
The Transformation of the Wiener Werkstätte in Kyoto

-- Felice Lizzi Ueno Rix; on her education and design --

 

In 1950s, Postwar Japan’s design theory was heavily weighted in favor of 

functionalism, the roots of which were in the Bauhaus and other European and 

American modernism movements. Design education at this time placed great weight 

on rationalism and technical skill. As a result, originality and individual sensitivity 

were not considered to be important. In recent years, this imbalance has been 

redressed as Japanese design places much greater significance on both originality and 

individual sensitivity.

In this presentation, I would like to introduce the new educational system of design 

after World War II that Felice Ueno Rix introduced to Kyoto City University of Arts. 

So far, little attention has been given to her contribution. I would like to describe her 

professorship at Kyoto City University of Arts (1951-1963) and some of the designs 

that she created there. 

 

1. The Modernization and the Vienna Secession in Japan

 

Between the 1910s and the 1930s, Japan quickly acquired cultural simultaneity with 

the Western Styles of Art Nouveau, Secession, Expressionism, Art Deco and 

Modernism. In particular, Japan’s encounter with the Vienna Secession afforded an 

1



important turning point in Japanese design. One of the pioneers of Secessionism in 

Japan was Goichi Takeda (1872-1938) who was an architect and a teacher in Kyoto 

Institute of Technology. While there, he designed houses, furniture and textiles, etc., 

all of which were influenced by the Vienna Secession. He studied design research in 

Europe from 1901 to 1903, and designed the first Secession architecture in Japan, 

“Fukushima House” (1907). He adapted the Secessionist style to his own design, 

which he called “Mar-Hoff-style.” The name “Mar-Hoff” was derived from the 

names of the Secessionists, Emanuel Margold and Josef Hoffman. However, despite 

the name, we can also clearly see the influence of Japanese aesthetics in his designs. 

It is interesting to note that in those days, Japanese artists believed that the Japanese 

Rimpa School influenced the Vienna Secession. In his designs, Takeda aimed to 

transpose the principles of the Vienna Secession to Japan and thereby create a 

Japanese Secession (1). Incidentally, the birthplace of the Japanese modern 

architecture movement is generally thought to be the Japan Secession Architecture 

Society, which was founded by S. Horiguchi and others in 1920(-28). It was 

influenced by German Expressionism, but they insisted on cultivating a new modern 

style that did not incorporate and elements of the style and decoration of the past. 

By the mid-1920s, many Japanese were studying in Europe, one of whom was 

Isaburo Ueno (1892-1972). He was born in Kyoto into a family of miya-daiku 

(traditional carpenters that specialize in the construction of shrines or temples 

without the use of nails). After graduating from Waseda University in 1922, he 

studied structural engineering in the Technical University of Berlin. While in Berlin, 

he visited the Bauhaus, where he met the German Expressionists Bruno Taut and 

Hans Poelzig. Furthermore, he studied at Vienna University, and worked in 
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Hoffman’s studio between 1924 and 1925. He married Felice Rix (1893-1967) who 

was working in the Wiener Werkstätte (Vienna Workshop) in 1925. At the end of that 

same year, he went back to Japan, and established the Ueno Architecture Studio and 

founded the International Architecture Society Japan (1927-33) with Seigo Motono 

and others, following the establishment of CIAM (1926-59). The society had many 

foreign members including, Hoffman, Taut, P. Behrens, W. Gropius, and G. Rietveld. 

After his return to Japan, Isaburo, built “Shimazu House” (1930) and “Okano 

House” (1933). He also designed several restaurants. Functionality and rationality 

were central to the design of these buildings that used the white abstract form of so-

called modernism architecture. But the interiors, which were designed in partnership 

with his wife Felice, were decorated in Wiener Werkstätte style. Counting on the help 

of the International Architecture Society Japan to find his work, Taut came to Kyoto 

in 1933. When Taut was granted a post at Gunma, Isaburo followed Taut and became 

Chief of the Industrial Arts Institute of Gunma. After his appointment, he moved out 

of the field of architecture and concentrated on the industrial arts. After World War 

II, Isaburo flourished as a teacher of art in Kyoto. 

 

2. “Lizzi Sensei”

Felich Rix (Japanese name is “Lizzi Ueno”) was born in Vienna as the eldest 

daughter of a rich entrepreneur on June 1, 1893. She was brought up in the elegant 

atmosphere of the upper classes and entered the Viennese School of Applied Arts 

(Kunstgewerbeschule) in 1913 where she studied under Hoffman. Lizzi became a 
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member of the Wiener Werkstätte in 1917, when she was 24 years old. During World 

War I, female designers who had graduated from the Kunstgewerbeschule largely 

administered the Wiener Werkstätte. Furthermore, Dagobert Peche (1887-1923), who 

joined the Wiener Werkstätte in 1915, turned the focus of that institution away from 

architecture and interior decoration, and redirected it towards interior textiles, 

ceramic art and accessories. While there, Lizzi therefore designed glass, ceramics, 

textiles, and accessories. When she married Isaburo on 21 October 1925, she was 32 

years old. In the same year, she won a prize at The Exposition Internationale des Arts 

Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes.

