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Abstract 
 
This work, six published essays and one book, contributes to the historical and 

theoretical understanding of nineteenth- and twentieth-century culture through two case 

studies: museums, understood in relation to the larger history of practices of collecting 

and display and to the development of media since the nineteenth century; and Otto 

Neurath, who was, among many things, a key member of the Vienna Circle and 

inventor of Isotype, one of the first systematic methods of what we might today term 

data visualization or information graphics. An introductory essay focusses on 

Modernism and materialism as two central themes and theoretical concerns that emerge 

in these writings. For the submission the writings are divided into two groups: A 

materialist Approach to Cultural History via Otto Neurath, and The Museum as 

Material and Media. The introductory essay explains and contextualises these 

groupings, showing how the writings included here develop a distinctive approach to 

cultural history and museum studies. 
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 CRITICAL APPRAISAL 
 
 
 

Introduction   
 
The writings included in this submission for a PhD by Published Works bring together 

museum studies, media studies and cultural history, and are informed by traditions and 

perspectives developed in the fields of art history and design history. They are about 

visual culture and museums in an age dominated by electronic and photographic 

reproductive technologies, and particularly (though not exclusively) in the context of 

Modernist culture. I have explored these areas of enquiry through research while 

continuing to practise as an artist; both my theoretical perspective and my approach to 

archival research are influenced by this experience of making.  

Sometimes, writing and image making were done in parallel as part of the same 

funded research project: for example, the photography that formed part of my British 

Academy-funded museums research (figs.1 and 2), and my AHRC-funded research on 

Otto Neurath and the Isotype Institute (fig. 3). At other times, visual work has been a 

different means of exploring some of the ideas presented here in written form, such as 

the materiality of the visual (fig. 4). 

 The writings included here were published over a period of ten years, and I had 

been publishing academic essays and chapters for a decade before that. The particular 

trajectory of this research was not guided by a long term research plan, but encouraged 

and shaped by a teaching career in cultural studies, as I explain in the acknowledgments 

and introduction of Museums, Media and Cultural Theory (included in this submission). 

It has also been given this specific form by the themes of conferences and books, 

commissions and requests from editors, as well as ongoing discussions with colleagues. 

In short, and largely unlike a conventional PhD, my work, and the approaches and 

interests it represents, developed organically and intuitively over a very long period. For 

this submission, then, I have selected writings that best exemplify these approaches and 

interests. 
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Figure 3.  Isotype symbols for pasting onto charts. In the Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype Collection,  
  Department of Typography and Graphic Communication, University of Reading.  

Photograph: Michelle Henning 2008. 
 

 
 
Figure 4.  Dirty Sunset, from the exhibition Everything is Twice (Bristol 2012).  

Photograph: Michelle Henning 2012. 
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This work contributes to the historical and theoretical understanding of 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century culture through two case studies: museums, 

understood in relation to the larger history of practices of collecting and display, and to 

the development of media since the nineteenth century; and Otto Neurath, who was 

among many things a key member of the Vienna Circle and inventor of Isotype, one of 

the first systematic methods of what today we call data visualization or information 

graphics (figure 5). Both case studies may initially appear peripheral to the study of 

Modernism as such, but my work aims to show that they have shaped the ways in which 

both Modernism and modernity have been understood as historical phenomena. In my 

writing, they offer a means to develop a specific and differently nuanced approach to 

cultural history with an emphasis on materiality, and everyday, sensory experience.  

 The significance of museums for Modernism is evident from the fact that they are 

places for experiencing Modernist art, which is primarily museum art (regardless of 

twentieth-century avant-garde attacks on the museum as mausoleum). For Modernists, 

museums and exhibitions were also test sites for all sorts of techniques for engaging and 

interacting with audiences, for combining different kinds of media and modes of 

communication, and for constructing immersive experiences that in some respects 

anticipate contemporary digital media forms. As I argue in Museums, Media and 

Cultural Theory and in “Legibility and Affect” (also included in this submission), in the 

context of the museum these emerge out of typically modern concerns such as El 

Lissitsky’s desire to jolt the viewer out of passivity and into historical agency. 

Modernism, I suggest, is also indebted to Romantic ideas of the autonomy of the 

artwork and the ability of objects to “speak” to us through handling. Modern ways of 

classifying objects overturned the older categories of the curiosity cabinet, but 

following the art historian Stephen Bann, I argue that there has been a return to aspects 

of curiosity culture, both in museum displays and in contemporary online culture.1 

 My second case study, Neurath, was until recently a neglected historical figure. 

Both Neurath and Isotype were situated outside the formal institutions of design and 

academia: Neurath’s involvement in the 1919 Munich revolution barred him from 

                                                
1  See Michelle Henning, “The Return of Curiosity: The World Wide Web as Curiosity Museum,” in 
Multimedia Histories, ed. James Lyons and John Plunkett (Exeter: Exeter University Press, 2007), 72-84; 
Michelle Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory (Maidenhead: Open University Press, 2006), 
143-154; Stephen Bann, “The Return to Curiosity: Shifting Paradigms in Contemporary Museum 
Display,” in Art and its Publics: Museum Studies at the Millennium, ed. Andrew McClellan (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2003). 
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Figure 5.  Vienna Method Chart produced by the Vienna Mundaneum, 1933. Otto and Marie Neurath 

Isotype Collection, Department of Typography and Graphic Communication, University of 
Reading. 

 

continuing a university career, and despite his connections with organisations like 

CIAM and the Bauhaus, Isotype was never part of a design movement or school. 2  

However, as I suggest in the essay “Living Life in Pictures” included in this submission, 

both Neurath and Isotype have served as key examples in arguments about 

Modernism’s philosophical and sociological underpinnings and in the critique of 

modern social and economic planning. For theorists and historians of Modernism, 

Neurath’s work acts as a bridge between philosophical positivism, rationalist planning 

and Modernist art and design. My interest is to do with how his practices, his published 

arguments, and his correspondence suggest different ways of thinking through these 

connections and how they might be useful for understanding the legacy of Romanticism 

in Modernism, as well as the relevance of Modernism today. 

 This introductory essay highlights the common themes in the writings included in 

the submission, with some reference to my other writings. Two major themes that run 

through this work, although they are not always theorised explicitly, are Modernism and 

                                                
2  CIAM stands for Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (International Congresses of 
Modern Architecture). 
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materialism, and I have chosen to focus on these here. The first section of this essay 

explains how these are articulated in my writing, beginning with the transformation of 

the everyday in Modernism; avant-garde exhibition experiments, and the ways in which 

Modernist practices anticipated, and help to produce, certain kinds of future. It goes on 

to discuss the emergence of “new materialism” in cultural and social theory; questions 

of affect and embodiment; theories that attribute a kind of agency to objects in ways that 

verge on animism and anthropomorphism; and finally, the idea of a materialist 

aesthetics. I have divided my writings into two groups: A Materialist Approach to 

Cultural History via Otto Neurath, and The Museum as Material and Media. The 

second and third sections of the essay explain and contextualise these groupings, 

showing how the writings included here develop a distinctive approach to cultural 

history and museum studies. 

 

1  Materialism and Modernism 

Revisiting Modernism 
Modernism and modernity are ambiguous and contested terms within all the fields that I 

engage with. I use them along the lines suggested by David Harvey (1991), with 

modernity broadly describing a historical period of rapid social and technological 

change, but complicated by the fact that modernisation is geographically and temporally 

uneven. As I state, modernity alters “even those things we tend to view as permanent or 

eternal: the structure of memory, of the self, of experience”.3 Thanks in large part to 

Max Weber (1905), we tend to understand it in terms of technological progress, 

rationalisation and the disenchantment of the world. This characterisation has been 

challenged in recent writings.4  In my writing, I have two reasons for being particularly 

interested in the ways in which “enchantment” persists in modernity: because of how 

this unsettles ideas of straightforward or progressive historical development, and 

because of its implications for contemporary understandings of material objects.  

 Modernism is, in Harvey’s definition, “a troubled and fluctuating aesthetic 

response to conditions of modernity produced by a particular process of 
                                                
3  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 2. 
4  Weber’s influential essay “The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism” was first published in 
German in 1905, although it is only in the later editions that Weber uses the term Entzauberung 
(disenchantment). Recent critics include Bruno Latour in We Have Never Been Modern (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1993), 115 and Jane Bennett in The Enchantment of Modern Life (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2001), 57. 
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modernisation”.5 It is usually understood as the dramatic reinvention of formal and 

aesthetic language across the arts, but I describe it, in “The Pig in The Bath” (included 

here) as: “a collection of diverse attempts to shape and manage human consciousness 

and subjectivity through the remodelling and reinvention of everyday material things, 

and thereby of experience, perception and habit”. 6  More than a set of aesthetic 

experiments that take place in an artistic sphere, Modernism includes transformations 

that impact on daily life, especially, but not exclusively, through Modernist design 

practices. In the early twentieth century, to commit to Modernism was to commit to the 

radical transformation of everyday life. To the historical avant-garde, remodelling and 

reinventing everyday material things meant altering human perception, habit, and bodily 

disposition. In “Legibility and Affect” I suggest that “the Modernist, rationalised thing 

was seen as the means by which a new political consciousness would be engendered”.7 

Modernist exhibition designers saw great potential in the exhibition medium because of 

the way exhibitions choreograph visitors; pioneers such as Herbert Bayer and Frederick 

Kiesler saw themselves as producing new experimental forms of social space.8 

 A dominant strand of Modernism is both future orientated and Utopian, 

anticipating technological and social changes that had not yet happened, as I suggest in 

“Legibility and Affect”. In these imagined futures, we can read the alternative potential 

of current media. Such future orientation can be found in the writings and exhibition 

experiments of Otto Neurath, as well as in the installations and exhibitions of the artistic 

avant-garde. I argue that the 1920s mark a “moment of possibility before the 

actualization of new media” that might, for example, allow us to think afresh about the 

current encounter between museums (particularly art museums) and computer based 

media.9  

 There is a close connection between certain Modernist art and design practices, 

and social / philosophical developments such as Taylorism (the rationalisation of 

labour) and positivism. This can be seen in Neurath’s work and indeed, he has been 
                                                
5  David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity, (Oxford: Blackwell 1991). 
6  Michelle Henning,  “The Pig in the Bath: New Materialisms and Cultural Studies,” in Radical 
Philosophy, no. 145 (2007), 13. 
7  Michelle Henning, “Legibility and Affect: Museums as New Media,” in Exhibition Experiments, 
ed. Sharon Macdonald and Paul Basu (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 38. 
8  I discuss this in Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 61-3; and Michelle Henning, 
“Museum Media: An Introduction” in Museum Media, Vol. 3 of The International Handbooks of Museum 
Studies, ed. Michelle Henning; general eds. Sharon Macdonald and Helen Rees-Leahy (Oxford: Wiley 
Blackwell 2015), xxxix. 
9  Henning, “Legibility and Affect,” 28. 
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used to demonstrate the connection.10 However, in “Living Life in Pictures” I try to 

show how Neurath engaged with such things critically and sceptically: this is 

demonstrated by discussions between Neurath and his friend the designer Josef Frank, 

over examples such as Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky’s pioneering and Taylorised fitted 

kitchen (the Frankfurt kitchen of 1926), and by Neurath’s writings on Isotype, logical 

empiricism and his “Converse Taylor System”.11 

New materialism 
A central theoretical concern of the writings included in this submission is how to 

address the materiality of media and of displayed objects, without neglecting their 

symbolic or semiotic content. I reject the tendency in cultural studies and in museum 

studies to treat culture primarily as forms of symbolic and textual communication, 

rather than as something manifested in physical artefacts and spatial arrangements and 

daily experience. In many 1980s and ’90s studies of popular culture and media, for 

example, film would be discussed without reference to the technology of production, 

the projector or the furnished, architectural space of the cinema; television without 

reference to the living room; advertising without reference to the billboard, the 

magazine or the doctor's waiting room. As a corrective to this, some cultural studies 

scholars including myself, turned to writers such as Michel de Certeau and Raymond 

Williams, to focus on culture as lived, everyday practices, and to Walter Benjamin for 

his understanding of the impact of technological change on habit and sensory 

experience. In the writings included here, theorising media and museums in relation to 

everyday life or lived experience means paying attention to how the machinery or 

technology of displays engage us bodily, and the specific formal and material qualities 

of media. In “Legibility and Affect” I suggest that:  

 

Insofar as cultural theory sees everything as mediated or discursively constructed, 
it is unable to register movement, matter, sensation. Media studies frequently 
leaves out one of the most interesting things about media: their affective pull, 

                                                
10  See Peter Wollen, “Modern Times: Cinema, Americanism, the Robot,” in Raiding the Icebox: 
Reflections on Tewntieth-Century Culture (London: Verso, 1993); Ellen Lupton,  “Reading Isotype,” 
Design Issues 3, no. 2 (Autumn 1986); Peter Galison,  “Aufbau/Bauhaus : Logical Positivism and 
Architectural Modernism.” Critical Inquiry 16 (1990). 
11         See Michelle Henning, “Living Life in Pictures: Isotype as Modernist Cultural Practice,” in New 
Formations, no. 70 (2010), 52-55. 
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their production of feelings that do not necessarily support the ideational content 
of a given text.12 

 

For ways of attending to the materiality of culture, I turn to a wide range of 

writings from the linked fields of art history, design history and cultural history, but also 

to theoretical and philosophical texts. The approach I take in my writing could be 

described as new or neo- materialist. 13  These two terms seem to be used 

interchangeably by recent writers, to label a range of theoretical and artistic practices 

which emphasise the materiality of representations, and of human experience, but also 

(often) attempt to move away from anthropocentrism, and which emerge out of a 

critique of social constructionism and discourse theory.14 In my own work I arrived at 

this through a scepticism towards the claims being made for a supposedly 

dematerialising and virtual digital culture in the early 1990s and through an engagement 

with Benjamin’s writings, as well as with cultural-historical and feminist writings that 

emphasised embodiment, affect and the senses.15 My interest is also shaped by my 

experience, as an artist, of working with visual technologies (both digital and analogue) 

and with raw materials. In Museums, Media and Cultural Theory I wanted to build on 

the critical, theoretically-informed tradition of museum studies by introducing a 

perspective that was materialist in this sense of attending to the affective, material and 

embodied aspects of museums, recognising “that museum objects are constituted by the 

museum and are, at the same time, material things”.16 

 The writings included here share the new materialist rejection of cultural 

materialism and social constructionism. In “The Pig in the Bath” I discuss the way 
                                                
12  Henning, “Legibility and Affect,” 28. 
13  The feminist philosopher Rosi Braidotti traces the term “neo-materialism” back to the mid 1990s 
when it “emerges as a method, a conceptual frame and a political stand, which refuses the linguistic 
paradigm, stressing instead the concrete yet complex materiality of bodies immersed in social relations of 
power” – Braidotti in Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin, eds. New Materialisms: Interviews and 
Cartographies (Open Humanities Press, 2012), 21. It originates partly in feminist attempts to square a 
recognition of biological embodiment with the understanding that gender and sexual difference are 
culturally produced. It also develops in the context of science studies and ecocriticism, in the attempt to 
combine a scientific understanding of material reality with an acknowledgment of how this is woven 
together with humanly imposed meanings and narratives. For more on this see Serenella Iovino, and 
Serpil Oppermann, “Theorizing Material Ecocriticism: A Diptych,” in Interdisciplinary Studies in 
Literature and Environment 19, no. 3 (2012), 448.   
14  See for instance Dolphijn and van der Tuin, New Materialisms. 
15  See Michelle Henning, “Digital Encounters: Mythical Pasts and Electronic Presence,” in The 
Photographic Image in Digital Culture, ed. Martin Lister (London: Routledge, 1995); and Michelle 
Henning, “Don't Touch Me (I’m Electric): On Sense and Sensation in Modernity,” in Women's Bodies: 
Discipline and Transgression, ed. Jane Arthurs and Jean Grimshaw (London: Cassell, 1999). 
16  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 2. 
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cultural materialism excludes matter by treating social existence as cultural text, so that 

subjectivity and consciousness, as well as knowledge of external reality are all 

understood as mediated ideologically and “the only spaces for opposition and for 

dissidence are found in textual ‘faultlines’”.17 Against this I take the view that society 

and culture are constituted by behaviours, material things and cultural techniques that 

are not always guided by human intention or reducible to signs.18 I am interested in 

approaches that pay attention to “the frictions and lack of fit between physical, actual 

stuff and signification or ideology”.19  

 The various forms of new or neo- materialism are helpful in offering ways to 

think through the materiality of culture. At the same time, I am sceptical about the sharp 

distinction made by some writers, such as Iovino and Oppermann, between these and 

older materialisms. 20  They tend to overlook the fact that (for example) Marxist 

historical materialism already understood nature and culture to be inextricable (viewing 

nature as part of human history) or that twentieth century versions of materialism 

