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F O R E W O R D

WA LT E R  E .  M A S S E Y

It might seem unusual for a person who has spent most of his career in the realm of sci-
ence and technology to be asked to write a foreword for a book on art, architecture, and 
design, and particularly a book that focuses on modernism. But art and science are not 
as dissimilar as some might think. Both are ways of trying to understand, interpret, and 
communicate about the world around us. Both are disciplines peopled by individuals who, 
in the best instances, are strongly motivated by curiosity and passion for their work, and 
who either possess or cultivate a creative instinct.

There are di!erences, of course. Science, for the most part, is guided by a desire 
for orderliness and predictability, with objective assessment among its strengths. 
This is especially true of what one might call “ordinary science.” Art often thrives 
on the opposite, seeking to discover and reveal truths about our world by shaking 
our perceptions of it, often applying a process of self-critical, subjective reflection to 
the task. But both good art and good science benefit from attention to the creative 
impulse, and both o!er ways of explicating, ordering, synthesizing, revealing, and 
understanding the material world in which we live, the way our senses detect, filter, and 
organize our interactions with our surroundings. And both are concerned with how we 
ourselves are a!ected and shaped by these experiences. Beauty and elegance are prized 
and admired in scientific experiments and theories, just as they are in works of art, 
design, and architecture. 

A selection of talks and writings by Richard Feynman, a prominent physicist who 
was also an appreciator of art, is collected in the book The Pleasure of Finding Things Out.1

I think this pleasure impulse underpins both the arts and the sciences and provides the 

Jan Tichy, Lighting Crown 

Hall, 2009. Project for 

Bauhaus Labs workshop, S. R. 

Crown Hall, Illinois Institute of 

Technology, Chicago.
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drive for ongoing inquiry in each. The ways in which things are found out may di!er, 
but the ultimate joy of discovery is experienced by artists and scientists alike. 

I think of art also as a way of bringing the emotional experiences of the creative 
maker to an audience in a way that provokes, uplifts, and expands the spirit or provides 
a call to action. As this book indicates, art, like science, can be used to stimulate positive 
changes in the world, to help create a more just and healthy society.

The concept of modernism flows across these fields in a similar manner. My deeper 
experience with modernism is in the sciences, where it dates to the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. This was a time when classical physics was being replaced, 
sometimes slowly but often quite abruptly, by new ways of thinking about the world 
around us, primarily relativity and quantum mechanics. Although these new ways of 
thinking had their foundations in the past, they did not always grow in a predictable 
and orderly manner, making them appear quite shocking and therefore, to many, 
controversial. Similarly, modernist forms of expression in art, architecture, and design 
drew upon concepts established during the classical, Renaissance, and Enlightenment 
eras—although often the influence was most forcefully expressed as rejection of those 
ideals. The concept of the neutrino, named by Enrico Fermi, and the positing of wave-
particle duality by Henri de Broglie were ideas that were just as striking and provocative 
in the scientific world as the deconstructed imagery of Picasso’s Les Demoiselles 
d’Avignon, the pragmatism of Mies van der Rohe’s skyscrapers, or Le Corbusier’s modular 
approach were in the world of art, architecture, and design. 

There are several phrases in this marvelous book that might lead a reader who did 
not know it was primarily about art, architecture, and design to mistakenly believe 
it addresses science and scientific research. In the introduction, the editors speak of 
the need for “constant recalibration,” of “new flows of information circulating within 
space and time,” of “creative making” and “self-realization,” and of the need “to be 
self-critical.” These are equally valid descriptors of scientific research. This book is 
fundamentally about creative individuals, creative acts, and the e!ects individuals 
and acts have on society. This is a theme that certainly straddles the worlds of art and 
science.

This book also addresses another passion of mine, and that is the city of Chicago. 
It speaks to the importance of place in creativity, and how a particular environment 
can both provide a palette, one might say, and an inspiration for exploration into new 
forms of self-expression and representation. One could write an amazing book about 
modernism in science also beginning in Chicago with the dawn of the nuclear age, 
wonderful discoveries regarding the properties of light, and the exploration of those 
curiously strange entities called quarks, all of which took place in this great city. 

While I do not wish to overemphasize the parallels between art and science, or to 
oversimplify the substantial di!erences, I welcome the opportunity this book provides 
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to deepen my understanding of both. One of the exciting roles I am able to play at this 
point in my life is to be in an institution—the School of the Art Institute of Chicago—
where I can witness the nexus of these two forms of human expression, which are so 
important in helping us to comprehend the world around us as well as to understand 
ourselves as human beings. 

Note

1. Richard P. Feynman, The Pleasure of Finding Things Out: The Best Short Works of Richard P. Feynman, ed. Je!rey Robbins 
(Cambridge: Perseus Books, 1999).
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M A R Y  J A N E  J A C O B  A N D  J U S T I N E  J E N T E S

Just what was “modern”? The question drove a program we first discussed in spring 2007. 
We were motivated by the ways in which Chicago was formed by the modern spirit and by 
the role it played in shaping modernism throughout the world from the end of the nine-
teenth century through the mid-twentieth. We were thinking of the hundredth anniver-
sary of the Burnham Plan—Daniel Burnham’s modern vision of the city, laid out in 1909. 
We were also anticipating Renzo Piano’s Modern Wing at the Art Institute of Chicago, a 
new landmark that would open in 2010. Meanwhile the School of the Art Institute was 
setting in motion the reuse of an existing one—Louis Sullivan’s Carson Pirie Scott & 
Co.—for contemporary art. 

Our investigation was spurred, too, by the exhibition commemorating the ninetieth 
anniversary of the founding of the Bauhaus in Weimar. The show, which originated in 
Germany, would be mounted at New York’s Museum of Modern Art in late 2009, and 
we knew the story would there be told from the point of view of the host venue. Among 
claims of restoring a proper understanding of the modern ideas that sprang from the 
historic Bauhaus, we wanted to look at what it meant to artists, architects, and designers 
today and within the context of our educational institutions. We wanted to see what had 
been germinated here by two progenitors from the German school—László Moholy-Nagy 
and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe—who landed on the shores of Lake Michigan. Thus, the 
first joint venture of the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC) and the Mies van 
der Rohe Society at the Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT) was launched. 

This program was shaped by collaboration and synchronicity, creativity and fortitude, 
linking opportunities that extended throughout the city and recognizing the ongoing, 
dedicated work of so many institutions invested in the modern. Through it all we sought 
to weave a strong conceptual thread. Our process was one of conceiving of exhibitions 
and public programs as research. Of course, any good exhibition or program is based on 

Moholy: An Education of the 

Senses, 2010. Installation view, 

Loyola University Museum of 

Art, Chicago. Photo: James 

Prinz.
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research, amassing or building knowledge and imparting it to an audience. But exhibi-
tions as research are less common. Such a methodology proceeds organically; the exhibi-
tion itself is an in-progress endeavor, not a finished product but part of a wider process. 
Exposing its internal processes, it depends on public viewing and interaction for the 
development of knowledge. 

To push the boundaries of the Bauhaus and recognize antecedents of the modern 
story in Chicago meant trying to live the idealist pedagogy that Walter Gropius created 
for art and design education in 1919. We needed to locate the new life that came with its 
importation to Chicago in 1937, when Moholy-Nagy founded the New Bauhaus, and the 
next year, when Mies van der Rohe arrived at what is now IIT, ultimately transforming 
architectural training and the cityscape of Chicago and then, through his work and that 
of his students, the world. It also meant probing what modern means today to the faculty 
and students of schools of art, design, and architecture. Why is modern not merely a 
bygone style but a living presence among us?

At the outset there were those who supported this e!ort. We would like first to 
acknowledge the leadership of Lisa Wainwright, dean of faculty and vice president of aca-
demic a!airs at the SAIC, and Betsy Hughes, vice president for institutional advancement 
at IIT. As anyone familiar with the logistics of presenting exhibitions and public programs 
knows, it is the sta! that does the heavy lifting. Thus, our heartfelt appreciation goes to 
Kelly Hyman Merrion, program coordinator at the Mies van der Rohe Society at IIT. At 
SAIC, assistant curator Kate Zeller played a fundamental role in all aspects and served 
as SAIC editor for this volume. Thanks too, to director of exhibitions Trevor Martin and 
associate director Todd Cashbaugh, as well as associate dean of academic administration 
Paul Co!ey, vice president of facilities and operations Thomas Buechele, and director of 
design and construction Ronald Kirkpatrick. 

To live the modern moment we assembled in June 2009 a temporary international 
school called “Bauhaus Labs.” We were joined by the Bauhaus–Universität Weimar (the 
city of origin of the Bauhaus) and Bezalel Academy of Art and Design in Tel Aviv (the 
UNESCO city of the Bauhaus). Modeling the Bauhaus teaching format, five “workshops” 
took place in Mies’s S. R. Crown Hall at IIT, a national historic landmark that remains one 
of the most influential and inspiring structures in the world. “Blank Page,” led by designer 
Martin Avila and material scientist Mikael Lindstrom from Konstfack, University College 
of Art, Craft and Design, Stockholm, considered innovative applications for experimental 
paper materials; “Experiencing Modern,” led by IIT Institute of Design professors Anijo 
Mathew and Martin Thaler, investigated the visitor’s experience of Chicago as a modern 
city; “Looking Modern,” under Jacquelynn Baas, took a critical look at collection display in 
the Art Institute of Chicago’s new Modern Wing; “Installing Modern,” with Madrid-based 
architect Marcos Corrales, tested propositions for the design of the planned exhibition 
Learning Modern; and “Lighting Crown Hall,” led by artist Jan Tichy, turned Mies’s iconic 
building into a spectacular site-specific art installation at night. We also benefited from 
the “Visual Training,” modeled by Walter Pederhans under Mies and o!ered here by 
associate professor Catherine Wetzel and Homa Shomaie of IIT’s College of Architecture, 
with the help of Donna Robertson, Rick Nelson, and Faith Kancauski. 
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We would like to acknowledge our academic partners: Liz Bachhuber, professor of art 
and head of the MFA program “Public Art and New Artistic Strategies” at the Bauhaus–
Universität Weimar; Naham Tevet, head of the MFA program, and Tamar Eres, executive 
administrator, at Bezalel Academy of Art and Design; and Ronald Jones, professor of 
interdisciplinary studies, the Experience Design Group, at Konstfack. The expertise of 
the Chicago Architecture Foundation, which daily makes this city-as-museum available 
to residents and visitors in informative and insightful ways, also contributed. We would 
like to thank Barbara Gordon, vice president of program operations, and Whitney Moeller, 
manager of public programs, who aided us in the “Bauhaus Labs” program and proved to 
be valuable partners throughout the modern program. “Bauhaus Labs” was made possible 
in part by the support of the Emily Hall Tremaine Foundation.

