of people 

attended the St. Louis Fair as the Chicago Fair.17 One could assume that this lacuna exists 

because there was simply nothing there really worth talking about, but the existing photos and 

responses of the people who saw the exhibits provide evidence that contradicts this assumption. 

To the people of the time, especially those at the forefront of American modernism, the German 

and Austrian exhibits were worthy of extensive discussion. That discussion took various forms, 

depending on the interests of the individual observers. While American design professionals were 
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interested primarily in technical details, critics often seemed to like the designs without really 

understanding what made them appealing. These responses offer important clues about the 

reasons why the exhibits were well received but did not have lasting influence. Most of the 

American professionals who were interested in modern design were pursuing approaches that 

were already well developed, and were more interested in observing methods that might help 

them to execute their own ideas than in emulating some other designer's work. They may have 

incorporated some techniques that they had observed in the German and Austrian exhibits into 

their own designs, using new processes for staining wood or choosing to conceal radiators 

behind screens, but these were small details that are easy to overlook and difficult to attribute 

directly to a specific source. As for the critics and general populace, their responses indicate that 

they either dismissed the designs as "new art" that was strange and alien, or admired the overall 

effect without fully understanding how it had been achieved.  

 Sometimes a negative result can be just as telling as a positive, and in this regard the 

fact that the German and Austrian exhibits had little lasting impact in the U.S. says a great deal 

both about how well developed American versions of modernism were in 1904, and the degree to 

which the general public was unprepared to support their continued development. The market for 

modernist designs was fairly small in America, where a marked tendency toward nostalgia and 

conservatism governed the taste of most consumers, and most of the demand for modernist 

designs was already being satisfied by American designers. This tendency toward nostalgia and 

near saturation of the market may explain why the efforts at modernism in America began 

dwindling sometime around 1910, slowly losing momentum until World War I cut them off 

entirely.18 The German and Austrian exhibits at the Louisiana Purchase Exposition are therefore 

worth studying not only because they showcase examples of cutting edge design from two 

countries well advanced in their quest for modern forms, but also because examining the 

American response provides valuable clues about the course of early modern design in the U.S. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 The ephemeral nature of international expositions can make them difficult for historians of 

architecture or design to study, although the records provided by official catalogues and news 

articles sometimes offer more documentation than is available for other works from the early 

twentieth century. Most of the buildings created for the fairs were elaborate stage sets, intended 

to be destroyed at the conclusion of the event, while the objects displayed, if they met with the 

desired commercial success, were scattered across the world in the hands of their new owners. 

Given these difficulties, the first challenge for the historian is to reconstruct enough of the physical 

evidence to be able to discuss it in detail. The second challenge is to place the event and objects 

within their proper context, whether cultural, economic, or political. Expositions gathered so many 

diverse participants, all with their own backgrounds and agendas, that their interactions formed a 

dauntingly complex matrix. On top of that, the host country and city contributed a background of 

cultural context and intent that added further layers to the tangle of interactions. Given this 

complexity, a clear methodology and conceptual framework are essential when studying material 

exhibited in the expositions. 

  The most apt analogy that occurs to me is that of a rock tossed into a pool of water 

already perturbed by ripples. The exposition, as the rock, is a momentary event that occurred 

within the historical context of the time and place, in this case, the pool. And yet, that pool was 

already in motion, stirred by its own cultural movements and ideas, so the disturbance of the rock 

produces a very complex pattern of resultant interactions. In order to arrive at any clear 

understanding of the ripples that result from this event, one must first develop a clear idea of the 

cultural medium (the pool) and the material culture (the rock). Studying each aspect of this 

intricate system appropriately requires the use of a variety of methods. Cultural analysis is the 

first of these, needed to form a clear picture of the pool itself, in this case the American culture 

that determined the concerns and tastes of the people who would view the exhibits. The second 

method is stylistic analysis, used to examine the contents of the exhibits in order to understand 
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the individual elements and their significance. The third method is social analysis, which looks at 

the responses of viewers and uses them to draw conclusions about American society and its 

values at that time.  The methods for approaching each are substantially different; the study of 

the cultural medium requires broad reading and synthesis, while the examination of the material 

culture requires very detailed study and assembly of documentation.   

 The cultural analysis used to develop an understanding of the cultural medium involved 

broad reading on European and American history over the decades preceding the fair. The 

material used for this portion of the research consisted entirely of secondary sources. Many 

books on subjects related to the development of early modernism provided helpful overviews in 

their introductions or in the background material that they chose to provide for their own topics. 

For example, Peter Paret's book on the Berlin Secession supplied not only a detailed account of 

why and what Germany decided to exhibit in the fair, but also an overview of the German 

economic and political concerns that influenced that process. Lewis Mumford's introduction to the 

anthology Roots of Contemporary American Architecture  provided a brief overview of the 

underlying aesthetic ideas that might have been influential to members of the American design 

community. In other cases, general information about political, economic, or intellectual history 

came from choosing works well respected in their fields, such as Schorske's Fin-de-Siècle 

Vienna: Politics and Culture, for background important to the Austrian exhibit, or The 

Metaphysical Club by Louis Menand, for background on American intellectual history. An 

exhaustive study of the cultural context of either Europe or the United States at the turn of the 

century would run to several volumes, and far exceeds the scope of this study, but some 

background is essential for making sense of the exhibits and their reception. For the most part, 

details are noted in this overview only if they seem relevant to later analysis of the exhibits or their 

reception. While the resulting summary of the cultural background may therefore seem simplistic 

at times, it is deliberately so, for the sake of brevity and clarity. 
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 The task of reconstructing the exhibits themselves, from the limited photographic and 

written records that exist, presents a very different sort of challenge. I began with an analysis of 

the small body of secondary material that has already been written on the exhibits, using their 

bibliographies to begin locating primary sources that provided documentation. I augmented that 

material with my own searches of newspapers, magazines, and archives, looking for any other 

cases in which the exhibits had been mentioned by contemporary sources. This research 

produced a variety of sources, sometimes with conflicting or incomplete information. For example, 

I was able to find images for about half of the rooms in the Austrian pavilion, but it was sometimes 

unclear from the labeling which room an image was showing. In order to make sense of the 

information and come as close as possible to an understanding of what a visitor might have 

experienced, I created a diagrammatic reconstruction of the pavilion by using the floor plan as a 

base for organizing the images of the individual rooms along with text describing them and 

images of the objects that they contained (see Appendices A and B). This document allows a 

twenty-first century "visitor" to understand the sequence of movement through the spaces, the 

views from one room to the next, the variety of design styles present, and the nature of the 

objects exhibited, all at one perusal. While it certainly cannot replicate the experience of moving 

through the space personally, this reconstruction comes as close as the available information 

permits to allowing a viewer to respond to the material of the original exhibit. If more complete 

documentation were available, it might be possible to create a detailed digital model of the space 

that would provide a more accurate simulation of the experience, but the paucity of information in 

this case would require the modeler to infer so much that substantial distortion would likely result. 

Using the source material alone safeguards against inaccuracy, while organizing it in a way that 

allows the viewer to visualize the space makes it possible to discuss it in much greater detail. The 

resulting diagrammatic reconstruction is sufficiently detailed to enable a stylistic analysis of the 

exhibits. 
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 A clear picture of the cultural background and the content of the exhibits provides the 

framework needed to begin a social analysis that evaluates the response to the German and 

Austrian contributions to the exposition. The method for this process began with collecting 

contemporary references to the artistic qualities of the fair. I wanted to see not only what people 

had to say about the German and Austrian exhibits, but which exhibits or aspects of the fair 

generally were identified as worthy of comment. These sources fell naturally into a couple of 

different categories. There were discussions in official publications, either by the American fair 

organizers, the German government, or the Austrian government. These sources were useful in 

that they often contained very detailed information about the specifics of the exhibits; their 

perspectives also revealed quite a lot about the intentions of the parties publishing them. Another 

set of sources came from the popular press; discussions in newspapers from the New York 

Times to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch helped to provide a sense of how the general public reacted, 

or was expected to react. Discussions in design publications composed another group of sources, 

which supplied some information about what members of the design community thought of the 

exhibits. Evaluating these proved a bit tricky, in that the design community was in no way unified 

at this point in time, so discussions in mainstream design magazines such as Architectural 

Record must be distinguished from those in more avant-garde publications such as The 

Craftsman or International Studio. A final category of responses was composed of personal or 

anecdotal accounts, some of which tell us little more than that a particular individual visited the 

fair and viewed the exhibits. In each case I have taken these sources, compared them to the 

diagrammatic reconstruction in order to understand as clearly as possible what physical objects 

the individuals are discussing or responding to, and then used the cultural background 

information to try to contextualize their responses.  
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ST. LOUIS AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY 

 At the turn of the century, St. Louis was the fourth largest city in the United States, with a 

population of slightly over half a million, surpassed only by New York, Chicago, and 

Philadelphia.19 It had attained this position in part due to its location at the confluence of the 

Missouri and Mississippi rivers, which had made it a trading center from its earliest days, a 

position that it clung to even as the advent of the railroads gave Chicago an edge as a 

transportation hub. Its proximity to both the South and the Midwest meant that large quantities of 

agricultural products made their way through the city, some merely en route to other markets, but 

many to be transformed into a variety of goods by industries in the city,  whether wheat into beer, 

or cotton into garments. While the population had been growing steadily over the decades prior to 

1900, increasing by over 25 percent per decade, St. Louis' industry had been struggling between 

1890 and 1900, with growth of only 2 percent. In part, this slow growth was due to the economic 

depression of 1893-97, which had hampered industrial development, but in part it was due to loss 

of business to other metropolitan centers that had been more successful in developing markets 

for their goods.20 Chicago, in particular, with a population of over 1.5 million, was a competitor 

that the inhabitants of St. Louis regarded with particular concern, given its close proximity and 

rapid growth.21 It had lost out to Chicago in the bid to host the World's Columbian Exposition in 

1893, and pursued the opportunity to host the next International Exposition on American soil with 

single-minded intent, seeing it as a symbolic opportunity to prove its superiority to, or at least 

equality with, the larger city to the north. Not only did St. Louis manage to win the bid for the 

exposition, but its leaders then used that victory as leverage to strong-arm Chicago, which had 

been chosen to host the first Olympic games to be held outside of Europe, into moving the 

competition to St. Louis. The fair organizers lobbied hard to accomplish this coup, claiming 

superior access to funding and threatening to hold their own athletic events that would draw 

spectators away from the Olympics if they were held in Chicago.22 With this guarantee that the 

city would have its unchallenged time in the spotlight, the fair organizers and city officials did their 



 
 

12 
 

best to promote the fair and make sure that it would not only make St. Louis look powerful in the 

moment, but also promote its future growth.  

 One way to promote expansion was to encourage continued population growth through 

emigration. German emigrants had been arriving in the United States in large numbers 

throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth century, settling primarily in the Midwest and Middle 

Atlantic states, forming an area of concentrated population known as the German belt (Figure 

2).23 According to the 1900 census, of St. Louis' 575,238 inhabitants, 58,781 had been born in 

Germany, and another 199,182 were of German parentage, for a total of 315,963 residents of 

German origin, nearly 55 percent of the population.24 The only cities in the United States with 

higher numbers of residents from German origins were New York and Chicago, although due to 

the higher overall populations of these cities, there they amounted to only about 30 percent of the  

 

Figure 2: Map of the United States showing the distribution of German natives according to the 1900 
census.25  
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population.26 Many of the Germans in St. Louis (most notably Adolphus Busch) had attained 

wealth and prominence as brewers and businessmen. Busch maintained a residence on the 

Rhine and "consulted with Otto von Bismarck about the spread of German cultural influence and 

the common interests of the Fatherland and those of German descent throughout the world."27 

Busch's strong connection to his homeland was not unusual for St. Louis, where ties with 

Germany remained very close. St. Louis had German language newspapers, churches that held 

services in German, and a wide variety of "vereine," German cultural societies, that focused on 

shared interests and activities. In spite of their numbers and the fact that many of them were 

successful businessmen, the Germans still faced social ostracism, finding themselves excluded 

from the ranks of the social elite. In some cases this might have been a good thing, since the 

wealthy elite of the city, known as the "Big Cinch," were often deeply involved in corruption, but 

some Germans found themselves frustrated that they wielded so little political power for such a 

prominent group.28 

 St. Louis had gained a reputation for corruption, pollution, and infrastructure problems 

that would need to be addressed before they could hope to impress the world with their 

sophistication.29 The first, and most essential, step in cleaning up the city was eliminating the 

widespread corruption among city officials. The "Big Cinch" had grown accustomed to wielding 

power whether or not they had been elected to positions of authority, and used bribes to control 

elected officials and ensure that their will was done and the status quo maintained. These men, 

and their associates, were known as "boodlers, since "Boodle was the local term for the practice 

of bribing city officials or legislators to win utilities franchises, licenses, low tax assessments, 

garbage contacts, or other special privileges."30 When Democrat Rolla Wells won the mayoral 

election in 1901 on a reform platform, he initiated a push for a "New St. Louis," with clean water, 

streets, air, and politics. The man chosen by the Democrats to head up this effort on the political 

front was Joseph Folk, a lawyer who won election as circuit attorney in 1901.31 Folk went after the 

"boodlers" with single-minded zeal,  in spite of the fact that this threatened many of the most 
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wealthy and powerful people in the city. The series of resulting trials were sensational, followed 

nationally as well as locally, with dozens of resulting convictions. They made Folk unpopular in 

his hometown, but famous in the state and the nation. He was the Democratic favorite for the 

Missouri gubernatorial race in 1904, which he won soundly, although he had also been discussed 

widely in the national press as a possible challenger to the Republican Theodore Roosevelt, who 

was seeking (re)election after his first partial term as president following the assassination of 

McKinley in 1901. In spite of Folk's Democratic victory in the governor's race, Roosevelt won 

Missouri in the race for president, the first time that a Republican had carried the state in a 

presidential election since 1868.32 St. Louis therefore occupied a highly visible position politically 

in 1904, as did the fair, providing an opportunity for candidates to campaign, or position 

themselves through association. Presenting an image of progressive prosperity was essential, 

both to the interests of the city and the nation.  

 The drama that played out in St. Louis leading up to the fair was being echoed in the rest 

of the country, as lawmakers and civic officials tried to figure out how to deal with the emergence 

of wealthy and powerful businessmen who were capable of exerting substantial influence. 

