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Anthropomorphism : From 
Vitruvius to Neufert, from Human 

Measurement to the Module of 
Fascism

Anthropomorphism as a Form of Thought (Denkform)

As is well known, anthropomorphism belongs to the oldest and most promi-
nent forms of thought in the history of culture. However, a glance at how the 
notion of an anthropomorphic God has been received within religious history 
shows the degree to which this multifaceted form of thought is a problematic 
construct. Although in many religious doctrines God is imagined as a white 
adult male, and the transferral of the human form to a higher being seems to be 
a constitutive element of religion in general,1 the fragility of anthropomorphic 
thought was already remarked on and criticized in antiquity.2 In the canonical 
writings of Judaism and Christianity, as well as Islam, the information as to 
whether or not God can be imagined in human form is nothing if not contra-
dictory.3 This has inevitably led to lively controversies : for example, in the early 
church at the turn of the 4th to the 5th century, when the so-called “anthropo-
morphites” were criticized for their image of God.4 The consequence of this cri-
tique was a monotheistic, logos-oriented and strictly transcendental idea of God 
that tended towards scepticism in relation to an anthropomorphic God.5 

Be that as it may, from a rationalist point of view, “the inadequacy of anthro-
pomorphism for a coherent interpretation of the world” is evident.6 Thus, some 
thinkers have considered anthropomorphism as a primitive stage of religion, or 
at least one that should be overcome.7
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Although anthropomorphism was and still is an idea afflicted with all sorts 
of contradictions and controversies, it has repeatedly played a role in relation to 
architecture — both as a form of thought and as an argumentative support.8 Par-
ticularly in theoretical reflections on buildings and their parts — that is, when 

architecture is considered in the medium of language — architects, architectural 
theorists and laypeople have made frequent use of the metaphor of the human 
body, which was considered as an immediate symbolic model and copy of ar-
chitecture or its parts. Both the body and the building were defined and meta-
phorically transcribed with the help of measurements, numbers, proportions 

1
C e s a r e 
C e s a r i a n o / 
“ h o m o a d 
Q u a d r at u m ” 
a f t e r 
V i t r u V i u s  / 
1521



49  anthropomorphism : from vitruvius to neufert

and geometric figures. Hence, the anthropomorphic metaphor has two differ-
ent forms of expression : firstly, the form or the image of the body itself ; and, 
secondly, its numeric or abstracting translation into numbers and geometric 
figures.

Vitruvius’ Proportional Figure

All elements of the anthropomorphic metaphor can already be found in Vitru-
vius’ De architectura libri decem (figs. 1–3),9 the only architectural treatise to have 
come down to us from antiquity, which provided architectural theory from the 
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15th to the 18th century with its most important point of reference. Vitruvius ini-
tially describes anthropomorphism with the example of Dinocrates10 and with 
a study of the Doric column.11 However, the most comprehensive as well as the 
most prominent remarks on human measurement as architectural measurement 
are found at the beginning of his third book. There he writes that the design of 
religious architecture is based on symmetry and proportion, and that this design 
corresponds to the right organization of the human body.12 He even derives the 
individual measurements themselves, as well as the two geometric figures of the 
circle and the square, from a well-formed body stretching out its arms and legs, 
while the navel forms the body’s middle point.13

Since Rudolf Wittkower’s book Architectural Principles in the Age of Hu­
manism, published in 1949, Vitruvius’ so-called “homo ad quadratum” (fig. 1) 
together with his ‘alter ego’, the so-called “homo ad circulum” (fig. 2), have been 
understood as symbols of renaissance architecture.14 However, on closer inspec-
tion it becomes clear that Wittkower retroactively prefixed this figure to his in-
terpretation of renaissance architecture as an emblem that was closer to the 
symbolically inflected understanding of 20th-century architecture than to the 
architectural conceptions of the early modern period. 

