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Preface to Print-on-Demand and  
Digital Reprint Editions

S ince the publication of Twentieth Century Architecture 

in 2002 new modes of publishing have dramatically 

transformed the way we can share scholarship. Print-on-

demand formats and downloadable digital editions with embed-

ded links to related materials have expanded the way knowledge 

is assembled and shared. In a parallel development, new digital 

resources and search services have transformed the learning 

environments in which students and educators find themselves. 

This re-issuing of Twentieth Century Architecture is one example 

of these transformations. Today, the original edition, a hand-

somely produced book published by London-based Calmann 

& King (now called Laurence King Publishing), is out of print 
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therefore I am taking advantage of new publishing formats 

and new avenues of distribution to once again make the work 

available.

New presentation formats and methods of dissemination 

make this re-issue possible but cannot explain the reason for 

doing so: technology provides the how not the why. I decided 

to re-issue Twentieth Century Architecture in part because others 

have asked for it. Colleagues who have used the text in their 

courses have encouraged me to make it available once again. 

They respond, I believe, to the inclusive nature of the treatment 

marked by my approach to the subject as a history of twenti-

eth century architecture and not just Modern architecture.  

They also appreciate the inherent flexibility as a teaching tool 

of what I call critical sets. These sets consist of three or more 

projects that demonstrate a range of responses to a common 

architectural issue and I employ them throughout my book.  In 

a classroom setting participants are encouraged to add to the 

examples provided and link themes discussed in the text to 

local or familiar experiences.

The other main motivation for re-issuing Twentieth Century 

Architecture is my commitment to the concept of pluralist histo-

ry that informs my treatment of the subject. In the Introduction 

to the original edition I characterized this approach as a history 

of questions and debates.

Beyond satisfying immediate needs for shelter and service, 

every building is an argument, expressed in brick and mortar 

or steel and glass, concerning how the world might be . . . in 

this book, buildings are presented as examples of arguments 

to be engaged critically rather than paradigms to be emulated 

or predetermined results to be accepted.

Our past is as complex as our present. Approaching the study 
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of history with this in mind can enrich our appreciation of the 

messy vitality the past and refine our understanding of the 

shadow the past inevitably casts upon the present.

While the text is now my intellectual property, the original 

illustrations are not. Because I wish to make this re-issue as 

accessible as possible, the print-on-demand version of Twentieth 

Century Architecture includes only the text of the original 2002 

publication. Therefore it is important to address the role of 

images in a work like this. Architects give form to ideas and so 

architecture is an inherently visual art. This is not to deny the 

importance of the economic, social and political dimensions of 

building or the full range of sensorial stimulation associated 

with an architectural experience. It simply means that talking 

about buildings without talking about what they look like is 

frustrating. Hence until recently illustrations were an import-

ant part of books about architecture. Today the audience for 

this book lives, works, learns and thinks in a media-saturated 

environment. Screens are now a ubiquitous feature of our lives 

and the screens we carry in our pockets and backpacks connect 

us to a universe—a world wide web—of resources unimaginable 

only a generation ago. It is not images that we lack but argu-

ments: coherent articulated frameworks that assist us in navi-

gating the ocean of resources surrounding us. Twentieth Century 

Architecture is my argument about how we should “navigate” the 

history of this subject.

When I first began teaching the history of architecture plas-

tic carousels filled with 35 mm slides along with transparencies 

displayed on overhead projectors were the mainstays of class-

room lectures and seminar discussions. The technology was 

cumbersome. Even with the best staffing, slide collections were 

finite resources, often eccentric in terms of their holdings and 

they tended to grow very slowly. Image quality varied tremen-
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dously and as color slides faded with repeated use instructors 

often joked about the “pink period” in a building’s history. To-

day students are just one click away from a seemingly bottom-

less cache of images. Open search engines like Google, institu-

tionally sponsored websites, the collections on social media and 

photo sharing services such as Flickr assembled by individual 

enthusiasts and scholarly subscription services like Artstor pro-

vide access to a continuously expanding cornucopia of images 

with varying degrees of supporting description and documenta-

tion. No longer is the reader restricted to a single set of images 

curated by the author and secured (often at enormous time and 

expense) by the publisher. No longer is the author held hos-

tage to the demands of those who own desired images. In the 

original publication, for example, I wished to include an image 

of the Walt Disney World Swan and Dolphin Hotels designed 

by Michael Graves. As I explain in Chapter 7, Disney would not 

agree to provide an illustration and thus the discussion of the 

Swan and Dolphin Hotels was left unillustrated. Today a reader 

can access scores of images of this project with a simple Google 

Image search.

The advent of new ways to access the seemingly limitless 

store of images has created a new, exciting but frankly unsta-

ble relationship between text and image. As the author of the 

words you are reading it means I lose significant control over 

the images that visually carry the argument I wish to devel-

op. For the original edition of Twentieth Century Architecture 

I worked closely with the publisher’s picture researcher to 

identify appropriate images and secure the necessary rights and 

permissions. (The publisher’s commitment to this aspect of the 

publication is part of what made the resulting book so success-

ful.)  Using an online search engine such as Google is a very dif-

ferent experience. The quantity of results generated by a simple 
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search is impressive but the accuracy of the information provid-

ed is too often suspect. The rigorous attention to detail charac-

teristic of a scholarly publication is missing. The digital links to 

images embedded in the electronic format of this re-issue will 

point the reader in the general direction of relevant imagery. 

But reader be warned: I cannot, nor can any author pursuing 

the similar approach to electronic distribution, guarantee the 

accuracy or completeness of any individual image search. Even 

if I could do so today, the constant churning of online content 

means I probably could not repeat this guarantee tomorrow. 

The Preface to the 2002 edition concluded with a long list 

of acknowledgements. Time has not dimmed my appreciation 

for the cooperation I received while preparing the original 

publication and I renew my thanks to all the people listed in 

the original preface.  I have always been proud of the original 

publication and appreciate the efforts of the editorial staff and 

production team at Laurence King Publishing. In addition I 

wish to thank my colleagues at the University of Notre Dame 

for their continued support and encouragement. In particular 

I want to thank to Jennifer Parker Architecture Librarian at the 

University of Notre Dame. I must acknowledge the critical role 

Matt Smith at Are Not Books has played in reissuing my work. 

Smith’s interest in using Are Not Books to explore the implica-

tions of how we share scholarship is an important stimulus for 

this project. I concluded the original list by acknowledging my 

debt to my students. Their patience, their enthusiasm and their 

questions continue to nourish my own passion for the history 

of twentieth century architecture.





Preface to the 2002 Edition of  
Twentieth Century Architecture

B ooks belong in the hands of readers and every author 

imagines who his or her readers may be. This book is an 

introductory survey of twentieth-century architecture for 

students engaged in the study of the subject and its relationship 

to the social, cultural, and political life of the period. It is the 

author’s hope that this text will provoke students to pursue the 

subject further. If the book starts the reader on a quest to learn 

more about the subject and draws him or her ever deeper into 

the issues, it will have accomplished its principal goal. 

A second, equally important group of readers will pick up 

this book not because they are enrolled in a formal educational 
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program but because they are motivated by curiosity. We spend 

our lives surrounded by buildings and for most of us those 

of the twentieth century constitute the largest portion of the 

architecture encountered on a daily basis. Therefore, it is only 

natural to wonder about something as pervasive, important, 

and engaging as architecture. What accounts for its diversity 

in the twentieth century? What stories, ideals, hopes, and fears 

were architects trying to convey to their peers and to posterity? 

The author hopes the general reader will find his or her curi-

osity rewarded and consequently an appreciation of the world 

around them enhanced. 

This book is divided into three main sections. The first 

part, “Confronting Modernity,” surveys four discrete domains 

of professional design activity in the period 1900–1940: urban 

architecture, domestic architecture, the architecture of indus-

try and transportation, and political architecture. This period 

is described as one of intense debate among architects advo-

cating different approaches such as classicism, modernism, 

organicism, and craft-based design. The second part, “Mod-

ernist Hegemony,” reviews developments during the period 

1940–1965. During these years, the terms of the debate concern-

ing the character of an appropriate architecture were dramati-

cally revised—and narrowed. It is still a period marked by lively 

discussion, but the discourse is now predicated almost entirely 

in terms of modernism and modernist conceptions of appro-

priate models and design strategies. The third part, “An Era of 

Pluralism,” covers the years 1965–2000. A new consciousness 

of environmental issues, new scientific paradigms, and critical 

theories of knowledge called into question the certainties of 

modernism. This part reviews the spectrum of design move-

ments—postmodernism, deconstructivism, new classicism, 

“green” architecture, and even a reinvigorated modernism—
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characteristic of the last decades of the twentieth century. 

Although writing is often a solitary occupation, no author 

of an illustrated history book such as this truly works alone. I 

wish to thank the following people and institutions for their 

assistance during the long gestation period of this manuscript. 

Some of the individuals listed below provided support on a 

regular basis; others appear here because they asked provoc-

ative questions or offered useful advice at critical moments in 

the process of research and writing. To all I offer my sincere 

thanks: Richard Buchanan, Richard Bullene, Norman Crowe, 

Kai Gutschow, Robert Hohl, Judith Hull, Wendy Kaplan, Pekka 

Korvenmaa, Victor Margolin, Dennis McFadden, Sarah Nichols, 

Janet Parks, Sidney Robinson, Diane Shaw, Thomas Gordon 

Smith, John Stamper, Davira Taragin, Carol Willis, and John 

Zukowsky. I would like also to thank the following reviewers: 

Linda Hart, Department of History and Theory, Southern 

California Institute of Architecture; Charles S. Mayer, Depart-

ment of Art, Indiana State University; Kevin D. Murphy, CUNY 

Graduate Center and Brooklyn College; Lisa Reilly, Department 

of Architectural History, School of Architecture, University of 

Virginia; and Craig Zabel, The Pennsylvania State University. 

I received invaluable assistance from Jane Devine and the 

staff of the Architecture Library at the University of Notre 

Dame. Part of the research for this project was supported by 

a grant from the Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in 

the Fine Arts. I wish to acknowledge the editorial support (and 

almost infinite patience) of my editors Lee Ripley Greenfield 

and Richard Mason at Calmann and King. For their work on 

the collection and preparation of visual material for this book 

I thank Sue Bolsom at Calmann and King and Thomas Walker 

at the University of Notre Dame. For his carefully considered 

and dynamic design I thank Tim Higgins. At various times in 
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my career I have offered classes on different aspects of twenti-

eth-century architecture and design. I have benefited from the 

thoughtful questions and sharp observations of students and I 

thank them for their interest in the subject. 

Dennis P. Doordan

January, 2001



Introduction

M ost of us will spend our lives in buildings and envi-

ronments that are designed, that is, purposefully 

created to support and express a variety of human 

activities. The manner in which twentieth-century designers, 

architects, and engineers conceptualized, fabricated, and eval-

uated these environments has been the subject of very intense 

debate. This survey is an account of that debate.

It is the book’s central thesis that the history of twentieth- 

century architecture can best be understood as an ongoing 

discussion about the appropriate architecture for modern 

times. As an account of that debate, this survey is distinguished 

from other possible discourses. It is important, therefore, to 
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begin by exploring the implications of different conceptions 

of twentieth-century architectural history. One could construct 

such a history by focusing on masterpieces of design, and so 

establish a canon of significant modern works. Canons identify 

paradigms of excellence, validate architectural orientations, and 

define acceptable criteria for design criticism. In the twentieth 

century, however, design paradigms proved to be short-lived. 

No sooner was a canon established than a different vision for 

the built environment emerged to challenge it. A second pos-

sible approach is predicated on the belief that new materials 

(reinforced concrete or aluminum), technologies (the elevator, 

forced air ventilation, computer-aided design software), or 

dominant economic systems (capitalism) ultimately determined 

the configuration of new buildings. Histories that privilege such 

causes as exercising a determining impact on events tend to fol-

low predictable patterns; they describe an impersonal historical 

process that leads to inevitable conclusions such as the triumph 

of modern over traditional architecture, or the subordination of 

the art of architecture to the commercial concerns of real-estate 

development and the manipulative programs of advertising and 

political propaganda. However, the volatile nature of twenti-

eth-century architecture, design criticism, and historical schol-

arship is lost in historical narratives conceived either in paradig-

matic or deterministic terms. At any given moment in the past, 

multiple possible futures existed: nothing was preordained. 

And, as the reader will learn, for a great many buildings of the 

twentieth century multiple possible interpretations exist today. 

Pluralism
In the last quarter of the twentieth century feminist critiques of 

design, scholarly interest in colonial and postcolonial experi-
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ences, the rise of structuralist and poststructuralist discourses, 

and the emergence of environmentally oriented criticism have 

all called into question the validity of efforts to create canons 

or provide definitive, causal accounts of complex phenomena. 

This survey, therefore, treats architecture as a broad field of 

activity in which different conceptions of the built environment 

coexist and their respective merits are continually debated by 

designers, patrons, and the general public. Beyond satisfying 

immediate needs for shelter and service, every building is an 

argument, expressed in brick and mortar or steel and glass, con-

cerning how the world might be. This argument is not limited 

to the particular moment in time in which a building’s design 

is first revealed. Once projected onto the stage of history, the 

debate continues to evolve as critics, historians, and subsequent 

generations discuss different visions of the built environment. 

In this book, buildings are presented as examples of arguments 

to be engaged critically rather than paradigms to be emulated 

or predetermined results to be accepted. This approach opens 

up the history of twentieth-century architecture to a variety of 

design styles and professional issues ignored or marginalized in 

previous treatments of the topic. 

In place of canonical or deterministic histories, this then 

is a history conceived in the spirit of pluralism. The pluralistic 

approach is grounded in a definition offered by the design theo-

rists Victor Margolin and Richard Buchanan: 

Pluralism is the principled cultivation of a sustained conversa-

tion among individuals with widely differing perspectives on 

the natural and the human-made worlds. Pluralism keeps alive 

the ongoing search for truth and understanding by focusing 

inquiry on common problems encountered in experience—in 

this case, the experience of the human-made—rather than on 

the technical refinement, fine points, and stylish polish of a 
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single theory. Pluralism sustains the ecology of culture, main-

taining a gene pool of diverse ideas and methods that enables 

us to avoid entrapment in dogma by forcing our attention 

to features of the world that might otherwise be ignored by 

doctrines that are conceived too narrowly—as it seems all 

doctrines eventually prove to be. 

(Margolin and Buchanan, p. xii)

Ultimately, a pluralist history stimulates the intellectual en-

gagement of the reader, drawing him or her into the debates 

articulated by the buildings selected for inclusion. This type 

of conversation will nurture an appreciation of diversity. If it 

succeeds, history will have served its true goal of enriching the 

present through a critical reflection of the past. 

A History of Questions
The range of responses engendered by modernity was consid-

erable. Some designers embraced it. Others sought to blunt 

its effects and recast the modern in more traditional terms. 

Modernity presented architects, patrons, and their audiences 

with questions that demanded answers. How could new, often 

conflicting bodies of knowledge be incorporated into design 

practice? How could the received wisdom of the past be pre-

served and incorporated within new buildings? How could the 

negative effects of modernization be resisted or ameliorated? 

Previous accounts of twentieth-century architecture have 

searched for answers to these questions. In his seminal study 

of early modern architecture, Pioneers of the Modern Movement 

(published originally in 1936 and reissued regularly since then), 

Nikolaus Pevsner identified Walter Gropius’s Model Factory 

(images) erected at the 1914 “Werkbund Exhibition” in Cologne, 

Germany, as the critical summation of efforts begun in the 

mid-nineteenth century to develop an appropriate architecture 

http://www.google.com/search?q=Walter+Gropius+Model+Factory&tbm=isch


Introduction

xxvii

for the twentieth century. Pevsner was in no doubt as to the 

epoch-defining significance of Gropius’s achievement: 

It is the creative energy of this world in which we live and 

work and which we want to master, a world of science and 

technology, of speed and danger, of hard struggles and no 

personal security that is glorified in Gropius’s architecture, 

and as long as this is the world and these are its ambitions 

and problems, the style of Gropius and the other pioneers  

will be valid. 

(Pevsner, pp. 216–17)

However, by anointing the work of Gropius and his colleagues 

as the ideal, Pevsner limited rather than opened up the story 

of modern architecture. Measured against the Model Factory, 

traditional architecture and less abstract forms such as Art Deco 

design lost their claim to serious historical attention (although 

not, it now appears, their popular appeal). In contrast, this 

account is as much a history of questions as it is of buildings. 

Critical Sets
In order to convey the variety of positions espoused in the de-

sign debates of the twentieth century, this text reviews “critical 

sets” of buildings to tell its story: a critical set consists of three 

or more projects that demonstrate a range of responses to a 

common design issue. Chapter 1, for example, begins by exam-

ining a range of early twentieth-century urban design propos-

als that demonstrate different ways of thinking about the city. 

Buildings in critical sets are grouped together in each chapter, 

but the reader is encouraged to construct his or her own sets 

from different chapters. One could juxtapose museums or 

libraries discussed in different chapters to review developments 

over a longer span of time than that allotted to an individual 
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chapter. This is an unconventional approach and the use of 

critical sets affects the narrative structure. In place of a contin-

uous storyline based on the biography of great designers or 

the programs and manifestos of significant artistic movements, 

this survey has an admittedly episodic character. The story 

shifts continually from one building type, location, or theme 

to another. It provides the reader with a point of departure and 

a list of issues, questions, and examples with which to begin 

exploring the rich and fascinating history of twentieth-century 

architecture. 

The Twentieth Century
This text both steers clear of equating twentieth-century ar-

chitecture with the story of any single design orientation and 

seeks to avoid characterizing the century in simplistic terms. 

In All That Is Solid Melts Into Air, the cultural historian Marshall 

Berman characterized modern life as filled with paradoxical 

relationships between disparate facets of experience: 

To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that 

promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of 

ourselves and the world—and, at the same time, that threatens 

to destroy everything we have, everything we know, everything 

we are. Modern environments and experiences cut across all 

boundaries of geography and ethnicity, of class and national-

ity, of religion and ideology: in this sense, modernity can be 

said to unite all mankind. But it is a paradoxical unity, a unity 

of disunity: it pours us all into a maelstrom of perpetual disin-

tegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of ambi-

guity and anguish. To be modern is to be part of a universe in 

which, as Marx said, “all that is solid melts into air.”

(Berman, p.15)
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Berman’s description sets the stage for the treatment of ar-

chitecture’s place in twentieth-century history that informs this 

book. By its very nature, architecture serves as a manifestation 

of the factors that shape the modern experience. Architecture 

begins as a process of design that gives form to a wide range 

of aesthetic and cultural issues, and concludes as a process of 

construction intimately connected with economic and material 

concerns. The study of architectural history, therefore, offers 

a unique opportunity to gauge the relationship among the 

cultural, economic, and political dimensions of modernity. 

Three different historical situations, like “snapshots” from a 

twentieth-century album, illustrate the intricate interweaving of 

technological developments, political ideologies, and cultural 

values that gave the twentieth century its distinctive character. 

The first snapshot is a 1937 travel poster advertising dirigi-

ble service between Germany and the United States (images). 

It depicts a German airship soaring over a skyline dominated 

by the skyscrapers of a metropolis. Two popular 1930s icons 

of modernity, the dirigible and the skyscraper, are juxtaposed 

to evoke a very modern experience. No previous generation of 

travelers had traversed the Atlantic in the manner described in 

this advertisement. This is more than an image of speed and 

travel; it is a portrait of modernity. The experience of modern 

travel cannot be separated from the means that make it possi-

ble. Both the dirigible and the skyscraper represented sophisti-

cated technological achievements in the fields of transportation 

and construction. Even after noting the references to travel, 

technology, and architectural typology, the list of themes is still 

incomplete, for prominently displayed on the tail fins of the 

German airship is the emblem of Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich: the 

swastika. In an era when political ideologies contended for the 

allegiance of mass audiences, political images insinuated them-

http://www.google.com/search?q=Jupp+Wiertz+2+Days+Europe+1937+Poster&tbm=isch
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selves into all aspects of modern life. The conflation of technol-

ogy and political ideology evident here was not confined to the 

Third Reich. Efforts to establish connections between diverse 

aspects of modernity occurred around the globe as people tried 

to comprehend, organize, and control what Marshall Berman 

labeled the “maelstrom” of modernity. 

The next snapshot is from 1959 and records the so-called 

“Kitchen Debate” between American Vice-President Richard 

Nixon and Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev (images). For cen-

turies, the design of capital cities, government buildings, and 

civic memorials has been charged with political significance. 

In the modern age of mass politics, however, the ideological 

implications of design extend beyond these familiar settings 

and the political stage is no longer confined to the ceremonial 

halls of state buildings. As part of an official visit to the Soviet 

Union, Nixon toured an American-sponsored exhibition depict-

ing contemporary life in the United States. A model kitchen 

erected as part of the American pavilion provided the setting for 

a debate between the Soviet and American leaders concerning 

the relative merits of the communist and capitalist systems. 

The casting of the modern kitchen as a political arena for an 

ideological debate is not as bizarre as it may at first appear. The 

mid-twentieth-century kitchen in North America and Western 

Europe was indeed the most technologically sophisticated room 

in most homes, and it bore little resemblance to its pre-modern 

counterpart. In a quiet but insistent way designers had trans-

formed the kitchen into a model modern environment and, 

thereby, into an emblematic expression of modernity itself. For 

his confrontation with the Soviet leader, Nixon had chosen his 

ground well. Surrounded by gleaming new appliances and well-

stocked shelves, he needed only to point to the material abun-

dance and technological sophistication of the American kitchen 

http://www.google.com/search?q=Nixon+Khrushchev+kitchen+American+National+Exhibition+1959&tbm=isch


Introduction

xxxi

for evidence of the prosperity enjoyed by the average American 

family. 

The final snapshot is a contemporary view of the Chinese 

city of Shenzhen (images). In 1979 Shenzhen, located in Guang-

dong province near Hong Kong, was a fishing village with a 

population of approximately 30,000 people. As part of the 

ambitious program of economic development announced in the 

early 1980s by the Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping, Shenzhen was 

designated one of the country’s new “special economic zones” 

and became the focus of major development efforts. Two de-

cades later, Shenzhen’s population is nearing 4 million and the 

city’s skyline is filled with the types of new office towers, finan-

cial centers, and hotels needed to participate in the global econ-

omy of the early twenty-first century. Staggering as the rapidity 

of Shenzhen’s transformation from fishing village to modern 

metropolis may be, it is hardly unique. The twentieth century is 

a period of ferocious development carried out at a dizzying pace 

with dramatic long-term social and environmental impacts with 

which we are still struggling to come to terms. The architectural 

typologies, constructional materials, and technological systems 

characteristic of Shenzhen belong not to a millennial tradition 

of Chinese architecture but to a modern and international 

vocabulary of design and construction. Modern environments, 

as Marshall Berman observed, “cut across all boundaries of 

geography and ethnicity”. 

Late Eighteenth- and  
Nineteenth-Century Influences

The twentieth century is only the latest chapter in a story that 

begins much earlier with the political and industrial revolutions 

of the late eighteenth century, the intellectual revolutions of the 

http://www.google.com/search?q=urban+center+Shenzhen+China+development&tbm=isch
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nineteenth century, and the demographic changes that accom-

panied them. The American and French Revolutions introduced 

the era of mass politics. With their stirring endorsements of 

the political rights of all people, these revolutions ensured that 

political affairs could no longer be confined to the activities of 

the court-centered aristocracies of the old social order. As the 

nineteenth century unfolded, efforts were made to organize the 

masses according to class, ethnic, and national identities, but 

the necessity to enlist the support of mass constituencies tran-

scended the specifics of ideology. 

Equally significant for the emergence of the modern world 

was the Industrial Revolution that began in England in the late 

eighteenth century. This unleashed the productive capacity of 

human societies by combining the scientific knowledge, tech-

nological know-how, and entrepreneurial spirit of enterprising 

men and women in unprecedented ways. Whereas the American 

and French Revolutions transformed the political foundations 

of the modern experience, the Industrial Revolution established 

its economic and material bases. 

Finally, there was an intellectual revolution that had 

far-reaching consequences for subsequent architectural history. 

It was a revolution that can be summed up by citing the work of 

three men: Charles Darwin (1809–1882), Karl Marx (1818–1883), 

and Sigmund Freud (1856–1939). Each was responsible for a 

body of work that fundamentally altered humankind’s sense of 

itself and its place in the world. Darwin’s description of the pro-

cess of natural selection and its role in evolution changed our 

understanding of humankind’s relationship to nature. Marx’s 

contribution to social, economic, and political theory changed 

our views of the relationship of people to each other and the 

material world they create. Freud’s work suggested a new under-

standing of the workings of the subconscious mind.
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How are any of these political, social, scientific, and eco-

nomic revolutions manifested in the architecture of the late 

eighteenth or nineteenth century? For the student of architec-

ture, the enormous range of buildings in these centuries can 

be both fascinating and bewildering. It is possible, however, to 

organize this diversity according to four conceptual categories: 

neoclassicism, historicism, technology, and eclecticism. 

In the second half of the eighteenth century a new appreci-

ation of the history of architecture, fueled by fresh archaeolog-

ical discoveries, prompted a reevaluation of the classical design 

tradition. The neoclassical movement concentrated on the un-

derlying structural and geometric concepts of classicism rather 

than superficial stylistic details. French neoclassical architects 

such as Claude-Nicolas Ledoux (1736–1806) and Etienne Louis 

Boullée (1728–1799) developed an architecture parlante (“speak-

ing architecture”) in which the forms of the buildings “spoke” 

directly of their functions. Ledoux produced designs for crafts-

men shelters modeled on the distinctive forms associated with 

particular crafts; a cooper’s house, for example, is shaped like 

the barrel hoops fabricated by a cooper. Boullée shared Le-

doux’s interest in the expressive powers of pure geometry. In 

his 1783 project for a Cenotaph for Isaac Newton, he fused the 

architectural ideals of French neoclassicism with the aesthetic 

theory of the sublime in a truly awesome design based on an 

enormous sphere. 

Historicism is the second major thread in the fabric of 

nineteenth-century architecture. While the flood of new archae-

ological findings prompted neoclassicists to distill the classical 

tradition in a quest for a limited set of fundamental forms, 

the same body of new research inspired others to expand their 

repertoire of historical styles. Designers felt free to select their 

models from different periods throughout history. Typically, de-
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signers and their patrons took a particular historical period as 

their model because of a perceived affinity between the cultural 

or political values of that era and the present. Thus, Napoleon’s 

architects expressed his imperial pretensions by employing Ro-

man models for new buildings. In the United States architects 

turned to ancient Greece for their models because that civiliza-

tion was portrayed as the original home of democracy. In each 

case, ancient models were updated to meet modern needs; thus, 

Grecian temples acquired windows and chimneys. Nor was 

historical revivalism confined to classical models; for example, 

Gothic architecture enjoyed a prestige it had not had since the 

dawn of the Renaissance. The English architect A. W. N. Pugin 

(1812–1852) promoted the revival of Gothic architecture under 

the banner of moral reform and resistance to what he perceived 

as the corrupt character of modern life. But it was the quest for 

a national identity that provided Pugin with one of his most 

significant opportunities to build; together with Charles Barry 

(1795–1860), he was involved in the design of the new Houses of 

Parliament in London which were subsequently built in 1836–37 

to replace the previous parliament building destroyed in 1834  

by fire.

The material and technological horizons of design also ex-

panded dramatically in the nineteenth century. Iron, steel, and 

reinforced concrete were now available for architects and engi-

neers. They seized the opportunities provided by world fairs to 

erect unique monuments to the industrial age such as Joseph 

Paxton’s (1801–1865) famed Crystal Palace in London (1851) 

and Gustave Eiffel’s (1832–1923) epoch-defining Eiffel Tower in 

Paris (1889). The growing needs of industry and transportation 

created a steady demand for designs that took advantage of new 

engineering expertise. As designers learned how to exploit new 

technologies, they combined structural innovations (the steel 
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frame, for example) with mechanical systems (the passenger 

elevator), new energy sources (electrical power) with novel com-

munication devices (the telephone) to create taller buildings. 

Just as the great cathedrals and town halls of the Middle Ages 

architecturally embodied the gothic spirit, so the skyscraper, 

the railroad station, and the factory (images) reflected the onset 

of the Industrial Revolution. 

The second half of the nineteenth century also witnessed 

the emergence of architectural eclecticism. For much of the 

twentieth century, such eclecticism has suffered from its pejora-

tive connotation as a promiscuous and unprincipled mixing of 

elements. In the nineteenth century, however, eclecticism iden-

tified a hybrid approach to architecture that sought to combine 

features from different design styles. George Gilbert Scott’s 

(1811–1878) Midland Grand Hotel (1866–76) at Saint Pancras Sta-

tion in London is an excellent example of eclectic design. Scott 

combined details from French, Italian, and Flemish architecture 

to decorate the hotel’s enormous bulk. The size and planning of 

the building incorporated the latest in travel accommodations. 

Although many of the details refer to medieval models, nothing 

could be further from the roadside inns and stagecoach stops of 

premodern Europe than this grand railroad hotel. 

As we will see, the twentieth century would add its own dis-

tinctive array of architectural orientations to the catalogue of 

neoclassical, historicist, technology-driven, and eclectic designs 

of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The diversity of ar-

chitecture in the modern era reflects the range of attitudes with-

in the design professions concerning its role in society. Some 

architects saw their role as that of modernisers committed to 

updating design tools and methods for the purposes of urban-

ization. Others attempted to integrate architectural and politi-

http://www.google.com/search?q=Packard+Building+10+Detroit+1905&tbm=isch


Introduction

xxxvi

cal ideologies in order to promote political systems. Still others 

embraced the role of visionary designers charged with the task 

of extending the horizons of the imagination by developing new 

architectural forms. Architects, of course, are not alone in their 

concern to make sense of the world; they are unique, however, 

in their methods. From the stately halls of national capitals to 

the familial intimacy of domestic kitchens, designers are re-

sponsible for the spatial settings in which modern life unfolds. 

An account of twentieth-century architecture offers, therefore, a 

revealing portrait of modernity as well as buildings.

��



Part 1  
Confronting Modernity  

1900–1940

PART 1 describes responses to the emerging character of 

modernity in the first four decades of the twentieth century by 

reviewing developments in urban, civil, domestic, industrial, and 

political architecture. While avant-garde designers proclaimed 

a revolutionary break with the past and proposed radically new 

models for architecture that would celebrate modernity, tra-

ditionally oriented designers continued to argue that classical 

models could be adapted to contemporary situations.





Chapter 1 

The Modern City 

A s the center of politics, commerce, and art, the city 

constitutes one of the main arenas in which the mod-

ern experience unfolds. However, many of the demo-

graphic, economic, and technological trends that shaped the 

twentieth-century city had their origins in the previous century. 

The concern of nineteenth-century architects for the health, 

utility, and beauty of cities remained at the core of the urban 

design agenda in the early twentieth century, although different 

strategies for promoting health, facilitating utility, and defining 

beauty would transform the way designers approached their 
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tasks. As skyscrapers, cinemas, and department stores muscled 

their way onto the cityscape, dwarfing the churches, palaces, 

and small shops of the traditional city, new conceptions began 

to shape both the popular and professional consciousness of 

the city. 