Roosevelt had established a reputation as a reformer while governor of New York and was known 

to champion progressive causes. His accession to the presidency lent energy to a growing 

movement known as Progressivism, which was intent on implementing social and economic 

reforms such as movements to clean up slums, labor laws to govern wages and hours, and laws 

regarding health and safety conditions in factories.33 In other words, the Progressives were 

concerned about how to respond to the burgeoning presence of industry and its effects on the 

lives of the growing numbers of people who were engaged in industrial professions or lived in 

close proximity to industrial centers. The push to clean up the city of St. Louis prior to the fair was 

a part of this larger movement nationwide to deal with the effects of industrialization and rapid 

urban expansion, and focused on cleaning up the water, air, and streets, in addition to addressing 

political and economic corruption. Similar efforts were underway in New York and Chicago, 
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spurred by scathing accounts of the horrible conditions in the factories and slums, as well as 

general discontent over pollution, overcrowding, and illness.34  

 St. Louis itself had been the victim of numerous epidemics of typhoid and cholera, and 

had gained an embarrassing reputation as an unhealthful place. Many of these problems 

stemmed from the water supply, which was drawn from the Mississippi River without the benefit 

of sufficient treatment to mitigate the effects of sewage dumped upstream. City officials were well 

aware that it would make a bad impression if visitors to the city were met with the standard brown 

water issuing from their taps, not to mention the effect if the water feature that formed the focal 

point in the layout of the fairgrounds were to run with water that looked dark and dirty. Mayor 

Wells explored multiple solutions, looking for an option that could be implemented in time for the 

fair without prohibitive cost to the city. In March of 1904, weeks before the exposition was set to 

open, a refitted water treatment plant that used chemicals to precipitate contaminants out of the 

water began supplying clear water to the city, to the great relief of both Mayor Wells and 

exposition President D. R. Francis, who had built a backup water treatment plant on the grounds 

of the fair just in case.35 Similar concerns about the effects of modernization, and the best ways 

to modernize, in many cases just to catch up with the changes that had already occurred, would 

have been prominent in the minds of the inhabitants of St. Louis, as well as many other visitors to 

the exposition.  

 When the grounds for the fair were finally completed in the spring of 1904, they included 

1,576 buildings spread across more than 1,200 acres and had cost the nation and city of St. 

Louis more than 21 million dollars to construct.36 In terms of acreage it was the largest world's fair 

ever held -- a spectacle designed to impress even the most jaded viewer.37 Henry Adams, the 

Boston-born historian and self professed adherent of "the religion of World's Fairs," commented 

in his autobiography that the fair organizers had spent "thirty or forty million dollars on a pageant 

as ephemeral as a stage flat," claiming that " the world had never witnessed so marvellous a 

phantasm."38 People flocked from all over the nation and the world to witness this spectacle, but it 
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is hard to know exactly how many individuals attended, or where they were coming from, since 

the records kept track only of how many people entered the grounds each day. The organizers 

claimed that less than fifty percent of the admissions were local, citing railroad statistics to 

support their assertion that more people had travelled from distant parts of the country to attend 

the St. Louis Fair than had travelled similar distances to visit the 1893 Chicago Fair.39 They also 

claimed that "attendance from foreign countries was much greater at St. Louis than at Chicago," 

although they do not provide support for that statement.40 In total, the organizers reported 

19,694,855 recorded admissions between the opening of the fair on April 30 and its closing on 

December 1.41 They estimated that twelve million of these represented patrons, with the rest 

made up of laborers entering the fair each day to work. James Gilbert estimates that a more 

accurate figure would be around four million individuals, since many visitors would have stayed in 

hotels in the city and made multiple trips to the fair grounds, with each entry counted as a new 

admission.42  While this is a much lower number than the raw figures reported by the organizers, 

it still represents a large number for a country that had approximately seventy-six million residents 

at the time of the 1900 census.43 Given their prominent central locations on the grounds, most of 

these four million visitors would have seen either the German or Austrian exhibits, if not both.   
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CHAPTER 2: THE GERMAN EXHIBITS 

 Despite initial reluctance to participate, Germany was one of the largest exhibitors at the 

fair. Beyond the official German Pavilion, a modified replica of Charlottenburg Palace, the 

Germans had large displays in the shared buildings dedicated to Fine Arts, Machinery, 

Transportation, and Liberal Arts. In the Palace of Varied Industries, 80,000 square feet were 

dedicated to rooms showcasing examples of German interior design and the decorative arts.44 

Germany's hesitation about participating, which arose from budgetary concerns and internal 

conflict over the emergence of secessionist art, was overcome by "concern over the intentions of 

other powers...hope for commercial benefits, and the pleas of German-Americans that the 

Reich's presence in Saint Louis would foster the national image" eventually convinced the 

government to put together a display.45 Their resulting contributions were extensive, as 

demonstrated by the map of the fair shown in Figure 3, which highlights all of the German 

 

Figure 3: Map of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, with German exhibits shown in orange.46 
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in orange. Germany viewed the exposition as an opportunity to compete with other nations, both 

for cultural superiority and for a share of the growing U.S. market. Their exhibits, therefore, were 

carefully orchestrated either to generate commercial appeal or to demonstrate the excellence of 

German culture.   

 Many reporters and visitors identified the German exhibits as the most impressive at the 

fair, and the rooms showcasing German interior designs, located in the Palace of Varied 

Industries, received a great deal of attention from both the popular and design press (see 

Appendix A for full diagrammatic reconstruction; the plan is shown in Figure 4). Rather than 

creating a series of museum-like spaces for exhibiting objects, the organizers chose to feature  

 

Figure 4: Plan of the German exhibits in the Palace of Varied Industries.47 
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Figure 5: Entry hall for the German exhibits in the Palace of Varied Industries, designed by Bruno Möhring.48 

rooms, created by a variety of designers, which would showcase not only German products, but 

an ideal of contemporary German lifestyle. I have been able to compile images for eighteen of the 

fifty-nine rooms featured in the exhibit. Of those, I will focus on analyzing rooms that were 

featured in multiple articles, since they presumably had a greater impact than those that appear 

only in the official German catalogue.  

 The architect responsible for the overall design and coordination of the exhibits was 

Bruno Möhring, a well respected architect from Berlin who had close ties to the Wasmuth Verlag. 

Möhring travelled to the United States in order to oversee the installation of the German exhibition 

in St. Louis, and he paid a visit to Wright's studio in Oak Park during his stay, although Wright 

was away and did not meet him at that time.49 Möhring's designs for the entrance hall to the 

German exhibits in the Palace of Varied Industries (Figure 5) provide an overwhelming 

impression of German imperialism, with imposing eagles flanked by a colonnade leading up to an 

entry that echoes the form of a triumphal arch. A mix of styles is evident, with a tribute to German 

traditional architecture in the ornate exposed timbering of the ceiling contrasting with the stark 

simplicity of the colonnade, which is decorated only with a marble veneer. While Möhring's 

contributions to the fair generated little comment in the American press, his presence in St. Louis 
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had a longer term effect on the development of architecture in both Europe and the United States. 

Although the two men did not meet on that visit, Möhring's interest in Wright's work paved the 

way for Wright's later publishing endeavors with Wasmuth.  

 The central showpiece of the German  exhibit was a series of rooms organized around a 

courtyard, all designed by Joseph Maria Olbrich. While his work was shown in the German 

section, however, Olbrich had his origins in Vienna, and it is hard to make sense of his designs 

without referencing that background. Trained at the Staatsgewerbeschule (State Trade School) 

and the Academy of Fine Arts in Vienna, Olbrich was hired to work in the office of Otto Wagner in 

1893.50 Wagner was the most prominent architect in Vienna at the time and holder of one of the 

chairs for architecture, an early and very influential modernist. While working for Wagner, Olbrich 

became friends with Josef Hoffmann, another of Wagner's protégés  and former students, with 

whom he founded the Vienna Secession in 1897. In the same year, Olbrich was chosen to design 

a building for the Secession, a structure intended to serve as both a bold statement of the artistic 

values of the group and a gallery to house exhibits featuring the work of its members. The 

resulting structure "resonated with history, but not historicism," using the symmetry and massing 

of a classical temple without employing overtly classical elements such as columns and 

pediments.51 It relied on geometric forms, abstracted natural motifs, and mythological symbols for 

its decoration, in keeping with the ideology of the Secession. However, Olbrich's involvement in 

the Secession was short-lived, since he left Vienna in 1899 to join the artists' colony that the 

Grand Duke of Hesse was establishing in Darmstadt, where he would remain until his untimely 

death in 1908.52 Thus it came to be that at the time of the St. Louis Fair, Olbrich was living and 

working in Germany, and his work shown as part of the German exhibits. 

 The Olbrich installation in the Palace of Varied Industries was titled "Court in a Summer 

Residence of a Lover of Art." The idea of designing for a Kunstfreund, or friend of art, was a 

popular concept among early modernists, and formed the basis for a 1901 competition sponsored  
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Figure 6: Olbrich's court in the Palace of Varied Industries.53 

by a Darmstadt publisher for which Olbrich had served as a juror.54 The courtyard had a faintly 

Mediterranean feel, but the influence of the ideas that Olbrich had used in designing the Vienna 

Secession building in 1897 were also present in the white plaster walls, repeated geometries, use 

of topiaries, and horizontal banding. (Figure 6) This courtyard received uniformly glowing reviews, 

with one writer from House Beautiful enthusing that "the court itself is delightfully treated, and is 

one of the most satisfactory things at the exposition,"55 and another from International Studio 

affirming that "the entire architectural conception of this court is so complete and yet so 

unostentatious, that it is very nearly flawless."56 This evaluation ties the design to the idea of 

Gesamtkunstwerk, a total work of art or unified design, which was an essential aspect of 

European modernism as it was being formulated at the time, standing in marked contrast to the 

Victorian eclecticism that it was attempting to displace. This value for integrated design was 

shared with the American Arts and Crafts movement, which also sought to create spaces in which 

all of the elements had been designed to harmonize. One American writer commented directly on 

the contrast between the simplicity of these designs when compared with the "stuffing of rooms 

with crudely designed and unnecessary furniture" that characterized interiors in the U.S. at the 

time.57  These responses to Olbrich's court indicated that American audiences were receptive to 

unified and simplified design, although it is hard to know the extent to which the critics 

represented the opinions of the general public.  
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Figure 7: A Library designed by Olbrich for the St. Louis Exposition.58 

 The interiors that Olbrich designed for the rooms surrounding the courtyard also met with 

acclaim for their unified design. The official American catalog for the fair noted that "each detail 

even to the sofa cushions was worked out to harmonize with the rest of the decorations."59 The 

rooms featured walls with wood paneling below and plaster above, often painted with geometric 

borders whose motifs related to patterns on other objects in the room, creating common themes 

that unified all of the elements. In the Library, the paintings were not hung on the walls, but were 

integrated into the nested frames that formed the paneling, while sculptures were placed on 

plinths that aligned with the abstracted pilasters that separated the sections of paneling. (Figure 

7) The use of nested frames was a common motif for members of the Vienna Secession in 1904, 

drawn from the recessed panel of ancient Mesopotamian temple architecture to serve as "a 

symbol of the origins of ritual life."60 The abstracted pilasters are also characteristic of many other 

Secessionist designs from this period, referencing a simplified classicism similarly connected to 

ancient temple architecture and therefore to the symbolic language of ritual. The chairs and table 

in the center of the room, composed of panels separated by vertical members, also participated in 

this regular, segmented design language. The overall composition managed to balance a sense 

of simplicity, based on the regularized geometry, with a sense of richness, created by material 
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and pattern. Reviewers noted both of these aspects of the design, commenting that "the first 

impression gained in passing through the rooms that open onto the court is of their simplicity. The 

exaggerated lines, the peculiar 'new art' curves, are absent. The second impression is of their 

color schemes. The third, the beauty of gray-green and blue-gray stains as applied to wood."61 

This description highlights the difficulty of evaluating these designs in black and white 

photographs, as the cool tints of the stains described would have created a very different effect 

than the natural wood hues that one would assume from a first glance at the images.  

 Another of Olbrich's designs was a dining room overlooking the courtyard (Figure 8). 

Here the ceiling was free of geometric ornament, although it shared the curved shape of the 

ceiling in the Library. The ornate chandelier serves as a focal point, with a combination of 

geometric and vegetal forms. This chandelier is notable not only for its style, but also because it 

is an electrical fixture that has been integrated into the design of the whole room, a relatively new 

practice. The tapestry above the sideboard echoes many of the forms in the chandelier, while the  

 

Figure 8: Dining Room by Olbrich, with a detail of silver schnapps set. 62 
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contrasting wood paneling in the sideboard itself creates another example of the nested frames 

that Olbrich favored. The fabric of the curtains as well as the inlay in the paneling repeat 

simplified geometries that tie the design together without competing with the more ornate 

elements present in the tapestry and lighting fixture. One of the objects displayed on the 

sideboard was a silver schnapps set designed by Olbrich, now in the collection of the St. Louis. 

Art Museum. The elegant, elongated shapes and embossed conventionalized floral designs 

borrow both from the flowing natural forms of Jugendstil  and the simplified geometries favored by 

the Wiener Werkstätte, a combination that is not surprising given Olbrich's Viennese background.   

 In addition to these rooms, Olbrich contributed a music room, a tea room, a smoking 

room, and a grey sitting room.63 The images that we have make it clear why the rooms led not 

only to acclaim from reviewers, but also recognition from the fair jury and American design 

professionals, since Olbrich "won the highest prize in St. Louis for his courtyard and interiors and 

was elected to corresponding membership in the American Institute of Architects." 64 This 

success "helped to reassure the Germans that they now led the world in the field of the 

decorative arts, which is exactly what they had set out to prove."65 Olbrich's designs for the fair 

gained the attention not only of the American architectural community in general, but also the 

attention of Frank Lloyd Wright, who would come to see Olbrich as his European counterpart, as 

evidenced by the fact that "of the significant architects whose work he saw in St. Louis, Wright 

alluded only to Olbrich in his later writings."66 While Olbrich's rooms featured prominently in the 

exhibit and received the most attention, many other rooms in the German section shared a similar 

aesthetic and also received positive reviews. 

 A similar unification of design language is evident in a room by Bruno Paul, an illustrator, 

architect, and designer of interiors and furniture from Munich who had been a leading figure in the 

development of Jugendstil and would go on to be a founding member of the Deutscher Werkbund 

in 1907.67 In this room (Figure 9), the diamond, square, and triangle dominate, emerging not only  



 
 

25 
 

 

Figure 9: A Study by Bruno Paul at the 1904 St. Louis Exposition.68 

in the paneling of the walls, which is reproduced in miniature on the base of the table, but also in 

the lines of the chairs. The square panels that form the top of the wall wrap over onto the ceiling, 

becoming a grid that echoes the geometry of the vitrine behind the table, and the medallion 

designs that decorate the panels in this grid are picked up again in the pattern of the rug on the 

floor. Once again the electrical lighting fixtures are integrated into the design, with teardrop 

shaped pendants that evoke the triangular shapes in the paneling and the petals in the 

conventionalized flowers of the medallions on the ceiling panels and the rug. Designs such as 

these, dominated by linear geometries, prompted reviewers to comment that "perfection is the 

ideal sought, perfection of craftsmanship in make and finish; perfection of line and proportion in 

design. The ideal is very nearly approached in not a few instances. Simplicity of form, not crudity, 

but classic simplicity, is made the basis of the design, and on simplicity of form follows breadth of 

color treatment."69 From Stickley's account we know that the wainscoting on the lower portion of 



 
 

26 
 

the walls was oak "so treated as to produce a rich, silvery gray, waxlike texture, which is the 

result of delicate, chemical processes unknown in America" and the upper portion and ceiling 

were made of "very light ash."70 These muted wood tones are easy to imagine from the black and 

white images, but the medallions on the ceiling and floor may have used bright colors to create an 

effect much more vibrant than the photographs or description suggest.  