The keystone of the overall program was the exhibition Learning Modern, held at SAIC’s 
Sullivan Galleries. The galleries are housed in the steel-frame building originally designed 
by Sullivan for the Schlesinger and Mayer department store; constructed between 1898 and 
1904, it was soon sold to Carson Pirie Scott & Company, with an addition completed by 
Burnham in 1906. Its cream-colored, glazed terra-cotta and the cast-iron details at street 
level exemplify the architect’s signature decorative design, but it was the structure’s geo-
metric simplicity that came to epitomize the industrial aesthetic, and its enormous Chicago 
windows foreshadowed the modern curtain wall. Its open, light-filled, unadorned plan was 
startling: factory as department store. As Kathleen James-Chakraborty tells us in “From 
Chicago to Berlin and Back Again,” Gropius, in part inspired by this building, would two 
decades later create at Dessau the factory-department store as school.1 Now, a little more 
than a century later, this Chicago department store has become a school, with SAIC’s move 
onto several floors and the use of the seventh as galleries. Sullivan’s landmark is also located 
at the zero point in Chicago’s street-numbering system, the cartographic center of the city. 
In the 1960s, when this space was Carson Pirie Scott, the store presented design shows 
in its windows, collaborating with notable designers of the era. So it seemed a prophetic 
starting point for thinking about the modern in the city. As Marcos Corrales said early in 
the process, “There is already something in the skin of the building.”

J. Morgan Puett’s project Department (Store) filled the space’s larger gallery with 130 
mirrored, tabletop display cases that were filled with art through a collaborative, emergent 
process of exchange. The following year, in Learning Modern, we would apply the teaching 
ideals of the Bauhaus—its multidisciplinary and hands-on approach, which is part of 
our school’s inheritance—to the unfolding of an exhibition. Not only would faculty and 
students find their place in the show, but also the public, through a process of experiential 
education. 

In many ways, Learning Modern started with Sullivan’s windows: looking out on the 
city, at a world the gallery shared with other buildings and the people they contained, 
forming a continuity in midair. We wanted to include the windows which frame, from 
north to south, Bertrand Goldberg’s Marina City, Skidmore Owings and Merrill’s (SOM) 
new Trump Tower, Burnham’s Reliance Building, Holabird & Roche’s Chicago Building, 
the Inland Steel Building by SOM’s Bruce Graham and Walter Netsch, Helmut Jahn’s 
Xerox Building, Graham’s Sears (now Willis) Tower, and more. 
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But how to manifest the modern? Some of our answers: speed, repetition, transpar-
ency, a layering of images and ideas; a continuous process of expanding and contracting, 
density and absence; forces that slow you down and are more experiential than optical; 
works perceived in di!erent ways, di!erent groupings, as you move around the space; a 
network of experiences that encourages participation and probing, such that you leave 
with more questions—more thoughtfully considered, more tangibly elaborated, more 
meaningful—when you walk back out into the world, which is where those questions 
(and maybe some answers) live. 

In a planning exercise that sought to imagine this as an exhibition, one brainstorming 
group took as its metaphor the settings on a 1950s turntable: 33, 45, 78 RPM. “You go 
round the exhibition more than once, and you go at di!erent speeds. Seeing at di!erent 
speeds allows the density of the artifacts and ideas to build up experience. The fastest 
speed is a synthesized light-and-sound experience of projected media. The middle speed 
allows a didactic consideration to drift in, exploring certain key systemic connections 
across decades and between the current and former disciplines. The slowest speed allows 
favorite moments, text quotes, images, and artifacts to be lovingly considered in static 
silence, memorized and carried out as simply but profoundly enhanced understanding 
and desire. Proceed from eyesight to insight.”2 

We would like to thank the artists and designers who participated and o!ered their 
work for dialogue: Ângela Ferreira, Lisbon; Andrea Fraser, Los Angeles; Charles Harrison, 
Chicago; Walter Hood, Oakland; Ken Isaacs, Granger, Indiana; Narelle Jubelin, Madrid, 
and Carla Duarte, Chicago; Carole Frances Lung (aka Frau Fiber), Los Angeles; Iñigo 
Manglano-Ovalle, Chicago; the Mark-Mark-and Matt Collaboration (Mark Anderson, 
Mark Beasley, and Matt Nelson), Chicago; Helen Maria Nugent and Jan Tichy, Chicago; 
Liisa Roberts, Helsinki; Kay Rosen, Gary, Indiana; Sta!an Schmidt, Malmö, Sweden; and 
Catherine Yass, London. Architects and SAIC faculty members Douglas Pancoast and 
Tristan d’Estrée Sterk, as cochairs of the 2010 Association for Computer Aided Design in 
Architecture conference, contributed enormously to the discourse of the show, bringing 
the architectural work of Joshua Cotten, Justin Nardone, and Douglas Pancoast, Chicago; 
Thom Faulders Studio, Berkeley; and Arturo Vittori, Bomarzo, Italy. We also wish to thank 
curator-professor Mika Hannula, who was an early collaborator in the project and who 
later worked with many of these artists on their texts in this volume. Finally, we o!er our 
gratitude and very special thanks to exhibition designer Marcos Corrales, who interwove 
these works in such an exceptional way, retaining Sullivan’s sense of open space, insert-
ing a lecture area and dark rooms for video, keeping some works centralized and spread-
ing others out so that they intersected other works and formed itineraries of their own, 
encouraging a flow of experience that engendered participatory engagement.

Education as the art of conceiving a meaningful continuum of experience arose as a 
guiding thought in our planning sessions. We came to see the space of the exhibition 
as a place for students and faculty not only to view works, but also to make work and to 
experiment, contributing to the living dynamic of the exhibition. Manifesting the school 
as interdisciplinary laboratory for creating ideas and testing them—works presented as 
provisional and prototypical, rather than fixed and finished, as in a museum—led us to 
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give the Learning Modern show a continually evolving form. We wish to cite those faculty-
student projects, “workshops” in the Bauhaus tradition, that jumped into the process 
and took part in the space and time of the show: Charles Harrison’s class contribution 
Redesigning the View-Master; Ken Isaacs’s Living Structure re-creation, under the direction 
of Andy Hall; the South Side Community Art Center project and installation under Drea 
Howenstein; Jaak Jurisson’s “Visionary Drawings” class; Travis Saul’s taxis; Chris Reilly 
and Taylor Hokanson’s Lil’ CNC; and a fusion of poetry and sound by the SAIC Sound 
Department’s Lou Mallozzi with the Poetry Center of Chicago, presented as part of Exper-
imental Sound Studio’s tenth annual Outer Ear Festival. There were also several graduate 
student projects, undertaken with Sullivan Galleries sta!: the performances Messy Modern 
and Ready>Steady>Cook and the installations Beacon, project, and Tracing Eames.

Finally, special thanks go to Gillion Carrara and Caroline Bellios of the SAIC Fashion 
Resource Center for the in-depth study and presentation of the work of modern fashion 
designer Claire McCardell. In addition to the holdings of the SAIC Fashion Resource 
Center, generous loans were provided by the FIDM Museum at the Fashion Institute 
of Design and Merchandising, Los Angeles, and the Texas Fashion Collection, Denton. 

The excellent team responsible for the Knowledge Box reinterpretation included, along 
with architect Ken Isaacs, Barbara Isaacs, Sara Isaacs, project curator Susan Snodgrass, 
and Catherine Bruck, archivist at IIT. Alexander Derdelakos and Chris Strailman, IIT 
students, saw to its construction, with advice from IIT faculty member John Kriegshauser 
and, at SAIC, Matt Davis and Joe Iverson; audiovisual production was undertaken by Je! 
Panall, with Kurt Frymire and Hillary Strack. Photographic images were obtained courtesy 
of Life magazine (© Time Inc./Time Life Pictures/Getty Images). 

Most of all, we would like to acknowledge our special funders for the Learning Modern 
exhibition and all its corollary programming. In addition to SAIC and the Mies van der 
Rohe Society at IIT, these are William and Anne Hokin, Alicia Rosauer and Robert Segal, 
and the Illinois Arts Council, a state agency. We would especially like to thank the Graham 
Foundation, without which this book would not be possible.

Learning Modern came to life with “Modern Mondays,” in which many of the artists, 
faculty members, and others entered into public conversations; the series was organized 
by graduate curatorial assistant Joe Iverson and graciously supported by illy ca!è North 
America, Inc. Many other programs set the scene and led to the genesis of ideas, among 
them a lecture series, “Bauhaus to Greenhaus,” that set out to imagine a changed way 
of living, revisiting the utopian modern vision as it lives on today; this series brought to 
Chicago leading European architects and designers whose practices draw on the Bauhaus 
tradition and address today’s sustainability challenges. It was steered by assistant curator 
Kate Zeller and developed by the Mies van der Rohe Society at IIT, the SAIC Department 
of Exhibitions and Exhibition Studies, and the SAIC Department of Architecture, Inte-
rior Architecture, and Designed Objects. We found ready collaborators in our colleagues 
at the Goethe-Institut Chicago, Rüdiger van den Boom, director, and Eugene Sampson, 
program coordinator. Following their lead, other international cultural partners joined: 
Margreth Truempi, head of cultural a!airs, Consulate General of Switzerland; Tina Cer-
vone, director, Istituto Italiano di Cultura, Consulate General of Italy in Chicago; and 
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Peter Verheyen, deputy head of mission and consul for economic a!airs, and Herbert 
Wennink, commercial o"cer, Consulate General of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. 
Additional funding was provided by Pro Helvetia, the Swiss Arts Council, and the Swiss 
Benevolent Society of Chicago. With Andrea Greene, director of SAIC’s Visiting Artists 
Program, we were able to expand this series and bring other speakers into the program-
ming during the year.