Responses to the Modern City 
The configuration of the modern city as a whole, along with the 

treatment of its constituent parts, provided some of the greatest 

challenges for an architectural profession committed to the idea 

that the city could be managed through design. But such a com-

mitment did not mean that architects agreed on a single set of 

design strategies for shaping the city. In the opening decades of 

the twentieth century, a variety of proposals ranging from the 

creation of a new type of settlement altogether to the reconfig-

uration of the traditional city were advanced by architects and 

planners. Throughout the twentieth century, the city remained 

contested ground, with traditional and avant-garde architects 

offering radically different visions of the modern metropolis. 

The Garden City: Ebenezer Howard 

In 1898 Ebenezer Howard (1850–1928), an English social vision-

ary. published Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform in which 

he laid out a proposal for what he termed “Garden Cities” (im-

ages). Howard wanted to combine the cultural and educational 

opportunities of city life with the healthy and soul-sustaining 

benefits of country life in a balanced and self-sufficient form of 

settlement. This carefully controlled environment would avoid 

the myriad social and health problems found both in over-

crowded cities and in impoverished rural areas. Size was a criti-

cal factor for Howard; he envisioned a population of 32,000 in-

http://www.google.com/search?q=Ebenezer+Howard+Garden+City+diagram&tbm=isch
http://www.google.com/search?q=Ebenezer+Howard+Garden+City+diagram&tbm=isch
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habitants in his original scheme. Rather than a nostalgic return 

to premodern settlement patterns, the Garden City concept 

represented a novel alternative to the traditional city. Howard 

called for the establishment of limited-dividend companies that 

would own and manage all the land necessary to sustain a Gar-

den City, thus eliminating land speculation. The provision for 

factories as well as cultural institutions ensured self-sufficiency 

for the community and distinguished the true Garden City mod-

el from the strictly residential suburbs that began to appear on 

the periphery of major cities during the nineteenth century. 

Within months of publishing Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to 

Real Reform, Howard established a Garden City Association to 

promote his ideas. With its faith in the power of enlightened 

self-interest and private capital, the concept of a Garden City, 

far from seeming eccentric or utopian, struck many as a viable 

alternative to overcrowded and unhealthy cities. In 1903 a com-

pany was founded in Britain to realize Howard’s vision and the 

architects Raymond Unwin (1863–1940) and Barry Parker (1867–

1947) were commissioned to prepare plans for the first Garden 

City at Letchworth. A second Garden City at Hampstead, also 

designed by Unwin and Parker, followed four years later. 

Howard’s ideas found a receptive audience on the European 

continent as well. In 1909, for example, the German architect 

George Metzendorf (1874–1934) presented his plans for Marga-

rethenhöhe, a new community outside of the industrial center, 

Essen (images). Early Garden City efforts in both England 

and on the continent shared the reformist impulses that had 

animated Howard’s original vision. As Howard’s ideas gained 

in popularity, however, they were transformed and diluted. 

Although Margarethenhöhe was surrounded by a greenbelt and 

included a market square, picturesque streetscapes, and model 

cottages, all features associated with the Garden City ideal, it 

http://www.google.com/search?q=George+Metzendorf+Margarethenhöhe+Historisches+archiv+Krupp+Essen&tbm=isch
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functioned more as a suburban housing estate for industrial 

workers than the novel form of alternative community that 

Howard originally described in Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real 

Reform. 

The City Beautiful: Daniel Burnham and  
Edward Bennett 

At the opposite end of the planning spectrum from Howard’s 

sophisticated villages one finds various efforts to promote a new 

modern civic grandeur. In the United States, Daniel Burnham 

(1846–1912) and Edward Bennett (1874–1954) produced one of 

the most influential models of the City Beautiful movement 

with the publication, in 1909, of a plan of Chicago (images), 

commissioned by Chicago’s business elite. Inspired by the 

deft combination of monumental classicism and coordinated 

planning demonstrated in the “Columbian Exposition” of 1893 

(for which Daniel Burnham had served as director of works), 

advocates of the City Beautiful movement sought to apply the 

lessons of the 1893 fair to American cities and recently acquired 

colonial possessions in order to ameliorate the negative impacts 

of frenetic and uncoordinated urban growth, improve traffic, 

protect public health, and provide for enriching recreational 

and cultural opportunities. 

Mindful of the needs of commerce and trade, Burnham 

and Bennett began by noting the importance of the regional 

transportation infrastructure. Within the city, therefore, Chica-

go’s orthogonal street plan was modified with the insertion of 

new diagonal roadways. Features intended to improve sanitary 

conditions in the city’s slums were defended against charges of 

infringing on property rights; according to the plan’s authors, 

such measures were “just, equitable, and necessary.” The Chica-

http://www.google.com/search?q=Burnham+Chicago+plan+Civic+Center+elevation&tbm=isch
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go plan subsumed the commercial center of the city into a larg-

er urban whole. The city’s east side was dominated by cultural 

and educational institutions located in an extensive system of 

lakefront parks; its west side by a new civic center with a tow-

ering, domed city hall surrounded by county, state, and federal 

buildings. The primary architectural image of the city would 

no longer consist of the Loop’s densely packed commercial 

buildings. Instead civic, commercial, and cultural values would 

balance one another, thus signaling a new level of sophistica-

tion and refinement for the business elite of Chicago. 

Much of the persuasive power of the plan rested on a series 

of renderings depicting grand boulevards, sweeping vistas of 

lakefront parks, and a proposed civic center west of the Loop. 

If the renderings clarify central strategies of the Chicago plan, 

they reveal a significant weakness as well. Civic classicism, an 

approach based on the design tenets and cultural values of the 

Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris (then approaching the high point 

of its importance as an educational and design paradigm for 

American architects), serves as the architectural language or 

style of the Chicago plan. Civic classicism, ultimately deriving 

from the Greco-Roman architectural orders, or styles, preferred 

axial. symmetrical compositions of masonry-clad buildings. In 

trying to match the scale of this modern metropolis, Burnham 

and Bennett stretched the classical architectural language to 

new—and absurd—heights. In order to achieve a commanding 

presence on Chicago’s lofty skyline, the architects exaggerated 

the verticality of the dome crowning city hall, distorting the 

proportions of the whole building; the dome stretches upward 

like an overinflated balloon on the verge of bursting. The result 

is an awkward rather than an elegant response to the challenge 

posed by the sheer scale of twentieth-century urban development. 

The civic order of schemes such as the 1909 Chicago plan or 
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the proposal of the Finnish architect Eliel Saarinen (1873–1950) 

for the expansion of Helsinki in 1917, is achieved through the 

creation of grand boulevards lined by uniform blocks of build-

ings and punctuated by monumental architecture and impos-

ing civic spaces (images). In the imagery associated with these 

plans, the city is designed to be apprehended as a coherent, 

integrated whole structured by the clear, hierarchical relation-

ship of civic, cultural, commercial, and domestic domains. In 

this urban hierarchy the public realm of civic and cultural af-

fairs receives a more monumental architectural treatment than 

the commercial or private worlds of business and family life. 

The endemic problems of dense urban centers that prompted 

Garden City advocates to seek an alternative to the traditional 

city could be resolved, according to Burnham, Bennett, and 

their colleagues, through the skillful adaptation of traditional 

planning principles to contemporary situations. Despite the 

emergence of alternative planning strategies for the modern 

city, the grand urbanism of the City Beautiful movement would 

prove to be an enduring ideal in the twentieth century, and we 

shall note its continuing influence in subsequent chapters. 

The Industrial City: Tony Garnier 

The debate concerning the fate of the modern city was not, of 

course, confined to the alternatives of the Garden City or the 

City Beautiful. Other architects proposed different ways to con-

ceptualize the task of city planning. In 1917 the French architect 

Tony Garnier (1869–1948) published Une Cite industrielle: etude 

pour Ia construction des villes, in which he described the design of 

an imaginary industrial center (images). The concept of demon-

strating planning ideas through the description of an imaginary 

city was hardly a novel idea. In 1804, for example, the French 

http://www.google.com/search?q=Saarinen+Helsinki+plan+1917&tbm=isch
http://www.google.com/search?q=Tony+Garnier+Une+Cité+industrielle+Paris+1917&tbm=isch
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architect Claude-Nicolas Ledoux (1736–1806) published his 

visionary design for an industrial town, and utopian alternatives 

to existing urban patterns appeared throughout the nineteenth 

century. 

However, in Une Cite industrielle Garnier updated and ex-

tended this tradition. His urban vision was founded on prem-

ises that challenged fundamental definitions of property rights 

and political power. Garnier posited a future in which, in his 

words, “a certain progress in the social order has taken place” 

and control of land, utilities, and food supplies are vested in an 

administrative agency acting in the best interests of society as 

a whole. What Garnier meant by “a certain progress” is un-

clear, although his description suggests some form of socialist 

system. Garnier’s industrial city is generously provided with 

schools, athletic facilities, hospitals, cultural institutions, and 

places to accommodate popular assemblies, but includes no 

churches, military barracks, or prisons. Garnier imagined a 

population of healthy, athletic, industrial workers committed 

to participation in the life of their community. Health and 

sanitation were major concerns: residential quarters were laid 

out to maximize the amount of light and air available to all the 

inhabitants. 

Garnier was hardly alone in his concern for public health; 

for nineteenth- and early twentieth-century urban managers, 

industrialization and urbanization had pushed health and san-

itation issues to the forefront of their planning concerns. What 

distinguishes Garnier’s industrial town in terms of physical de-

sign is the role assigned to his choice of primary building mate-

rial-reinforced concrete. Concrete is an ancient material which 

had emerged in its modern form as reinforced concrete in the 

nineteenth century. Garnier, however, employed the material 

in a manner that makes it emblematic of the scheme’s moder-
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nity-everything from museums to private houses is fabricated 

of concrete. No previous urban plans used reinforced concrete 

as extensively nor revealed the material as clearly as Garnier’s. 

He made little or no effort to disguise his chosen material nor 

to detail it in ways that emulated traditional masonry construc-

tion; there are no elaborate moldings nor window surrounds to 

be seen, for example, and cornice lines and elevations are kept 

simple. 

Compared to the richly articulated buildings illustrated 

in the Chicago plan, the architecture of Garnier’s industrial 

town initially appears stark and lean. But the cubic severity of 

his designs was intended to be relieved by ample provisions 

for landscaping or, in larger public structures, to be lightened 

by generous porticos. With Une Cité industrielle Garnier hoped 

to demonstrate that health, utility, and beauty—the critical 

concerns for city planners of the period—could all be achieved 

through the application of a consistent, rational approach to 

planning and construction. 

The Futurist City: Antonio Sant’Elia 

In 1914 a young Italian architect, Antonio Sant’Elia (1888–1916). 

exhibited a series of drawings entitled Una Città Nuova (imag-

es). Informed by a very different cultural agenda from Garnier’s 

scheme, they capture the ethos of Futurism, Italy’s contribution 

to the international avant-garde of the early twentieth century. 

Launched by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti (1876–1944) in 1909, 

Futurism, like other avant-garde movements, rejected conven-

tional definitions of art and beauty, celebrated the technological 

and social transformation of modern life, and declared that, 

because the present was irrevocably different from the past, 

historical precedents were no longer valid. Avant-garde artists 

http://www.google.com/search?q=Antonio+Sant'Elia+La+Città+Nuova+1914&tbm=isch
http://www.google.com/search?q=Antonio+Sant'Elia+La+Città+Nuova+1914&tbm=isch
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and architects believed that they had a special role to play in 

articulating the true nature and potential of modern life for the 

rest of society. 

Today scholars debate the degree to which the avant-garde 

constituted a destructive versus a constructive force in the 

discourse on twentieth-century art and design. With their 

relentless assault on cultural conventions, avant-garde move-

ments such as Futurism have been described as nihilist efforts 

devoid of any constructive program. Yet, in their attack on the 

traditional conceptions of high culture, avant-garde architects 

presented design as a form of constructive engagement with 

contemporary life. Throughout the twentieth century, the 

avant-garde’s tireless commitment to provocative positions has 

done much to shape the agenda of design practice and criti-

cism. 

In his renderings for the città nuova, Sant’Elia was con-

cerned primarily with scenographic effects and what he de-

scribed in the Futurist Manifesto of Architecture as a “new 

ideal of beauty, still obscure and embryonic.” Missing is the 

diagrammatic clarity of the Chicago plan or the concern with 

tectonic logic evident in Garnier’s industrial city. In place of 

traditional avenues defined by a continuous wall of buildings, 

Sant’Elia depicts isolated towers rising over a complex multi-

level network of bridges, rail lines, and streets. His provoca-

tive drawings display a radical reformulation of conventional 

thinking about urban space. The concept of a plan is at the 

heart of the humanist tradition in architecture as defined in 

the treatises of Alberti, Palladia, and their followers. A plan 

conveys the essential idea of the building; it defines positions 

and establishes coherent relationships. But the Futurist city was 

predicated on speed, flux, and a complexity of levels that defy 

two-dimensional mapping. The Futurist city has neither a cen-
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ter nor a clear edge, nor do Sant’Elia’s buildings work together 

to articulate civic space but instead serve as individual nodes 

within elaborate service and circulation networks. Sant’Elia’s 

città nuova, though fragmented and unsettling, is also the most 

prophetic urban proposal of the early twentieth century. 

Expressionist Schemes 

In Sant’Elia’s cityscape of tall towers one can sense the im-

pact of American skyscrapers on the European imagination. A 

very different imaginative power, however, informs the slight-

ly later designs produced by Expressionist architects. Since 

the emergence of reform-minded designers such as A. W. N. 

Pugin (1812–1852) in the early nineteenth century, architects 

had argued that the design of environments could influence 

behavior. Like prophets of a new human sensibility, Expres-

sionist architects promoted a world of crystalline architecture 

animated with colors and lights. In 1919 Bruno Taut (1880–1938) 

published Alpine Architektur, an ecstatic description of mountain 

valleys spanned by glass canopies and Alpine peaks carved into 

abstract, cathedral-like forms (images). In his text, Taut makes 

clear that the crystalline artifice of the reconfigured landscape 

heralds an equally dramatic transformation of the social order 

from an ethos founded on competition and war to one of soli-

darity and cooperation. 

Alpine Architektur can hardly be treated as a practical urban 

design proposal. It is included here as an indication of the epic 

scale and imaginative power of visionary design. Throughout 

the twentieth century, architects created fantastical schemes in 

which unprecedented (and often unbuildable) forms are offered 

as utopian models of radical new social, economic, political, 

and spiritual orders. The history of twentieth-century archi-

http://www.google.com/search?q=Bruno+Taut+Alpine+Architecture+1919&tbm=isch
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tecture is as much the history of human imagination and the 

visual codes developed to express that imagination as it is a 

history of buildings. Not everyone shared the Futurists’ faith 

that modernization would lead to a better tomorrow, or the 

Expressionist belief that the human spirit could be elevated and 

improved through environmental design. Dark visions of the 

future metropolis coexisted in the popular imagination with 

more optimistic views. In the 1926 German film Metropolis (im-

ages), for example, the director Fritz Lang and his set designers 

envisioned the city of the future as a dense, congested environ-

ment in which the extremes of luxury and deprivation ultimate-

ly dehumanized both those who lived high in the lofty towers 

and those who labored below in the dark bowels of the city. 

In one scene the movie’s heroine, Maria, recounts the biblical 

story of the Tower of Babel and preaches a message of love and 

human solidarity. Professional architects, however, argued that 

comprehensive planning, not quasi-spiritual revivalism, was the 

way to tame the modern city and impose a rational order on the 

perceived chaos of urban growth. 

The Emergence of the Modern Movement 
Le Corbusier 

In the 1920s one voice emerged with particular force and clarity: 

Charles Edouard Jeanneret (1887–1965). Born in Switzerland, he 

settled in Paris after World War I and adopted the pseudonym 

Le Corbusier, a name combining “corbeau,” French for crow, 

with “Le Corbesier,” a relative on his father’s side. He is widely 

considered one of the most influential architects and archi-

tectural writers of the twentieth century and his designs were 

seminal contributions to the development of a new architectural 

aesthetic. Just as important, he developed a writing style of 

http://www.google.com/search?q=Fritz+Lang+city+Metropolis+1926&tbm=isch
http://www.google.com/search?q=Fritz+Lang+city+Metropolis+1926&tbm=isch
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epigrammatic clarity. Two statements from his important 1923 

book Vers une Architecture—“A house is a machine for living in” 

and “Architecture is the correct and masterful play of forms 

brought together in the light”—capture the range of his think-

ing. The first conveys his interest in buildings that achieve the 

functional precision associated with machines while the second 

expresses his equally strong commitment to architecture as a 

soul-stirring visual art. 

In 1925 he published Urbanisme. This treatise on modern 

town planning brought together various projects and ideas that 

had occupied Le Corbusier for several years. Just as Burnham 

and Bennett had presented a striking vision of a reorganized 

Chicago, Le Corbusier imagined a radically different Paris. In 

a typically bold rhetorical move, he proposed leveling most 

of the historic center of Paris and erecting, in place of the 

dense, continuous fabric of the old city, cruciform towers set 

at regular intervals in a gardenlike setting (images). Light and 

air, the battle cry of urban reformers since the mid-nineteenth 

century, fill the space of the new city and the whole is governed 

by a lucid, geometric clarity missing in the Futurist vision of 

città nuova. In a move critical for early twentieth-century design 

theory, he linked the beauty of geometry and the precision of 

modern machines. 

Geometry is the means. created by ourselves, whereby we per- 

ceive the external world and express the world within us. Geo- 

metry is the foundation. It is also the material basis on which 

we build those symbols which represent to us perfection and 

the divine . . . Machinery is the result of geometry. The age in 

which we live is therefore essentially a geometrical one. 

(Le Corbusier, The City of Tomorrow, p. xxi) 

For Le Corbusier, the geometric clarity of his architectural 

forms ensured they were in harmony with the demands of 

http://www.google.com/search?q=Le+Corbusier+Ville+Contemporaine+center+lawn+trees&tbm=isch
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precision and standardization deemed to be at the heart of the 

modern means of production. 

CIAM 
Le Corbusier was hardly alone in his claims that the modern 

world made new demands of the architect, offered new mate-

rial and tectonic possibilities and, therefore, required a new 

architectural aesthetic. Many architects shared his belief that 

each great civilization ultimately developed its own distinctive 

architecture and that modern civilization, too, was destined to 

develop its own authentic architectural language. Le Corbusier 

and his modernist peers saw their task as the creation of this 

new architecture. Across Europe, “new” became one of the 

sacred words of progressive design criticism, expressed in terms 

of l’esprit nouveau, lo spirito nuovo, nieuwe bouwen, das neue Sach-

lichkeit, or the New Functionalism. 

A new organization soon appeared as well. In 1928 two doz-

en architects committed to the cause of a truly modern archi-

tecture assembled in La Sarraz, Switzerland, and founded the 

Congres Internationaux de l’Architecture Moderne (CIAM). The 

organization provided a structure for what had been a loose 

coalition of like-minded architects and a vehicle for the promo-

tion of the nascent Modern Movement in Architecture. CIAM 

met periodically to share research on such topics as low-cost 

housing, land use. site planning. and the relative merits of low-, 

medium-, and high-rise housing blocks. In 1933 CIAM drafted a 

document known as the Athens Charter in which town plan-

ning was defined as the organization of collective life according 

to functional (not aesthetic) criteria applicable to four critical 

categories: housing, work, recreation, and traffic. The Modern 

Movement’s planning ideology thus emphasized social and eco-

nomic issues and rejected historical models. CIAM’s version of 



Chapter 1

16

modern architecture cannot be understood in terms of a revival 

or renaissance. It is a true modernism: the deliberate reformu-

lation of principles and practices in terms different from the 

humanist tradition of Western classicism. 

Despite its august aims, CIAM remained small and never 

achieved official status in any country. Yet it has always occu-

pied a place in the accounts of modern architecture out of all 

proportion to its actual size. In part, this is due to the tireless 

promotional efforts of some of the organization’s members. 

most notably Siegfried Giedion (1888–1968) who served as CIAM 

secretary for many years. 

A flair for self-promotion is however insufficient to explain 

CIAM’s impact. The rise of CIAM coincided with significant 

changes in the professional identity of architects. Beginning in 

the late nineteenth century and gaining momentum in the early 

twentieth century, the modernization of professional practices 

in many different disciplines (including architecture) emerged 

as a significant concern. New or revised standards for profes-

sional certification, curricular reforms in professional educa-

tion, and new professional societies and journals combined to 

redefine the idea of professional competence. CIAM’s approach 

reflected a shift from the notion of architecture as a fine art to 

design offering the command of techniques required for the 

rational calculation and control of the built environment. This 

entailed the development of a new vocabulary for planners 

along with new sets of analytical categories and methods. The 

quest for an authentically modern architecture proved to be 

as much a debate about language and methodology as it was a 

debate about forms and symbols. For CIAM members, planning 

lessons were to be drawn from the modern system of indus-

trial organization rather than derived from classical political 

theories about civic society. (Indeed, the word “civic” virtually 
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disappeared as a critical term from the CIAM lexicon.) Precisely 

how the lessons of industrial production should be incorpo-

rated into design practice remains a central question for the 

architectural profession to this day. 

Housing

Housing design merits special consideration in any account of 

twentieth-century architecture. With the growth in numbers and 

potential political power of urban populations, the magnitude 

of the housing problem in the early twentieth century could 

not be ignored. It became increasingly clear that neither market 

forces nor private philanthropy could respond adequately to the 

demand (increasingly perceived as a right) for decent, sanitary 

housing. In no other sector of the building economy did state 

and municipal involvement expand so dramatically. Reformers 

of various political persuasions seized on housing issues as a 

critical component of ambitious reform campaigns. Residents 

of the new housing estates underwent a process of socialization 

that social historians increasingly recognize as a critical stage in 

the modernization of urban populations. To survive in the new 

housing developments, tenants learned to adjust to rhythms 

and forms of urban life that bore little or no relationship to the 

customs and practices of small, rural communities or premod-

ern villages. Finally, research concerning optimal design solu-

tions for housing preoccupied professional architects through-

out the century. Architects debated the advantages of new 

versus traditional materials and systems of construction, exam-

ined different site-planning strategies, and developed various 

typological solutions. The projects considered below display 

a range of the design strategies that emerged during the first 

third of the century. It is important to remember that, in each 
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case, the chosen strategy emerged in a context determined by 

local and national legislation, the type of financing employed, 

and the location of available building sites. 

Europe 

In 1902 the Netherlands passed important new legislation 

outlining a national housing program. The Housing Act of 

1902 required the preparation of municipal plans in an effort to 

control urban growth, mandated new building codes for hous-

ing, extended state powers of expropriation, and established 

funds and procedures for financing new housing construction. 

Although the legislation was national in scope, local solutions 

varied significantly. In Amsterdam, such architects as Michel 

De Klerk (1884–1923) extended in novel ways a Dutch tradition 

of expressive brick architecture (images). De Klerk varied the 

surface textures of his housing blocks and developed eccentric 

details that individualized each building. In contrast, the work 

of J. J.P. Oud (1890–1963) in Rotterdam reflects his interest in 

conveying the rational character of modern construction by 

using standardized units for maximum economy (images). En-

capsulated within the Dutch housing experience is a debate that 

came to dominate discussions of modern architecture—between 

the advocates of an exuberant expressive freedom in design 

and those who favored a limited range of standardized building 

forms capable of serial production. 

The location of large-scale housing projects proved to be 

another contentious issue. Here, local political and economic 

conditions were critical in setting the parameters within which 

design solutions were worked out. Where municipal admin-

istrations were able to exercise control over large parcels of 

land near the city center, superblocks emerged as one strategy. 

http://www.google.com/search?q=Michel+De+Klerk,+Eigen+Haard&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=J+J+P+Oud+Blijdorp+housing+project+plan&tbm=isch
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Elsewhere, new satellite communities erected outside historic 

city centers proved more feasible. Political leaders were desper-

ate to ameliorate the problems caused by inadequate housing 

and stave off the threat of political turmoil. Le Corbusier deftly 

summed up the political implications of housing when he con-

cluded Vers une Architecture with the admonition: “Architecture 

or revolution. Revolution can be avoided.” 

In Germany, reeling from military defeat and the collapse 

of the monarchy, new housing programs constituted a major 

part of the Social Democratic agenda. Housing efforts were 

often conceived as one component of ambitious programs 

for providing a broad range of social services including new 

educational and recreational facilities, improved public trans-

portation, and even allotment gardens. Under the direction of 

reform-minded mayor Ludwig Landmann, Frankfurt am Main, 

for example, embarked on an aggressive program of moderniz-

ing the urban infrastructure and expanding the housing stock 

available to citizens of all classes. 

For five years beginning in 1926, Ernst May (1886–1970). an 

active member of CIAM, served as Stadtbaurat or city architect, 

and during that time he was responsible for the construction of 

an exemplary series of siedlungen (housing estates). Influenced 

in part by Ebenezar Howard’s Garden City concept and con-

strained by tight finances that rendered large-scale land acquisi-

tion in the center of the city difficult, May developed a series of 

satellite communities on the periphery of the city that earned 

international recognition for Frankfurt am Main as a center 

for progressive architecture. Römerstadt, perhaps the finest 

of May’s designs, provided over 1,200 new dwellings along the 

Nidda river valley northwest of the city center (images). Work-

ing with Leberecht Migge (1881–1935), an advocate of allotment 

gardening not only as a source of food but as a counterpoint to 

www.google.com/search?q=Ernst+May+Romerstadt&tbm=isch
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the alienation of modern urban life, May laid out the satellite 

community in long rows of flat-roofed townhouses along gently 

curving streets. Early photos suggest a spartan environment, 

but the maturation of the green spaces and the gardens has 

softened and enriched the overall effect.

Today, May’s efforts in Frankfurt am Main elicit different 

responses from historians. Marxist historians such as Manfre-

do Tafuri, although finding much to admire in the Römerstadt 

scheme and others, ultimately deem Landmann and May’s ef-

forts a failure because they were unable to neutralize the role of 

capital and the power of private landowners in shaping urban 

development. But other commentators, such as Susan Hender-

son, see in the complex relationship between housing reform, 

the allotment gardening movement, and evolving concepts 

of education, recreation, and family life the essential compo-

nents of what German reformers of the period identified as the 

Neues Leben (new life). Whether viewed in the political terms of 

Marxist analysis or from the perspective of social historians, 

the Frankfurt experience is crucial to understanding the appeal 

and the fate of modern architecture in Weimar-era Germany. 

At the opposite extreme from the Frankfurt experiment 

with suburban siedlungen stands Vienna. As in the case of Frank-

furt, a strong political vision shaped Viennese policies, but un-

like Frankfurt’s Landmann, the Viennese Social Democrat Otto 

Bauer pursued a policy of concentration in the Austrian capital. 

Viennese officials moved aggressively to acquire control of 

land, control rents, and subsidize new construction. It has been 

estimated that the public housing authority was responsible for 

70 percent of the housing erected in Vienna between the end 

of World War I and 1934. Completed in 1930, the Karl-Marx-Hof. 

designed by Karl Ehn (1884–1957), represents the epitome of the 

Viennese hof, or superblock (images). The building stretches for 

www.google.com/search?q=J+J+P+Oud+Blijdorp+housing+project+plan&tbm=isch
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more than a kilometer along the Heiligenstädterstrasse and was 

designed originally to accommodate more than 5,200 residents. 

The row of towers along the main facade endows the entire 

scheme with a monumental quality that some have interpreted 

as a defiant assertion of the hof as a working-class fortress in the 

heart of “red Vienna.” 

The United States: Catherine Bauer 

In comparison to European efforts, the United States was slow-

er to embrace publicly funded housing programs. It preferred 

reform legislation designed to impose controls on private de-

velopments rather than direct government involvement in new 

construction. But American architects and social reformers were 

clearly aware of European developments thanks to the efforts of 

the architectural critic Catherine Bauer, whose 1934 book Mod-

ern Housing is a key document in the planning literature of the 

period. In Modern Housing, Bauer described the nineteenth-cen-

tury origins of the housing problem, evaluated the various 

typological solutions proposed, and reviewed important con-

temporary examples. In a cultural and professional milieu that 

offered only limited opportunities for women, Bauer epitomized 

the activist critic. The same year that Modern Housing appeared, 

she was one of the founders, along with the architect Oskar 

Stonorov (1905–1970) and the labor leader John W. Edelman, of 

the Labor Housing Conference which lobbied for the creation 

of a United States Housing Authority. She served briefly as the 

Director of Research and Information for the Authority and 

remained an important spokesperson for housing issues until 

her death in 1964. 
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Pieces of the City 
While CIAM members and other modern architects attempted 

to recast the terms of city planning, they remained committed 

to the idea that the city can be planned as a logical and coherent 

entity. Yet much of the modern city escapes the type of compre-

hensive planning described above. The construction of the city 

comes to architects building by building rather than as com-

plete urban schemes, and the city dweller experiences the city as 

a collection of discrete buildings and environments. 

In 1923 the Rudolf Masse Publishing Company, a major Ger-

man publishing house and advertising agency, completed the 

expansion of its Berlin headquarters. The new space, designed 

by Erich Mendelsohn (1887–1953), appears to rise out of the 

original office building completed twenty years earlier (images). 

Mendelsohn made no attempt to harmonize the new and the 

old; instead the horizontal banding of the Mendelsohn addi-

tion stands in stark contrast to the vertical articulation of the 

original structure. Burnham, Saarinen, and Garnier proposed 

visions of unified, consistent cityscapes conceived with a sense 

of civic decorum in which the parts—individual commercial 

buildings, for example—were subordinate to the urban whole. 

In Erich Mendelsohn’s Berlin Mossehaus of 1922, however, 

modernity erupts out of the shell of the preexisting building, 

defiant and assertive. 

The appeal of Mendelsohn’s design lies in its dynamism and 

the manner in which it crystalizes an urban aesthetic based on 

sudden, vivid contrast rather than harmony. Such an aesthetic 

facilitates the process of modernization, a process that has 

tended to promote the development of distinct sectors carefully 

tailored to serve specific functions (work, education, entertain-

ment) and facilitate particular activities (economic production, 

www.google.com/search?q=Erich+Mendelsohn+Rudolf+Mosse+Building&tbm=isch
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personal consumption, political participation). In examining 

these discrete “pieces” of the urban environment—skyscrapers, 

department stores, apartment buildings, etcetera—we can ex-

plore the different forces shaping the modern city: typological 

innovation, regulatory control, emerging cultural  practices, 

and the shifting fortunes of style as a central concept in design 

studios. We can also begin to recognize the cultural dilemma 

confronting the architectural profession, as traditional concep-

tions of architects’ social status and professional identity are re-

placed by new expectations concerning professional skills and 

aesthetic preferences. 

In the academic tradition, conformity to precedent legiti-

mizes design decisions; by 1900, however, progressive-minded 

architects realized that custom and historical precedent were 

inadequate for meeting the challenge of contemporary build-

ing. In 1896 the Viennese architect Otto Wagner (1841–1918) 

published an important treatise entitled Modern Architecture. 

