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Carsten Ruhl
Organised Architectures: New Frankfurt and the Bureaucratisation of Modernity

In view of the great influence that bureaucratisation has had on the built envi-
ronment in Europe since the 19th century, the tenacity with which the cult of the 
designing subject prevails in the 21st century is still rather remarkable. Years ago, 
Bruno Latour and Albena Yaneva called for us to finally overcome our perspective 
on architecture as a manufactured object.1 Instead, we should regard it as the mate-
rialisation of things that are themselves absent from the architectural location, but 
are essential to grasp what defines architecture as a social phenomenon: namely 
practices of exercising power, norms, negotiating compromises, as well as limit-
ing regulations, the uncertainty of long, complex planning processes, competition 
rules and public campaigns.

Using the example of New Frankfurt, one of the largest urban planning cam-
paigns of the Weimar Republic (Fig.  1), I wish to demonstrate how beneficial it 
could be to change the perspective in this sense. However, to do so, it is necessary 
to qualify a well-established narrative claiming that New Frankfurt is above all an 
aesthetic and social-reform phenomenon. As an aesthetic phenomenon, it is regard-
ed as part of the «International Style»,2 embodied by individual «geniuses» such 
as Ernst May. As a social-reform phenomenon, it is connected to the concept of 
the «New Human».3 What is always overlooked in this context is the fact that New 
Frankfurt was above all the result of a process of bureaucratisation in architectural 
production that had already begun in the 19th century. Following approaches from 
the fields of institutional and organisational sociology, I wish to interpret the ar-
chitecture of New Frankfurt as an embodiment of the self-representation4 of social 
forms that strived to achieve a new, permanent social order and thereby take the 
decisive step from bourgeois to organised Modernity.5 In doing so, the priorities did 
not exclusively lie in the diffuse notion of a «New Human», in democratising society 
or in eradicating social woes.6 In fact, the actual quality of New Frankfurt lies in the 
special way it documents what the myth of the designing subject so successfully 
conceals: the politics of organised architectures. 

The Journal Das Neue Frankfurt
In 1926, the first edition of a journal was published that was famously named after 
one of largest urban planning campaigns of the Weimar Republic: Das Neue Frank-
furt. Monatsschrift für die Fragen der Grosstadt-Gestaltung (Fig.  2).7 It was initially 
edited by Ernst May, later in collaboration with the art historian Fritz Wichert. 
May had just been appointed Head of Frankfurt’s Planning Department, following 
a comprehensive expansion of the department’s authority.8 Accordingly, instead of 
seeking an architect, a «technical employee from the field of urban expansion, civil 
engineering and settlements» was required;9 in other words a planner who could 
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use a surprisingly large apparatus to accelerate the city’s transformation. In doing 
so, May was primarily responsible for the institution he led and the network that 
made its far-reaching authority possible in the first place. The journal provides in-
teresting insight in this respect. In research on architectural history, it is still inter-
preted as a medium to spread the ideas of Ernst May. In fact, the layout is inspired 
by numerous comparable media, such as the journal G, which had been published 
by Hans Richter and Mies van der Rohe since 1923. Black bars structure the pages, 
the typography creates an overall modern impression (Fig. 3). Without a doubt, Das 
Neue Frankfurt thereby suggests its avant-garde approach. Unlike the above-men-
tioned comparison, however, the official nature of the medium can hardly be over-
looked. This already applies to its protagonists. Ludwig Landmann, the Mayor of 
Frankfurt, Ernst May, Head of the Planning Department, Martin Elsaesser, Head of 
the Civil Engineering Authority, and Fritz Wichert, Head of the Frankfurt School 
of Art, represent no fewer than four important city officials involved in the publi-