• • •

Our year of modern programming culminated, fittingly, with the deeply resonant and 
evocatively beautiful exhibition Moholy: An Education of the Senses, curated by Carol Ehlers. 
Her vision: to bring back to Chicago the spirit of Moholy-Nagy. Here was an artist who 
had arrived on the brink of war in Europe and died nine years later of leukemia, barely 
past the end of World War II yet always looking forward to the day when mankind would 
surpass such dead-end conflicts. A number of shows in Europe around that time were 
dedicated to or prominently included this artist, but none in the United States, none that 
looked at his impassioned last years, none in Chicago. In addition to recognizing Moholy-
Nagy’s essential role in modernism, we were impressed by our conversations with artists 
and designers, so many of whom looked to this artist as a secret, personal mentor. But 
realizing Ehler’s vision presented a challenge. How to make this show a living experience 
of the artist’s work, so the visitor could sense it, experience it? How to appreciate his still 
relevant plea that through art and design we can become better citizens and make a bet-
ter world, not in heroic fashion but as transformed individuals, sensitive and self-aware 
individuals in society? The challenge was admirably met by Helen Maria Nugent and Jan 
Tichy, working together for the first time as an exhibition design team. Their insight—
imagining what Moholy might do today, how he might use technology, how he might 
have wanted his work to be seen—led to an exceptionally innovative exhibition design. 
The show was initiated and initially organized by SAIC’s Department of Exhibitions and 
Exhibition Studies and the Mies van der Rohe Society at IIT, and we were most fortunate 
to partner with the Loyola University Museum of Art (LUMA), where the show was ulti-
mately realized. In conjunction with the exhibition, LUMA organized a comprehensive 
series of lectures and programs that considered the impact of Moholy-Nagy’s work at 
its time, as well as the legacy of his vision. Our deep gratitude to Pam Ambrose, direc-
tor of cultural a!airs at LUMA, for her vision, great flexibility, and collaboration on this 
important show. Others at LUMA whose e!orts made possible this exhibition and related 
programs were: Jonathan Canning, curator; Andrew Cunningham, exhibitions manager; 
Emily Grimm, manager of visitor services, design, and publications; Ann Meehan, curator 
of education; and Lisa Stuchly, curatorial assistant. The exhibition was generously sup-
ported by a grant from the Terra Foundation for American Art.

Finally, “Vision in Motion: Filmmaking at the Institute of Design, 1944–70” was a film 
series staged at SAIC’s Gene Siskel Film Center, organized by Amy Beste; here Hattula 
Moholy-Nagy, daughter of the artist, played a key role in both making films available and 
enlightening audiences. This series, reflecting on Moholy-Nagy’s groundbreaking experi-
mental art-film program at the Institute of Design, was presented in collaboration with 
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the Chicago History Museum and the SAIC’s Gene Siskel Film Center. It was inspired 
in part by Moholy-Nagy’s “New Vision in Photography” course in summer 1946 at the 
Institute of Design, of which he wrote, “Students will find Chicago an interesting place to 
explore with the camera. Its varied industrial and cultural institutions will also contribute 
to the creative experiences of the serious photographer.”

Chicago is still modern, still an interesting place that fosters creative experiences. And 
this is what we sought to do: to make a modern experience of art, design, and architecture 
in a city that is enduringly dedicated to the modern, and to make public the role of schools 
of art, design, and architecture in shaping that modern world and worlds-to-come as a 
way of teaching, learning, and living.

Notes

1. Elsewhere, James-Chakraborty has written, “With its equation of the studio classrooms with the gazed concrete 
frame of an American daylight factory, the purpose-designed structure in which the school reopened in Dessau 
in 1926 continues to be the most compelling manifestation of the school’s intention to marry industry and art.” 
“Introduction,” in Bauhaus Culture: From Weimar to the Cold War, ed. James-Chakraborty (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2006), xvi.
2. This group was chaired by Anders Nereim, professor in the Department of Architecture, Interior Architecture, and 
Designed Objects at SAIC, who is quoted here.
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Modernism is a pervasive current that remains alive in thought and action. The mod-
ern mind does not have a fixed point of view. Modernity is an ongoing, ever-morphing 
process that questions existing forms of authority, methods of making and doing, and 
perhaps most importantly, the ethics that underpin these activities. Modernism enables 
and demands constant recalibration, with new flows of information circulating within 
space and time. Its dynamic impulse pulled us into its vortex to ask: Why is there a grow-
ing interest in twentieth-century modern art, architecture, and design today? What has 
been left undone that draws us back to the modern to reexamine and take it up again?

What we have found is that, while modern style can be codified and displayed, modern 
mind remains open to new forms and applications. It is driven to discover a better way 
that is beneficial, not just to a few, but to our planet and everything it encompasses. While 
humanistic in its focus, within the wider frame of this holistic way of thinking, human-
kind is but a part. We set out to explore the modern mind today, how it manifests itself in 
the arts, and where it seeks to take us.

The modern mind project was a research undertaking. The notion of modernity as 
process encourages a multidimensional and multidisciplinary approach; ours became a 
joint task of scholarly, artistic, and curatorial research. While the pursuit of the scholar 
is well-established territory, artistic research—making art as artistic research—is a more 
recent professional direction.1 Art has always told us about the world and given insight 
into the deeper realms of humanity. But to identify and validate art as research has been 
suspect, due in part to an age-old bias that privileges thought over action, mind over 
hand. Yet the mind is always present, and the modern mind in particular vigorously 
pursues a path that straddles reason and intuition, fact and imagination, the conscious 
and the unconscious. Moreover, for artists, research happens before, during, and after 
the making of a work, and this process is shared by other creative individuals in fields 

Learning Modern, 2009. 

Installation view, Sullivan 

Galleries, School of the Art 

Institute of Chicago. Left to 

right: ADD LIST OF INCLUDED 

WORKS. Photo: Carla Duarte
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seemingly remote from the realm of art. This is what makes the creative act so important: 
creative making is not just the execution of a plan set out ahead of time, but the constant 
reexamination of intent and outcome.

The modern mind project aimed to become just this kind of creative research. It began 
with brainstorming in open-ended think tanks among invested arts professionals.2 The 
core research took the form of commissioned artists’ investigations, which were presented 
in the form of two exhibitions: Department (Store): A Collaboration with J. Morgan Puett and 
Learning Modern. A concurrent historical, monographic study—Moholy: An Education of 
the Senses—occasioned an interpretative installation design that reflected and enhanced 
meanings that historical works can hold for artists and museum visitors today.3 Results 
of scholarly research were also presented via lectures, films, and a host of public programs. 
In all these ways, we examined how Chicago in the first half of the twentieth century came 
to be a hotbed of modernism in thought and practice, while also examining modernism’s 
persistence and necessity today. Chicago’s role in the past, present, and potential future of 
modernism was thus foregrounded, both in particular and within the larger international 
network that has promulgated the social and cultural precepts of modernism.

In the curatorial process of organizing these events, we modeled our practice on the 
modalities of both scholarly and artistic research. Thus, the many forms in which the 
modern mind project was realized were not seen as products or endpoints. Rather, they 
served as platforms for ongoing engagement with modern ideas as they live in us today. 
We aimed to be responsive to the collective process that we instigated among a group of 
practitioners—scholars, curators, artists, architects, and designers—who worked together 
over three years. This emergent methodology, although not unlike that of the Bauhaus, 
ran counter to dominant curatorial practice, in which an exhibition and its corollary 
research are designed to present an authoritative, definitive view. For us, these moments 
of sharing thinking, presenting research for further scrutiny and reflection, became a 
method of working through experience. Likewise, most exhibitions have catalogs that 
presume to give closure and provide documentation. Only now, with this volume, can we 
attempt to capture what the modern mind project revealed and inspired. The research 
process has led us to a book in two sections: the opening historical chapters elucidate the 
modern movement through an array of Chicago stories, largely overlooked; the second 
half presents contemporary voices and images from artists, designers, and architects.4

This anthology begins with Mary Jane Jacob’s historical essay “Like Minded,” which 
assesses the progressive ideas of three creative individuals in Chicago—Jane Addams, 
John Dewey, and László Moholy-Nagy—as they imagined the modern individual who 
could find self-realization and, in doing so, help create a more just and healthy world in 
the twentieth century. Dewey reappears as a motivating force throughout the book, as 
does the great designer and pedagogue Moholy-Nagy. Perhaps due to his early death soon 
after World War II in his new home of Chicago, his work on this side of the Atlantic has 
been overshadowed by his early Bauhaus years. Yet we have found that the legacy of his 
progressive vision endures in artists, architects, and designers around the world.

Historian Maggie Taft shares new perspectives on Moholy-Nagy with her essay “Better 
Than Before: László Moholy-Nagy and the New Bauhaus in Chicago.” She takes up the 
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coming of the Bauhaus to Chicago as represented through a series of early exhibitions 
here and in New York at the Museum of Modern Art. Troubled political times made the 
moral challenge of design all the more urgent to Moholy-Nagy, who chose to pursue this 
challenge “not as a translation of the German curriculum—nor as a capitalist-minded 
transgression of it . . . —but instead as a bid for modernism’s survival, as well as a kind of 
connective tissue between the prewar European avant-garde and the postwar American 
strand of modernism.” With the survival of his school at stake, Moholy-Nagy struggled to 
root his idealistic vision within the realm of capitalist enterprise of the Institute of Design 
(as the New Bauhaus was later renamed).

