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When did modernism come to Britain? Writing in 1936, the German–
British art histor ian Nikolaus Pevsner had a simple answer to this 
question: it was al ready there. In his well-known book Pio neers of the 
Modern Move ment, which has since been repub lished in sev eral edi-
tions, he assert ed that there was a ‘histor ical unit’ be tween Wil liam 
Morris and Walter Gropius, based on an aside by Gropius in 1923.1 
This argu ment is contra dicted by an other narra tive that locates the 
in flu ence of modern ism much later, that is, after 1933. In recent 
years, vari ous publi cations have ap peared that exam ine the exodus 
of German art ists, archi tects, and de signers to Brit ain after the rise 
of the Nazis.2

To find its own answer to the opening question and add nuance 
to the picture, a con ference was held at the Court auld In sti tute in 
2018 along side the ex hib ition ‘London 1938’.3 The an thology under 
review brings to gether four teen con tri butions to that con ference. 
As the editor, Lucy Wasen steiner, dir ector of the Lieber mann Villa 
am Wann see in Berlin, states in her intro duction: ‘Modern ist cul ture 
was not only pres ent in main land Europe after 1919, it did not arrive 
in Brit ain with the émigrés after 1933’ (p. 3). And the trans fer did not 
stop after 1945, as the last three essays show. More over, the volume 
em phasizes that the in flu ence was not uni directional, but a re cipro-
cal relation ship between the two countries.

1 Nikolaus Pevsner, Pioneers of the Modern Movement from William Morris to 
Walter Gropius (New York, 1949; 1st pub. 1936), 19.
2 To name only a few examples: Marian Malet, Rachel Dickson, Sarah Mac-
Dougall, and Anna Nyburg (eds.), Applied Arts in British Exile from 1933: 
Changing Visual and Ma terial Cul ture (Leiden, 2019); Andreas Schätzke, 
Deutsche Archi tekten in Groß britannien: Planen und Bauen im Exil 1933–1945, 
ed. Meike Schultz (Stuttgart, 2013); Jutta Vinzent, Identity and Image: Refu gee 
Artists from Nazi Germany in Britain (1933–1945) (Weimar, 2006).
3 Lucy Wasensteiner and Martin Faass (eds.), London 1938: Defending ‘De
generate’ Art / Mit Kandinsky, Liebermann und Nolde gegen Hitler (Wädens wil 
am Zürichsee, 2018).
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The essays appear in more or less chronological order, but are 
grouped around topics such as applied and fine arts, photog raphy, 
and archi tecture. The first four con tri butions spot light the inter change 
be tween Ger many and Brit ain before 1933. Artemis Yagou ana lyses 
the toy in dus try and the ‘on going cross-fertilisation’ be tween the two 
coun tries in the first half of the twen tieth cen tury (p. 29). Two essays 
deal with the activ ities of, first, a pri vate gal lery owned by Dorothy 
Warren (Ulrike Meyer Stump) and, second, the Anglo-German Club 
(Lee Beard). Both oper ated be tween London, Berlin, and Ham burg 
during the tran sition from the Weimar Repub lic to the Na tional 
Social ist regime. The Anglo-German Club was founded in 1931 as 
a plat form of ex change be tween the two coun tries, but ran into dif-
ficulties after 1933 and con sequently re named itself the D’Aber non 
Club in 1934 (p. 69). De signer and galler ist Warren is re vealed to be a 
hither to under estimated pio neer who was strongly com mit ted to pro-
moting German art in Brit ain and Brit ish art in Ger many; how ever, 
she also closed her gal lery in 1934. In the fourth essay of this pre-1933 
sec tion, Valeria Carullo dis cusses how the ‘New Photog raphy’ was 
intro duced to the Brit ish public in the jour nal Archi tectural Review in 
the early 1930s.