Indeed, the figure described by Vitruvius had no direct influence on the ar-
chitecture of the 15th and 16th centuries.15 The anthropomorphic understanding 
of architecture was not something one could apply directly to architecture since, 
as a rule, buildings are not actually given the form of the human body.16 Only the 
underlying abstract idea of a design could be considered in anthropomorphic 
terms. 

In the following, I shall discuss the importance of this metaphorically meant 
reference for architects and theorists with examples taken from architectural 
theory. In doing so, I would like to show how and why the importance of the 
anthropomorphic view of architecture in the architectural theory of the 16th to 
the 19th century began a steady decline, and was ultimately called into question. 
To conclude, I shall examine the resurgence of anthropomorphism in modern 
and German Fascist conceptions of order.

Vitruvius’ discussion of human body measurements relies heavily on ancient 
building practices and Greek metrology (the science of measurement). This de-
pendency is partly the result of his rootedness in the practice of engineering and 
building, and partly due to his reception of ancient Greek sources of architec-
tural theory that are now lost.17 Accordingly, Vitruvius defines measurements as 
values that approximate the real dimensions of individual body parts. 

In the first and third book Vitruvius expressly mentions, as examples of an-
thropomorphic measurements, digitus, palmus, pes, and cubitus (finger, palm, 
foot, and cubit or ell) among others. He also indirectly mentions the fathom by 
indicating that the distance between the fingertips of the outstretched arms of 
a well-proportioned man corresponds to the height of the same man from head 
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to toe. This measurement, which to all appearances was not even illustrated in 
the lost original manuscript of De architectura,18 has been correctly illustrated 
up to the present with the figure of the so-called “homo ad quadratum” (fig. 2). 
Since the Renaissance, however, the so-called “homo ad circulum” has been in-
terpreted, probably incorrectly, as a figure with outstretched arms and spread 
legs (fig. 1). In his description of the “homo ad circulum”, Vitruvius may well 
have been thinking of a man with his arms stretched upwards (fig. 3). Visualized 

in this way, the dimension would also correspond to a measurement that was 
common at the time.19

Almost all of the individual measurements mentioned by Vitruvius were part 
of the anthropomorphic system of measurement that was used in numerous 
areas  of human life — although with local variants that differed considerably.20 
Only with the Metre Convention of 1875 was the human-based measurement 
system replaced by a geomorphic system obtained from the earth’s circumfer-
ence — one ten-millionth of the length of the earth’s meridian along a quadrant. 
This departure from good old anthropomorphism was a decisive event whose 
consequences have still not been fully accepted by architectural theory. 
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A certain regret concerning the loss of anthropomorphic measurement can 
be felt — to mention just one example — in a book that was first published in 
1936 by a student of Walter Gropius, Ernst Neufert : the Bauentwurfslehre (first 
published in English in 1970 as Architects’ Data). This “handbook for the build-
ing specialist, client, teacher and student”, which has been translated into fifteen 
languages and is now in its 40th German edition (2012), is probably the most 
influential architectural handbook in the world, and it expressly defines “Der 
Mensch als Maß und Ziel” (literally, “man as measure and goal”. In the English 
translation of the Bauentwurfslehre, this section has been translated as “Man : 
the universal standard”).21 

In this chapter (on which more will be said at the end of this essay ) Neufert 
states categorically : 

Even today many people would have a better understanding of the size of 
an object if they were told that it was so many men high, so many paces 
long, so many feet wider or so many heads bigger. These are concepts we 
have from birth, the sizes of which can be said to be in our nature. However, 
the introduction of metric dimensions put an end to that way of depicting 
our world.22

Of course, we are born with nothing of the sort ! The anthropomorphic sys-
tems of measurement that circulated in the most varied forms up to the intro-
duction of the metre as well as the duodecimal system with its complicated frac-
tional calculations were simply not very practical — not to mention the various 
weight and capacity measurements and the coinage systems. But let us return to 
the history of anthropomorphism and its steady demise.