Ronald Jones, an artist-critic and professor, also looks at Moholy-Nagy and the ethi-
cal role of the designer today in his essay “Moholy’s Upward Fall.” According to Jones, 
Moholy-Nagy was one of the few who understood that “historically the creative disci-
plines have been handed few occasions to make moral decisions based on the e!ects their 
work would definitively have on other people,” and who tried both to meet this challenge 
and bring it to future generations through his teaching and his books. Jones provides a 
pragmatic view of Moholy-Nagy’s wartime “upward fall” and argues that his attitude is 
even more important today, when “it seems urgent that we too strive for persuasive solu-
tions to menacing problems.” Moholy-Nagy’s mission is ours as well, Jones suggests, and 
the need to engineer “both methods and means for producing results across disciplines” 
may be even more pressing now.

The energy of the modern medium of film for Moholy-Nagy as well as his significance 
for the field are presented in the essay “Designers in Film: Goldsholl Associates, the 
Avant-Garde, and Midcentury Advertising Films” by film historian Amy Beste. As she tells 
it, the artist’s curriculum for the New Bauhaus placed a unique emphasis on the camera, 
and the motion picture camera in particular. By the time he arrived in Chicago in 1937 
to open the school, Moholy-Nagy was convinced of film’s potency as a creative and mass 
medium and “saw the founding of the School of Design as an opportunity to establish the 
experimental film laboratory he had envisioned throughout the decade.”

A constant drive to experiment and innovate led Moholy-Nagy to assemble around 
him other creative minds. Fellow Hungarian György Kepes was one of them. In “Modern 
Mind and Typographic Modernity in György Kepes’s Language of Vision,” Michael J. Golec, 
a design historian, looks at the import of this seminal 1944 book. An original member of 
the New Bauhaus, Kepes headed the Light and Color Department. According to Golec, 
Kepes capitalized on the school’s lablike environment and advanced Moholy-Nagy’s con-
ception of a laboratory curriculum in Language of Vision. In the end, he “exceeded his 
mentor’s formulations by producing . . . the most important book of the 1940s and 1950s 
that dealt with the problems of sense perception and expression in contemporary art 
and design.”

Any book on modernism must address the field of architecture. We asked architectural 
historian Kathleen James-Chakraborty to follow a stream of developments in architec-
tural modernism, which she traces in “From Chicago to Berlin and Back Again.” James-
Chakraborty begins with the familiar story of the development of the steel-framed o"ce 
building by Chicago architects in the 1880s. Simultaneously embracing and distancing 
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itself from modernism, the Chicago narrative evolved through the migration of ideas 
and personalities between Chicago and Berlin. Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright, 
she explains, influenced “the interwar European avant-garde, and especially Germans 
like Walter Gropius, Erich Mendelsohn, and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, to invent what 
we know as modern architecture or the international style.” Mies’s move to Chicago 
brought things full circle, resulting in “another golden age in Chicago architecture.” 
James-Chakraborty also contextualizes the work of Moholy-Nagy and Kepes, and traces 
the Cold War period’s embrace of modernist architecture for “its e!ectiveness as pro-
paganda for the United States, and by extension both capitalism and democracy.” She 
concludes with another cycle: the design for a commercial forum on the edge of Potsdamer 
Platz by Helmut Jahn, a Chicagoan of German birth and a student of Mies.

While the work of visionary architect Buckminster Fuller has been the focus of recent 
attention, his work in Chicago has not. In “Buckminster Fuller in Chicago: A Modern 
Individual Experiment,” curator Tricia Van Eck examines the influence of Chicago and its 
surroundings on Fuller’s modernist enterprise, starting in 1926 and spanning the years 
to 1972. Fuller returned to Chicago in 1948, two years after Moholy-Nagy’s death, to the 
Institute of Design. The essay, filled with poignant biographical insight and keen under-
standing of Fuller’s prophetic mission, is based on the author’s research as she expanded 
the Whitney Museum of American Art’s Fuller retrospective when it traveled to Chicago’s 
Museum of Contemporary Art in 2009.

Architects Andreas Vogler and Arturo Vittori’s essay “Keck and Keck: The Chicago 
Modern Continuum” reexamines these forward-thinking Chicago architects, whose 
innovative designs have slipped from popular memory. The two provide an historical 
and personal view of two prototype projects by Keck and Keck: the House of Tomorrow 
and the Crystal House at the 1933 Century of Progress exposition in Chicago. (It was at 
the Crystal House that Fuller presented his first prototype of his Dymaxion car.) Both 
were conceived as “laboratory houses,” a concept mined by Vogler and Vittori for their 
own futuristic series of MercuryHouses, in “the tradition of reinventing the world based 
on scientific and creative processes and on respect for nature. . . . This is what drives the 
modern world in all fields: in science, engineering, architecture, and art.”

For many, Mies is the quintessential modern architect, and his legacy looms large in 
Chicago. Architect and professor Ben Nicholson honors the master, albeit probingly, in 
his autobiographical essay “Mies Is in Pieces.” He centers on his sixteen-year experience 
teaching in Mies’s Crown Hall at Illinois Institute Technology, a “space that lies outside 
of conventional perception through the five senses.” After what he calculates to be about 
eight thousand visits to this building, Nicholson is in a position to look at it with excep-
tional acuity.

Mies has also been the inspiration for Chicago artist Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle. The 
curator Elizabeth A. T. Smith traces Manglano-Ovalle’s extensive engagement with the 
architect’s iconic buildings “as a means of interrogating the reformist and purist inten-
tions of modernism.” Smith follows Manglano-Ovalle as he moves in and out of private 
and public buildings in the Chicago area, Berlin, and Barcelona, finally making a sculpture 
of Mies’s unbuilt 1951–1952 design for a House with Four Columns. In all of these works, 
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Mies’s buildings “play dual roles as protagonist and as supporting actor,” Smith says, as 
she illuminates for the first time the interrelationships between art and architecture in 
the projects that form this lyrically analytical body of work.

In its focus on the ideas of a single contemporary artist, Smith’s essay serves as a bridge 
to the second section, “Artists’ Mind,” which opens with Kate Zeller’s ”My Modern: Expe-
riencing Exhibitions.” Zeller leads the reader through the exhibitions that were part of 
this project: Department (Store): A Collaboration with J. Morgan Puett, Learning Modern, and 
Moholy: An Education of the Senses. Many of the artists featured in these shows, and for 
whom the exhibitions served as artistic research, have contributed their reflections to this 
section, edited by Mika Hannula.

“Artists’ Mind” continues with texts by the designers of two of the exhibitions. In 
“Incomplete Final Checklist (Unconfirmed),” architect Marcos Corrales provides an 
insightful key to the process that led up to the installation of Learning Modern, discussing 
his role in negotiating conversations and multiple artists’ minds, balancing their desires 
and contextual requirements. Helen Maria Nugent and Jan Tichy, who designed Moholy: 
An Education of the Senses and contributed their own installation artwork, Delineations, to 
Learning Modern, seeking in both to embody Moholy-Nagy’s ideas and bring them forward 
for audiences today. In their text, “Lightplaying,” they speak of their generative dialogue: 
“Including Moholy-Nagy in our conversation, instead of discussing him, we were able to 
create a contemporary experience rather than a historical archive.”

Ângela Ferreira takes up the powerfully present personality of modernist architect 
Mies van der Rohe. As she tells it, she “had already spent some time dwelling on the 
modernist phenomenon, particularly on modernist architecture in Africa. . . . So the pos-
sibility of studying the origins of the modernist movement [in Chicago] was too tempting 
to ignore.” She chose to collapse and combine Mies’s Crown Hall with the contempora-
neous Dragon House of Mozambican modernist Pancho Guedes, and “set to work with 
the spirit of a learner.” Meanwhile, evoking the visionary functionalism of Buckminster 
Fuller, and inspired by the space of Louis Sullivan’s Carson Pirie Scott Building—the 
site of the Learning Modern exhibition—Walter Hood created Bioline, a project along a 
four-meter-wide, galvanized-metal air duct that was installed overhead when the space 
was turned into a gallery. Recognizing that “the hermetic characteristic of modern archi-
tecture in relation to site miniaturizes our experience of the natural environment,” Hood 
sought to reorder this relationship, to “objectify material things that embody and express 
abstract ideas and principles about space and technology, but have become ordinary and 
commonplace objects in the environment around us.”

Sullivan’s landmark building, a keystone of modern architecture, was also the jumping-
o! point for the first contemporary art intervention into this commercial space-turned-
gallery, J. Morgan Puett’s collaborative installation project, Department (Store). She locates 
this work within her practice and an ongoing concern: what does this future actually look 
like? Finding “new arrangements of sociality” through experimental processes that “are 
constantly being kneaded together,” Puett adds that her modality is “seeking a collabora-
tive, coevolving, and ultimately shared experience with learning ‘as you go’ as a constant, 
generating collective research experience.” Narelle Jubelin and Carla Duarte swept around 
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Sullivan’s space in another way in creating the sumptuous, fourteen-panel work Key Notes, 
interweaving many sources of modernist abstraction, theory, and history. This work both 
enveloped the galleries in dialogue with Sullivan’s State Street and Madison Avenue win-
dows and served as an inspirational foundation for the exhibition overall.

Sta!an Schmidt gives voice to those who made modern architecture in his five-screen 
video work, Modernity Retired, a study of the modern as it is remembered. Speaking with 
architects Alfonso Carrara, Natalie de Blois, Ken Isaacs, Gertrude Kerbis, and Peter Roesch 
in their Chicago homes, Schmidt asks open-endedly—“What was modernity?” Cura-
tor Zoë Ryan also probes this question in an interview with industrial designer Charles 
Harrison, a midcentury student of design at the Institute of Design at the IIT and the 
creator of nearly seven hundred designs for production, including the commercially viable 
redesign of the View-Master and the plastic garbage can on wheels that revolutionized 
waste management.