2 Frontpage of Das Neue Frankfurt. Monatsschrift für die Fragen der Grosstadt-Gestaltung, 1926, 
Vol. 1, No. 10/11



7Ca
rs

te
n

 R
u
h

l 
O
rg

an
is

ed
 A

rc
h

it
ec

tu
re

s:
 N

ew
 F

ra
n

kf
u

rt
 a

n
d

 t
h

e 
B
u

re
au

cr
at

is
at

io
n

 o
f 

M
od

er
n

it
y

cation of Das Neue Frankfurt.10 Instead of a loose group of artists, literary figures, 
authors and architects, as was the case for the G-group,11 Das Neue Frankfurt rep-
resented a new elite of municipal self-administration. Thus, the aim could hardly 
have been more different. While G regarded itself as a magazine for the most im-
portant contemporary trends in architecture and art, Das Neue Frankfurt demanded 
social transformation as an official policy. What is organised and ultimately institu-
tionalised were no peripheral figures of society or even revolutionary artist groups.

A New Aristocracy
Das Neue Frankfurt became the ideological superstructure of a new form of bour-
geoisie that had emerged even before World War I. Bourgeois solidarity with the 
working class, as well as a clear avowal to parliamentary democracy, individual 
freedom, social responsibility, private economy and economic democracy, were key 
demands of such groups, which were closely linked to the newly founded Deutsche 

3 Page 1 of Das Neue Frankfurt. Monatsschrift für die Fragen der Grosstadt-Gestaltung, 1926, Vol. 1, 
No. 10/11
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Demokratische Partei (DDP).12 Bourgeois liberalism, as it was already known at the 
turn of the century, no longer marched in harmony with the idea of technical ad-
vances. It could only survive by unreservedly recognising the new reality of the 
machine and the masses. As the DDP’s 1919 National Assembly election posters 
show, architecture, or more generally building, served as a key metaphor of this 
new liberalist order in society. The ambivalence of these political initiatives can 
already be seen on the level of vocabulary. In his seminal article Die Kunst im Zeit-
alter der Maschine (Art in the age of the machine, 1904), Friedrich Naumann, a founder 
member of the Deutscher Werkbund in 1907, spoke of a new aristocracy. Its task 
was to create «a German national style in the age of machines» and propagate the 
ideal of «consummate artistic education for the mechanical nation».13 A later speech 
by Naumann to mark the DDP’s foundation also claims that «upholding a nation 
state is both a technical piece of art and a moral undertaking».14 Speeches by other 
founder members spoke of an organic democracy, «based on the living, free cell, 
combined to form organs and limbs until the creation of an overall organism, the 
nation state». The constitutional state was the brain, the social state the stomach 
and the cultural state the heart. The parties were «political-economic apparatuses» 
that were not «aligned towards world views».15 Thus, world views are regarded 
as irrational aspects in the same way as people’s individuality. Already in 1904, 
Naumann states: 

The orderly and regular, the dutiful and moral, which one demands and can no longer 
do without, the depersonalisation of humans working in major industry, the endless 
practicality of general ledgers and conferences, the daily manoeuvring and levelling, the 
machine-like quality of a living condition that has become highly complicated, leaves in 
the dark background of the soul a space that does not at all wish to be electrically illu-
minated, that does not wish to be controlled; it is the space of lost passion and original 
human emotions.16