In the early years after coming to Japan, Lizzi occasionally returned to Austria for 

periods of one or two years and remained a member of the Wiener Werkstätte until 

May 1930. Throughout this period, she sent her designs to Vienna from Kyoto. 

The marriage with Isaburo led to an advance to interior design for her and between 

1935 and 1944, while working as a technical adviser at the Kyoto Experimental 

Textile Station, she created ceiling and wall decorations for the Kyoto Star Bar and 

Buffet, the dining hall in the Kyoto Station Hotel and the visitor’s room of the 

municipal office in Kyoto City. When Isaburo became Chief of the Gunma Industrial 

Arts Institute in Takasaki, Lizzi joined him, where she acceded to the position of 

part-time director. While there, she designed, among other things, common wares, 

which were made from traditional Japanese materials, such as bamboo. 
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In 1946, the year after the end of World War II, Lizzi, together with Isaburo, had 

begun to teach as a part-time lecturer in the Kyoto Academy of Arts (“the 

Academy”). In 1950, following the enforcement of a new university system, the 

Academy was renamed the Kyoto City University of Arts. Isaburo and Lizzi were 

nominated by the students to take up positions as professor and full-time lecturer 

respectively. They took up their new posts almost simultaneously and by 1960, Lizzi 

has been granted a professorship (2). After their appointment, a new system of design 

education was introduced to Kyoto City University of Arts. And in the next chapter 

we come to the important question of how Lizzi and Isaburo viewed design 

education. 

Lizzi , while lecturing on design in Kyoto City University of Arts, also designed 

some jewelry boxes of cloisonné and offered some pattern designs to a textile 

company in Kyoto. Her magnum opus was the ceiling pictures and frescos that she 

designed in 1962 for the underground restaurant “Actress” of the Nissei Theater in 

Hibiya, Tokyo. The theatre itself was designed by Togo Murano (1891-1984). 

In 1963, she resigned from the Kyoto City University of Arts, and in May of that 

same year, Lizzi and Isaburo established their own private school, the International 

Design School (now Kyoto Interactive School of Art). On 15, October 1967, she died 

at home in Kyoto aged 74 years. At the time of her death; she was still an officer for 

the International Design School. 

 

3. Farbe und Komposition (Color and Composition)
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The Kyoto Academy of Arts’ design department was founded in 1929. However, the 

original concepts on which the school was founded were gradually distorted by the 

thick atmosphere of wartime Japan. In 1950, it was necessary to overhaul the 

university’s educational system was applied to. Lizzi and Isaburo Ueno envisaged 

the new Department of Design as including not only the fields of graphic design, 

interior design and industrial design, but also textile, glass, cloisonné, metal work, 

bamboo work and woodwork. We can say that their vision was to gear design 

education towards the comprehensive formative arts including not only industrial 

design but also crafts. The Department was actually divided into four courses, 

(product) design, dyeing and weaving, ceramics, and painting (Japanese lacquer). 

The educational system that they introduced continued until 1968.

In 1950’s Japan, there was a feeling within industrial design circles that Japan should 

move away from the current practice of imitating Western design and lead by 

originality. This change is illustrated by the creation and development of the “Good 

Design Selection System” (generally known as the G-Mark System) instituted by the 

Ministry of International Trade and Industry in 1957. Lizzi encouraged students to 

design objects that were suitable for the material in which the student was working. 

On the other hand, she was also concerned with the creative ability and fantasy of 

each individual student. This approach to education was very novel in those days. 

The class was called "Farbe und Komposition (color and constitution)". 

Students had to take the“Farbe und Komposition” class, twice a week, when they 

were in the 1st and 2nd years. This class was the foundation of the design course. 

Lizzi’s teaching method for her class, “Farbe und Komposition”, was derived from 
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the educational method developed for children by Franz Cizek (1865-1946) in the 

Viennese School of Applied Arts between 1904 and 1938. Her method was to 

encourage students to create their own patterns. While students were permitted to 

observe natural forms, she taught them that they did not need to be bound by the 

constraints of nature itself. She developed an analytical and constructive approach to 

design that merely used a color and a form. It is also worthy to note that Cizek’s 

liberal approach to teaching also influenced Johannes Itten at the Bauhaus, whose 

teaching method. I will contrast with Lizzi’s later in this chapter.