Dance legend Anna Halprin performed as a child at the 1933 Century of Progress expo-
sition in Chicago, where Keck and Keck’s and Fuller’s works were on display. She profited, 
too, from a progressive, experience-based public school curriculum and from the teaching 
of an innovative college instructor, both informed by the theories of John Dewey. Starting 
her career in New York, then relocating to California in 1945—and finding there a new 
beginning—Halprin went on to be one of the greatest driving forces in modern dance as 
she came to understand that “the creative process would lead us to find our own style.” 
Contemporaneously, Italian artist Michelangelo Pistoletto also sought to find a style of 
his own. Like Halprin’s, his path became social, taking him out of the hermetic isolation of 
the artist’s studio to undertake an experiment in cooperative working and global thinking. 
His life’s project, Cittadellarte, is a place where “art, as a primary expression of creativity, 
assumes a social responsibility, playing an active part in the construction of a new civiliza-
tion on a worldwide scale. We aim to inspire and produce a responsible change in society 
through ideas and creative projects.”

The section concludes with three newer voices: Indian artist Jitish Kallat, Chinese art-
ist Ai Weiwei, and the Venetian collective artway of thinking. Kallat takes up the subject of 
modernization and religious tolerance in his interview with curator Madhuvanti Ghose, 
considering a historical event of supreme influence within Indian culture that took place 
in Chicago: the speech of Swami Vivekananda at the First World Parliament of Religions 
held on September 11, 1893. Public Notice 3, Kallat’s site-specific 2010 installation at the 
Art Institute of Chicago, joins this earlier moment with the terrorist attacks at the World 
Trade Center and the Pentagon on the very same date 108 years later.

Ai Weiwei aims to play an active role in the modernizing of his nation, where human 
rights are so perilously at risk. He finds that “art is a continuous attitude toward our 
life, in every aspect.” Asked whether he considers himself a modernist, he replies in the 
a"rmative: “In our times, we need to be ready to face changes. Being in a continuous 
process of change is a way to admit to your own conditions, to renew yourself, and to be 
self-critical.” Change is constant, and so too may modernism be.

Finally, the artists Federica Thiene and Stefania Mantovani, who are the driving forces 
behind the collective artway of thinking, work through a collective creative process to 
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enable others to realize social change. “Making art for us is, in principle, the way in which 
we create relationships in the world and through which we build life experiences. Being 
an artist is an expression of the soul that takes form in work and in daily life. We firmly 
believe that the responsibility of the artist is to act with awareness in order to produce and 
inspire responsible changes in oneself, in personal relationships, and in society.” Moholy 
couldn’t have said it better.

Notes

1. See Satu Kiljunen and Mika Hannula, eds., Artistic Research (Helsinki: Academy of Fine Arts, 2002).
2. Our research process began by going to a glass box to think outside the box. We convened in September 2007 
at Mies van der Rohe’s classically modern Farnsworth House in Plano, Illinois, where we discussed the importance 
of process over product in modernism, pedagogy as process, how we might use the intellectual and physical resourc-
es of Chicago to explore the subject of the modern, and what might be learned from reassessing modernism from 
the perspective of the twenty-first century. Six months later, artists and other arts professionals representing forty 
Chicago cultural institutions gathered at the historic Cli! Dwellers arts club, founded in 1907 and now located atop 
the 1958 Borg-Warner building, to consider the potential of “the modern” as a defining concept for public programs 
in Chicago. The final large-scale exploratory meeting took place in Sweden, at Göteborg University in fall 2008, where 
we focused on how the modern might be manifested in an exhibition that would serve both as a culmination of our 
artistic research and as a starting point for others’ learning. As we shifted toward exhibition planning, the following 
year of research became more project-focused.
3. The exhibitions that took place at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago‘s Sullivan Galleries were Department 
(Store), August 23–December 13, 2008; and Learning Modern, September 26, 2009–January 9, 2010. Moholy: An 
Education of the Senses was presented at the Loyola University Museum of Art, February 11–May 9, 2010.
4. Our previous anthologies, Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art (2004) and Learning Mind: Experience into Art (2009), 
similarly encompassed a range of perspectives, including the first-person voice of artists.
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Like Minded: Jane Addams, John Dewey, 
and László Moholy-Nagy

M A R Y  J A N E  J A C O B

Making the modern world required a modern mind, with not only new ideas but a big 
view of things. That was the mind possessed by three creative individuals, coming to 
Chicago from near and far, whose work at the end of the nineteenth century and into the 
twentieth helped shape the modern world: Jane Addams, John Dewey, and László Moholy-
Nagy. We are still catching up to them and all they imagined; our world is still wanting for 
lack of a fuller realization of their positive and wide vision.

Addams and Dewey developed a close intellectual and personal relationship begin-
ning with his first visit to Hull-House to lecture in 1892, but most important was their 
exchange of ideas and sympathies: practice into philosophy, philosophy fortifying prac-
tice.1 Moholy-Nagy only met Dewey once (Addams had died two years prior), but the 
philosopher’s ideas entered into the artist’s American reinvention of the Bauhaus. While 
Dewey is clearly the link, the hinge through which ideas formed early in the century 
evolved to midcentury and beyond, all three shared essential values and belief systems 
in social justice, the optimism of the twentieth century, and the conviction that the indi-
vidual in modern times had the power to make change for the great benefit of mankind. 
Each grew to take positions on education, museums, and society, which have come down 
to us over the years, but maybe less appreciated is the trust each placed in art and in its 
role in a democratic way of life.

This essay will look at how Addams’s, Dewey’s, and Moholy-Nagy’s views intertwined, 
not according to a strict analysis of influence, for they were independent practioners in 
di!erent fields; they did not constitute a school of thought or collectively galvanize a 
movement. Rather, they shared times of change and in need of changing. They developed 
a self-awareness and moral resolve and, becoming more aware of the world, drew on this 
inner resource and were propelled to touch others. They embodied the American promise 

Frau Fiber, a.k.a. Carole 

Frances Lung, Manufacturing 

Moholy in Weimar (detail), 

2009. Installation view, in 

Learning Modern, Sullivan 

Galleries, School of the Art 

Institute of Chicago. Photo: 

Jill Frank.
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of a better life and aimed to make it so. With ideas and practices in common, and with 
Dewey serving as a through line—in his philosophy and person—they also shared this 
path with others they influenced. This is a story of three like-minded visionaries who 
changed their minds early in life and spent the rest of their days dedicated to opening 
the minds of others.

Changing Course

What change feels like depends on where you sit. Jane Addams grew up in a comfortable 
household in southern Illinois but, being unmarried, had the uncommon task of staking 
out her own direction. Like so many others of means, she traveled to Europe. There, in 
1887, she encountered the other side of life on a less-than-grand detour to London’s Toyn-
bee Hall settlement house. It became the inspiration for Hull-House, which she founded 
two years later. Her philosophy of direct engagement departed from the usual practice of 
hands-o! charity. Hard work followed; a spinal a#iction persisted throughout her life; but 
she built a place in the community that set an example for the world and defined modern 
social work and sociological methods.

It was the desperate conditions of life for the immigrant populations around Hull-
House that Ann Arbor university professor John Dewey first encountered in Chicago of 
1892 and that opened his eyes to a life unknown to him in Michigan, his native Vermont, 
and points between. It was an awakening and an experience that resonated throughout 
his life as he advanced ideas and sustained family losses. He went on to become America’s 
greatest intellectual leader of educational and social reform, with a philosophy of demo-
cratic life that put the self—each one of us—at the center of change.

László Moholy-Nagy left law studies to enter the Austro-Hungarian army and, com-
ing face-to-face with war and injury, emerged an artist. From his years at the Bauhaus he 
formed a vision of innovative art and design in the machine age, informed by values of 
social responsibility. He made revolutionary works, explored new materials, and advanced 
the genres of photography and film. Invited to bring Bauhaus ideas to Chicago, he arrived 
in 1937, with war again on his heels. Aware that organized xenophobia threatened enlight-
ened European life, he found in this city a haven. Generations of hopeful immigrants 
had been coming here, yet Moholy-Nagy knew well that the problems that lay beyond 
these shores were our problems too. He established a school where others could learn to 
reset the course of the world. His philosophy of ethical design in the service of mankind, 
tempered by a wariness of the misuse of modern technology, made him ready to invent a 
new and positive method and mindset.

A world in change, a world in turmoil and in need, was also a world of opportunity for 
Addams, Dewey, and Moholy-Nagy. In the introduction to the 1945 edition of Addams’s 
Peace and Bread in Time of War, originally published in 1922 after the war to end all wars, 
Dewey writes as another world war comes to a close, “One of the ironies of the present 
situation is that a war caused in large measure by deliberate Nazi provocation of racial and 
class animosity has had the e!ect in this country of stimulating the growth of racial fear 
and dislike, instead of leading to intelligent repudiation of Nazi doctrines of hate. The 
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heart of the democratic movement, as Miss Addams saw and felt it, is ‘to replace coercion 
by the full consent of the governed, to educate and strengthen the free will of the people 
through the use of democratic institutions’ in which ‘the cosmopolitan inhabitants of this 
great nation might at last become united in a vast common endeavor for social ends.’”2

Diagramming a New World

What could a new world look like? Personal experience provoked these individuals to 
formulate a worldview grounded in this world. Whatever they dreamed would be mean-
ingless if it could not be put into e!ect—if it could not have an e!ect! So each created a 
laboratory, an experimental institution, to test their ideas.