Anthropomorphism and Level of Theory (Theorieniveau)

The metaphorically meant comparison between body and architecture was also 
formulated in the Middle Ages, and independently of Vitruvius.23 There, how-
ever, the comparison did not serve as a planning schema, but merely as the basis 
for the subsequent interpretation of a building.24 Also to be placed in this tradi-
tion of anthropomorphic projection are the art and architectural theorists of the 
Quattrocento. 

One example is the Sienese architect, engineer and painter Francesco di 
Giorgio Martini (1439–1501). Although the anthropomorphic comparison be-
tween building and body can be seen in the various versions of his extensive 
writings on the theory of architecture, it is especially evident in the early and 
intellectually less developed version of his architectural treatise. When, around 
1480, he made a direct comparison between a building’s plan and elevation and 
the human figure, he was simply combining a medieval view of anthropomor-
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phism with Vitruvius’ proportional figure.25 Although, from the point of view of 
an anthropomorphic idea of architecture, Vitruvius’ proportional figure did not 
offer anything essentially new to the Sienese engineer and architect, it provided 
him with the opportunity to give an antique cast to medieval anthropomor-
phism. Similar approaches and motifs can also be found in the art theoretical 
writings of Lorenzo Ghiberti 26 and Antonio Averlino, called Filarete.27

As a figure of thought and argumentative support, anthropomorphism thus 
made an appearance in the early stages of theory formation, and particularly 
among those theorists for whom, due to their status as craftsmen, it was a means 
to social advancement. 

Evidence of this is also to be seen in anthropomorphism’s dwindling effec-
tiveness towards the end of the Quattrocento, attested to in an exemplary way 
by Francesco di Giorgio’s abovementioned treatise, the second version of which 
gave less prominence to anthropomorphism than the first, which represented a 
more primitive level of theory.

 The only claim of relevance anthropomorphism still had towards the end of 
the 15th century was as a rather naïve argumentative support. One might think 
of Leonardo da Vinci, who used the metaphor of the building as a body in a 
number of drafts of his letters in order to vie with the professional architects in 
Milan.28 However, this decidedly low level of theory formation obviously did not 
achieve the desired effect since, as is well known, Leonardo got the short end of 
the stick in relation to the local Lombard architects.29

The description of Vitruvius’ proportional figure in Cesare Cesariano’s Vit-
ruvius commentary published in 1521 30   is another example of a lower theoretical 
level. Cesariano came from a modest social background and suffered unspeak-
ably at the hands of his extraordinarily vicious stepmother, whose machinations 
he mentions in his Vitruvius commentary — not without bitterness. There, he 
describes how, equipped with a compass, straightedge and his Vitruvius com-
mentary, he acquired the courage to escape the poverty and the schemes of his 
stepmother 31 — of all things with the instruments that guarantee the right mea-
surement in architecture. Cesariano attempted to advance his social standing 
with the Vitruvius commentary.

Cesariano describes his understanding of the anthropomorphic system 
of measurement in detail with the example of Vitruvius’ proportional figure 
(figs. 1–2). In doing so, he explains in concrete terms the significance of the 
anthropomorphic measurement for architectural design and on-site measure-
ment, also mentioning the necessary instruments. Accordingly, the man in the 
square illustrates the “symmetriata quadratura” ; that is, he shows the possibil-
ity of determining, with the help of geometry and the anthropomorphic mea-
surements, the size of all planes (fig. 2). The measuring instruments Cesariano 
individually names are measurement standards of various dimensions such as 
the bacculo ligneo, with the length of an ell, and longer measuring instruments 
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such as the six-foot trabucco, the fathom (Greek : orguia) illustrated in Vitruvius’ 
“homo ad quadratum”, and the ten-foot pertica, the longest standard measur-
ing bar.32 While describing these instruments, Cesariano emphasizes that the 
measurements required for surveying land or buildings are taken directly from 
the human body.