 Among the other rooms, Peter Behrens contributed a reproduction of a reading room that 

he had designed in Dusseldorf.71 Behrens had begun his career in Munich before moving to 

Darmstadt in 1899 to help found the artists' colony there. At this stage in his career, Behrens was 

beginning to turn away from the Jugendstil influences of his time in Munich and develop a more 

austere, classical style, which would dominate in his famous work for AEG, the German electrical 

utility company, after 1908.72 This transition is evident in the design for the reading room, which 

uses regularized geometry, in the form of a repeated square motif and banding that divides the 

room into sections, to both organize and unify the space. Electrical fixtures and artwork are once 

 

Figure 10: Behrens' reading room (L) compared with Wright's Unity Temple, finished in 1905 (R)73. 
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again integrated into the design, creating a unified whole. One reviewer notes that the room "had 

all the tables and chairs covered with pig skin [sic] so that they could be washed with soap and 

water."74 (Figure 10) This concern with hygiene was another emerging feature of modern design. 

Anthony Alofsin has noticed formal correspondences between this room and elements of Wright's 

Unity Temple, which would begin construction in 1905, although he also notes that we cannot be 

sure whether Wright was "'influenced' by what he saw, imitating the forms that he encountered, 

or...working in parallel with developments in Europe."75 It is worth noting that Behrens' use of 

borders, integration of abstracted sculptural elements, and application of repeated verticals or 

"slats" in this design all share a kinship with elements that appear in Wright's own work, although 

the timing makes it clear that Wright was developing these ideas in parallel.76    

 Other rooms in the German Exhibit showed more lingering influence from Jugendstil than 

those discussed previously. The two examples shown in Figure 11 used regularized systems of 

wood paneling that were similar to those employed by Olbrich and Paul, but the resemblances 

end there. The room on the left featured a landscape frieze formed entirely from wood inlay,  

 

Figure 11: A "Gentleman's Room" (L) by Carl Spindler and a Study (R) by the Magdeburg group of artists.77 
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separated into panels by simplified plant forms.78 Stickley expressed great admiration for this 

frieze as well as for the table and chair, "which have been developed from historic models into 

fresh and most pleasing objects."79 The simplified petals or leaves forming the back of the chair, 

the flowing lines on the rug, and the stylized rooster carved on the table legs are all natural 

motifs, simplified into fluid forms, in keeping with a Jugendstil aesthetic. While all of the individual  

pieces of the room have their own merits and character, they do not combine into a unified whole 

as do the elements of the rooms by Olbrich, Paul, or Behrens. A room that shows elements of 

Jugendstil and comes closer to attaining the ideal of a Gesamtkunstwerk is shown on the right in 

Figure 11. The flowing lines and simplified natural forms of Jugendstil are evident in the border 

along the top of the wainscoting and the curved ends of the sideboard. Here the lighting fixture 

picks up similar oval forms, and these repeated forms, combined with the consistent tone of the 

wood, treated in "chemical processes resulting in a surface-texture of moiré effects in a soft gray 

tint," help to unify the various elements.80  

 The eight rooms discussed above represent only a small fraction of the total number of 

rooms shown at the exhibit, yet they cover a wide range of approaches to modern design. While I 

have not discussed all of the rooms for which I have compiled images in the diagrammatic 

reconstruction, a glance at Appendix A should be sufficient to confirm the impression that the 

rooms in the exhibit varied widely in style, although a few elements remained consistent. Careful 

craft and detailing were present in all. Most rooms conveyed a sense of Gesamtkunstwerk, 

although they achieved the ideal to varying degrees. The use of wood as a material -- whether in 

beams, paneling, or built-in furniture -- featured as a prominent element, which impressed many 

viewers. The integration of lighting fixtures into the design was another theme that occurred 

repeatedly, though it is not necessarily present in every room. Beyond that, very few common 

elements prevailed. The quality and diversity of design ideas presented in the exhibit made an 

impressive showing, a fact that was not lost on the fair organizers or the crowds of American 

visitors to St. Louis.   
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Reception: German Exhibits 

 The official American publication documenting the fair, written by Exposition Company 

President D. R. Francis, featured glowing accounts of the German exhibits, stating that "Germany 

overwhelmed the estimate of the world by an incomparable display, especially of its industrial art 

products, in variety and superiority that were a revelation..."81 In particular, the interiors discussed 

above dazzled the official chroniclers, who noted that "the German section in the palace of Varied 

Industries presented what was undoubtedly and beyond any comparison the most elaborate 

installation of exhibits and settings that has ever been seen at an exposition or elsewhere."82 In 

part, this is an attempt on the part of the writers to promote the status of the fair as a whole, but 

the tone indicates that the writers were indeed impressed. They note that "the display of interior 

decoration...was the most superior as well as the most extensive ever shown...the visitor could 

not but be forcibly impressed with its size, harmonious treatment and remarkable beauty."83 It is 

hard to imagine a more glowing review, and the hearty approval of the writers is affirmed by the 

fact that the juries for the fair awarded the Germans a large number of prizes for their exhibits, 

with many going to the interiors.84  

 Newspaper reviews of the German exhibits were mixed, with suspicion over new styles 

mingled with admiration for the beautifully crafted and well integrated displays. Many writers 

expressed concern over the influence of variants of European modernism such as Jugendstil and 

Art Nouveau, lumping all of these movements together, somewhat dismissively, under the term 

"new art." One such mention occurs in an article for Scientific American, which singled out the 

rooms dedicated to the arts and crafts as the best of all the German exhibits, but noted 

disapprovingly that "the 'new art' is here very much in evidence. In fact, it dominates the whole 

display, both in the Exhibition Hall and its various subdivisions."85 The writer tries to resolve the 

conflict between his enjoyment of the work and his disdain for the style by discounting the role of 

style, concluding that "the whole effect is decidedly rich and very creditable: but we think that the 

result is obtained rather in spite of, than because it is dominated by the new art."86 Similarly, an 
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account of the fair from the New York Times featured the headline "Too Few Seats and Too 

Much 'New Art,' but Well Worth a Trip."87 Later in the article, the writer questions the livability of 

the modern designs, asking the reader, "the effects attained by staining and inlaying of wood in 

natural colors, by textiles, embroideries, colored glass, cast and forged metals, plaster, or paint, 

certainly are exceedingly attractive at the first glance - but would you like to live with it year in and 

year out?"88 Similar to the writer for Scientific American, this writer seems to accept and 

appreciate the quality of the craftsmanship and materials, while questioning the overall effect of 

the style.  

 This skepticism about the livability of modern designs was not shared by reviewers for 

other newspapers, or critics for design publications, who were enthusiastic about the exhibits. In a 

piece entitled "Germany's Wonderful New Art at the World's Fair: the Famous Olbrich Pavilion," 

one writer for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch enthused, "the whole is a delight to the eye that has 

been wearied by the garish vulgarity of much of the prevalent decoration."89 While this writer also 

uses the term "new art" to refer to all the modernist styles present in the exhibit, he saw the 

changes in style as a welcome relief from the over-elaboration of many contemporary interiors. 

Other writers disagreed that the German designs deserved the "new art" designation, including 

one for Architectural Record, who argued that  

 The treatment of line in this display gives a deep sense of satisfaction to one who has 
 watched with feelings of mingled sorrow and dismay the inroads on good taste which the 
 'new art' has been making on the Continent and especially in Germany. But this at St. 
 Louis is not in any sense the 'new art'....while some vestiges...appear here and there, 
 they but enhance the beauty of the newer art in craftsmanship. The work is suggestive of 
 the best of the mediaeval art in domestic design.90   
 

This argument tries to associate the style of the German rooms more with the English tradition of 

Arts and Crafts, which looked back to the middle ages for inspiration, rather than with French Art 

Nouveau or German and Austrian Jugendstil. The blend of Arts and Crafts style woodwork, Art 

Nouveau style patterns, and Secessionist style geometries meant that the German exhibits could 

be correctly read as belonging to a variety of different contemporary design movements 
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simultaneously. This blending of styles is evidence of the transitional nature of the exhibits, which 

capture a moment when designers were beginning to move away from the curves of Jugendstil 

and toward a more sparse, geometric aesthetic.  

 The most prominent arts and crafts designer in America, Gustav Stickley, a furniture 

maker of German descent, identified the German exhibit as valuable to the readers of his 

publication, The Craftsman, which was dedicated to advancing the cause of the arts and crafts 

movement in America.91 In his review, Stickley asserts that the exhibit is "worthy of study from 

two points of view," first as a carefully prepared, complete expression of the stage of 

advancement reached by the people of the German Empire in the Arts and Crafts," and second 

as an example of the effects of state protection and sponsorship of the arts.92  His discussion 

actually focuses much more on the former, after a lengthy excursus on state involvement in the 

arts, using Elizabethan England and Napoleonic France as examples, before beginning to 

discuss the exhibit itself. After praising the exhibit as a whole for the "fine utilization of space 

which is largely responsible for the effect of cohesiveness and unity," his description focuses on a 

set of about ten of the sixty-two rooms that made up the exhibit.93 In general, his praise focuses 

on compositional moves, treatment of materials, and clever details, taking note of elements that 

he could incorporate into his own designs. Stickley commented extensively on the various 

treatments of wood throughout the exhibit, noting in particular a new method that developed "the 

inherent beauty of the substance...in a natural direction by chemical processes resulting in a 

surface-texture of moiré effects in a soft gray tint."94  In all of these cases, it seems that he was 

taking note of techniques that he admires in order to apply them in his own work. His comments 

are not uniformly positive, however, particularly when it comes to details that mar the overall 

effect. Stickley praised a music room by Hermann Billing (Figure 18), an architect and professor 

from Karlsruhe known for his Jugendstil designs, for its overall composition, but he meted out an 

equal measure of criticism for the way that the electrical features were attached and the use of a 

pigment that hid the texture of the wood.95 Rooms which Stickley identified as demonstrating 
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problems in composition also come in for stern criticism, as in the case of the room designed by 

Bruno Paul (Figure 10), which, according to Stickley, had fine detailing but did not present "a 

unified whole."96 In spite of these criticisms, Stickley concluded his description of the exhibit  with 

the statement that "the lesson of the well-coordinated and dignified display is one of simplicity 

and symmetry, which are complementary forces."97  

 Stickley was not the only design professional to visit the fair and find ideas that he could 

put into practice. Frank Lloyd Wright visited shortly after the Fair opened, as his draughtsman 

Charles E. White wrote in a letter dated May 13, 1904.98 There is no record indicating whether 

Wright made multiple trips to the fair, and if he only visited in early May he would have been able 

to see the German exhibits but not the Austrian Pavilion, which was delayed in construction and 

did not open until June 2, nearly two months later.99 Although White noted in this May 13 letter 

that Wright compared the St. Louis Fair unfavorably with the 1893 World's Columbian Exposition, 

saying "that the Chicago fair was far superior architecturally,"  in another, undated letter to Walter 

Willcox, his former employer in Vermont, White said that "Mr. Wright has been down and says we 

cannot miss going...[he] says it is a liberal education."100 He was impressed enough to offer 

another one of his draughtsmen, Barry Byrne, train fare to go and visit.101  His encouragement to 

go and see the fair should not be misinterpreted as indicating complete approval of the designs, 

however, since according to Robert Judson Clarke's account Wright "warned Byrne not to look at 

anything too closely, except Olbrich's court, where, Wright cautioned, he should study the superb 

craftsmanship and pay no attention to the style."102 In spite of Wright's desire to distance himself 

from the style of German modernists, such as Olbrich, scholars such as Narcisco Menocal see a 

direct connection between his values and those of some of his German counterparts, since "both 

Wright and Olbrich shared in the belief that architectural beauty is the product of simple and 

harmonious elements clearly stated. Both fully understood classical principles, but saw no need 

to rely on classical motifs to create order..."103 Indeed, when Wright's writings about the elements 
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of organic architecture are used to evaluate the German exhibits in St. Louis, striking 

correspondences are evident.     

 Wright's formulation of organic architecture emphasized the importance of simplicity and 

repose and elaborated a number of the formal strategies necessary to achieve this desired effect. 

In his 1908 essay, "In the Cause of Architecture," he gave the following directives:  

 Openings should occur as integral features of the structure.... Appliances or fixtures as 
 such are undesirable. Assimilate them together with all appurtenances into the design of 
 the structure.... Pictures should be decorative and incorporated in the general scheme as 
 decoration....The most truly satisfactory apartments are those in which most or all of the 
 furniture is built in.104  

The interiors from the German and Austrian exhibits met all of these requirements, from openings 

used as decorative elements, to built-in fixtures like integrated lighting and radiators hidden by 

screens, to paintings set into the wall paneling, to built in seating and storage areas. Numerous 

writers commented on the simplicity and tranquility of the German exhibits, such as one who 

noted that "Simplicity and perfect taste mark them in every detail..."  and another who stated that 

"To enter the German section from out of doors brings charm, to enter it from within brings 

relief."105 Gustav Stickley's review in The Craftsman contains multiple comments on the German 

technique of hiding heaters behind screens, advising that "American architects should be quick to 

adopt" this practice.106 At the time of the 1904 exposition, Wright was still in the process of 

developing his own techniques for integrating furniture, openings, pictures, lighting, and heating 

into his buildings, and he would continue to work these strategies out until his departure for 

Europe in 1909. In 1910, when writing the introduction to the Wasmuth folios, he says of his own 

work that "It is still in a comparatively primitive stage of development; yet radiators have 

disappeared, lighting fixtures are incorporated, floor coverings and hangings are easily made to 

conform."107 This statement makes it clear that Wright shared many of the  architectural values 

that were shaping the work exhibited by his German and Austrian counterparts at the fair.   
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Figure 12: Lamps designed by Behrens at the 1904 St. Louis Exposition (L) compared with designs by Frank 
Lloyd Wright for the Little House in 1903 (C) and Unity Temple in 1904-5 (R).108 

 Despite the correspondence between certain of their values, ascertaining relationships of 

influence between Wright and his European contemporaries is complicated. To consider the 

question of the degree to which Wright's work was influenced by, or at least paralleled, that of his 

European contemporaries, it is worth looking at a few case studies comparing Wright's lighting 

and furniture design with examples of German work exhibited at the 1904 fair. The first case, 

comparing the lamps from Behrens' reading room to those at Unity Temple, has already been 

mentioned briefly above. Adding a third point of comparison is "illuminating," because it provides 

evidence that Wright was experimenting with the same type of suspended square light before he 

could have seen the Behrens' room at the fair. The chandelier from the master bedroom of the 

Little House, shown in the center in Figure 12, dates from 1903, well before the fair opened and 

before any of the German interiors exhibited would have been shipped to the United states.109 

When placed in this context, the lights at Unity Temple read as a fusion of Wright's lighting 

designs for the Larkin Building, which featured paired round globes in square frames,  and the 

Little House, which featured a single square lamp hung from a metal frame.110 Viewed in this 

sequence, the lights at Unity Temple read as the next step in the ongoing evolution of Wright's 

interest in abstracted geometries, rather than a new formal development, a reading that supports 

the idea that Wright was working in parallel with his European contemporaries, rather than 

looking to them for inspiration.    
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Figure 13: A chair designed by Frank Lloyd Wright for the Darwin D. Martin House (L) compared with chairs 
designed by J.M. Olbrich for his reception hall at the 1904 exposition (R).111 

 This theory also finds support from an analysis of comparisons between some of Wright's 

designs and those shown at the 1904 fair by Olbrich. Narcisco  Menocal speculates that "[t]he 

heroic qualities of Olbrich's Secessionist work may have found an echo in Wright's Larkin Building 

and in Unity Temple," in an article published in 1986.112 However, the formal correspondences 

between the buildings seem tenuous at best and Menocal does not provide any evidence to 

support his belief in this association. David Hanks and Jennifer Toher also argue that Wright was 

influenced by Olbrich, claiming that Wright's chairs for the Darwin D. Martin House were inspired 

by Olbrich's design for the armchairs from the reception hall at the 1904 exposition (Figure 13).113 

Beyond the overall barrel shape, there are few other formal correspondences between the two 

chair designs. Olbrich's are solid, highly regularized, and have fully upholstered backs and arms, 

where Wright's have slatted wooden backs, open sides, and upholstery on the seat alone. While 

Olbrich's chairs evoke the fluting of classical columns, Wright's carry no such connection to 

historical precedent. Based on this comparison, Olbrich's chairs, and interiors, read as examples 

of abstracted classical form language, while Wright's read more as organic forms shaped by Arts 

and Crafts influences. In both of these cases, people have taken visual similarities as indications 
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of influence, when a more reasonable explanation is that Wright and Olbrich were exploring 

similar ideas in parallel.  