Is the modern subject therefore to be regarded as a product of an electrified enlight-
enment, led by a new aristocracy that is solely focused on the smooth operation of 
functional processes, freeing us of the stammering of former millennia? The out-
lined new social order was definitive for Ludwig Landmann, a member of the DDP 
and a great follower of Friedrich Naumann. Landmann embodied the ideal type of 
municipal officer and technocrat that the new liberalism strived for. He had studied 
Law and Economics before working in various positions in the municipal council. 
When elected Mayor of Frankfurt in 1924, he used the experience he had gathered 
in its bureaucratic apparatus. As a central figure of municipal civil service, he re-
garded himself as an executive body of communal will in his capacity as the Director 
of an initiative centre within the municipal council. This particularly applied to eco-
nomics. In a memorandum in 1917, Landmann named infrastructures, settlement 
areas, electricity networks, low taxation and credits, as well as a high-performance 
working class, as the underlying pillar of economic development.17 Social aspects 
were clearly subordinate to economic considerations, as is evident in Landmann’s 
speech on the «human economy»18 and the term «human material».19 In that sense, 
the new bureaucratic-technical aristocracy around Landmann was highly effective. In 
harmony with Naumann’s programme of an expansive economic policy, Frankfurt’s 
new elite was able to double the city’s size in only a few years, attracting new 
industries to move there and expanding the transport network, including regular 
flight connections and a regional airline.20 
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Zoning History
The approximately 12,000 housing units built between 1925 and 1930, above all in 
peripheral areas of Frankfurt, were part of this grand spatial reorganisation. It did 
not require special artistic abilities. In fact, it called for entirely different qualities.21 
A look at the first edition of Das Neue Frankfurt is revealing in this respect. In it, 
Ernst May interestingly uses the metaphor of thread-pulling and weaving, connect-
ing it to the idea of ordering: 

A new, great order is preparing itself as the warp of a fabric, as yet largely unrecognis-
able, that will be produced in the days ahead, emerging from the tangle of chaotic world 
events, extracted thread by thread and neatly organised, more through the development 
of things than by human will.22 

How should one understand this metaphor? It is clear that May and many other 
contemporaries regarded World War I as a condition of disorganisation. However, 
it is more interesting that the threads of the past should not be severed. They may 
be knotted but are not useless. They should be «extracted thread by thread and 
neatly organised» to weave a new fabric. What this means in concrete is clearly a 
matter of speculation. In temporal terms, it foresees a «return to a spiritual striv-
ing that connects with the internalised, externally simple and noble aspect of the 
German spiritual and emotional world».23 In that sense, the traumatic experience 
of World War I receives a positive reinterpretation. Once more, war is seen as a 
«powerful designer of the new».24 However, the new is not created at the expense 
of the old, as this would contradict the thread metaphor. The old still has its sig-
nificance in the present day, influencing it as «an expression of the past’s will to 
shape things».25 It is thus implied between the lines that it can serve as an example 
of how to build a complete identity of form and content. In that sense, Babylon, Al-
exandria, Thebes and Carthage are regarded as «inherently closed cultural complex-
es».26 The continuity of historical thinking could thereby hardly be expressed more 
clearly. Yet the yearning for social order – which in historicism is a projection of 
cultural homogeneity upon past periods – is now concentrated on the present: the 
systematization of time into a sequence of clearly recognizable cultural complexes 
becomes a construction principle. It serves to literally realize a new homogeneous 
epoch before it could be described as such by future historians. 

The art historian Fritz Wichert combines this in the first issue of Das Neue Frank-
furt with a «new physics of our inner life», which already becomes «a completely 
new human philosophy of life» in the moment of its materialisation.27 New Frank-
furt can be interpreted as the spatial translation of this paradoxical inversion of 
historicism. Its architecture drives a wedge between the past and the present in 
order to discern one cultural complex from the other. The mechanism of historical 
time zoning becomes a principle of spatial order.28 

If we take this perspective with respect to the programmatic cover of the first 
issue of Das Neue Frankfurt, we see a photomontage that highlights the contrasts 
between the old town centre and new peripheral settlements (see Fig. 2). At the 
edges, there is the tangle of the old town, while in the centre, there is the clarity 
and rationalism of the new settlement architecture. In a sense it is an inversion of 
actual urban spatial conditions. The new moves from the periphery into the centre, 
while the old urban core is displaced to the edges. Those who are also aware of the 
topographical situation will notice that something is not quite right. The modest 
size of Frankfurt’s old town hardly conforms to the sea of houses in the image’s 
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background. The photo of the city centre has clearly been cut into two halves, 
placed at the side of the settlement architecture and thereby stretched to increase 
its width.

