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Abstract

Designing Empire: Austria and the Applied Arts, 1864-1918
by
Sabrina Karim Rahman
Doctor of Philosophy in German
University of California, Berkeley
Professor Anton Kaes, Co-Chair
Professor Elaine C. Tennant, Co-Chair

This dissertation investigates how the political history, aesthetic practices, and
critical reception of modern Viennese design sought to absorb and thereby sublimate
ethnic tensions in the final decades of the Habsburg Empire. The opening chapter uncovers
how Austrian political authorities and intellectuals re-interpreted visual manifestations of
nationalism to advance and popularize the imperial mission beyond the establishment of
schools and museums for the applied arts and into the private homes of imperial subjects.
In the early writings of Alois Riegl, the influential art historian and museum curator argues
that individual folk traditions ought to be industrialized for the urban market of the
imperial capital. Writing a decade later, the art critic and salon hostess Berta Zuckerkandl,
in her essays on “authentic” and “inauthentic” folk art, problematizes the stylized utopian
visions put forth by Riegl and others at the central Viennese applied arts institutions.
Chapter 2 treats Emperor Franz Joseph’s Diamond Jubilee, an event which saw thousands
of Austria-Hungary’s denizens descend upon Vienna’s famed Ringstrafie to pay homage to
the monarch on June 12, 1908. In orchestrating the Jubilee, imperial authorities handed the
vital task of designing posters, commemorative objects, costumes, and floats to artists
working with the imperial design program. This hopeful celebration of Austria’s
multiethnic inheritance was intended to enact publicly the convergence of imperial and
national concerns, but the modern and stylized designs of Viennese artists clashed with the
more traditional, folk-inspired products of those from the provinces. Two key responses to
this experiment in modern imperial spectacle were loud and scathing: for the architect
Adolf Loos and the satirical journalist Karl Kraus, the event threw into question Vienna’s
self-proclaimed status as a cosmopolitan center based on the amalgamation of pluralistic
identities and modern aesthetics. Their visceral reactions to the Jubilee’s lateral display of
both ornament and of the more “exotic” visitors from the crown lands form the basis of
chapter 3. The polemical rhetoric of Kraus and Loos finds its way into Robert Musil’s The
Man Without Qualities (1930-42). The fourth and final chapter demonstrates how modern
design and Habsburg policy intersect in Musil’s novel within the foggy parameters of the
so-called Parallel Action, a fictitious event celebrating Franz Joseph’s would-be Seventieth
Jubilee in 1918.
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INTRODUCTION

In late-twentieth century London, two émigrés from Vienna turn to the applied arts as they
reflect on their experiences of what one of them called “The Age of Empire” and what
another celebrated Austrian writer called “The World of Yesterday.” Eric Hobsbawm
(1917 -), born in Egypt to a Viennese mother and a British father, spent much of his youth
in the city that had recently ceased to be the capital of the centuries-old Habsburg Empire,
while Ernst Gombrich (1909-2001) was born just in time to experience the parti-colored
mosaic of the empire that soon broke into shards of singular tones. He recalls it in this
reminiscence:

My mother loved and collected Slovak peasant embroideries. We eagerly
waited for the visits to Vienna of a Slovak trader by the name of Matonicky,
who used to come to the door and unpack his splendours of embroidered
waistcoats, jackets, blouses, bonnets and ribbons. My mother’s means rarely
extended beyond the latter two items, but we learned to admire the beauty
of colours and the immense decorative tact and skill displayed in these
embroideries. I well remember wondering why such works were not
esteemed as ‘art’ in the same way as great paintings were. I also recall
hearing that these pieces were doubly precious since they could never be
produced again. The tradition was rapidly fading because modern aniline
dyes had replaced the natural dyes and in any case the style of life which
supported these homecrafts was disappearing. ..'