 One previously undocumented area where it may be possible to trace the fair's influence 

on Wright lies in the more prosaic field of heating systems design. As mentioned above, Stickley 

comments repeatedly on the German practice of concealing radiators behind screens in the 

rooms at the 1904 exposition. While Wright had been experimenting with different ways of 

integrating heating elements into his buildings before his visit to the fair, it appears to be only 

afterward that he adopts the practice of using screens to conceal radiators. Even after he starts to 

use screens, Storrer indicates that his use of that strategy was limited  and that he "concealed 

radiators only for his more expensive houses."114 A brief examination of some of his early Prairie 

houses shows how Wright's strategies for integrating heating elements develop and when he 

starts to use concealing screens, culminating in their use in the Robie house and their installation 

in his own studio in 1911.115 (Figure 14) This study is by no means exhaustive, but based on  

 

Figure 14: Radiator screens below windows at the Robie House (L,1909-1910) and the Wright Studio (R, 
added in 1911).116 
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Storrer's guidance focuses only on high budget houses built during the period  immediately 

preceding and following the fair. It indicates that, while Wright had been testing various strategies 

for concealing heating elements prior to 1904, he did not settle on the practice of using screens 

until after he had viewed the German exhibits, which may indicate that they influenced his 

adoption of the practice. 

 The first house under consideration, the Darwin D. Martin House, has already been 

mentioned above with regard to its furniture design. A more innovative aspect of the house were 

"six extraordinary features: rectangular areas devoted to an archaic form of radiant 

heating...disseminated strategically throughout the plan."117 (Figure 15) These heating blocks 

appear to have been designed to function somewhat like fireplaces, with masses of brick that 

could be heated by radiators within and then in turn radiate to the surrounding areas, while 

bookcases with slatted shutters above also allowed heat to circulate via convection. Wright was 

so pleased with this system that he focused the text that he wrote for the Wasmuth folio on this 

aspect of the building: "In the central chamber formed by the piers the radiators are located, and 

the lighting fixtures are concentrated upon the piers themselves. Bookcases, swinging outward,  

 

Figure 15: Heating integrated into the piers at the Darwin D. Martin House.118 
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are placed below the piers; the open spaces above are utilized as cabinets, and from these the 

heat passes into the rooms....The radiators and the appurtenance systems are thus made an 

artistic feature of the architecture."119 In spite of his apparent satisfaction with the system, Wright 

moved on to try other strategies in future projects. 

 Neither radiators nor radiator screens are visible in the Dana House, another of Wright's 

early high-end houses. It is likely that Wright used a combination of experimental techniques for 

heating at the Dana House (1902) that were similar to those employed at the Willits Residence 

(1901). Due to renovations at the Dana House, the only elements of the original heating system 

visible in contemporary photographs are vents underneath window seats that indicate the 

presence of concealed heating elements, although additional research into early photographs and 

changes made during restoration may yield further information.120 At the Willits Residence, where 

a variety of heating strategies are present, we see that "Hot water heating elements were 

concealed behind bookshelves or hidden within the cavities of stud walls, and the system was 

augmented by indirect radiant heating tubes below the dining room and entry floors."121 In spite of 

all of those integrated heating elements, exposed radiators are still present in the Willits 

residence, as can be observed in Figure 16. This indicates that Wright was still trying to figure out 

exactly how to integrate the radiators at that time, and had not yet arrived at a satisfactory 

 

Figure 16: Exposed radiators at the Willits House.122  



 
 

39 
 

solution. Storrer postulates that "If Willits is exposed, then before 1904 that was the standard," 

which would indicate that Wright did not develop the practice of concealing radiators behind 

screens until after he had seen the German exhibits in St. Louis.123 However, even this 

conclusion leaves unresolved issues. One is that the radiator screens that Stickley mentions inhis 

article were made of metal, while Wright favors wood slats for his screens at the Robie house and 

his own Studio.124 Beyond that, we are left with a classic problem of determining influence, in that 

Wright could have conceived of the idea independently before visiting the exposition and only had 

occasion to put it into practice later, especially given the lag times that are often involved with big 

construction projects. 

 The question of the degree to which Wright's designs, and those of his Prairie School 

comrades, can be associated with European design movements such as Art Nouveau or 

Secessionstil was debated at the time. Certainly there were critics in the early twentieth century 

who saw a connection between the work that Wright was doing and the ambitions of European 

designers, although others would deny it vehemently. In a 1905 article from Architectural Record 

entitled "Work of Frank Lloyd Wright, its influence" the writer observed that Wright's  

 ideas and tendencies are similar to the ideas which have given form to the 'new art' of 
 France and Germany. In their application to architecture, the attempt is to secure a more 
 truthful relation between structure and design, a franker expression of the quality of the 
 material in its treatment, and a basis for ornament less stereotyped and artificial that that 
 which the majority of architects use.125  

These are all goals that Wright shared with Olbrich and his contemporaries, although, of course, 

each designer filtered those aims through the lens of his own taste and experience. The resulting 

designs did not always look like each other, as the writer acknowledges in a tip of the hat to 

Wright, saying that "any one who believes it is not something of an achievement to combine so 

much originality with so much legitimacy should compare Mr. Wright's houses with those 

committed by the Darmstadt school of German architects. Mr. Wright's designs are neither 

bizarre nor academic, and yet they are wholly his own."126 The mention of Darmstadt is a clear 

reference to Olbrich, who was heading the artists' colony there at that time.127 
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 Other commentators adamantly insist that there is no association at all between 

American and European design movements. In the 1908 article for Architectural Record that 

ended up giving the Chicago School its name, Thomas Tallmadge, a Chicago architect who had 

started out working for Daniel Burnham, vehemently denied any relationship between the work of 

his fellow Chicago architects and "the Art Nouveau work of Europe."128 Tallmadge seems to 

group all European design movements under this heading, failing to distinguish Jugendstil or 

Secessionstil as variant movements. The only association he allowed was that both groups were 

"protestant against what each considers an unauthorized use of precedent," although he 

indicated that the European response was too radical, stating that "the conditions do not justify 

the movement."129 Tallmadge felt that the 1904 exposition was given undue credit for influencing 

the work of the Chicago School architects, whose explorations predated the fair and differed 

stylistically from the European work shown there. Although he acknowledged that "it was not until 

the recent St. Louis Exposition that these foreign schools were really exploited in the West," he 

also charged that "the work that results is absolutely different in spirit and in detail."130 In addition 

to affirming his belief that American architects have avoided foreign influence thus far, Tallmadge 

sounded a militant call for continued resistance to external influence, stating that "No disposition 

has been shown as yet to adopt, in theory or detail, any part of the foreign Art Nouveau, in the 

West at least; and we believe that every American architect should meet any such foreign 

invasion with the same hostility that he would regard the landing of an armed force from the same 

shores."131 This is perhaps a bit ironic from an individual who had just returned from a year's tour 

in Europe, but Tallmadge's insistence on the independence of American architects and the 

originality of their design ideas echoed the attitude of many other architects who also observed 

developments in Europe closely but claimed that they were unaffected by them. In contrast to 

these members of the Chicago and Prairie Schools, some American Arts and Crafts designers 

were happy to admit their interest in the German exhibits.   
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 In the case of another famous architect, Charles Greene, a client requested that he visit 

the fair specifically to do research for her project. Greene and his brother Henry had grown up in 

St. Louis before attending a two year architecture program at MIT and then moving to Pasadena, 

where they established their own firm, Greene and Greene, in 1893.132 On their trip across the 

country they stopped in Chicago to visit the World's Columbian Exposition, where they were very 

impressed with the Japanese exhibit. Greene and Greene became known for designing houses 

characterized by fine woodwork, careful craftsmanship, and simplified lines -- qualities that were 

in harmony with both the Arts and Crafts movement and the Japanese aesthetic that they had 

observed at Expositions. In June of 1904, Adelaide Tichenor, a socially progressive widow and 

philanthropist who came to be known as the "Mother of Long Beach,"133 wrote to Charles Greene 

from the fair, telling him, "I do not want to go on with my home until you see this...you will be able 

to get so many ideas of woods and other things for finishing...I am anxious to have you use the 

knowledge you may gain here on my own house."134 While she does not mention the German 

exhibits specifically, her emphasis on the treatment of woods is likely a reference to them, since 

 

Figure 17: The Dining Room of the Tichenor House by Greene & Greene.135 
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so many other accounts remarked on the striking use of woods in the German interiors. Greene 

did travel to the fair to meet Mrs. Tichenor and view the exhibits, an experience that not only 

informed his design for the Tichenor house, but also encouraged him to purchase a subscription 

to International Studio in 1905, so that he could continue to follow the work of European 

designers. In particular, Greene noted the designs of Peter Behrens, whose "work seems to have 

been of continuing interest to Greene as he looked through his issues of IS, whether for the 

composition of his interiors or articles of furniture or even garden ornament."136 While Japanese 

design was also an important influence for Greene, and it is hard to know exactly what he took 

away from his experience at the fair, or how he expressed it in his work, his treatment of wood, 

use of simplified geometries, and integration of furniture in the interiors of the Tichenor house and 

subsequent projects all show a clear kinship with the German designs from the exposition. 

(Figure 17)  

 In addition to acclaim from publications and interest from designers, the interiors and 

objects exhibited by the Germans at St. Louis achieved a degree of commercial success, 

although that success was neither as long-lived, nor as lucrative, as the German government had 

hoped. Nearly everything shown at the exposition was for sale, and "the Philadelphia department 

store magnate John Wanamaker purchased twenty-one interiors from the German exhibition," 

 

Figure 18: An interior by Billing from the German exhibit (L), shown installed in the Wanamaker store in 
Philadelphia (R).137  
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moving them to his flagship store in Philadelphia.138 (Figure 18) While most of the elements of the 

original design were present in the display set up by Wanamaker, they were configured differently 

and much of the unified effect of the original was lost. The Germans hoped that this initial 

purchase would lead to many more, and "the German press hailed this news and assumed that 

Wanamaker planned to market German wares. Instead the furniture and paneling decorated 

offices and a conference room until Wanamaker tired of them and had everything carted 

away."139 Unfortunately for the Germans, in general the initial purchases from the fair did not lead 

to standing orders or repeat business, but were instead limited to goods from the exposition 

alone.   

 In other cases, American companies liked the designs and wanted to market them, but 

rather than buying them directly from the German manufacturers, they produced their own knock-

offs. Such design theft was enabled by the fact that no patent laws for design existed at the time. 

One of the objects exhibited by the Vereinigte Werkstätten fell prey to this practice when, 

"following the exhibition, the company's thirteen-armed brass candelabrum, an icon of the Munich 

Jugendstil designed by Paul in 1901, was copied and appeared (unattributed) in the catalogues of 

the Anderson Brass Works of Chicago."140 A comparison of the original with the version produced  

 

Figure 19: Candelabra design by Bruno Paul (L) compared with imitation by Anderson Brass Company 
(R).141  
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by Anderson Brass shows subtle but significant differences in design, including the curvature of 

the arms, height of the base, and shape of the central candle holder (Figure 19). The end result is 

a product that bears a strong resemblance to the original, but lacks some of the refinement of 

Paul's design. Unfortunately, at the time designers had little recourse if their designs were copied, 

and the practice was common. This is likely only one of the German designs copied for mass 

production by American companies, but the case is illustrative of one of the reasons why the 

German exhibits at the fair failed to generate the expected level of long term profitability. This 

phenomenon raises questions about the degree to which German and Austrian designs from the 

exposition were disseminated into the American market, since limited information about which 

designs were copied for sale and how those designs were received makes it difficult  to establish 

the extent to which they influenced American taste and future designs.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE AUSTRIAN EXHIBITS 

 Remarkably enough, the Austrians almost chose not to participate in the 1904 exposition, 

but changed their minds when they found out that the Ottomans were the only other European 

nation choosing to abstain.142 The Austro-Hungarian Empire had been in conflict with the 

Ottoman Empire on and off since the sixteenth century, and the Austrians could not tolerate the 

thought of being grouped with their historic enemy, a nation whose decline in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century had earned it the epithet "the sick man of Europe."143 Their desire to avoid 

being associated with the Ottomans, combined with their fear of losing ground to Germany 

economically, incited the Austrians to throw together an exhibit.  As the magazine International 

Studio recounted, "at the last moment, the Austrian Government announced in the most 

enterprising way that they wished the country to be represented, and would bear all expenses, 

inviting at the same time all art unions and schools of artistic industry to participate in the 

competition of the nations."144 This characterization of the exposition as a "competition of nations" 

is telling, as is the specific mention of the "schools of artistic industry," in revealing Austria's 

motivations for eventually choosing to participate.  