Two years earlier, Wagner had been appointed Professor of 

Architecture in the Vienna Academy of Fine Art. His academic 

credentials ensured that Modern Architecture was received as a 

significant statement by architects and critics across Europe. In 

Modern Architecture, Wagner argued: 

All modern creations must correspond to the new materials 

and demands of the present if they are to suit modern man: 

they must illustrate our own better. democratic, self-confi-

dent, ideal nature and take into account man’s colossal tech-

nical and scientific achievements, as well as his thoroughly 

practical tendency—that is surely self-evident.

(Wagner, p. 178)

His architectural treatise was inspired, Wagner wrote, by one 

idea: “that the basis of today’s predominant views on architec-
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ture must be shifted, and we must become fully aware that the 

sole departure point for our artistic work can only be modern  

life.” Wagner’s own buildings demonstrate his commitment to 

an authentically modern architecture. His Postal Savings Bank 

of 1906 quickly gained international recognition as a bold step 

beyond the eclectic historicism of nineteenth-century Viennese 

architecture (images). On the exterior, the exposed bolt heads 

clarified the constructional nature of the panel system used to 

clad the structure. Once inside the Postal Savings Bank, one has 

the impression that a cultural threshold has been crossed: the 

interior has been developed in a new style altogether. 

Like Wagner, the Dutch architect H. P. Berlage (1856–1934) 

pioneered the development of a fresh approach to design 

conceived in terms of contemporary needs and possibilities. 

In his handling of masonry and iron, Berlage’s Amsterdam 

Exchange Building (images) builds on the work of such nine-

teenth-century architectural figures as Eugène Viollet-le-Duc 

(1814–1879). Gottfried Semper (1803–1879). and Jan Hessel de 

Groot (1865–1932). With his concern for the articulation of vol-

ume, however, and his simplification or elimination of histori-

cist detail, Berlage provided influential support for an emerg-

ing architectural aesthetic founded on tectonic issues rather 

than historical forms. What distinguishes influential figures at 

the turn of the century such as Wagner and Berlage from the 

avant-garde designs of younger men such as Sant’Elia and Taut 

is their attitude to the present. In place of utopian visions of 

human community or schemes so bold as to exceed any realis-

tic expectations for realization, Wagner and Berlage worked to 

extend the limits of what was practical in contemporary terms. 

Both men produced expansion plans for their cities which are 

realistic proposals carefully developed in light of the practical 

demands of current conditions. 

www.google.com/search?q=Otto+Wagner+Postal+Savings+Bank+interior&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=H+P+Berlage+Amsterdam+Exchange+interior&tbm=isch
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Skyscrapers

When the Woolworth Building was opened in 1913, one com-

mentator, inspired by the building’s soaring gothic tower, 

proclaimed it a “Cathedral of Commerce.” But the cathedral 

metaphor is misplaced, for unlike the symbolically charged 

space of a church, space in a commercial building is first and 

foremost a commodity. In 1900 Cass Gilbert (1859–1934), later 

the architect of the Woolworth Building, described the skyscrap-

er as “a machine that makes the land pay” and his description 

neatly captured the essence of the design problem. The optimal 

solution for the tall office building—like any business machine—

could be calculated and the result assessed in quantitative 

terms. In the nineteenth century, as architects and engineers 

solved the fundamental structural problems associated with the 

tall office building, other aspects of skyscraper design received 

increased attention. In his seminal 1896 essay “The Tall Office 

Building Artistically Considered,” Louis Sullivan (1856–1924) 

analyzed the problem of providing a vertical stack of identical 

office floors and proposed the tripartite base-shaft-capital orga-

nization of the building’s exterior. In his typically lyrical prose, 

Sullivan then went on to give the tall building its expressive 

theme: “It must be every inch a proud and soaring thing, rising 

in sheer exultation that from bottom to top it is a unit without a 

single dissenting line.”

Architects worked closely with real-estate developers and 

building managers to coordinate office layout, fenestration pat-

terns, and building services in order to maximize the return on 

investors’ money. Lot size and location, provisions for natural 

light and air, and the height limits imposed by economic rather 

than engineering considerations did much to fix the terms of 

the formula: Form follows finance. Early in the century, archi-
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tects experimented with different architectural treatments for 

the tall building, including ornate Gothic or classically inspired 

towers. But it was the passage in New York City of a new zoning 

ordinance in 1916 that exerted the most profound impact on the 

design of tall buildings and promoted the skyscraper style of 

the 1920s and early 1930s. 

New York’s 1916 zoning ordinance was the first piece of leg-

islation developed to regulate the height and bulk of tall office 

buildings. The availability of natural light and fresh air were 

important factors in the design equation of office buildings. 

The completion, in 1915, of the Equitable Building in Lower 

Manhattan demonstrated that as constructions rose higher, 

their bulk blocked sunlight and impeded the circulation of air, 

thus decreasing the value of nearby commercial space (images). 

In an effort to mitigate the most negative aspects of skyscraper 

development, the 1916 zoning ordinance mandated setbacks 

in the massing of tall buildings and established a formula, 

based on lot size and the width of the surrounding streets, for 

establishing the maximum allowable bulk and height for new 

construction. Other American cities followed New York’s lead 

in regulating the height of tall buildings. Architects were quick 

to refine design treatments for setback silhouettes as man dated 

by the ordinance. Today, zoning ordinances continue to be a 

significant factor in the design of skyscrapers. 

Although the formula “Form follows finance” dictated the 

basic configuration of the skyscraper and developers continued 

to demand “a machine that makes the land pay,” skyscraper 

architects recognized the importance of individualizing each 

design. The 1930 Chrysler Building (images) by William van 

Alen (1883–1954), and Shreve, Lamb, and Harmon’s Empire State 

Building, completed in 1931, epitomize the skyscraper style 

of the post-1916 era. The setback profile rendered the classical 

www.google.com/search?q=Equitable+Building+New+York&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=William+van+Alen+Chrysler+Building+radiator+caps+frieze&tbm=isch
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cornice line obsolete and the buildings terminated in a distinc-

tive spire. Individual windows were set within brick or masonry 

curtain walls and ornament remained an integral part of the 

architectural conception. Chevrons, sun-bursts, setback, and 

zigzag motifs replaced classical molding and historicist details 

as skyscraper architects developed a flamboyant, ornamental 

vocabulary frankly celebratory of the modem metropolis. Orig-

inally the product of restrictive legislation, in only a few short 

years the setback silhouette metamorphized into one of the 

emblematic features of the modern metropolis. As important 

as financial considerations were, skyscrapers represented more 

than the spatialization of capital. When Paul Frankl produced a 

line of skyscraper furniture in the late 1920s, it was the romance 

and sophistication of life in the big city he wanted to evoke, not 

the financial balance sheets of urban real estate (images). 

Today, historians use the term Art Deco to identify this 

amalgam of decorative features, although the sheer range of 

forms, materials, and motifs employed by Art Deco designers 

renders the use of any single term problematic. Art Deco com-

bined the formal simplification and abstraction of avant-garde 

art with exotic materials and a machine age iconography that 

appealed to a wide range of audiences. Art Deco designs ad-

dressed the popular enthusiasm for modernity and celebrated 

the present rather than the past. Reflecting a persistent bias 

among critics against the decorative in the twentieth-centu-

ry architecture, Art Deco has been dismissed as a superficial 

design phenomenon. Yet considered on its own terms, as a style 

applicable at multiple scales and aimed at a broad audience, 

Art Deco proved to be enormously successful. Cities as remote 

from one another as Miami Beach, Florida, and Napier, New 

Zealand, boast entire Art Deco neighborhoods. 

www.google.com/search?q=Paul+Frankl+bookcase+skyscraper&tbm=isch
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Department Stores 

Acknowledging the appeal of Art Deco requires that one ad-

dress the role of style and fashion in the modern design econ-

omy and recognize the importance of department stores in the 

modern metropolis. Like the tall office building, the department 

store emerged as a distinctive building type in the nineteenth 

century and grew in size until it often occupied entire city 

blocks. Cultural historians have noted the role of consumption 

in the creation of personal, gender, and class identities in the 

modern era, and department stores played a crucial role in the 

promotion of all types and styles of goods for an increasingly 

broad spectrum of consumers. Department stores (often in con-

junction with art museums) sponsored exhibitions of contem-

porary decorative arts and home furnishings which introduced 

modern design trends to a wide audience. The 1925 “Exposition 

Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes” in 

Paris, for example, was instrumental in fostering the taste for a 

stylish modernity; the prominent pavilions erected by Parisian 

department stores were among the most important examples of 

an emerging modern sensibility (images). 

As places of distribution rather than production, depart-

ment stores reinforced the trend toward specialization of 

services and the division of the urban environment into dis-

crete areas designed for separate activities such as production, 

distribution, and consumption. Here the ephemerality of mod-

ern life, the ceaseless flood of novelty and style is concentrated, 

promoted, and packaged for consumption. 

Three examples demonstrate different ways in which archi-

tects conceptualized the urban possibilities inherent in the de-

sign of a single building type. In his turn-of-the-century design 

for the Wertheim Department Store in Berlin, Alfred Messel 

www.google.com/search?q=Louis+Boileau+Bon+Marche+Pavilion&tbm=isch
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(1853–1909) responded to the urban site with a generous loggia 

on the Leipzigerplatz (images). The Neo-Gothic design allowed 

him to open up the walls for the addition of many windows 

while retaining a recognizable link to traditional architecture. 

With the popularity of Art Deco, some department stares 

assumed a more flamboyant presence in the cityscape. The tow-

er, stepped massing, and decorative details of John (1861–1935) 

and Donald (1895–1946) Parkinson’s design for Bullock’s Store in 

Los Angeles assert its fashionably modern presence on Wilshire 

Boulevard, while the inclusion of a parking lot reflected the 

growing importance of the automobile in the modern city (im-

ages). Pedestrians entered Bullock’s from Wilshire Boulevard 

while a porte-cochère (a covered, sheltering entrance) on the 

opposite side of the store accommodated customers arriving by 

automobile. Clearly this is more than a warehouse for the distri-

bution of goods; it is above all a celebration of stylish modern 

lifestyles. 

For the Schocken Department Store in Chemnitz, Germa-

ny, Erich Mendelsohn rejected both the historicist imagery of 

Messel’s Wertheim and the Art Deco motifs of the Los Angeles 

store (images). The horizontal bands that extend across the 

curving facade of the Schocken store served both functional and 

expressive ends. The ribbon windows provided even lighting 

on the upper floors and ample display areas at street level. For 

Mendelsohn, the sweeping horizontal emphasis of the facade 

evoked the dynamism of modern life, which he contrasted with 

the static compositional schemes of traditional architecture. 

Apartment Buildings

Mendelsohn’s preference for strong horizontal articulation 

in his facades reflected a personal conviction concerning the 

www.google.com/search?q=Alfred+Messel+Wertheim+Department+Store+Leipzigerplatz+Berlin+Germany&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=John+and+Donald+Parkinson+Bullocks+Wilshire+Department+Store&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=John+and+Donald+Parkinson+Bullocks+Wilshire+Department+Store&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Erich+Mendelsohn+Schocken+Department+Store&tbm=isch
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effect on the urban viewer of different types of composition. 

One of the challenges of any survey is to distinguish between 

the uniquely personal aspects of an architect’s achievement and 

those design themes, strategies, and typological solutions char-

acteristic of a design movement, a generation, or a particular 

region. This is clearly so in the case of apartment buildings. 

During the nineteenth century, the growing middle class 

sought to legitimize itself by identifying with many of the ele-

ments of high culture traditionally associated with the aristoc-

racy. Apartment buildings were modeled after the palaces of the 

nobility. By the early twentieth century, however, the inadequa-

cies of this approach were increasingly apparent. An apartment 

building occupied by many small families is not the same as the 

palatial residence of an aristocratic family surrounded by an ex-

tensive entourage. Designers turned away from historical mod-

els with aristocratic pedigrees and explored other approaches 

inspired by nature, tectonics, or urban sociology. 

The undulating facade of the Casa Milá in Barcelona by 

Antonio Gaudí (1852–1926) suggests the wave-sculpted face of a 

seaside cliff while, on the rooftop, the bizarrely twisted shapes 

of ventilator hoods stand like mysterious sentinels (images). 

Gaudí’s eccentric design language is extremely personal, yet it 

struck a chord among a generation concerned with promoting 

the Catalan Renaixença (the quest for a cultural identity unique 

to the region surrounding Barcelona). Gaudí’s work combines 

an interest in rational if unorthodox structural solutions with 

formal solutions that elicit emotional responses on the part of 

observers. For Gaudí, the public realm of the modern city—the 

streets, squares, and parks of Barcelona—embraces both the 

mundane and the surreal realms of human experience. His 

buildings unite the rational and the romantic in compositions 

that vividly assert their presence in the streetscape. 

www.google.com/search?q=Antoni+Gaudi+Casa+Mila&tbm=isch
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In Vienna, Adolf Loos (1870–1933) adopted a different strat-

egy. His Goldman & Salatsch Building (images) on the Michael-

erplatz, completed in 1911, is as restrained as Gaudí’s Casa Milá 

is flamboyant. In the traditional urban palace, the primacy of 

the piano nobile (main floor) was expressed clearly on the facade. 

Loos chose, however, to privilege the commercial space at street 

level by cladding the base of the building with marble slabs. As 

if to guard the privacy of the residents, the stucco-faced upper 

floors express little beyond the fact of the building’s existence. 

A writer as well as an architect, Adolf Loos was a keen observ-

er of the cultural scene in turn-of-the-century Vienna and his 

critical essays contain valuable insights into the design debates 

of the day. 

Positioned between Gaudí’s expressive intensity and Loos’s 

restrained decorum is the work of the French architect Auguste 

Perret (1874–1954). Tectonic issues involving the selection of 

building materials and structural systems are foremost in 

Perret’s work. Like his countryman, Tony Garnier, he employed 

reinforced concrete extensively in his designs. The addition of 

metal reinforcing rods , an innovation of the nineteenth cen-

tury, completely transformed this ancient material, making it a 

viable solution for an expanded range of building tasks. In his 

design for an apartment building on the rue Franklin in Paris, 

Perret revealed the reinforced concrete frame of the building 

(images). Ceramic panels impressed with floral patterns filled 

the interstices of the frame. The result is devoid of any refer-

ence to identifiable historical models yet still recognizable as an 

extension and refinement of the French tradition of structural 

rationalism committed to the integration of classical design 

principles with the modern science of building construction.

From disparate examples such as these it would be tempt-

ing to describe the story of the middle-class apartment building 

www.google.com/search?q=Adolf+Loos+Goldman+Salatsch+Building&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=auguste+perret+apartment+building&tbm=isch
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as the triumphal emergence and widespread acceptance of a 

genuinely modern architectural type in less than a generation. 

In Highgate, London, Highpoint One (images), completed in 

1935, and Highpoint Two, completed three years later, by Ber-

thold Lubetkin (1901–1990) with the design group Tecton, seem 

to suggest precisely this. Built of concrete according to a plan 

that ensures cross-ventilation and ample natural light to all the 

units, and meticulously detailed in an uncompromisingly mod-

ern manner, Highpoint One was hailed by Le Corbusier as “an 

achievement of the first rank.”

But history is seldom as neat as triumphalist accounts 

would suggest. Shortly after completion of Highpoint One, 

local residents formed the Highgate Preservation Society and 

successfully lobbied for a reduction in the size and arrange-

ment of Highpoint Two. Opposition was motivated by hostility 

to the new architecture and concern over the destruction of the 

existing architectural character of the neighborhood. Resis-

tance to designs like Highpoint was part of an often fierce de-

bate concerning an appropriate architecture for the twentieth 

century that would continue well into the late 1930s.

Highpoint’s designers challenged social conventions in oth-

er ways. Tecton, for example, was created in 1932 by Lubetkin, a 

Russian émigré architect, and six young English designers. The 

group’s adoption of the impersonal collective name Tecton—a 

contraction of the Greek term architecton—ran counter to the 

customary practice of identifying a firm by the personal names 

of the principal partners. Rejecting the customs associated with 

a gentleman’s profession was part of the “cult of the new” char-

acteristic of the period. The gentleman’s profession of architec-

ture was changing in other ways: women were now entering the 

previously male preserve of architectural practice. 

www.google.com/search?q=Berthold+Lubetkin+and+Tecton+Highpoint+One&tbm=isch
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Women in Architecture
Wivi Lönn, Jane Drew, and Julia Morgan 

One approach to recovering the early history of women archi-

tects involves identifying noteworthy “firsts.” Take the career in 

Finland of Wivi Lönn (1872–1966). Although several women had 

graduated from architectural programs in Finland prior to Lönn 

in 1896, she was the first to successfully pursue a career as an 

architect. She established herself professionally with a series of 

designs for schools. In 1906 she won a national competition for 

a new fire station in Tampere (images). 

Along with other women architects, Lönn encountered 

many problems in the male-dominated profession. Often, 

routine office decisions such as hiring presented women with 

dilemmas not experienced by their male colleagues. For exam-

ple, one of the most successful of American women architects, 

Julia Morgan (1872–1957), employed women in her office, but 

limited their number to avoid scaring off potential male clients 

uncomfortable with an all-female staff. The English architect 

Jane Drew (b. 1911) had a different experience. When she es-

tablished her own office in London in the early 1940s, she was 

determined to recruit women for her staff. Because architecture 

remained a male-dominated profession, she found it difficult 

to hire enough women and eventually was forced to bring men 

into her office. Morgan was perhaps the most successful woman 

architect of the first half of the century in terms of the volume 

of work realized (over 700 buildings). After earning an engi-

neering degree from the University of California, she was the 

first woman to be accepted in the architectural section of the 

Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris. Returning to the United States, 

she established an independent practice in the San Francisco 

Bay Area. In addition to private homes, her list of commissions 

www.google.com/search?q=Wivi+Lönn+Central+Fire+Station+Tampere+Finland+1908&tbm=isch
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included a significant amount of institutional work for schools, 

colleges, and churches. Women philanthropists such as Phoebe 

Apperson Hearst and women’s organizations such as the Young 

Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) were important sourc-

es of her commissions (images). Morgan also designed scores 

of YWCA facilities in cities along the American West Coast. Her 

body of work demonstrates a masterful command of an eclectic 

range of styles from arts and crafts-inspired work to carefully 

detailed classical compositions to fabulous romantic designs 

such as William Randolph Hearst’s famous estate at San Sime-

on, California. 

Beyond documenting the achievements of pioneering 

women in the profession, recent scholarship on gender issues 

in twentieth-century architecture explores a broad range of 

topics concerning women’s experiences in the world of architec-

ture. While women are acknowledged for their contributions as 

patrons, critics, and architects, feminist scholars also note their 

fate as the subjects of masculine speculation concerning the 

“proper place of women” in the designed environments of the 

twentieth century. 

Cultural Institutions 
In contrast to the realm of commerce, dominated by economic 

competition and monetary values, cultural institutions offered 

the city dweller a chance to experience the refined world of art 

and the restorative power of beauty. Museums, theaters, con-

cert halls, and libraries constitute the domain of high culture 

in the modern city. In the first half of the century, classicism 

continued to provide the dominant architectural means of cele-

brating high culture. In many cases, however, it was a classicism 

modified in novel ways by an emerging modern sensibility. 

www.google.com/search?q=Julia+Morgan+YWCA+Honolulu+1926&tbm=isch
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Inscribed over the entry to Joseph Olbrich’s (1867–1908) Seces-

sion Building in Vienna (images) was the motto: “To the Age its 

Art—To Art its Freedom.” On one level this meant freedom from 

the strictures of academic rules and established hierarchies. The 

building was erected to exhibit the work of the Viennese Seces-

sion Movement, composed of artists who had defected from 

the official fine arts institution. In design terms, it meant the 

freedom to explore the primal elements of geometry, myth, and 

symbols out of which the language of classical architecture was 

originally formed. In the romantic conception of design oper-

ative here, literal fidelity to historical precedents was seen as a 

failure of imagination. 

To recapture the life-sustaining energy of art, it was neces-

sary to return to the primitive power of elemental form. Olbrich 

substituted the primary geometry of a sphere for the traditional 

dome. The metal sphere employed the motif of laurel leaves, 

as if to crown the artists whose work was displayed inside. 

Through the juxtaposition of the perforated volume of the 

sphere above and the solidity and mass of the building below, 

Olbrich suggested the struggle between matter and spirit, an 

enduring theme in reflections on art, yet recast here in fresh 

terms. 

Classical models, transformed through a process of abstrac-

tion, continued to appeal to ,architects throughout the 1920s 

and 1930s. Stockholm Public Library by Erik Gunnar Asplund 

(1885–1940) is an excellent example of the Nordic version of this 

phenomenon (images). But literal renditions of classical forms 

continued to be proposed as solutions for cultural programs. In 

the United States, John Russell Pope (1874–1937) was responsi-

ble for an outstanding series of monumental classical designs. 

In his designs for the Jefferson Memorial and the National 

Gallery of Art, both in Washington DC, Pope handles the full 

www.google.com/search?q=joseph+olbrich+secession+building&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Erik+Gunnar+Asplund+Public+Library+Stockholm+Sweden+1920&tbm=isch
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panoply of the classical vocabulary in a masterful manner. In 

the classical gravitas of the National Gallery (images) one can 

recognize the legacy of the City Beautiful movement.

The International Style
Cultural institutions were not simply refuges from the coarser 

and more commercial aspects of modernity: many institutions 

saw themselves as agents of public education, committed to 

raising popular appreciation of modern conceptions of beauty 

as well as displaying old master works. New York’s Museum of 

Modern Art, founded in 1929, epitomizes the crusading cultural 

institution (images). The museum sponsored exhibitions that 

reflected an unwavering commitment to modernism in the visu-

al arts. In 1932, for example, it staged what in retrospect must 

be acknowledged as one of the most important architectural 

exhibitions of the century, “Modern Architecture: International 

Exhibition” (images). The exhibition celebrated the emergence 

of what the curators Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip John-

son argued was a new style equal in importance to the defining 

styles of earlier historical epochs. The confused nineteenth-cen-

tury search for a contemporary style through the adaptation of 

historical models, they argued, was now over. Architects now 

had in their grasp the authentic expression of contemporary 

building technologies and artistic sensibilities. 

Three features identified buildings as examples of the Inter-

national Style. First, an emphasis on volume rather than mass in 

the articulation of buildings. Second, a regularity in the dispo-

sition of compositional elements based on standardization of 

structural elements rather than the classical concern for symme-

try and axiality. Third, applied ornament was avoided as much 

as possible. Beyond defining the elements of a style, Hitchcock 

www.google.com/search?q=John+Russell+Pope+and+Otto+R+Eggers+The+National+Gallery+of+Art+1937&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Philip+Goodwin+and+Edward+Stone+Museum+of+Modern+Art+New+York+1939&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Installation+view+of+"Modern+Architecture:+International+Exhibition"+Museum+of+Modern+Art+New+York+1932&tbm=isch
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and Johnson provided a historical pedigree for the new style 

and a roster of its leading practitioners. 

Work by more than seventy architects was included in 

the exhibition. Le Corbusier, the Germans Walter Gropius 

(1883–1969) and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886–1969), and the 

Dutch designer J. J. P. Oud were singled out for special praise as 

leading voices in the International Style. The exhibition traveled 

extensively in the United States, and the illustrated publication 

that accompanied the show, The International Style: Architecture 

Since 1922, continued to reach a wide audience long after the 

close of the exhibition. 

The majority of work selected was European. Only a hand-

ful of American architects met the strict criteria established by 

the curators. Frank Lloyd Wright (1869–1959) was acknowledged 

as a pioneer of the new architecture but, along with an older 

generation of prominent European designers, was essential-

ly dismissed as a product of a nineteenth-century romantic 

individualism out of touch with the rational discipline of the 

new era. While important American architects such as Wright 

could be excluded, important American building types such 

as the skyscraper could not. One of the few American build-

ings included was the PSFS Building in Philadelphia designed 

by George Howe (1886–1955) and William Lescaze (1896–1969) 

(images). In a bold departure from the conventional handling 

of the type, Howe and Lescaze treated the skyscraper’s base as 

if it were separate from the rest of the building. They articulated 

the tower as a stack of identical horizontal layers of office space. 

The result clearly breaks with the Sullivan-inspired tradition of 

the tall building as a single, emphatically vertical unity from 

top to bottom. The advent of the Great Depression meant that 

American architects would have little opportunity to explore 

this new conception of the skyscraper until large-scale commer-

www.google.com/search?q=George+Howe+and+William+Lescaze+PSFS+Building+1928&tbm=isch
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cial building resumed after World War II. 

In retrospect it is difficult to accept Hitchcock and Johnson’s 

argument that the International Style was the preeminent 

architectural expression of the modern age, but the enduring 

strength of their argument must be acknowledged. The term 

International Style entered the popular lexicon as synonymous 

with modern architecture and continues to be employed in gen-

eral discussions of twentieth-century architecture. By defining 

it as a style (rather than a movement), Hitchcock and Johnson 

purged the new architecture of the ethical dimension inherent 

in architecture understood as a vehicle of social reform, and 

the political over-tones associated with the activities of many 

architects selected for the exhibit. There is nothing disruptive 

or threatening in the new architecture as presented by Hitch-

cock and Johnson; instead, they argue, the International Style 

resolves the stylistic confusion characteristic of nineteenth-cen-

tury eclecticism in architecture in an intellectually and aestheti-

cally satisfying manner. 

Cinema Architecture 
Modernity manifested itself in a variety of ways including novel 

forms of popular entertainment such as cinema which required 

an architectural solution to the problem of screening films. 

From early solutions involving the conversion or adaptation of 

existing auditoria, movie theaters quickly evolved into exotic 

environments that reinforced the escapist fantasies nurtured 

by the film industry. Architects soon began to specialize in the 

design of movie theaters and quickly mastered the concept 

of entertainment design for the new medium. John Eberson 

(1875–1954), an Austrian-trained designer who emigrated to 

the United States in 1923, is credited with the development of 
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the “atmospheric” theater type. In an atmospheric theater, the 

interior of the auditorium was rendered illusionistically as an 

outdoor space—moviegoers were invited to imagine themselves 

seated in a Mediterranean courtyard, for example, or a Persian 

garden (images). 

The literalness of the atmospheric settings gave way to the-

aters conceived not as representations of romantic locales but 

as extraordinary spatial experiences based on the orchestration 

of light, color, and sound effects. The movie palaces of the in-

terwar period were often enormous theaters capable of accom-

modating thousands of patrons. In London, for example, Ernest 

Wamsley Lewis’s (1898–1977) New Victoria Cinema, completed 

in 1930, included 3,000 seats in a spectacular auditorium with 

tiers of scalloped lighting fixtures (images). 

The development of movie theaters was driven by the evo-

lution of the movie industry itself. The coordination of produc-

tion, distribution, and exhibition aspects of cinema according 

to a model of organizational management known as vertical 

integration, encouraged the rationalization of theater design. A 

handful of architects working for major theater chains designed 

literally hundreds of theaters during the interwar period. In 

England, Harry Weedon (1887–1970) designed over 140 cinemas 

between 1930 and 1939, most of those for Oscar Deutsch’s chain 

of Odeon theaters, and Deutsch purchased and renovated an 

additional 130 theater buildings. In a career spanning three de-

cades, the American S. Charles Lee (1899– 1990) designed over 

250 theaters and John Eberson’s list of theater designs exceeds 

500. 

Producing designs in such volume carries its own challenge 

for owners and architects. Behind the flamboyant Art Deco 

facades and colorful interiors of the great movie palaces was 

a thoroughly rational system, codified in technical manuals 

www.google.com/search?q=John+Eberson+Tampa+Theatre+Tampa+Florida+1926&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Ernest+Wamsley+Lewis+New+Victoria+Cinema+London+England+interior+1930&tbm=isch
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developed by various theater chains. These manuals detailed 

formulas and standards specifying everything from materials 

for seating and carpeting to fixtures for restrooms and conces-

sion areas. If, as Hitchcock and Johnson argued in The Inter-

national Style, only buildings that exhibited a restricted set of 

formal characteristics could be considered truly modern, then 

only a handful of movie theaters designed in the first half of the 

century qualify as such. If, however, we use the term modern 

architecture to identify work that resolves contemporary func-

tional concerns and expresses a compelling vision of modernity 

(in this case, enthusiasm for the new medium of film) then the 

architecture of cinema merits our attention. 

One of the primary design strategies employed by the-

ater architects involved the exaggeration of particular parts 

of a building’s exterior. S. Charles Lee neatly summed up the 

approach of theater architecture with his motto: “The show 

starts on the sidewalk.” Marquees and signage grew in size 

until these elements dwarfed the structures below. In his 1939 

Academy Theater in Inglewood, California, Lee transformed 

the Academy sign into a beacon visible from a considerable 

distance (images). In part this reflected the growing influence 

of an emerging automotive culture on architecture. Signage was 

enlarged in order to ensure visibility for the passing motorist. 

The fluid contours and horizontal banding of Lee’s Academy 

Theater also epitomized the streamline version of modern 

design popularized during the 1930s. In the 1920s modernist 

designers such as Le Corbusier argued that crisp, hard-edged 

geometric forms best expressed the precision and rationality 

of the modern world. But it was the visual form rather than the 

mechanical logic of industrially produced machines that attract-

ed architects, industrial designers, and the public alike in the 

www.google.com/search?q=S+Charles+Lee+Academy+Theater+Inglewood+California+1939&tbm=isch
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1930s. Inspired by the sleek profiles of transportation vehicles, 

designers transferred their curving silhouettes to the stationary 

forms of architecture.

Rockefeller Center and the  
General Motors Futurama 

The economic and political realities of real-estate development 

after World War I meant that architects remained focused on 

the potential of individual sites and programs. But the Amer-

ican architectural profession continued to nurture the hope 

that the new zoning legislation would lead to the more rational 

design not just of single buildings but of entire urban quarters. 

Throughout the 1920s, American architects envisioned city-

scapes of dispersed towers connected by elevated roadways, 

extending and refining an American tradition of visionary urban 

planning already well established by the tum of the century. 

Hugh Ferriss’s 1929 book Metropolis of Tomorrow is one of the 

best examples of this skyscraper urbanism. One notable excep-

tion to the process of piecemeal development was the Rockefel-

ler Center, conceived and realized by a team of architects includ-

ing Wallace Harrison (1895–1981). Raymond Hood (1881–1934), 

and Harvey Wiley Corbett (1873–1954). 

The first schemes for the Rockefeller Center were drafted in 

1928, but work on the complex of buildings continued well into 

the 1930s (images). The multiblock site in midtown Manhattan 

consists of a series of tall office buildings connected by an 

underground concourse integrated with the city’s mass transit 

system. The centerpiece of the complex, the RCA Building, 

rises over a pedestrian plaza which has, as its focal point, Paul 

Manship’s statue of Prometheus. In keeping with the spirit of 

Art Deco, its decorative program was an integral part of the 

www.google.com/search?q=John+C+Wenrich+Rockefeller+Center+New+York+drawing+1930s&tbm=isch


Chapter 1

42

entire conception. The lobby of the RCA Building was the site 

of Diego Rivera’s famous mural Man at the Crossroads Looking 

with Hope and High Visions to the Choosing of a New and Better 

Future. This mural was eventually destroyed by the building’s 

owners because Rivera included a portrait of the Communist 

revolutionary Lenin. The iconographic program of the Rockefel-

ler Center is a celebration of commerce and modern technology. 