(including Neurath’s “physicalism”) were already rooted in a rejection of a static model 

of a universe made up of matter, and already informed by relativity theory and quantum 

mechanics.21 

 Such arguments suggest that new materialism is distinctive in that it takes account 

                                                
17  Henning, “The Pig in the Bath,” 12. 
18  On the concept of cultural techniques  in relation to hermeneutic studies of culture and theories of 
mass media see Bernhard Siegert, “Introduction: Cultural Techniques, or, The End of the Intellectual 
Postwar in German Media Theory, ” in Cultural Techniques: Grids, Filters, Doors and Other 
Articulations of the Real (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015). 
19  Henning, “The Pig in the Bath,” 13. 
20  Iovino and Oppermann, “Theorising Material Ecocriticism,” 449-452. A renewed science does not 
necessarily make the difference they claim. Attacking materialism for its supposedly mechanistic view of 
humankind, Karl Popper acknowledged that “the universe now appears to be not a collection of things but 
an interacting set of events or processes” – Karl Popper and John Eccles, The Self and Its Brain: An 
Argument for Interactionism (New York: Springer International 1977), 7.  Yet for Popper, materialists 
who took this into account did not cease to be mechanistic but instead conceived of people as 
“electrochemical machines”.  Popper may not have been right to see materialism as inevitably 
mechanistic but I think he was correct insofar as changing the scientific basis did not alter the 
fundamental manoeuvre of the materialist, which is to root culture, thought, spirit and emotion in the 
physical world. When W.V. Quine wrote of himself as “a physical object sitting in a physical world” he 
used the science of his day, referring to light rays, and molecules bombarding him, and of tendencies 
inherent in his “original germ plasm” – W. V. Quine, “The Scope and Language of Science,” in The 
British Journal for the Philosophy of Science, Vol 8, no. 29 (1954), 1.  But Quine's scientific references 
could be updated without damage to his argument, even if philosophical materialism characteristically 
exhibits “strong deference to the current content of science in matters of opinion about what there is” – 
van Fraassen, Bas C. The Empirical Stance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 59.  
21  Einstein was an acquaintance of Neurath, who quoted him in his writings on “physicalism,” a 
version of philosophical materialism referring primarily to scientific language, to the question of how to 
make verifiable statements about the world, avoiding metaphysical claims that could not be empirically 
tested. 
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of the dynamic, complex and emergent vision of nature and the human body in 

contemporary science. In my view, this underestimates the value of the turn to older, 

even pre-modern concepts in the new materialist approaches. Materialism is made new 

not only by engaging with current science but also by re-addressing historical ideas and 

practices as a means to challenge or reflect on current ones. In the essay “With and 

Without Walls”, included in this submission, I discuss competing ideas about the 

materiality of artworks and photographs in the early twentieth century, with a view to 

reconsidering the ways in which aesthetic experience, and the practice of taking 

photographs in art museums, are currently understood and discussed. In “Isotype and 

Elephants”, I look at how 1940s writers attended to the materiality of signs via Egyptian 

hieroglyphics, Chinese symbols, cave drawings, and modern statistical symbols such as 

Isotype. What is at stake is not the accuracy of their understandings of Egyptian or 

Chinese history (or the history of Orientalism), but how they use these for thinking 

about language, writing and pictures as material practices of communication, and by 

extension for understanding the symbolic as physical and affective. 

Media archaeology and memory 
This historical concern situates my writing close to media archaeology, an approach that 

shares the anti-humanism of new materialism, in the sense that humans are not the 

primary focus of interest, and technologies and media networks take centre stage. As 

with new materialism, media archaeology proposes that these non-human things have 

agency. Media archaeologists such as Siegfried Zielinski and Friedrich Kittler 

characteristically focus on hardware, on media objects, which moves their work away 

from media studies’ traditional focus on the interpretations of specific media texts.22 

Unlike previous media studies scholars, media archaeologists are more interested in the 

technical and formal impact of media than in their textual content.23 As I wrote in the 

introduction to my edited collection Museum Media, much like the revival of interest in 

Marshall McLuhan’s media theory in recent years, media archaeology is intended “as a 

corrective to analyses that treat media technologies as mere platforms for content”.24 

Media archaeologists are interested in how to take account of the material specificity of 

media, and media archaeology fits within the new materialist paradigm in this respect. 

                                                
22  Siegert describes German media theory as linked to “a revolt against the hermeneutical tradition of 
textual interpretation and the sociological tradition of communication. Siegert, Cultural Techniques, 5. 
23  For a good introduction see Jussi Parikka, What is Media Archaeology (London: Polity, 2012). 
24  Henning, “Museum Media: An Introduction,” xxviii.  
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 As with new materialism, “media archaeology” is a contested term, and different 

media theorists make different claims for it. At one extreme, just as new materialism 

can be deferential to current science, media archaeology could be said to defer to 

technology. Some media archaeology (particularly influenced by Kittler) is strongly 

technologically determinist and anti-humanist, an orientation is sometimes expressed in 

the adoption of a cybernetic / computing discourse (input-output, processing, coding, 

hardware-software, channel) to describe cultural and human processes. These 

information metaphors have consequences in terms of what forms of knowledge and 

enquiry they validate, as Paul Dourish and Melissa Mazmanian have argued.25 Kittler, 

in particular, used such metaphors knowingly, to disallow or rule out an older 

conception of a sovereign human subject, which he exposed as a product of one 

“discourse network”.26 But this media theory also broadens the definitions of both 

media and technology: index cards, writing slates, and pianos belong to an expanded 

category of media as “technologies of knowledge”. Bernhard Siegert has explained how 

shifting the idea of media away from the limiting concept of “mass media” was partly 

the result of information theory, which switched attention away from messages to 

channels of communication and to the “cultural techniques” through which signals are 

differentiated from noise and communication is established.27 

 In my own writing, I share the media-archaeological interest in broadening the 

definition of media, in outmoded media forms, in challenging ideas of technological 

progress, and in the storage, memory and processing aspects of media. Media 

archaeologists interrogate past, outmoded media, but unlike conventional media 

historians they are not seeking the roots or origins of current media (Kittler’s late work 

excepted), so much as the paths not taken. 28 Unlike the Anglo-American media studies 

tradition, they are less interested in media messages than in the practices or techniques 

                                                
25 Paul Dourish and Melissa Mazmanian, “Media as Material: Information Representations as 
Material Foundations for Organizational Practice” in How Matter Matters: Objects, Artifacts, and 
Materiality in Organization Studies, ed. Paul R. Carlile et al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
26  For example in Friedrich Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800/1900 (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1992). For some, Kittler’s influence has also meant a shift away from a cultural studies model of 
media, implying also a rejection of the political commitment of cultural studies, by replacing the interest 
in the collective activities of people with an interest in the transformative role of technologies. However, 
these two things are not necessarily exclusive: the challenge is to understand human cultural activity in 
tandem with changed and transformative techniques and technologies.  
27  Siegert, Cultural Techniques, 19-32. 
28 See for example Zielinski’s Deep Time of the Media (2006). 
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that make such messages communicable at all.29  In relation to Neurath, museums and 

media, particularly photography, I seek out the Utopian elements of the past, in which 

we can glimpse other possible futures. I am asking: how might we conceive of the 

present differently, in the light of past exhibition experiments, technological 

developments, and techniques of communication and design?30  But also – what kinds 

of experience and understanding are made possible by a given method or technique of 

display? 

 German media theory, in particular, has transformed the discourse of media 

studies, shifting focus on to questions of time and temporality, and drawing attention to 

the memory function of media. Memory is a theme explored in Museums, Media and 

Cultural Theory because it relates to concepts of history and heritage, and a key issue in 

museum studies is the interrelationship between individual memory and testimony, 

shared cultural memory, and official histories.31 Media archaeology recognises the 

importance of storage as a function of media, while older forms of media studies tend to 

prioritise broadcast or transmission. This orientation towards memory, storage and 

hardware is particularly relevant to my work, which is not concerned with broadcast 

media but with media and communication technologies as a part of everyday 

experience.  

 In my 2015 interview with German media archaeologist Wolfgang Ernst, I 

suggested that Ernst’s writing on museums and history was particularly useful to 

museum studies because he conceives of media as machinic “techniques of 

remembering”.32 Ernst links the storage and display capacities of the museum to data 

processing. 33  He also suggests how photography, film and video, and electronic 

                                                
29  In German media theory, from the 1980s, “the focus was less what was represented in the media, 
or how and why it was represented, or why it was represented in one way rather than another. In contrast 
to content analysis or the semantics of representation, German media theory shifted the focus from the 
representation of meaning to the conditions of representations [in]… an attempt to overcome French 
theory’s fixation on discourse by turning discourse from its philosophical or archaeological head onto its 
historical and technological feet.” Siegert, Cultural Techniques, 2-3. 
30  See for example: Henning, “The Return of Curiosity”; Michelle Henning, “New lamps for old: 
photography, obsolescence and social change” in Residual Media, ed. Charles Acland (Minneapolis: 
Minnesota University Press, 2007); Michelle Henning, “The Cosmic Symbol” in The Object Reader, ed. 
Fiona Candlin and Raiford Guins (London: Routledge, 2009). 
31  See Steffi de Jong,“Mediatized Memory: Video Testimonies in Museums” in Henning, ed., 
Museum Media, 69–93. 
32   Michelle Henning, “Museums and Media Archaeology: An Interview with Wolfgang Ernst” in 
Henning, ed., Museum Media, 3-22; see also Wolfgang Ernst,“Let There be Irony: Cultural History and 
Media Archaeology in Parallel Lines,” in Art History 28, no.5 (2005) 595.   
33  Wolfgang Ernst “Archi(ve)textures of Museology” in Museums and Memory, ed. Susan A. Crane 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000). 
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databases all challenge the discourses and practices of history underpinning museums. 

Against the older conception of history as a fixed narrative, or of storage as a permanent 

state, media-memory offers a model that is active and mobile. Like human memory, 

digital memory degenerates: as Wendy Chun says, computer memory appears as 

permanent storage only because it is “constantly refreshed.”34  

 In Freudian psychoanalysis, memories are deeply rooted in the unconscious, 

recurring in consciousness as (often misleading) fragments. Sigmund Freud’s use of 

metaphors such as the “mystic writing pad” suggests that this theory is a product of the 

developing media age in which he lived. In his account, consciousness appears to be 

something like a constantly refreshed input and transmission system, and the 

unconscious is processor and storage. Thomas Elsaesser even suggests that Freud, 

“comes close to specifying the machine requirements for an input / processing / output 

system.”35 In my early writing, I used Freud’s argument, in “Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle” (1920), that consciousness is a “protective shield”, together with Benjamin’s 

rereading of it, to explore nineteenth and early twentieth-century ideas of femininity and 

urban experience.36 More recently I have returned to it to think about media memory.37 

If, as Benjamin suggests, consciousness aims to “parry the shocks” of modernity, then 

media too might be thought in terms of not just what they store, but what they push 

away or exclude. Media, in this analogy, might be thought of as a prosthetic means to 

parry shocks, allowing for the safe processing of stimuli.  

Electronic media and museums are active and material, not passive carriers of 

data or content. As I argue in Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, museum objects 

are not simply stored and displayed, inserted into narratives and given new meanings, 

depending on the exhibition context. Rather, they are produced as new kinds of things, 

possessing certain museum-specific qualities, and yet not entirely controlled by the 
                                                
34  Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, “The Enduring Ephemeral, or the Future is a Memory,” in Media 
Archaeology: Approaches, Applications and Implications, edited by Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011 197. Chun argues, “Memory is an active process not 
static. A memory must be held in order to keep it from moving of fading,” 195. 
35  Thomas Elsaesser, “Freud and the Technical Media: The Enduring Magic of the Wunderblock,” in 
Huhtamo and Parikka, eds. Media Archaeology. 
36  Henning, “Don’t Touch Me (I’m Electric)”; Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” in 
Selected Writings, Volume 4 1938-1940 eds. Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2003); Sigmund Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle.” (1920) in On 
Metapsychology: The Theory of Psychoanalysis, Vol. 11 of The Penguin Freud Library (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1991). 
37  Michelle Henning, “Museums, Media Archaeology and the Image,” paper given at 
 Archaeologies of Media and Film, University of Bradford / National Media Museum, 4 September 
2014. 
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museum being able to “act” in ways unanticipated by curators. Visitors “trained” in 

various kinds of media, bring various modes of attention and perception to the museum, 

but art museums, in particular, address a much older Romantic conception of 

communion with the art object, itself rooted in an animist understanding of objects as 

able to return the gaze or speak to the soul.38  

The agency of things  
Some of my recent research considers how such a Romantic animism persists in 

Modernism. In “The Pig in the Bath", I introduced this idea through Neurath’s 

references to the mine and to Egyptian hieroglyphics, but it also recurs in a different 

way in my various discussions of Benjamin’s concept of aura and the autonomy of art, 

for example in “With and Without Walls”. At stake here is the question of whether 

accounts of  “disenchantment” in modernity are persuasive and also to what extent 

rationalism, functionalism and positivism really do free themselves from an older, 

almost magical understanding of the power of objects (artefacts and technologies, but 

also plants, rocks and so on) to communicate and to act. In Modernist design for 

example, the attempt to retrain the senses and produce new habits or a new way of life 

through new environments and furnishings suggests both subject-like objects and 

object-like human subjects. The Marxist concepts of alienation and reification suggest a 

similar blurring of subject and object in modernity, while the desire for a “picture 

language” (such as Isotype) that bypasses the ambiguous mediation inherent in speech 

and writing seems to be rooted in the notion of a “pure” language of things, which is 

also found in Early German Romanticism. 