With this anecdote Gombrich opens his impressive study of the sensory implications of
decorative art, The Sense of Order (1979). The image of the art historian’s mother (a
former student of Anton Bruckner and an acquaintance of Gustav Mahler and Arnold
Schoenberg) lingering over peasant crafts does not represent a naive fascination with the
“exotic” provincial on the part of the cosmopolitan elite, but rather suggests a far-ranging
imperial scheme to promote the collection and production of design objects. In

"E. H. Gombrich, The Sense of Order: A Study in the Psychology of Decorative Art (Oxford: Phaidon, 1979)
vii. Gombrich continues: “I mention these links because I have come to wonder whether another interest I
developed whilst still a schoolboy was also connected with contemporary movements in Austria. Early on I
had come to notice, to compare, to contrast and even to draw the decorative details of Viennese
buildings...Adolf Loos had campaigned against [decorative fagades], but at the same time public taste had
rediscovered the beauty and vigour of Austrian Baroque architecture, which somehow became identified with
the specifically Austrian heritage. I do not know whether any echoes of these discussions had influenced me,
but as a teenager I certainly searched for the charming relics of this style in the suburbs of Vienna” (viii).
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Hobsbawm’s brilliant survey The Age of Empire: 1875-1914, the historian devotes his
section on the arts of this period not to the exquisitely pompous portraiture and grand
architecture normally associated with imperial power, but instead to what he calls “‘the
applied arts,” or arts used in real life.”* Art nouveau, perhaps the most recognizable style of
this era and closely associated with fin-de-siecle Vienna through the work of Gustav Klimt,
“triumphed through furniture, motifs of interior decoration, and innumerable smallish
domestic objects ranging from the expensive luxuries of Tiffany, Lalique and the Wiener
Werkstitte to the table-lamps and cutlery which mechanical imitation spread through
modest suburban homes. It was the first all-encompassing ‘modern’ style.”” Hobsbawm
makes sure to inform his readers that, while writing this statement, he stirs his cup of tea
with a spoon made in Korea that bears the decorative motifs of the art nouveau style.

One might ask what the trading of Slovak embroideries in early-twentieth-century
Vienna has to do with a faux art nouveau Korean spoon used by a well-off resident of
Hampstead in the late 1980s (aside from the fact that both are useful items of aesthetic
value). And why is it, then, that both a psychological foray into the decorative arts and a
political history of modern imperialism should display such affection for objects that have
their visual roots in the final chapter of Habsburg rule in Central Europe? Gombrich and
Hobsbawm belong to a generation slightly too young to have experienced fin-de-siecle
Vienna in all its nostalgic glory, and the two scholars come from quite different intellectual
traditions (Gombrich, an heir to the traditions of the Vienna School of Art History,
dedicated most of his work to semiotics and visual psychology, whereas Hobsbawm has
remained a staunch Marxist). There also is an obvious visual disjuncture between the
handmade examples of colorful folk art so cherished by the wistful Gombrich and the sleek
designs of international industrialism that Hobsbawm associates with this modern era.
Perhaps Gombrich offers a clue as he speculates about the origins of Mr. Matonicky, that
Slovak purveyor of handicrafts who brought so much joy to his mother: “I believe in fact
that Mr. Matonicky had been sent to my mother by a relative whose villa had been built by
the progressive Czech architect, Jan Kotéra, who had ‘discovered’ him.”* Jan Kotéra
(1871-1923), born in Brno to a Czech father and German-speaking mother, studied
architecture in Vienna under the direction of Otto Wagner, the most famous of art nouveau
architects; upon moving to Prague in 1897, Kotéra became a key figure in the development
of Czech modernism through his work as both an architect and interior designer. The
“discovery” of folk art by a modern designer should not be so surprising when one thinks
about the awakening of modern nationalisms at the end of the nineteenth century,
especially in those territories that had for centuries felt stifled by Habsburg imperial
interests. What links folk art and modern design in this way, however, is the fact that
political authorities, urban artists and regional craftsmen from across Austria-Hungary
used folk art motifs and objects in a wider political and economic strategy to unite
culturally the disparate elements under Habsburg administration around 1900. The delights
of Mr. Matonicky’s visits to the Gombrich family and the Jugendstil flourishes of Eric
Hobsbawm’s Korean spoon not only suggest the émigrés’ predilection for the applied arts,
but also reveal with great vivacity the enduring legacy of Habsburg efforts to design an
empire.

? Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire: 1875-1914 (New York: Vintage, 1989) 229.
* Hobsbawm 230.
* Gombrich vii.



Defining the applied arts simply as “arts used in real life” may seem a bit vague, as
does the alternative practice of compassing all such objects under the collective heading of
“design.” As Jeremy Aynsley has pointed out quite rightly, “the English word ‘design’
only entered the German language in the post-war period...[yet] design had been
recognized as an important cultural, industrial and commercial factor much earlier on.”
Ernst Gombrich also grappled with finding suitable terminology with which to discuss this
all-encompassing idiom:

It so happens that the English language is both too rich and too poor in
related terms to permit such a definition. In German the term Ornament
would serve quite well...but to most speakers of English, ‘ornament’
conveys some knick-knack on the mantel-piece...The word ‘design’ tends
to relate to technology and the term ‘decoration’ rather begs the question
whether the practice with which I deal is simply one of adornment.°

The late-nineteenth-century concept of Kunstgewerbe also belongs to this grouping; often
translated simply as “arts and crafts,” as related to the British movement of the 1880s, the
term can also be rendered in English as “industrial arts,” a gloss that implies not only the
artisanal but also the economic valence that was so central to this enterprise as Habsburg
authorities imagined it. To uncover the breadth and variety of this undertaking as it played
out in the Austro-Hungarian context, I consider widely disparate examples if
Kunstgewerbe, comparing varieties and registers of design that are infrequently associated
in studies of earlier art movements. The motifs range from the intricate vernacular patterns
of traditional objects from the imperial and royal crown lands to the glossy surfaces of
Wiener Werkstitte home wares; the projects include crockery, clothing, jewelry, furniture,
advertisements, textiles, children’s toys, bookbindings, wallpaper, and postage stamps, as
well as parades and pageants, murals, and architectural facades. All these compositions
catch the fancy of the eyes and hands alike. Within the pages of this work, I attempt to
avoid anachronism by referring to this category of aesthetic production with the
historically specific terms that developed along with its several phases: the late-nineteenth-
century kunstgewerblich enthrallment with folk motifs; the luxurious decorative pieces of
Josef Hoffmann right at the turn of the century; Adolf Loos’s infamous attacks on
Ornament; and the sweeping political attempts at popular, easily reproducible design
during the final decade of Habsburg rule. All of these compositions and their variants are
the results of careful designs by artists and artisans, many of whom were associated with
imperial institutions founded specifically to support and advance the applied arts in the
context of growing national movements. Although a lithographic poster may seem to have
little in common with Transylvanian lace, and some strands of Central European applied
arts may appear gilt while others frayed and faded, the base thread of a tightly woven
Austrian imperial campaign run through them all.

By disengaging from paradigms of high culture and focusing equally on form and
function, the applied arts infiltrated both public and private spaces, and thus gained the
potential to transcend ethnic and social boundaries. The Arts and Crafts Movement in
Great Britain, fostered by the utopian designer William Morris and his associates, and,

> Jeremy Aynsley, Designing Modern Germany (London: Reaktion Books, 2009) 9.
® Gombrich x.
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perhaps more significant for the Viennese style, the Glasgow School headed by Charles
Rennie Mackintosh, provided without a doubt the initial inspiration for many Austrian
designers and craftsmen around 1900. At the same time, however, the rich folk traditions
of Central and Eastern Europe contributed on both a stylistic and an ideological level to the
distinctive designs of a group of imperial and royal cities, including the cultural centers of
Vienna, Budapest, Prague, Krakow, and Timisoara. Artistic movements of this sort
“sought to...transform the environment of daily living — from interior furnishings to house,
and indeed village, city and landscape — rather than the self-contained sphere of the ‘fine
arts’ for the rich and leisured.”’” Furthermore, such creative practices and products resulted
in “an artistic ideology [that] thus became more than a fashion among creators and
connoisseurs, because its commitment to social change linked it to the world of public
institutions and reforming public authorities which could translate it into the public reality
of art schools and redesigned or expanded cities or communities.” The applied arts thus
had the potential for both mass appeal and impressive geographical scope that suited them
extraordinarily well to imperial ambitions. As the rapid industrialization of the nineteenth
century gave way to twentieth-century modernism, artists and political authorities alike
experimented earnestly with creative forms that would correspond to increasing cries for
democratization and recognition of the individual, particularly within the volatile realms
under Habsburg administration. At this critical juncture, design became a provocative and
often contradictory vehicle for both the awakening of modern nationalisms and the
molding of a supranational Austrian consciousness.