From the subterranean concourse to the separation of pedes-

trian and vehicular traffic at street level to the roof gardens, it 

is a model of successful skyscraper urbanism and remains vivid 

proof that tall buildings can sustain a vibrant urban environ-

ment.

In 1939 New York City hosted a world’s fair. Ephemeral 

events, the great international fairs of the first half of the twen-

tieth century are nevertheless important historically because 

they provide unique windows onto the achievements and the 

aspirations of their times. The theme of the 1939 “New York 

World’s Fair” was “The World of Tomorrow with the Tools of 

Today.” The most popular exhibit at the fair was the General 

Motors Pavilion (images). G.M. commissioned the industrial 

designer Norman Bel Geddes (1893–1958) to develop the exhibit. 

Bel Geddes, and contemporary industrial designers such as  

Walter Darwin Teague (1883–1960), Raymond Loewy (1893– 

1986). and Henry Dreyfuss (1904–1972), occupy a curious 

position in American architecture during the 1930s. Their pro-

fessional practices straddled various design categories and they 

influenced corporate attitudes towards architecture and the 

public’s understanding of design issues. 

For the General Motors exhibit, Bel Geddes rejected the 

practice established in earlier fairs of creating model assembly 

lines. Instead of explaining to the visitor how a product was 

www.google.com/search?q=Norman+Bel+Geddes+General+Motors+Pavilion+New+York+Worlds+Fair+1939&tbm=isch
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made, he focused on how the product—in this case the automo-

bile—could be used to transform familiar settlement patterns. 

Bel Geddes created a giant model—the Futurama—measuring 

more than 35,700 square feet in area, depicting the Ameri-

can landscape as it could be in 1960. Streamlined skyscrapers 

towered over huge cities and fourteen-lane highways stretched 

across the landscape. In the Futurama, Bel Geddes harnessed 

four decades of design thinking about cities, architecture, and 

products to a peculiarly American model of corporate-spon-

sored social engineering. The Rockefeller Center and the 

Futurama demonstrate two different transportation models 

operating within American planning. The architects of the 

Rockefeller Center relied on a sophisticated urban infrastruc-

ture of mass transit to service their “city within the city.” In the 

immediate future, however, it would be the aut omobile that 

shaped planning policies and guidelines. Despite the social and 

economic stresses created by the Great Depression of the 1930s, 

and the looming threat of military conflicts around the world, 

the message conveyed by the General Motors exhibit was one 

of optimism about the capacity of private industry to promote 

prosperity. As they left the General Motors Pavilion, fair goers 

were handed a lapel pin inscribed with the simple but bold mes-

sage: “I Have Seen the Future.”�





Chapter 2 

The House

A rchitecture is one of the primary vehicles through 

which different social classes and groups assert and 

maintain their identities. By the beginning of the twen-

tieth century, the single family house had become the architec-

tural embodiment of the middle-class ideal for domestic life in 

Western culture. The emergence of the detached house or villa, 

preferably surrounded by some form of intimate green land-

scape, corresponded in time with the rise of bourgeois patron-

age as a significant new force in shaping the built environment. 

For centuries, home had served as both work place and living 

space for most members of society, whether the setting was 
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rural or urban. In the nineteenth century, the forces of modern-

ization unleashed by the Industrial Revolution began to recon-

figure the social and spatial patterns of people in developing 

countries. 

As the distinction between places of employment and hab-

itation grew, the cultural meanings attached to each began to 

change. Increasingly, the domestic realm was idealized by the 

middle class as an essential repository of social codes and cul-

tural values which stood in opposition to the commercial mores 

of capitalism. Thus, the social agenda of middle-class patronage 

ensured that the single family house would occupy a prominent 

place in the development of twentieth-century architecture. 

In design terms, one of the distinctive aspects of the house 

as a building type is the lack of limitations imposed on the ar-

chitect by typological or functional considerations. In contrast 

to other building types, defined by a stringent set of structural 

and functional demands, the house is an inherently malleable 

design problem shaped largely by the circumstances of indi-

vidual clients, budgets, and sites. The requirements of shelter 

can be satisfied in diverse ways, ranging from the time-honored 

to the utterly novel, and the symbolic messages conveyed by 

domestic architecture can be exquisitely tailored to suit indi-

vidual tastes. The sheer flexibility of the house-type makes it an 

extremely attractive vehicle for clients and designers interested 

in expressing positions on topics ranging from family values to 

building technologies. In a century characterized by continual 

debate about the appropriate architectural responses to mod-

ern times, few building types are more revealing indicators of 

the various themes and strategies of this debate than the single 

family house.
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From the Arts and Crafts Movement to the  
Prairie Style 

England: The Arts and Crafts Movement 

As the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution and one of the 

preeminent commercial powers of the nineteenth century, 

England is also the setting for some of the earliest attempts to 

articulate a new role for the private middle-class house. It is in 

its search for an alternative to the perceived inadequacies of 

contemporary practices that we can recognize the significance 

of Red House, a modest red-brick house designed by Philip 

Webb (1831–1915) in 1859 for William Morris and his bride, Jane 

Burden (images). William Morris (1834–1896) is one of the most 

important individuals in the story of nineteenth-century design. 

A prolific writer, political activist, and designer, Morris was a 

central figure in the Arts and Crafts movement and Red House 

was a critical early example of the new design ethic that broke 

with the prevailing Period Revivalism of the day. The arrange-

ment of the house and garden and the decoration of the interior 

(carried out by Morris, Webb, Dante Gabriel Rossetti [1828–

1882]. and Edward Burne-Jones [1833–1898]) was inspired by 

medieval models. Yet the designers of Red House avoided the 

simple imitation of precedents characteristic of the Neo-Gothic 

movement, thus establishing a new and freer relationship be-

tween contemporary architecture and historical styles. 

By the 1890s, British architects had developed an original 

approach to domestic architecture based on an appreciation 

of vernacular models, local materials, and craft practices. This 

so-called Free Style work eventually earned an international 

reputation for British domestic design as practiced by such ar-

chitects as Ernest Gimson (1864–1920), E. S. Prior (1852–1932), 

www.google.com/search?q=philip+webb+red+house&tbm=isch
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M. H. Baillie Scott (1865–1945) and C. F. A. Voysey (1857–1941). 

The Deanery Garden in Berkshire, completed in 1901 by Edwin 

Lutyens (1869–1944), weaves together the various threads of this 

approach to domestic design in an exemplary manner (images). 

For all its freedom from literal imitation of precedents, 

the Free Style remains resolutely English in its imagery; the 

tall chimney, mullioned bay window, and red brickwork recall 

Elizabethan models. The subtle asymmetrical adjustments in 

plan and the tactile richness of the detailing inside and out are 

indicative of Lutyens’s appreciation of the lessons of the Red 

House. The relationship between house and garden is critical in 

Deanery Garden. Here, as in over one hundred other commis-

sions, Lutyens worked with the garden designer Gertrude Jekyll 

(1843–1932) whose own career demonstrated the application of 

Arts and Crafts ideals to landscape design. 

Inspired by the writings of William Morris and John Ruskin, 

their supporters worked tirelessly to promote the ideals of the 

Arts and Crafts as a viable social and economic movement. 

Various craftsmen’s guilds were established, journals founded, 

and instructional programs instituted to disseminate models of 

craft-based design. Design reformers forged alliances with the 

settlement house movement composed of neighborhood-based 

social welfare agencies in England, and later in the United 

States, and supported efforts to promote cottage home in-

dustries as part of ambitious campaigns of social reform and 

economic stimulation. Proponents of the Arts and Crafts move-

ment understood craft as a form of design practice in which the 

design and the actual making of objects was indissolubly linked.  

According to Ruskin and Morris, the rise of industrialized 

forms of production disrupted the linkage between the con-

ceptualization and fabrication of artifacts. The result was the 

alienation of human labor in the factory system and a decline in 

www.google.com/search?q=Edwin+Lutyens+Deanery+Garden&tbm=isch
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the quality of machine-made goods. The revival of craft was pro-

moted as a humane alternative to the worst excesses of industri-

alization and craft practices were idealized as the antithesis of 

machine production. 

The English experience was carefully studied in North 

America and in Europe. English writers were being translated 

and published abroad and foreign visitors were recording their 

impressions of the latest British designs. In 1896, for example, 

an architect and Prussian civil servant named Hermann Muthe-

sius (1861–1927) was posted to London as an attaché in the Ger-

man embassy to report on British achievements in architecture 

and design. In 1904 he published the results of his investigation 

as Das Englische Haus, which remains one of the critical contem-

porary studies of the subject. Muthesius went on to pursue a 

career as an important design reformer in Germany. By the early 

twentieth century, this process of dissemination was also one of 

transformation. English ideals were scrutinized in light of the 

distinctive issues and opportunities confronting architects in 

different countries. 

The United States: Greene and Greene 

In the United States, the English Arts and Crafts movement 

proved to be very popular and American versions of Arts and 

Crafts workshops, schools, and publications soon sprang up. 

British ideals, however, were modified in significant ways to fit 

an American context. By the early twentieth century the word 

“machine” had been invested with a set of diverse connotations. 

For the supporters of the English Arts and Crafts movement, 

the word identified the enormous and threatening power of new 

technologies to overwhelm traditional values and practices. In 

the American context, however, an alternative understanding 



Chapter 2

50

emerged. Nowhere is this more evident than in a speech that 

Frank Lloyd Wright delivered in 1901 to the Chicago Arts and 

Crafts Society at Hull House, the famous settlement house 

founded by the social reformer Jane Addams. Wright’s talk, 

entitled “The Art and Craft of the Machine,” is one of the criti-

cal early modern treatments of the relationship between hand-

craft and modern machine-based technology. Wright began by 

praising William Morris but, in a significant departure from 

the English position, he went on to embrace the machine as an 

invaluable new tool in the hands of designers. As Morris and 

Ruskin had before him, Wright acknowledged that when used 

merely to replicate the forms of handcrafted design, the ma-

chine debased product and producer alike. But, Wright argued, 

the machine could be employed as a tool to enhance the intrin-

sic qualities of materials and to stimulate the creative imagina-

tion of the designer. 

In southern California, the brothers Charles (1870–1954) 

and Henry (1870–1954) Greene established an architectural prac-

tice that catered to wealthy easterners seeking a comfortable 

haven from both the climate and the formality of life in the east-

ern part of the country. Their work drew on a variety of sources 

including Ruskin and Morris, Chinese and Japanese architec-

ture, Alpine chalets, the American Shingle Style, and the gospel 

of craftsmanship as preached by Gustav Stickley (1858–1942) in 

the pages of The Craftsman. This list is revealing of the variety of 

sources that inspired American Arts and Crafts architects. The 

freedom with which architects combined impeccable craft-based 

models with the latest technologies for milling lumber, and 

incorporated the new technologies of domestic comfort such as 

electric lights, central heating, and telephones, is distinctively 

American. 

Greene and Greene’s finest work consists of a series of “ul-
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timate bungalows” executed between 1904 and 1909. The homes 

were closer to mansions in terms of scale and expense, but they 

evoked the dominant cultural ideal of a simple lifestyle enriched 

by beautiful surroundings that afforded intimate contact with 

nature. The Gamble House, designed for David Gamble of 

Proctor and Gamble, included exterior sleeping porches on the 

upper floor and patios and terraced gardens surrounded by 

a green lawn (images). The architects realized that long after 

the hearth had ceased to serve as the functional center of the 

American house, it remained the symbolic heart of the home; 

they therefore arranged the major space of the house around a 

great fireplace (images). While English Arts and Crafts design-

ers favored native materials such as oak, Greene and Greene 

indulged their love of exotic imported woods such as mahoga-

ny. Throughout the house, structural members are detailed in 

ways that celebrate the art as well as the craft of construction. 

The Gamble House is a catalog of expressive joinery techniques 

including protruding pegs, exposed mortise and tenon joints, 

and scarf joints. 

The Prairie Style: Frank Lloyd Wright 

In the Midwest, a prosperous upper-middle-class clientele pro-

vided the patronage necessary to nurture a distinctive school 

of domestic design and, in Frank Lloyd Wright, they found a 

designer of rare genius. Wright came to Chicago from his native 

Wisconsin and, after a brief period in the office of Louis Sulli-

van, established his own practice from his home and studio in 

Oak Park, a western suburb. Like Greene and Greene, Wright 

absorbed and transformed a broad range of source material 

including British, European, Oriental, and Mesoamerican 

models and the American legacy of Sullivan and H. H. Richard-

www.google.com/search?q=Edwin+Lutyens+Deanery+Garden&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Charles+Henry+Greene+David+B+Gamble+House+living+room&tbm=isch
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son (1838–1886). Transformed is a key word in any discussion of 

Wright because his work is never reducible to the immense body 

of work based on his conception of an organic architecture. 

Notoriously difficult to define precisely, organic architecture is 

the expression in architectural terms of an American intellectual 

tradition rooted in the transcendentalist philosophy of Ralph 

Waldo Emerson (1803–1882). Organic architecture nurtures in 

the inhabitant a keen awareness of nature’s rhythms (captured 

in the ever-changing quality of light) and of the social dynamics 

of family and community life. 

In 1900 Wright published a design entitled “A Home in a 

Prairie Town” in the Ladies’ Home Journal in which it is possible 

to discern the features of his early domestic work which came to 

be known as the Prairie Style (images). Wright emphasized the 

psychological implications of his design: “At that time, a house 

to me was obvious primarily as interior space under a fine shel-

ter. I liked the sense of shelter in the look of the building.” His 

design emphasizes the horizontal lines of the house with case-

ment windows grouped together under a broad, low roof. On 

the inside, he replaced the traditional arrangement of the plan 

as a series of boxlike rooms with an expansive sense of space 

flowing uninterruptedly from one functional area to the next. 

The term Prairie Style evokes the mythic role of the land in 

the development of an American identity. In retrospect, the use 

of the term Prairie Style to identify this suburban body of work 

seems ironic given that the actual prairie was rapidly disappear-

ing. It was, after all, short-blade green grass and not the tall 

grasses of the prairie that took root in the lawns of Oak Park 

and other suburbs. But irony was alien to the design approach 

practiced by Wright and his colleagues. Architecture, they 

believed, could express important cultural values and preserve 

the memory of seminal national experiences. Home, as Wright 

www.google.com/search?q=Frank+Lloyd+Wright+project+for+"A+Home+in+a+Prairie+Town"+from+Ladies+Home+Journal+February+1901&tbm=isch
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wrote, may have been a shelter, but it was also an intellectual 

program intended to promote a distinctively American identity. 

The clients who commissioned Prairie Style homes were 

equally convinced of architecture’s social efficacy. The domestic 

design agenda endorsed by upper-middle-class clientele that 

provided the majority of Wright’s commissions saw the home 

as a model environment in which important social values would 

be instilled. Clients demanded efficient planning and readily 

accepted the latest in household technologies. Set on its own 

lot, the single family house afforded daily contact with fresh air, 

sunlight, and greenery. Inside, the selection of artworks and fur-

nishings reflected the self-conscious cultivation of aesthetic re-

finement. The suburban home exemplified virtues and interests 

perceived to be the necessary social antidotes to the corrupt-

ing influences and commercial values of the modern business 

world. It is important to recognize that many of Wright’s clients 

came from this world of business and were an integral part of 

the rapidly expanding, industrially based bourgeoisie. In the 

twentieth century, patronage of important new architecture was 

no longer the exclusive province of an aristocratic elite. 

Late in 1906 Frederick C. Robie, a bicycle manufacturer, 

commissioned Wright to design a new house in Chicago’s Hyde 

Park neighborhood (images). Wright exploited the long narrow 

corner site to create one of his finest Prairie Style designs. Every 

detail contributes to the overall effect of shelter and horizontal-

ity. Wright selected unusually long narrow bricks for the walls 

and inserted steel beams which allowed him to cantilever the 

roof beyond the edge of the house. Despite its prominence on 

the street corner, how to enter the house is far from clear. There 

is no apparent front door and the actual entry is hidden along 

one side of the house. Visitors must follow a winding route up 

to the main living areas positioned on the second level (images) 

www.google.com/search?q=Frank+Lloyd+Wright+Robie+House&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Frank+Lloyd+Wright+Robie+House+dining+room&tbm=isch
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where a huge fireplace serves as the symbolic heart of the entire 

composition. Like so much of Wright’s work, the experience of 

moving through Robie House is a complex but deeply satisfying 

one. There is a sense of security that comes from the for-

tress-like quality of the house and the contrived entry sequence 

culminating in the visitor’s arrival at the massive hearth. At 

the same time there is an equally compelling sense of exhila-

ration triggered by the vistas that open up around every twist 

and turn. Space ebbs and flows, pooling in cozy inglenooks 

and then flooding outward from the interior to the porch and 

beyond in one continuous but artfully modulated composition 

(images). 

European Developments 
Charles Rennie Mackintosh 

Of the generation of architects active in the first decades of the 

twentieth century, few have captured both the scholarly and 

popular imaginations as completely as the Scottish designer 

Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868–1928). Mackintosh produced 

an important body of work in and around Glasgow, Scotland, 

and gained a following among architects and designers in Cen-

tral Europe. Following a period of obscurity, the publication 

of Thomas Howarth’s monograph Charles Rennie Mackintosh 

and the Modern Movement in 1952 reinvigorated Mackintosh’s 

reputation. Today, Mackintosh is among the most popular 

turn-of-the-century figures and there is an enormous market for 

reproductions of his design, dubbed by some critics the “Mack-

intosh market.” 

Mackintosh has been portrayed as a lonely genius working 

in an isolated provincial setting. Such readings obscure the 

important role of design collaboration in his work and ignore 

www.google.com/search?q=Frank+Lloyd+Wright+Robie+House+plan&tbm=isch
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the stimulating, even cosmopolitan, environment of turn-of-the-

century Glasgow. Rather than working alone, Mackintosh was 

part of an intimate group of artists and designers that includ-

ed his friend Herbert McNair (1868–1955) and the Macdonald 

sisters, Margaret (1864–1933) (who married Mackintosh in 1900) 

and Frances (1873-1921) (who married McNair in 1899). The Four, 

as the Mackintosh circle came to be known, reflects the influ-

ence of the Arts and Crafts movement which valued collabora-

tive design practices in contrast to the hierarchical division of 

labor typical of large architectural offices. Collaborative prac-

tices pose special problems for museums, galleries, and critics 

because establishing clear attributions to individual designers 

is important for valuing artifacts in the art market. In addition, 

individual creation has always been regarded as central to the 

romantic ideal of creative genius. 

In 1902 a wealthy publisher, Walter Blackie, commissioned 

Mackintosh to design a new house for his family in the Glasgow 

suburb of Helensburgh. The massing of the design of Hill 

House reflects Mackintosh’s awareness of the Scottish tradition 

of baronial mansions and castles (images). Like the Free Style 

work of contemporary English architects, Mackintosh incor-

porates regional building traditions in his work. The exterior 

is plastered with harling (cement mixed with small pebbles), a 

local practice that creates a homogeneous appearance with a 

rich, tactile quality to the surface. Blackie also commissioned 

interiors; Mackintosh devoted special attention to the design 

of the main hall, library, drawing room, and master bedroom 

(images). The contrast between the light and dark color 

schemes evident in different rooms has prompted some critics 

to interpret the binary opposites of black/white, heavy/light, 

and hard/soft in this—and other Mackintosh interiors—as 

expressing masculine and feminine attributes. However, the 

www.google.com/search?q=charles+rennie+mackintosh+hill+house&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=charles+rennie+mackintosh+hill+house+main+bedroom&tbm=isch


Chapter 2

56

degree to which Mackintosh, McNair, and the Macdonald sisters 

developed their design in ways that gendered space continues 

to be debated by scholars. In the gritty atmosphere of an indus-

trial city like Glasgow, the elegant white color scheme found in 

the drawing room and the main bedroom (which Mrs. Blackie 

also used as a morning room) clearly identifies Hill House as a 

special realm. While the urban environment may be shaped by 

crude commercial values and polluted with industrial grime, 

for upper-middle-class patrons like Walter Blackie, the domes-

tic realm remained the preserve of beauty and cleanliness. To 

possess such an elegant environment was a mark not only of the 

Blackies’ wealth but of their refinement and taste as well. 

Josef Hoffmann and the  
Werkstätten Movement 

Domestic design fulfilled much the same role for wealthy pa-

trons on the continent as well. Mackintosh’s work was promi-

nently featured in important exhibitions including the eighth 

exhibition of the Viennese Secession in 1900, and the 1902 “Pri-

ma Esposizione Internazionale d’Art Decorativa Moderna” in 

Turin, Italy. In 1905 Adolphe and Suzanne Stoclet commissioned 

the Viennese architect Josef Hoffmann (1870–1956) to design 

a new house in Brussels (images). Adolphe Stoclet was from a 

Belgian banking family and the couple were dedicated connois-

seurs of the arts. With ample funds at his disposal, Hoffmann 

designed the mansion, Palais Stoclet, and coordinated the work 

of craftsmen and artists to complete the interiors (images). An 

analysis that insists on the traditional distinctions between ar-

chitecture, the fine arts, and the decorative arts will fail to cap-

ture the complexity of his design. Hoffmann was committed to 

creating a gesamtkunstwerk—a total work of art—in which every 

www.google.com/search?q=josef+hoffmann+palais+stoclet&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=josef+hoffmann+palais+stoclet+dining+room&tbm=isch
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detail of the design contributed to the overall effect. The Palais 

Stoclet must be experienced as an unified design effort. 

The concept of a gesamtkunstwerk was one of the animat-

ing ideals of progressive architecture and design at the turn 

of the century. The goal of creating a gesamtkunstwerk inspired 

architects to work closely with craftsmen and artists, and led 

to the creation of the Werkstätten (workshop) movement in 

Central Europe. The first workshops were founded in Dresden 

and Munich in 1898 and, in 1903, Hoffmann participated in the 

founding of one of the most important werkstätten, the Weiner 

Werkstätte in Vienna. Participants in the Werkstätten movement 

were committed to the idea of a new, modern design sensibility. 

In his description of the founding of the Weiner Werkstätte, 

Hoffmann noted: 

All over Europe, consciousness stirred; to us in Vienna every-

thing seemed moldering and rotting. Everywhere workshops 

came into existence that made it their duty to be done with 

eternal imitations of styles and to try to find new forms corre-

sponding to our time . . .  

(Sekler. p. 62) 

The Werkstätten movement provided an independent distri-

bution system for the work of craftsmen from a wide range of 

fields including ceramics, furniture, metalwork, and textiles. 

The goals of the Werkstätten movement included making 

modern decorative arts available to the purchasing public and 

employing artists to elevate the taste of the public by providing 

contemporary designs for household articles. In Chapter 1, 

reference was made to the fragmented nature of the modern 

metropolis; nothing could be further from the unsettling 

aspects of urban modernity than the reassuring totality of a 

gesamtkunstwerk. It is characteristic of the modern era that new 
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cultural ideals prompt the development of new industries and 

markets capable of translating those ideals into reality. 

National Romanticism

Charles Rennie Mackintosh and Josef Hoffmann were not alone 

in serving clients interested in protecting themselves from the 

vulgarity of modern life through the creation of refined and 

beautiful domestic environments. Hector Guimard (1867–1942), 

Victor Horta (1861–1947), Ernesto Basile (1857–1932), Joseph Ol-

brich, and Henry van de Velde (1863–1957) are among the most 

important members of a generation of designers active in the 

first decades of the twentieth century whose work promoted the 

idea of contemporary domestic design. These designers were 

hardly uniform in their approach; organic and curvilinear forms 

were popular with some, while others favored more abstract 

geometric patterns. Working in concert with skilled craftsmen 

in a variety of fields, however, they all spread the gospel of the 

redemptive power of beauty. The novelty of their approach is 

reflected in the terms used to describe it: Art Nouveau, Le Style 

Moderne, Jugenstil, and Stile Liberty. 

In certain situations, the concept of a gesamtkunstwerk could 

also be pressed into service in support of a quest for national 

identity. National Romanticism is a term used to identify the 

adaptation of folk and vernacular forms to express a national 

identity. The emphasis on craft-based designs and local tra-

ditions reflects the influence of the English Arts and Crafts 

movement. Rather than a reaction to the alienating aspects of 

modern industry, however, National Romanticism emerged in 

countries struggling to achieve a measure of cultural and politi-

cal independence. Because folk traditions were perceived as yet 

unspoiled by either foreign domination or the emerging mod-
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ern world, they could provide a vocabulary of forms and motifs 

for designers seeking an indigenous design language. 

At the beginning of the century, Finland formed part of the 

Russian empire. Eager to separate themselves from Russian 

hegemony—both cultural and political—Finnish intellectuals 

sought to establish a distinctive national identity. The Finnish 

national epic poem, The Kalevala, provided linguistic models for 

writers and iconographic source material for artists, while the 

vernacular architecture of remote regions such as Karelia pro-

vided architects with “unspoiled” models of indigenous design 

and construction. One of the greatest examples of Finnish Na-

tional Romanticism is the complex designed by Eliel Saarinen, 

Herman Gesellius (1874–1916), and Armas Lindgren (1874–1929) 

at Hvitträsk, near Helsinki (images). 

The three young architects met while students at the Poly-

technic Institute in Helsinki and eventually started a profession-

al practice together. They conceived of Hvitträsk as a combina-

tion home and studio, where facilities were arranged around a 

courtyard and sited dramatically along a rocky ridge. In contrast 

to the elegant refinement of the Palais Stoclet, there is a rugged, 

rustic quality to the design at Hvitträsk, yet the desire to create 

a gesamtkunstwerk is common to both. The log construction 

employed for parts of the complex evokes the Finnish vernac-

ular tradition. However, Saarinen, Gesellius, and Lindgren 

handled the wood in unconventional ways and blended native 

forms with ideas imported from British and American models of 

domestic design. The use of wooden columns capped with short 

segments as capitals to frame the stairway in the main living 

room is an invention of their own (images). 

 

www.google.com/search?q=Eliel+Saarinen+Villa+Hvitträsk&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Villa+Hvitträsk+living+room&tbm=isch
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Classicism
National Romantic designers drew upon the vernacular tradi-

tions, but another, equally ancient tradition remained available 

for architects: classicism. While the vernacular models favored 

by Saarinen, Gesellius, and Lindgren were the products of 

specific geographic and folk practices, classicism constituted an 

international heritage based on Greco-Roman and Renaissance 

models. As we shall see in later chapters, classicism was capable 

of carrying a wide variety of cultural and political messages. 

Never entirely absent from architectural culture, classicism was 

the subject of renewed interest in the early years of the century. 

In 1903 Lutyens wrote to his friend the architect Herbert Baker 

(1862–1946): “In architecture, Palladia’s the game!” The pedi-

mented central block and the axiality and symmetry of Lutyens’s 

Gledstone Hall in Yorkshire, certainly reflected his appreciation 

of the sixteenth-century Italian architect’s work (images). In his 

letter to Baker, Lutyens expressed a genuine appreciation for 

the rigor and challenge of designing classical buildings; classi-

cism, he wrote: 

. . . requires considerable training to value and realize it. . . . 

It is a game that never deceives, never disguises. It means hard 

thought all through—if it is laboured , it fails. There is no 

fluke that helps it . . . 

(Hussey, pp. 121–2) 

Rather than disappearing from the architectural scene with 

the advent of newer conceptions of design with claims to repre-

sent the authentic spirit of the modern age, classicism contin-

ued to exert an attraction for both architects and clients. In the 

United States, such architects as Charles A. Platt (1861–1933) 

continued to provide wealthy clients with suburban retreats 

modeled after Italian Renaissance villas. Villa Turicum, the  

www.google.com/search?q=Edwin+Lutyens+Gledstone+Hall+forecourt&tbm=isch
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McCormick family estate in Lake Forest, Illinois, a northern 

suburb of Chicago, is a good example. Frank Lloyd Wright 

prepared an ambitious plan for the McCormick estate which 

included an elaborate series of terraces overlooking Lake 

Michigan. But Harold and Edith Rockefeller McCormick opted 

instead for the more traditional treatment in what Harold Mc-

Cormick described as “pure Italian lines” (images). In Chapter 1 

we noted the appeal of classical architecture for the City Beauti-

ful movement; in the Villa Turicum we encounter the domestic 

parallel to the civic classicism of Daniel Burnham. Modern con-

veniences are incorporated throughout the house but express-

ing the spirit of modernity is not part of the design agenda. If 

Platt observed the rules of classical proportion and decorum in 

the architecture of the villa, he felt less bound by Renaissance 

models for the landscaping. He combined the traditional idea 

of the Renaissance garden as a series of formal outdoor rooms 

with an interest in unusual arrangements of native horticultural 

materials. While Wright mythologized the American prairie in 

his work of this period, Platt Americanized the European gar-

den tradition in his.

Some architects demonstrated even more freedom and 

subtlety in their handling of classicism. In Sweden, Gunnar 

Asplund’s Villa Snellman fused classical and vernacular mod-

els in an intriguing and sophisticated Scandinavian version of 

classicism (images). In general, classicism is a design language 

based on rule, order, and decorum. Asplund, however, skewed 

the alignment of the two wings of the L-shaped plan and then 

tapered the sides of the interior hallway (images). The result 

conveys a relaxed rather than a rigid sense of geometry. The 

inclusion of two separate doors on the main facade subverts 

the order and hierarchy typically expected of classical composi-

tions, as do the asymmetrical adjustments to the front and rear 

www.google.com/search?q=Charles+Platt+Villa+Turicum+McCormick+Estate+Lake+Forest+Illinois&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Erik+Gunnar+Asplund+Villa+Snellman&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=snellman+djursholm+plan&tbm=isch
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fenestration patterns. Asplund’s classicism involved striking a 

fresh balance between order and invention. 

Modernism 
In 1915 Le Corbusier proposed a scheme for the rapid erection 

of housing. Conceived initially as a solution to the problem 

of replacing housing stock damaged in the war then raging in 

Europe, the Dom-ino House is a seminal example of modernism 

in architecture (images). The skeleton of the house was reduced 

to a simple kit of standardized parts, all fabricated of reinforced 

concrete and capable of rapid erection. The entire structure 

consisted of slender columns, square in section, supporting 

slab floors cantilevered beyond the edge of the column line. 

Exterior walls and interior partitions were no longer load-bear-

ing and could be constructed quickly using a wide variety of 

materials. Flexibility in the arrangement of individual units was 

combined with the economic advantages of mass production. 

Le Corbusier’s scheme was an idealization of concrete con-

struction; he omitted the flared column heads and ribbed slabs 

customarily found in concrete construction in that period. Le 

Corbusier was more interested in conveying the potential of 

modern systems of industrialized production to transform the 

way people thought about and constructed buildings. Like his 

slightly later plans for the reconfiguration of Paris (images), the 

Dom-ino House represented a radical rethinking of traditional 

notions and demonstrated Le Corbusier’s enthusiastic embrace 

of modern methods and ideas. 