Some Romantics, such as the poet Novalis, or the educator Friedrich Froebel, 

developed their animist vision of the world through mineralogy.39 They saw human 

consciousness and spirit as bound up in sensuous, physical nature. While modernity is 

dominated by a vision of nature as so much raw stuff for human exploitation, the 

Romantic consciousness that developed in the context of the early stages of 

industrialisation envisaged an animate universe in which humans and nature were much   

                                                
38  See Hans Belting, The Invisible Masterpiece, (London: Reaktion Books, 2001), 61; Henning, 
Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 17; Michelle Henning “With and Without Walls: Photographic 
Reproduction and the Art Museum,” in Henning, ed., Museum Media, 585; Stoljar, Margaret Mahoney, 
Novalis: Philosophical Writings (New York: SUNY Press, 1997) 10-11. 
39  See Theodore Ziolkowski, German Romanticism and Its Institutions (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press 1990), 18-63; Esther Leslie, Synthetic Worlds: Nature, Art and the Chemical Industry 
(London: Reaktion, 2005), 27-32. 
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Figure 6.   Froebel Gifts 5 and 6, manufactured by Milton Bradley. Michelle Henning  

own collection. 
 

more interconnected. As Esther Leslie explains, some Early German Romantic 

philosophy “posits that nature external to us, as embodied in plants, the rocks, the stars, 

is the possessor of subjectivity and agency”.40 In Museums, Media and Cultural Theory 

and in conference papers, I have looked at the work of Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852), 

who became a pioneer of what would later be termed “learning through play” as a result 

of his work with minerals in the Berlin Mineralogical Museum. His pedagogical system 

was predicated on the ability of apparently inert matter to speak to a child through 

tactile as well as visual exploration: reason, aesthetic sensibility and the capacity for 

representation and mimēsis, could all be developed by the under-7s by playing with 

Froebel’s carefully designed “gifts”, which included various sets of wooden building 

blocks (fig. 6), peas and sticks, and cut paper shapes.41 In this mystical Romantic 

conception, humans are connected to the rest of nature through empathy and mimēsis, 

                                                
40  Leslie, Synthetic Worlds, 13. 
41  See Norman Brosterman, Inventing Kindergarten, (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1997) and 
Joachim Liebschner, A Child’s Work: Freedom and Guidance in Froebel’s Educational Theory 
(Cambridge: Lutterworth Press, 1992). I discuss Froebel in Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural 
Theory and Michelle Henning, “From Froebel to Fluxus: Cybernetic Serendipity and Learning through 
Play,” paper given at the University of the West of England, 2005. 
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and nature is neither static nor mute, though it speaks in a language no longer 

understood.42  

 As I have argued, contemporary accounts of the agency of things do not go so far 

as to subscribe to animism, but range from straightforward if detailed accounts of the 

ways in which material circumstance shapes human history, to more complex accounts 

of the entangled relationships between people, creatures and material objects.43 I use 

three of these accounts in my work: by Bruno Latour, Bill Brown, and Arjun 

Appadurai. Latour’s argument that modern science produces “quasi-objects” and 

“quasi-subjects” (terms taken from Michel Serres) challenges subject-object distinctions 

and suggests a world in which the lines between the things we conceive of as nature, 

and the things we conceive of as human, are very blurred.44 Together with Lorraine 

Daston and Peter Galison’s work on scientific objectivity, and Philip Fisher’s writing on 

art, Latour’s writing offers ways of understanding the identity of things as being 

produced and embedded through practices, procedures and protocols. In the essay 

“Neurath’s Whale”, I suggest that “in altering our access, orientation and interpretation, 

exhibitions alter the properties of objects” but also “The whale exhibit’s communicative 

aspect is part of its materiality, not a superimposed layer that we can peel off and 

replace at whim”.45 

 A second influential set of ideas about the agency of things can be found in Bill 

Brown's “Thing Theory” (2001). Perceptions of the material world as animate and alive 

are significant for Brown because they point to the moment when things cease to 

become objects for us, and become things in themselves. Via Heidegger, Brown draws 

attention to the resistant and awkward nature of materials that both limits and facilitates 

what people can do. Even museum objects, which, as I have argued, are heavily 

constructed and circumscribed by the museum's practices and techniques, are refuseniks 

                                                
42  “In such a vision, all is alive, historical and subject to change and movement. History is in nature, 
and nature an animated unity” – Leslie, Synthetic Worlds, 13. 
43  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 5-12; Michelle Henning, “Animate Things: 
Romantic Materialism and Modernist Design,” paper given at Real Things: Matter, Materiality, 
Representation conference, University of York, 5-8 July 2007. 
44  Bruno Latour, We have Never Been Modern (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993); Serres, 
Michel, The Parasite (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982).  
45  Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books 2007); Latour, We have 
Never Been Modern; Fisher, Philip, Making and Effacing Art: Modern American Art in a Culture of 
Museums (London: Harvard University Press, 1991), 18-19; Henning, “Neurath’s Whale,” 156-161. 
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– rejecting their “designated roles” and resisting “the attempt to make of them coherent 

narratives or to marshal them for the purposes of moulding good citizens”.46  

 The third account of animate things that I use is from anthropology. 

Anthropological theories regarding the “social life of things” position objects as the 

central subject of historical or anthropological narrative. They treat things as if they are 

animate or alive, in order to effect a shift in perspective, tracing “object biographies” for 

what they can reveal about human societies. 47  Liveliness here is metaphoric: 

anthropologists such as Ivan Kopytoff and Appadurai find it to be a useful 

methodological assumption, an “as if” which allows interesting and productive 

anthropological enquiry.48 However, the cultural historian Ivan Gaskell argues that “to 

use a thing as though it were alive is not the same ontologically as for it to be alive” and 

that both “life” and “things” are unstable concepts that are not settled even within a 

Western philosophical or scientific framework.49 Sometimes this “as if” wobbles, and 

the distinctions between dead matter and human sociality and vitality fall apart. The 

theorist most attuned to this is perhaps Benjamin who combines (amongst other things) 

Marxist historical materialism with an early German Romantic sense of the empathetic 

relations of objects and subjects that survives in broken traces, in modernity.50 

 These ways of thinking about material things inform both my understanding of 

museums and of Modernism, particularly in two essays included in this submission: 

“The Pig in the Bath” and “Legibility and Affect”. In “Legibility and Affect”, I draw on 

Boris Arvatov’s essay “Everyday Life and the Culture of the Thing” (1925) to suggest a 

connection between his understanding of mass production under capitalism, and the 

avant-garde reinvention of the exhibition according to a Modernist understanding of the 

agency of material objects. 51  As Brown summarises, “the modern separation of 

inanimate objects and people is challenged by the avant-garde, who worked to deny the 

                                                
46  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 2. 
47  Arjun Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
48  Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things; Ivan Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things:  
Commoditization as Process,” in Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things. 
49  Gaskell also points out that “the assumption that a capacity for exercising agency is a 
characteristic of life remains questionable”. See Ivan Gaskell, “The Life of Things” in Henning, ed., 
Museum Media, 168 and 186. 
50   On this see Leslie, Synthetic Worlds and Max Pensky, “Tactics of Remembrance: Proust, 
Surrealism and the Origins of the Passagenwerk,” in Walter Benjamin and the Demands of History ed. 
Michael. P. Steinberg (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996). 
51  Henning, “Legibility and Affect,” 37. 
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distinction between subjects and objects, people and things”.52 From the Russian 

Constructivists’ socialist objects discussed in Brown’s essay to Josef Albers’ notion of a 

chair as an object that “embraces” a person, Modernist things are lively things even 

while Modernists are accused (not least by Neurath) of ignoring the ways in which 

people actually live in their attempts to use objects to shape a “new way of life”. 

In “The Pig in The Bath”, I explore Neurath's perception of modern and 

Modernist functional things, in the context of debates around social planning and 

modernisation. The discussion between Neurath and British town councillors involves 

things and animals (pigs, coal, bed-bugs) used by the councillors as tropes to represent 

the filthiness of slum-dwellers (“the kind of people who keep coal in the bath”). 

Neurath’s insistence on treating them as actual entities challenges the social hygiene 

discourse and is connected to a Modernist design approach in which things have their 

proper places that they can be assigned by good design. Though less moralistic, this 

represses the awkward, unruly aspects of things: pigs, coal, bed bugs and the tenants 

themselves tend to pop up where they are not wanted, refusing a neat order of things. 

Contrast this with the view of things as obdurate, kept orderly only through the great 

effort invested via interpretation and culture.53 Human beings are surrounded by unruly 

things, often of their own creation, and Neurath’s variety of Modernism both suppresses 

and exposes the agency of these things. 

Affect and the senses 
My interest in the instability of subject-object distinctions is connected to a concern 

with modes of attention, from certain kinds of aesthetic contemplation (discussed in 

“With and Without Walls”), to the kinds of fascinated awestruck looking associated 

with sights that are unclassifiable, astonishing or difficult to absorb. Ways of 

articulating the kinds of pleasure and forms of attention associated with the 

uncontainability of things can be found in the Early Modern period when modern 

scientific classificatory systems are still in the process of being established. Gillian 

Swanson writes of “the pleasure in the curious as a pleasure in something which is 

outside intelligibility”; Harriet Ritvo talks about the meanings of the “nondescript”: 

historically not something that is hard to describe because bland, but something 

                                                
52  Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 1 (2001),12. 
53  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 6. 
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unaccountable for in the current classification system.54  Wonder is institutionalised in 

the Wunderkammer but distinct from curiosity in that it stops one in one’s tracks, and it 

too is provoked by encounters with things that cannot (yet) be tidily classified.55 While 

film theory has made much of the gaze, there are other, more explicitly embodied ways 

of looking such as gawping, gawking or rubbernecking. 

 Ideas of embodied looking also emerge in the history of forms of attention and 

apperception. I am particularly indebted to Jonathan Crary for the way in which he 

theorises attention as a problem that has to be “managed” in modernity.56 In my 

research on taxidermy and in Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, I used this idea to 

consider how public museums have always had to negotiate the problem of what forms 

of attention are proper to them, and have historically worked to discourage those forms 

of attention more associated with popular entertainment.  Critical accounts of the 

museum have understood this attention management as part of the ‘disciplinary’ 

function of the museum (the production of docile citizens) but have underplayed the 

extent to which museums share the techniques of popular spectacle, and how this might 

mean they invite (perhaps inadvertently) ‘improper’ kinds of attention’.57 

 Attention has also been explored using theories of affect.58 In “Legibility and 

Affect” I discuss the remediation of the museum in terms of its “affective impact”.59 

Following Brian Massumi (2002), who describes affect in terms of an “intensity” of 

sensations, in my essay I am not much concerned with the particular emotional content 

of the museum visitor’s experience. According to Ruth Leys, affect theorists such as 

Massumi, who focus on intensity rather than content, end up indifferent towards the 

                                                
54  Gillian Swanson, “Regimes of Truth and the Fashioning of the Self,” in Deciphering Culture: 
Ordinary Curiosities and Subjective Narratives, ed. Jane Crisp, Kay Ferres and Gillian Swanson 
(London: Routledge, 2000), 32; Harriet Ritvo,The Platypus and the Mermaid and Other Figments of the 
Classifying Imagination (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 55. 
55  On wonder see Stephen Greenblatt Marvelous Possessions: The Wonders of the New World 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991). I discuss wonder in several of my writings including Museums, Media 
and Cultural Theory, 22-3 and 144, and “Neurath’s Whale” 162-166. 
56  Jonathan Crary, Chapter 1, “Modernity and the Problem of Attention,” in Suspensions of 
Perception: Attention, Spectacle and Modern Culture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999). On attention 
and technology see also Bernard Stiegler, For a New Critique of Political Economy (London: Polity, 
2010).  
57  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 53-58. 
58  The “affective turn” in the humanities, influenced by the work of Deleuze and Guattari, broadly 
describes an attempt to move beyond semiotic theories of representation and to attend to sensation and 
movement. Affect theory also connects the humanities to psychological theories of the emotions – see for 
example Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and Adam Frank,  “Shame in the Cybernetic Fold: Reading Silvan 
Tomkins,” Critical Inquiry, vol. 21, no. 2 (Winter 1995).  
59  Henning, “Legibility and Affect,” 28. 
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specific content or meaning of a given work of art, piece of media and so on.60 Similar 

criticism could be made of media-archaeological writings in which meaning and social 

impact can become indistinguishable from one another, and the meaning of a 

technology becomes its role in shaping behaviour and transforming ways of thinking. 

However, indifference to content does not necessarily follow: I turned to affect theory 

as a means to complement an interpretative approach, alongside broadly 

phenomenological accounts of the orientation or disposition of subjects towards 

objects. 61  Leys argues that affect theory replaces interpretation with audience 

response.62 I disagree. In all the writings included here, I treat the meaning of the 

museum object (such as a whale model) or indeed any cultural artefact as inseparable 

from the embodied experience of viewers, but also as irreducible to that experience, just 

as it is not reducible to the intentions of the artist or museum. Even the feeling of being 

in the presence of (for instance) the whale will be historically specific and dependent on 

prior experience and disposition. 

Benjamin too, was interested in the question of how technologies shape 

consciousness, for example how the way that the newspaper separates and 

compartmentalises information shapes knowledge and understanding, but his approach 

could not be described as indifferent towards content.63 Benjamin regarded sensory 

experience as technologically altered in modernity. He suggested that in the modern 

period it was becoming increasingly hard to make experiences – the things that happen 

to us – into any kind of deeply embedded and practical understanding, that is, into 

experience as such (this connects with the earlier point about “parrying the shocks” of 

modernity). This is the consequence, he suggests, of a period of rapid and accelerating 

social and technological change, which exposes individuals to an onslaught of stimuli, 

while at the same time they are unable to establish a stable, unchanging position from 

which to view the world.64 Key here is the recognition that change in the material 

conditions of existence entails change in sensory experience, which in turn might entail 

change in the ways in which the body itself operates.  Similarly, socio-historical 

                                                
60  Ruth Leys, “The Turn to Affect: A Critique,” in Critical Inquiry 37, Spring 2011, 443. 
61  See Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, (London: Duke 
University Press, 2006). 
62  Leys “The Turn to Affect,” 451, footnote 31. 
63  On newspapers see Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” 316. 
64  Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller: Observations on the Works of Nikolai Leskov”, in Selected 
Writings Volume 3, 1935 – 1938, eds. Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge MA: 
Harvard University Press 2002), 146.  
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analyses of sensory experience in technological modernity are concerned with the 

historical transformation of bodily practices and affects that we tend to regard as eternal 

and biologically fixed.65  

In “With and Without Walls” and “Legibility and Affect”, the question of affect is 

closely connected to questions of aesthetic experience, because aesthetics is always a 

matter of sensibility and sensuality as well as interpretation. The art museum vacillates 

between treating art objects as documents, staging posts in an art historical narrative, 

and objects of secularised communion.66 In this context, aesthetic experience appears as 

serious and ideally silent contemplation. The distinction between this and pleasurable 

“play” is central to what Jacques Rancière terms the “distribution of the sensible” in 

which taste, sensibilities, and aesthetic experience are all elements of a larger social 

parcelling-out of what it is possible to think, feel and experience, across social 

hierarchies.67 For Rancière, the politics of the aesthetic necessitates the redistribution of 

the sensible. For Benjamin, play is the suppressed other half of aesthetic 

contemplation.68 The space for play (“Spielraum”) refers not just to play in the sense of 

pleasure and entertainment but also a certain elasticity or “give”. This is connected to 

circulation and mobility, the uncontainability of images, which can move between 

bodies and media. Such ideas are broached by Hans Belting in his writings on embodied 

images and by Michel Foucault in his dream of a “new age of curiosity” that would 

involve “multiplying the channels” of communication and in his account of the 

nineteenth century “play of images” that involved a joyful circulation of visual 

material.69  

 

                                                
65  See for example Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and 
Space in the Nineteenth Century, Berkeley, University of California, 1986; Alain Corbin, The Foul and 
the Fragrant: Odour and the Social Imagination (London: Picador, 1994); C. Nadia Seremetakis, The 
Senses Still: Perception and Memory as Material Culture in Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994); Crary, Suspensions of Perception. 
66  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 15-17. 
67  Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator (London: Verso, 2009). This idea is compatible 
with the German media theory discussed earlier insofar as the distribution of the sensible might be 
understood as a media-technical as well as cultural process. 
68  Henning, “With and Without Walls,” 586; Walter Benjamin “The Work of Art in the Age of Its 
Technological Reproducibility,” 2nd version (1936), in Selected Writings Volume 3, 1935 – 1938, eds. 
Harold Eiland and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press 2002), 107. 
69  Hans Belting, An Anthropology of Images: Picture, Medium, Body (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press 2011) Michel Foucault, “The Masked Philosopher” in Foucault Live (interviews 1966-
84) ed. Sylvère Lotringer, Trans. John Johnston (New York; Semiotext[e], 1996), Gilles Deleuze and 
Michel Foucault, Gérard Fromanger, Photogenic Painting ed. Adrian Rifkin (London: Black Dog 
Publishing, 1999) For more on play see section 3. 
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Figure 7.  Interactivity in a Vienna method exhibition. Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype Collection,  

Department of Typography and Graphic Communication, University of Reading. 