The parameters of this project do not allow for a careful and nuanced study of all
aspects of applied arts production throughout the culturally diverse and spatially vast
expanse of the Habsburg Empire. By illuminating how the central applied arts institutions
in Vienna established the aesthetic and political foundations of this scheme, I hope to show
how design became the critical medium through which key intellectual forces in fin-de-
siecle Vienna — from imperial bureaucrats to visual artists and literary figures — created a
vision of Austria’s inherently multiethnic and progressively modern character in contrast to
the dissonant voices of nationalism. Eric Hobsbawm has made a convincing case for the
dynamic potential of the applied arts during this era, a half century that proved to be so
crucial for the development of global imperialisms: “The arts-and-crafts movement was
disproportionately influential, because its impact automatically stretched beyond small
circles of artists and critics, and because it inspired those who wished to change human
life, not to mention practical men interested in producing structures and objects of use and
in the relevant branches of education....” This influential movement, which in visual
terms has come to represent the refinement of fin-de-siecle Vienna, was about much more
than the exclusive writing desks designed by the Wiener Werkstétte and used by the
Wittengstein family, or the opulent collaboration between Josef Hoffmann and Gustav
Klimt on the Palais Stoclet in Brussels. As produced by a wide range of designers, the
applied arts also extended into the very public realms of urban performance and
advertising and into the most private spheres of domestic life, and thus came to embody
the ideals of an aesthetic cohesion of form and function that would carry over into the
everyday experiences of citizenship in Europe’s greatest contiguous empire.

" Hobsbawm 229.
8 Hobsbawm 229.
° Hobsbawm 229.
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The notion that the leading figures behind Vienna’s glittering age of modernism
often stitched together visual culture and politics, only to rip the cloth apart again at its
experimental seams, has been commonly accepted wisdom since Carl E. Schorske’s
seminal book Fin-de-siecle Vienna: Politics and Culture appeared in 1981. Schorske
mentions the exclusive designs of the Wiener Werkstétte only briefly in his chapter on the
arts, which he focuses on the case of Gustav Klimt and the 1899 scandal unleashed by a
group of paintings that the University of Vienna commissioned from him and then found
too shocking to display. Although Schorske argues that “while other European
governments still shied away from modern art, the ancient Habsburg monarchy actively
fostered it,” he privileges the painting medium and subsequently declines to consider the
political ramifications of art outside of the domain of traditional high culture around
1900."° In writing that “[t]he hero in this culture was the artist rather than the politician,
and his genius was for introspection rather than domination,” David Luft has also
commented on the highly esteemed social role of the arts in this culture, but does not
reflect on the ways in which politicians might have attempted to manipulate this
aesthetically sensitive phenomenon to further an ethos of imperial harmony.'' The work of
these cultural historians has, however, been essential in making known the great and
manifold cultural achievements of fin-de-siecle Vienna, while surprisingly few art
historians have engaged seriously with the close association between advancements in
visual culture and politics in that context. Those who have done work on this period have
devoted themselves largely to either the highly feminized, golden paintings of Klimt or to
the trifecta of “Austrian Expressionism” — Egon Schiele, Oskar Kokoschka and Richard
Gerstl. And the first historians of design tended to disregard the Viennese applied arts as
mere derivatives of the more “original” arts and crafts movements that took place in the
British Isles and Germany at around the same time. "