This enthusiasm for modernity is a central feature of mod-

ernism in architecture. Unlike the efforts of some architects to 

resist the advance of the modern world or create domestic envi-

ronments opposed to it, modernist architects wished to acceler-

www.google.com/search?q=Le+Corbusier+Dom-ino+House+plan&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=corbusier+city+of+tomorrow&tbm=isch
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ate the transformation of life provoked by modernization. They 

seized opportunities afforded by commissions to create spatial 

experiences and images that brought into focus architectural 

possibilities inherent in a world no longer bound by historical 

precedent. 

It is in this context that small projects such as Ludwig Mies 

van der Rohe’s German Pavilion for the “International Exhibi-

tion,” Barcelona, 1929, acquire a significance out of all propor-

tion to their actual size or program (images). Erected originally 

as a reception pavilion for distinguished visitors to the fair, the 

Barcelona Pavilion demonstrated the spatial possibilities latent 

in the simple column and slab system described in Le Corbus-

ier’s Dom-ino scheme. In place of the concrete of the Dom-ino 

design, Mies van der Rohe used chrome-plate metal columns 

and vertical surfaces of glass alternating with beautifully veined 

and polished marble slabs. The layering of space, the juxtapo-

sition of transparent, reflective, and opaque surfaces, and the 

freedom implied by separating column and wall marks the Bar-

celona Pavilion as one of the paradigms of early-twentieth-cen-

tury architecture. 

Early chroniclers of the modern movement, such as Sieg-

fried Giedion, tended to present the work of modernists such 

as Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, and Walter Gropius as the 

manifestation, in architectural terms, of the underlying prin-

ciples and forces shaping the modern world. In his influential 

account of the origin and development of modern architecture, 

Space, Time and Architecture, Giedion portrayed modernism in 

architecture as the synthesis of modern science, technology, 

and aesthetics. 

Today, this equation of modernism and modernity is being 

challenged by some critics and historians who see tension 

rather than congruence in the relationship between modernist 

www.google.com/search?q=barcelona+pavilion+interior&tbm=isch
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design ideals and the reality of modern systems of production. 

Modernism, according to this school of thought, sought to 

make available models of art and architecture that suggested 

what was possible and desirable rather than merely confirming 

the status quo. There is thus a utopian impulse behind architec-

tural modernism in the first half of the century, and a chal-

lenging stance adopted by the modernist to the contemporary 

world. 

Le Corbusier 

Le Corbusier was a prolific writer and an accomplished painter 

as well as an architect who produced an imposing and influen-

tial body of work. During the decade of the 1920s he executed 

a series of designs for private villas that crystalized the Interna-

tional Style. When, in 1903, Lutyens declared “In architecture, 

Palladia is the game” he meant it literally and his work began 

to emulate classical forms and models closely. In an insightful 

essay, published in 1947, the architectural historian Colin Rowe 

compared the formal organization of Le Corbusier’s work of the 

1920s with sixteenth-century Palladian villas. For the modern-

ist Le Corbusier, abstraction not emulation was the dominant 

design strategy underlying every attempt at form-making. In 

the reductive purism of his work, buildings are drained of mass 

and solidity and appear as weightless volumes hovering over 

the ground. Citations of classical iconography are replaced by 

references to icons of the machine age such as ocean liners, and 

the perspectival construction of space according to Renaissance 

models is replaced by a Cubist-inspired spatial aesthetic. In Le 

Corbusier’s work the detailed vocabulary of the classical orders 

and the solidity and thickness characteristic of classical tecton-

ics are banished. In their place, he proposed a formula he called 

“The Five Points for a New Architecture:” (1) pilotis (thin col-



The House

65

umns) that raised the building off the ground, (2) roof terrace, 

(3) free plan, (4) free facade, and (5) horizontal windows. 

Le Corbusier applied these five points in the design of the 

Villa Savoye, a weekend retreat located at Poissy, thirty kilo-

meters outside of Paris (images). A visitor’s first impression is 

of a pristine geometric form lifted off the ground on pilotis so 

slender that any sense of gravity seems negated. The curve of 

the recessed ground story was determined by the turning radius 

of an automobile. Once inside, the visitor is drawn into what 

Le Corbusier described as a promenade architecturale—a care-

fully orchestrated progression through space—that leads to a 

rooftop terrace. Because the structural skeleton of the building 

consists of point support rather than continuous load-bearing 

walls, internal partitions can be arranged freely. The elevations 

are treated as thin, taut planes. The horizontal windows (also 

termed ribbon or strip windows) signaled a break with the tradi-

tion of square or vertically oriented openings. Modern archi-

tects maintained that horizontal windows allowed a more even 

distribution of light throughout interior spaces. The rooftop 

solarium and the horizontal windows are clear responses to the 

emphasis on sunlight and fresh air that figured prominently in 

early-twentieth-century descriptions of modern environments. 

Hans Scharoun, Alvar Aalto 

As in a Palladian villa, there is a serene and self-contained qual-

ity to the Villa Savoye. In both, a clearly delineated geometric 

volume is set against the surrounding landscape. The pilotis 

provide an abstract equivalent to the columnar porches of the 

Palladian model. A different, more dynamic treatment of space 

can be seen in the slightly later Villa Schminke by the German 

architect Hans Scharoun (1893–1972) (images). In an attempt to 

adjust his plan to a difficult site, Scharoun skewed both ends of 

www.google.com/search?q=Le+Corbusier+Villa+Savoye+north+corner&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Hans+Scharoun+Villa+Schminke&tbm=isch
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the composition approximately 30 degrees to the predominant 

east–west layout of the villa, an adjustment reflected in the 

diagonal alignment of the stair as well (images). This departure 

from strict orthogonal and axial relationships introduces an 

organic quality to what is otherwise a straightforward example 

of the International Style. 

Scharoun’s conception of an organic architecture is sharply 

different from the Prairie Style work of Frank Lloyd Wright and 

his contemporaries. Scharoun had no interest in developing 

decorative motifs based on plant forms or providing the same 

sense of fortress-like shelter that intrigued Wright. This Europe-

an conception of organic architecture focused more on allowing 

each volume within the composition to assume its own shape 

and orientation rather than to conform to a predetermined and 

rigid geometric scheme. The skewed angles and twisted volumes 

typical of the organic approach tended to create eccentric spac-

es within the plans.

In the 1930s some of the finest examples of organic archi-

tecture in Europe were being created in Finland by Alvar Aalto 

(1898–1976). Younger than Gunnar Asplund and Eliel Saarinen, 

Aalto typified a new generation of modern architects already 

comfortable with abstract art and eager to incorporate innova-

tions in building technologies. Gone are the romantic trappings 

found at Hvitträsk and the classical references of Asplund’s 

early work. What remains is a distinctively Nordic version of 

modernism. A deep humanism infuses many of Aalto’s build-

ings. As he once wrote: “One of the most difficult architectural 

problems is the shaping of the building’s surroundings to the 

human scale,” and his attentiveness to issues of human scale, 

texture, and the modulation of light is evident throughout his 

work. For Aalto, the tactile is as important as the visual in the 

orchestration of the architectural experience.

www.google.com/search?q=Hans+Scharoun+Villa+Schminke+planta+baja&tbm=isch
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Aalto produced one of his finest designs for Maire and 

Harry Gullichsen, the Villa Mairea at Noormarkku, Finland 

(images). The Gullichsens were wealthy clients with extensive 

business interests in timber, paper, and cellulose products; 

they were also patrons of the arts and eager to promote new 

ideas. Mrs. Gullichsen was an early and important supporter of 

Aalto’s furniture designs. For the Villa Mairea, Aalto marshaled 

a broad palette of materials and techniques and succeeded in 

striking a balance between refinement and rusticity (images). 

Rough wooden posts and smooth steel columns, for example, 

can be found in different parts of the house, and features 

commonly associated with the International Style exist side by 

side with elements derived from the Finnish vernacular tradi-

tion. Thus, through a process of abstraction, Aalto reconciled 

the enduring hallmarks of Finnish traditions with the emergent 

qualities of the modern experience. 

American Developments 
When, in 1932, the Museum of Modern Art staged the Inter-

national Style exhibition, which did so much to define archi-

tectural modernism for an American audience, the majority of 

architects featured in the show were Europeans. The American 

transformation of Arts and Crafts ideals and the innovative 

work of the Prairie Style receded in importance in the years 

following World War I. Period revivalism remained a very strong 

factor in American architecture and versions of Old English, 

Colonial, and Spanish Revival designs continued to enjoy great 

popularity. The architectural historian David Gebhard noted 

that while an American businessman may have worked in an Art 

Deco skyscraper or supervised a modern factory, in the 1920s 

and 1930s, more often than not, he returned at the end of the 

www.google.com/search?q=Aalto+Villa+Mairea&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Aalto+Villa+Mairea+plan&tbm=isch
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day to the comfort and familiarity of a traditional home. Any 

discussion of International Style houses must begin by ac-

knowledging, therefore, that such work represents only a small 

portion of the period’s domestic production. 

Richard Neutra 

One of the few American houses included in the International 

Style exhibition was the so-called Health House in Los Angeles 

designed by Richard Neutra (1892–1970) for Dr. Philip Lovell 

(images). Neutra was born and educated in Vienna and came 

to the United States in 1923. He belongs to a small but influen-

tial set of émigré architects who established important design 

practices in the United States including Rudolf Schindler 

(1887–1953), William Lescaze, Josef Urban (1872–1933), and 

Kern Weber (1889–1943). After working briefly for Frank Lloyd 

Wright, Neutra established a practice in southern California. 

Heath House is perched dramatically on a steep hillside and 

constructed using a steel frame. Transparent volumes negating 

any sense of mass or weight and the lack of references to histor-

ical styles or ornamental enrichment identify this as an example 

of the International Style. But this is a house that needs to be 

appreciated in relationship to its client even more than to any 

European models of modernism. 

Neutra’s house was actually the second example of modern 

architecture commissioned by Lovell; several years earlier he 

built a beach house in Newport Beach according to a design by 

Rudolf Schindler. Dr. Lovell was interested in the contribution 

modern environments could make to the psycho-physiological 

well-being of people. He wrote a regular column entitled “Care 

of the Body” for the Los Angeles Times and founded a Physical 

Culture Center where he promoted the ideal of a healthy life-

www.google.com/search?q=Richard+Neutra+Health+House+Los+Angeles&tbm=isch
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style based on vigorous exercise, vegetarianism, nudism, and 

“natural” remedies. His career was one manifestation of the 

cult of the body that is such an important part of the culture 

of southern California. The region’s balmy climate made it a 

perfect setting for Lovell’s experiments in lifestyle and the lean, 

trim appearance of the house captured the athleticism of its 

owner perfectly. As Aalto did in the Villa Mairea, Neutra infused 

the attributes of international modernism with the personality 

of his client and adjusted his design to reflect Lovell ‘s concep-

tion of a southern California life-style. In short, Neutra stamped 

the International Style with a made-in-America brand.

Frank Lloyd Wright 

In 1909 Frank Lloyd Wright experienced a personal crisis. He 

abandoned his wife, Catherine, and left Oak Park with Mamah 

Borthwick Cheney (previously, Mrs. Cheney and her husband 

had commissioned Wright to design a home in Oak Park). This 

marked the beginning of a tumultuous period in Wright’s life. 

In the teens and twenties, the volume of his work declined and 

the location of his most important commissions shifted away 

from the Chicago area. Early in his career, Wright had estab-

lished links with Japan, and between the mid-1910s and the early 

1920s he devoted an enormous amount of time to the design of 

the Imperial Hotel in Tokyo. 

In a series of houses completed in southern California in 

the early 1920s, Wright explored what he called his textile block 

system of construction in concrete (images). Individual con-

crete blocks were “threaded” together with metal reinforcing 

rods running in two directions through the wall like the warp 

and weft of textiles. The relationship between buildings and 

weaving had been raised by the nineteenth-century architectur-

www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+ennis+house+los+angeles&tbm=isch
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al theorist Gottfried Semper and the popular use of the term 

curtain wall to describe the non-load-bearing exteriors of high-

rise buildings reflected the strength of the textile metaphor in 

design. Wright’s distinctive twist to this theme was to apply 

the metaphor to load-bearing construction and to establish an 

organic relationship between fabrication and ornamentation 

with his system. It is in the nature of the material for concrete 

to be shaped by molds or formwork, and the specially designed 

molds used to make each block also stamped the blocks with a 

surface pattern. Thus, whether fabricating an individual block 

or constructing an entire wall, making and decorating unfold-

ed in the same manner and at the same time. On the outside, 

the massive and patterned forms of the concrete blockhouses 

evoked the character of ancient Mesoamerican architecture. 

On the inside, however, the same expansive sense of space and 

lightness that was such an important feature of the Prairie Style 

is evident (images). 

Great architecture also requires good patrons, and in Edgar 

Kaufmann, Wright found one of his best. Kaufmann owned a 

department store in Pittsburgh and was already attuned to new 

ideas in design when he met Wright in late 1934. The Kaufmann 

family owned an extensive tract of land outside of Pittsburgh 

which the family used as a weekend retreat. A giant boulder 

overlooking a stream called Bear Run was a favorite spot for 

family picnics and the Kaufmanns commissioned Wright to 

design a house on the site. The result, Falling Water, is one of 

Wright’s finest designs and deservedly ranks among the most 

exciting houses of the twentieth century (images). Conceptual-

ly, the house can be understood as a series of concrete “trays” 

cantilevered over the stream. Everywhere the worlds of artifice 

and nature contend as Wright worked with the primal elements 

earth, air, fire , and water. A great boulder pushes through the 

www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+ennis+house+interior&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+falling+water&tbm=isch
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floor in the living room just in front of the hearth, and the com-

bination of earth and fire suggests a warm, secure refuge deep 

within the house (images). On the terraces, in contrast, one 

has an exhilarating feeling of being between an ever-changing 

sky above and water flowing below. In his analysis of Wright’s 

work, the architectural historian Grant Hildebrand applied 

the concepts of prospect and refuge, derived from landscape 

theory, to explain the visceral impact of Wright’s architecture. 

Embedded deep in human consciousness is an innate attraction 

for landscape settings that offer both prospect—vistas over the 

surrounding terrain—and refuge from potential threats. In his 

ability to create artificial “landscapes” that trigger primal hu-

man responses we can recognize Wright’s genius at work. 

Industrialization and the Home 
If the assertion of social identity and the pursuit of aesthetic 

experimentation are two major themes in the history of domes-

tic architecture in the early twentieth century, a third must be 

recognized as well: the application of methodologies developed 

originally in an industrial context to the design of domestic 

environments. In her 1934 study of European and American 

developments, Modern Housing, Catherine Bauer quoted the 

American architectural critic Lewis Mumford: “The modern 

house is a biological institution. It is a shelter devoted primarily 

to the functions of reproduction, nutrition, and recreation.” 

Approached in such strict functionalist terms, the design prob-

lem became one of calculating the optimal solution to basic 

physical needs. 

In response, a new kind of design research based on time 

and motion studies began to circulate internationally. The 

pioneering figure in this new field was the American industrial 

www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+falling+water+living+room&tbm=isch
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engineer Frederick Winslow Taylor (1856–1915). In 1911 Taylor 

published his major work The Principles of Scientific Management. 

His method—dubbed Taylorism—of analyzing task-oriented 

human activity and reconfiguring the arrangement of parts and 

tools in the interest of greater efficiency proved crucial to the 

refinement of the assembly-line system of mass production. 

Taylor’s ideas were soon being applied outside the factory as 

planners, designers, and home economists seized on Taylorism 

to “improve” the design of domestic environments.

In 1920 home economist Christine Frederick published 

Household Engineering: Scientific Management and the Home, 

demonstrating the benefits of Taylorism for household man-

agement. International interest in Taylorism was so strong 

that translations of The Principles of Scientific Management soon 

appeared in various Asian and European languages, and Freder-

ick’s work appeared in foreign editions as well. 

In Germany, Alexander Klein (1879–1961) began to apply the 

principles of Taylorism to the design of housing. Klein typified 

the new breed of modernizing expert committed to incorporat-

ing into architectural practice scientific advances in other fields. 

In his research, sponsored by the German Reichsforschungs-

gesellschaft (National Housing and Building Society), Klein 

evaluated different apartment layouts by comparing the circula-

tion patterns of each (images). With Catherine Bauer’s publi-

cation of some of Klein’s diagrams in Modern Housing, Taylor’s 

ideas completed the round trip from America to Germany and 

back to America. 

Grete Schütte-Lihotzky 

In Frankfurt, Grete Schütte-Lihotzky (1897–2000) demonstrated 

how the principles of task analysis and efficient space planning 

www.google.com/search?q=Alexander+Klein+diagrams+"Functional+Housing+for+Frictionless+Living"&tbm=isch
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could be applied to the design of a specific area of the domestic 

environment: the kitchen. After working for the Vienna Hous-

ing Authority in the early 1920s, Schütte-Lihotzky joined Ernst 

May’s staff in Frankfurt in 1926. She was the only woman on 

the staff and she was responsible for the design of the famous 

“Frankfurt Kitchen” (images). 

Introduced in 1927, the Frankfurt Kitchen was a compact, 

modular work space that represented the ultimate in the ratio-

nalization of a task-specific space. Areas for storage, prepara-

tion, and clean up of meals were carefully arranged to eliminate 

wasted effort. Measuring only 1.9 by 3.44 meters in plan , the 

kitchen was factory-assembled and delivered to the building site 

ready to be lifted into place by a construction crane. Over ten 

thousand kitchens were manufactured and installed in the new 

siedlungen erected in Frankfurt under May’s supervision. 

Schütte-Lihotzky conceived of kitchen design as a way to 

relieve the drudgery of housework through the careful arrange-

ment of equipment and space. Although the design received a 

great deal of positive publicity when it was introduced, descrip-

tions of the kitchen did little to challenge basic social conven-

tions concerning women’s roles or the gendering of domestic 

space. Indeed , the degree to which modern “labor-saving” 

designs actually provided women with the promised benefits 

of less work and more free time remains a subject of debate 

among historians of technology, design and gender. What is 

clear is that, with the introduction of electrification, the kitchen 

became the most technologically advanced room in the modern 

home, at least until the advent of the personal computer in the 

1970s. Electrification transformed domestic environments in 

a manner completely unrelated to questions of patronage or 

style. Whether one is discussing socialist housing in Europe 

or rural electrification projects in the United States (images), 

www.google.com/search?q=Grete+Lihotzky+Frankfurt+Kitchen+1926&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Lester+Beall+Wash+Day+poster+1937&tbm=isch
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electricity fundamentally altered and modernized the experience 

of domestic life. A Colonial Revival house or Italianate villa may 

project a conservative cultural image but the presence inside of 

a modern kitchen and electrical outlets in all the rooms stamps 

it as undeniably modern. 

R. Buckminster Fuller

Schütte-Lihotzky had successfully reconceptualized the kitch-

en as a mass-produced modular work station. R. Buckminster 

Fuller (1895–1983) envisioned extending the same process to the 

design of the entire house. By harnessing the productive capac-

ity of American industry, Fuller hoped to create a new market 

for affordable, hygienic, modern housing. The economies of 

scale made possible by modern systems of mass production, he 

argued, allowed the manufacture of prefabricated components 

that could be quickly assembled on site at less than the cost 

of traditional construction. Clean, bright, and efficient homes 

could be brought within the financial reach of thousands of 

potential home buyers unable to afford traditional designs. The 

modernization and rationalization of design practice in light 

of the properties of new materials and the engineering logic of 

new constructional techniques would herald the arrival of a tru-

ly modern architecture. For Fuller the advantages of his brand 

of modern architecture could be quantified using such criteria 

as weight, time, and cost; indeed, anything that could not be 

weighed and measured—such as historical precedent, cultural 

preferences, or architectural aesthetics—was deemed irrele-

vant (images). Fuller was certainly not alone in his claim that 

homes, like cars, could be designed for mass production, but 

few architects carried this idea to the extreme Fuller did. The 

Dymaxion House, Fuller’s prototypical design unveiled in 1927, 

www.google.com/search?q=R+Buckminster+Fuller+sketch+for+The+4-D+Tower+1927&tbm=isch
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bore no resemblance to the traditional image of a house (imag-

es). In place of the familiar boxlike structure sitting solidly on 

the ground, the Dymaxion House was a lightweight single-story 

hexagonal unit suspended from a central mast containing the 

utility and power lines. Equipped with the latest labor-saving 

devices, climate-controlled for comfort, and easily modified 

as improved components became available in the future, the 

Dymaxion House was presented by Fuller as the optimal techno-

logical solution to the problem of shelter. Few projects capture 

the uncritical enthusiasm for modern technology shared by 

many modernist designers as vividly as the Dymaxion House.

�

www.google.com/search?q=R+Buckminster+Fuller+project+plan+Dymaxion+House&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=R+Buckminster+Fuller+project+plan+Dymaxion+House&tbm=isch
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The Architecture of Transportation  
and Industry

I n the manifesto of Futurism, published in 1909, the move-

ment’s founder, F. T. Marinetti, proclaimed: “The world’s 

magnificence has been enriched by a new beauty: the beauty 

of speed.” For the Futurists, the sensation of speed evoked the 

dynamism of the industrial age. Marinetti began his manifesto 

with a description of racing through the streets of Milan in his 

automobile—one of the earliest appreciations of the automobile 

in European literature. The manifesto celebrated the accelerat-

ing rhythm of modern life. For millennia, the pace of life had 
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been set by muscle power—either human or animal—and by 

technological systems for harnessing natural forces, such as the 

wind for sails or flowing water for water wheels. The Industrial 

Revolution irrevocably changed this way of life; steam engines 

now powered factory machines, and steamships and railroads 

supplanted sailing vessels and horse-drawn wagons. 

The process of modernization unleashed by the Industrial 

Revolution transformed the built environment and altered the 

relationship between cities and the surrounding countryside. 

As urban populations grew, cities swelled in size and subur-

ban communities were laid out along new road and rail lines 

serving the metropolitan centers. To a great extent, the story 

of nineteenth-century architecture is the story of the efforts of 

architects and planners to come to terms with the possibilities 

and problems posed by the urbanization, mechanization, and 

secularization of modern life. 

In the twentieth century, the commitment of the avant-garde 

to expand the horizons of design, combined with the continued 

development of new modes of transportation such as the 

automobile and the airplane, prompted architects to translate 

the era’s fascination with speed into dramatic architectural and 

urban forms. In Urbanisme, published in 1925, Le Corbusier 

described his vision of “the city of tomorrow” (images):  

A model city of commerce! Is it the mere fancy of some 

neurotic passion for speed? But surely, speed lies this 

side of mere dreams; it is a brutal necessity. One can 

only come to this conclusion; that the city which can 

achieve speed will achieve success—and this is an obvi-

ous truth. 

(Le Corbusier, The City of Tomorrow, p. 190)

www.google.com/search?q=Corbusier+scheme+for+a+future+city&tbm=isch
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One need not share Marinetti’s enthusiasm for speed nor Le 

Corbusier’s conviction concerning its “brutal necessity” to 

acknowledge that speed and mechanical forms of power exer-

cised a decisive impact on the built environment. The challenge 

of giving form to speed and power ranked high on the agenda 

of modern architects. Equally important, however, were the 

efforts of modernists to come to terms with the implications of 

industrial methods of organization and production, for design 

practice. Thus, this chapter also includes a discussion of the 

Werkbund movement and the Bauhaus as examples of how 

major aspects of professional practice, design theory, and ar-

chitectural education were reconsidered in an effort to integrate 

architectural and industrial forms of production. 

A complete catalog of building types associated with indus-

trial activity and the development of transportation networks is 

beyond the scope of this survey. Instead, attention is focused on 

selected building types (such as railroad stations) that allow the 

reader to sample the range of solutions developed for a single 

design problem over the course of the entire century. It should 

be noted, however, that architects and engineers were involved 

in many different aspects of transportation design. The French 

engineer Eugene Freyssinet, for example, designed enormous 

concrete hangars for lighter-than-airships in the late 1910s and 

early 1920s, while the Italian architect-engineer Pier Luigi Nervi 

(1891–1979) explored the possibilities of the same material in 

his designs for airplane hangars erected for the Italian airforce 

in the 1930s. Sooner or later, airplanes, like ocean liners, must 

return to land; where and how they do this leaves its mark on 

the development of architecture. 
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Railroad Stations  
The railroad station was one of the important new building 

types of the nineteenth century. Rail travel changed the expe-

rience of arriving in a city. No longer did the traveler’s first 

encounter with the city occur at a city gate on the periphery; 

instead, the urban gateway was now located in the heart of the 

city. Nineteenth-century architectural treatments of the station 

reflected the era’s various architectural movements, and there-

fore no one single railroad station style emerged to define this 

building type. Railroad stations provide an index of contempo-

rary design positions and reveal shifting attitudes within archi-

tectural culture. Some of the most impressive of early-twentieth- 

century stations demonstrate the appeal of civic classicism. 

New York: Pennsylvania Station, 
Grand Central Station 

New York City boasted two of the era’s grandest stations: 

Pennsylvania Station and Grand Central Station. Pennsylvania 

Station, designed by McKim, Mead, and White between 1902 

and 1911, was demolished in 1963–64 (a loss that did much 

to stimulate a renewed interest in historic preservation) but 

Grand Central remains as beautiful and serviceable today as 

it was upon completion in 1913. Both stations were conceived 

as monumental classical compositions and possessed a spatial 

grandeur intentionally reminiscent of imperial Roman architec-

ture. Credit for the design of Grand Central Station belongs to 

two architectural firms: Reed & Stem, and Warren & Wetmore. 

Whitney Warren (1864–1943) had studied at the French Ecole 

des Beaux-Arts and in the design of the station we can see 

the adaptation of academic models to modern programs that 

is the hallmark of American classical architecture in the first 
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decades of the new century. The imposing monumentality of 

the columns and arches on the facade of Grand Central signal 

its importance as one of the main gateways to the city; beneath 

the stone veneer, however, a steel frame supports the building 

(images). 

The design of large metropolitan railroad facilities involves 

more than serving up civic symbolism or satisfying the desire 

for corporate aggrandizement: stations must work. Providing 

for an efficient circulation of people and trains was the chief 

challenge facing the station’s designers. Grand Central took 

almost a decade to complete and was complicated by the fact 

that train service had to be maintained during construction. In 

the station, intercity rail lines connect with local subway and 

surface transit routes, and vehicular as well as pedestrian traffic 

must be accommodated. A sectional view of Grand Central re-

veals the sophisticated planning of multiple pathways designed 

to move large numbers of people through the building (imag-

es). The station sits astride Park Avenue so an elevated roadway 

bridges 42nd Street and carries automotive traffic around the 

terminal. Inside passengers move through the building’s mul-

tiple levels via a series of gently sloping ramps. There is no in-

compatibility between the functional and engineering demands 

of station operation and the classical language of architecture 

employed by the designers. The architects of Grand Central 

Station showed that modern classicism could accommodate the 

demands of a complex program and resolve issues of form and 

function successfully.

Helsinki and Stuttgart Railroad Stations

In 1904 Eliel Saarinen won a competition for the design of a 

new railroad station in Helsinki, Finland. Like Grand Central, 

www.google.com/search?q=Grand+Central+Terminal+and+Hotel+Commodore+1913&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Grand+Central+Terminal+section+drawing+1912&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Grand+Central+Terminal+section+drawing+1912&tbm=isch
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work on the new Helsinki terminal stretched over years and the 

station was only finished in 1919 (images). Saarinen’s original 

proposal, with a rough-hewn texture for the granite facing of 

the building and an ornamental program that included sculp-

tures of bears, fitted comfortably within a National Romantic 

conception of design but it soon became the target of fierce crit-

icism. Two Finnish architects, Gustaf Strengell (1878–1937) and 

Sigurd Frosterus (1876–1956), published a pamphlet attacking 

Saarinen’s design. They cited Otto Wagner’s call for a modern 

architecture based on modern life in support of their appeal for 

a less romantic approach. Saarinen’s willingness to rethink his 

competition design in light of Strengell and Frosterus’s argu-

ment reveals just how shallow the roots of National Romanti-

cism were in the soil of the modern age. 

Saarinen’s revised scheme reflected his growing apprecia-

tion for the structural possibilities of reinforced concrete. He 

remained reluctant, however, to reduce architectural design to 

engineering and material considerations. Throughout the build-

ing, surfaces are incised with linear patterns that modulate the 

basic rhythm established by the facade bays and the grand entry 

arch (images). Significantly, Saarinen rejected the Beaux-Arts 

classicism of American models. A pervasive theme in early-twen-

tieth-century cultural debates about form was the inadequacy 

of classical models for modern life and, while classicism had 

its defenders, the tide was steadily shifting in the direction of 

alternate approaches to design. As the Helsinki station demon-

strates, one could forsake classical models and move beyond the 

fanciful imagery of National Romanticism while still remaining 

committed to the principle that surface patterns and applied 

ornament were an integral part of any building.

The tendency to eliminate ornament gained momentum 

after World War I. In 1911 the German architect Paul Bonatz 

www.google.com/search?q=Eliel+Saarinen+Railway+Station+Helsinki&tbm=isch
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(1877–1956) won a competition for the design of the Haupt-

bahnhof (central station) in Stuttgart. Once again, years were 

required to bring the project to fruition; Bonatz, now working 

with Friedrich Eugen Scholer (1874–?), submitted a revised plan 

in 1913, but the design continued to evolve and the station was 

not completed until 1928 (images). In Bonatz’s own words, his 

architecture was “purified by the gravity of war”: the result is 

a composition based on massive undecorated shapes. Like the 

architects of Grand Central Station, Bonatz resolved the com-

plex traffic and operational requirements of a large station; 

however, while function determined significant aspects of plan 

and section, it did not dictate the final form of the design. In 

contrast to the ornate grandeur of Grand Central Station, Bon-

atz achieved a monumental effect through the bold simplicity 

of his masonry forms. In the 1920s such simplicity increasingly 

came to be equated with modernism in design. With its thick, 

solid walls, the mural modernism of Stuttgart’s Hauptbahnhof 

is a far cry from the International Style and demonstrates that 

the movement away from historicism did not lead solely or in-

evitably to an architecture of transparent volumes and revealed 

structure.

Los Angeles: Union Station

The last station to be considered here reminds us that Period 

Revival architecture continued to appeal well into the twentieth 

century. Period Revivalism involves the selection of models and 

images on the basis of their association with a particular era or 

place in the history of architecture. (In the early nineteenth cen-

tury, for example, American architects favored Greek architec-

tural models because of the implicit link between American and 

ancient Greek democracy.) Architects then adapt the models to 

www.google.com/search?q=Bonatz+Scholer+Stuttgart+Central+Station+facade+1928&tbm=isch
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accommodate new programs, materials, and structural systems. 

In southern California, architecture suggestive of the region’s 

Spanish colonial past proved popular. John and Donald Parkin-

son’s Union Station in Los Angeles, completed in 1939, evoked 

the romance of the region’s past rather than the rationalism of 

modern transportation technology or the modernity of its re-

inforced concrete construction (images). The contrast between 

the classicism of Grand Central and the romanticism of the Los 

Angeles station reinforced regional identities. 

While architectural imagery may address issues of differen-

tiation, however, the functional demands tended to promote 

strong similarities among stations of comparable size. Ignore 

the tilework and Spanish detailing of the interior spaces, and 

the Los Angeles Station reveals strong affinities with the solid, 

simple massing of the Stuttgart Hauptbahnhof.