 

2  A Materialist Approach to Cultural History via Otto Neurath  

The significance of Neurath's work 
Four of the writings included in this submission are centrally focussed on the work of 

Otto Neurath. I have titled this cluster of writings A Materialist Approach to Cultural 

History via Otto Neurath because these essays are also developing, through the archival 

engagement with Neurath, my method of writing and research. I became interested in 

Neurath’s work through the small amount of writing on him in museum studies. He 

was, among many other things a pioneer of a kind of museum practice which embraced 

early media, with collections of statistical charts, maps, photographs and models, all 

produced specifically for the museum in the 1920s and early ’30s. Collapsible modular 

display systems allowed the museum collections to circulate as exhibitions, while 

technical innovations (film and slide shows, spotlighting, interactive and hands-on 

displays) pioneered new ways to entice and engage with audiences, alongside what we 

might now term “outreach” and educational projects. The role of the “transformer”, 

pioneered by Marie Reidemeister (who later became his wife, Marie Neurath), was to 

mediate between researchers and designers, transforming data into legible visual form. 
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This approach to museum practice became influential again in the 1970s, when it 

influenced the new exhibition policies and practices of the Natural History Museum in 

London.70  

 Much more recently, Otto and Marie Neurath's visual method of Isotype (earlier 

known as the Vienna Method of Picture Statistics) has become fashionable in graphic 

design circles, and the subject of numerous books and exhibitions over the last decade.71 

This renewed interest is partly to do with the visual elegance of the individual symbols, 

attributable to the artist Gerd Arntz.72 A number of exhibitions and publications have 

emphasised the visual qualities of the individual symbols at the expense of the larger 

method, paying less attention to their specificity for use in statistical presentations and 

the ways the symbols are organised within the larger Isotype charts.73 But another factor 

in the recent surge of interest is the increased role pictograms and visual symbols play 

in our daily lives (and in the design briefs of graphic artists) due to the rise of the visual 

interface in computing, which we use on laptops, phones, tablets, and now watches, as 

well as the increased internationalisation of products and markets (think of Ikea's visual 

instruction leaflets – see also fig. 8). 

 Neurath also offers a way into thinking differently about Modernism and 

modernity. I mentioned in the introduction to this critical appraisal that Neurath and 

Isotype are central to a contemporary understanding of modernity, and crucial to several 

discussions or characterisations of Modernism, even while they remain marginal and 

obscure. Indeed, Neurath appears to have been a key target in some of major (and very 

different) critiques of modern society and culture: Adorno and Horkheimer’s classic 

work of critical theory, Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944) includes passages indirectly 

targeting Neurath’s logical positivism, and builds on the earlier dispute between 

                                                
70  See Sue Perks, “Transforming the Natural History Museum in London: Isotype and the New 
Exhibition Scheme” in Henning, ed., Museum Media. 
71  See for example Frank Hartmann and Erwin K. Bauer, Bildersprache (Vienna: WUV Facultas, 
2006); Nadar Vossoughian, Otto Neurath: The Language of the Global Polis (Rotterdam, NAI publishers, 
2007); Ed Annink and Max Bruinsma, eds. Lovely Language: Words Divide, Images Unite, (Den Haag; 
Ontwerpwerk 2010); Ed Annink and Max Bruinsma Gerd Arntz: Graphic Designer, (Rotterdam: NAI, 
2012); Christopher Burke, Eric Kindel and Sue Walker, eds.  Isotype: Design and Contexts, 1925-1971 
(London: Hyphen Press, 2013). Also the exhibitions After Neurath: The Global Polis (Stroom Den Haag 
2008) ; Lovely Language (Centraal Museum Utrecht 2007-8); Isotype: International Picture Language 
(Victoria and Albert Museum 2010-11). 
72  Individual symbols designed by Arntz are showcased and downloadable from the Gerd Arntz web 
archive set up by Ed Annink, who died in 2012. Arntz’s son, Peter Arntz (1924-2009) also helped to 
promote and disseminate his father’s work in the early 2000s – alongside the Municipal Museum of The 
Hague, administrator of the Gerd Arntz archive. See http://www.gerdarntz.org/content/more-info 
73  For example the exhibition Lovely Language (Centraal Museum Utrecht 2007). 
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Figure 8.  Photographs: Michelle Henning, Reading and Utrecht 2007-8. During my research in 

Neurath’s various archives, I became much more aware of signs and symbols on my 
journeys to and from the archives.  
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Horkheimer and Neurath over questions to do with the idea of a measurable standard of 

living or quality of life; in Hayek’s Road to Serfdom (1944), adopted since the 1980s as 

a founding text of neoliberalism, Neurath is the principal target as a key proponent of 

economic and social planning.  

 In the 1980s, art and design theorists and practitioners revisited and challenged 

Modernist aesthetics and their social and philosophical implications, and they turned to 

Isotype as a case in point. The University of Reading, which holds the Otto and Marie 

Neurath Isotype Collection, produced an exhibition Graphic Communication through 

Isotype in 1975, which toured to Vienna, Linz and Gras, accompanied by a catalogue. 

The archive also produced facsimile versions of some of Neurath’s writings on 

Isotype. 74  Artists and design theorists were fascinated by the clean, pared-down 

aesthetic of Isotype, and how it revealed (in their view) the positivist rationalism at the 

heart of Modernism. As I discuss in “Living Life in Pictures”, the artist and theorist 

Victor Burgin (1986), the design theorist Ellen Lupton (1986), and Bruno Latour and 

Peter Wiebel in their exhibition Making Things Public (2005) represent Isotype as both 

a pinnacle of Modernist communication or graphic design and as something 

irredeemably associated with a discredited positivism and with the development of a 

disciplinary society (for Burgin). Another seminal text on Modernism, Peter Wollen’s 

“Cinema, Americanism, the Robot” (1988) also picked up on the renewed interest in 

Isotype, using it to demonstrate the relationship between philosophical positivism, the 

spread of scientific rationalism and Taylorism, and the development of a Modernist 

machine aesthetic. Peter Galison, in his essay “Aufbau/Bauhaus: Logical Positivism and 

Architectural Modernism” (1990), explored Neurath’s connections with the Bauhaus to 

make a case for the connection between functionalism in design and the philosophy of 

the Vienna Circle.  These essays are discussed in more depth in “Living Life in 

Pictures”, which is an attempt to specify more precisely the connections between 

Isotype practice and Neurath’s politics and philosophy. 

 As these writings suggest, Neurath is best known for his invention of Isotype, and 

his philosophy (or anti-philosophy) of logical positivism, although he preferred the term 

“logical empiricism”. In philosophy, economics and social science a small number of 

writers have revived his philosophical work, suggesting that it is less crude than usually 

portrayed, setting out the difference between his arguments and those of other members 
                                                
74  See http://isotyperevisited.org/1981/01/isotype-and-the-university-of-reading.html 
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of the Vienna circle (notably Rudolf Carnap), and using his work in economic theory to 

challenge aspects of contemporary neoliberalism.75  One task of my writing on Neurath 

has been to bring aspects of this revised understanding to bear on Isotype and its place 

in Modernism.  

History, empathy and archive fever 
In “Living Life In Pictures”, I highlight some concepts from Neurath's writings, 

particularly the early critiques of Taylorism and pseudo-rationalism, to show that 

Neurath was not, as he tends to be portrayed, a straightforward rationalist and 

functionalist. But I follow Wollen, Lupton and Galison in viewing Neurath as a key and 

a fascinating figure for the historiography of Modernism. Although neither an artist or 

designer, Neurath had close if not always harmonious associations with some of the 

most influential Modernist artists, designers and architects, as well as with the key 

scientific and philosophical figures of his time, and was closely involved in Modernist 

social planning both in Vienna and in Britain (as discussed in the essays included here). 

Indeed, through his personal contacts and involvements he links together different 

aspects of modern European society and culture, science and arts that are often treated 

in isolation and even as entirely separate and unrelated.  

 My writing on Neurath and Isotype also addresses the question of how modern 

theories of design and communication relate to older, premodern ideas and particularly 

how the materialist, anti-metaphysical philosophy of Neurath (and the “left Vienna 

Circle”) involves an understanding of material objects as shaping and determining 

human habits and consciousness. These arguments, introduced in “Living Life in 

Pictures” and in “Neurath’s Whale”, were developed further recently in a paper I gave 

at the University of Vienna, where I considered several things discussed by Neurath in 

the 1940s – tennis courts, fireplaces, and chairs, and Neurath’s ideas about social 

                                                
75   See for example: Nancy Cartwright, Jodi Cat, Lola Fleck and Thomas Uebel, Otto Neurath: 
Philosophy between Science and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Elisabeth 
Nemeth, Thomas E. Uebel, Stefan W. Schmitz, eds. Otto Neurath’s Economics in Context. Vienna Circle 
Institute Yearbook 13 (Dordrecht: Springer, 2007); John O’Neill, “Austrian Economics and the Limits of 
Markets,” Cambridge Journal of Economics 36 (2012); Thomas Uebel, Overcoming Logical Positivism 
from Within (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1992); Thomas Uebel and John O’Neill, “Horkheimer and Neurath: 
Restarting a Disrupted Debate,” European Journal of Philosophy 12 (2004). 
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planning in relation to furnishings, to pleasure and to the human consequences of 

changes in design.76  

 Several of the publications included here were the results of an AHRC (Arts and 

Humanities Research Council) funded project called Re-animating the Modernist 

Symbol (2007). This project allowed me to research the archives of Otto and Marie 

Neurath and the Isotype Institute. I was interested in the extent to which these Isotype 

symbols could also be understood as hieroglyphics that retained aspects of Romantic 

thinking about the agency and autonomy of things and the empathetic relations of 

subjects and objects. My intuition was that despite the huge differences in their work, 

Adorno’s characterisation of Benjamin’s essay “The Paris of the Second Empire in 

Baudelaire” (1938) as standing at “the crossroads of magic and positivism” could also 

apply, slightly differently, to Neurath and to Isotype as a modern form of 

hieroglyphics.77 

In the early 1940s in Britain, hieroglyphics and picture languages were discussed 

in relation to the problems of international communication in an anticipated postwar, 

postcolonial context.  Addressing this context, the essay “Isotype and Elephants” 

compares the language-like qualities of Neurath’s own drawings and Isotype. In that 

essay, I am concerned first with exploring Neurath’s claim that Isotype might be 

considered a “picture language” and what exactly that might mean; and second, with 

testing out a method for evaluating, theorising and contextualising historical and 

archival material by situating it within the intellectual debates from the same period. 

Theories of Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs and Chinese script that were operative in 

wartime Britain, or in 1920s and ’30s Vienna, may be viewed as inaccurate today, but 

for my purposes their importance is that they constituted a context for Isotype that is 

more specific and precise than the broader ideas about Modernism or positivism that 

have been used to contextualise Isotype in cultural history. The policy of using 

Neurath's own contemporaries and acquaintances as my key theorists avoids the risk of  

 

                                                
76  Michelle Henning, “Of Tennis Courts and Fireplaces: Neurath's Internment on the Isle of Man and 
his Politics of Design” at Otto Neurath: Democratisation and Civic Education, University of Vienna, 28  
May 2015. 
 
77  Theodor Adorno, letter to Benjamin, 10 November 1938. In Henri Lonitz, ed., Theodor W. Adorno 
and Walter Benjamin: The Complete Correspondence 1928–1940 (Cambridge, Polity Press 1999), 283. 
On hieroglyphics in Romanticism, see Leslie, Synthetic Worlds (2005) 38-44. 
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Figure 9.  Otto Neurath letter to Hall the Printer. Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype Collection,  

Department of Typography and Graphic Communication, University of Reading. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 10.   Hall the Printer letter to Otto Neurath. Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype Collection,  

Department of Typography and Graphic Communication, University of Reading. 
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ahistorical projection and allows for something like immanent critique, if immanent 

critique is understood in its most basic way as a critique that derives its standards from 

its object – or in this case from the intellectual and cultural environment of the object of 

study.78 

 My first experience of in-depth archival research was during this project on 

Neurath, at the Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype Collection, in the Department of 

Typography and Graphic Communication at the University of Reading. I also visited 

several European archives in which Otto and Marie Neurath’s documents and 

collections are held. The amount of material in the archives, both in English and 

German, is daunting. Initially I approached this material as I might approach making an 

artwork, looking for chance connections and things that jumped out at me as curious or 

significant. At Reading the correspondence was organised by name where the 

correspondents were well known (or known to the archivist at the time) and then by 

year where the correspondents were not. I chose to go through the unnamed 

correspondents (writing in English between 1940 and 1945). I was particularly struck by 

the number of women included in these files, who had been or would go on to become, 

significant and influential figures. But also, in this correspondence, Neurath’s humour, 

compassion and likeability come across, and with that the extent of his lived, 

progressive politics (his automatic assumption of equality regardless of gender, 

education, age or social class). Through reading the archive I discovered the 

possibilities inherent in the telling of detailed histories and close, first-hand reading of 

visual material, but also the complexity of empathy in historical research.   

 Empathy, or “Einfühlung” (one-feeling) – appears to bridge historical distance. 

Influenced by Berthold Brecht, Benjamin tended to view it negatively as the act of 

imagination through which the historicist travels to the past, unable to recognise her 

own role in constructing the past while at the same time preventing the past from having 

any bearing on the present.79 I use the term not just to express liking or sympathising 

                                                
78  This is a simplified notion of immanent critique – for a discussion the complexity of immanent 
critique in the Marxist and Frankfurt School traditions see Titus Stahl’s paper “What is Immanent 
Critique?” (November 21, 2013). Available at SSRN: http://ssrn.com/abstract=2357957 or 
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2357957  
79  See David Rando, Modernist Fiction and News: Representing Experience in the Early Twentieth 
Century (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011) 31-34; Irving Wohlfarth,  “Et Cetera: The Historian as 
Chiffonier”, New German Critique 39 (1986); Walter Benjamin “On the Concept of History” (1940) in 
Selected Writings, Volume 4: 1938-1940, eds. Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings (Harvard: 
Harvard University Press 2006). 
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with a historical figure but in the historical sense of a feeling of continuity between the 

self (as a perceiving subject) and the object (in Romanticism, the natural world, but 

here, historical materials). In this older sense, deriving from Robert Vischer, empathy is 

part of aesthetic experience that implies a closing down of distance and a loss of self 

through immersion in the object.80 Feelings of empathy in historical research are 

complicated by the fact that research produces its own objects. As Carolyn Steedman 

argues in her book Dust, “the hard and clear advice from psycho-analysis” is that we are 

searching for lost objects which cannot be found: “This is not to say that nothing is 

found, but that thing is always something else, a creation of the search itself and the 

time the search took”.81  

 The problem is not that we empathise with something of our own construction, 

but that empathy, as part of the process of construction, involves self-projection. As 

Steedman argues, archival research may be a minority pursuit but it is nevertheless the 

product of a desire that is emblematically modern, “expressive of the more general fever 

to know and to have the past”. There is “the assumption that nothing goes away; that the 

past has deposited all of its traces, somewhere, somehow”.82 Indeed, according to 

Steedman, archival methods of historical research are linked to the nineteenth-century 

desire to close the “gap between the thing and its image” – that is, to nineteenth-century 

realism, to positivism and to the dream of unmediated representation, which one media 

technology after another seemed to promise. In this context, empathy plays a role in 

bringing the past closer and makes it seem knowable and unmediated. It risks losing the 

sense of rupture and historical strangeness that Michel Foucault, for example, was so 

keen to preserve.  In the early twentieth century empathy became feminised, associated 

with uncritical absorption and identification with the mass media, and set against avant-

garde techniques of alienation and estrangement.83 Yet as with the notion of feminine 

passivity, which I discussed in some of my earliest writing, and as with Benjamin’s 

reading of distraction, empathy is interestingly ambivalent.84 Like the wonder produced 

