












Oskar Schlemmer's most celebrated work 

at the Bauhaus school was the 1922 

experimental performance Triadic Ballet. 

80 

many of whose former faculty and graduates had emigrated to the United 

States after the Bauhaus was closed by the Nazi government in 1933 and 

introduced the school's principles into America's experientially growing, 

post-World War II universities. (Any student who has ever been required to 

take "foundation" courses in art school has the Bauhaus to thank.) 

During Mothersbaugh's first year at Kent State, a traveling exhibition 

marking the fiftieth anniversary of the Bauhaus's founding was touring the 

United States to great fanfare, revealing the ways American universities 

and art institutes were applying the school's blurring of lines between 

professors and students (at the Bauhaus, renamed "masters" and 

"apprentices," in recognition of their relationship as collaborators) as well 

as fine, performing, and applied arts.9 Moreover, members of the Bauhaus 

community were not content to confine their ideas to the campus; from 

founder Walter Gropius's 1923 program for the school, it was written into 

the mission that collaboration with industry and popular audiences and 

markets would be a priority.10 American universities' growing inclusion of

design and craft curricula into their fine arts programs after World War II 

reflected this influence as well. At Kent State in particular, one can imagine 

that its status as a scrappy cultural "oasis"-centered in an industrial 

hub, far from the acknowledged cultural centers of the United States

additionally found inspiration in the Bauhaus school's having been nestled in 

and nurtured by the provincial factory town ofDessau, Germany. 

The Bauhaus's boundary-spanning approach also embraced both music 

and theater. Indeed, the Bauhaus arguably considered performance to 

be the apex of what today we might refer to as its "multi platform" ideal of 

creative "totality" and popular accessibility-in which a single concept 

comes together, or can be experienced from different angles, in a plethora 

of media. Performances ranged from the informal revelry of the students' 

Bauhaus jazz band performances to the futurist-inspired productions of 

Bauhaus professor Oskar Schlemmer's stage workshop. Schlemmer's most 

famous piece, Triadic Ballet, was an experimental work that originated 

more or less contemporaneously in Germany with Victory Over the Sun, 

although the entire ballet was not realized until 1922, with the help of the 

Bauhaus community.11 In style and substance, Triadic Ballet reflects and 

builds on what Victory Over the Sun sought to achieve: Schlemmer's 

Triadic Ballet furthered Kruchenykh's often-nonsensical libretto by doing 

away with any language at all, as performers "spoke" with highly emotive 

gestures; Matiushin's score for Victory Over the Sun (whose intended 

majesty was undercut by its performance on a borrowed, out-of-tune 

piano) paled next to Paul Hindemith's precisely composed Triadic Ballet 

for player piano, emanating automatically from its mechanical roll, hand

punched by the composer; and, most famously, Schlemmer outdid 

Malevich's astounding, abstract costumes by taking advantage of the 

Bauhaus's state-of-the-art metal and weaving workshops, producing wildly 

innovative masks and costuming whose aesthetic and materials truly 

reflected both productions' celebratory ideal of the "universal language" 

of industrial-age humanity. Unsurprisingly, documents pertaining to 

Schlemmer's teaching and stagecraft featured prominently in the 50

Years Bauhaus exhibition and catalogue.111 

It is easy to look at stills from Victory Over the Sun and Triadic Ballet 

and see the direct influence of these art historical references upon DEVO's 

stagecraft and aesthetic. What is less obvious-especially to those with 

only a passing familiarity with DEVO as a "novelty band" or "one-hit 

wonder"-is the intelligence behind DEVO's application of these influences. 






