For each “Farbe und Komposition,” class, Lizzi gave her students a concrete theme 

(‘fruits and people,’ ‘workers,’ ‘flowers’ etc.) which they had to finish before the 

end of the day. She never let her students use a brush or pencil for drawing, thereby 

tapping into their inner creativity. In addition, she let her students experiment with 

various materials in order for them to develop their own ideas and concepts. 1st year 

students worked mainly on two-dimensional compositions. She encouraged them to 

make colored paper themselves. For example, to use carved potatoes to create simple 

prints, or cut the paper with a sharp-edged tool and then shape the composition with 

them. The 2nd year students tried to made three-dimensional objects from, amongst 

other things, straw, paper, corrugated paper, fiber, fabric, wire, thin aluminum board, 

wood, bamboo, clay.

The 1st year students learned the basic formation of design from their work on 

mainly two-dimensional compositions, and materials’ training was given to the 2nd 

year students. Students had first to learn that the basics of good design came from the 

development of their imagination. Freshmen already had the potential to develop 
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their imagination but in reality were apt to shut themselves up in the peripheral and 

the frame of self. After freeing their imagination, students were taught to recognize 

the purposefulness of their design work. I mean here that Lizzi thought any design 

should assume self-expression as the starting point. She placed great emphasis on the 

concept of “Fantasy.” 

Cizek, from whom her teaching method was derived, thought that the teacher should 

be a gentle facilitator, never dismissive but quietly creating a mood wherein the 

"unconscious art" could be released (3). Following his method, Lizzi encouraged a 

student's imagination as their inspiration took hold. Furthermore, she never wrote a 

syllabus during her term in office because she thought that education should be 

tailored to the individual needs of a student. Therefore, she decided on the 

curriculum at the start of the academic year but did not teach in conformity with it. 

She thought that it was important to first watch the reaction of a student to the task at 

hand and thereafter think about the direction in which she would encourage the 

student to go.  

“Farbe und Komposition,” was a class of the primary course of the Weimar Bauhaus, 

which was evolved by Itten. It is well known that Itten placed high regard on 

intuitively catching a feeling for materials such that realistic representation could be 

transcended, as well as developing his general theory of contrast between light and 

shade. Itten also, of course, developed his own theories on the use of color and the 

color circle. Therefore, it may be said that Itten demanded that his students analyze 

works through an awareness of contrast. Concerning this, we can say the Itten's 

formative theory was different from Lizzi's theory, which first aimed to develop the 
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inspiration of the individual through fantasy and imagination. So judging from the 

above, I would say that Lizzi taught “Farbe und Komposition” in Kyoto in the 

manner of the Wiener Werkstätte, which was different to the manner in which it was 

taught at the Bauhaus under Itten. 

When the Kyoto City University of Arts was founded, aside from Isaburo, there were 

two other professors in the design department. One of whom was the stencil dying 

artist, Nenjiro Inagaki, and the other of whom was the pottery artist, Kenkichi 

Tomimoto. The students studied the industrial arts generally. I am still conducting an 

investigation into the connection between the Bauhaus and Kyoto City University of 

Arts through Isaburo and Lizzi. However, at this stage I am confident in my 

statement that the new curriculum of the Kyoto City University of Arts resembled the 

early stages of the curriculum of the Weimar Bauhaus.

 

4. Not Constructive, but Generative…

Thus far, I have concentrated on Lizzi’s contribution to design education but have 

not yet touched on her design itself. Next I would like to contrast Lizzi’s designs in 

her Vienna-period with those of her Kyoto-period. Let us start with Lizzi’s textile 

design. Lizzi’s textile designs are distinguished by their elegance, delicate lines and 

use of impressive color.

In total, she designed one hundred and thirty patterns for the Wiener Werkstätte, and 

of these, one hundred and twelve are in the Österreichisches Museum für 

Angewandte Kunst in Vienna. Of these 112 pattern, 69 were created in Vienna 
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between 1918 and 1925. After moving to Kyoto, from 1926 to 1930 she designed the 

remaining 43 patterns. Many of these designs from her Vienna-period, have a more 

practical rather than abstract theme to them, for example “Japan Country” (1923) 

and “Cocoon” (1924). Her designs are characterized by their endearing infantile 

simplicity. However, she also created designs with a geometrical element to them, for 

example, "Thunderstorm" (1919) and "Overture" (1924). The Vienna-period designs 

are characteristic of that period and reveal the fashionable elements present in society 

at that time.