                                                
80  See Harry Francis Mallgrave and Eleftherios Ikonomou, eds. Empathy, Form, and Space: 
Problems in German Aesthetics, 1873-1893. Santa Monica: Getty Center, 1994. 
81  Carolyn Steedman, Dust (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), 77. 
82  Ibid., 75 76. 
83  See Juliet Koss, “On the Limits of Empathy.” The Art Bulletin 88, no. 1 (March 2006). Also, 
Benjamin’s position of empathy, understood in relation to mass audiences, as well as in relation to 
Romanticism, is as ambivalent as his discussions of distraction and of aura, and closely connected to 
these. 
84  On passivity and distraction see Henning, “Don't Touch Me (I’m Electric)”. 
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in early colonial encounters with the other, empathy is risky, it opens the possibility of 

“going native” in history, undercutting the primacy of the present by refusing to keep 

the past and its unrealised promises, at a safe distance.85  

3 The Museum as Material and Media 

Media in museums and museums as media 
In the introduction to my 2006 book I explain that I am trying to “assemble a materialist 

study of the museum as media-form”.86 I used the term “assemble” because I was 

piecing it together, from studies in a wide range of disciplines and through a wide range 

of examples. Although several museum studies books could be called materialist studies 

of one kind or another, none tried to treat the museum as a form of media at the same 

time. I would make a distinction between treating the museum as if it is a form of media 

and classifying museums as media. In a strong and obvious sense, museums are not 

media: they are not electronic (usually), and as well as circulating representations, they 

circulate objects, in a way that does not hold true of other media. Treating museums as 

media can be very productive, because it allows us to ask interesting questions of them 

and how they operate but it could also overlook the most distinctive quality about them: 

their mobilising of “originals”, of the “things themselves”. Yet media too are insistently 

material, even as they appear to us to have a dematerialising effect. This idea of the 

museum as a house of originals is in fact a very recent one, and coincides with the rise 

of high-quality reproduction techniques. We see and value the special quality of 

museums, that sets them apart in a media-saturated world, only by contrast or 

juxtaposition with reproductive media; and public museums, which in their modern 

form emerge at the same time as technological media, produce or at least heighten the 

distinction as they reject reproductions.87 

 In the introduction to my edited collection Museum Media (not included here), I 

argued that although it might seem to be a move away from politics to prioritise the 

relationship between museum and media over questions of narrative content, ideology 

and discipline, there is nevertheless a certain political necessity to addressing “questions 

                                                
85  See Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 22-23 and 144. For Benjamin’s use of a 
collage-like juxtaposition of past and present in which past materials "operate as a 'denaturalising' shock 
to the present" and his critique of historical progress and interest in outmoded and obsolescent things, see 
Benjamin “On the Concept of History” and Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter 
Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989). 
86  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 2. 
87  See Henning, “With and Without Walls”. 



 40 

of the transformation of history and memory by new media; the ways in which media 

habits and expectations are imported into museums; and the insertion of museums into a 

wider commercial and corporate landscape”.88 If the introduction of different media into 

exhibition spaces brings affective changes, contemporary museums and galleries also 

gain new kinds of authority by invoking, adapting and quoting media genres and 

formats through their exhibition design and programming.89 Additionally, as a number 

of writers on museums and media have started to observe, visitors are importing new 

behaviours into the museum, which have developed in conjunction with new media 

technologies. For example, Erkki Huhtamo has recently argued that museums are 

finding it increasingly difficult to uphold traditional prohibitions relating to touching 

objects, in a society increasingly acculturated to touch screens and push buttons.90  

  Concerns about visitors bringing into the museum behaviours and ways of seeing 

that are associated with other media can be found in historical examples too: in the 

1970s, museum professionals worried that visitors were becoming inattentive and 

attributed this to the negative influence of television.91 As I discuss in the introduction 

to Museum Media, the association of museums with contemporary entertainment media 

and technologies has often been regarded as a problem. In particular, interactive, 

participatory and “hands-on” exhibits  “have often led to accusations that the museum is 

treading too closely to other nonserious popular contexts such as the circus, the dime 

museum, and the fairground.”92 The pioneering exhibition Cybernetic Serendipity at the 

ICA in London attracted just this kind of criticism as did the 1977 Human Biology 

exhibition at the Natural History Museum, London, which critics described as a “cheap 

disco,” a “lewd offal-shop nightmare,” “tasteless,” and like a “fairground ‘tunnel of 

love”.93 Kiesler and Bayer’s use of peepholes and other hands-on or interactive devices 

were met with similar disapprobation: associated with Coney Island and “sidewalk 

                                                
88  Henning, “Museum Media: An Introduction,” xxix. 
89  Maeve Connolly, “The Museum as TV Producer: Televisual Form in Curating, Commissioning, 
and Public Programming” in Henning, ed., Museum Media.  
90  Erkki Huhtamo, “Museums, Interactivity and the Tasks of ‘Exhibition Anthropology’” in 
Henning, ed., Museum Media. 
91  Perks, “Transforming the Natural History Museum in London”. 
92  Henning, “Museum Media: An Introduction,” xlii; David Goodman,  “Fear of Circuses: Founding 
the National Museum of Victoria” in Continuum: The Australian Journal of Media and Culture 3, no. 1 
(1990). See also Seth Giddings, “SimKnowledge: What Museums Can Learn from Video Games” in 
Henning, ed., Museum Media, 147-8. 
93  On criticisms of Cybernetic Serendipity see Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 88; 
on criticisms of Human Biology see Perks “Transforming the Natural History Museum in London,” 408. 
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devices”94. As David Goodman has pointed out, the museum is plagued with fears about 

populism and “dumbing down” that are linked to anxieties about the working class.95 

 Our technologies provide models for the ways in which we imagine the world at 

any given time, and they transform the ways in which museums and exhibitions are 

organised. For example, in the age of decentralised, networked and mobile electronic 

media we tend to visualise connections between things and people in terms of networks. 

As I argued in a 2013 paper, network theory is not value free. It emphasises individuals 

and communication between them, while marginalising collectives and movements, and 

it highlights the importance of well-connected individuals. The network model also 

tends to reject history and chronology “in favour of an image of co-presence”.96 This 

model was adopted by the 2013 MoMA exhibition Inventing Abstraction: 1910-1925, 

curated by Leah Dickerman and Masha Chlenova, which used a network diagram to 

represent Modernism and structure the exhibition content. By contrast, when Alfred H. 

Barr wanted a model for Cubism and Abstract Art in 1935/36 he produced a scientific-

looking, evolutionary diagram that recalled the diagrams for switchboards and 

electronics. Here movements and styles were ranked hierarchically and everything 

ultimately pointed in the same direction (towards the present and towards abstraction). 

 Such changes are not merely changes in ways of conceptualising and organising 

museum objects, but part and parcel of the ways in which museums have reinvented 

themselves through a deep and long involvement with different kinds of electronic 

media. The contemporary museum is, as Haidee Wasson argues, no longer “a 

permanent, unmoving, physical structure but as a kind of tentacular hub for a range of 

circulating things and ways of presenting those things”.97 My interest in the role of 

media in the museum is not just about the use of television, cinema or networked 

devices within museum spaces, but includes forms of mediation and technologies that 

we might not necessarily consider media, and that facilitate new kinds of engagement 

with the museum. For example, in “Legibility and Affect”, I write about spotlighting, 
                                                
94  Discussed in Henning, “Legibility and Affect” and Museums, Media and Cultural Theory. 
Sources: Mary Anne Staniszewski, The Power of Display: A History of Exhibition Installations at the 
Museum of Modern Art  (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998), 145; Lewis Kachur, Displaying the 
Marvelous: Marcel Duchanp, Salvador Dali and Surrealist Exhibition Installations (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2001), 201. 
95  Goodman, “Fear of Circuses”. 
96  Michelle Henning “From a World in a Box to a World Without Borders: Museums, Media 
Technologies And Cosmopolitanism.” 29. Invited lecture given at the Museum Sztuki in Łódź ,  
Poland . 21 November 2013. 
97  Haidee Wasson, “The Elastic Museum” in Henning, ed., Museum Media, 605. 
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introduced to museums and exhibitions in the 1920s. Lighting has both a pragmatic 

function to enhance legibility by making it possible to continue the search for 

knowledge into the hours of darkness; but also a dramatic, spectacular function that is 

expressive and emotive, heightening the intensity of affect. 

The playful and post-photographic museum 
I set out to go beyond the existing museum-studies focus on questions of class, power 

and discipline, not because I think that this focus is mistaken, or that museums are not 

disciplinary institutions in the Foucauldian sense, but to draw attention to the limits of 

this function, to the contradictory aspects of museums and exhibitions.98 Some of the 

writings included here set out to compliment the emphasis on policing and discipline by 

photography and museum theorists such as Victor Burgin, Allan Sekula, John Tagg and 

Tony Bennett, by considering the playful and uncontrolled/sociable aspects of 

photography and “the madness of museums, the over-accumulation which militates 

against clarity, sense and orderliness”.99   

Play is discussed in my essay “With and Without Walls” as a way of rethinking 

the distribution of the sensible in relation to museums. Play is not simply to do with 

gaming, interactivity or participatory activities in museums, nor is it always loud, 

collective and “tumbling” (though it can be).  The playful museum, augmented by 

digital, mobile and social media, might seem a more noisy, anarchic place. As 

mentioned earlier in this introduction, play has the double meaning of elasticity and 

flexibility, of opening up a certain freedom, a certain room to manoeuvre. It can be 

meditative and solitary. Steedman writes  “Play has long been understood as a form of 

cultural experience that is, above all, to do with the capacity to be alone”.100 Using 

D.W. Winnicott, she theorises this in terms of the child’s capacity to withdraw and be 

alone, while in the presence of someone else. Museums are playful in this sense too 

then, not just because of their uncontrollability but because they offer social, public 

spaces in which freedom can be experienced in the form of solitary, imaginative play.  

                                                
98  In some writing, “the very notion of mediation seems to imply policing” – Henning, “Legibility 
and Affect,” 42. 
99  Victor Burgin, Between (Oxford: Blackwell 1986); Allan Sekula, Photography Against the Grain: 
Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983 (Halifax: The Press of Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 
1984); John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1988); Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum; History, Theory, Politics  
(London: Routledge, 1995). Quote is from Henning, “Legibility and Affect,” 43. 
100  Steedman, Dust, 82. 
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Making the museum more playful in one sense might restrict its availability for play in 

this other sense. 

Museum objects are revealing too, about the limitations or end points of ideology, 

the points at which classifications and categories cease to appear natural or eternal. As 

Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have argued, scientific practices and procedures, 

appropriately followed, underwrite the authenticity and accuracy of scientific 

representations. 101 However, in commodities, as Marx argues, the human labour is 

concealed. Museum objects sit uneasily between these two poles, neither wholly 

scientific objects nor exactly commodities, they conceal certain kinds of labour (such as 

the labour of the taxidermist) while reinstating and emphasising other kinds of labour - 

the scientist’s rigorous application of scientific methods.  

For example, as I state in Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, museum displays 

tend to divert visitors away from any consideration of taxidermy as a technique by 

disallowing comparison between specimens and (in the habitat diorama) presenting it 

within the conventions of picturesque representation.102 Yet as taxidermy has become 

popularly understood as an odd and grotesque practice, museums have struggled to 

control the naturalism of their displays. Taxidermied animals expose the contradictions 

in the modern conception of a mute and passive nature, and undermine the separation of 

representation and referent. Taxidermied animals are lively-dead things, quasi-objects 

imbued with human meaning. As I show in “Neurath's Whale”, animal displays in 

museums are able to reveal the ways in which the nature / culture divide has been 

negotiated at different historical moments.  

Animal displays are shaped by a mode of looking associated with photography. 

Realist taxidermy and the habitat diorama are both products of what Peter Walsh 

usefully terms “the post-photographic museum”. I also use this concept to open my 

chapter “With and Without Walls”. 103  In that chapter I am concerned with the 

development of certain categories – originality, style and facture – that were used to 

distinguish art from photographs and that I claim, “were naturalized by the post- 

                                                
101  Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007). 
102  Henning, Museums, Media and Cultural Theory, 139. 
103  Peter Walsh, “Rise and Fall of the Post-Photographic Museum: Technology and the 
Transformation of Art” in Theorizing Digital Cultural Heritage, ed. Fiona Cameron and Sarah 
Kenderdine (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press), 19–34. 
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photographic museum”.104 It was only after photography that such categories became 

important to art and aesthetic experience, but they are presented as eternal or essential 

qualities. As I argue in that chapter, the photographic reproduction of art does not 

emerge as a distinctive and singular technique and museums had long been hospitable to 

reproductions and facsimiles of various kinds. Nevertheless, by the 1920s photography 

was being seen as a direct threat to the originality and aura of the art object.  

Building on both Walsh’s concept and Belting’s account of the Romantic 

communion with art, and following Benjamin, I argue that in the post-photographic 

museum we see the gradual decline of a certain kind of aesthetic contemplation and a 

transformation in how original works of art are experienced.105 Photography does not 

simply insinuate itself in the place of art, as Benjamin suggested, it also increases the 

scope for play through its ability to render images mobile, reproducible, multiple.106 The 

photograph's apparent lack of materiality, its flatness and the lack of any evident 

“handling” or texture, also helped raise the status of facture in art. And while by the 

1940s it became possible to argue that photographers could have a distinctive style, the 

category of style too, became important in art through photography. Stylistic similarities 

were made perceptible through photography, because it allowed for new comparisons 

between objects. The fact that this is not read as photographic invention but as a set of 

properties of the objects themselves has much to do with our tendency to treat 

photographs as transparent windows on the world.107 

Conclusion 
At stake in all my writing, including the writing submitted here, is a concern to explore 

and interrogate qualities and experiences that I have learnt to value through my 

experience of making art: wonder and curiosity, materials (their recalcitrance and their 

tactile appeal), solitary play, tacit and habitual knowledge, and the instability of 

memory. These are things which, I would argue, have historically been devalued 

through their various associations with certain social groups: with women, with 

children, with the uneducated, with manual labour, with the “primitive” and with 

                                                
104  Henning, “With and Without Walls,” 577. 
105  Ibid., 584-5. 
106  I discuss this in my chapter, “Skins of the real: taxidermy and photography”. In Bryndis 
Snaebjörnsdóttir and Mark Wilson, Nanoq: Flat-out and Bluesome, Blackdog Press, 2006. 
107  That is, in media-theoretical terms, to background the channel / material substrate and to filter out 
“noise”. See Siegert, Cultural Techniques 26-27. 
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animals, and with the elderly (in the case of unstable memory and forgetting).  

Additionally, I take a certain approach to writing history which derives from my reading 

of Walter Benjamin: that is, an attempt to retell the past in a way that does not point 

inexorably to the present but that is nevertheless oriented toward rethinking the present. 