Cesariano’s text manifests an understanding of anthropomorphic measure-
ments that is immediately compatible with the views of Vitruvius. This precise 
understanding is explained above all by the circumstance that Cesariano was 
a practically trained architect and surveyor. He therefore possessed detailed 
knowledge of surveying practice, which, in relation to the instruments used and 
the measurements derived from anthropomorphism, was largely identical to the 
practice at the basis of Vitruvius’ formulation. 

Although his illustrations of the Vitruvian man cannot be counted among 
the most beautiful of the genre, it becomes clear in the accompanying text that, 
as a theorist, Cesariano took the derivation of architectural measurements from 
the human body especially seriously. As was the case for the theorists of the 
Quattrocento, his practical training made him especially susceptible to the theo-
retical concept of anthropomorphism.

Musical Harmony versus Anthropomorphism

Whereas the architectural theorists of the early Renaissance, who were still 
practically trained, used Vitruvius’ proportional figure to procure the sanction 
of antique theory, the succeeding generations of architects and theorists show 
a slightly more detached attitude to anthropomorphism. For them musical pro-
portion was more important than the direct metaphorical derivation of archi-
tectural measurements from the body. Hence, the leading architectural theorists 
of the Renaissance — Leon Battista Alberti in the 15th century 33 and Andrea Pal-
ladio in the 16th century 34  — based their ideas on musical harmony. For these 
theorists, who either had a higher social standing (Alberti) or a higher level of 
theory as a result of intellectual advancement (Palladio), the metaphor of hu-
man measurement hardly played a role anymore. 

In the place of the metaphorically intended comparison with human mea-
surement, attempts were increasingly made to derive whole buildings and their 
parts from measurement ratios that exactly corresponded, or were thought to 
exactly correspond, to musical intervals such as the fourth, fifth or octave. A 
well-known example is the church of San Francesco della Vigna in Venice, for 
whose reconstruction one simply postulated certain proportions, as an aid to 
conviction, so to speak.35

The extent to which theory formation left anthropomorphism behind while 
also being raised to an abstract level is shown by the author of the most impor-
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tant Vitruvius commentary of the 16th century, Daniele Barbaro, a significant 
humanist and prominent member of the Venetian patriciate. In the second edi-
tion of his Vitruvius commentary, which was first published in Latin in 1556 
and then in Italian in 1567, the proportional figure is no longer even accorded 
an illustration. Moreover, Vitruvius’ anthropomorphic measurements have been 
entirely replaced by a proportional system based on musical harmonies 36, with-
out any relation to ancient systems of measurement.

Barbaro’s proportional system eventually found its most complete theoreti-
cal reception and practical deployment in the Vincentian architect Andrea Pal-
ladio, whose architectural treatise no longer accorded anthropomorphism any 
importance. This was above all due to the fact that intellectually agile authors 
such as Palladio, as well as his mentors Alberti and Barbaro, replaced an anthro-
pomorphically conceived building ideology with the rational proportional con-
ception of music theory. Music theory could indeed be converted into building 
practice,37 as well as be plausibly related to cosmic harmonies considered from 
a similar musical standpoint.38

The Provisional End of Anthropomorphism

A far more radical questioning of the anthropomorphic conception of architec-
ture took place in the French architectural theory of the 17th century. This break 
was carried out most clearly by Claude Perrault’s French Vitruvius translation 
first published in 1674 and again in 1684.39 In the footnotes to Vitruvius’ text, 
Perrault presents his own views on proportion, which are decisively opposed to 
all previously known traditional conceptions, and hence also to those of Vitru-
vius himself. Perrault categorically rejects a traditional theory of proportion 
that could be applied to architecture like a law of nature. In his commentary on 
the origin of the Doric column, whose proportions Vitruvius derived from the 
length of the human foot (see above), he even explicitly goes against the hither-
to prevailing conception. As he writes, proportions in architecture have noth-
ing natural about them ; they do not follow incontrovertible rules such as those 
derived from the dimensions of the stars or from the parts of the human body. 
Rather, architects establish the proportions of a building based on an agreement 
(“consentement”) determined by tradition and custom.40 Hence, the foundation 
of beauty is not human measurement but the power of human custom. Perrault’s 
uncompromising rationality, which also placed him in strong opposition to his 
period’s absolutist academic doctrine of art, is yet to be surpassed.

