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Adolf Loos’s Criticism of Ornament and
the Wiener Werkstatte

Kinuko TAKAI

In the last quarter of nineteenth-century Vienna the word “modern” was used in various ways, mean-
ing “new,” “another,” or even “truthful.” In 1908, architect Adolf Loos gave a lecture, “Ornament and
Crime,” and criticized Wiener Werkstatte. For Loos, who knew the social and cultural trends in Britain
and the United States, “modern” meant “functional”, and the ornaments that were used on the products
of Wiener Werkstétte is for him only a camouflage that obscures the truth.

On the other hand, Wiener Werkstatte was a private company funded by the bourgeois class of Vienna.
The work of Wiener Werkstétte continues to be an self-expression of this class, which was developing in
accordance with the spirit of liberalism.

For Joseph Hoffmann, the founder of Wiener Werkstétte, as well as Loos, “modern” meant “functional”,
but Wiener Werkstétte gives priority to the customer’s desire. The bourgeois group, which contributed
to the development of Vienna, was basically faithful to the tradition of Baroque cities. In consequence,
the products of Wiener Werkstéatte are elegant, and full of longing for the aristocracy.

Loos’s criticism of the ornaments that anticipate the modern movement and becomes mainstream after
the First World War seems indeed self-serving, but in order to prosper here in the imperial city, Vienna,
Wiener Werkstdtte had to create products which were “not functional” but “art-oriented”, hence

“Viennese” products.
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