Hull-House was at once a social service organization and a group of women living in 
a home of the same name, fully participating and sharing in the community’s issues. It 
became, as Dewey called it, “an institution—without becoming institutionalized,” “a way 
of living—a companionship that had extended from the neighborhood to the world.”3

Hull-House brought in other minds too, creating a civic think tank. The residents of Hull-
House, nurturing and invested in a process that also became a model feminist alliance, 
understood how sustainable change can be made: to fix one problem meant to look at the 
interrelation of many. They drew the first demographic maps of the city—Hull-House Maps 
and Papers (1895)—to scientifically analyze, and at the same time humanize, the social 
situation. They organized for social causes and into social clubs, and they took on elected 
city positions because to be e!ective demanded changing the system. So while Addams 
evolved a plan for Hull-House’s services and programs to aid immigrant populations, 
it was the image of the city in the future that she promoted among her cohort.  “Miss 
Addams has reminded us that democracy is not a form but a way of living together and 
working together,” Dewey said.4 

The incubator of democracy for Dewey was the school, and so in founding the Chicago 
Laboratory School in 1896, he drew “a diagrammatic representation of the idea which we 
want embodied in the school building.”5 This setting needed to be conducive to learn-
ing, a place where personal experiences could grow out of the world and feed back into 
it. It needed to be open, experimental in its processes of problem solving—“learning by 
doing” would become the mantra of the Progressive Education movement he sparked. If 
we learn from experience, then our everyday is a ready laboratory, but Dewey had first to 
establish the value of our own experience in the world.6 This was the philosophical path 
of Pragmatism, rooted in the foundational belief that by actively working toward the 
ends of mutual benefit we have the power to change our lives and those of others. Fellow 
Pragmatists Charles Sanders Peirce and William James sought to validate this engagement 
of the individual, but it was Dewey who linked Pragmatism’s sense of agency to that of 
responsibility for a democratic society. Thus, he suggested that people need to be educated 
in regard to values, “not to get themselves personally ‘right’ in relation to [an] anteced-
ent author and guarantor of these values, but to form their judgments and carry on their 
activity on the basis of public, objective and shared consequences. Imagine these things 
and then imagine what the present situation might be.”7 Going on to diagram society, 
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Dewey placed human experience within a systematic, all-encompassing philosophy that 
was not theory as much as a way of living, bringing this philosophy into everyday practice 
as he used it to make educational and social policy, and promoted its presence throughout 
American culture.

“A human being is developed only by crystallization of the sum total of his own experi-
ences,” Moholy-Nagy said.8 If we learn from experiences in the world, then developing 
our capacity for perceptual awareness is an essential skill. That was the mission Moholy-
Nagy took up with his “education of the senses.”9 To educate the whole student meant to 
maximize his or her multiple intelligences—intellectual, emotional, spiritual. “A special-
ized education becomes meaningful only if a man of integration is developed along the 
lines of his biological functions, so he will achieve a natural balance of his intellectual 
and emotional power instead of on those of an outmoded educational aim of learning 
unrelated details.”10 Like Dewey’s learning method, Moholy-Nagy’s was experiential and 
experimental. When Moholy-Nagy founded the New Bauhaus in 1937, he drew first from 
the German Bauhaus, where he had earlier developed the foundation course. But the cur-
riculum needed to go further. So he redrew the educational scheme to include photogra-
phy, film, and kinetic and light sculpture, added music and poetry, and merged this with 
Dewey’s Pragmatism by joining forces with Charles E. Morris of the University of Chi-

Children’s Building plan, Hull-

House. Hull-House Collection, 

HHC_0011_0066_0001. 
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of Illinois at Chicago Library, 

Special Collections.
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cago Philosophy Department, who fortified 
the school’s intellectual base with social and 
natural sciences.11 With this more humanis-
tic approach, he developed a philosophy of 
design education that reached beyond voca-
tional intent to the realm of society: “Only if 
it is clear to man that he has to crystallize his 
place as a productive unit in the community 
of mankind,” Moholy-Nagy wrote, “will he 
come closer to a true understanding of the 
meaning of technical progress. For not the 
form, not the amazing technical processes of 
production should engage our real interest, 
but the sound planning of man’s life.”12 Later 
he would state, “To be a designer means not 
only to sensibly manipulate techniques and 

analyze production processes, but also to accept the concomitant social obligations. . . . 
Thus quality of design is dependent not alone on function, science, and technological 
processes, but also upon social consciousness.”13

For Addams, Dewey, and Moholy-Nagy, education played a critical role in the scheme 
of things, and each seized upon the chance to make an educational institution, conceiving 
of it in the widest terms.14 As they saw it, education is formative: one develops knowledge 
of the world but, as importantly, of oneself in the world. It is continuous: with practice, 
the open and curious mind is renewed, serving the individual over a lifetime and incorpo-
rating others in a caring way. It is generative: when skillfully employed, education expands 
from its positive impact on us to work through us on the world, with the potential to gen-
erate capability in others. “Our time is one of transition striving toward a synthesis of all 
knowledge. A person with imagination can function now as an integrator,” Moholy-Nagy 
said. But coming on the scene later, he feared that the spirit of education was lost: “Today 
neither education nor production springs from an inner urge, nor from an urge to make 
products which satisfy the requirements of one’s self and those of society in a mutually 
complementary way.”15 This problem seemed to be linked to American capitalism—the 
economic counterpart to American democracy—and while he acknowledged that industry 
was indispensable to raise the standard of living, he also saw how self realization can 
become confused with self gain.16

Capitalism remained a vexing concern for Moholy-Nagy as he struggled with the com-
peting interests of the school’s industrialist backers, who, at odds with his philosophy of 
a whole education, preferred an education directed toward a single mode of application. 
He strove to assert the need for a more sympathetic workplace, believing that the goal of 
technology is to free man to achieve “a balanced life through free use of his liberated cre-
ative energies.”17 He pointed to the e"ciency that drives factories but creates inhumane 
conditions, such as Addams fought to change, expressing his desire to cease turning 
“man into a machine, without taking into account his biological requirements for work, 

John Dewey’s conception of 

the unity of school and life. 

From Dewey, The School and 

Society (1900).
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recreation and leisure.” Addams and Dewey would have concurred with Moholy-Nagy’s 
assertion that “the creative human being knows (and su!ers from it) that the deep values 
of life are being destroyed under pressure of moneymaking, competition, trade mentality. 
He su!ers from the purely material evaluation of his vitality, from the flattening out of his 
instincts, for the impairing of his biological balance.”18

Museums as Part of the Social Scheme

Museums can be institutions of renewal, a!ording an escape from the day-to-day. At the 
same time, the everyday is reflected in its images and objects in expected and unexpected 
ways, so that, if viewers are attuned, meanings emerge, and these experiences can be 
renewed as they return to them in their minds over time. Dewey believed all this and yet 
spoke with scorn of American museums as showpieces of a moneyed class: “The growth 
of capitalism has had a powerful influence in the development of the museum as the 
proper home for works of art, and in the promotion of the idea that they are apart from 
common life.”19 He disdained museums for subscribing to a hierarchy that placed the fine 
arts over the everyday manual arts, and for removing art from the life experience from 
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which it sprung and to which it could contribute. Unfortunately, this division drives the 
public away from museums, as Dewey observed: “Many a person who protests against the 
museum conception of art, still shares the fallacy from which that conception springs. For 
the popular notion comes from a separation of art from the objects and scenes of ordi-
nary experience that many theorists and critics pride themselves upon holding and even 
elaborating.”20 He did, however, believe in the broader educational potential of museums 
to o!er exceptional experiences that we can take into living. So he placed a museum in the 
center of the 1900 plan of his ideal school. It was to be a place to sift through and reflect 
on experience, making sense of it and multiplying the e!ects of learning, not a storehouse 
of masterpieces or even casts or reproductions of them. It would draw on examples col-
lected in the field and look at the life of the community in which the school was situated. 
It could enhance and enliven any subject or make connections between them, creating a 
synthesis of knowledge and, hence, understanding.

The same year saw the founding of the Hull-House Labor Museum, a brainchild of 
Addams. Like all she undertook, it was born of her own experience. This time the spark 
was the sight of an elderly Italian woman spinning yarn on Polk Street. Addams reflected 
on older people detached from what they knew and did in their country of origin, now 
cast into menial, at times cruel, factory jobs and divorced from the products of their 
labors. She thought too of the youth, more Americanized but still caught between the old 
and new world, youth who saw no connection to their families’ cultural and vocational 
past and felt a general sense of shame that their parents and grandparents didn’t fit in. 
She posited:

It seemed to me that Hull-House ought to be able to devise some educational enterprise 
which should build a bridge between European and American experiences in such wise 
as to give them both more meaning and a sense of relation. I meditated that perhaps 
the power to see life as a whole is more needed in the immigrant quarter of a large 
city than anywhere else, and that the lack of this power is the most fruitful source of 
misunderstanding between European immigrants and their children, as it is between 
them and their American neighbors. . . . If these young people could actually see that the 
complicated machinery of the factory had been evolved from simple tools, they might at 
least make a beginning toward that education which Dr. Dewey defines as “a continuing 
reconstruction of experience.” They might also lay a foundation for the reverence of the 
past which Goethe declares to be the basis for all sound progress.21