Following Benjamin, I try to write about the past without losing sight of the fact that my 

interests, my readings, my ways of telling, all bear the traces of my own time. And, 

influenced by Foucault in particular, I try to write about modern and Modernist culture 

in a way that is empathetic but that does not assume familiarity, that retains a sense of 

the strangeness of past culture. If certain things return or are revived (such as curiosity 

culture, but also old media), they do so in new forms; and if things (ideas as well as 

technologies) become obsolete, this is due to specific social and cultural changes rather 

than any inevitable or inexorable march of time or progress. 108 
  

                                                
108  Many of the arguments and approaches discussed in this introductory essay are things that I am 
still pursuing and working through in my ongoing research and writing. For example, facture seems a 
promising concept for exploring the materiality of photographs, something that has been discussed in 
different ways by the photography and museums scholar Elizabeth Edwards (2012) and by philosophers 
such as Diarmuid Costello and Dawn Wilson  (at the recent conference on the New Philosophy of 
Photography, Senate House, London, 13-14 Feb 2015). Play is another topic that is already the subject of 
much research, particularly in response to the growth of video and computer gaming. Researching 
museums in relation to media has developed my interest in aspects of media theory. Innis’ notion of the 
spatial or temporal bias of different media technologies might complement much more recent debates 
about the fungibility of digital media and the role of images in forms of sociability and the construction of 
imagined communities, as well as Belting’s reflections on the role of the human body as a medium in the 
circulation of images in An Anthropology of Images. In my current research I am trying to develop these 
various ideas into writing a new kind of history of photography in which the ability of photography to 
facilitate and accelerate the playful mobility of images is brought to the fore. 
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LIVING LIFE IN PICTURES: ISOTYPE AS 
MODERNIST CULTURAL PRACTICE

Michelle Henning

Abstract The Vienna Method of Picture Statistics, also known as Isotype, has become 
a means for historians and theorists of modern culture to directly link visual modernism 
with modern social science and philosophy, specifically with logical positivism and 
Taylorism/Fordism. Isotype has been described in terms of Taylorist standardization, 
rationalism, ‘transparent construction’ and functionalism. By delineating the 
understanding of these terms held by Isotype’s inventor Otto Neurath and his friends 
and colleagues, and contextualising Isotype in relation to recent reassessments of 
Neurath’s other work,  I suggest that Isotype participated in a modernism that was 
understood by its proponents in ways that were more plural, and pluralist, than we 
now give them credit.

Keywords Isotype; Otto Neurath; modernism; Josef Frank; Taylorism; 
Vienna; Gerd Arntz; statistics; functionalism

The 2005 exhibition Making Things Public at the ZKM Centre for Art and 
Media in Karlsruhe included several Isotype charts, graphic statistical 
posters dating from the 1920s and 1930s. In the context of this exhibition, 
curated by Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel, the charts presented a challenge 
to contemporary artists and designers to come up with equally elegant 
and compelling visual methods adequate to current political and social 
arrangements. For the curators, as for several commentators on Isotype, the 
charts both exemplified the modern emphasis on positivist science, ‘facts’ 
and statistical evidence, and typified a modernist dream of communication 
without mediation, interference or noise, of a pure language.1 Isotype is 
significant because it links this dream directly to positivism and connects 
modernism in design to Latour’s characterisation of modernity in politics 
and science.2 Since the 1980s, several texts on modernism and modernity 
have turned to Isotype to make similar connections. This is possible because 
of the ‘clean’ modernist graphic appearance of the charts, combined with 
their statistical content and the fact that Isotype’s inventor, Otto Neurath, 
was a founding member of the Vienna Circle and a renowned (or notorious) 
logical positivist. Isotype has slowly begun to be pivotal in an understanding 
of the modern as a coherent category that can encompass the sciences 
and the arts, and in which ideas of rationalism and functionalism and in 
particular, the rationalisation of working-class life and labour by Taylorism, 
form a dominant strand. This essay challenges this definition of the modern 
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by suggesting that Isotype participated in a modernism that was more 
pluralist than we now give it credit. This is not to say that the reading of 
Isotype as a modernist representation of statistical facts is wrong, on the 
contrary. This argument suggests that we need a less narrow interpretative 
paradigm to understand the intersection of logical positivism, functionalist 
design and Taylorist rationalisation in Isotype. It aims to show some of the 
historical tensions at work in the views and practices of Neurath and his 
close friends and colleagues.
 Neurath is largely forgotten now, but he was, in a sense, a ‘hub’ linking 
the artistic, scientific, philosophical and political avant-gardes in Europe 
and America. When he died in England in 1945 at the age of 63, he had 
been a sociologist and political economist, founder of the Unity of Science 
movement, and housing activist. Through his work in museums, social 
planning, and the housing and settlement movement of 1920s ‘Red Vienna’, 
and later through his work with CIAM (Les Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture 
Moderne), Neurath developed close connections with modernist architects 
and designers, including Josef Frank, El Lissitsky, Adolf Loos, Margarete 
Schütte-Lihotzky (the designer of the Frankfurt Kitchen), and the Bauhaus. 
Through the Vienna Circle, and unified science, he came into contact with 
the most important scientists, philosophers and mathematicians of his day, 
including the Frankfurt school, Albert Einstein and many others, while in 
Britain he was involved in the early planning of post-war reconstruction.
 In the mid- 1920s, Neurath and his collaborators developed the Vienna 
Method of Picture Statistics (renamed Isotype in 1935), at the museums he 
founded in Vienna, the Siedlungsmuseum (Museum of Estate Housing) and 
then the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum (Museum of Society and Economy). 
The method was devised to make statistical information legible to a non-
specialist public. Neurath subsequently established a number of organizations 
in various countries devoted to producing Isotype charts for exhibitions, films 
and publications. These branches were a means to disseminate the method 
in accordance with his internationalist vision, but also a means to provide 
him and his staff with safe havens in recognition of the looming dangers 
of Austro-fascism and National Socialism.3 The staff at the Gesellschafts-und 
Wirtschaftsmuseum (which opened in 1925) included researchers, who gathered 
statistics and read texts on an extraordinary range of subjects; artists working 
with, or under the direction of, Gerd Arntz; and the ‘transformer’ Marie 
Reidemeister, who mediated between researchers and artists by translating 
the research data into a visual layout.4 When the Austrian Fascists took Vienna 
in 1934, Neurath, Reidemeister and Arntz fled to The Hague, where they 
established the International Foundation for Visual Education. As the German 
army entered Holland in May 1940, Reidemeister and Neurath escaped to 
Britain. After a brief spell in internment, they married, and founded the 
Isotype institute in Oxford in 1942. As before, they employed a mix of artists 
and researchers, including many drawn from the émigré community. The 
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Neuraths generated content for charts, for exhibitions but also for books, 
where they accompanied images by Cecil Beaton, John Hinde, and John 
Heartfield. In Britain they adapted Isotype for animation in Ministry of 
Information films (such as A Few Ounces A Day) and Paul Rotha’s epic Land 
of Promise (1945). 
 Marie Neurath continued the Isotype Institute for more than 30 years 
after Otto’s death. In these years, their work in Vienna was largely forgotten. 
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, she worked with researchers and academics 
to publish his writings and tell the story of Isotype. She donated many of her 
and Otto’s documents and publications to Reading University, which held an 
exhibition ‘Graphic Communication through Isotype’ in 1975. The catalogue 
of this exhibition was the first significant English language publication on 
Isotype since Neurath’s death.5 A 1976 exhibition at the Gemeentemuseum 
in the Hague showed Arntz’s political and information graphics, while in 
Neurath’s native Vienna, an exhibition held at the Arbeiterkammer Wien in 
1982 was accompanied by a catalogue by Friedrich Stadtler on Neurath and 
Arntz. In 1987 the exhibition ‘Global Signage: Semiotics and the Language 
of International Pictures,’ opened at the Herb Lubalin Study Center at The 
Cooper Union, New York, curated by Ellen Lupton. The previous year, the 
artist Victor Burgin referred to it in the book accompanying his exhibition 
‘Office at Night’ at the ICA in London. He brought it to the attention of the 
cultural historian Peter Wollen, who discussed Isotype in his essay ‘Cinema, 
Americanism, the Robot’ (1988) as an example of the ways modernist 
culture mirrored Henry Ford’s car manufacturing system, and celebrated the 
uniformity and mechanisation which Europeans associated with the USA.6 
In 1990, Peter Galison published an essay entitled ‘Aufbau/Bauhaus: Logical 
Positivism and Architectural Modernism’, in which he linked Neurath’s 
philosophical work and his Isotype practice with the Dessau Bauhaus’s 
project of rational, functional design.7 Isotype has now also been recognised 
as a key development in the history of pictograms, and in the development 
of computing (database structures and icon-based interfaces), but as these 
examples show it has also gradually regained a place beyond the specialised 
world of graphic design and typography, in the larger narratives of modernist 
culture. In this context there appears to be general agreement with Lupton’s 
assessment of Isotype as the visual equivalent of logical positivism and with 
this succinct description from Burgin: ‘Heir to the dream of “pure vision”, it 
expresses the desire to know in a simple act of seeing’.8

 The writing of Isotype into narratives of modernism, as an example that 
offered a direct link between positivist social science, and visual arts and 
design, coincided with a reassessment of Neurath’s philosophical, social and 
economic arguments.9 While Isotype had been merely neglected in the post-
war period, Neurath’s work in these fields has been oversimplified, as a result 
of critiques during his lifetime and shortly afterwards (most famously by Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, and, from a completely different political 
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perspective, by Friedrich Hayek in Road to Serfdom (1945), an influential 
critique of social planning).10 Recent writers have challenged in particular 
several related assumptions: one, that Neurath was an unthinking advocate 
of rationalist planning and technocratic politics; two, that his views were 
identical to those of his Vienna Circle associate, Rudolf Carnap; three, that 
his famous rejection of metaphysics amounts to a rejection of uncertainty and 
total faith in the power of science and analytical reason; four, that Neurath 
advocated an absolutely functional and transparent language. This more 
nuanced understanding of Neurath’s other practices might also complicate 
Isotype’s relation to Taylorist rationalisation and functionalism.

TAYLORISM, FORDISM, AMERICANISM

One way of reading Isotype is as part of the early twentieth-century modernist 
tendency towards rationalism, technophilia, and Americanism (i.e. the 
idealisation of the industrialised USA). Peter Wollen describes one of a 
number of charts produced by the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum under 
Neurath’s direction:

The standard Isotype signs were combined into complex charts and 
diagrams in order to convey information visually with immediacy and 
clarity. Thus a chart showing automobile production in 1929 contrasts five 
identical silhouette workmen and fifty-five identical silhouette automobiles 
for the USA with eight workmen and only seven cars for Europe. The 
rows of standardized human figures are immediately reminiscent of the 
factory discipline under which the real workers worked on the assembly 
line as well as Carnap’s contemporary arithmetization of syntax. (The 
whole chart also graphically illustrates the impact of Fordism and the 
enormous European productivity lag that gave rise to the voluntaristic 
upsurge of Americanism).11

Several versions of this chart were made; the one Wollen describes is probably 
the one published in International Picture Language (1936). The cars are 
depicted in two grids below the lines of workers, the continents (America and 
Europe) signified by a strip of factory buildings and landmarks. An earlier, 
colour version of the same chart (fig. 1) makes it explicit that the figures refer 
to ‘North and South America’, not the USA. 
 Additional text explains that each human figure represents 100,000 
workers employed in the car industry and that every car stands for 100,000 
cars produced, so we can arrive at exact numbers through simple addition 
and multiplication. We can also conclude that every worker produces just 
under one car a month in America, and less than one a year in Europe. Even 
at a glance, we can see that productivity is much greater in America. The 
assembly line is represented in simplified graphic form behind the workers 
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in America - a hint at a possible reason for the difference in productivity, but 
not one necessarily immediately noticed.12 The rows of standardised figures 
may be reminiscent of the factory discipline of Fordism, yet the American 
figures are no more standardised than the European. The standardisation 
of letters and numbers through the development of moveable type predates 
the standardisation of interchangeable parts that was the hallmark of Ford’s 
automobile manufacturing system. If we think of these worker-figures 
as replacing numeric figures, then this standardisation is not necessarily 
Fordist. Nor is it entirely evident that the chart supports ‘Americanism’. The 
assembly line is proposed as an explanation for the difference in productivity, 
but whether this is desirable, or what its consequences are, are questions 
for the working class visitors to the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum to 
debate. What happened to the other car workers in America, what were the 
unemployment statistics there? What different kinds of skills did the workers 
need? How wealthy is a society that consumes so many cars? Had assembly 
line manufacture spread to South America as well as the US and Canada? 
What was the meaning of all this for people living in Austria? In other words, 
enthusiasm for the American production system was not the only possible 
outcome.

FIG 1: Vienna Method Chart produced by the Vienna Mundaneum (the organization Neurath 
founded to oversee international exhibits for the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum), 
1933. Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype Collection, Department of Typography & Graphic 
Communication, University of Reading.
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 In some ways, the standardised appearance of the Isotype chart is 
rather misleading. As with the products of Soviet constructivism and of the 
Bauhaus, it gives the impression of mass manufacture when actually these 
charts were in many respects handcrafted objects. Charts using the Vienna 
method were assembled from linocuts printed on a treadle press. Each little 
worker-icon appears almost identical because each is printed from the same 
piece of lino (though a close look shows variations in the printing). Later 
the pictograms were made using letterpress, but even then, the production 
entailed hand-pasting the printed images onto the charts. Such cutting 
and pasting techniques had democratic associations, and were used in the 
teaching of mass literacy by Maria Montessori who used cut-out sandpaper 
letters in kindergarten (the picture statistics were tested in Montessori’s 
kindergarten in Vienna).13 In these charts, standardisation is a process of 
condensation, transforming large amounts of data into small pictograms, and 
of simplification, reducing inessential detail. It is a process which enhances 
legibility, since the same pictograms are reproduced across different charts, 
and a process enabling accessibility and ease of production. The visual 
approach of the Vienna Method was developed over several years, through a 
number of iterations, and the chart that Wollen refers to is a good example of 
its most well-realised form. The team at the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum 
had arrived at a clear, legible layout in which people and occupations were 
represented without unnecessary or misleading details of costume and 
posture. 
 The structure and layout of the charts derived from theories of statistical 
representation, and used criteria of accuracy, clarity and legibility: Neurath 
set rules for the use of colour and scale, for example, and other restrictions 
would be necessitated by reproduction technologies. The succinct visual style 
of the charts and the individual pictograms also derived from Gerd Arnz’s 
experimentation in his political prints of the 1920s (monochrome linocuts). 
Arntz opposed the reduction of social classes to visual types in the work of 
artists such as George Grosz, reportedly stating: ‘Grosz ... draws the capitalist 
as an ugly and fat criminal ... I sought to show the position of the capitalist 
in the system of production � for that they need not be as ugly as Grosz made 
them’.14 The anonymity of the figures in Arntz’s own political prints, and in his 
work in picture statistics, is connected to the imperative to depict social and 
economic relations, to ‘reveal social contrasts and show social opportunities, 
not just moralising criticism’.15 So while it represents Fordism, the relationship 
of the chart to Fordist standardisation is not straightforward. 
 Contributing to this complexity is Arntz’s own critical position toward 
Fordism, exemplified in his political prints. Arntz was a member of the Cologne 
Progressives, a group of politically active (socialist and communist) printmakers, 
before joining Neurath in Vienna. In one political lino-print from 1924 (fig. 
2) Arntz depicts six women, their arms across one another’s shoulders, each 
clothed in a different swimsuit and socks of varying length and pattern, a variety 
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which doesn’t quite manage to conceal the fact that the figures are identical 
(like all Arntz’s figures, they are blank-faced and anonymous). Behind them 
a few simple lines constitute a Model T Ford. The lines indicating the back of 
the car, repeated eleven times, make one car into a series, a dozen identical 
automobiles. On the left of the pageant of women is a simple hangman drawing; 
a black silhouette with slumped head, white underpants and two thin rectangles 
for legs, contrasting with the curved, closed legs of the women, their dazzling 
patterns and their upright, frontal appearance.
 The print is reminiscent of Siegfried Kracauer’s essay, ‘The Mass Ornament’ 
published three years later, in 1927. The essay, famously, is an analysis of the 
Tiller Girls Revue (a British dance troupe, but associated with Americanism 
and Fordism in the minds of German observers). Kracauer argues that both 
capitalism and the revue or parade (the mass ornament) appear at first 
as highly rational constructions, but have an irrational, mythological or 
‘primitive’ core.16 In Arntz’s print this primitive core is represented by the 
lynching, the element of the print which recalls Walter Benjamin’s thesis 
‘there is no document of culture [/civilization] which is not at the same time 
a document of barbarism’.17 In other words, the lynchings occurring in the 
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FIG 2: Gerd Arntz, ‘Americanism’ (1924). In the Otto and Marie Neurath Isotype Collection, 
Department of Typography & Graphic Communication, University of Reading. © DACS 2010.
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American South are part of the same culture of display and mass action as the 
beauty pageant and Fordist production. By the 1930s, clear parallels between 
the racism of the Southern states, and that of the Nazis would be being drawn 
on both sides of the Atlantic.18 Through the image of the lynching, Arntz 
implies a connection between the ordered rationalised modernity associated 
with Americanism and Fordism and an irrational barbarism.
 For Kracauer the mass ornament’s irrational core is to do with the 
dehumanisation of the individuals who make it up, it is ‘mythological cult 
wrapped in abstractness’. It echoes the efficient actions of the modern 
Taylorised workforce, subordinating the individual dancer to the larger visual 
effect, just as the worker becomes part of the collective machine. Kracauer’s 
reading of social relations under capitalism is in keeping with German 
sociological views of the time, exemplified by Ferdinand Tönnies who saw 
modern civil society as constituted by separated individuals, ‘starkly equal, 
elementary units of labour, like atoms’ working en masse for their own gain 
and for society.19 Kracauer describes dancers in these mass public displays as 
‘building blocks’ in the construction of an ‘edifice’; a ‘pattern of unimaginable 
dimensions’. These patterns are not rooted in community or ritual (as say, 
traditional forms of folk dancing), symbolically ‘empty’ and regressive. 
Kracauer argues that ‘the structure of the mass ornament reflects that of the 
general contemporary situation’ in which capitalism destroys individual and 
national differences. Statistical measurement and mechanisation are complicit 
in this process: ‘only as a tiny particle of the mass can the individual human 
being effortlessly clamber up charts and service machines’.20