Urban Mass Transit Systems
The growth of cities spurred the development of mass transit 

systems to facilitate the movement of ever greater numbers of 

people across the expanding urban area. These systems en-

tailed the construction of elevated, surface, and subway lines 

along with all the necessary supporting facilities such as transit 

stations, power houses, and maintenance yards. While many of 

these facilities could be sited outside of the city center, passen-

ger stations had to be inserted in the midst of the urban fabric. 

Traveling on subway, surface, or elevated lines quickly became 

part of daily experience as people adjusted their life-styles to 

the routines of modern living. Far from being unassuming parts 

of the built environment, stations became integral links in the 

transportation infrastructure of major urban centers. Increas-

ingly, architectural design was only one facet of the develop-

www.google.com/search?q=Union+Station+LA+Parkinson&tbm=isch
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ment of entire systems, and the complexity of systems engineer-

ing demanded that architects grapple with an expanded set of 

design considerations. Architects and designers worked with 

engineers to develop facilities that not only satisfied functional 

considerations but contributed to a coherent identity for entire 

transit systems.

Paris, Vienna, and London

In Paris, the architect Hector Guimard designed stations and 

canopied entrances for the Parisian metro using cast iron (im-

ages). Iron had been used throughout the nineteenth century, 

but Guimard shaped it in a way that reflected his involvement 

with the international art and design movement known as Art 

Nouveau. The term Art Nouveau captures the era’s yearning for 

a fresh design identity. In the 1890s artists and architects began 

to explore alternatives to the prevailing historicist styles and 

they turned to nature rather than history as a source for formal 

inspiration. Natural forms can be interpreted in a variety of 

ways. Any survey of Art Nouveau work from the 1890s reveals a 

wide range of treatments from the literal reproduction of plant 

or animal forms to highly abstracted designs. The origin of the 

term Art Nouveau is often traced to an art dealer named Sieg-

fried Bing who, in 1895, opened a shop of that name in Paris. 

Bing’s Salon de l’Art Nouveau specialized in fine decorative arts 

and Art Nouveau designers certainly aspired to the creation of 

artfully coordinated environments. But Guimard’s metro sta-

tions hardly qualify as examples of the decorative arts nor, given 

their settings on busy city streets, can they satisfy the definition 

of a gesamtkunstwerk. 

What is worth noting here is that a discussion of Art Nou-

veau cannot be confined to the realm of high art and elite cul-

www.google.com/search?q=Guimard+metro&tbm=isch
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ture. The same design concerns evident in examples of the fine 

arts or monumental architecture appear in works that belong to 

the domain of utilitarian infrastructure such as subway stations. 

The blurring of the distinctions between traditionally separate 

categories of artistic endeavor is one of the distinctive features 

of twentieth-century architecture and design.

Guimard’s version of Art Nouveau shares an affinity with 

the contemporary work of such Belgian designers as Victor 

Horta (1861–1947) and Hemy van de Velde (1863–1957). Slender 

pieces of iron were detailed to appear plantlike with the fluid 

curves and organic lines of plant stems or tall grasses. Spring-

ing from a simple base, the structural elements “blossom” and 

grow richer in detail as they approach the station’s canopy, 

infusing the simple cast-iron system of construction with the 

morphology of organic forms. 

A very different spirit pervades contemporary work in 

Vienna where Otto Wagner designed stations for the city’s new 

Stadtbahn (railroad) (images). In place of Guimard’s curving 

forms that appear to spring from the ground, Wagner placed 

a greater emphasis on geometric order and tectonic clarity. 

Despite their formal differences, both Wagner and Guimard 

worked with frame-and-panel building systems using a limited 

number of prefabricated elements. As the contrast between 

Wagner and Guimard’s stations illustrates, far from being 

predetermined or fixed, the relationship between visual form 

and physical structure could be configured in a variety of ways. 

The question of the appropriate relationship between form and 

structure was central to the architectural debates of the twenti-

eth century. 

In terms of a comprehensive design strategy encompassing 

an entire transit network, however, few systems approached the 

coherence and design quality of the London Passenger Transport 

www.google.com/search?q=Otto+Wagner+Karlsplatz+Stadtbahn&tbm=isch


The Architecture of Transportation and Industry

87

Board (LPTB), thanks to the efforts of Frank Pick (1878–1941). 

Pick joined the Underground Electric Railway Ltd. (the pre-

decessor to the LPTB) in 1906, rose to be managing director 

of the system and eventually was named vice-chairman of the 

LPTB in 1933. During his years with the LPTB he supervised the 

development of a consistent visual identity for everything from 

buildings to rolling stock to graphic design. Pick valued order, 

unity, and consistency in design. He had little interest in the 

ornamental work of Guimard and preferred a leaner, less ornate 

style for LPTB facilities. Edward Johnston’s (1872–1944) famous 

sans serif typeface, commissioned by Pick for use in signage 

throughout the entire system, is a perfect expression of Pick’s 

commitment to legible, functional design.

Beginning in the mid-1920s, the architect Charles Holden 

(1875–1960) was responsible for the design of LPTB stations. In 

preparation for the expansion of underground lines, Pick and 

Holden toured Germany, the Netherlands, and Scandinavia in 

1930 to study continental developments. Upon their return, 

Holden developed a simple formula that has been described as 

a “brick box with a concrete lid” for new stations on the Picca-

dilly Line. The Arnos Grove Station is a typical Holden solution; 

this simple, well-lighted brick cylinder is the architectural coun-

terpart to Johnston’s typeface (images).

Automobile Service Stations
When F. T. Marinetti began the founding manifesto of Futurism 

with a description of speeding through the streets of Milan, 

he employed the automobile as a potent symbol of modernity. 

More than an abstract symbol, however, the automobile proved 

to be a decisive agent in the transformation of the built environ-

ment; the impact of the car is a theme we shall note throughout 

www.google.com/search?q=Charles+Holden+Arnos+Grove+Underground+Station+London&tbm=isch
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this account of twentieth-century architecture. At times, the 

form-determining quality of the automobile was idiosyncratic; 

the ground-floor curve of Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, for exam-

ple (images), was determined by the turning radius of an auto. 

But the automobile also had a more substantial impact on 

existing building types. In the era of horse-drawn carriages, 

stables were kept at a distance from the residence. The automo-

bile required no such separation—the attached garage appeared 

early in the century. Frank Lloyd Wright included one in his 

design of Robie House, yet another indication that modern 

technologies were compatible with the Emersonian spirit of the 

Prairie Style. As the number of automobiles increased, urban 

and suburban settlement patterns were adjusted to accommo-

date the spatial requirements of automotive technology, such as 

wider, paved roads and parking facilities.

Although architectural historians have noted the impact 

of the automobile on traditional building types and settlement 

patterns, they have tended to ignore the development of new 

building types specifically created to serve the automobile, such 

as the service station. However, articles treating the service 

station as a design problem appeared frequently in professional 

architectural reviews and oil industry trade journals beginning 

in the 1920s.

A pervasive presence in the roadside landscape, the service 

station (also called the filling or gasoline station) constitutes an 

industrial vernacular type of architecture. The development of 

the service station is intimately related to the rise of an automo-

tive culture and the pattern of development varies from country 

to country. In the United States, the basic features of the new 

type emerged between 1907 and 1913. Early stations included a 

canopy over the pumps and a small building containing sales 

and service facilities. Standard Oil of California launched the 

www.google.com/search?q=Le+Corbusier+Villa+Savoye+north+corner&tbm=isch
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first chain of service stations in 1914 and individual stations 

soon reflected corporate attitudes toward image as well as func-

tion. In an effort to blend into residential settings, early service 

stations often showed a hipped roof and window shutters.

By the 1930s, more attention-grabbing design strategies 

were adopted by most oil companies. Stations were conceived 

as streamlined boxes with flat roofs, large display windows, and 

wide service bays. Prominently displayed corporate logos and 

signature color schemes quickly established brand identity for 

passing motorists. Standardization served corporate interests 

in ensuring uniformity, efficiency, economy, and brand recogni-

tion. 

Oil companies soon realized that the development of 

standardized facilities did not require the services of architects; 

they therefore turned to industrial designers because of their 

expertise in coordinating advertising and product design. In 

the 1930s Texaco commissioned the industrial designer Walter 

Darwin Teague (1883–1960) to prepare pattern books outlining 

design solutions for different types of sites and markets (im-

ages). Teague developed five different models that shared the 

same features. Although they varied in size, the models all had 

a horizontal band of three lines running around the top of their 

simple rectangular volumes. Below the band, signage identified 

different functional areas such as service bays, and restrooms. 

Above the band, in larger letters, only the corporate name 

appeared. 

Standardized design according to corporate norms is only 

one aspect of automotive architecture. Roadside America also 

featured whimsical designs based on familiar objects inflated 

to an unfamiliar scale in order to grab the attention of passing 

motorists. A building shaped like a giant coffee pot, for exam-

ple, fuses architecture and signage into a single, startling form 

www.google.com/search?q=Teague+Texaco+gas+station+type+"M"+Milwaukee&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Teague+Texaco+gas+station+type+"M"+Milwaukee&tbm=isch
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(images). Today, in the wake of Pop Art and postmodernism, 

this wacky roadside commercial architecture is celebrated by 

enthusiasts of American popular culture. 

But the advent of commercial design along America’s 

roadways sparked resistance as well as affection. In the 1920s a 

roadside reform movement emerged committed to maintaining 

the aesthetic appeal of the landscape by controlling roadside de-

velopment. In 1923 Elizabeth Boyd Lawton founded the Nation-

al Committee for the Restriction of Outdoor Advertising (later 

renamed the National Council for the Protection of Roadside 

Beauty). Lawton forged a coalition of civic associations and 

women’s clubs to promote the cause of roadside beauty. “The 

great stream of automobile traffic,” she wrote in 1926, “increas-

ing at a rate almost incredible, is trailing the commerce of the 

cities out along every country road, and the quiet beauty of our 

rural roads is fast giving way to the sordid ugliness of cheap 

commerce.” If Marinetti’s Futurist manifesto demonstrates an 

enthusiastic embrace of modernity, Lawton’s crusade against 

“the sordid ugliness of cheap commerce” is a reminder that 

the story of twentieth-century architecture includes episodes of 

reaction and resistance to the forces shaping the built environ-

ment.

 Factory Architecture 
The modern history of the factory unfolds in step with the 

history of the Industrial Revolution. Initially, factories occupied 

a strictly marginal position in the thinking of the architectural 

profession which distinguished between architecture, under-

stood as a fine art practiced by gentlemen, and the construc-

tion of other less noble forms of utilitarian building. With only 

rare exceptions, the design of factories was left to engineers 

or contractors. In the early twentieth century, however, this 

www.google.com/search?q="The+Coffee+Pot"+restaurant+Tacoma+Washington+1931&tbm=isch


The Architecture of Transportation and Industry

91

situation began to change as the factory system of mass produc-

tion began to register a significant impact on popular con-

sciousness. Pioneers of modern mass production such as Henry 

Ford became cultural figures of international renown, and the 

condition of an increasingly factory-based labor force became 

the concern of social reformers, labor organizers, and efficiency 

experts. Factory design came to occupy a much higher profile 

within architectural culture. As we shall see, however, the “prob-

lem” of factory design assumed slightly different definitions in 

Europe and America.

The United States: Albert and  
Julius Kahn, Robert Derrah

The brothers Albert (1892–1942) and Julius (1861–1924) Kahn are 

key figures in the story of American factory architecture. Born 

in Germany, they immigrated to the United States as young 

men and settled in Detroit. Albert was largely self-educated as 

an architect but Julius studied engineering at the University of 

Michigan. Over the course of four decades, the Kahn design 

firm was responsible for the design of over 1,500 buildings; the 

majority of these were industrial facilities. 

However, quantity of production is only one aspect of the 

Kahn story. Julius Kahn invented an improved system of rein-

forced concrete construction; by reconfiguring the arrangement 

of steel reinforcing bars, the Kahn system simplified construc-

tion and increased the space to structure ratio (that is, it provid-

ed more room with less structure) (images). In 1905 Julius Kahn 

founded the Trussed Concrete Steel Company (later renamed 

Truscon) to market the new constructional system and the 

Kahns began using it for the design of new factories. The Kahn 

Daylight System of Factory Design developed by Albert Kahn 

www.google.com/search?q=Albert+Julius+Kahn+reinforced+concrete+system+detail&tbm=isch
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involved the construction of a regular grid of widely spaced 

structural columns supporting a beam and slab floor structure 

and enclosed by extensively glazed exterior walls.

Albert Kahn enjoyed a close working relationship with Henry 

Ford and thoroughly understood the spatial requirements of 

Ford’s automotive assembly lines. Kahn’s great contribution 

was to harmonize two separate processes of conceptualization 

central to modern forms of production: the production engi-

neer’s technical definition of the production process—the actual 

making of a product—and the architect’s design of the physical 

space of production. Ford insisted on the rationalization and 

simplification of the flow of materials throughout the manufac-

turing process from the arrival of raw materials to the departure 

of the finished product. Kahn’s approach to design allowed the 

diagram of the manufacturing process to establish the basic 

design of an entire industrial installation such as Ford’s famous 

River Rouge plant in Dearborn, Michigan. For heavy manufac-

turing, the Kahn system tended to generate single-story facto-

ries which facilitated the movement of materials through the 

manufacturing process. The extensive glazing of the perimeter 

walls and the provision of skylights ensured that ample natural 

light reached the working areas inside.

Albert Kahn’s 1937 Chrysler Corporation’s Half-Ton Truck 

Plant in Warren, Michigan, is one of his most famous designs 

(images). The crisply defined volumes of this design with its 

wide, horizontal band of clear glass encircling the building 

could be identified as features of the International Style. But the 

aesthetic concerns of European architects that figure so prom-

inently in the International Style are alien to Kahn’s industrial 

design approach. He summed up his own approach to factory 

design in strictly functionalist terms:

www.google.com/search?q=Albert+Kahn+Dodge+Truck+Plant+Warren+Michigan&tbm=isch
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Industrial architecture must necessarily deal with the 

practical first, with proper functioning of the plant, 

with the best working conditions, efficiency and flexibil-

ity, with economical and safe construction, and only last 

with external appearance.

(Kahn, p. 501)

Throughout his career, Kahn carefully distinguished between 

industrial and civic architecture; his designs for campus build-

ings at the University of Michigan, for example, conform to 

traditional tastes.

Factory design involves more than configuring the place 

of production: factory buildings also serve as the architectural 

image of the company. Beginning in the nineteenth century, 

promotional literature for products often includes an illustra-

tion of a company’s production facilities, intended to convey 

the impression of a substantial operation capable of satisfying 

market demand. Modern advertising relies heavily on memora-

ble images to capture attention and reinforce name recognition. 

A vivid example of this design strategy is a bottling plant de-

signed in 1936 by Robert Derrah (1895–1946) for Coca Cola (im-

ages). Derrah remodeled several existing structures into a single 

building fashioned to look like a giant ocean liner. In the 1930s 

nautical imagery was very popular among modern architects as 

it evoked an aura of streamlined power and rational engineer-

ing. Few designers carried nautical themes to the extreme that 

Derrah did, however, and the incongruous image of a giant ship 

“moored” along a city street is indicative of a quixotic rather 

than a rational conception of industrial design.

www.google.com/search?q=Robert+Derrah+Coca+Cola+Bottling+Plant+and+Office+Los+Angeles&tbm=isch
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England and Holland: Thomas Wallis’s Factories,  
the Van Nelle Tobacco Factory

In England, Thomas Wallis (1873–1953) designed a series of 

factories dubbed “fancy factories” by contemporary critics 

for his eye-catching treatments of facades. Wallis founded his 

own practice in 1914 when he was approached by the Trussed 

Concrete Steel Company, which was then seeking to gain entry 

to the English market. Wallis entered into an agreement with 

Moritz Kahn (Albert and Julius’s younger brother) to introduce 

the patented Kahn system of concrete construction in England 

and he soon established a thriving business. His factory designs 

show the same careful attention to lighting, ventilation, and 

efficient arrangement of spaces as those of Albert Kahn. For 

factories located along prominent roadways such as the 1931–35 

Hoover Factory on London’s Western Avenue, Wallis designed 

monumental Art Deco facades in a contemporary style (imag-

es). He insisted that the extra money invested in the architec-

tural embellishment of a factory attracted public attention and 

served as good advertising.

The Art Deco style of the Hoover Factory is more than a 

clever advertising ploy, however; industrial architects such 

as Albert Kahn and Thomas Wallis worked hard to erase the 

popular image of factories as dark and brutal workplaces. Wal-

lis’s sense of style was one aspect of his efforts to change this 

popular perception. Better factory lighting and ventilation were 

hailed as signs of more humane working environments in much 

the same way that housing reforms had trumpeted their com-

mitment to providing natural light and fresh air to the residents 

of new housing projects.

In Rotterdam, J. A. Brinkman (1902–1949) and L. C. van der 

Vlugt (1894–1936) with Mart Stam (1899–1986) designed one of 

www.google.com/search?q=Hoover+Factory+Perivale&tbm=isch
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the most acclaimed factories of the era: the Van Nelle Tobacco 

Factory (images). Situated along a narrow strip of land between 

the access road and a shipping canal, the plan of the Van Nelle 

Factory consists of a straightforward grid of structural columns, 

by then the standard solution for the plans of commercial and 

industrial buildings. The floor slabs are cantilevered beyond the 

edge of the column line and the exterior walls are opened up as 

much as possible with glass. In contrast to the vertical piers and 

colorful ornamental details of Wallis’s design, smooth surfaces, 

broad planes of glass, and an emphasis on the horizontal sweep 

of the design set the tone of the Van Nelle Tobacco Factory.

This difference in approach is significant. In his famous 

1908 essay “Ornament and Crime” the Viennese architect and 

critic Adolf Laos claimed, “The evolution of culture is synony-

mous with the removal of ornament from utilitarian objects”; 

this puritanical attitude took root among young European 

modernists. Factories are first and foremost utilitarian build-

ings, and the ornamental flourishes of Wallis’s “fancy factories” 

struck many as superficial. For the members of the CIAM, the 

German word sachlich (objective) best captured the essence of 

what they were trying to achieve. The social agenda of mod-

ern architecture may have brought architects together in their 

commitment to better working conditions for factory labor, but 

the role of style in factory design proved to be a divisive issue 

among designers and critics.

The German Experience
The discussion of industrial architecture must be broadened 

to include more than a review of the planning formulas, struc-

tural designs, and architectural treatments imposed on indi-

vidual buildings. Progressive architects were convinced that 

www.google.com/search?q=Johannes+A+Brinkman+Cornelius+van+der+Vlugt+Mart+Stam+Van+Nelle+Tobacco+Factory+1925&tbm=isch
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civilization was on the threshold of a new age characterized by 

new modes of production along with novel social and political 

systems which rendered traditional ways of problem solving ob-

solete. The design profession struggled to come to terms with 

the logic of industrial systems of production. What were the im-

plications for architecture of the rationalization of process and 

standardization of form typical of mass production? What was 

the role of the design profession in promoting national prosper-

ity and prestige? Beyond satisfying programmatic requirements, 

how could architecture represent the emerging industrial order? 

In the first third of the century, the German experience provides 

a valuable case study of the effort to answer these questions.

Behrens and AEG

After almost eight years as a cultural attaché in London, Her-

mann Muthesius returned to Germany and quickly emerged as 

an influential voice in design discussions. In Central Europe 

the discussion of industrial form was charged with a cultural 

significance it did not have in America. “Without a total respect 

for form, culture is unthinkable,” wrote Muthesius, “and form-

lessness is synonymous with lack of culture.” The cultivation 

of form was a role traditionally performed by creative artists 

and, in an effort to enhance the competitive position of Ger-

man manufactured goods in world markets, design advocates 

sought to foster closer links between German industry and 

designers. The list of people concerned about the design quality 

of German goods was not limited to artists and architects but 

included such political leaders as Friedrich Naumann and such 

industrialists as Emil Rathenau. Unlike England, where craft-

based design continued to exercise a strong appeal and design 

critics assailed industrially produced goods as debased forms of 
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design, the design debate in Central Europe followed a differ-

ent course.

The AEG company, the largest German manufacturer of 

electrical products, founded by Emil Rathenau, provided the 

model for the kind of coordination between creative design and 

industrial production advocated by Muthesius. In 1907 AEG 

hired the architect Peter Behrens (1868–1940) to serve as artistic 

advisor. Behrens was consulted on everything from the design 

of factories to the form of products to advertising and graphic 

design. In 1909 he designed the AEG turbine factory in Berlin 

(images). To satisfy the requirement for a tall, unobstructed 

space, Behrens employed a system of steel arches 25 meters tall. 

Along the building’s flanks, he left the steel frame exposed and 

filled the intervening bays with glass. For the facade, however, 

Behrens encased the steel frame in massive corner pylons made 

of concrete. Issues of representation rather than function moti-

vated this design decision. With its polygonal gable, the facade 

suggests an abstracted version of an ancient temple, with the 

AEG logo substituting for the statue of the deity in the pedi-

ment. Behrens thus elevated industrial design to the level of a 

culturally significant high art. 

The German Werkbund 

Efforts to promote a rapprochement between art and industry 

continued to gain momentum. In 1907, the same year Behrens 

joined AEG, a national organization known as the German 

Werkbund was formed in Munich. The Werkbund sought to bring 

designers and manufacturers together, educate the public about 

industrial design, reform design education, and raise the quality 

of German manufactured goods. The organization held annu-

al conferences, published a yearbook, and periodically staged 

www.google.com/search?q=Behrens+AEG+turbine+factory&tbm=isch
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exhibitions. Two dozen industrialists and artists attended the 

founding meeting but the membership roster grew quickly; only 

two years later there were 731 members and by 1914 the number 

had risen to 1,870. Werkbund membership included both artists 

and industrialists, and from its inception a range of viewpoints 

was represented within the organization. Other countries fol-

lowed the German example. In 1910 an Austrian Werkbund was 

founded; in 1913 a Swiss Werkbund appeared. An English equiva-

lent, the Design and Industries Association (DIA), was founded 

in 1915 (with Frank Pick as an active member). 

In 1914 the German Werkbund organized a major exhibi-

tion in Cologne. At its annual conference convened during the 

exhibition, an important public debate occurred between two 

of the organization’s leading figures, Hermann Muthesius and 

Henry Van de Velde. Van de Velde, a Belgian artist and designer 

with an international reputation, had been active in Germany 

since the 1890s. In 1902 he was appointed head of the Weimar 

Art Academy where he began to reformulate the educational 

program and he was among the original members of the Werk-

bund. At issue in the debate was the position designers ought to 

assume in relationship to the logic of modern industrial produc-

tion. Muthesius presented the case for standardization as the 

design strategy best suited to systems of mass production: 

Architecture, and with it the whole area of the Werk-

bund’s activities, is pressing towards standardization, 

and only through standardization can it recover that 

universal significance which was characteristic of it in 

times of harmonious culture. 

(Conrads, p. 28)

But standardization was perceived by many as limiting the artis-

tic freedom of designers. Van de Velde responded to Muthesius 
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with an impassioned plea for individual creativity: 

The efforts of the Werkbund should be directed toward 

cultivating . . . the gifts of individual manual skill, joy, 

and belief in the beauty of highly differentiated execu-

tion, not toward inhibiting them by standardization. 

(Conrads, p. 30) 

Standardization versus differentiation: this is the essence of a 

debate that would occupy not only members of the Werkbund 

but modern architects in general throughout the twentieth 

century. 

Pavilions erected for the exhibition included a model fac-

tory building designed by Walter Gropius and a domed pavil-

ion housing an exhibit of glassware designed by Bruno Taut. 

Improvement in factory conditions went hand-in-hand with 

the desire to raise the standard of production among Werkbund 

reformers. Walter Gropius’s model factory, for example, in-

cluded provisions for a workers’ canteen on the rooftop of the 

administrative block (images). Taut’s Glass Pavilion, on the 

other hand, expressed an almost mystical faith in the power of 

materials to transform not just the workday routine of factory 

labor but life itself. The display of glassware produced by Werk-

bund members provided an opportunity for Taut to erect what 

amounts to a shrine to a new glass culture (images). Around the 

base of the pavilion, Taut arranged a series aphorisms drawn 

from the utopian writing of the author Paul Scheerbart extolling 

glass: “glass brings a new era,” “colored glass destroys hatred,” 

and “building in brick only does us harm.” Like an alchemist’s 

stone, according to Taut, glass held the potential to transform 

the crude reality of the built environment into a crystalline para-

dise. This theme of the transformative power of new materials is 

a major one in the story of modern architecture. 

www.google.com/search?q=Walter+Gropius+Adolf+Meyer+factory+office+building+"Deutscher+Werkbund+Exhibition"+Cologne+Germany+1914&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Bruno+Taut+Glass+Pavilion+"Deutscher+Werkbund+Exhibition"+Cologne+Germany+1914&tbm=isch


Chapter 3

100

With a membership that included representatives from 

small companies as well as industrial giants like AEG and 

designers who worked in a variety of scales from furniture to 

buildings, the Werkbund was a diverse organization that served 

multiple agendas. Rather than limiting themselves to delibera-

tions about specific building types such as factories, Werkbund 

designers tended to concern themselves with establishing an 

appropriate formal language for the modern era. In the years 

following World War I, the focus of deliberations shifted to 

the field of housing, and in 1927 the Werkbund staged a major 

exhibition devoted to this theme in Stuttgart. For this occasion, 

the Werkbund solicited support from local housing officials and 

erected a model housing settlement called the Weissenhof Sied-

lung (images). Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, then vice-president 

of the Werkbund, supervised the project and Richard Docker 

(1894–1968) served as technical director. On a sloping site out-

side of Stuttgart, seventeen architects were invited to erect mod-

el homes including detached single-family houses, row houses, 

and four-story apartment buildings. Participants included Peter 

Behrens, Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, Hans Scharoun, and 

Bruno Taut. With work by so many different architects in one 

place, the Weissenhof Siedlung offers a critical “snapshot” of 

progressive architecture in the late 1920s. In general, it is clear 

that the expressionist quality of so much German design from 

the 1910s and early 1920s characterized by vivid color schemes, 

contrasting textures, and multifaceted or crystal-like forms has 

given way to a sachlich mentality that favored flat roofs, stan-

dardized details, and rational planning criteria.

The Bauhaus

Few institutions in twentieth-century architecture have achieved 

the enduring recognition associated with the Bauhaus. The 

www.google.com/search?q=Ludwig+Mies+van+der+Rohe+Weissenhof+housing+development+Stuttgart&tbm=isch
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name alone has become synonymous with modern design. More 

than six decades after its closing, schools of architecture and 

design around the world continue to define themselves in rela-

tionship to “the Bauhaus model” of design education. An enor-

mous body of literature has appeared describing the Bauhaus 

and assessing its legacy for modern architecture. The skeleton 

of facts at the core of the Bauhaus story is clear. The school was 

created in 1919 by merging two existing educational programs in 

Weimar, the Academy of Art and the School of Arts and Crafts, 

with the goal of providing a comprehensive design education. 

After losing the financial support of the local administration 

in Weimar due to criticism of the radical nature of the Bauhaus 

program, the Bauhaus relocated to Dessau in 1925. In Dessau, 

Walter Gropius designed a new facility for the school—the result 

is one of the seminal examples of architectural modernism (im-

ages). The Bauhaus moved once more, to Berlin in 1932, after 

the National Socialists gained control of local government in 

Dessau. The Berlin chapter of the Bauhaus story was brief and 

the school, then housed in a rented factory building, closed in 

August 1933. During its lifetime, the Bauhaus had three direc-

tors: Walter Gropius from 1919 to 1928, Hannes Meyer (1889–

1954) from 1928 to 1930, and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe from 

1930 to 1933. 

The Bauhaus curriculum underwent a series of revisions 

during the school’s history as faculty members and directors 

changed. In the early years, the animating spirit was based on 

an appreciation of craft ideals. Later, however, the focus shifted 

to teaching students to exploit the potential of industrialized 

forms of production. Gropius hoped to finance the school, in 

part, by marketing student and faculty designs to manufactur-

ers. In terms of the architectural history of the twentieth centu-

ry, however, what is most important about the Bauhaus is what 

www.google.com/search?q=Walter+Gropius+Bauhaus+workshop+wing+Dessau+Germany+1925&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Walter+Gropius+Bauhaus+workshop+wing+Dessau+Germany+1925&tbm=isch
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remained consistent in the school’s approach: learning through 

experimentation. In 1926 Gropius described the Bauhaus work-

shops as “laboratories” and argued:

It is only through constant contact with newly evolving 

techniques, with the discovery of new materials and 

new ways of putting things together, that the creative 

individual can . . . develop a new attitude toward design 

which is a resolute affirmation of the living environment 

of machines and vehicles. 

(Conrads, p. 95) 

Throughout its brief history, the Bauhaus remained committed 

to the idea of design as a form of constant experimentation with 

materials and techniques. Gropius, Meyer, and Mies van der 

Rohe all recognized that in the modern era technological and 

material progress presented designers with a range of choices 

unprecedented in history. In such a situation, they concluded, 

historical precedents no longer provide adequate models. Previ-

ously, architectural education began with the study of historical 

models. Education through emulation of paradigms was re-

placed, at the Bauhaus, by education through experimentation 

with materials and techniques. Experimentation is the hallmark 

of the scientific method; the appeal of science resided in its 

supposed objectivity as a way of examining and acting upon the 

world. For modernists in search of alternatives to premodern 

ways of conceptualizing design, the application of scientific 

methods to design held the promise of accelerating the pace 

of material and social progress through the reformulation of 

design methods.

The Bauhaus was only one of a number of attempts to 

found new or to reform existing educational programs in the 
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twentieth century, yet its story dominates most discussions of 

modern architecture and design. Recent evaluations of the Bau-

haus have noted the disproportionate influence of the school 

and have suggested its record concerning equal opportunity for 

women was disappointing, but its reputation endures none-

theless. Multiple reasons can be advanced for this. First, much 

of the Bauhaus’s reputation can be attributed to the fact that 

members of its faculty went on to assume prominent positions 

in design education after World War II. Second, the antago-

nistic relationship between the Bauhaus and the Nazi regime 

established the school’s moral authority in the eyes of postwar 

historians seeking to preserve modernism free of any taint of 

association with totalitarianism. (The leftist political orientation 

of Bauhaus members during the 1920s and 1930s was conve-

niently downplayed in later discussions of the Bauhaus, par-

ticularly in the United States.) Third, the Bauhaus successfully 

integrated the three primary concerns of modern architecture: 

formal invention, technological innovation, and a progressive 

social agenda.

In his influential discussion of modern architecture, Space, 

Time and Architecture, Siegfried Giedion compared the Dessau 

Bauhaus, designed by Gropius, with Picasso’s L’Arlésienne 

(images). Giedion argued that the transparent corner of the 

Bauhaus revealed not only a modern system of construction 

related to contemporary factory design, but could be linked to a 

Cubist conception of space and form. Schemes such as Gropi-

us’s Torten Housing project in Dessau demonstrated how this 

fusion of art and tectonics could be applied to the solution of 

design problems such as prefabrication and serial construction 

(images). For modernists, the Bauhaus demonstrated how the 

aesthetic achievements of the artistic avant-garde and techno-

logical advances in building construction could be incorporated 

www.google.com/search?q=Siegfried+Giedion+"Space+Time+and+Architecture+The+Growth+of+a+New+Tradition"+Harvard+University+Press+1941&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Moholy-Nagy+Walter+Gropius,+Bauhausbauten+Dessau.+Bd.+12,+München+1926&tbm=isch
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into architectural culture without stifling the spirit of innova-

tion deemed critical for design.