Talking with Dewey moved her initial thoughts to an interpretative level, transforming her 
experience so that it could be shared with others who could then find meaning for them-
selves. Within a month she opened a museum. Thus, Dewey’s idea of continuity found 
its first museological application in the textile industry displays of the Hull-House Labor 
Museum, which o!ered a vivid, visual presentation of then and now and one’s place in it. 
Community people were the agents and experts of their own labor; they were the object 
of the museum without being objectified because they were of this place, participants and 
contributors—a union of roles Dewey would come to value.22
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In Dewey’s view, museums not only needed to make their exhibitions available to work-
ing people but to come to terms with the real circumstances of their lives.23 The desire 
to extend meaningful museum access to a wider demographic and, in turn, to value their 
experiences led Dewey to partner with Dr. Alfred C. Barnes.24 In 1922 Barnes established 
a foundation based on his own art and education theories, welcoming the workers in 
his pharmaceutical business as well as the public.25 As his expression of the continuity 
of production, Barnes displayed tools and handcrafted metalwork, the stu! of common 
labor and skilled craft, in animated and suggestive formal arrangements with traditional 
paintings, Asian art, and, most notably, late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
European paintings. Dismissive of any high-low dualism, he also exhibited his collection 
of African, Native American, and American folk art, encouraged workers to spend time in 
the adjacent garden, and o!ered courses in aesthetics and horticulture. At its heart, the 
Barnes Foundation was conceived as an educational institution for perceptual training. Its 
enlivened and multilayered approach has over the years been misunderstood in a museum 
field anxious to see the paintings solely as masterpieces, to the exclusion of the context of 
the viewer’s experience, but to Dewey, here was a man who was turning his fortune to the 
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public good instead of personal tribute. Emanating from a deep understanding of how art 
permeates life, the foundation was “not an artistic or aesthetic educational enterprise in 
that narrow and exclusive sense of the word which considers Fine Art and Painting in the 
way Sunday is often related to week-days and work-days.” Rather, it demonstrated that 
“art is not something apart, not something for the few, but something which should give 
the final touch of meaning, of consummation, to all the activities of life.”26

Alexander Dorner was another person who shared that sense that art museums were 
irrelevant to most people’s experience but could be made to matter if pushed into the 
modern world. As director of the Hanover Museum in Germany, he took up “the need 
for a reorganization of the wide-range museum collections in such a manner that they 
could become a positive force in the nexus of public life.”27 To Dorner, museums lacked 
continuity with the past, a break exacerbated by a hierarchical division of the arts that 
was out of step with the times; the most vital contemporary images, he recognized, were 
to be found in popular culture. He also saw the educational responsibilities of museums 
on a broad cultural level that could contribute to improving life, “liberating incentives and 
productive energies for our public life.”28
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In 1930 Dorner embarked on a project with Moholy-Nagy: the Room of Today. In a 
radical departure from usual museum practice, the works shown there were to be made 
through processes of replication (photographic, projected, filmic, or mechanical)—not 
unique originals laden with monetary value and all that conveyed regarding the prestige 
of the owner and genius of the maker but, like mass media, works of cultural power. It was 
to feature Moholy-Nagy’s own Light Prop for an Electrical Stage—a hybrid sculpture/instal-
lation, a constantly changing performative project, a machine producing light and shadow 
that suggested lighted street advertising or theater.29 The project was never realized due 
to the museum’s closure by the Nazis, but Dorner continued on this path. His eventual 
move to the United States, in 1938, one year after Moholy-Nagy, brought him into contact 
with Pragmatism. This philosophy, along with other influences (especially an interest in 
physics, which had likewise been formative for Dewey), helped him articulate his own 
philosophic aims for the museum as “a positive force in the nexus of public life.”30 “To 
base the development of visual creation on any eternally identical human ideas or catego-
ries is therefore no longer possible,” he would write. “The changing force of life is of such 
a depth and intensity that it explodes any such unification. To understand that means to 
be driven toward a new philosophy, not only of the history of art, but also of esthetics and 
the art museum—toward a philosophy which reaches with a heretofore unknown force 
into our whole conduct of life.”31 One proposition advanced by Dorner was of a museum 
in multiple. Composed of inexpensive facsimiles, it could exist simultaneously in di!erent 
places—a democratic solution—and, for him, the only way to justify museums as public 
institutions.32 This was his translation of Dewey’s call for a museum that could benefit 
a broad constituency, respond to the energy of the times with an expanded definition of 
art, and be driven by the belief that art is a powerful communicative power.

Art as Life-Actualizing

In pursuit of his mission for museums, John Dewey believed that nothing was more 
useful than art, for no field had gone deeper in capturing the human soul. He greatly 
admired works of art, the labors and achievements of individual artists and their great 
capacity to speak of wider human issues and convey a continuity of human experience, 
and took them into his own experience. Art fed him intellectually, personally. Restoring 
the continuity between art and the everyday could bring about an understanding between 
one’s psychic and social lives. In reconfiguring the art museum, Dewey’s desire was not so 
much to teach art history or train artists, though such professional applications were also 
valid, but to contribute to the living of life, or the art of living.33 Art thus held a pivotal 
position in his scheme of social institutions, not only for museums but also in the public 
school system, which he felt did “not yet touch what is most common, most fundamental, 
most demanding public recognition—an appreciation of the place occupied in all human 
activity by that intelligent method which is the essence of art and by the liberated and 
enjoyable methods which are the result of the presence of art.”34

More than recreation, the viewer enters into an act of re-creation each time, for a 
work of art is a work of art “only when it lives in some individualized experience.”35 They 
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must re-create art to experience it, and the experience an artwork brings into being varies 
among viewers and is personal to each. For Dewey, art was this experience rather than 
the object or thing that catalyzed it; it was the process it ignited rather than the product 
of the artist’s hand.36 Inspirational in the mind of the viewer, a work of art also acts over 
time and can be experienced again, later, even though we are no longer in its presence. 
Art can take us anywhere as it moves us to new awareness, and from there new meanings 
arise that can play a role in the future, directly or indirectly.37 Art, then, becomes part of a 
continuous series of thoughts and actions that make up our life. In this way art “liberates 
subsequent action and makes it more fruitful in a creation of more meanings and more 
perceptions.”38 The awareness that comes with looking at art leads to a sense of the whole, 
producing a satisfying emotional quality and giving experience an aesthetic quality. So 
developing our perceptual capacity in art opens up perception in all aspects of our life.

Dewey thus advocated art appreciation, a term much disparaged today for its conno-
tation of dilettantism. Art appreciation in Dewey’s time was not a specialized education 
but rather a training in observation to open the mind that was accessible to all. This 
sharpening of perception was not just intended to analyze works of art, but also to lead 
to an understanding of our role within humanity. It could help us lead a more satisfying 
and more responsible life.39 

Dewey, in speaking of such reflective thinking, brings up the question of taste:

The word “taste” has perhaps got too completely associated with arbitrary liking to 
express the nature of judgments of value. But if the word is to be used in the sense of an 
appreciation at once cultivated and active, one may say that the formation of taste is the 
chief matter wherever values enter in, whether intellectual, esthetic or moral. Relatively 
immediate judgments, which we call tact or to which we give the name of intuition, do 
not precede reflective inquiry, but are the funded products of much thoughtful experi-
ence. Expertness of taste is at once the result and the reward of constant exercise of 
thinking. . . . Taste, if we use the word in its best sense, is the outcome of experience 
brought cumulatively to bear on the intelligent appreciation of the real worth of likings 
and enjoyments. . . . Such judgments are the sole alternative to the domination of belief 
by impulse, chance, blind habit and self-interest. The formation of a cultivated and e!ec-
tively operative good judgment or taste with respect to what is esthetically admirable, 
intellectually acceptable and morally approvable is the supreme task set to human beings 
by incidents of experience.40

A good way to cultivate taste, Dewey thought, was to look at works of art. Reflecting on 
those experiences, accumulated over time, one could develop the capacity to make better 
judgments and take more beneficial actions. To exercise taste today means to be dis-
criminating about a thing, often associated with value in monetary terms. But for Dewey, 
attending to the art object shared more with the Buddhist practice of bringing focus to 
an object and, meditating on it, going more deeply into its meanings as well as outward 
to where those meanings lead. It is a self-generating dynamic: the more we cultivate an 
open and aware mind, the more we can see in and through art; the more we look at art, 
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the more open our mind. It is practiced until it becomes a habit of mind. This cultivation 
of perception on observational levels is a step toward a life practice of opening up one’s 
self to oneself and to others. And for Dewey, art is an ideal means for the cultivation of 
consciousness.

Opening minds and hearts in the immigrant community to art’s restorative power 
was part of the path Jane Addams took to making a better present,41 but for Addams and 
Dewey to imagine a better future amid fractious ethnic conflict locally and in the world 
meant developing a means for understanding across cultural di!erence. Art could do 
this too. Addams felt and Dewey saw the empathetic power of art. He wrote, “Works of 
art are the means by which we enter, through imagination and the emotions they evoke, 
into other forms of relationship and participation than our own.”42 Both believed that in 
perceiving art we come to understand the wider story of humanity over time, to appreci-
ate others’ struggles and di!erences. With this understanding, Dewey found in art the 
possibility of realizing the American ideal of being created equal, an ongoing challenge 
that sits at the center of the doctrine of democracy. It was a right Addams fought for and 
a freedom Moholy-Nagy sought in coming here. If we democratize aesthetics, not only 
by making art available to more people, but by expanding our notion of where aesthetic 
experience comes from—and art is just one means, as Dewey points out, though a very 
good one—we can cultivate empathy and inclusiveness, freedom and fairness.43 If we 
expand our mind to experience what art (or other aesthetic experiences) can do, breathe 
it in fully, make its meanings integral to our way of being, they can become a habit, part 
of our totality. Then we are better equipped to act as responsible members in a participa-
tory democracy.44 In placing art appreciation as a key learning and life exercise, Dewey 
argued that art was necessary both for personal well-being and for the advancement of 
society. Answering the backlash that persists still in American society, that is, the assess-
ment that art is impractical, he wrote, “Why have not the arts which deal with the wider, 
more generous, more distinctly human values enjoyed the release and expansion which 
have accrued to the technical arts?”45 If personal development is the pathway to social 
development—an obligation we all share—and social development is key to making a 
modern world, then art has a central role in society.

Practicing Progress

Practice is a way the mind learns to deal with the uncertainty of the modern world, where 
there are no eternal truths, no focus on an afterlife to distract us from this life. Thinking 
of practice in its most liberal sense, Dewey urged, “We should regard practice as the only 
means (other than accident) by which whatever is judged to be honorable, admirable, 
approvable can be kept in concrete experienceable existence.”46 Practice cultivates a habit 
that leads to a beneficial way of life, and from Addams’s, Dewey’s, and Moholy-Nagy’s 
moral and ethical stance, partaking of greater fulfillment for oneself leads to contribut-
ing to the improvement of all. That was the ultimate goal of their reforms, their e!orts to 
modernize. For them, that was progress.