 The individual transformed into an anonymous part of a ‘mass’ and 
climbing up charts does sound remarkably like a figure on one of the Vienna 
method charts produced at the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum. Indeed, 
Wollen makes the point that there is a resemblance between the Tiller Girls 
and the Isotype chart, commenting ‘The Tiller Girls were like Neurath’s 
Isotypes, marshalled in identical lines’.21 Arntz’s swimsuited figures do not 
represent the Taylorist Tiller Girls, but rather, the ‘bathing beauties’ pageants 
referred to by Antonio Gramsci in his analysis of Americanism and Fordism. 
In Quaderno V of his prison notebooks (written between 1929 and 1935), 
Gramsci sees Fordism as geared toward the production of ‘a new type of man’ 
via a process that required the regulation of sex and family life. Taylorism 
‘and rationalisation in general’, Gramsci writes, ‘demand a rigorous discipline 
of the sexual instincts’ and of alcohol, meaning that the working class is 
persuaded and coerced (via Prohibition, for example) into a puritanical 
morality at odds with the libertinism practised by other classes. The ‘bathing 
beauties’ phenomenon is in Gramsci’s reading associated with the ‘moral gap’ 
between the puritanical, monogamous working classes (‘womanising demands 
too much leisure’) and the ‘passive’ non-productive elements of society who 
‘stimulate the mental attitudes of prostitution’. Arntz’s prints from the 1920s 
could accompany Gramsci’s text beautifully: they too associate prostitution 
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and ‘libertarian’ sexual practices with the upper classes and the military, while 
depicting the working classes as monogamous family units. Gramsci sees 
this new puritanical drive as ‘the biggest collective effort to date to create, 
with unprecedented speed, and with a consciousness of purpose unmatched 
in history, a new type of worker and of man’. Thus Fordism ‘smashes’ the 
worker’s humanity in order to maintain ‘psycho-physical equilibrium’ in 
workers because it conceives of the collective worker as a machine.22 By the 
mid 1920s the idea of the mechanisation of the worker’s body is well-known, 
and Arntz makes this vivid in one print (fig. 3), giving assembly line workers 
wrenches, screwdrivers and hammers for hands. 
 As cultural phenomena, Taylorism, Fordism and Americanism tend to be 
treated together in the European left’s understanding of capitalism in the 1920s 
and ‘30s. However, Ford’s assembly line and F.W. Taylor’s ideas about scientific 
management were not viewed as synonymous by Neurath and his associates 
in social and economic planning.  The Taylorist Mary Flédderus financed 
Neurath’s International Foundation for Visual Education in The Hague. She 
and her partner Mary Van Kleeck conducted a study of labour conditions 
at the Ford Plant, and condemned 
the Ford system as disastrous and 
completely incompatible with scientific 
management.23 Neurath himself was 
an early but unorthodox advocate 
of scientific planning. He had long 
been actively involved in planning, as 
Rations and Provisions Officer in the 
Army Corps from 1910, director of 
the Bavarian Central Planning Office 
in Munich, as part of the short-lived 
Bavarian free state circa 1918-19 
(when it was overthrown he survived 
a death sentence, principally because 
he insisted his role was technical 
rather than political), and then in 
Red Vienna. In the UK he became 
involved with organisations such as the 
Association for Planning and Regional 
Reconstruction and the Political and 
Economic Planning Bureau.
 In 1917, Neurath had proposed 
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a radical humanist revision of Taylorism, his own ‘Converse Taylor System’, 
which advocated the development of jobs and organisational structures out 
of the diversity of people ‘as we find them’.24 Taylorism, he suggests, does not 
have to ‘increase the general mechanization of living’ but could become ‘a 
principal force of a new humanism’. Like Kracauer he sees social uniformity 
as negative, but as only a temporary first consequence of social and economic 
planning, which people tolerate insofar as it is accompanied by improvements 
in living conditions and stability, and a reduction in unemployment and 
poverty. Because of this ‘it will doubtless take some time before an incisive 
criticism is raised against the uniformity. But the wish for co-existence of 
different forms of life and organization would then show itself more forcefully, 
and it might not be impossible that a multiplicity of forms of life adapted 
to the multiplicity of men themselves should become the mark of the future 
next-but-one’.25

 Neurath would later avoid predictive writing, but some of the passions 
and ideas he pursued throughout his life are here: the Epicurean idea of a 
tolerant society based on maximising human happiness and rooted in the 
actual needs of people in all their diversity; the rejection of the free market 
economy in favour of the planned society; the tendency to treat social and 
economic planning as an activity independent of a specific political system; 
and the emphasis on the use of social planning ‘to facilitate the simultaneous 
existence of as many forms of life as possible’. Contrast this to Gramsci, 
for whom both the political promise and the barbarism of Fordist-Taylorist 
industrialism lay in its attempt to create a ‘new type of man’ adapted to the 
various demands of capitalist industry.
 In the German sociology of modernity of Tönnies, Simmel and Weber, 
modern mass society characterised by science, rationalisation and atomisation, 
was contrasted with an older form of sociality or community of ‘natural bonds’, 
magic, ritual, and paternalistic and priestly authority. This diagnosis shapes 
Kracauer’s image of the mass as a conglomeration of isolated, atomistic 
individuals. Neurath shared this intellectual background with Kracauer, but 
in his view, new communal bonds of association, real organic collectives, 
were possible within the context of a mass society. Moreover, statistics and 
the methods of social science could be mobilised to produce this. Neurath 
first deployed picture statistics in exhibitions developed in the context of 
the social and economic crisis in post-war Vienna, as the Social Democratic 
city council began an extensive programme of changes to the social and 
economic infrastructure. Economic collapse during the Great War had led 
more than 100,000 people to build makeshift homes and plant vegetable 
gardens on public land on the outskirts of the city. This self-help movement 
became organised into co-operatives, and was at first far more effective than 
the socialist municipality, which was struggling with the Austrian economic 
collapse and constitutional crisis. Neurath worked as a sympathetic mediator 
between the city government and the co-operatives. He promoted the self-help 
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housing movement, helping to create organisations to unify and promote the 
interests of the settlers and allotment-holders, provided courses for settlers, 
architects and councillors, organised public demonstrations and exhibitions 
in the city centre, and negotiated with architects and city planners.26

 The Vienna Method charts were produced first as exhibition materials at 
the museums he founded with the support of the municipality. They addressed 
the working-class citizens who would be the first beneficiaries of the new social 
provisions, such as housing developments and health initiatives, enabling 
them to see their place in larger developments, in Vienna and worldwide. As 
Elisabeth Nemeth emphasizes, ‘the museum was not a place where scientific 
truths about society and economy were conveyed to the layman … [but] a place 
where people - most of them without higher education - could learn to look 
at social issues in a new way and practice doing this’.27 Lending themselves 
to comparative judgment and contemplative thinking, exhibition charts were 
intended to engage the viewer on first sight, requiring closer examination to 
be fully understood, but avoiding detail which detracted from the overview. 
By opening up this overview and encouraging reasoned comparison and 
debate, the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum exhibitions engaged the 
Viennese working class in the reconstruction of Red Vienna, rather than simply 
communicating the reconstruction after the fact.  They were components in a 
programme of social and economic planning that utilised Taylorist techniques. 
The view of the working class as an anonymous mass of atomised individuals 
was very alien to this application of Taylorism (converse or otherwise) in the 
service of socialist, anti-free market economics. 
 It was clear in 1920s Vienna that Taylorist planning could be mobilised 
in different ways, with distinct social and political consequences. This can be 
illustrated with an example. One of the architects associated with Neurath 
and the Viennese settlement movement was Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky, 
who designed her prototypical ‘Frankfurt Kitchen’ using Taylorist principles. 
Schütte-Lihotzky introduced an innovation in efficiency by abandoning the 
traditional Wohnküche (live-in kitchen) characteristic of working class homes in 
Germany and Austria. She used time-motion studies to design new ‘working 
kitchens’ that separated the activity of cooking from the other activities of 
the home.28 The municipality of Vienna adopted this model in the late 1920s 
for their community housing blocks or Gemeindebauen. Neurath’s closest 
architectural associate, the architect Josef Frank, responded acidly to Vienna’s 
introduction of these kitchens, arguing that they destroyed the proletarian 
home despite the fact that ‘the greatest proportion of civilised humanity live in 
the kitchen’. Interestingly, Frank describes this as a return to the ‘speculatively 
built dwelling’.29 Speculation, usually associated with metaphysics by advocates 
of empiricism such as Neurath, is here associated with Taylorist ergonomic 
design. Time-motion studies or other purportedly rational attempts to 
systematise living and make homes efficient are speculative in Frank’s view 
because they propose new domestic arrangements that are not rooted in the 
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actual everyday lives of the working class tenants. Frank implicitly aligns the 
new kitchens, and the ‘speculative’ application of Taylorist techniques with 
what Neurath called ‘pseudo-rationalism’. Briefly, this is the belief that it is 
possible to root all decisions (including design decisions) in conscious, rational 
insight. This belief, Neurath argues, ignores the necessary arbitrariness in 
decision-making and in everyday arrangements. In a 1913 essay, Neurath 
emphasised that social action could not be based on rational or objective 
certainties.  To believe you can achieve everything through conscious, rational 
insight is ‘pseudorationalism’, which derives from the same root as superstition 
and mysticism.30 Neurath’s philosophical rejection of certainty accompanies a 
rejection of over-rationalised planning which does not take sufficient account 
of human needs and human happiness.

ISOTYPE, FUNCTIONALISM AND UNIFORMITY

Architects who used ergonomics and time-motion studies set out to reinvent 
everyday tasks according to rational principles, and ultimately, shape a 
new way of life [Gestaltung des Lebens] on this basis. The commitment to 
‘functionalism’ and rationalism of the neue Sachlichkeit  (new objectivity) in 
architecture and design is underlined by its use of Taylorist time-motion and 
ergonomic studies. Galison reads Isotype in this light, and views Neurath as 
a proponent of the technical and architectural production of the new way 
of life via his involvement with the Dessau Bauhaus under Hannes Meyer. 
Galison points out that, ‘Throughout their writings Carnap, Neurath, and 
others singled out modern architecture as the cultural movement with which 
they most identified’.31 Using Neurath’s 1928 book Forms of Life and Class 
Struggle, Galison summarises,

Since rationality and scientificity were to characterize the revolutionary 
proletariat orientation, the architecture of modernity demanded rationality 
and functionalism. Modern architecture, Neurath believed, could both 
reflect and shape ‘the spirit of modern times’. Again and again, he argued 
that ‘significant movements of the age’ striving to shake loose of the past 
would ignore the example of the Bauhaus only at their peril.32 

 
In his Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, Reyner Banham states 
that functionalism was by the mid thirties used ‘as a blanket term for the 
progressive architecture of the twenties and its canon of approved forerunners 
that had been set up by writers like Siegfried Giedion’.33 Banham’s argument 
is that functionalism was not characteristic of 1920s architecture, even if its 
theorists and architects described it as such. However we can draw quite a 
sharp difference between the practices of the Dessau Bauhaus after 1928 
(when it was directed by Hannes Meyer) and the architectural projects in 
which Neurath was most closely involved, the Gemeindebauen in Vienna. 
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These used standardised interchangeable parts, but were as concerned with 
symbolism as they were with functionality, rationalisation and efficiency. 
Architectural historian Eve Blau describes the social housing projects of Red 
Vienna in the late 1920s as using a conventionalised typology, much as the 
Vienna Method (or Isotype) did. Different combinations of mass-produced 
architectural components communicated ‘how each building was to be used 
and what its relation was to the larger program of Red Vienna, as well as to 
traditional building practices and the physical fabric of the historical city of 
Vienna’.34