Of course, Perrault’s break with the anthropomorphic theory of proportion 
did not go uncontested.41 Nevertheless, his influence can still be felt in theo-
ries from the 18th to the 20th century.42 Accordingly, Bernardo Galliani, in his 
1758 Vitruvius commentary, pays little attention to human proportions. In fact 
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Galliani explicitly opposes an all too serious conception of anthropomorphism, 
even criticizing the commonplace circulated by Pietro Cataneo in 1567 that the 
proportional figure directly underlies the ground plan of Christian church ar-
chitecture (fig. 4).43 

The renunciation of man as the measure of all things was further reinforced 
by the introduction of the metre in the 19th century. Although the human body 
was still occasionally compared with the building and its parts,44 the importance 
of architectural anthropomorphism was on the wane, even as a nonbinding met-
aphor. Thus, at the beginning of the 19th century, Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand 
(1760–1834) contested the relation between the human body and architecture, 
rejecting for example the derivation of the proportions of a column from the 
measurements of the human body. He suggested using arbitrary proportions.45 

Other theorists, such as Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc (1814–1879) and 
Auguste Choisy (1841–1909), formulated a concept of proportion that was de-
pendent on structural analysis and geometry.46 In the 18th century, English theo-
rists began to argue along similar lines.47 Although in Anglo-American culture 
anthropomorphic measurement and duodecimal calculation remained signifi-
cant into the 20th century, an empirical, rationally determined attitude led to the 
renunciation of anthropomorphism as a figure of thought.48
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The Return of Anthropomorphism in Modernity

Another reason for the renunciation of anthropomorphism in the 18th and 
19th centuries should be searched for in industrialization, which favoured an 
empirical and functional conception of architecture. Nevertheless, in the 20th 
century the serial production of single building units accompanying industri-
alization seems to have stimulated the renaissance of an anthropomorphic the-
ory of proportion. It is entirely in this sense that we should examine probably 
the best-known attempt to revive architectural anthropomorphism : namely, the 
Modulor (fig. 5) of the Swiss painter and architect Le Corbusier. Indeed, one of 

the basic concepts of the Modulor is its relation to serial production and the 
standardization of architectural parts.49 

Already in the years between 1910 and 1911, Le Corbusier anticipated the 
Modulor in his reflections on a proportional system based on the golden sec-

5
l e  C o r b u s i e r / 
t h e  M o Du lo r  / 

19 5 0



58  franK Zöllner

tion.50 However, as Eckhard Leuschner has recently been able to show, the Modu­
lor should also be understood in the context of certain ideas of the 1920s and 30s 
about harmony and order.51 Le Corbusier developed rather more concrete steps 
towards the Modulor in 1943 in Paris. Finally in America, in April 1947, he made 
his proposals public. The definitive text version of the Modulor was completed 
in November 1948.52

Le Corbusier’s description of the Modulor’s genesis has become the subject of 
legend. According to Le Corbusier, the proportional figure was conceived during 
Germany’s occupation of France as a reaction to the mental hardship and mate-
rial needs of the time.53 As a system of measurement Le Corbusier intended the 

Modulor to take into account man’s average dimensions while also being based 
on nature’s mathematical law of proportion. To achieve this he transferred the 
golden section to the dimensions of the human body. The figure’s height was 
initially determined at 175 cm, but subsequently changed to 183 cm. With his arm 
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raised above his head, the figure has a height of 226 cm ; the distance from navel 
to toe now measures 113 cm.54 

The artist provides two explanations for the growth of his proportional fig-
ure : firstly, well-built policemen in English detective novels were six feet tall, 
which corresponds in the metric system to a height of 183 cm ; secondly, this 
measurement would give rise to a larger number of correspondences between 
the metric system and the anthropomorphic measurements of Anglo-American 
culture.55 Especially the first of these two explanations gives us reason to sus-
pect that Le Corbusier did not take the Modulor quite as seriously as its later 
adherents (see below). Indeed, Le Corbusier’s allusion to the size of policemen 
in detective novels testifies to a rather relaxed attitude in his treatment of “natu-
ral laws”, which in the general idea of measurement dealt with here are taken 
entirely seriously as “innate” (see above) and eternal.