 For the Austrians, the exposition presented both a political and an economic opportunity: 

to assert their national identity and at the same time develop new markets for their goods. At the 

time, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was struggling to maintain some degree of cohesion in spite 

of rising nationalist movements in many regions. The exposition offered a reason to have people 

from different regions work together, as well as an opportunity to present a united front to the rest 

of the world. In spite of its conservative tendencies, the Austro-Hungarian government had an 

incentive to promote modernist styles, since they lacked ties to any particular nationalistic 

tradition. In fact, "the Ministry of Culture, which oversaw the schools, strongly encouraged 

experiments with the latest artistic currents as a way to help sell Austrian goods abroad and 

overcome the disruptive forces of nationalism within the empire by fostering a more cosmopolitan 

worldview."145 Whether or not the exhibit had the desired unifying effect at home, it was perceived 
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as a unified effort by the American audience in St. Louis. One writer enthused:  "The collections 

stored up in this extensive edifice were throughout a true and comprehensive picture of the 

economic and intellectual life in that great empire. Such a masterly collective show as that at the 

Austrian pavilion was not seen at Paris in I900 or at Chicago in I893."146 The effort seems to have 

been largely successful as a commercial venture as well, for the same writer also comments that 

"[t]he enameled ware and bronzes, for which Vienna has been famous for centuries, were shown 

by several exhibitors, and that they were appreciated was proved by so many of the articles being 

marked as sold."147 It is not at all clear whether those sales resulted in any further commissions 

or opportunities for export, but multiple sources confirm that numerous items were sold from the 

Austrian exhibits, indicating that the exhibit experienced at least some degree of the desired 

commercial success. 

 Due in part to the late decision to participate, the Austrian pavilion and exhibits were still 

under construction when the fair commenced on April 30, 1904, and did not open until June 2, 

more than two months later.148 In addition to being late, the Austrian exhibit was also incomplete, 

lacking a room devoted to the work of the Wiener Secession. The Secession group had been 

asked to participate and had submitted a proposal for a room designed by Josef Hoffmann that 

featured a small selection of works, almost entirely by Klimt. The popular and design press was 

filled with conflicting reports about the events that led to the eventual exclusion of this design, 

some citing strife within the Secession, others a difference of opinion between the Secession and 

the government Ministry for Education, Arts and Culture. Based on accounts from Deutsche 

Kunst and Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration, Alofsin favors the former explanation, saying that 

"Because of internal politics between rival groups in the Secession, the plans for the Klimt room 

were cancelled, foreclosing any possibility for a complete exhibition of the best work of the 

Austrian Secession movement."149 The version that attributes the withdrawal of the design to 

internal strife fits with later events, as the Secession would split into two groups a year later. 

Tension over the relative roles of painting and the applied arts led Hoffmann, Klimt, and many of 
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the other artists who were interested in the applied arts to form the Klimt-Gruppe, splitting away 

from the pure painters. 150 While discontent over the handling of the exhibit may have 

exacerbated conflicts that already existed, it is likely that artistic differences among the members 

had been present for some time. 

 A differing account, which attributed the conflict to a difference of opinion with the 

Ministry, arose from a special issue of Ver Sacrum, the official magazine of the Secession. The 

members published this issue "to explain and justify their point of view, and repudiate the untruths 

that have occurred, since some of those engaged in the public debate have made unclear things 

that are, at heart, understandable."151 The version of events recounted in this publication portrays 

the Secession as unified in their approach to the design, which met with disapproval from the 

Ministry. The exhibit designed by Hoffmann featured "Philosophy" and "Jurisprudence," Klimt's 

controversial paintings for the University of Vienna, along with a few smaller landscapes by Klimt, 

sculptures by Franz Metzner,  and reliefs by Ferdinand Andri.152 The two primary paintings by 

Klimt were each three meters wide, so their placement governed the layout of the rest of the 

gallery space.153 As they explained in the special issue of Ver Sacrum, the members of the 

Secession felt that "if we wanted to show Klimt's monumental works, the most significant that 

Austrian art has brought to our view in recent years, to full artistic effect, the monumental 

impression of the whole hall had to be achieved by maintaining an artistic unity."154 By this 

account, Hoffmann and the other members of the Secession felt that a Gesamtkunstwerk, a 

unified work of art, centered around a few of the best pieces that they had to offer, would best 

represent their artistic values. They felt that the alternative, to "do without the monumental 

pictures and create a collection of easel paintings, assembled from our other members together 

with Klimt, and set up in the usual way,"155 would not represent their best work, either in terms of 

the works exhibited or the design of the exhibit itself.  

 The Ministry disagreed with the Secessionist approach, and rejected Hoffmann's design 

"with the remark that with this design too few artworks would reach the exposition and that only a 
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portion of the members would be represented."156 The government's concerns about both 

economic success and cultural perception are reflected in their desire to pursue a conservative 

approach; a traditional gallery space displaying a wide variety of works seemed like a safer way 

to ensure that visitors would see something that they liked. With the all-or-nothing approach of the 

Secessionists, visitors were likely to either be dazzled or repulsed, depending on how they felt 

about Klimt's work. At the time, the conflict over his paintings for the University of Vienna was at 

its height, and had become politicized to the point that numerous government officials had 

become involved. Giving Klimt's work such a prominent place in the exhibit would have seemed 

like a risky proposition, as well as an official sanction of the paintings, which the Ministry of 

Culture wished to avoid due to the intensity of the conflict.157  

 Given this difference of opinion, the Secession had two options: either accede to the 

government's wish for a more traditional exhibit, or withdraw from the exposition entirely. They 

chose to do the latter rather than compromise their artistic principles. A letter to the Ministry dated 

January 26 explained their decision, saying: 

 In our opinion, the value of an art exhibition is determined not by the number of objects 
 displayed, but by their quality and the nature of their installation... Professor Hoffmann's 
 design has complied with the intentions of the Association completely. The Association 
 regrets that their artistic opinion has found no acceptance from the high Ministry for 
 Education, Arts and Culture and therefore feels compelled to withdraw from participation 
 in the St. Louis World's Fair.158 
   

The Ministry accepted their withdrawal and awarded the room to the Polish Artists Association 

instead. The decision to withdraw rather than put together a conventional exhibit may have 

frustrated some of the painters who were members of the Secession, contributing to the split that 

would happen in 1905. The Wiener Secession was not the only secessionist group to find its work 

excluded from the fair as a result of artistic differences with the government agencies in charge of 

overseeing the selection process. The same thing happened to secessionist artists in Germany,  

 



 
 

49 
 

 

Figure 20: Josef Hoffmann's design for the Wiener Secession room, with the relief by Ferdinand Andri 
shown above the door to the right.159 

many of whom were "concerned less with asserting German uniqueness and superiority than with 

demonstrating Germany's contribution to a national standard," and therefore found themselves at 

odds with the government agenda.160  

 Hoffmann's proposed design was a striking example of Gesamtkunstwerk, and would 

have been the most modern thing at the fair if it had been built (Figure 20). He had just completed 

the Purkersdorf Sanatorium, and in it had developed and refined a language of pure elementary 

forms and geometric abstraction.161 The design for the fair shares many elements with 

Hoffmann's design for the Sanatorium, with repeated pure geometries, panelized walls, and a 

simplified color scheme. The description published along with the design in the special issue of 

Ver Sacrum reveals that the colors would have been more subtle than the black and white 

drawing conveys:  
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 In keeping with the monumental character, the walls of the room are rough white plaster, 
 interrupted by narrow strips of white, gray, and matte black majolica. The portals are also 
 framed  by these strips.... A base of two rows of matte black tiles leads to the floor. This is 
 a mosaic of white, matte black, and delicate red earthenware tiles. The ceiling forms a 
 matte black wooden grid with fittings made of hammered nickel silver. A lining of frosted 
 glass gives the light gentleness and tranquility...162 

The grid of the ceiling reflects the grid of the floor, although the effect of the red earthenware tiles 

may have helped to differentiate them experientially, and would have been striking as the only 

note of color in an otherwise monochromatic room. These stark, simplified surroundings were 

designed to showcase Klimt's sinuous forms and rich colors to their greatest advantage, 

integrating the art with the architecture as much as possible, as the framing of the sculpture by 

Metzner on the left and placement of the relief by Andri above the door on the right indicate 

(Figure 20). It was truly an example of Gesamtkunstwerk, with the use of pure geometries a 

repeated theme in both art and architecture, and a clear relationship between the architectural 

composition and the placement of the artworks. The use of majolica tile was classically Viennese 

and the prominent display of the hammered metal fittings a clear reference to an industrial 

aesthetic. The decorative metal fittings and the approach to lighting the room from above through 

a suspended glass ceiling would both be made famous in Otto Wagner's Postal Savings Bank, 

the construction of which had just begun in 1904. The exhibit offered an opportunity to try out 

these new strategies at a smaller scale, and their presence here is evidence of just how cutting 

edge the design was for its time. 

 In some cases, however, it can be even harder to reconstruct the rooms that were built. 

We know from accounts that the rooms showcased "the most modern and highly developed 

products of the divers [sic] art industries and the ideas of the 'new style' or 'secession' movement, 

so called, as expressed in a number of exquisite interiors."163 This could be read as an indication 

that all of the rooms were designed in a similar style, or that the ones that were more modern 

made a greater impression. Many secondary sources offer valuable descriptions of the pavilion, 

such as the following:    
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 All the interior decorations and furnishings of the fifteen rooms of the pavilion, the 
 exquisite intarsia paneling, or richest gobelins and tapestry of the walls in well-chosen 
 tints, the appropriate color decoration throughout with unique, modern designs, mantels 
 in onyx and marble, woodcarvings and relief sculptures on walls and doors, forged iron 
 ornaments, artistic glass mosaics, a new style of carpets after original designs, costly 
 embroidery in luxurious furniture as well as an endless number of art bibelots in enamel, 
 wood, ivory, bronze, pottery -- all this constituted a most complete collective exhibit of 
 Austrian arts and crafts.164 
 
This description indicates that a Secessionist style of design did predominate throughout the 

pavilion, in particular in the color schemes, material choices, and carpet designs. Using the 

images that we do have as a starting point, paired with detailed descriptions such as that above, 

we can work our way through the building to reconstruct several of the designs that prompted this 

account.  

 The design for the overall building was developed by Ludwig Baumann, a favorite 

architect of Archduke Franz Ferdinand who had been responsible for earlier pavilions and state 

projects.165 It combined elements of the Secessionist style with historical references to create a 

design that was recognized as unusual, although not necessarily entirely modern (Figure 21).  

One writer tries to explain this as the product of a reluctance to show off, saying  "the task of 

erecting the building for the Austrian section at St. Louis was entrusted to Herr Baumann. He 

made a practical success of his work, although by an excess of modesty he did not give the 

Americans an example of Austria's mightiest architectural achievements."166 Perhaps it would be 

more fair to say that the same conservatism that prompted the government to reject the design 

for the Secession room caused them to choose an older, more conservative architect, and ask for  

 

Figure 21: The Austrian pavilion, designed by Ludwig Baumann.167  
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Figure 22: Plan of the Austrian Pavilion. Rooms for which images exist are marked with a red dot.168  

a design that did not push the boundaries too far. The massive towers topped by short pylons are 

the only architectural elements that exhibit the clear influence of the Secession, although many of 

the decorative elements, such as the medallions and murals in the courtyard, show the influence 

of Jugendstil. The building is much more restrained in ornamentation and massing than most of 

its neighbors, although it was quite colorful. The official Austrian catalogue for the exhibit 

described the style of architecture as "modern with a classical toning. The exterior of the building 

is faced with a grayish yellow colored gypsum shaded with gold, dark blue and light green."169 

Most comments on the pavilion regard it as an interesting curiosity: the official U.S. catalogue 

noted that "Austria's pavilion of unique design was a distinctive feature which was much 

admired..."170 However, most of the interest focused on the interiors, which "'contained much that 
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was worth studying.' Like the German rooms, the Austrian interiors were received here as 

innovative but still understandable and applicable to an American context..."171 The German 

rooms, which drew heavily on a simplified Arts and Crafts aesthetic, were housed in the centrally 

located Palace of Industrial Arts, and designed as a series of habitable rooms from houses or 

public buildings. The interiors of the Austrian pavilion took a different approach, and were set up 

as museum spaces that "did not stand on their own, but were instead either circulation areas or 

frameworks for the display of other decorative arts objects or paintings."172 The T-shaped plan of 

the pavilion facilitates its use as a museum space, bringing visitors in through a central reception 

hall, flanked on either side by a parlor and library, and then into a series of galleries (Figure 22; 

Appendix B). 

 The first two rooms that visitors would have encountered in the pavilion, on either side of 

the entry hall, were a "well-stocked reference library and newspaper reading-room, designed by 

the architect Leopold Bauer, and a handsome reception-room, designed by Joseph [Jože]  

Plečnik..."173 Like Olbrich and Hoffmann, both had been students of Otto Wagner at the Vienna 

Academy of Fine Arts, had been hired by Wagner upon graduation, and were active in the 

Secession.174 Some sources are conflicted in attributing these rooms, switching the architects, 

but the Austrian publication that documented the prizes awarded for the exhibit, published in 

1906, identifies Plečnik as the architect of the reception room and Bauer as the designer of the 

reading room.175 (Figure 23). Prominently placed in the foreground are "massively luxurious 

darkwood armchairs around a table of polished granite with matching wainscotting [sic] of delicate 

concentric quadrangles and the remaining walls covered in heavy yellow silk."176 The spare lines 

of the chairs and couch echo the rectangular pattern repeated in both the wall panels and the 

carpet, and the chrome base of the granite table is strikingly modern. The nested frames of the 

paneling echo the same form language used by Olbrich and Paul in the German exhibit. A 

reviewer for International Studio commented:  
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Figure 23: Reception room by Jože Plečnik, Austrian Pavilion, Louisiana Purchase Exposition,1904.177  

  
 There was nothing conventional here: inlaid panels and wainscoting gave dignity to the 
 apartment; intarsii were used instead of wall-pictures. A built-out balcony in white marble 
 was given color by a mural decoration of iridescent opal glass. This was quite a state 
 apartment, upon which costly material was lavished, but it had a warm and comfortable 
 look. The furniture was in the so-called Biedermeier style. The Ginzkey-Maffersdorf 
 carpets were from fine geometrical designs by Professor Hoffmann."178 

While the use of repeated rectilinear geometries and simple lines gives this composition a distinct 

air of modernity, the warm woods and sumptuous fabrics maintained a sufficient connection to 

traditional Arts and Crafts design to make the design approachable to an American audience. 