Bridges
Throughout history bridges have been hailed as expressions of 

humankind’s ability to overcome natural obstacles and trans-

form the natural environment in ways that facilitate human 

purposes. The triumphalist theme that figures prominently in 

bridge literature and the public celebrations surrounding the 

completion of modern spans would be just as familiar to an 

ancient Roman engineer. In the premodern era, bridges often 

ranked among the most sophisticated engineering achieve-

ments of their day. In the modern era bridges continue to exert 

a particular fascination for both the professional design com-

munity and the general public. Such striking achievements as 

San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge achieve an iconic status as 

instantly recognizable images of their cities or settings. One ap-

proach to the study of bridges focuses on physical dimensions 

and ranks bridges by criteria such as length of span or height 

of supporting towers. Such ranking systems remain in a state 

of permanent flux as specific details are disputed or new spans 

completed. In terms of a history of twentieth-century architec-

ture, one can also appreciate bridges for what they reveal about 

design thinking as engineers and architects turn to time-tested 

formulas or apply new insights to old problems.

San Francisco: Golden Gate Bridge

After more than five years of construction, the Golden Gate 

Bridge opened to pedestrian traffic in May 1937, and automo-

biles one year later (images). Although suspension bridges were 

not new, the scale of the achievement was noteworthy. Upon its 

www.google.com/search?q=Golden+Gate+Bridge+San+Francisco+California+1937&tbm=isch
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completion, the Golden Gate Bridge boasted the tallest towers, 

the longest, thickest cables, and the largest underwater foun-

dation piers ever built. But the enduring appeal of the Golden 

Gate Bridge is in its graceful form soaring across the dramatic 

opening into San Francisco Bay. One need not be an engineer to 

understand intuitively how a suspension bridge works. With the 

Golden Gate Bridge one can appreciate what David Billington, 

a historian of structural engineering, identified as the elements 

of structural art: efficiency, economy, and elegance. Billington 

defined efficiency as the use of the minimum materials neces-

sary. The quest for efficiency tends to reduce the weight and 

visual mass of a structure. The quest for economy promotes 

integrated forms that are straightforward in construction and 

easy to maintain. Billington’s third criterion, elegance, reflects 

his belief that the design of beautiful structures involves more 

than numerical calculations. Like any other kind of designer, 

engineers must refine shapes to achieve expressive form. In the 

twentieth century, steel and concrete have replaced masonry 

as preferred materials. As a result, structural elements with 

thinner section can be used and slender, graceful forms have 

replaced the massive solidity of masonry as the ideal of structur-

al and formal elegance.

Robert Maillart’s Tavanasa Bridge

If the Golden Gate Bridge demonstrates the survival of familiar 

bridge types in the twentieth century, the work of the Swiss 

engineer Robert Maillart (1872–1940) serves as an example of 

structural invention. Maillart employed reinforced concrete 

in his bridge designs. Although he was not the first to use 

reinforced concrete for bridge work, Maillart broke with the 

prevailing mode of handling concrete. To appreciate Maillart’s 
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achievement, one must take note of a pattern in the history of 

materials; new materials are often employed initially in the same 

form as the materials they are designed to replace. Thus, early 

examples of reinforced concrete construction often imitated ma-

sonry forms. Maillart broke with the masonry-inspired tradition 

of bridges and instead invented forms uniquely suited to the 

properties of concrete. Around 1905 he built a small bridge over 

the Rhine in Tavanasa, Switzerland. He designed the bridge as a 

three-hinged arch to accommodate the expansion and contrac-

tion of the structure. While the three-hinged arch was a familiar 

structural concept, he refined it with an innovative approach 

to concrete slab construction. In determining the final form of 

the bridge’s design, Maillart combined a calculating approach 

to structure with an intuitive appreciation of form that pushed 

the limits of prevailing engineering practice. In a bold move, he 

dispensed with the solid longitudinal walls present in masonry 

construction and detailed the profiles of the arch and roadway to 

emphasize the thinness of the structural members (images).

In the Golden Gate Bridge, the massive stone towers of 

nineteenth-century suspension bridges such as John Roebling’s 

(1806–1869) Brooklyn Bridge are replaced by a slender, open 

steel framework. In the bridge at Tavanasa, Maillart abandoned 

the weighty strength of masonry construction in favor of a lithe 

concrete structure that seems to spring across the river. Both 

bridges testify to a common interest shared by twentieth-century 

engineers and their modernist counterparts in the architectural 

profession in the development of a design language that com-

bined strength with lightness and suggested the unbounded 

horizons of modern vision.�

www.google.com/search?q=Robert+Maillart+Tavanasa+Bridge&tbm=isch
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Architecture and Politics

T he state has been an increasingly important patron of 

architecture in the modern era. The nineteenth-century 

debate concerning the appropriate style for an emerg-

ing modern consciousness of time and place carried over direct-

ly into a twentieth-century search for persuasive representations 

of authority and political identities. The age of kingdoms was 

drawing to a close and a royal palace could no longer serve as 

both the symbol and site of government. Faced with the neces-

sity of building popular support for novel political creeds, the 

advocates of revolutionary ideologies turned to architecture as a 

powerful propaganda tool.
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But the discussion of the relationship between architecture 

and politics cannot be limited to the design agenda of revolu-

tionary movements. The process of modernization affected es-

tablished as well as revolutionary regimes at every governmen-

tal level from the municipal to the imperial. Just as distinctly 

modern forms of commerce stimulated the development of tall 

office buildings and large department stores, efforts to ratio-

nalize and control urbanization and industrial development 

prompted the growth of governmental bureaucracies. This in 

turn led to the need for more extensive office space to house 

administrative and clerical staffs. 

Scandinavia and the Netherlands 
National Romanticism, Classicism, Modernism:  

Stockholm, Helsinki, Hilversum 

The design of government buildings reveals both programmat-

ic needs and symbolic aspects in architecture as two Scandi-

navian examples demonstrate. Stockholm’s Town Hall is an 

example of National Romanticism (images). The architect, 

Ragnar Östberg (1866–1945), had traveled extensively prior to 

receiving the commission for a new city hall and admired the 

design ethic of the British Arts and Crafts movement. In his de-

sign for the Stockholm Town Hall he combined a sensitivity to 

materials and a concern for craft with his own clearly expressed 

commitment to developing a national architecture for Sweden. 

Östberg integrated Swedish motifs with lessons learned from 

the study of Italian medieval architecture. The simple massing 

and slight irregularities in the alignment of different wings of 

the building recall Swedish castle architecture of the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries. The tower, like those on Italian 

town halls, functions as an architectural sign of civic identity. 

www.google.com/search?q=Ragnar+Östberg+Town+Hall+Stockholm+Sweden&tbm=isch
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The building is planned around two courtyards, one for the 

municipal administrative offices and the other for more public 

and ceremonial uses. The use of two courtyards instead of a 

single monumental axis to organize the interior results in an 

informality that suggests a democratic sense of accessibility. At 

the same time, the decorative treatment of the council chamber 

and the Blue Hall establishes an appropriately impressive aura 

for the seat of municipal government. Initial plans for a new 

town hall and law courts were discussed in 1902 and, after revi-

sions in the program, Östberg began to develop the design for 

the present building in 1908. Construction commenced in 1911 

and work continued until1923. 

Between the conception and completion of the Stockholm 

Town Hall, however, the appeal of National Romanticism 

began to fade, so when newly independent Finland considered 

plans for its parliament, a very different type of building was 

proposed. Its architect, J. S. Sirén (1889–1961), turned to the 

time-honored paradigms of the classical tradition for the design 

of the Finnish National Parliament Building, erected between 

1924 and 1931 (images). The visitor approaches the building up 

a flight of stairs and through a monumental colonnade, before 

entering the grand lobby and proceeding on to the legislative 

chamber. The compact, symmetrical massing and a proces-

sional experience culminating in a domed central legislative 

chamber (not visible on the exterior) reflects Sirén’s familiarity 

with the work of the nineteenth-century German master Karl 

Friedrich Schinkel (1781–1841). At the same time, his stylization 

of classical details combined with the selection of tubular metal 

furniture for interior spaces such as the cafeteria stamps the 

parliament building with an undeniably modern sensibility 

(images). The Finnish National Parliament Building is only one 

of many examples that demonstrate the continued vitality of 

www.google.com/search?q=J+S+Siren+National+Parliament+Building+Helsinki&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Eduskuntatalon+kahvila&tbm=isch
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the classical tradition in twentieth-century architecture. Classi-

cism answered the desire of politicians and architects alike for 

monumental images of enduring order and stability. 

Östberg and Sirén were charged with the design of individ-

ual buildings and the results represent significant but singular 

moments in the development of modern Nordic architec-

ture. The experience of the Dutch architect Willem Dudok 

(1884–1974) illustrates another facet of the relationship between 

architecture and politics: design as a growth-management tool. 

Dudok’s best known work, the Hilversum Town Hall, complet-

ed in 1931, reflects his familiarity with a wide range of modern 

work including Frank Lloyd Wright’s Prairie Style designs and, 

on the interior, the use of color and geometric patterning asso-

ciated with Art Deco (images). 

But the town hall was only one piece of a larger mosaic of 

work executed by Dudok in Hilversum. Like Ernst May in Frank-

furt, Dudok was a designer in the employ, not of a princely 

patron eager to adorn his kingdom, but of a municipal govern-

ment charged with managing a period of tremendous growth. 

In 1915, when Dudok arrived to assume the post of Director of 

Public Works, Hilversum was a small town with a population of 

approximately 35,000 people. By 1934 the population had nearly 

doubled; it would reach 100,000 within two more decades. 

Housing and an adequate urban infrastructure had to be devel-

oped and managed as efficiently as possible within real political 

restraints regarding finance and property rights. In fifteen 

years, Dudok designed thirteen public housing estates, eleven 

schools, athletic facilities , an abattoir, and water, sewage, and 

public utility installations. The simple massing of plain brick 

volumes characteristic of the Hilversum Town Hall is evident 

in much of Dudok’s work and established a coherent identity 

for municipal facilities. Dudok’s role in managing the built 

www.google.com/search?q=Willem+Dudok+Town+Hall+Hilversum+Netherlands&tbm=isch
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environment typifies the growing involvement of the architec-

tural profession in the design and coordination of large urban 

systems, an involvement with obvious political implications. 

By the early twentieth century, the belief that the form of 

the built environment could influence human behavior was an 

accepted tenet of design theory. Architects were eager, there-

fore, to explore ways to integrate political and architectural 

ideologies in the hope of shaping the development of political 

culture. Both the groundbreaking design strategies of the 

avant-garde and the timeless models of classical architecture 

were pressed into political service by architects. Historians and 

architectural theorists debated-and continue to debate-whether 

the political significance or meaning of architectural form is 

socially constructed or invariably fixed by the inherent proper-

ties of particular formal languages. “Constructionalists,” for 

example, argue that since classical architecture has been used 

to represent democratic, imperialist and totalitarian regimes, 

classicism cannot be identified exclusively with any one politi-

cal ideology. Different political systems appropriate classicism 

for their own purposes and each “constructs” an explanation 

that legitimizes their choices. Contrarily, “essentialists” main-

tain that the emphasis on formal order, spatial hierarchy and 

historical precedent in classical design (properties deemed to 

be inherent in the essence of classicism) renders it the inevita-

ble expression of political systems based on a model of strong 

centralized authority and sweeping control.

Political leaders defined the design problem in different 

terms. First and foremost on their agenda was the issue of legi-

bility, that is, the degree to which a particular design conveyed 

the desired political message clearly to the intended audience. 

Lenin expressed the concern of political patrons when he wrote: 
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What matters is not what art gives to several hundred 

or even several thousand members of a population of 

millions. . . . It must penetrate with its deepest roots 

into the very heart of the broad working masses. It 

must be understandable to these masses and loved by 

them. 

(Golomstock. p. 174)

The familiarity of architectural imagery based on classical 

models or rooted in national vernaculars ensured legibility in 

ways the novel forms of avant-garde design often could not. The 

varying fortunes of traditional and radical design languages in 

twentieth-century architecture reflected the constant tension 

between avant-garde and mass cultures. 

The “Architecture of Empire” 
Historians use phrases such as the Machine Age and the Age 

of Revolutions to characterize the modern era but the Age of 

Imperialism is an equally appropriate description. Between 

1876 and the outbreak of World War I, one quarter of the earth’s 

land surface was governed by the colonial powers of Europe 

and the United States. Although great empires had existed 

throughout history, the scale of the colonial venture in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century was truly global and pe-

culiarly modern in character. Economic considerations, above 

all the exploitation of resources and the expansion of markets, 

rather than dynastic pride or religious faith provided the main 

impetus for modern colonialism. The design agenda of modern 

imperialism addressed the requirements for infrastructure, 

administrative control, and conceptual as well as physical 

domination. As the developed economies of the colonial powers 

came to depend on raw materials unavailable in Europe (such 
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as rubber for tires), roads, bridges, harbor facilities, and new 

settlements were needed to support resource extraction. The 

administration of huge tracts of territory and resident popula-

tions spurred the development of colonial bureaucracies which 

required the provision of appropriate administrative and do-

mestic accommodations. Finally, as a representation of author-

ity, architecture contributed to the conceptual domination of 

non-European races that was the cultural counterpart to their 

military subjugation.

England: Herbert Baker,  
Edward Lutyens, Aston Webb

In the nineteenth century, British architects adapted a vari-

ety of architectural styles to serve colonial purposes ranging 

from Gothic Revivalism to a curious hybrid of Indian elements 

labeled Indo-Saracenic architecture. In the early twentieth 

century, however, classicism emerged as the preferred archi-

tectural expression of British imperialism, with the architect 

Herbert Baker (1862–1946) as one of its most vocal champions. 

An ardent supporter of British imperial policy, Baker went out 

to southern Africa in the early 1890s where he formed close ties 

with Cecil Rhodes. In 1900 Rhodes sent Baker on a grand tour 

of the Mediterranean to study classical architecture in prepa-

ration for future commissions. Baker returned convinced that 

a natural affinity existed between the principles of order and 

composition on which classical design is based and the British 

imperial system. In an essay entitled “Architecture of Empire” 

Baker wrote: 

Our rule confers order, progress and freedom within 

the law to develop national civilizations on the lines of 

their own traditions and sentiment: so in architecture 
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there is infinite scope within the limits of order, true 

science, and progress for the widest self-expression in 

every field of art; but without the orderly control of the 

great principles, there might result a chaos in the arts 

such as in governments which History records our rule 

was ordained to supersede. 

(Irving, p. 278) 

In 1909 Baker had the opportunity to apply the “great princi-

ples” of classical architecture when he began designing the 

Union Building in Pretoria (images). He rejected the proposed 

flat site in the center of town for a hillside location a mile away. 

The south-facing slope of the Meintjes Kop was carved into 

a series of terraces that combined the European tradition of 

formally landscaped gardens with a Mediterranean model of a 

sacred acropolis (citadel) raised above the city. With Christo-

pher Wren’s Royal Naval Hospital at Greenwich in mind as a 

model, Baker designed the Union Building as two blocks united 

by a curved colonnade and crowned by twin domes. The identi-

cal office blocks symbolized for Baker the “two races” of South 

Africa: the Dutch and the English. Missing from Baker’s grand 

vision, of course, is any sign of South Africa’s black population. 

In racial terms, Baker understood classicism as the expression 

of the inherent superiority of Western values and experience. 

Applied to architecture, the normative principles of classicism 

ensured order and represented authority in a way that validated 

the claim of white colonialists to be “ordained” by history to 

rule over allegedly inferior races. 

In an elaborate imperial pageant staged in 1911 in India, 

King George V announced the transfer of the British colonial 

capital from Calcutta to Delhi. One year later, Edward Lutyens 

sailed for India to join the Delhi Planning Commission. He 

www.google.com/search?q=Herbert+Baker+Union+Building+Pretoria&tbm=isch
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eventually assumed responsibility for the design of the center-

piece of the capital ensemble, the Viceroy’s House (images). 

Herbert Baker joined his friend Lutyens in India and designed 

a pair of buildings flanking Kingsway, the main axis of New 

Delhi, to house the colonial secretariat. Baker and Lutyens 

shared the same conviction regarding the appropriateness of 

classical architecture for representing Great Britain’s imperial 

authority. In contrast to Baker’s work in South Africa, howev-

er, Lutyens made an effort to incorporate clear references to 

various historical traditions of monumental architecture on the 

Indian subcontinent. The dome on the Viceroy’s House recalls 

the first-century BCE Buddhist stupa at Sanchi, and Lutyens 

adapted Mughal designs for pavilions in the new building. 

To British observers, this fusion of Western and Indian 

architectural elements suggested a benevolent new cultural 

synthesis that ennobled the imperial venture. The critical issue, 

however, involves not simply Lutyen’s acknowledgment of in-

digenous traditions but the balance he struck between Western 

and Indian imagery. Overall the Indian motifs constitute minor 

accents in an overwhelmingly Western and classical design. 

Following independence, Indian political leaders would pursue 

a fundamentally different synthesis of foreign and native ele-

ments in their quest for a modern Indian identity. 

The plan of New Delhi carried the European Baroque 

tradition of monumental town planning into the twentieth 

century. As at Versailles, in Wren’s 1666 plan for London, and 

in Pierre L’Enfant’s 1791–92 plan for Washington DC, a network 

of broad avenues radiates from a series of monumental squares 

each distinguished by a different geometric form. While the 

Viceroy’s House mixed European and Indian motifs, the plan 

of New Delhi stood in stark contrast to the urban form of the 

original Delhi, maintaining a clear distinction between the 

www.google.com/search?q=Edwin+Lutyens+Viceroys+House+New+Delhi&tbm=isch
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European enclaves and the indigenous settlements. This was 

an important part of the imperial design strategy, in which the 

layout of colonial cities represented the spatialization of social 

hierarchies. The rational character of European settlements 

and the congested conditions of the “native quarters,” a recur-

rent theme in the European literature on colonial experience, 

was often cited as evidence of the superiority of Western ways. 

In the colonial context, the concept of modernity is no longer 

linked to industrialization nor expressed in the cultural forms 

associated with modernism. Instead, it becomes equated with 

the Westernization of colonial regions, an equation that allows 

the entire Western classical tradition to be enlisted in the ser-

vice of modern Imperialism. 

The imperial system created networks of economic and 

cultural exchange that linked central and peripheral areas of 

the various national empires. Colonial outposts were not the 

only places to be reshaped by the imperial venture; colonialism 

left its imprint on the home countries as well. In London, for 

example, Aston Webb’s (1849–1930) Admiralty Arch completed 

the monumental axis linking Buckingham Palace with Trafal-

gar Square (images). The Roman quality of Webb’s triumphal 

arch reflects the imperial ethos of Great Britain before World 

War I. When the indigenous elements of various colonized 

cultures were brought back to the various European centers of 

power they were never treated with the same respect as Western 

designs such as the Admiralty Arch. Instead, Europeans dis-

played their colonial possessions as exotic trophies and cultural 

curiosities. 

The 1931 “Exposition Coloniale lnternationale” 

In 1931 the colonial powers staged the “Exposition Coloniale 

Internationale” in Paris. While other international fairs of the 

www.google.com/search?q=Aston+Webb+Admiralty+Arch&tbm=isch


Architecture and Politics

117

period focused on the advances of modern technology and 

promoted the idea of consumer culture, the colonial exposition 

celebrated European hegemony over nonwhite races. Tribal 

customs and native arts were displayed as ethnographic case 

studies rather than as sophisticated cultural achievements. The 

Netherlands held extensive colonies among the islands of the 

East Indies and motifs derived from the islands of Java and Bali 

are evident in Dutch decorative arts of the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth century. The Netherlands Pavilion at the 1931 

Paris fair revealed an amalgam of elements derived from vari-

ous Dutch possessions (images). Its architect, W. J. G. Zweedijk, 

combined wooden carved doors from Bali with the distinctive 

Minangkabau roof form found in Sumatra and the ironwood 

shingle pattern from Borneo. The result is a collage of disparate 

elements composed to satisfy a Western taste for the exotic. 

The Soviet Union
Before World War I, architecture in Russia reflected the same 

influences as we have already noted elsewhere: National Roman-

ticism, Art Nouveau, and a vibrant avant-garde. The October 

Revolution in 1917, however, irrevocably changed the cultural 

as well as the political scene in Russia. National Romanticism 

and Art Nouveau faded away, and members of the Russian 

avant-garde allied their program of cultural transformation 

with the political program of the revolution. Designers put 

their talent to work in the service of the Soviet state. 

Vladimir Tatlin and Constructivism 

In 1919 Vladimir Tatlin (1885–1953) proposed a Monument to the 

Third International that would both represent and facilitate 

the agencies of the revolution (images). Over 400 meters tall, 

www.google.com/search?q=Zweedijk+Netherlands+Pavilion+"Exposition+Coloniale+Internationale"+Paris+France+1931&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Tatlin+Project+for+the+Monument+to+the+Third+International&tbm=isch
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Tatlin’s model invited comparison with the Eiffel Tower and 

other great engineering monuments of the nineteenth century. 

The combination of an inclined spine thrusting up through a 

spiraling latticework created a dynamic composition. Three vol-

umes—a cube, a pyramid, and a cylinder—set within the open 

skeletal frame housed various agencies of the Third Interna-

tional. Each volume was to rotate at a different speed designed 

to coincide with the frequency of the scheduled meetings for 

each agency: once a year for the legislative, once a month for 

the administrative, and once a day for the information agency. 

This transparent, kinetic composition, the antithesis of the 

solid, earthbound forms of tradition, illustrates the formal 

character and the spirit of what, in the 1920s, came to be called 

Constructivist architecture. 

Constructivist architects sought to extend the formal lan-

guage of abstract art to the design of buildings. The buildings 

were “constructed” conceptually as well as physically of the ba-

sic visual elements such as lines, planes, and volumes. This new 

syntax of form, according to the Constructivists, was grounded 

in a scientific understanding of human perception and social 

organization. For Russian architects, a potent combination of 

political revolution, material progress, and aesthetic innovation 

held the promise of a new universe of possibilities. By develop-

ing a new formal language for design, architects believed they 

were answering the revolution’s call to bring into existence a 

new Communist society. 

However, Constructivism was more than simply a response 

to the revolution. Convinced that the built environment in-

fluences everyone who inhabits it, Constructivist architects 

believed they could affect the development of the new society. 

In the design of buildings and spaces (both public and private), 

architects could encode the basic elements of the new social 
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order and vividly convey to all members of society the enormity 

of the political, economic, and social changes unleashed by the 

October Revolution. 

ASNOVA and OSA 

Enthusiasm does not guarantee consensus, however; Construc-

tivism hardly constituted a uniform movement. In the early 

1920s different orientations emerged within Soviet architecture 

and crystalized around several professional societies. In 1923 the 

Association of New Architects (identified by the Russian acro-

nym ASNOVA) was formed, followed shortly by another group, 

the Union of Contemporary Architects (OSA). Both groups 

emphatically rejected the notion that traditional (now labeled 

bourgeois) forms could give proper shape to socialist culture, 

but they differed over the relative weight to give expressive ver-

sus functional concerns. 

Konstantin Melnikov (1890–1974) was a prominent mem-

ber of the ASNOVA group. He achieved international success 

with his design for the Soviet Pavilion at the 1925 “Exposition 

Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industrials Modernes” in 

Paris which contrasted sharply with the Art Deco style charac-

teristic of other fair pavilions. Between 1927 and 1929 he built 

six workers’ clubs in Moscow. The workers’ club was an import-

ant building type; it was conceived as a center—literally a “social 

condenser”—for the formation of the new proletarian culture of 

Communism. For the Rusakov Workers’ Club in Moscow, Mel-

nikov allowed the blocks of auditorium seating inside to project 

through the front of the building so that the building reads as 

a sculpturesque composition of solids and voids (images). He 

also provided a system of moveable partitions that allows the 

interior spaces to be reconfigured in a variety of ways. 

www.google.com/search?q=Konstantin+Melnikov+Rusakov+Workers+Club&tbm=isch
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Moisei Ginzburg (1892–1946), one of the leading figures of 

the OSA group, was responsible, together with Ignatii Milinis 

(1899–1974), for the design of the Narkomfin Communal House 

in Moscow, erected as housing for dependents of the Russian 

Ministry of Finance (images). Ginzburg conceived this project 

as prototypical Communal House (Dam Kommuna). In the 

Constructivist vision, communal housing would serve as the 

incubator of the new socialist society and facilitate the tran-

sition from bourgeois to Communist conception of personal 

and social space. The Narkomfin included a communal kitchen, 

dining and laundry facilities, and a gymnasium and library (a 

communal childcare center was projected but never built). Ac-

commodation for 200 households in a variety of configurations 

was provided. As an acknowledgment of the transitional state 

of Russian society, a handful of Narkomfin units included small 

kitchens to satisfy traditional conceptions of private family life. 

Like Grete Schütte-Lihotzky’s work in Frankfurt (images), OSA 

designers planned these kitchens as small, functional worksta-

tions. With its long horizontal bands of windows, flat roof, and 

slender pilotis, the design of the Narkomfin reflected the impact 

of Le Corbusier’s work in Russia. 

VOPRA and Socialist Realism 

The contrast between the expressive plasticity of Melnikov’s 

Rusakov Workers’ Club and the lean, almost puritanical se-

verity of the Narkomfin design is indicative of the respective 

orientations of the ASNOVA and OSA groups. In 1929, however, 

a new association, the All-Union Society of Proletarian Archi-

tects (VOPRA), was founded signaling a new direction on the 

debates concerning revolutionary architecture. VOPRA began 

to undermine the position of both ASNOVA and OSA archi-

www.google.com/search?q=Moisei+Ginzburg+Narkomfin+Communal+House&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Grete+Lihotzky+Frankfurt+Kitchen+1926&tbm=isch
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tects, charging them with ignoring the real conditions of Soviet 

society in favor of exercises in abstract formalism. In Soviet 

terms, formalism was a feature of bourgeois art that reinforced 

the distinction between popular and elite cultures. The VOPRA 

attacks paralleled similar criticism against the experiments 

of the avant-garde in literature and art. In the early 1930s, the 

Communist Party began to reformulate its approach to artistic 

activity. In 1932 all independent groups were suppressed and 

the memberships of various cultural organizations were com-

bined into unions representing the interests of each discipline. 

By 1934 the regime had adopted socialist realism as the official 

cultural policy.

Defining socialist realism in architectural terms is not as 

easy as it is for other visual arts because one can attach various 

meanings to the word realism in building. However, the issue 

of legibility is central to the socialist realist view of design. 

One party edict stated: “In its search for an appropriate style, 

Soviet architecture must strive for realistic criteria—for clarity 

and precision in images, which must be easily comprehensible 

by and accessible to the masses.” While projects like Tatlin’s 

Monument to the Third International were impractical given 

the economic and technological state of the Soviet Union at the 

time, ultimately it was the pursuit of a novel language of form 

based on abstraction rather than tradition that doomed the 

Constructivist vision. In Stalin’s Russia, to be avant-garde—lit-

erally in front of the mass audience—was to court danger. 

In 1931 an international design competition was announced 

for the Palace of the Soviets in Moscow. The program called 

for meeting halls and offices for various state agencies and 

identified the projected building as the preeminent architec-

tural symbol of the Soviet Union. The competition progressed 

through a series of rounds and attracted entries from around 
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the world. Many Constructivist architects submitted proposals 

and the entries included a broad spectrum of traditional and 

modern designs. Finally, in 1934 a team headed by Boris Iofan 

(1891–1976) was awarded the prize. The result influenced the 

development of Russian architecture for decades.

Iofan’s enormous tower had the setback silhouette of an 

American skyscraper which, by then, had become an instantly 

recognizable image of modernity. But Iofan’s palace would nev-

er be mistaken for a capitalist office building; a statue of Lenin 

over one hundred meters tall crowned the design and brought 

the total height of the tower to more than four hundred meters. 

Iofan rejected the Constructivist language of form and relied on 

the traditional elements of monumentality such as mass, sym-

metry, and axiality for effect. The vivid contrast between Tatlin’s 

Monument to the Third International and Iofan’s Palace of the 

Soviets reveals the trajectory of political architecture in Russia. 

Russian modernists, however, continued to enter major 

architectural competitions. The 1934 competition for the Peo-

ple’s Commissariat for Heavy Industry Headquarters (NKTP) 

in Moscow included a range of Constructivist entries. In his 

proposal, Melnikov moved away from the more abstract forms 

characteristic of his earlier work and transformed machine parts 

into giant architectural elements which he combined with enor-

mous figural sculpture (images). But his efforts to match the 

epic scale and popular iconography of the Palace of the Soviets 

were no more successful in gaining official support than the 

bold abstractions submitted by other Constructivists. Ultimate-

ly, socialist realism in architecture was equated with the applica-

tion of classical models in the service of proletarian society. The 

leaders of the recently constituted Union of Soviet Architects 

explicitly identified the classical heritage of Greco-Roman an-

tiquity and the Renaissance as the appropriate model for Soviet 

www.google.com/search?q=Konstantin+Melnikov+Narkomtiazhprom+proposal+1934&tbm=isch
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architecture. Stations designed for the Moscow subway system 

provided a vivid demonstration of this new design doctrine of 

palaces for the people. The new underground system was an 

important part of the modernization program for the city; the 

first completed stations date to the mid-1930s and work contin-

ued for decades. The imposing Doric columns of the Kurskaya 

metro station’s central hall, opened in 1949, transform this 

transit facility into a patriotic shrine (images). Like a cult figure, 

the statue of Stalin dominates the space and the words of a new 

national anthem are inscribed on the colonnade. The decora-

tive programs of other stations celebrated Russian military and 

industrial achievements. 

Fascist Italy 
In the twentieth century, revolutionary movements have 

emerged on the right as well as the left of the political spectrum 

and have appealed to racial as well as class identities to build 

support. 

In Italy, Benito Mussolini founded the Fascist Party in 1919. 

Fascism was a curious amalgam of reactionary and progressive 

ideas. The nationalistic program of Fascism rejected the liber-

al political tradition of the nineteenth century yet embraced 

an ambitious program of modernization. Representations of 

Fascism as the revival of ancient Roman glory coexisted with 

unequivocally modern portrayals. Like their counterparts in the 

Soviet Union, Italian Fascists tried to develop a political culture 

that pervaded every aspect of life; it is important to recognize 

that architecture was only one element in a larger program to 

coordinate all the arts in the service of the state.

www.google.com/search?q=Kurskaya+metro+station+central+hall+1949&tbm=isch
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Nationalism, Modernism, and Classicism:  
Marcello Piacentini, Giuseppe Terragni, and “E’42” 

The Fascist Party adopted an ancient Roman symbol—the 

fasces—as its emblem. In antiquity, the fasces was a bundle of 

reeds bound together with an axe; it was carried by certain Ro-

man officials as a sign of their authority. During the 1920s and 

1930s, the fasces appeared in countless images and designs and 

soon became an unavoidable element in the material culture of 

Fascism. In 1929 Marcello Piacentini (1881–1960) employed this 

motif in his design for a triumphal arch in Balzano (images). Pi-

acentini was one of the most powerful figures in Italian architec-

ture during the Fascist era. In professional architectural circles, 

power can be measured not only in terms of the number and 

prestige of designs executed, but also in terms of the control 

exercised over the awarding of commissions and the publication 

of work. Piacentini exercised his power through his role as jury 

chief for important architectural competitions and as the editor 

of the leading professional journal, Architettura. 