What can we infer from this arrangement of images? Does the montage imply 
that the new is triumphing over the old, that order faces disorder, supplanting 
centuries of old urban structures with context-free rationalism? This would concur 
with our standard grasp of the avant-garde, but nevertheless falls short in this case. 
What we see before us, I believe, is not so much an «either-or» situation as «both 
this and that». The two spheres are designed accordingly in the magazine’s title, 
brought together in broad black bands. On one side, we have the invention of the 
old town as a reserve of memory, thought and perhaps even history, with its mean-
dering, labyrinthine passages. On the other side, there is the rhythmic march of the 
new, timeless planning rationalism of serially produced housing.29 

We are therefore dealing with a new regime of perspectives that translates 
historical narrative into a rational principle of social construction. The art historian 
Fritz Wichert even provides the key to its understanding in Das Neue Frankfurt: 

Finally, this binding of entities, from individuals to larger and the greatest associations, 
to cities, states, parts of the globe, trade unions, confessions and leagues of nations – the 
individual types of such units being also diversely interwoven and entangled with each 
other – this ever spreading binding of the entire social order, is clearly expressed in the 
system of pillars and surfaces, in the very far-reaching repetition of the same entities and 
individual forms and in a marvellously achieved art of permeation.30 

Thus, the architectural form does not spring from any kind of dependency on func-
tion nor does it reject representation.31 Its preference for a «system of pillars and 
surfaces» instead of ornamentation reflects the rationalism of public municipal in-
stitutions. The degree of socialisation achieved in this way is regarded as evidence 
that the present day has already achieved the epochal homogeneity of past times. 
Organising society into a living organism is therefore not a practice outside aes-
thetic forms of expression. Picking up on new approaches of political iconography, 
the moment of aesthetic fictionalism is far more situated in political practice itself. 
The aesthetics of New Frankfurt would thus not be a mere phenomenon of reflection 
and instead be a substantial expression of the political self.32 Accordingly, Land-
mann regards the «design» and «implementation» of his newly founded Settlement 
Office, as well as modern architecture itself, as an institution defined by «simplici-
ty» and «functionalism», without «superfluous, decorative ornamental measures».33

Building Statutes and Regulations, or a «Love of the Unusual»
If one really takes this interpretation of organised Modernity seriously as an aes-
thetic practice, one cannot avoid seeing the New Frankfurt in the light of historical 
developments that were hitherto overlooked. Since the 19th century, bureaucrats, 
municipal politicians and administrative officials implemented a far-reaching econ-
omisation of all fields of life under the banner of the new. They did so using a social 
network that equally included institutions, organisations and the media. The per-
sonalised ordering power of the monarch was replaced by the rule of bureaucracy 
and therefore the deceptive illusion of «non-rulership», as described by Hannah 
Arendt.34 

However, this new dominance of bureaucracy is not only evident in the biog-
raphies of New Frankfurt’s most important protagonists. It is also woven into its 
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avant-garde self-representation. In this context, one irritating detail, which to my 
knowledge has been overlooked to date and can be seen in the first issue of the 
magazine Das Neue Frankfurt, is revealing. A form by the Building Police is embed-
ded into the layout, disrespectfully close to the last lines by Ernst May (Fig. 4). As 
the key indicates, this is an official printed template by the City of Frankfurt am 
Main. Due to various police regulations, it is used for applications to change the 
water supply and sewage drainage on a property. One might regard it as a mun-
dane issue. However, the importance of this form lies less in its pragmatic function 
of making applications as efficient as possible, and more in its significance to the 
desired convergence of architecture, bureaucracy and aesthetics. 