Apparently the room was admired sufficiently for someone, presumably an American, to purchase 

its plans, along with those of Bauer's room across the hall.179   

 After moving through the exhibits devoted to the railways, in the next set of rooms, "a 

new world was unfolded by the collective exhibits of about fifty state professional art schools, led 

by those of Vienna and Prague..."180 This was widely considered to be the best part of the 

Austrian display, and one of the best exhibits at the fair, as evidenced by the fact that "the  



 
 

55 
 

 

Figure 24: Shared room for the Austrian Professional Art Schools.181  

international jury at the fair itself awarded the whole exhibition of Austrian arts-and-crafts 

education a gold medal for 'the best, most beautiful and most tasteful installation' among all the 

art exhibitions."182 The schools for Arts and Crafts in Vienna and Prague each received their own 

rooms, while the remaining forty-eight schools shared a room among them. (Figure 24) In this 

shared room, Jugendstil elements are present in the wallpaper, door surround, and inglenook, 

while the display cases show the influence of Beidermeier, but on the whole the room is fairly 

restrained and traditional, with the influence of the geometric style of the Secession evident only 

in the gridded ceiling. In the image on the right, lacework is visible in the case to the right, with 

glassware in the case beside it, and ceramics in the corner across the room, giving some sense 

of the wide variety of products displayed. Many of these pieces were for sale, and according to 

the 1906 Rückblick, an Austrian government publication chronicling the exhibits, a number of 

them sold, including the fireplace.183 

 In contrast to the fairly restrained and traditional tenor of the shared room, Josef 

Hoffmann's design for the Vienna School of Arts and Crafts, or Kunstgewerbeschule, presented a 

dramatic example of modern design (Figure 25).184 It was "By far, the most radical and complete 

example of the Secessionstil" exhibited at the fair and, along with the works displayed, "would 

have been among the first examples of artifacts of the Vienna Secession exhibited in 

America."185The formal similarity to Hoffmann's unrealized design for the Secession room "was  
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Figure 25: Josef Hoffmann's room for the Vienna Kunstgewerbeschule.186 

motivated by his attempt to raise the level of the decorative arts—to invest them with the 

transcendent power of painting and sculpture."187 The exhibit occurred at the same time that 

Hoffmann and Moser were founding the Weiner Werkstätte, and their concern with establishing 

the value of the applied arts was part of this effort. However, in some respects this room is more 

restrained than the room designed for the Secession, indicating a status for the applied arts that 

is perhaps slightly below that of art. Although Hoffmann uses the same technique for lighting the 

room via a suspended class ceiling, the grid is painted white, which creates a less dramatic 

effect. Nor is the grid echoed in the pattern on the carpet, which uses a slightly different set of 

geometrical forms, merging diamonds and rectangles. While the walls are still broken into panels 

that relate to the displayed objects, their treatment is more restrained, without the bold borders of 

majolica tile. The freestanding vitrines exhibit a very bold, rectilinear composition, while the 

diamond motif located in the center of the glass doors of the built in display cases shows the 

influence of Biedermeier, a style characterized by clean lines and minimal ornamentation that had 

developed in Germany during the first half of the nineteenth century to satisfy the needs of the 

growing middle class.188   

 The choice to make this room slightly more restrained than the design for the Secession 

room may have been influenced by the fact that the objects on display were much less unified in 
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 Figure 26: Ceramic and metalwork pieces exhibited in the Vienna Kunstgewerbeschule exhibit.189 

style than the few paintings and sculptures that had been chosen for the Secession exhibit. With 

a variety of objects, it was much harder to create a true Gesamtkunstwerk, and a more strongly 

expressed, unified design might have complemented some pieces but clashed with others. We 

know from the photographs of the room and other accounts that a wide variety of works were 

present (Figure 26). "Among the school's exhibits were woven Gobelins and a specimen of Kolo 

Moser's exquisite colored glass-work....Myrbach's classes exhibited a number of coloured 

woodcuts, there was modern glass by Kolo Moser's pupils, metal-work done under Hoffmann's 

direction, and much handiwork by women...."190  These student works exhibit a range of styles. 

The ceramics include examples of stylized natural forms, such as the animal figures in the 

foreground, as well as more organic forms that foreground the nature of the material, such as the 

vases on the left. The metalwork pieces also include some examples of natural forms, including 

necklaces with abstracted animals, medallions with landscapes, and a small case in the shape of 

a beetle. Some of the pieces, particularly those in the center of the image, show an interest in 

simplified geometries, although the fluid lines of Jugendstil are still present in most. The woodcuts 

also exhibit a range of styles. The woodcut on the left is the most clearly influenced by the work of 

Klimt and the Secessionstil generally, and it is unsurprising that it is the work of Agnes Speyer, 

one of Koloman Moser's students. Moser was one of the founding members of the Secession and 

the Wiener Werkstätte, known for creating graphic art that blended geometric and natural 

forms.191 The rooster by Professor Lang's class and concert scene by Josef Strejc, Professor 
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Figure 27: Student woodcuts from the Vienna Kunstgewerbeschule exhibit.192 

Myrbach's student, show much less abstraction and no use of geometric patterns, providing 

examples of the range of styles present in the exhibit. Using a more subtle and retrained design 

allowed Hoffmann to provide a context that would suit all of the objects displayed, in a dignified 

and elevated setting. 

 The room for the Prague school of Arts and Crafts, designed by Jan Kotěra, shows much 

less evidence of the abstract geometries of the Secessionstil, presenting instead the flowing 

forms of Jugensdstil in full flower (Figure 28). Yet another student of Otto Wagner, Kotěra had 

returned to Prague in 1897 after completing his studies at the Academy of Fine Arts, choosing to 

promote creative expression in his native land rather than remaining in Vienna.193 This room 

appears to be set up more as a model room and less as a display space, with objects displayed 

on the mantel above the fireplace, although the official account also mentions objects housed in 

display cases. The wooden paneling of this room relates to that of the communal display room, 

but here it receives a much more dramatic treatment, with geometric borders formed of rosewood 

inlaid in the oak.194 The curling tendrils on the panels above show a marked similarity to those on 

Otto Wagner's Linke Weinzeile 40, which Kotěra would likely have worked on a few years earlier 

as Wagner's student in Vienna, before he returned to Prague, and the influence of English Arts 

and Crafts is visible in the inglenook and recessed fireplace. The elements of the fireplace were  
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Figure 28: Jan Kotěra's room for the Prague School of Arts and Crafts.195 

designed by students working with Kotěra and Sucharda, and then manufactured by various 

companies in Prague. This relationship with industry was an important goal for the Professional 

Art Schools, to whom the government had assigned a "very important duty, namely the direct 

influence on trade by keeping up a regular intercourse between the schools and industrial life."196 

While most of the items displayed by the Vienna Kunstgewerbeschule were handmade, in 

keeping with Hoffmann's views on craft, the Prague school seems to have been actively 

cultivating relationships with industry, due in part to the fact that the Czech lands were more 

industrialized. The manufactured designs included not only the elements that were built into the 

room, but also some of the objects displayed.197 The government ministry in charge of overseeing 

the art schools hoped that the partnership between the schools and industry would lead to the 

production of high quality designs that would be popular for export, hence their prominent display 

in the exposition, where they could be shown to a potentially large group of American consumers.  
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Figure 29: The Bohemian Artists room (L) and another room display room, likely for the Polish Artists (R).198 

 The left wing of the pavilion housed rooms for the display of fine arts, one room for the 

Bohemian artists and one, which would have belonged to the Secession if they had been 

involved, given instead to the Polish artists.199 (Figure 29) The room for the Bohemian artists 

shares some similarities with the room for the Prague School of Arts and Crafts, with abstracted 

natural motifs along the top of the paneling and at the corners of the ceiling. Perhaps more 

interesting are the traces of Czech Cubism in the faceted arch above the door, the border along 

the base of the wall, and the broad benches in the center of the room. The bold geometries of 

these elements provides an interesting counterpoint to the softer natural forms above, creating an 

effect that seems to be transitioning from one style to the next. The 1906 Rückblick attributes this 

room to František Kupka, who was awarded a gold medal for its design. 200 Kupka was one of the 

pioneering figures in Czech cubism, so the presence of Cubist forms is not at all surprising. The 

other room is identified in the History of the Louisiana Purchase as one of the art displays in the 

Austrian pavilion, and since the only undocumented art rooms are those for the Hagenbund and 

the Polish artists, this must represent one of these. As the style bears little relation to the work 

that Urban was doing for the Hagenbund around this time, it is likely that this room is the one for 

the Polish artists, arranged by Josef Mehoffer.201 There is little that is remarkable about this room, 

which seems cluttered and makes little attempt to relate the architecture and the art.  
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Figure 30: Joseph Urban's design for the Hagenbund Exhibition, Winter 1905.202 

 Thus far no photos of the design that Joseph Urban created for the Hagenbund room 

have surfaced, although this may be due in part to an unfortunate error on the part of historians 

who have misidentified Hoffmann's design for the Vienna School of Arts and Crafts as the 

Hagenbund room and have therefore not looked any further for documentation. This error began 

with Carter and Cole's monograph on Urban, and was continued in Innes' Designing Modern 

America, where it causes the author to observe that  "The radical simplicity of this display was an 

attempt to create a modern style specifically suited to the 'new world' of America. It went far 

beyond anything Urban did in Austria, either before or after..."203 The fact that the room was not 

one of Urban's designs goes much further to account for its dissimilarity to his other work than the 

idea that he was inspired by the American context. This is not to argue that Urban's design for the 

fair would not have been impressive or strikingly modern; something about it was remarkable 

enough to win a gold medal at the fair.204 Perhaps more importantly for the history of American 

modernism, travelling to St. Louis to set up the exhibit provided Urban with his first experience in 

the United States and "brought him several offers of work in America," one of which he would 

eventually take. 205 He immigrated to the U.S. became the art director of the Boston Opera 

Company in 1912, and would later move to New York to work for the Zeigfeld Follies and the 

Metropolitan Opera.206 Urban designed another exhibit for the Hagenbund in the winter of 1904, 

at the same time that he was creating the design for the exposition, which offers some sense of  
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Figure 31: The room for the Vienna Artist's Association.207  

how Urban may have treated the room in the Austrian pavilion (Figure 30). Here Urban uses color 

to divide the wall into panels and differentiate between different areas in the room. A pattern of 

repeated squares, also painted, defines the borders of the panels, and changes in the color of the 

carpet define different areas within the room. Furniture is minimal, with only a few Beidermeier 

inspired groupings of chairs. A similar treatment for the room in the Austrian pavilion would have 

seemed very modern in its simplicity, and noteworthy in its own right. Just beyond the room for 

the Hagenbund was the final art display room, devoted to the work of the Vienna Artist's 

Association (Figure 31). It is hard to discern the details of the room from the photo, but the design 

seems largely unremarkable, with the exception of the Beidermeier style chairs in the foreground. 

 After the close of the exposition, the Austrian government issued several publications 

documenting their participation. The general catalogue gave a basic overview of the contents and 

organization of the exhibit, arguing that "The exhibition in the Austrian Government Pavilion is of 

an essentially representative character.... [it] would present to the visitor a faithful picture of 

economical [sic] and intellectual life in Austria."208 This publication was essentially intended to 

serve as a souvenir or propaganda piece, extolling the virtues of Austria generally, and the exhibit 

specifically. On the exhibits of the Imperial Royal Professional Art Schools, the publication states 
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that "These schools send out skilled workmen after giving them artistic and practical training in all 

branches of decorative art, fecundating practical work with artistic ideas and in this manner 

raising and furthering the standards of arts and crafts of the country."209 This aspect of the exhibit 

is clearly the part in which the authors take the most pride, referring the reader to "The illustrated 

catalogue of the exhibits of the Imperial Royal professional Art schools [which] contains full 

details of this exhibition and gives a general view of the organization of Technical Education in 

Austria."210 The importance of the art schools is evident from the fact that their exhibits alone got 

a dedicated catalogue, which is longer and more comprehensive than the general catalogue. The 

importance of the art schools also featured prominently in one of the other official publications, 

which listed all of the prizes won by the Austrian exhibits and also provided information on the 

items that were purchased. This publication, the Rückblick mentioned earlier, notes that "a large 

number of the student-designed objects in Hoffmann's Kunstgewerbeschule rooms were 

purchased during the exhibition."211 A quick glance through the prize list underlines the success 

of the schools, with long lists of awards given to the designs of the Kunstgewerbeschulen and 

Fachshulen.212 

 The government publication on the art schools contains an introductory section of text on 

the organization and mission of the schools, and then a catalogue of selected student work for 

each room. According to the text, the "Austrian Government has founded an extensive network of 

professional schools based on a large scale, and conducted on uniform principles."213 This 

network is directed largely by the Austrian Museum for Arts and Industry in Vienna, which "has 

many spheres of work. Above all others it has to increase the productive power of Art-Handicraft, 

to improve and ennoble the taste of worker in Art as well as that of the public, and in this way to 

further activity in Arts and Crafts....The Museum has at the same time to facilitate the sale of work 

of home Handicrafts, especially for export, and finally to initiate and fructify new branches of Art 

activity."214 The museum director, Hofrat Artur von Scala, was responsible for overseeing the 

activity of the schools and developing their curriculum, with these lofty goals in mind.215 He also 
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had the responsibility of organizing the exhibit and choosing the objects to be included. The text 

devoted a substantial section to discussing the educational methods of the schools, which were 

using an approach that sounds remarkably similar to the principles that Walter Gropius would 

articulate for the Bauhaus fifteen years later:   

 The old method of teaching Applied Art, whereby the imagination and creative faculties of 
 the pupils were suppressed, consisted chiefly in fostering mere manual dexterity, viz., 
 copying conventional designs and drawing from plaster casts....The new methods require 
 above all, the early and profound study of forms and colour in nature, the development of 
 the faculty of observing correctly, of retaining and reproducing impressions. They further 
 require that drawing and modeling should go hand in hand, that taste ought to be 
 cultivated, and invention energy and individual talent should be systematically 
 furthered.216   
 
This educational approach was of considerable interest to some of the American visitors to the 

fair, who were impressed by the quality of the Austrian student work and wondered how to 

improve American education in the industrial arts to a competitive level. These concerns played a 

role in the American media coverage for the fair, along with descriptions and evaluation of the 

designs. 
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Reception: Austrian Pavilion 

 A variety of sources from the American media provide a glimpse of the range of reactions 

to the exhibit. The account of the Austrian pavilion from the official American catalogue for the fair 

was uniformly positive, noting that "the display of applied art made by Austria was superior, 

varied, and most attractive."217 In addition to praising the art displayed, the catalogue went on to 

make special mention of the design of the rooms, saying that "the exhibits of interior decoration 

and furnishing...presented in the Austrian national pavilion were pronounced to be in many 

respects superior to any ever seen in this country."218 The official recognition of the importance of 

these designs indicates that they made an impression on both the organizers and the judges. The 

author also praised Austria's choice of what to display, remarking that, "unique in the presentation 

of the work of its independent artists, the educational value of Austria's collection was in marked 

contradistinction to that of Germany, which had omitted from its installation this important phase 

of its national art."219 While the smooth, finished quality of the German rooms drew approval from 

many members of the public, they did not provide any sense of the creative process that had 

produced them, unlike the Austrian displays with their focus on the professional art schools. 