It seems that after 1926, in her Kyoto-period, an abundance of decorative and 

delicate lines were appearing in her work. This is well illustrated by “Geranium” 

(1929) and some of the wallpaper that she designed for a Swiss wallpaper company, 

around 1930. After the Wiener Werkstätte closed, her work showed free use of thin 

lines. Of course not all of her designs showed this tendency, but it is interesting to 

note that her lines became more carefree and complicated. I believe that the source of 

this tendency was the picture scroll that she drew during her stay in Manchuria in 

about 1939/40. Picture scrolls, by their exotic nature afford the painter greater artistic 

freedom and decorative possibilities. It was this exoticism and decorativeness that I 

believe was the influence behind the new freedom in her design. It should also be 

noted that Chinese motives were used in cloisonné ware which I shall come to next.

In 1950, Lizzi started designing cloisonné ware at Inaba Cloisonné Workshop in 

Kyoto. Cloisonné uses metal filaments to create partitions (cloisons: French) onto the 

object which is then filled with colored enamel. By its nature, cloisonné ware has 

strong contours and lines that allows colors to be dramatically contrasted. Thus, her 
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cloisonné work effectively incorporates the elegant drawing lines and glittering 

colors characteristic of her work. During her time at the Kyoto City University of 

Arts, she designed not only cloisonnéware, but also so many textiles and furniture. 

She was also drawing in various manners and mediums at this time.

“Zebra and Crocodile” and “The Town with Café and Mode Shop” are both designs 

for cabinet doors. It seems that in these designs, Lizzi purposely paid no attention to 

the layout constraints of the paper on which she was working. She showed by these 

designs that it was possible to deviate from the usual concepts of proportion. Her 

designs spill over, expanding the boundaries of the paper on which she is working. 

Her largest and most important work, the wall painting in the restaurant “Actress” 

gives the viewer and impression of carefree suspension. In contrast to the 

transparence of Modernist architecture, the visitor is presented with an opaque space 

that is experimental and enjoyable in its nature. Rather than allow the visitor to see 

everything immediately on entering, she designed the restaurant so that people could 

experience the space step by step as they moved through it. We may say that Lizzi’s 

perception of space came from her teacher, Hoffmann. However, at the same time, 

her space perception was beyond the delicacy of the Wiener Werkstätte in that it was 

expressed in a more lively and dynamic way.

From the above-mentioned, I have distinguished three distinct periods in Lizzi’s 

design career. The first period was when Lizzi was an active designer at the Wiener 

Werkstätte. Here she contrasted vivid colors to make effective patterns, all the while 

thinking about the current fashions of the day. The second period was between 1926 

and 1945 when Lizzi developed her design expression by the effective use of color 
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and form in her drawings using thin brushwork. This allowed her to break free of the 

limited and rigid conventional ideas on the use of space. In other words, she 

recognized that the Japanese (Chinese) perception of space was not limited by the 

boundaries of the of a sheet of paper. This lays the foundation for her third and final 

period in her mature years as teacher and designer. In this period, we can recognize 

that her designs were more carefree and fantastical not only their expression of lines 

and color, but also in their perception of space.

 

It should be concluded, from what has been said above that (1) Lizzi as designer in 

the Wiener Werkstätte, created intelligent and rational designs. In other words, her 

designs succeeded commercially. (2) Lizzi’s contribution to design education was 

the formation of a new system of basic design with a marked importance on the 

originality of design. These were unquestionably her educational goals, however it 

was not always easy for her students to absorb them. (3) The turning points in her 

life were the marriage with Isaburo and the closure of the Wiener Werkstätte. She 

was a prolific designer in spite of the bad times in the 1920's and 1930's and I think 

that her designs were affected by her leaving Vienna, and frequent relocation in 

Japan and China. I would also add that Isaburo was oppressed by the Japanese 

security forces during the uneasy days of World War II, due to the communist 

sounding name of the “International Architecture Society”. Lizzi was also oppressed 

by reason of her status as a foreigner.

Finally, and most importantly for me, the perception of space in her designs 

gradually diverged from the accepted views of composition at that time. Contrary to 
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that the modernist regarded order, she placed emphasis on the design elements of 

fantasy and imagination. This post-modernist view was clearly present in her attitude 

to education from the beginning and had a profound influence in the development of 

design education in Kyoto.

 

(1) Adachi, Hiroshi. The Japanese House: Discovering Aesthetics and Space, in 

catalog Japanese Aesthetics and Sense of Space – Another Aspect of Modern 

Japanese Design, Sezon Museum of Art, 1990, pp.58-65. 

(2) Takai, Ichiro. Date book - the third period (1950-80) (2) education and research, 

in One Hundred Years History of The Kyoto City University of Arts, Kyoto 1981.

(3) W. Viola, Child Art and Franz Cizek. 2nd ed. University of London Press Ltd., 
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