 In his essay written on the opening of the Dessau Bauhaus in 1926, Neurath 
had, as Galison summarises, ‘gently chided the Bauhaus for relying too much 
on the style of modernism and not sufficiently on its practical implications’.35 
Nevertheless, Neurath was not opposed to aesthetics in the sense of visual or 
sensory pleasure. In his writing he repeatedly emphasised that any calculation 
of efficiency or use must be tempered by the recognition of the significance 
of everyday sensory pleasures. Marie Neurath recalled how he talked of the 
Bauhaus, and ‘ridiculed one of their designs, a house for bachelors, from 
the point of view of the human beings who were to live that way’.36 However 
irrational or arbitrary actual lived practices may appear, they should be the 
grounds for stylistic choices, rather than the desire to give an appearance 
of functionality or the scientific analysis of human movement. Neurath and 
his colleagues put this principle into practice in the production of picture 
statistics and charts: at the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum in Vienna and 
later, the Isotype Institute in Oxford, their methods were repeatedly tested 
on audiences and in schools, and adjusted in the light of these findings. 
 Neurath’s version of functionalism is one that begins with people ‘as we 
find them’, a proposition first set out in his 1917 essay ‘The Converse Taylor 
System’. A clear example of what he took to be the needs and ‘functions’ 
fulfilled by a designed object (or graphic symbol, or building) is given in his 
correspondence of 1945. In that year, the Isotype Institute was involved in 
a slum-clearance project in Bilston, near Wolverhampton.37 In November, 
Neurath wrote to A.V. Williams, the town clerk and driving force behind the 
Bilston redevelopment, on the importance of enabling ‘the slum-dwellers to 
continue certain peculiarities of their life’ (things they enjoyed and did not 
want to abandon); ‘I am looking at all these items from a personal point of 
view, how a single person in your society may look at it, as a father, as a tired 
person, as a person who would like to read a book’.38 This idea of designing 
for diverse human needs also informed the work of Adolf Loos, who worked 
alongside Frank and Neurath on the Viennese social housing in the 1920s 
and 1930s. Loos wrote, ‘Following the principle that every type of tiredness 
requires a different chair, an English room is never furnished with one type 
of seat alone’.39 Neurath and his friend Josef Frank both held that there could 
not be any true or complete functionalism since it was impossible to anticipate 
in advance the uses to which things would be put. The function of a chair may 
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be ‘alleviating tiredness’ or it may be ‘sitting down’ but neither captures the 
full range of uses to which a chair is put, and no chair can be designed with 
the foreknowledge of all those uses. In a letter to Frank describing his escape 
from The Hague, Neurath described parachutists fighting with machine guns 
on the roofs and added an ironic aside to the architect - ‘you see the result 
of modern flat roofs - a fine thing for fights’.40 This example shows, not the 
fallibility of flat roofs, but the impossibility of knowing the results of design 
decisions in advance. 
 England seemed to offer some particularly vivid examples of the necessity 
and difficulty of redesigning the everyday. In a lecture given in Cambridge 
in 1941, Neurath contrasted the uses of fires in houses in Germany and 
England. A fire might be conceived as ‘a tool for making warm’ but it also 
might function (depending on its design) for ‘centralising, grouping people’. 
So, ‘changing the fireplace institution means changing many things: we 
cannot say what’.41 Any attempt to make rational technical improvements to 
the fireplace must take into account the love of ‘cosiness’. Neurath explained 
that his German-speaking friends viewed the English fireplace as a ‘waste 
of calories’, since most of the heat goes up the chimney, yet he argues, via 
a comparison with skiing, that what one person views in terms of efficiency 
(the burning of calories), another calls pleasure. Frank shared this emphasis 
on aesthetic, sensory pleasure. As the only Austrian architect chosen to 
contribute to the 1927 German Werkbund exhibition in Stuttgart, Frank built 
two houses which, though technologically innovative, were interpreted as a 
direct and provocative challenge to the neue Sachlichkeit in architecture. Theo 
van Doesburg lambasted the interiors for being ‘femininely appointed’ and 
‘middle class’, while other critics talked of being ‘caressed’, of ‘frippery’ and 
of the house as a ‘bordello’.42 Frank’s defence of his work rejected the notion 
of ornament as gender-specific and the denigration of the feminine that 
this implied. He responded that the bare, ‘functionalist’ style of interior did 
not cater to actual psychological needs: ‘Every person has a certain measure 
of sentimentality which he must satisfy,’ he argued; ‘frippery’ provided 
comfort.43 
 As Galison suggests, Frank ‘tried to navigate between left and right, 
between a naively progressivist (and, in his view, affected) functionalism of the 
Germans and his own countrymen’s penchant for ornamentation, regionalism, 
and nationalism’.44 He was not alone.
 Cosiness and comfort were priorities for Neurath in his own everyday life 
and, he assumed, for the working people of Vienna and England. Friends’ 
reminiscences of Neurath’s home in Vienna describe a space organised (even 
Taylorised) for the use of Neurath’s then wife, the mathematician Olga Hahn, 
who was blind; but also a comfortable space, decorated with Chinese objects 
and fabrics. An acquaintance, Ernst Lakenbacher, described meeting Neurath 
in the army service corps, and how he rapidly transformed their remote and 
bare living quarters ‘into a cosy study, making use of old crates and pictures 
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from periodicals’.45 Wolfgang Schumann, who met Neurath in 1906, recalled, 
‘he told me of his research into the character of lavatories in Vienna, especially 
regarding their cosiness. I was startled, but extremely impressed by the man’.46 
This interest in the cosiness of toilets reappears as a criticism of Le Corbusier’s 
architecture in a 1945 letter to Frank. Neurath recounted, ‘when we asked 
the lady where the bathroom is, we learned after some hesitation that it was 
just this dark hole, in which one could hardly move’.47 Frank argued that 
working people were less attracted to bare furnishings than intellectuals: ‘The 
demand for bareness is made particularly by those who think continuously, 
or at least need to be able to do so, and who can obtain comfort and rest by 
other means’.48 A Persian carpet could provide an unlimited amount of detail, 
which given time to contemplate, has ‘a calming effect’.49 
 It seems that Neurath concurred with his close friend when it came to the 
domestic interior, but followed a very different approach with Isotype. Just as 
Josef Frank’s brightly-patterned, exuberant textile designs are very different 
in appearance from the designs of the neue Sachlichkeit (Frank later became 
a key figure in the Swedish Modern movement), they also stand out from 
the austere geometric aesthetic of Gerd Arntz and Isotype. Certainly Isotype 
charts appear visually stripped down, and rationalised, their uniform simple 
appearance is intended to facilitate reading and discussion. While, even in the 
1920s, neither Neurath nor Frank had been unequivocal supporters of a bare, 
minimal aesthetic in design, the Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum housed a 
simple, modern display structure designed by Frank to draw attention away 
from the soaring Gothic ceilings of the neues Rathaus. Isotype charts were 
intended to be encountered for a limited time in the space of the museum, 
and relatively quick comprehension and debate is the aim. The Persian carpet 
belongs at home, where relaxation and quiet, absent-minded contemplation 
is needed. Nevertheless, the visual style of an Isotype chart is not purely to 
do with legibility. Like the Gemeindebauen and the designs of the Bauhaus, 
Isotype charts use visual style to position themselves within a larger social 
and political context. 
 By rejecting extraneous detail and unnecessary ornamental flourishes, the 
Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum, and later the Isotype Institute, symbolically 
committed itself to the equalising power of modernity. The early charts 
made by the museum had included the trappings of social class and ethnic 
difference, indicated by details of dress, but as Isotype developed it tended 
toward very simple schematic indicators of such differences. Neurath’s 
1939 book Modern Man in the Making includes an Isotype picture which 
shows how visual uniformity was linked with technological modernity (fig. 
4). It depicts the transformation of battle-dress over time. Five soldiers in 
historical battledress from different parts of the world are arranged above five 
soldiers in identical nondescript uniforms. All are depicted in Isotype style, 
with blank faces and a simple colour palette, but the lower row of men are 
distinguished from one another only by a colour-coding of their faces. In the 
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1930s this use of conventionalised skin colour to refer to national and ethnic 
difference was still commonplace, and, despite its roots in the hierarchical 
racial schema inherited from the nineteenth century, it was seen by Neurath 
and his colleagues as a solution to the problem of depicting difference through 
‘folkloric dress’, which Neurath was informed was offensive to people of the 
different nations. Progress and equal status were associated with modern 
dress. In this particular chart, homogeneity of costume distinguishes the 
modern row of figures from the historical one. Yet, battle-dress is not simply 
costume - it is also equipment, technology. The greater variety of the top 
row of figures, showing differences in shields, weaponry and headdress for 
example, might be regarded as visually more engaging than the sameness 
of the figures below. However, the accompanying text is unequivocal in its 
explanation of the disadvantages of this variety: 

On the battlefield victories are won by the most highly developed 
war equipment. Whatever the social order may be, a knowledge of 
war technology is the common possession of all nations today. Cheap 
armaments and badly fed soldiers do not win battles. Mankind disposes of 

FIG 4: Detail from Otto Neurath, Modern Man in The Making (1939). Otto and Marie Neurath 
Isotype Collection, Department of Typography & Graphic Communication, University of Reading.
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better equipment, planning and better methods for killing and tormenting 
fellow-beings than for making life and living conditions secure.50

What appears as colourful variety turns out to be technical disadvantage on the 
modern battlefield, exemplifying the way social-technical planning has been 
misdirected toward death instead of life. This technical disparity had facilitated 
the European conquest of Africa, since African shields made of animal-hide, 
designed for battles fought with spears, provided poor protection against the 
bayonet and the horse. In this context, the development of a modern uniform 
style for Isotype may be seen as more than a functional choice, concerned solely 
with legibility and clarity. It is also a symbolic and strategic commitment to the 
equitable distribution of technology and planning for the improvement of life and 
living conditions. Uniformity of appearance was understood as anti-hierarchical, 
and democratic. Before the second world war, standardisation was often 
understood as an aspect of the democratising potential of modernity, a means 
of combating traditional hierarchy and social inequalities, both symbolically and 
practically. Equating domination with standardisation and Fordism became more 
common as the Fascist and National Socialist adoption of rationalisation and 
standardisation became evident. After the war, many modernist designers and 
artists, including Frank, repudiated their own earlier insistence on a uniform 
style, as something now tainted by association with Fascism and Nazism.51 
 Although in their final visual appearance they appear uniform, it is 
evident from Neurath’s correspondence that Isotype charts were produced as 
assemblages, through an assiduous process of consultation, drawing on a wide 
range of expertise, and diverse perspectives drawn from different fields. At the 
Gesellschafts-und Wirtschaftsmuseum this took the form of an Academie of experts at 
the museum. Later, in the Netherlands and Britain, it was via a large network 
of dispersed informal contacts and consultants, as well as paid researchers. This 
practice of assembling diverse elements into a unified whole is consistent with 
Neurath’s other work. For instance, he argued in the Cambridge lecture for the 
importance of diverse perspectives in social planning, rather than imposing a 
totalising view. On his Unity of Science work, he had to defend himself against 
Horace Kallen’s accusations that the unified science was ‘absolutist’ and in 
league with totalitarianism.52 Neurath argued his vision was a pluralist one 
- he had no intention of constructing a total system. He acknowledged that 
scientific disciplines operate according to different, contradictory principles. 
But the crux of scientific ‘unity’ is that all sciences could be discussed using 
everyday language, ‘the everyday language which we use when we talk of cows 
and calves’. For Neurath, this is a democratising move - what can be known by 
scientists should also be explicable to anyone, and he cites Itelson, ‘What one 
cannot explain in principle to a taxidriver in his language must be somewhat 
twisted’.53 Neuraths model for construction was the encyclopaedia, an ongoing 
project of collating and orchestrating which is never complete, a model which 
drew on d’Alembert and Diderot’s eighteenth-century example.
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 By the mid 1930s, Neurath had also rejected the idea of a symbolic language 
that could absolutely eliminate the problems arising from the ambiguity of 
natural language.54 In 1928 Carnap had published The Logical Construction of 
the World (the Aufbau) in which he conceived of a coherent system of scientific 
knowledge, built out of simple, empirical perceptual elements and therefore 
‘transparent’ because directly traceable back to such statements. In this 
way, epistemology might establish itself on a scientific basis and rid itself of 
historically accumulated, metaphysical baggage. Isotype’s visual construction 
seems to echo this. Like the Bauhaus use of geometric elements (triangle, circle, 
square), Galison suggests, Isotype was ‘essentially a linguistic and pictorial form 
of transparent construction’, since ‘Out of simple pictorial elements such as a 
machine, a worker, or coal, one could construct standardised representations 
of the distribution of industry, housing, and other aspects of material life’.55 
However, according to recent scholars, despite his early enthusiasm for 
eradicating terminology he saw as metaphysical or theological, Neurath took 
the view that linguistic ambiguity made communication possible by enabling 
stable discourse.56 He stated, ‘The fiction of an ideal language constructed out 
of pure atomic sentences is no less metaphysical than the fiction of Laplace’s 
demon’.57 The basis of science has to be Ballungen, common and imprecise 
‘verbal clusters’ or congestions that we use in everyday life: ‘We always start 
from historical, natural language. Its sentences are Ballungen, and that means 
mixtures of forms of expression (precise and imprecise concepts)’.58

 When Otto and Marie Neurath promoted Isotype as a ‘picture language’, 
they emphasised its limitations, its inability to deal with emotional content, its 
supplementary role. Neurath explained, ‘the picture language is an education 
in clear thought - by reason of its limits’.59 In 1944 he wrote, ‘I always maintain 
the limitations of all visual aids … I object to attempts to look at Isotype as 
a quasi-language in full-dress. It is just my point to maintain that Isotype is 
adapted to impressive presentation of relatively simple correlation. A full 
scheme of hieroglyphics should frighten me … ’60 In International Picture 
Language he argued that picture languages, 

are based on our knowledge of the things themselves, putting weight on 
what ever seems important. Ideas of what is important are not the same at 
all times or in all countries … Certainly the ISOTYPE signs are dependent 
on their time like all these old sign-languages. Later times will see what their 
special qualities are and what the conditions were which made them’.61

While Isotype signs are empirically grounded, they are still culturally and 
historically specific interpretations. Isotype draws on a common symbolic 
vocabulary, pilfering from a wide range of different sign systems including 
well-established historical symbols. The ancient Egyptian wall paintings that 
Neurath knew from his visits to the Kunsthistorischesmuseum in Vienna provided 
a model of clarity and colour, for ways around the complex naturalistic 

54. See Thomas E. 
Uebel, Overcoming 
Logical Positivism 
from Within: the 
Emergence of 
Neurath’s Naturalism 
in the Vienna Circle’s 
Protocol Sentence 
Debate, Amsterdam, 
Rodopi, 1992.

55. Peter Galison, 
op. cit., pp749 and 
723.

56. Angela 
Potochnik and 
Audrey Yap, 
‘Revisiting Galison’s 
“Aufbau/Bauhaus” 
in light of Neurath’s 
philosophical 
projects’, Studies 
in the History 
and Philosophy of 
Science,  37 (2006): 
477. doi:10.1016/
j.shpsa.2005.11.001

57. Neurath, 
‘Protocol sentences’ 
in A. J. Ayer (ed), 
Logical Positivism, 
New York, The Free 
Press, 1959, pp199-
208. 

58. Otto Neurath, 
cited in Cartwright 
et al., op. cit., 
p195. Here, and in 
Potochnik and Yap’s 
essay, the concept 
of Ballungen in 
Neurath’s work is 
introduced and 
discussed in depth. 

59. Otto Neurath, 
International Picture 
Language: The First 
Rules of Isotype 
Psyche Miniatures, 
London, Kegan Paul, 
1936, p22.

60. Otto Neurath 
letter to R.W. Moore, 
May 23, 1944. 
Isotype 1/10-11 in 
the Otto and Marie 
Neurath Isotype 
Collection.



 83 

  
LIVING LIFE IN PICTURES     59

convention of perspective, and for a symbolism derived from ‘living life’ (as 
Neurath put it) rather than ritual or religion. Neurath also explained that 
colour in Isotype was used according to common-sensical associations ‘adapted 
to popular usage’.62 In this way, Neurath hoped that Isotype might gain, not 
absolute clarity, but something of the legibility and stability of Ballungen. 
 In 1947, Marie Neurath wrote to a correspondent that while Isotype should 
be easily understood, ‘the writing of it was a very responsible and difficult job 
which can only be carried out by a group of experienced persons.63 Isotype, in 
her view, was a developed and thoroughgoing practice rooted in experience 
worked out over two decades, hers as much as Otto Neurath’s. Its flexibility 
and usefulness depended on this recognition of it as a practice, not a code that 
might be ‘cracked’ nor as a set of finished stylised artifacts. As a practice, Isotype 
intersected with a wide range of other practices, and participated in social change, 
as well as operating as a means to enable its users to develop new conceptual 
and perceptual practices. Peter Galison and Lorraine Daston have argued that 
scientific practices operate at the level of an individual, as ‘techniques of the 
self ’ that discipline and orient attention, and create the conditions for certain 
kinds of (valued) thought.64 Cultural production also involves techniques and 
rules that orient attention in specific ways and facilitate practice. In Isotype this 
would include (for instance) the restricted range of colours used and their rules of 
combination, and the maxim that quantity should be indicated through multiple 
identical pictograms, rather than through differences in scale or volume. 
 Clearly Isotype did tend toward standardisation, uniformity, the methods 
associated with quantitative social science and social planning. Yet these techniques 
and regimes that facilitate the practice of making and interpreting Isotype charts 
were not attempts to impose a singular way of life, nor was the discipline needed 
to produce the charts a discipline imposed on its readers. Isotype was part of 
social planning and education, a practice that proceeded on the basis that what 
knowledge we have can be accessible to everyone if it is expressed clearly enough. 
Neurath and his colleagues did not believe that uncertainty, ambiguity and 
everyday muddle were intolerable, or assume the world was entirely knowable. 
Architecture, planning and Isotype were, for Neurath, not about shaping the new 
way of life (singular), in accordance with the demands of industry or the mass 
society, but about enabling plural, co-existent ways of life.
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