 The late opening of the pavilion meant that the crowds that flocked to the exposition early 

did not see the Austrian exhibits, and many of the reviews written on the fair did not mention the 

them simply because the writers had not had the opportunity to see them. The press that the 

Austrian exhibit did receive generally praised its innovative and striking designs, although some 

writers found them too radical. One reporter for the Missouri Republic, as quoted in Long's article, 

wrote that "'The Austrian Building, representing the modern architectural conceptions...is one of 

the handsomest of the foreign pavilions at the World's Fair,' adding that the building's façades 

'are admired by critics as an interesting attempt at a new order of architecture.'"220 Another writer 

for The American Architect and Building News enthused that "The Austrian building is a charming 

little structure, and whatever direction L'Art Nouveau takes with this nation, it seems to be equally 

successful...The Austrians have most certainly broken away from old traditions, and have 
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produced something very original and refined."221 Despite his enthusiasm, this writer does not 

seem to fully comprehend what he is seeing stylistically, as evidenced by his failure to identify the 

work as Secessionstil rather than Art Nouveau. He was able to understand the commercial 

implications of the exhibit, and was particularly impressed with the way that the Austrians had 

been developing relationships between artists and industry, seeing it as a push to make good 

design more accessible to everyone. He wrote,  

 Germany has evidently made tremendous strides since the last Exposition here, France 
 is still doing the fine artistic work for the few, but Austria seems to have grasped this 
 artistic touch and feeling, and so used it, as to influence the things of common every-day 
 life and brought them within the reach of the many. From their exhibition, it would seems 
 as if the new movement had not been confined to a few, but had spread through all 
 classes, making a better feeling between designers and manufacturers.222  

The idea of design that is not just focused on the patronage of the wealthy was particularly 

appealing in the democratic context of America, although it is ironic that Hoffmann's Weiner 

Werkstätte would end up catering to the wealthy elite rather than pursuing the sort of widely 

accessible design that the writer envisions based on the display at the fair.  

 For the most part, the design magazines gave the Austrian pavilion positive reviews, 

although they were more enthusiastic about the interiors than the exterior. One writer for 

International Studio, who visited the fair early, commented that "The Austrian Building, at the time 

of writing not yet opened, presents in its exterior a rather fascinating example of L'Art Nouveau 

design; a festive combination of elegance and grotesqueness."223 His mistake in identifying the 

building as an example of Art Nouveau may be more understandable than the previous writer's, 

since he had only seen the exterior, which was largely dominated by Jugendstil. Other reporters 

spoke approvingly of the contrast between the historicist styles of the other pavilions and the 

more modern design of the Austrian pavilion, such as one writer for Brush and Pencil who 

observed that "unlike the other national historical reproductions at the Fair, such as the German 

'Charlottenburg' or the French 'Trianon,' the Austrian home was quite modern. It exemplified the 

new European tendency in art and decoration which breaks with tradition and aims at applying art 

to every sphere of practical existence of the present day."224 Here again the idea of practicality 
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and broad applicability was one of the aspects of the exhibit that the writer admired most. He 

stated that overall, "the whole official Austrian exhibit was one of the most beautiful and 

representative ones of the Exposition."225 A writer for House Beautiful focused entirely on the 

interiors, commenting that "Austria has produced splendid work in the way of interior decoration 

during the past decade. Austrian art nouveau was less extreme than German and far more 

interesting than English. At the St. Louis Exposition the Austrian building contained much that 

was worth studying. Decorative schemes were unique without being bizarre and furniture was 

refreshingly out of the ordinary."226 Perhaps the more sparse, geometric designs of the Secession 

were more palatable to the writer than the curves of Jugendstil, making the Austrian designs 

seem less "extreme." In spite of the fact that the Secessionstil designs were in fact more radical 

than most of the other designs at the fair, they did not seem to be so alien that American viewers 

could not understand or appreciate them. Instead, at least for many of these writers, they 

presented a model of modern design to study and try to emulate. 

 The official American catalogue for the exposition reported that the jurors responsible for 

awarding the prizes for the fair singled out the exhibits of the Austrian art and industrial schools 

for special comment, in particular for the lessons that they provided on educational methods: 

 The exhibits of the art and industrial schools of Austria and Italy have never been 
 surpassed on American soil and were at once the admiration and despair of American 
 critics. The exhibits of both nations were limited to the groups of art and industrial 
 education. The international jury on the former group reported: 'We feel, as jurors, that it 
 is a part of our duty to call the attention of American educators to these excellent exhibits 
 (referring particularly to Austria) as showing that art is not only an ornament but an 
 excellent investment when properly directed....'227 
 

The Austrians and Germans were apparently not the only ones concerned about developing 

commercially successful design products. The idea that the best approach to achieving this goal 

was through arts education, in particular a model similar to the Austrian system, seems to have 

been introduced by the exhibits at the 1904 exposition. In 1905, this interest in the Austrian model 

of design education prompted a series of articles, including one in International Studio that 

contained a lengthy report on the methods of the schools as well as numerous examples of 
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student work.228 This article described a system where "Art and manufacture go hand in hand, as 

do also theory and practice: they are never taught as things apart. The mornings are devoted to 

theory, the afternoons to practice, supervised by skilled professional teachers, men devoted not 

only to their professions and trades, but also to their pupils."229 Another article in the same 

magazine noted the importance of finding teachers with this sort of professional experience, 

commenting that "Professor Freiherr von Myrbach, Director of the Viennese School of Industrial 

Art, did that institution a great service by attracting to it such modern artists as Hoffmann, Kolo 

Moser, Metzner, and others."230 These were the professors whose students' work had been so 

well received at the fair. 

 In 1905 Myrbach apparently visited the U.S. and spoke about the Austrian model of 

design education, as an article in the New York Times entitled "A Weak Point in Our Art" 

reported: 

 The Germans and Austrians have taken the occasion of the World's Fair at St. Louis to 
 look over the field of art in the United States in order to see wherein we are deficient and 
 just where objects we produce in quantity can be placed to advantage. Baron Myrbach, 
 former director of the School of Industrial Art attached to the Vienna Museum, has been 
 lecturing on American art and the St. Louis Exposition.231  
 
The author expressed concerned that the lack of excellence and innovation in American art was 

making the nation vulnerable to commercial domination by the Austrians, leaving "a gap through 

which Austrian products may find their way to the American market. Baron Myrbach has put his 

finger on the weakest spot in American art. The public does not encourage, indeed, scarcely 

knows the existence of, our own products of industrial art."232 According to the writer, the problem 

was not only lack of interest on the part of the public, but also a lack of investment or correct 

approach to design education. He noted that "of the vast sums expended for education very little 

goes toward the teaching of industrial art, and such small amount of 'manual training' as the 

public schools afford meets with a great deal of opposition."233 He argued that Americans were 

just as capable of producing innovative designs as the Austrians, and suggested that all they 

needed was proper training and incentives. He believed that a further display of Austrian designs 
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might stimulate the American public toward better taste and provide the prodding needed to 

motivate American designers: 

 It might be interesting to see in New York a thoroughly representative collection of the 
 applied  arts of Austria and Germany....Perhaps it would do something toward rousing the 
 American public from its apathy toward the arts and crafts and start people on the path of 
 amendment by causing  them to ask for original work, not the wearisome  copies of Italian 
 Renaissance, Louis XV, and Louis XVI...on which they now lavish money without stint. 
 Once such encouragement begun, and men and women with training and ideas will 
 spring to the front and prove worthy competitors of the Austrian, German, and French 
 artist-artisans.234  
 

No such exhibit ever took place, and nearly two decades later the Austrian born designer Paul 

Frankl would still be trying to convince American consumers that they did not need to "please 

some French Louis or Elizabethan Queen with the furnishings they put into their homes."235 

 Another article on the same topic, published a few months later in Brush and Pencil, took 

a similar position, and may even have been written by the same person with a different audience 

in mind. Based on Myrbach's comments, the writer concluded that the American industrial arts 

were lagging far behind the fine arts, and that "a lack of facilities, and an inability to make manual 

training fit into our school system as an important branch, is therefore the prime cause of the 

backwardness of this wholly important branch that aids the young man to lay the groundwork for 

future usefulness in life."236 This writer did not believe that any further exhibition of Austrian 

designs should be needed to spur people to action, arguing that "the thoroughly representative 

collection of arts and crafts of Germany and Austria at the exposition should arouse the American 

people from their apathy along these lines, and even where this branch is now receiving attention 

it should give an impetus to originality, and shake people out of the rut they are following."237 He 

contended that Americans needed to develop a visual expression that is expressive of their 

natural character, "Something peculiarly American, something distinctive of our national life, 

[which] would reflect more credit on our earnest workers than slavish allegiance to what has 

caught the fancy of an alien public."238 While it would take American designers until after World 
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War I to fully embrace that challenge, the Austrian exhibits at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase 

Exposition provoked a discussion on the topic long before then.  

 Many architects from the Midwest visited the exposition, among them Robert C. Spencer, 

George W. Maher, and Walter Burley Griffin, who had been Wright's chief draughtsman before 

his departure to Europe in 1909.239 While we know little more than the fact of their attendance, it 

is hard to imagine that they would have been entirely unimpressed when Wright himself 

expressed such clear, though mixed, enthusiasm. We do know that the exhibits had an impact on 

architects in St. Louis, since St. Louis saw the design and construction of several houses that 

exhibit the influence of Secessionstil in the years following the fair, designed by local architects 

who had been impressed by the German and Austrian designs that had briefly taken up 

residence in their city. In his book on the private houses of St. Louis, Charles Savage notes that 

"Throughout most of the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth... a strong preference for 

the more formal variations in the classical style was characteristic of St. Louis architecture."240 

During a brief period between 1905 and 1909, however, a new style of houses spring up. Savage 

sees a clear kinship between these "'buildings of a new spirit...on the Pacific coast and the Middle 

West...'" and the "Austrian and German work of Joseph Olbrich, Josef Hoffmann, Karl Moser, 

Bruno Paul...architecture of the 'new spirit' can be seen in St. Louis, given a fortuitous boost by 

the Austrian and German work exhibited at the Fair."241 Many of these houses in St. Louis were 

designed by architects who had previously worked in historicist styles, and who later returned to 

those styles after the brief foray into modernism that was inspired by the fair.  

 One example of this phenomenon can be seen in the work of the St. Louis firm Barnett, 

Haynes and Barnett.242 Two of the principals, Thomas and George Barnett, were sons of George 

Ingram Barnett, an English architect well known for his classical designs who had settled in St. 

Louis in 1839. The third, John Haynes, was their brother-in-law, and all three men had worked in 

the patriarch's firm before forming their own partnership in 1895. Apparently the youngest partner, 

Tom Barnett, was the most accomplished designer of the three and the one "who introduced  
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Figure 32: The Spencer House, 1902 (L) and the Palace of Liberal Arts for the Louisiana Purchase 
Exposition, 1904 (R), both designed by Barnett, Haynes and Barnett.243 

stylistic changes in the firm's work."244 The firm was responsible for an enormous body of work in 

the city of St. Louis, both civic and residential. Typical examples of both types of their work can 

be seen in Figure 32. The Corwin H. Spencer house was designed for a member of the Louisiana 

Purchase Exposition Executive Committee, described in the History of the Louisiana Purchase 

Exposition as "a man of large interests...[whose] advice in the affairs of the Exposition was 

invaluable."245 Its classical detailing and heavy ornamentation are similar to the style that the firm 

used in designing the Palace of Liberal Arts, their contribution to the architecture of the fair.  

 Shortly after the fair, however, a new style of house appears in the work of the firm. The 

O'Reilly and Spink Houses "can be seen as an effort to understand the Secession and 

Werkstätte...as well as to understand the innovative Prairie School ideas already emerging from 

Chicago."246 (Figure 32) Both houses featured simplified façades with minimal ornamentation, 

allowing the materiality of the brick and the rhythm of the fenestration to become the focus of the 

design. The tiled roofs with their dramatic coffered overhangs are reminiscent of Olbrich's 

courtyard at the fair, as well as some of Otto Wagner's apartment buildings in Vienna. Both draw 

attention to the front entrance with classical details, either the urns at the Spink house or the 

Doric columns and entablature at the O'Reilly house. While the urns are more in keeping with a.  
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Figure 33: Two of Thomas Barnett's designs for houses in St Louis: the Charles C. Spink House, 1906 (L) 
and the Robert J. O'Reilly House, 1907 (R).247 

Secessionist aesthetic than the columns, in both cases the monumental entrance is reminiscent 

of Olbrich's design for the Secession building in Vienna.  

 In the summer of 1907, Tom Barnett took a trip to Europe, an experience that Savage 

believes was responsible for causing "an extraordinary stylistic change" in his work.248 While the 

Spink and O'Reilly houses indicate that he had already been experimenting with Secessionstil 

prior to his trip, after his return he designed two houses that embraced the aesthetic completely. 

The first of these, the Thompson house (Figure 34), returned to heavy use of ornamentation,  

 

Figure 34: Thomas P. Barnett's design for the John W. Thompson House, 1909.249 
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Figure 35: Interiors at the John W. Thompson House by designed by Thomas P. Barnett, 1909.250 

but the nature of that ornament is radically different from anything in Barnett's previous work. The 

giant order of pilasters clad in marble are reminiscent of the lower façade of Adolf Loos' Goldman 

and Salatsch Building, but that building had not yet been constructed, so it could not have been a 

source of influence. A more likely source could be Wagner's Kirche am Stienhof. On the front 

façade of this structure, four giant columns project through a cornice to support statues of angels, 

much as the pilasters on the Thompson house terminate in urns filled with vegetation.251 These 

urns are elements taken from Secessionstil, while the projecting cornice and garlands above the 

windows are elements that appear frequently in Wagner's work. The entryway, flanked by busts 

of Minerva and covered by a geometric patterned screen but otherwise free of ornament, 

provides another example of Secessionist influence. The interiors reflect the same aesthetic, 

especially the marble clad staircase, with its geometric mosaic insets and dramatic beams, and 
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the dining room with its graceful fireplace, built-in display cabinets, and panelized walls (Figure 

35). Savage believes that "nowhere in this country was there a better example of the influence of 

Otto Wagner and contemporary Austrian design."252 The striking façade had a short life, since the 

subsequent owners of the house removed the giant order and all of the other applied 

ornamentation, leaving a simple brick façade with few traces of the original design.253  

 The house that Barnett designed for himself around the same time continued to explore 

Secessionist ideas, but in even more simplified form (Figure 36). It was one of the first houses in 

St. Louis to use concrete of any type, with an exterior of cement on wooden lath. The material 

choice alone associates it with European modernist design as exemplified by Olbrich's courtyard. 

In addition, the use of an overhanging tiled roof below a parapet and the articulation of the 

corners also indicate similarities with both Olbrich's work and many works by Otto Wagner. 

Savage is of the opinion that "The style of these concrete houses was decidedly 'new spirit'; they 

displayed characteristics both of the German and Austrian work exhibited at the Louisiana 

Purchase Exposition and to the work of the Prairie School in Chicago."254 Indeed, the corner 

planter with its overhanging plants could be read as a tribute to Frank Lloyd Wright, who had 

 

Figure 36: Thomas Barnett's design for his own house, 1908-9.255 



 
 

75 
 

been integrating vegetation into his designs in Unity Temple and some of the Prairie houses. 

