





Intellectual, and Patron,” and there are
indeed two famous artistic representa-
tions to support her contention concern-
ing the seminal character of Margaret
Stonborough-Wittgenstein  and  her
impact on the Viennese cultural produc-
tion in the first half of the 20th century.

The first is the portrait by the cele-
brated Gustav Klimt of Margaret Ston-
borough-Wittgenstein, at age twenty-
three. Klimt used a variation of a Wiener
Werkstitte interior design as a setting to
capture the beautiful and proud woman.
Her father Karl Wittgenstein commis-
sioned the portrait for the occasion of
Margaret’s marriage to wealthy American
Jerome Stonborough in early 1905. But
it was not fact a wedding present. Instead,
the painting remained in possession of
the father until his death in 1913; it was
intended, it seems, to serve as a tribute to
Wittgenstein himself, as the grand patron
of the Viennese Secession Building and
the Wiener Werkstiitte, rather than to
the young woman it portrayed. The
painting, presented in exhibitions in
Berlin in 1905 and in Rome in 1911,
increased Karl Wittgenstein’s prestige
and exposed his daughter Margaret to the
public eye.

More than twenty years later, at the
age of forty-four, freed of her father’s
influence and disillusioned with her mar-
riage, Margaret made a second grand
contribution to the Viennese landscape
with an architectural landmark: her large
urban villa, designed by family friend and
architect, Paul Engelmann, and her
brother Ludwig. It became her most con-
spicuous contribution to Viennese mod-
ernism. Although the outer cubic form of
the house, completed in 1928-1929, was
a further development of earlier and con-
temporary works by Adolf Loos, the inte-
rior design realized a radical
philosophical perspective through its
purist symmetrical arrangement. Despite
its unusual arrangement, the villa, known
today as the “Wittgenstein House,”
immediately entered the chronicles of
Viennese modern architecture.

Given the extraordinary power of
these two works, a central question
accompanies the reader throughout the

76 CENTROPA 5.1: JANUARY 2005

biography. How was the attractive
daughter of a rich industrial tycoon able
to break through the inherited social
confines of her class, which expected her
to adapt herself as a beautiful icon in her
close surroundings, and to become an
independent and enthusiast architectural
patron, building an impressive “house of
her own™?

Margaret Stonborough-Wittgenstein
was born to Karl and Leopoldine (née
Kallmus) Wittgenstein on 19 September
1882. Even though Karl and his wife had
both been baptized—he as a Protestant,
she as a Catholic—they had close family
ties to prominent assimilated Jewish fam-
ilies in Vienna and in Prague. Both were
amateur musicians, and had a prestigious
music salon in their sprawling palace in
the Alleegasse. The children were bap-
tized in the Catholic faith, but their edu-
cation was entirely secular. Margaret was
the sixth of eight children, three daugh-
ters and five sons. Two of her brothers,
Hans and Rudolf, committed suicide in
their twenties, a result, it seems, of the
pressure of living up to the expectations
of their successful, self-made father. Suf-
fering from the emotionally frosty atmos-
phere at home, Margaret chose to marry
an American outsider as a way out of her
parents’ house.

Margaret met Jerome Stonborough at
a relative’s house. He was nine years older
than she, and had come to Vienna to
study medicine. The couple married in a
Protestant church, but she remained
Catholic. The Stonboroughs were a well
situated New York industrialist family of
German-Jewish origin; Jerome’ sister,
Aimée Stonborough, married into the
famous Guggenheim family. Stonbor-
ough did not practice any specific profes-
sion, but preferred to work as an assistant
in different medical laboratories. Imme-
diately after their marriage, driven by a
sense of constant discomfort that hunted
him throughout his life, Jerome decided
to move to Berlin. The domineering
character of her father followed Margaret
to Berlin, where she happily accepted his
offer to commission the Wiener Werk-
stitte to redesign their apartment. Yet she
decided to influence the design with her

own taste, ending up with strict geomet-
ric and dark-stained wood furniture
pieces that can still be seen in the present
Wiener Werkstitte exhibition at the
Vienna Museum of Applied Arts. While
her father’s patronage influenced her
milieu, her husband’s restlessness deter-
mined her location. Following Jerome,
she moved to Zurich and, eventually, to
Paris, giving birth during these early
wandering years to two sons, Thomas, in
1906, and John, in 1912. In spite of her
willing submission to the traditional role
of wife and mother, she did not neglect
her own development. She passed the
Matura and started, at the age of twenty-
seven, to study physics and mathematics
at the University of Zurich. Her work
was interrupted by her husband’s wish to
move to Paris, where she continued her
studies, but in the end she did not remain
in one place long enough to complete a
degree. Innstead, she found compensa-
tion in art, collecting paintings and sculp-
ture and experimenting with design. In
Paris, she created cups and tableware,
asking the Wiener Werkstitte to realize
her ideas under the supervision of the
designer Eduard Wimmer-Wissgrill. In
autumn 1910, she commissioned the
Wiener Werkstiitte to undertake this
project, but cancelled her order after
becoming alarmed by the extravagant
costs involved.

In 1913, after the death of her father,
the Stonborough-Wittgenstein family
returned to Vienna, and in early 1914,
Margaret purchased her first house, the
‘Villa Toscana,” a neo-Renaissance coun-
try house in Gmunden in Upper Austria
built in the 1860s. For the renovation and
new design, she hired the young and
ambitious architect Rudolf Perco, a stu-
dent of Otto Wagner. His principal
assignment was to decorate the walls and
to equip the house with modern facilities.
There was no unified concept; rather, she
and Perco evolved a slow working
process in which each individual solution
was carefully thought out. The coopera-
tion between client and architect was
fruitful; Margaret suggested ideas that
were often unconventional, and Perco
realized them in a most sensible manner.