More recently, two major museum exhibitions and their scholarly catalogues have
reconsidered the role of the applied arts in the Central European realm: Der Preis der
Schonheit: 100 Jahre Wiener Werkstdtte (2003-2004) at the Museum of Applied Arts
(MAK) in Vienna; and International Arts and Crafts (2005-2006), curated by the Victoria
and Albert Museum in London. In the MAK exhibition, the primary focus remained on the
modernist objects created by artists of the Wiener Werkstétte and the position of such
designs in an increasingly industrialized and capitalist state; however, on both the walls of
the museum’s galleries and the pages of the corresponding catalogue, there was no
discussion of what this flourishing of modern design might have meant for Vienna’s
greater status as the multiethnic capital of a major world power. The V&A show
demonstrated the connection between modern national consciousness and applied arts
movements, yet failed to consider how these vital movements engaged with or clashed
against the frequently imperial contexts in which they were emerging. In an essay
published in the exhibition catalogue, Andrzej Szczerski focuses on how Hungarian and
Polish artists in particular fashioned an impressive body of modern design on their

1 Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-siécle Vienna: Politics and Culture (New York: Vintage, 1981) 237.

" David Luft, Robert Musil and the Crisis of European Culture, 1880-1942 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1980) 12.

2 See, for example, Nikolaus Pevsner’s seminal contribution to the field of design history, first published in
1936: Pioneers of Modern Design: From William Morris to Walter Gropius (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2005).
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respective folk traditions, but he does not mention that Habsburg authorities based in
Vienna were the ones who created the very institutional structures responsible for such
craft-based output.'® David Crowley, in his work on the vernacular revival in Central
Europe around 1900, addresses the conflation of modern practices and ethnographic
undertakings at the time when Magyar and Slavic artists were striving to break free from
the characteristically stuffy influence of the German-Austrian House of Habsburg.
Although Crowley does touch on the diverse national and imperial manifestations of the
applied arts scheme in the Austro-Hungarian context by considering how the folk arts of
the crown lands became quaint display pieces for the eyes of the Viennese public in the
1873 World Exhibition, one wonders how the discourses of industry, the political state,
and imperial cultures might have collided under the auspices of that event, which in fact
functioned as a dynamic catalyst for Austria’s modernization."

This study seeks to demonstrate how the applied arts program seeped into the fabric
of Austro-Hungarian cultural life, saturating not only the minds of imperial authorities and
pedagogues, but providing art critics, political journalists, theorists of ornament, and
literary figures a bold palette with which to paint their distinctive flourishes and a common
point of reference for their various critiques. One might be tempted to argue that, in the
end, the scheme’s utopian aims proved to be in vain, that the attempts to forge cultural
understanding through a policy based on ornamentation failed to unite the diverse peoples
of the empire before the dark days of 1914. Such an assessment, however, would be
unproductive in its reliance upon backshadowing, and my task is decidedly not to suggest
that this enterprise failed to prevent the outbreak of World War 1. Instead, I propose that by
addressing and analyzing the experimental (and, for the most part, overwhelmingly
positive) character of this imperial endeavor, we can understand better the function and
surprisingly long-lived appeal of the design objects that have come to stand for Vienna
1900 and continue to recall it to the plethora of present-day tourists who scour the shops on
Kérntnerstra3e for mementos. To this day Koloman Moser-inspired writing utensils and
Carl Otto Czeschka-inspired jewelry immediately invoke Vienna’s glorious heyday as the
seat of the Habsburg Empire. It is also essential to understand, however, why and how
these designers emerged from the cultural and economic trajectory of Austria-Hungary’s
deliberate program of art and industry in the late nineteenth century. The applied arts,
including traditional folk crafts and the most modern streamlined designs, exemplified the
genuine aspirations of artists and imperial bureaucrats to find a common tool with which to
preserve and weld together the unique patterns featured throughout the crown lands, and so
produce mosaics that would dazzle on the world stage. If these designers “they did not
achieve. . .the actual cultural revolution of the twentieth century they aimed at,” "° it is of no
importance. By introducing the concerns and the visual traditions of the ethnically diverse
public to artists and artisans, imperial design infused the modern Austrian consciousness
with a keen aesthetic awareness of everyday objects and of the facades of empire.