Yet the main focus of the book is on the period from 1933 to 1945, 
which shows that for re search ers, the Nazi take over re mains a de-
cisive factor in the relation ship be tween Ger many and Great Brit ain, 
not least be cause of the ar rival of numer ous art ists and intel lectuals. 
Early among them were Lucia Moholy, who pub lished A Hun dred 
Years of Photog raphy in Brit ain in 1939 (dis cussed here by Mi chelle 
Hen ning), and László Moholy-Nagy, whose wide spread art istic ac-
tiv ities during his London exile and photo graphic con tri butions to 
Brit ish visual cul ture in 1935–7 are exam ined by Leah Hsiao. Karen 
Koehler dis cusses the subtle con nection be tween two import ant, near-
simultaneous publi cations by Herbert Read and Walter Gropius on 
Art and In dus try (1934) and New Archi tecture and the Bau haus (1935) 
respect ively. Burcu Dogra maci com plements this by point ing out 
two cru cial intel lectual meet ing places for emi grants in London: 
Ernő Gold finger’s house (1937) and the nearby Isobar in the Lawn 
Road Flats (1934). And An tonia Behan’s essay critic ally exam ines the 
relation ship be tween weav ing and modern ity, evalu ating state ments 
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by the dedi cated weaver Ethel Mairet and her involve ment with the 
Bau haus and its members. Mairet met Gropius in London, ex changed 
ideas with former Bau haus weavers in Ger many and Switzer land, 
and made ex ten sive re search trips to hand weaving schools and work-
shops through out Europe. In fact, she de veloped her very own take 
on the future of weaving in a fruit ful union be tween the past and the 
modern. Volker M. Welter exam ines how archi tectural forms from 
Berlin and the Baltic island Hidden see came to Brit ain through the 
de signs of the émigré archi tect Ernst L. Freud. The last con tri bution in 
this group, by Ina Wein rautner, high lights the case of Carl ton House 
Terrace, until 1945 the seat of the German em bassy in London. It was 
the scene of a costly and ex ten sive Nazi re model ling under Ambas-
sador Ribbentrop.

Dirk Schubert examines post-1945 reconstruction in London and 
Ham burg through the con cepts of de central ization and the cre ation of 
neigh bour hoods. The next case study, by Shu lamit Beer, deals with the 
fate of the ex pression ist Ludwig Meid ner, who was not re discovered 
in Ger many until well after 1945. All the more pres cient, there fore, 
are the early art icles and writings about him by the Czechoslovak–
British art theor ist Joseph Paul Hodin, whom Meid ner met during 
his London exile. Keith Holz’s essay on Oskar Kokosch ka’s post-war 
London period then concludes the volume.

The book covers a wealth of topics and reveals new levels of 
British–German ex change, all of which cer tainly deserve closer 
examin ation. Of course, it is dif ficult to prove and meas ure this ex-
change, since it often in volved very differ ent en counters, whether of a 
per sonal nature or through the in flu ence of the media. In add ition, the 
ques tion arises—and this is cer tainly clear to the edi tors—as to what 
extent the emi grants’ ‘German’ in flu ence can be separ ated from that 
of other nations; after all, Gold finger and Moholy-Nagy came from 
Hun gary, Hodin from Czecho slovakia, and Kokosch ka from Aus tria. 
Their case stud ies could thus stand in for other nations, as the emi-
grant scene in London was distinctly multinational.

The most interesting examples are precisely those that ques tion 
the linear narra tive of modern ism versus non-modernism. After 
all, what does ‘modern ity’ mean for each of the differ ent genres of 
photog raphy, paint ing and graph ic art, and archi tecture? Because of 
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the complex ity of the term, there is no single answer to this ques tion. 
The authors do not always pro vide a spe cific def inition, but it is clear 
from the essays that modern ity can be under stood stylistic ally, techno-
logically, or even pro cedur ally, through col labor ation. In what way is 
the re design of the German em bassy a modern pro ject, for ex ample? 
Its highly modern kit chen design is cer tainly in conceiv able with out 
prior techno logical develop ments in the Weimar Repub lic, while the 
taste ful fur nish ings, wall paper, car pets, and light ing pro duced by the 
Ver einigte Werk stätten in Munich drew heavily on con cepts from the 
begin ning of the twen tieth cen tury in a ‘show case of German crafts-
man ship’ (p. 224). Art histor ical re search has re cently estab lished a 
new orient ation to wards a con cept of mul tiple modern ities.4 It may 
there fore have been un neces sary for Sites of Inter change to in clude the 
word ‘modern ism’ in its sub title, be cause this ob scures rather than re-
veals the rich ness of the ex change and the di verse levels of con tact 
be tween Brit ain and Ger many in the tense period of 1919–55.

4 Klaus Tragbar (ed.), Die Multiple Moderne / The Multiple Modernity (Berlin, 
2021).
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