The foundations for this were by no means laid in the early 20th century. They 
date back to developments that began long before and are at least as important to 
modern architecture as the socio-economic consequences of industrialisation. Spe-
cifically, I mean the bureaucratisation of architectural production in the early 19th 
century. Building statutes and regulations such as those that came into effect in 

4 Page 7 of Das Neue Frankfurt. Monatsschrift für die Fragen der Grosstadt-Gestaltung, 1926, Vol. 1, 
No. 10/11
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Frankfurt and elsewhere from the early 19th century onwards had a decisive effect 
on architecture and urban planning. These regulations cannot be simply catego-
rized in the history of architecture as a canonised form of reflection on practical, 
aesthetic and intellectual principles of building. The texts take neither traditional 
convention nor the authority of the architect and his/her work into account. The 
direction of impact is completely different. Looking at the context of these texts, 
there is a clear attempt to extend the order of the modern state and its institutions 
into public space. Above all, however, the architect plays a conspicuously limited 
role. Architecture becomes a matter of state, much like aspects of education. Thus, 
the often invoked functionalism of architecture is not derived from the inner in-
sight of the designing subject, let alone the subsequent tendency towards social 
realities. Its origins largely lie in an understanding of the state as the sum of organs 
that work together expediently. Accordingly, adhering to public order and security 
is identified with the achievement of a total uniformity, both in the media of ar-
chitecture, its planning and procedural processes and also in its material forms.35 

This connection between the bureaucratisation of planning and the new func-
tionalised grasp of architecture is also evident in Frankfurt. Building statutes for 
the City of Frankfurt and Sachsenhausen dated June 11, 1809 are instructive in this 
context.36 They firstly served to unify the many already existent building regula-
tions in the 18th century, with the aim of «as complete and specific regulations 
as possible in this important matter for the public state police and equally for the 
rights of private property».37 Secondly, it was an instrument in the far-reaching pro-
cess of unifying the city. Paragraph 6, for instance, in the best modernist sense, at-
tacks «the canopies of old houses projecting over city [as the] city’s greatest blot».38 
By contrast, Paragraph 12 speaks of a «love of the unusual». As a result, some build-
ers were inspired to ignore the stipulated lines and thereby infringe upon the laws 
of «symmetry and good taste». The guideline continues: «In such cases, the builder 
should be obliged to choose a different building plan.»39 

Several things are notable. Firstly, the «love of the unusual» is criminalised, in-
cluding every form of architectural expression that deviates from the strict regime 
of the prescribed cubature. Secondly, bourgeois values such as the rules of good 
taste are neither derived historically nor in terms of architectural theory, as had 
already been standard practice in the 18th century.40 They are legitimised by the 
authority of the bureaucratic apparatus. Thus, already in the 19th century, urban 
planning became less an architectural task and more a technocratic challenge. The 
ideal of stringent Neoclassicism that strives for simplicity is unthinkable without 
the technocratic unification it entailed.

When Frankfurt lost its independence as a free city in 1866, it experienced a 
decisive modernising drive. The Announcement on the Appointment of the Royal Police 
Governing Board in Frankfurt am Main on September 1867 announces that the Build-
ing Police will be excluded from the «takeover of the police administration by the 
state»,41 meaning Prussia. However, this did not protect the city from a hitherto 
unknown bureaucratisation and standardisation process in the practical field of 
building. A new set of rules was presented with the fourth Regulation on the organ-
isation of urban building.42 Its aim was primarily to implement new organisational 
structures. The most important innovation in this respect regarded the use of a 
Building Deputation. It consisted of three magistrates, three city officials and three 
members of the citizenry. It was elected for an official period of six years and had 
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far-reaching powers: including defining the building authorities’ responsibilities, 
controlling adherence to principles and administrative norms, matters of mainte-
nance, improvement and expansion of the urban infrastructures, the construction 
of new buildings, accounting and «appraisal in the naming of all building officials». 
It was even the Building Deputation’s role to propose and assess all new urban 
development projects.43 