The relation of the dimensions selected by Le Corbusier to one another cor-
responded approximately to the proportions of the golden section. The Swiss 
architect developed the number and proportion series while crossing the At-
lantic in a “terrible storm” and in a heavy sea swell. As a system, however, the 
number series of the golden section, devised “in the tumult of the waves”, which 
seems to have impressed Le Corbusier like an event of nature,56 presents several 
problems. As is well known, the golden section leads to irrational number re-
lationships, which are hardly suited to architectural practice. Hence, the golden 
section was rarely used in architecture.

Le Corbusier’s use of the golden section was not his only recourse to an 
earlier tradition. Like Vitruvius before him, Le Corbusier derives the size of the 
body from the height of a grown man. The man with the raised arm was also 
an old acquaintance since this is surely what Vitruvius meant with his “homo 
ad circulum” (fig. 3). As anthropomorphic measure, this was also common in 
ancient and Byzantine metrology, as well as in modern building practice. Thus, 
with his propagation of the golden section as well as his proportional figure, Le 
Corbusier stood in a long-outlived tradition.

Le Corbusier’s Modulor was directed expressly against the introduction of 
the metre and the decimal system. For Le Corbusier the metre was abstract, 
bloodless and unfeeling, and its use had brought about the slackening of archi-
tecture.57 Le Corbusier’s polemic probably conceals an attempt to defend mod-
ern architecture against its critics. Due to its renunciation of ornament and its 
machine-like quality, this architecture had been described as cold, empty, boring 
and soulless since the 1930s — for instance, by the German philosopher Ernst 
Bloch, who emigrated to the USA in 1938.58 

Hence, anthropomorphism’s resurrection in the form of the Modulor could 
be understood as a utopia expressing the desire for a human architecture. Be 
that as it may, Le Corbusier enlists anthropomorphism in one of his attempts 
to legitimize the rationality of his architecture which had been characterized 
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as “technoid” with a coolly calculated combination of “eternal” laws of propor-
tion and organic looking natural forms. His argumentation can be summarized 
approximately as follows : the spiral form of the sea snail found on the beach is 
governed by the same measurement ratios of the golden section as the Modu­
lor and therefore the male body. Accordingly, the mathematics of nature to be 
found in the proportions of the sea snail and the body served the Swiss architect 
in his “self-styling as a poet of architecture”59.

The Module of Fascism

Twentieth-century anthropomorphism is made up not only of attempts at the 
theoretical legitimization and poetical heightening of rationalist and function-
alist architecture ; it also acts as a banner for certain ideas about order that result 
from industrial standardization and the assembly of architectural components 
as well as the political motives of the time. To finish, I would like to consider 
the latter connection with the example of the anthropomorphic ideas of Ernst 

Neufert (1900–1986) mentioned at the beginning, which are a central compo-
nent of both his Bauentwurfslehre, first published in 1936, and his Bauordnungs­
lehre, first published in 1943.60
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Neufert’s ideas on the theory of proportion, first stated in 1936, have re-
mained unchanged in all 39 editions of his Bauentwurfslehre that have appeared 
up to the present. Only their position and weight within the book, which has 
been continuously extended over the years, has been slightly modified. While 
in the early editions the section “Der Mensch als Maß und Ziel” was a key part 
of the introduction of the Bauentwurfslehre, modern editions have shifted these 
programmatic remarks to the second chapter, thus slightly weakening their fun-
damental significance.61 

Originally, however, Neufert placed the greatest value on the anthropomor-
phic foundation of his conception of architecture and his ideas about standard-
ization. This is shown, for example, by a previously overlooked prepublication 
of the Bauentwurfslehre. 