The systems each advocated o!ered ways of living that viewed life as a process. Dewey 
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wrote in his introduction to Dorner’s book that “the idea of process is making its way into 
that which is known and the idea of operations into our account of how we know,” and 
called out Dorner’s idea that the individual is both “a partaker in the ‘general process of 
life’ and a ‘special contributor to it.’”47 This concept of emergence as a scientific method 
is paralleled in art: art as an event leading to knowing and from which new cycles of 
process unfold, Dewey said, “genuine art is a liberating event to and by its producer and 
for the one who perceives it with intelligence, not by pre-formed routine.”48 Because art 
is liberating and energetic, it expands our perception in a world of flux and change, and 
can play a role within a dynamic and generative system that aims toward improving life. 

So how to find and define a path for our practice? Addams sought to remove basic 
life obstacles, Moholy-Nagy to instill a greater sense of our relationship to the made 
world. While one can follow Addams’s example or be inspired by Moholy’s, neither was 
comprehensive enough. A philosophy for the modern age was needed, and for much of 
the twentieth century America saw itself as the leader of the modern world. Dewey aimed 
to give American democracy a philosophy of its own. It had a Pragmatist focus. It also 
found resonance with Asian philosophies.49 This seems no coincidence. During his eight 
years at the University of Chicago, Dewey would have had occasion to be exposed to Asian 

László Moholy-Nagy with 

students at the Institute of 

Design, Chicago. Photo: Ray 

Pearson. Courtesy of the 

Chicago History Museum.
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philosophy, in part due to the presence of D. T. Suzuki in LaSalle, Illinois, where he was 
working on the first translations of Buddhist text.50 Later, in 1919, Suzuki met Dewey 
in Japan and served as his guide and translator.51 During that same trip, Dewey went to 
China, where his interpreter was Hu Shih. Hu had received his doctorate at Columbia, 
studying under Dewey, and had taken his teacher’s ideas to China in 1917; indeed, there 
Dewey found that his ideas were already known and having an impact.52

Some aspects of Buddhism might be called out for their alignment with Dewey’s devel-
opment of Pragmatist philosophy, which depended on the agency of the individual to 
take action and to embody values that can guide actions toward the betterment of self 
and others.53 One’s life and hence society was not predetermined by a divine plan; there 
was no dualism of absolute truths and the everyday, but rather a flexible system with 
commensurate responsibility to act according to circumstances. Thus, we are responsible 
for ourselves as well as for advancing society. Buddhism’s concept of buddha mind—an 
awakened state of consciousness—which respects both everyday action and the search 
for enlightenment as the same path, is consistent with Dewey’s dismantling of Christian 
theology–based philosophy, his critique of its binary structure and subjugation of man-
kind to eternal powers in favor of self-actualization. 

But to act in a right way, it is essential to be aware. So the mind plays a central role, not 
just in being educated, as important as that is, but also in developing self-reflective action 
and insight. Buddha mind is not just a repository of knowledge—answers, in the tradi-
tional Western sense—but an agile and open mind. Continually evolving and in a state of 
becoming or self-development, the modern mind needs to remain flexible in order to con-
tend with the new, and for Dewey, and others like-minded in his time, this was clearly the 
challenge of their age. So the individual must continually practice to maintain openness. 
In Buddhism this is achieved through meditation. Dewey suggested art.54 Buddhism’s 
focus on the present cultivates awareness, an appreciation of each action in the everyday, 
no matter how small, seeing this as a path to a right life, a process as important as the 
end product. For Dewey, “The process is art and its product, no matter at what stage it be 
taken, is a work of art.”55 This took pedagogical form in his call for “learning by doing”; 
it was evident in the value he shared with Addams and Moholy-Nagy in recognizing the 
honest work of people in all stations of life. His deep and pervasive meditation on the 
aesthetic in the everyday most importantly lead to his book Art as Experience, in which he 
would write that “any practical experience will . . . have esthetic quality.”56 

For Dewey, as for Buddhism, acquiring a keen ability to focus and cultivate awareness 
leads to clarity of mind. Then actions can proceed, guided by a moral rudder, conscious 
of the consequences. This recalls the Buddhist idea of interconnectedness, envisioned as 
a net in which all things are a part, each reflecting the whole, each a!ected by every other 
part. This provides a model for imagining and understanding our individual e!ect on the 
greater whole. In the responsiveness and elasticity of this vast web of consciousnesses 
we see a model of the Pragmatist concept of the individual’s relation to society and the 
consequentiality of all actions of all persons. Individuals cannot separate themselves from 
others or from the environment; additionally, there is no division between mind and body, 
matter and spirit. From interconnectedness the Buddhist value of compassion follows. 
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For Dewey, as for Addams, empathy with less fortunate populations was a motivating 
force. Empathy was also a force Dewey saw as particular to art and as enabling art to have 
a positive influence on viewers. 

Finally, there is the Buddhist understanding of impermanence: that everyone is part of 
an ongoing flow of energy that moves from form to dissolution or emptiness. Within this 
emptiness lies all potentiality, and from it all form arises again. This aligns with Dewey’s 
view on the philosophical implications of new science for the modern mind, particularly 
Darwin’s concept of evolutionary change and physics’ theories of energy and probabilities 
over predetermined outcomes. By giving the individual a place in the universe, as uncer-
tain and in flux as it may be, Dewey’s worldview echoes Buddhist wisdoms.

• • •

But how does the story end, this quest for social progress that can seem mired in quick-
sand? Do we ever get there? As a quest, it is a passage; it is a practice along a path whose 
end we cannot see but that it is important to imagine and which at times we can even 
perceive. If we stay on course, we get a little further, but it remains a continual, unending 
process. 

What these modern minds so skillfully and passionately brought to the equation in the 
twentieth century was the place of art. For Addams it was an enriching aspect of life. For 
Dewey it was the best means to attain consciousness, the object of a personal practice in a 
world of experiences, and the means by which we can practice aesthetic living and practice 
a democratic way of life—for that, too, needs constant attention. For Moholy-Nagy it was 
a benchmark for an ethical design invested with a sensibility of and for this world. He 
uniquely among the three possessed an artist’s mind. It was “this union of partaker and 
contributor” that “describes the enduring work of the artist,” to Dewey.57 When asked if 
he was planning a utopia, Moholy-Nagy said, “No, but it is a task for tireless pioneers. To 
stake everything on the end in view—the supreme duty for those who have already arrived 
at the consciousness of an organic way of life.”58 Moholy-Nagy is not alone in that mis-
sion. It continues on today . . . as it must.
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able about art and more artistically gifted than herself. Starr was an advocate of the Arts and Crafts movement and 
made long-lasting organizational contributions in Chicago. See Bryan and Davis, 100 Years at Hull-House, 39–42. In 
Hull-House Maps and Papers, Starr authored the chapter “Art and Labor,” in which she spoke passionately of art in the 
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42. Dewey, Art as Experience, 347.
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46. Ibid., 26.
47. John Dewey, “Introduction,” in Dorner, Way beyond “Art,” 9–10.
48. Ibid., 10.
49. Dewey found Western philosophers to whom he could adhere, but he also wrote of his frustration with the field 
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50. In 1893 the World Parliament of Religions took place as part of the great World’s Columbian Exposition. Asian 
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event’s organizers, Paul Carus, asked the Buddhist priest Soyen Shaku to recommend an English speaker knowledge-
able in Zen who could translate texts for his Open Court Press; Soyen designated Suzuki, who would go on to be a 
leading scholar and a prime mover in bringing Buddhism to the US. Suzuki came to Illinois in 1897 and stayed in 
LaSalle with Carus until 1909. According to Robert H. Scharf, Suzuki was impressed with the writings of William 
James, and thus gave his own subsequent writings on Zen a Pragmatist cast, in order to appeal to Americans. Carus 
was, as well, a significant teacher for Suzuki, who promoted the religion of science along with Western philosophy 
while a student in Tokyo. Sharf, “The Zen of Japanese Nationalism,” in Curators of the Buddha, ed. Donald S. Lopez Jr. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 107–60. In 1951 Suzuki returned to the US on a lecture tour and subse-
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51. Dewey does not speak openly about Zen; likewise, Suzuki does not speak of Dewey. He never read Dewey’s writ-
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we read such statements by Dewey as, “For the uniquely distinguishing feature of esthetic experience is exactly the 
fact that no such distinction of self and object exists in it, since it is esthetic in the degree in which organism and envi-
ronment cooperate to institute an experience in which the two are so fully integrated that each disappears.” Dewey, 
Art as Experience, 259.
52. See Ames, Zen and American Thought, chap. 14, “China and Chicago,” for a discussion of Dewey and neo-Confu-
cianism as developed by Fung Yu-lan, who fused Confucianism, Taoism, and Zen Buddhism with American thought, 
especially that of Dewey and George Santayana. Fung was a student of Hu; Ames believes he probably heard Dewey 
during his trip to China, then went to work with him at Columbia University, where he received his PhD in 1923.
53. See Ames, Zen and American Thought, chap. 13, “Dewey and Zen.”
54. Dewey said, “For philosophy like art moves in the medium of imaginative mind, and, since art is the most direct 
and complete manifestation there is of experience as experience, it provides a unique control for the imaginative 
ventures of philosophy. . . . The significance of art as experience is, therefore, incomparable for the adventure of philo-
sophic thought.” Dewey, Art as Experience, 309.
55. Dewey, Experience and Nature, 373.
56. Dewey, Art as Experience, 41.
57. Dewey, “Introduction,” in Dorner, Way beyond “Art,” 10.
58. Moholy-Nagy, New Vision, 16.