Barnett makes a couple of other daring moves in the design, in both plan and elevation. The 

Spink, O'Reilly, and Thompson houses had all retained conventional plans, with rooms arranged 

symmetrically around a central stair. For his own house, Barnett used a much more open, 

asymmetrical plan, with only the kitchen separated from the other rooms on the ground floor. In 

this it shares kinship with many of Frank Lloyd Wright's plans, for example the "Fireproof House 

for $5,000" design that he created for the Curtis Publishing Co. in 1906, which is nearly identical  

to the Stephen Hunt house in La Grange, Illinois, built in 1907.256 The façade is also 

asymmetrical, not only in the portico that projects from one side, but also in the fenestration of the 

second floor and treatment of the parapet.  

 In many ways, the question of which elements of the design were taken from the Prairie 

School and which came from the Secession becomes moot, because the two movements had so 

much in common. Savage agrees with the writer from Architectural Record who saw an 

intellectual kinship between the Prairie School architects and their German and Austrian 

counterparts, and concludes that it is hard to know the degree to which the modernist efforts of 

architects like Barnett were "boosted by the rooms designed by Josef [sic] Maria Olbrich and 

Peter Behrens in the Arts and Crafts section of the Varied Industries Pavilion at the 1904 World's 

Fair...Two world wars have obscured the influences of German and Austrian design. But the 

Prairie School and the Sezession appear to be mutually self-supporting."257 This perspective 

supports the idea that these versions of modern design were developing in parallel. However, the 

development of American versions of modernism faltered in the second decade of the twentieth 

century, and many of the styles that had been developing were abandoned. Despite the daring 

nature of his experiments with the design of his own house, Tom Barnett's foray into modernist 

forms did not last long. He left the family firm in 1912, and all of his subsequent work returns to 

the ornament and historicism that had characterized his earlier work.258   
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSIONS 
 
 Although one writer from the St. Louis Post-Dispatch predicted that the designs by 

Olbrich had already been "indicated as one of the things at the World's Fair which will leave a 

permanent mark upon American life," the subsequent years would prove him wrong.259 While 

enthusiasm about elements of the exhibits lingered for a few years, as evidenced by the 

construction of Secessionstil houses in St. Louis, or discussions about design education in 

magazines and newspapers, most of those effects had disappeared by about 1910. This was not 

an isolated phenomenon, but part of a larger cultural shift that also affected American modernist 

designers. In the case of the German and Austrian exhibits, multiple factors contributed to their 

lack of ongoing influence: skepticism about the cultural value of the fair, the growth of anti-

German sentiment leading up to World War I, absorption of American designers with their own 

approaches, the inability of the general public to afford or fully understand the designs, and an 

overall trend to favor more traditional forms of design. This list encompasses a very diverse set of 

cultural elements, yet looking through the lens of how the German and Austrian exhibits were 

received offers insight into all of them.   

 St. Louis had mounted a valiant effort to clean up for the fair and present a sophisticated 

image to the rest of the world, but they were largely unsuccessful in achieving the results for 

which they had hoped. The momentum was against them in that the economic tides had already 

turned to favor Chicago so strongly that there was little hope of truly competing with the city to the 

north. But some of the problem arose from a lingering image problem, which made it hard for 

people to take St. Louis seriously as a cultural presence. Henry Adams noted glumly that "east of 

the Mississippi, the St. Louis Exposition met a deliberate conspiracy of silence, discouraging, 

beyond measure, to an optimistic dream of future strength in American expression." 260 To some 

extent, the skepticism of the East Coast doubters was warranted. In the decade following the fair, 

the city found itself battling racial and ethnic problems, directed toward both African Americans 

and Germans, that led to increased segregation of many neighborhoods.261 Attempts to continue 
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improving the city through the creation of playgrounds, the construction of a free bridge across 

the Mississippi, and the passage of a new city charter that would impede corruption all met with 

opposition and failure.262 These problems took their toll on the growth of the city: while the 

population continued to rise, it did so at a slower rate than it had in previous decades, and St. 

Louis dropped from the fourth largest city in the nation in 1900 to the sixth largest in 1920.263 

Perhaps the 1893 Chicago Fair had been able to wield so much continued cultural influence in 

part because Chicago itself remained a vital city with a thriving cultural life, an achievement that 

St. Louis was not able to match.  

 The presence of the large German population that had supported the growth and 

prosperity of St. Louis during the nineteenth century may have contributed to prejudice against 

the city in the decades following the fair. While many German-Americans had hoped that 

Germany's strong showing in the exposition would convince their fellow Americans of the value of 

German culture, political currents in Europe would quickly undermine whatever good will the fair 

had created. Hermann Knauer, a German visitor to the exposition, published an account intended 

for both German and American audiences in which he concluded that "Germany's participation in 

the Fair...will prove a new and strong link in the chain that unites the two great nations, which in 

their struggles have so much in common."264 However, Knauer's optimism about the relationship 

between the two countries would be contravened in the coming decades, which would see 

instead a swell of anti-German sentiment in response to the threat of the growing German 

imperialism that led up to World War I. As negative attitudes toward Germany and Germans 

increased, many people of German origin sought to distance themselves from that legacy, 

anglicizing their names, ceasing to speak the German language, and choosing to distance 

themselves from German cultural organizations like the Vereine.265 It is worth noting that neither 

Tom Barnett, nor his clients for the Spink, Thompson, and O'Reilly houses, were of German or 

Austrian extraction, so their interest in Secessionstil design was a reflection of popular taste at 

the time more than ethnic affiliations. As modernist styles of design with visual similarities to 
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Jugendstil or Secessionstil fell into disfavor, due to their association with German cultural 

influences, they faded from the repertoire of architects. 

 While most American architects who were interested in modernism had been developing 

their own styles, the decade following the fair saw a decline in their work as well. For some, this 

resulted from personal choices; for others, it was the consequence of reduced demand for 

modern designs. Frank Lloyd Wright left for Europe in 1909, fleeing the scandal over his 

relationship with Mamah Cheney, and his absence deprived the country of one of the major 

advocates for American modernism.266 Another important voice faded to silence a few years later 

in 1916, when Gustav Stickley ceased publishing The Craftsman.  Under the assumption that 

demand for his furniture would keep increasing, Stickley had expanded his company to 

headquarters in Manhattan in 1913. He had misread the market for his designs, and his company 

floundered and was forced to declare bankruptcy in 1915.267 On the West Coast, Greene & 

Greene would see a decline in the number of large commissions that they received after 1910, 

and of the few commissions that they received, almost none would involve furniture design.268 

This indicates that demand for the type of Gesamtkunstwerk that characterized most approaches 

to modern design was in decline. Perhaps the Greenes had simply exhausted the pool of clients 

in their area with the money to afford this type of design and the background to appreciate it, or 

perhaps a shift in public taste was responsible. It is worth noting that not all of this decrease in 

demand for modernist design can be blamed on anti-German sentiment, since most of these 

designers were not German and were working in styles more closely associated with the English 

Arts and Crafts movement than Jugendstil or Secessionstil.   

 The small exhibit of Arts and Crafts work that the Americans had put together for the 

exposition met with much less success than anticipated, and the possible reasons are relevant to 

understanding the reception of the German and Austrian exhibits. Beverly Brandt argues that the 

display suffered from poor exposure in the press and poor choices made about the objects 

selected. Most items in the American Arts and Crafts exhibit were "unique masterworks, designed 
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to illustrate a craftsman's most advanced aesthetic sensibility or technical skill...but they clearly 

were priced beyond the reach of most visitors...who could do little more than admire at a 

distance."269 This was not at all unusual for objects exhibited at International Expositions, which 

often featured museum pieces rather than objects of everyday use, since they were designed to 

dazzle the viewer with the best work a nation had to offer. The German and Austrian exhibits 

featured examples of expensive handcrafted goods and interiors, which might have been 

accessible to a very wealthy businessman like Wanamaker, but not to the average American. 

Brandt notes that a few more affordable items were included in the American applied arts 

divisions and these examples of "inexpensive 'art produce' [were] eagerly purchased by visitors to 

the fair..."270 She concludes that the cost of most modern designs, at least those shown in the 

American Arts and Crafts exhibit, made them inaccessible to the average American, and 

therefore that "the hand-crafted objects of the Arts and Crafts Movement were isolated from 

mainstream American culture."271 This evaluation could be equally applied to the items in the 

German and Austrian exhibits.  

 Claiming that modern designs met with limited success because they were too costly 

may not tell the whole story, though, since the few American modernist designers who strove to 

produce affordable design also saw a decline in demand for their work in the years prior to the 

war. The Austrian exhibits at the fair may have inspired two of these individuals, Louise Brigham 

and Edward Aschermann, to go to Vienna to study with Josef Hoffmann.272 Edward Aschermann 

was the son of German emigrants, born in Milwaukee, while Brigham was a socialite from 

Boston.273 In 1905, both travelled to Europe and spent time studying with Josef Hoffmann. While 

there is no direct record that either of them attended the fair, the timing suggests that they 

encountered Hoffmann's designs for the first time as a result of their appearance in the United 

States, and consequently chose to go and learn more about modern design in Vienna.274 The two 

met during their time studying with Hoffmann and would collaborate subsequently, when 

Aschermann illustrated a book for Brigham, published in 1909. Box Furniture: How to Make a 
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Hundred Useful Articles for the Home, gave instructions on how to build a multitude of simple, 

modern pieces of furniture out of wooden packing boxes.275 Upon her return to New York, the 

book paved the way for Brigham to found a furniture workshop for the poor children of the city in 

Gracey Mansion. There she taught them how to use simple tools to build the furniture in the book, 

which they then were able to bring home to furnish their families’ apartments.276 Box Furniture 

and Brigham's workshop met with some enthusiasm, but only during the early teens. Like 

Brigham, Aschermann was interested in making modernism accessible to people of more modest 

means. His designs were for small apartments, creating affordable interior spaces using a 

carefully selected combination of colors, fabrics, and mass produced furnishings.277 These pre-

made elements could be used to create a unified design by applying paints or fabric inlays to the 

furniture that were coordinated with the color scheme and decorations of the rest of the room. 

With this approach, any home could be customized, even if it started out as a carbon copy of all 

the other apartments in the building or houses on the block, providing the individuality that 

defined the modern home, and perhaps by extension, a modern man. 278  Aschermann's designs 

for his own apartment were featured in two articles in the New York Times during the early teens, 

but he found little demand for his services and the war put an end to his practice entirely, in spite 

of his efforts to assimilate by anglicizing his name to Asherman.279  

 The examples of Edward Aschermann and Louise Brigham, when added to the cases of 

other American designers who experienced a decline in demand for higher end modern designs 

around the same time, indicates that the shift away from modernism was about more than just 

economics or politics. The critic and historian Lewis Mumford identified it as a cultural shift that he 

termed the "Genteel Reaction."280 He argued that  

 the achievement of a true contemporary form was interrupted--though in America not 
 completely choked off--by a fashionable reaction in favor of a genteel revivalism....In 
 America, between 1900 and 1930, a pious eclecticism, which denied both the facts of 
 history and the requirements of modern life, broke the thread of tradition....After 1910 the 
 Genteel Reaction prevailed almost unchallenged, for more than a decade.281 
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Identifying the phenomenon is insufficient to explain its underlying causes, and Mumford was able 

to do little more than speculate as to the reasons why this return to traditionalism occurred. He 

mused that "Partly, perhaps, the reaction was due to a consciousness that originality, if 

undisciplined, might produce monstrosities; but partly it was because pecuniary canons of taste 

began to exercise an undue influence: to be correct was more important than to be alive." 282 This 

resurgence of caution was not limited to the United States alone; Mumford noted that "A similar 

recession took place in England."283 The timing of this style change, relative to the enthusiasm for 

modernist designs that seems to have prevailed earlier in the century, provides a final clue to 

explain why the German and Austrian designs exhibited at the fair did not have a more lasting 

impact.  

 Times of war or economic change are unsettling, and tend to cause people to cling to the 

familiar, producing periods of conservatism. It could be that the years leading up to World War I 

produced this effect. But it seems more likely to me that another phenomenon was at work. 

Sometimes, when change happens very quickly, it will make people feel that they are losing 

control, and they will react by turning to things that remind them of the time prior to the upheaval. 

American culture has long been prone to nostalgia, which tends to ebb and swell in response to 

perceived security. The first decade of the twentieth century was a time of very rapid change in 

the United States, as evidenced by the rise of Progressive politics, reform movements, and 

experiments with modernist design. Reverting to the familiarity of Victorian eclecticism may have 

been a comforting response for many Americans, when the swiftness with which the world was 

changing became overwhelming. It would explain why the German and Austrian exhibits met with 

such a warm welcome earlier in the decade, at a time when American modernist designers were 

also prospering, as well as why we see a decline in enthusiasm for modern design later in the 

decade. To return to the pool analogy with which we began, many Americans were willing to dip 

their toes in, to test the waters of modernism in 1904, but the experience filled them with 

uncertainty and they were not quite ready to take the plunge. This says much more about the 
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readiness of the swimmers than the appeal of the pool, and serving to introduce ideas that people 

would need some time to adjust to before they could fully accept them is an important role. In 

spite of the fact that they found limited acceptance at the time, the examples of modernist design 

that people encountered in the first decade of the twentieth century did play an important role in 

the development of modernism in America, paving the way for its continued progress later in the 

century. Although modernist styles would never come to dominate American design completely, 

as evidenced by the mainly historicist structures that still prevail in towns and suburbs across the 

country, modernism would meet with wider acceptance later in the century. The German and 

Austrian interiors at the fair may have been too radical for people to fully comprehend and 

embrace at the time, but encountering them prepared the American public and design community 

to consider forms of European modernism more palatable when they were reintroduced after the 

war.  
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PLAN: Christopher Long, “The Viennese Secessionsstil and Modern American Design,” 
Studies in the Decorative Arts 14, No. 2 (Spring–Summer 2007), 10

1: Ludwig Baumann, Austrian Pavilion exterior. a: from Christopher Long, “The Viennese 
Secessionsstil and Modern American Design,” Studies in the Decorative Arts 14, No. 2 
(Spring–Summer 2007), 10; b: from Long, “The Viennese Secessionsstil and Modern 
American Design,” 11; c: from Carol S. Porter, Meeting Louis at the Fair (St Louis: Vir-
ginia Publishing Co., 2004), 89.

2: Ludwig Baumann, Austrian Pavilion west courtyard. a: from John Brisben Walker, “For-
eign Nations at the Fair,” The Cosmopolitan Magazine (September, 1904), 597; b: from 
Porter, Meeting Louis at the Fair, 89.

3: Ludwig Baumann, Austrian Pavilion east courtyard. From Porter, Meeting Louis at the 
Fair, 89.

4: Jože Plečnik, Parlor. From Damjan Prelovšek, Joze Plečnik, 1872-1957: Architectura 
Perennis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997), 57.

10: František Kupka, Bohemian Artists Room. From “Studio Talk,” The International Stu-
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bridge, History of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, (St. Louis: Universal Exposition 
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1904), 125-127; f-i: from Austria: Imperial Royal Ministry for Public Education, Universal 
Exhibition St. Louis 1904: Exhibition of Professional Schools for Arts and Crafts (Vienna: 
Imperial Royal Ministry for Public Instruction, 1904), 59-65.
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