In the spring of 1935 the section “Der Mensch als Maß und Ziel” had already 
been published in the Monatshefte für Baukunst und Städtebau as a prelude to 
the later book publication. Already here, the guiding themes are human mea-
surement and the demand for the standardization of all architectural compo-
nents.62

The proportional figure already included as an illustration in the 1935 prepub-
lication as well as in all editions of the Bauentwurfslehre (fig. 7) is based largely 
on the related theories of Albrecht Dürer and supplemented by the measure-
ment system of the golden section. For this, Neufert draws on Adolf Zeising’s 
text Der Goldene Schnitt from 1884 as well as more concretely on Ernst Mössel’s 
speculations on the laws of measurement governing earlier architecture, which 
appeared in 1926 and 1931.63 Neufert writes the following about Mössel’s now 
outdated theories 64 : 

According to Ernst Mössel’s extensive and very precise (calculated) inves­
tigations, the vast majority of classical buildings can be seen to be based 
on the Golden Section. The pentagon or pentagram has a natural relation 
to the Golden Section. However, its special measurement ratios found less 
use. 65 

These remarks have been omitted from more recent editions of the Bauent­
wurfslehre. Its editors clearly recognized that Mössel’s obscure proportional 
measurements based on the golden section could no longer provide the theo-
retical grounding for a serious architectural handbook. In the newer editions 
Mössel’s remarks have been replaced by Le Corbusier’s Modulor.66  Yet even in 
current editions numerous diagrams of a broad range of obscure measurement 
procedures such as the pentagram are presented without in each case an expla-
nation being added.67 

However, a number of more detailed explanations are found in Neufert’s 
Bauordnungslehre. In it he not only takes seriously Le Corbusier’s humorous 
six-foot justification of the Modulor,68 but he also once again advances the pro-
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portion series of the golden section, now with the help of racist  neologisms, as 
an eternally valid law of measurement and beauty : 

Through the natural selection derived continuously over millions of years 
from his own sense of beauty, man forms himself into an ideal of the beauty 
that dwells in him [...]. Beyond this, this proportion series seems, in the 
sense of Greek thought, to represent the general law of nature’s germina­
tion [allgemeine Sprossungsgesetz der Natur] independent of man and his 
feelings.69

How elastically one can interpret anthropomorphism and its supposed-
ly ‘natural’ laws of proportion is also shown by the concrete development of 
Neufert’s anthropomorphic ideas of measurement in the 1930s and 40s. If his 
1936 Bauentwurfslehre was still largely of a technical nature, in a number of es-
says as well as in his 1943 Bauordnungslehre, he also adds ideological elements 
that Walter Prigge has recently seen as having a “symbolic relation to the Fascist 
articulation of body ideals”.70 

In the 1940s, namely, Neufert developed his proportional figure into a special 
modular system, the so-called Oktameter. In doing so, he changed a few concrete 
measurements of the figure. Man’s body height remained the same as that of 
the proportional figure of 1936 at 175 cm ; however, the height of the shoulders 
increases from 143 to 150 cm. In this way, man as “the measure of all things” 
becomes more compatible with the module of the Oktameter of 12.5 or 125 cm. 
This module, which is found in the most varied body parts and positions (fig. 8), 
did not correspond to a ‘natural’ law of proportion, but to the “system measure-
ment” (“Systemmaß”) of brick that was developed at the time as an industrial 
standard.71 Furthermore, the Oktameter module was also compatible with the 
250 cm unit spacing (“Achsmaß/Tafelmaß”) that the Luftwaffe had initially de-
veloped for the construction of aircraft hangars and that was also used in the 
construction of housing for workers building the Autobahn, as well as in timber 
construction. It eventually became a general construction standard.72 