While building statutes explicitly stipulated the on-site inspection of building 
sites in the presence of applicants, representatives of the building authority and 
residents, this is no longer mentioned in the later regulations. There is also no dis-
cussion of architectural aspects. Instead, great attention is paid to the description 
of processes and standardised application documents, as well as plans required to 
be submitted for a building project. How should such shifts be interpreted? It is 
clear that trust in bureaucratic procedure grew in the second half of the 19th centu-
ry. This not only applies to general regulations, but also especially affects the entire 
field of planning. Architecture impressed when it conformed to the inner proce-
dural logic of the bureaucratic, technical apparatus, not because it was based on 
an appropriate design. In other words, only what expressed foreseeable processes 
in terms of planning law was regarded as legitimate architecture. Achieving order 
became the paramount argument. But what does that mean? The common good? 
The rule of law? The order of architecture? The order of the public space? Presum-
ably everything at once. The order of architecture is synonymous with the order of 
society and its institutions.44 Thus, 19th century planning law was subject to the 
same conditions as Peter Galison and Lorraine Daston’s description of the so-called 
exact sciences in the 19th century. In this context, the claim of objectivity and ratio-
nalism is also connected to strategies that react to illegitimate subjectivity, i.e. the 
«love of the unusual».45 Such a claim to be factually objective, or in this case legiti-
mately subjective, could therefore be described in the sense of an ideological super-
structure, a new elite that recognised bureaucratisation as an appropriate means 
with which to achieve its economic and political interests as widely as possible.46 

The Myth of a Failed Modernity
In view of this conclusion, it would be an inadequate simplification to describe New 
Frankfurt purely as an avant-garde or socially humanitarian project. Nor is it a pure-
ly architectural phenomenon. The architecture of New Frankfurt is modern precisely 
because it makes the bureaucratisation of Modernity tangible, both in general and 
specifically in modern architecture; not because it questions existing social condi-
tions, since it is very clear that in the major settlements of New Frankfurt, the Neues 
Bauen movement and the «physical self-representation» of a new economic and po-
litical order cannot be separated. The efficiency with which thousands of housing 
units were built within a period of only five years, partly under industrialised con-
ditions, does not reflect a disinterested design stance or philanthropy. Above all, it 
highlights the importance of architecture in a new bourgeois-capitalist social order 
for the physical representation of institutions and their bureaucratic instruments. 
Addressing subsistence levels and the social aspect of housing at all is a plausi-
ble – if extremely suggestive – method of communicating such matter-of-factness 
in daily life and the legitimacy of a new social order and its elite; indeed without 
people being constantly aware of it in everyday life. Yet this connection was all the 
more apparent to the New Frankfurt protagonists. Did not the frugal use of means 



14 kr
it

is
ch

e 
b
er

ic
h

te
  

2
.2

0
20

demonstrate a new rational order that was beyond all doubt? Does not the reduc-
tion of design means and the sometimes radical seriality of housing units reflect 
the realisation of the egalitarian principle in modern society? In a sense, could one 
claim that the «New Human» had become a subject that is liberated from tradition-
al power structures?47

In the architectural theory of the late 1990s, doubts were rightly raised in this 
respect. Critical studies of architectural Modernity often name New Frankfurt as an 
example of the failed reform approach of the avant-garde.48 The gap between aims 
and reality is regarded as too great. Instead of making an authentic contribution 
to liberating housing, the result was to establish norms and limitations for social 
life. It is also claimed that New Frankfurt was naive enough to believe that society 
could be changed through architecture without questioning the bourgeois capital-
ist system.49 Thus, it is claimed that the ambitious social-reformist aims were mere-
ly achieved on an aesthetic level, but not on the level of practice. Modernity was 
therefore a false promise. Such arguments overlook the fact that New Frankfurt was 
never characterised by such reformist urges in the first place, since it would have 
completely contradicted its bureaucratic nature. Bureaucracies and institutions are 
aimed at the long-term implementation of order, rather than change. New Frankfurt 
was therefore never an anti-capitalist or anti-bourgeois project that merely failed 
to implement its ideas. Instead, I suggest that such interpretations of architecture, 
i.e. the physical self-representation of a bureaucratic elite and its institutions, are 
based upon it. The rationalisation of society and a bourgeois-capitalist social order, 
as strived for by the city’s modern bureaucrats, are not a contradiction, but in fact 
mutually depend on each other.
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