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it tAkeS Work to Get the nAturAl look
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2. THE LAWN

One hundred and sixty years after the construction of the 
Garden Kingdom of Dessau-Wörlitz, Walter Gropius was 
commissioned to design the Bauhaus building in Dessau. 
In this task he similarly aspired to combine philosophical 
stance with structural possibility. Moving away from the 
eighteenth century rustic-look however, he wanted nature 
to follow the form of its function. As a result he removed 
local sediment on site and replaced it with imported sand 
to create a promenade on one side and an athletic field on 
the other. Often photographed, but rarely operative, this 
sportsfield was too hard and too wet for student use. Af-
ter the closure of the Bauhaus, the lawn was cultivated as 
a vegetable garden by attendees of the women’s school that 
replaced it.

For most of the second half of the century a mix of lawn, 
bushes and tall trees surrounded the building. In 2003 
the landscape was redesigned according to the building’s 
new function: a tourist destination. As such the Bauhaus 
was enclosed with clean-cut lawns – a perfect horticultural 
construction for the photographing of the monument.

3. THE PHOTOGRAPHIC ANGLE

While it may not be immediately apparent, the Bau-
haus lawn is as carefully constructed and infrastruc-
ture-dependent as the architectural object it comple-
ments. The lawn is comprised of 2115 square meters 
of turf lawn, requiring 12 automated watering points 
that are active twice daily. The lawn is mechanically 
maintained every three weeks by 3 men, 1 string trim-
mer and 2 ride-on lawnmowers. Accompanying their 
labour is the associated fuel and maintenance costs 
of their industrial equipment. This cycle of dedicat-
ed processes is needed to maintain the illusion of the 
perfect lawn which conceals a diverse combination of 
over 30 species of both flowering and non-flowering 
flora.

4. THE WINDOW

As the modern project spread from city to suburbia so did the infrastructures necessary to support its organic counter-
part: the lawn. An area of height-restrained, colour-regulated and species-controlled flora, the lawn is the materialization 
of capital-driven aspirations enabled by modernity’s standardizing processes. Homogenized housing plans and garden 
practices  encourage opportunities and provide commodities to impose the dominant ideology of “good citizenship.”
 
Echoing the consumer dream houses of the modern arcades, the suburban plate glass window also created a detach-
ment between inside and out. The “natural” was distanced creating a perception that the organic could be consumed, 
processed, aestheticized and discarded.
 
The Bauhaus lawn responds to similar symbolism and politics. Before 2004 a number of large trees hindered the focal 
point of the main event, the architecture. One of these particular organic entities faced the fixed glazing of the Bauhaus 
landings. Mitigating the visual dominance of the building, the tree was replaced by a sheet of manicured lawn enabling 
the wide angle vantage point from which to consume the quintessential Bauhaus souvenir: the perfect architectural 
photograph.
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5. 5. THE ROOF

The architectural intervention “It Takes Work To Get The Natural Look” is the result of a perfor-
mative mowing process in the large lawn facing the iconic Bauhaus picture windows to inscribe it 
takes work to get the natural look. The elimination of 2-months of flora growth to etch the slogan took 
3 weeks, making visible the labor and matter necessary to produce “nature” – an agent, medium and 
commodity of modernity. A result of subtraction rather than production, the slogan ironically ref-
erences the modern desire for a life of seemingly effortless aesthetics. In projecting a material exis-
tence seemingly devoid of work the modern condition creates an illusion of permanence, a position 
of controlled deathlessness from which to combat the “chaos” of modern life.
 
The work subverts the ideological position of the UNESCO monument by redirecting the visitor’s 
gaze away from the edifice towards the lawn, a subtler modern metabolism on-site. Viewed from 
the roof, in the context of the shrinking city of Dessau, where post-industrial landscapes mark the 
failings of the modern project’s promises, the work points to larger environmental issues. Beyond 
the specifics of the Bauhaus heritage or Dessau, the work reveals the consequences of modern man’s 
demands hinged on discreet systems that aid consumption and encourage waste via displaced pro-
cesses. 

1. THE MEISTERHäuSERS 

Fifteen kilometers from the Meisterhäusers is the Gar-
den Kingdom of Dessau-Wörlitz, a horticultural com-
mission from 1765 by Prince Leopold III Friedrich Franz 
of Anhalt-Dessau. The result – man-made floodplain 
meadows, groomed pastures and bucolic fruit planta-
tions – is exemplary of the complex interdependent re-
lation between nature and culture. 

The definition of nature as exterior and unchanging 
and culture as human and susceptible to variation, is a 
product of the Enlightenment Century. This distinction 
emerges when an epistemological shift and advance-
ment in production, scientific and mobility technologies 
make it possible for humans to control and commodify 
the planet’s fauna and flora at an unprecedented rate. 
The Garden Kingdom comes out of this early modernity: 
it is the result of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s philosophical 
concept of the bon sauvage and the pragmatic possibility 
of putting a halt to the clearing of the river’s woodlands. 

Thinking about contemporary issues from this stance 
has become increasingly urgent as late modernity’s eco-
logical crisis has revealed the shortcomings of the mod-
ern project. Debates around a new geological epoch, the 
anthropocene, that asserts human activity as the key 
factor in impacting world ecosystems, have encouraged 
a reconsideration of agency as well as the role of ideolo-
gies, in particular capitalism, on organic life. 
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