In 1943, in his foreword to the Bauordnungslehre, the Minister of Armaments 
and War Production for the Third Reich, Albert Speer, explained the deep politi-
cal and strategic importance of standardization in the Oktameter with the fol-
lowing words : there should now be no “parliamentary discussion” in questions 
of construction since “total war demands the concentration of all our forces, 
even in the building industry. Extensive standardization for the economization 
of technical resources and for the development of rational serial production is 
the precondition for an increase in output, which is necessary for the accom-
plishment of our great building tasks” 73. Neufert himself used a similar choice 
of words when describing the essence of standardization in the building in-
dustry as follows : “[T]he emphasis lies on the identification of corresponding, 
rational building constructions on the basis of found measurement ratios, as 
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they are required by total war.” 74 With these remarks, in retrospect, Speer’s and 
Neufert’s ideas about order and the theory of proportion acquire a rather maca-
bre relevance, since on 18 February of the same year, in his famous speech in the 
Berlin Sportpalast, the Reich Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels had used 
very similar words. His speech peaked in ten rhetorical questions addressed to 
the mesmerized audience, the most famous of which is still : “Do you want total 
war ? If necessary, do you want a war more total and radical than anything that 
we can even imagine today ?” 75 Neufert himself would not have been indiffer-
ent to this question, since already in a 1942 text, “Systematische Baunormung 
im Auf bruch”, he had stated only a little less vigorously that the purpose of the 

anthropomorphic standardization of the Oktameter is “the accomplishment of 
our enormous tasks in the East”. 76

According to Neufert, the architects of the day, by using standardized num-
bers, would stand in the great tradition of the ancients.77 With regard to the 
concrete numbers used for the aims of standardization, Neufert also employed 
anti-Semitic undertones, discouraging the use of the number seven since it is 
used in “many ritual activities, especially in the case of Jews everywhere”.78 Ac-
cordingly, in Neufert’s Oktameter, it was man or his measurement and module 
that was adapted to the desirable standards, not the other way round.
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The standards propagated in those years and their legitimization in laws of 
measurement stood under the sign of the “enormous construction tasks in the 
East” 79 and thus in relation to the “Generalplan Ost”,80 which had a racist “Ver-
nichtungskrieg” 81 as its condition, and the conquering of “Lebensraum” in the 
East as its goal.82 

Of course, this connection does not discredit the figure of thought of anthro-
pomorphism as such, but it does feed a suspicion that prompts me in conclusion 
to ask : Was it human measurement that determined architectural design, or was 
it the real or supposed necessities of design that has determined our idea of 
human measurement ? Rather than man being the measure of all things, was it 
not rather the things — or, as in the case just treated, the political circumstanc-
es — which dictate our idea of human measurement ?
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Epilogue

During the work on the present essay, an architectural handbook has been pub-
lished under the title Raumpilot that may possibly replace Neufert’s Bauentwurfs­
lehre. Here too, under the heading “Anthropometrie”, human measurement 
forms an important foundation for further considerations on the planning and 
building of architecture. However, these remarks are now freed of ideological 
ballast, and human measurement is no longer illustrated with a naked male, 
ideal and standardized body, but with clothed figures of both sexes (figs. 9–10). 
The selected measurements, without being subjected to an ideological system, 
consider man or woman — and thus not only the perfect man — in his or her 
real activities.83
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notes

This essay relates to my earlier publications on the same theme (see notes 8 and 19). In most cases 
I have modified my previously published positions and provided updated bibliographic informa-
tion. The considerations on anthropomorphism oriented to the history of religion as well as the 
remarks on Ernst Neufert’s ideas about order are treated for the first time here. 
For their suggestions, I would like to thank Christoph Kleine, Heinz Mürmel, Hubert Seiwert 
(Leipzig), Martin Behet, Roland Bondzio (Münster and Leipzig) and Christoph Schnoor (Auck-
land).
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