1 Andrzej Szczerski, “Central Europe” in Karen Livingstone and Linda Parry, eds., International Arts and
Crafts (London: V & A Publications, 2005) 238-251.

" David Crowley, “The Aesthetics and Politics of the Vernacular Revival in Central Europe around 1900” in
Francis Ames-Lewis and Piotr Paszkiewicz, eds., Art and Politics (Warsaw: Institute of Art, 1999) 115-125.
For a fine detailed account of national dynamics and modern design in the Polish lands under Habsburg rule,
see David Crowley, National Style and Nation-State: Design in Poland from the Vernacular Revival to the
International Style (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992).

"> Hobsbawm 236.
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I begin this exploration by unearthing the historical foundations of applied arts
institutions in the Habsburg Empire. In 1862 the Austrian art historian Rudolf von
Eitelberger visited London’s then newly-established South Kensington Museum and
returned to Vienna with a plan to revitalize the aging Habsburg Empire. Two years later he
and Emperor Franz Joseph founded the Austrian Museum of Art and Industry and its
associated School of Arts and Crafts to promote the collection, study, and design of objects
representing the cultural wealth of the Habsburg territories. Imperially sponsored programs
for the applied arts soon appeared throughout the monarchy; within a span of fifteen years,
satellite schools and museums outside of the two Habsburg capitals were established in the
urban centers of the crown lands, including Prague, Brno, Zagreb, Krakow, Lviv and
Chernivtsi. Students at these institutions received foundational training in the traditional
craft practices of their particular regions; but in accordance with the pedagogical
techniques developed at the Viennese institutions, they also learned to stylize folk-based
motifs to a certain level of modern abstraction in order to develop a common visual style
that could help to forge a cohesive cultural-political state. Alois Riegl, the influential art
historian and theorist of ornament, was at that time head curator of the Vienna museum’s
textile department. Drawing from his early experiences living in and traversing the
easternmost imperial territories of Bukovina and Galicia, he argues that, in the name of
cross-cultural understanding and economic progress, individual folk traditions ought to be
industrialized for the urban market of the imperial capital. In the long run, this practice
would result in the absorption and subsequent sublimation of nationalist sentiment in the
provinces through the introduction of a supranational design aesthetic that would include
and then abstract motifs found in the respective folk traditions of the crown lands. Writing
a decade later, the art critic and salon hostess Berta Zuckerkandl praises the triumphant
foray of modern Viennese artists into the realm of arts and crafts, yet at the same time she
problematizes, in her essays on “authentic” and “inauthentic” folk art, the stylized utopian
visions put forth by Riegl and others at the central Viennese applied arts institutions. The
voices of the Jugendstil architect Otto Wagner and the Wiener Werkstétte co-founder Josef
Hoffmann serve to bridge the gap between the administrative and theoretical concerns of
imperial politicians and pedagogues on the one hand, and Riegl and Zuckerkandl on the
other.

Chapter 2 focuses on Emperor Franz Joseph’s Diamond Jubilee in 1908. The
opening of the Kunstschau took place on June 1, 1908: members of the Wiener Werkstitte
dominated the exhibition, which functioned as an aesthetic framing device for the year’s
events. The morning of June 12, 1908 saw thousands of Austria-Hungary’s denizens
descend upon Vienna’s famed Ringstrafle to pay homage to the monarch on the occasion
of his sixtieth year on the Habsburg throne. The day’s program featured two spectacular
events: a historical parade that highlighted the imperial legacy of the House of Habsburg,
and a “parade of nations” meant to celebrate the present-day Empire’s multiethnic
composition. In orchestrating the 1908 Jubilee, imperial authorities had handed the vital
task of designing posters, commemorative objects, costumes, and floats to artists working
with the imperial design program, many of whom were still students at the School for Arts
and Crafts and were required to produce designs for the Jubilee as class assignments. This
hopeful celebration of Austria’s multiethnic inheritance was intended to enact publicly the
convergence of imperial and national concerns, but the modern and stylized designs of
Viennese artists clashed with the more traditional, folk-inspired products of those from the

X



crown lands. The resultant cacophony on the pavement of Vienna’s most modern
boulevard pointed up the inherent cultural, economic, and political incongruities of the
faltering Habsburg state in a most visual way.

While some, including that great spokesman for the Vienna Secession, Ludwig
Hevesi, applauded the event for its colorful and vibrant display of contemporary Austria,
two key responses to this experiment in modern imperial spectacle were loud and scathing:
for the architect Adolf Loos and the satirical journalist Karl Kraus, the event threw into
question Vienna’s self-proclaimed status as a cosmopolitan center based on the
interweaving of pluralistic identities and modern aesthetics. Their visceral reactions to the
Jubilee’s display of both ornament and of the more “exotic” visitors from the crown lands
form the basis of chapter 3. Kraus’s journalistic treatises on the bureaucratic planning for
and execution of the parade expose the degenerate nature of the Habsburg state, from its
crumbling political framework to the clumsy physical bodies that inhabit the most
provincial corners of the empire. The tenuous attempts on the part of the Jubilee organizers
to make the delicate structure of Austrian imperial culture appear as robust as the hearty
national expressions of the peasant population send Kraus into a fiery rage, as he explains
the many levels on which the visual incongruity of this spectacle reveals the very real
social issues that have arisen out of the efforts to merge art and industry. Adolf Loos, a
close friend of Kraus’s, refers specifically to the 1908 Jubilee parade in his most famous
essay, “Ornament and Crime,” in which he argues that excessive ornamentation contributes
to a precarious stunting of cultural progress in the modern world. Loos extends this critique
beyond “Ornament and Crime,” and in a series of further essays he demands a serious
reconsideration of the very notion of “applied arts.” For the Brno-born architect, the
decorative forms produced by the Wiener Werkstétte artists are an insult to the simple (and
therefore more genuine as well as more modern) work of the artisan, who engages in high
quality and resourceful craftsmanship. The social effects of modern design are in his view
detrimental to Austria’s position as a leading modern state; by promoting applied arts
production throughout the empire, Habsburg authorities are, in essence, digging their own
graves and bringing the entire population of the empire down with them. From the virulent
attacks of these two critics on the prominent display of ornamentation in both public and
private contexts within the imperial capital, one may assume that neither Kraus nor Loos
would have spared the Gombrich family for its enthusiasm over the Slovak peasant
embroideries that their beloved Mr. Matonicky imported from its ethnic setting into the
urban center of Vienna.

The polemical rhetoric of Kraus and Loos is reflected in Robert Musil’s The Man
Without Qualities (1930-42). By interweaving these critical voices with the aesthetic and
bureaucratic discourses of a Vienna that never gets past the year 1913, Musil delivers his
own scathing critique of late imperial practices of design. In the fourth and final chapter I
explore the intersection of modern Austrian art and Habsburg policy in Musil’s novel,
largely as this vortex manifests itself within the foggy parameters of the so-called Parallel
Action. Musil augments his skillful rendering of the caricatured organization of a fictitious
imperial Jubilee in 1918 with meditations on interior design and the stylized lifestyles of
the novel’s characters. Using questions of design as an approach to literary analysis, I
demonstrate how the mid-nineteenth-century foundations of the Austrian applied arts
project come full circle in the post-World War I masterpiece of modernist Austrian
literature.
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Before venturing into the intricate world of Austro-Hungarian imperial design, it is
worth turning for a brief moment to Oscar Wilde, a favorite in the cultured bourgeois
circles of fin-de-siecle Vienna. In his 1891 piece “The Critic as Artist,” Wilde wrote the
following about the power of decorative art:

The art that is frankly decorative is the art to live with. It is, of all visible
arts, the one art that creates in us both mood and temperament. Mere colour,
unspoiled by meaning, and unallied with definite form, can speak to the
soul in a thousand different ways. The harmony that resides in the delicate
proportions of lines and masses becomes mirrored in the mind. The
repetitions of patterns give us rest. The marvels of design stir the
imagina