From its inception in 1919, close links existed between the 

Fascist Party and the cultural avant-garde. F. T. Marinetti, the 

founder of Futurism, participated in the founding of the Fascist 

Party and stood for election on the first electoral slate presented 

by the party. Marinetti’s association with Mussolini encouraged 

modern architects in their assumption that the belief systems 

of Fascism and architectural modernism could be reconciled. 

Reflecting, in 1962, on the appeal of Fascism for members of 

his generation, the Italian architect and critic Ernesto Rogers 

(1909–1969) wrote: “We based ourselves on a syllogism that went 

roughly thus: fascism is a revolution, modern architecture is 

revolutionary, therefore it must be the architecture of fascism.” 

The Casa del Fascio in Como, by Giuseppe Terragni (1904–

www.google.com/search?q=Marcello+Piacentini+Monument+to+Victory&tbm=isch
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1942) illustrates how modern architects attempted to turn rev-

olutionary theories into buildings (images). A Casa del Fascia 

served as the local party headquarters and the regime erected 

scores of these buildings throughout the country. Terragni 

transformed the traditional palace block with an internal court-

yard into a very personal interpretation of Fascism. Parts of the 

building were extensively glazed: transparency as a metaphor 

for direct contact between the leadership and party cadres was 

the primary theme of Terragni’s design. But he explored other 

architectural themes with political implications. Terragni estab-

lished a series of dialectical relationships between key features 

of the design: strip and sash windows, natural and artificial of 

continuous wall (mural) surfaces. The result was a synthesis 

of traditional and contemporary forms. This represented the 

architectural equivalent of the political equation—implicit for 

Terragni in the Fascist revolution—of the strength of tradition 

and the vitality of modernity. 

At issue in any discussion of political architecture is the 

relationship between design as a personal expression and de-

sign as an officially sanctioned representation of culture. In the 

provincial setting of his home town, Terragni was able to realize 

his unique interpretation of the program, but the result attract-

ed criticism even from other modern architects for its esoteric 

and abstract treatment of the theme. Architects more interested 

in ensuring public legibility than personal expression turned to 

Italy’s classical heritage for their models. 

In the late 1930s, planning began for a projected 1942 

world’s fair to be staged on the outskirts of the nation’s capital. 

Known originally as “E’42” (and today identified by the initials 

“EUR” for “Esposizione Universale di Roma”), it was one of the 

most prestigious building campaigns undertaken by the regime. 

The fairgrounds were planned as the permanent nucleus for a 

www.google.com/search?q=giuseppe+terragni+casa+del+fascio&tbm=isch
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new neighborhood. The Palace of Italian Civilization, designed 

by the architectural team of Giovanni Guerrini (1925–1972), 

Ernesto Bruno la Padula (1902–1969) and Mario Romano, served 

as the major theme building for “E’42” (images). Nicknamed 

“the square Colosseum” by the Romans, its references to Italy’s 

classical past are unmistakable, but the treatment of the clas-

sical language is distinctively modern. The marble arches are ap-

plied over a reinforced concrete frame. Stripped of their struc-

tural role along with any details such as moldings or impost 

blocks, they exist as pure signs referring to a classical past while 

ignoring the tectonic principles of classicism.

The Third Reich 
When the Weimar Republic fell in 1933 and the National Social-

ists led by Adolf Hitler came to power, Germany already pos-

sessed a sophisticated modernist design culture. The relation-

ship between the design legacy of the Weimar Republic and the 

architectural programs of the Third Reich is a major theme in 

the scholarly literature on Nazi cultural policy. The National 

Socialists appealed to racial identities and national traditions in 

an effort to counter the unsettling effects of modernization. As 

a result, premodern artistic traditions—classical, medieval, and 

folk—were enlisted in the service of political rhetoric. Particu-

lar building features such as roofs and windows were charged 

with political significance. A pitched roof and vertical windows 

represented “German-ness” while the flat roof and horizontal 

strip window were rejected as signs of a degenerate “interna-

tionalism.” 

The achievements of such modernists as Ernst May in 

Frankfurt or Walter Gropius at the Bauhaus were too closely 

identified with the Weimar Republic to be embraced as models 

www.google.com/search?q=palace+of+italian+civilization&tbm=isch
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by the Nazi leadership, although individual modernists such as 

Ernst Neufert (1900–1986) and Herbert Rimpl (1902–1978) were 

employed by the Nazi regime. The buildings completed under 

the Third Reich reveal how the Nazis manipulated architectural 

imagery to convey a variety of messages. Modern materials and 

building systems were incorporated into the building programs 

of the Air Ministry, for example, while rustic buildings symbol-

ized the party’s idealization of rural virtue and the “sacred soil” 

of Germany. Place, patron, and program affected the choice of 

architectural style and the balance established by the regime 

between rustic, modern, and classical representations of the 

Third Reich remains a critical issue in any discussion of Nazi 

architecture. 

Albert Speer’s Berlin Plan 

Hitler himself took a strong interest in architecture and worked 

closely with his architect Albert Speer (1905–81) on the redesign 

of Berlin to conform to Hitler’s vision of the city as the capital 

of the Nazi “thousand-year Reich” (images). A plaza and an 

enormous domed hall were positioned at the intersection of an 

existing east–west and a new north–south axis. The projected 

capacity of the Great Hall was 150,000 people and the dome 

measured 825 feet in diameter (images). The scale of the entire 

undertaking was enormous: the north–south axis stretched 

three miles and required a massive demolition campaign to 

open up ground for new construction. The Berlin Plan is often 

described as a manifestation of Hitler’s megalomania. Hitler 

justified the scale of his architectural vision in terms of national 

pride. 

Why always the biggest? I do this to restore his self-re-

spect to each individual German . . . . I want to say to 

www.google.com/search?q=Albert+Speer+Grand+Avenue+model+Berlin&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Albert+Speer+Great+Hall+interior&tbm=isch
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each of you: we are not inferior, on the contrary, we are 

completely equal to every other nation. 

(Krier, Speer, p. 225)

Yet size alone fails to distinguish this scheme from equally 

grandiose proposals such as Boris Iofan’s Palace of the Soviets. 

Megalomania is a feature of totalitarian architecture in general 

and reflects a way of thinking in which size is equated with pow-

er, majesty, and virility. 

The Berlin Plan may exemplify the architectural aesthet-

ics of totalitarianism, but it can also be positioned within the 

tradition of the City Beautiful movement. In the plan a mon-

umental civic center is approached along a grand boulevard 

lined with imposing buildings. The plan called for two new 

railroad stations (one at either end of the north–south axis) and 

a large airport located near the center of town. Thus a Beaux-Art 

conception of architectural and urban composition was allied 

with a plan for the modernization of the city’s transportation 

infrastructure much as in the Chicago Plan of 1909 (images). 

While Speer’s classicism is sterner stuff than either Lutyen’s 

work in New Delhi or Burnham’s Chicago scheme, ultimately it 

is process rather than form that distinguishes Nazi architecture. 

In 1938 the SS (secret police) established the German Earth and 

Stone Works (Deutsche Erd-und Steinwerke Gmbh) to pro-

duce building materials for use in Reich construction projects, 

employing concentration camp labor to quarry stone and make 

bricks. Prisoners were literally worked to death in order to 

maximize productivity. As an art form, architecture can be ana-

lyzed in the same formal terms as other visual arts. As building, 

however, architecture can also be investigated in terms of labor 

policies and resource consumption. The failure at the heart of 

totalitarian architecture is not a question of style but a moral 

www.google.com/search?q=burnham+chicago+plan&tbm=isch
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issue of the human costs of rendering ideology into stone. 

Only small portions of the Berlin Plan were completed 

before the Third Reich collapsed. One of the largest surviving 

pieces is Tempelhof Airport, designed by Ernst Sagebiel who 

had previously worked in Erich Mendelsohn’s office. The huge 

terminal was positioned between a circular plaza that linked 

the airport to the north–south axis of the Berlin Plan and the 

elliptical airfield that covered more than 1,300 acres. Tempel-

hof shows two faces to the world. On the side facing the city, 

Sagebiel designed a limestone-clad facade in a stripped-down 

classical style matching the general architectural character of 

the Speer plan (images). On the airfield side, he provided an 

enormous steel canopy, forty feet high, that covered the entire 

boarding area (images). The city side responded to the urban 

rhetoric of the Berlin Plan while the cantilevered steel canopy 

on the airfield side matched the technological sophistication of 

the world of aviation. 

The United States 
Beginning with his role as Director of Works for the Columbian 

Exposition of 1893, Daniel Burnham (1846–1912) played a crucial 

role in promoting the ideals of the City Beautiful movement. As 

the United States began to acquire territories abroad, Burnham 

extended the ideals of the City Beautiful to America’s colonial 

possessions: in addition to major plans for San Francisco and 

Chicago, he worked on city plans for the colonial centers of 

Baguio and Manila in the Philippines. But it was in the nation’s 

capital that the City Beautiful movement exercised its most 

lasting impact. Burnham, along with the architect Charles Fall-

en McKim (1847–1909), the sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens 

(1848–1907), and the landscape designer Frederick Law Olmsted, 

Jr. (1822–1903), served on a special commission established by 

www.google.com/search?q=Ernst+Sagebiel+Tempelhof+Airport+scale+model&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Ernst+Sagebiel+Tempelhof+Airport+building+1936&tbm=isch
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Senator James McMillan to review the status of L’Enfant’s plan 

for Washington DC. The McMillan Commission published its 

report in 1902. The report was instrumental in reestablishing 

the principles of Pierre L’Enfant’s original vision for the capi-

tal; while modifying and enlarging specific details of L’Enfant’s 

1791–92 plan. Nineteenth-century intrusions on the Mall were 

removed, the Mall was extended, and new buildings and memo-

rials were planned. 

Classicism: Lincoln Memorial

 One of the most important proposals, both formally, as the 

western terminus of the Mall, and symbolically, as a memori-

al to one of the nation’s most beloved presidents, called for 

the erection of a memorial to Abraham Lincoln. In 1912 Henry 

Bacon (1866–1924) received the commission for the Lincoln 

Memorial, construction began two years later, and the memorial 

was dedicated in 1922 (images). The result is one of the finest 

classical designs of the early twentieth century. Bacon did not 

feel constrained by the rules of classical composition; instead, 

he exploited the elements of the classical language to create an 

eloquent but very unorthodox secular temple for a democratic 

hero. Rather than create a temple front facing the Mall, Bacon 

turned the memorial ninety degrees so that the long side closes 

off the perspective from the Mall. A recessed attic story rather 

than the traditional temple pediment crowns the Doric colon-

nade and, in a bold departure from type, the main entrance is 

located in the middle of the long side rather than at one end. 

The contrast between the classical design of the Lincoln 

Memorial and Albert Speer’s Great Hall is instructive. Speer in-

flated the familiar classical paradigm of the domed, centralized 

building to satisfy Hitler’s craving for grandeur; the Lincoln 

www.google.com/search?q=Henry+Bacon+Lincoln+Memorial+building&tbm=isch
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Memorial would have been dwarfed by it. Bacon’s building rises 

only eighty feet above its foundation—one could stack eleven 

Lincoln Memorials under Speer’s dome with room to spare—

yet the memorial works well on its site. Bacon’s design is large 

enough to provide a visual and symbolic focal point for mass 

rallies but not so large that the solitary visitor or family group 

feels overwhelmed. The contemplative aura of tranquility and 

reverence that pervades the Lincoln Memorial is the antithesis 

of the bombastic bigger-is-better rhetoric of Nazi architecture. 

The appeal of classical architecture for an American audi-

ence in the early twentieth century has been explained in differ-

ent ways. For some critics and historians, marble colonnades 

masked a sense of cultural inferiority and satisfied a yearning 

to legitimize new wealth and power by imitating European 

traditions and conventions. One can also read Bacon’s deft 

handling of the classical language, however, as the expression 

of a new-found self-assurance that invites comparison with the 

best of the old world’s achievements. In this interpretation, it is 

confidence rather than anxiety that is displayed by the powerful 

Doric order of the memorial. Finally, classicism claimed to be a 

universal design language and it is possible to interpret Ameri-

can classicism as the assertion of national priorities and images 

over regional or local forms in an ongoing quest for an Ameri-

can identity recognizable from coast to coast. 

Period Revivalism: Santa Barbara  
County Courthouse 

The tension between national and regional forms of expression 

in America is evident throughout the first half of the twentieth 

century as Period Revivalism remained a favorite design strategy 

for government buildings across the country. William Mooser 
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designed the Santa Barbara County Courthouse in the Spanish 

Colonial style then popular in southern California (images). But 

no Spanish mission or presidio (garrison) in colonial California 

was ever as elaborate as Mooser’s building. As the architectural 

historian David Gebhard has demonstrated, it was a romanti-

cized past that Mooser evoked with whitewashed walls, red tile 

roof, and ornate iron and tile work.

In the United States, with its diverse ethnic mixture, the 

question of national identity is charged with political signif-

icance. If representing America is an important theme for 

American architects, the debate concerning the appropriate 

design language cannot be confined to the contrast between the 

classicism of the Lincoln Memorial and the picturesque period 

revivalism of the Santa Barbara County Courthouse. Instead 

the terms of the debate must be expanded to include various 

conceptions of modern architecture. Louis Sullivan and Frank 

Lloyd Wright, for example, had pleaded with their audiences to 

embrace organic architecture as uniquely American. Organic 

architecture, predicated on an appreciation of materials and 

new techniques and inspired by nature, could, its advocates 

claimed, represent a national identity responsive to local condi-

tions but not dependent on historicist imagery for effect. There 

are relatively few examples of government buildings conceived 

in the spirit of organic design, but other versions of modern 

architecture did appear in municipal, state, and federal building 

programs. 

Modernism: Nebraska State Capitol 

The Nebraska State Capitol, Lincoln, designed by Bertram 

Goodhue (1869–1924) and erected between 1922 and 1932, is an 

example of the tall office building adapted for governmental 

www.google.com/search?q=William+Mooser+Santa+Barbara+County+Courthouse+1929&tbm=isch
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purposes (images). It is not the first time that the tall build-

ing type was pressed into government service; McKim, Mead, 

and White’s Municipal Building in New York City and Palm-

er, Hornbostle, and Jones’s City Hall in Oakland, California, 

both predate the Nebraska Capitol. Nor would it be the last, 

as Louisiana and North Dakota soon followed Nebraska’s lead 

by erecting tower capitols of their own. In part, towers could 

accommodate the growing bureaucratic apparatus associated 

with governmental authority, and, in the 1920s, few building 

types were as emblematic of American modernity as the sky-

scraper. But the tall office building was clearly associated with 

commercial, not civic, pursuits; Cass Gilbert had described 

the skyscraper as “a machine that makes the land pay.” In the 

1920s, however, government buildings were still expected to put 

civic ideals ahead of profit and express a political rather than a 

commercial identity. 

The Nebraska Capitol is the most successful in resolving the 

inherent contradiction between commercial and civic architec-

ture. Goodhue proved that the tall building could escape its ty-

pological definition as a machine for making money and could, 

instead, represent the ideal of a community bound together 

by a common heritage and mutual respect for the rule of law. 

Goodhue worked with a team of decorators including the sculp-

tor Lee Lawrie, the mosaicist Hildreth Meiere, and the painter 

Augustus Tack to create an iconographic program appropriate 

for the state capitol. In New Delhi, Lutyens incorporated Indian 

motifs into his classical design. In Lincoln, Nebraska, Goodhue 

and his team of decorators blended personifications of abstract 

virtues such as wisdom, justice, power, and mercy with themes 

drawn from the history and agriculture of Nebraska. 

Memorials, courthouses, and capitals are obvious examples 

of architectural designs in which programmatic and symbolic 

www.google.com/search?q=Bertram+Goodhue+Nebraska+State+Capitol&tbm=isch
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concerns have clear political overtones. In the 1930s, Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt’s New Deal administration embraced am-

bitious programs of regional planning that dwarfed even the 

grandest of City Beautiful schemes. The New Deal enlisted all 

of the design professions—engineering, architecture, industrial 

and graphic design-in coordinated efforts to extend the role 

of the central government in managing economic and social 

development. 

The Tennessee Valley Authority 

One of the most important examples of the new scope of 

federal design efforts to manage both the natural and the built 

environment was the Tennessee Valley Authority. Established 

as a government agency in 1933, the TVA was created to oversee 

the development of the area drained by the Tennessee river and 

its tributaries (images). It was an undertaking on an enormous 

scale which covered parts of seven states in one of the poorest 

areas of the country. The TVA was given a broad mandate to 

reconfigure environmental conditions and exploit the energy 

resources of the region. Plans were drawn up to establish flood 

control and improve navigation along the river. The TVA insti-

tuted erosion control and reforestation programs. Public health 

issues were also addressed through programs to reduce the 

incidence of malaria. Finally, the TVA produced hydroelectric 

power and used the energy generated to raise living standards 

in the region. 

The TVA built roads, navigation locks along the river, fac-

tories to produce fertilizer, and a planned community (Norris, 

Tennessee), but the heart of the TVA programs was a series of 

dams erected to control river levels and generate power. More 

than works of civil engineering, the dams became symbols of a 

www.google.com/search?q=water+control+system+diagram+Tennessee+Valley+Authority&tbm=isch
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new level of federal involvement and responsibility in the life of 

the region—and popular tourist attractions. 

As Chief Architect for the TVA from 1933 to 1944, Roland 

Wank (1898–1970) was involved in the planning of new facili-

ties. Wank carefully considered the siting of new dams and the 

design of powerhouses, visitor centers, and approach roads to 

dramatize the visual impact of the entire scheme. The Norris 

Dam, one of the first TVA projects, is typical of the bold mass-

ing and simple forms that Wank favored (images).

Neither the classicism of the Lincoln Memorial nor the 

romanticism of the Santa Barbara County Courthouse could 

adequately express the modern spirit of federal projects like 

the TVA. As a design theme as well as a design problem, the 

modernization of the nation’s infrastructure under the aegis 

of the federal government tended increasingly in the 1930s to 

favor the adoption of a frankly modern conception of form. The 

efforts of the TVA and related federal engineering projects in 

the American West captured the popular imagination and pro-

vided subject matter for popular music, literature, and artwork 

such as the mural programs sponsored by the Works Project 

Administration (WPA). The forces of nature, it seemed, were 

at last being harnessed to serve human needs and the subjuga-

tion of nature became a source of national pride. The arrival of 

electrical power, running water, better roads , and radio eased 

the hardships of rural isolation and raised hopes that the future 

would be better. After visiting the Hoover Dam near Las Vegas, 

Nevada, the English writer J. B. Priestly described his impres-

sion of the massive structure: “It is the symbol of the new giant 

man, a new world, a new way of life.”

www.google.com/search?q=Norris+Dam+Tennessee+Valley+Authority&tbm=isch
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1940–1965

AFTER WORLD WAR II the terms of the debate in Europe and 

North America about an appropriate architecture were dramat-

ically narrowed. It was still a period of lively discussion, but 

design discourse was now predicated almost entirely in terms 

of rationalist versus expressionist versions of Modernism. The 

political implications of design were shaped by the Cold War, 

which sharpened the contrast between capitalist and commu-

nist systems, and by the end of colonial rule in many areas. In 

Asia, Western conceptions of architecture were modified to 

satisfy local needs.





Chapter 5 

The Triumph of Modernism

W orld War II was a major turning point in the twen-

tieth century-one can identify distinctive pre- and 

postwar phases in many disciplines, including 

architecture. The differences involve more than a psychological 

perception of the chasm between the world before and after 

the atomic bomb. Waging global war required the mobilization 

of peoples, industries, and resources on a vast scale and the 

architectural profession was deeply involved in the war effort. In 

America, Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s description of the United 

States as the “arsenal of democracy” committed the nation to 

expanding its industrial and military establishments. 
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Architects and engineers were involved in the design of new 

factories, military installations, and workers’ housing projects. 

Speed, once glamorized by the Italian Futurists as an aesthetic 

value, was now vital to the war effort. Anything that could ac-

celerate the pace of design and construction was incorporated 

into design practice. A generation of architects quickly learned 

to appreciate the virtues of design methods predicated on 

standardization of types, prefabrication of elements, and sub-

stitution of new materials that facilitated rapid construction. 

The victors returned convinced of the efficacy of rationalized 

design methods, enamored by the power of technology, and 

eager to apply their wartime experiences to peacetime tasks. 

The debate—so important in the 1920s and 1930s—between the 

defenders of tradition and the advocates of new approaches 

was resolved; modern design methods had contributed to the 

defeat of Hitler and modernism now shared in the victory over 

Fascism. The point of departure for postwar discussions of 

architecture was neatly stated in the September 1948 issue of 

the British journal Architectural Review (September 1948, p. 117): 

“Modern architecture has now won its battle against period re-

vivalism and against the denial of the technical revolution that 

the use of reminiscent styles implies.” 

The Industrialization of Design 
Materials as well as people were transformed by the war. Mod-

ern warfare consumed enormous amounts of material and the 

nations involved hurriedly expanded their productive capacities 

and searched for synthetic substitutes for suddenly scarce raw 

materials. Wartime research and development accelerated the 

pace of innovation and led to substantial new developments in 

material technologies. Already by 1943, experts recognized the 

need to begin planning for a return to peacetime conditions, 
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while trade journals and architectural periodicals carried ar-

ticles enthusiastically describing postwar possibilities. Design 

competitions were staged as a way to get architects creative-

ly engaged with materials. All of the parties involved in the 

planning and construction of the built environment envisioned 

a future transformed by the innovations spawned by the war. 

When peace finally arrived, the architectural profession and the 

building industry were eager to get on with the job of redesign-

ing the world. In a 1983 essay about the London school of archi-

tecture known as the AA, the architect Peter Cook described 

the spirit of the immediate postwar years: 

Rushing back to qualify as architects, the first post-war gener-

ation were full of enthusiasm for technology. . . . to build: to 

incorporate all those wonderful ways in which glued-together 

bombers had flown, rivets had been punched, rivers had been 

crossed by weird objects; this was the stuff of architecture. To 

suggest a better and special world was no arrogance—merely 

their inheritance. 

(Cook, Architectural Review, October 1983, p. 33) 

One of the most dramatic stories concerning materials in the 

1940s and 1950s involves aluminum. Spurred by the voracious 

military demand for this strong, lightweight metal, the pro-

duction of aluminum increased by 600 percent during the war 

years. The aluminum industry was eager to develop new peace-

time applications to absorb this increased production volume. 

Architecture (along with aviation and automotive design) was 

considered a potentially lucrative market. First the economic 

depression of the 1930s and then the war had interrupted the 

construction of tall office buildings. When building resumed 

after the war, new aluminum panel systems for curtain wall con-

struction soon appeared. 
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In 1950 Alcoa—one of the largest primary producers of 

aluminum-commissioned a new headquarters facility in Pitts-

burgh, Pennsylvania (images). The entire building was treated 

as a giant catalog of architectural uses for aluminum. Every-

thing that could be was fabricated of aluminum, including the 

exterior curtain wall. Aluminum had been used to a limited de-

gree in curtain wall construction before the war; the spandrel 

panels beneath the windows of the Empire State Building, for 

example, are aluminum. The Alcoa Building, however, repre-

sented a significant technological advance over prewar curtain 

wall systems. Prefabricated aluminum panels were shipped to 

the site and bolted directly to the steel structural frame. Alumi-

num’s light weight meant the panels could be hoisted into place 

and assembled with a minimum of heavy construction equip-

ment. 

As the modernists’ dream of industrialized building be-

came a reality, it brought with it a new set of concerns for the 

architectural profession. If critical building components and 

systems were now to be fabricated at the factory and assembled 

on site rather than constructed in the traditional manner, then 

important design decisions were to be made in situations that 

bore little resemblance to traditional architectural practice. In 

a building culture increasingly oriented to technologically so-

phisticated systems of industrially produced elements, critical 

design parameters were now being established not in the archi-

tect’s studio but in the research and development laboratories 

of such major material producers as Alcoa. The implications of 

emerging construction practices were clear to many architects. 

As the original director of the Bauhaus school in Germany and, 

beginning in 1938, chairman of the Department of Architecture 

at Harvard University, Walter Gropius was one of the most re-

spected postwar leaders of the architectural profession. In Scope 

www.google.com/search?q=alcoa+building+pittsburgh&tbm=isch
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of Total Architecture, he expressed genuine concern about the 

marginalization of the design profession in the industrialized 

world: 

So it might be appropriate to investigate how far our profes-

sional framework fits the condition of our time . . . Let’s see 

if the gigantic shift in the means of production has been suf-

ficiently recognized by us. For we have to see our case in the 

light of technological history . . . The architect is in a very real 

danger of losing his grip in competition with the engineer, 

the scientist and the builder unless he adjusts his attitude and 

aims to meet the new situation. 

(Gropius, p. 73) 

Rather than resist the overtures of industry, Gropius urged the 

architectural profession to embrace the opportunities and tech-

nical support offered by industry.

Sydney Opera House

The industrialization of building design is not the only theme 

in postwar architecture, however, and within the modernist 

framework, design followed various paths. Professional jour-

nals published flamboyant examples of expressionism next to 

austere exercises in reductive rationalism. One could structure a 

historical account of this period according to an expressionist–

rationalist polarity that juxtaposes corporate office buildings 

such as the Alcoa Building to individual buildings of unique or 

exceptional design quality such as the Opera House designed by 

the Danish architect Jørn Utzon (b. 1918) for Sydney, Australia 

(images). Utzon won an international competition for the Syd-

ney Opera House in 1957 with a design that split the building 

into two main parts: a substructure (labeled the “podium” by 

Utzon) containing all the building’s services, and a superstruc-

www.google.com/search?q=Jørn+Utzon+Opera+House+Sydney&tbm=isch
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ture covering the performance and public spaces. The super-

structure consisted of a series of thin shells which created the 

building’s striking silhouette.

The unconventional shape of the roof and the building’s 

dramatic site on Sydney’s harbor evoked nautical associations, 

and the shell-forms have been described as like the spinnaker of 

a yacht under sail or a series of upturned boat hulls leaning one 

against the next. The same shell forms that elicit such allusive 

poetic verbal descriptions proved extremely challenging to 

calculate and Utzon worked with the engineer Ove Arup on the 

design. Bringing the design to completion proved to be a long 

and arduous process and in 1966 Utzon was forced to withdraw 

from the commission. Arup eventually resolved the difficulty 

of calculating the shell by modifying Utzon’s original scheme 

slightly and the opera house finally opened in 1973. 

The Sydney Opera House provides an interesting case study 

of modern architecture for several reasons. First, it demon-

strates the international scope of professional practice. The 

design involves a Danish architect working with London-based 

engineer for a building in Australia. Second, the difficulty of 

reconciling the expressive potential of Utzon’s original design 

with the practical problem of calculating structural perfor-

mance illustrates the parameters within which formal imagi-

nation and building tectonics interacted prior to the advent of 

computer-assisted means of calculation. Third, the Sydney Op-

era House demonstrates the iconic power of modern architec-

ture to represent the identity of a place (some would say of an 

entire nation) in the same manner that great building traditions 

throughout history have done. No longer an intruder in the 

traditional city, modern architecture now provides the crowning 

features of urban settings around the globe. 
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New Directions
The postwar design agenda facing the profession was daunting. 

Architects and planners confronted three major tasks. First and 

most pressing was the need to rebuild or repair cities ravaged 

by the war. Second, architects were called upon to design new 

cities or reconfigure existing ones to express new political iden-

tities, particularly in the context of postcolonial developments. 

Third, avant-garde architects set themselves the task of recon-

ceptualizing the form of cities in order to accommodate a new 

type of dense urban conglomeration for which specialists in the 

social sciences coined the term “megalopolis.” Four designs—in 

New York City, Hiroshima and Tokyo in Japan, and Jakarta in 

Indonesia—suggest the new directions postwar architecture 

would follow. 

New York: United Nations Building

In the aftermath of the war, perhaps no single building em-

bodied the vision of a new world order better than the United 

Nations Building in New York City. The United Nations Charter 

was signed in June 1945, and in 1947 work began on a perma-

nent home for the organization (images). An international team 

composed of architects from eleven countries was created to 

come up with the design for the UN headquarters. Although Le 

Corbusier played an active role in the preliminary design stage, 

the final design reflects Wallace Harrison’s commanding role as 

director of planning and executive architect for the project. Har-

rison brought his experience with the design of the Rockefeller 

Center and his close ties with the Rockefeller family (who were 

instrumental in securing the site along Manhattan’s East River) 

to bear on the project. 

The original UN complex consists of three buildings: one 

www.google.com/search?q=United+Nations+Headquarters+New+York+1947&tbm=isch
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for the General Assembly, one housing conference rooms, and 

an office building for the Secretariat. While the General Assem-

bly and conference facilities were arguably the most important 

parts of the program in terms of symbolism, the Secretariat, 

544 feet high and only 72 feet in width, provided the dominant 

architectural image of the complex. The UN Secretariat demon-

strated the new geometry, materials, and mechanical systems 

that were to transform the American skyscraper. Gone are the 

distinctive spires and exuberant decorative programs of Art 

Deco towers such as the Empire State and Chrysler Buildings. 

The air-conditioned Secretariat is a simple slab form with no 

setbacks and a flat top. In place of the masonry exterior walls 

that were typical of prewar construction, the UN Secretariat’s 

east and west walls are clad in an aluminum and glass curtain 

wall that reflected advances in building technology prompted by 

wartime research and development.

Hiroshima: Peace Center

In Japan, Kenzo Tange (b. 1913) designed a Peace Center in 

Hiroshima, the first city to be destroyed by an atomic bomb 

(images). Tange’s vision was for a new center for the city 

dedicated not just to the memory of the victims but also to the 

promotion of peace studies and international cooperation. On 

a plaza near the epicenter of the bomb blast, Tange arranged a 

group of buildings housing conference, exhibition, and library 

facilities. Raised on pilotis, the buildings clearly demonstrate 

the impact of Le Corbusier’s ideas in Japan. Tange’s designs, 

however, cannot be dismissed as copies of the master’s work; 

the proportions and the detailing of the concrete structure 

reflect traditional Japanese timber-framed construction. This 

original synthesis of Japanese and Western models captured the 

www.google.com/search?q=Kenzo+Tange+Peace+Center+1950&tbm=isch
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attention of architects around the world and established Tange 

as a significant new figure in the international culture of design.

He was not the first in Japan, however, to explore the prin-

ciples and techniques of modern architecture. Beginning with 

the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Japan had embarked on its own 

program of modernization. Foreign architects including Josiah 

Conder (1852–1920), Antonin Raymond (1888–1976), and Frank 

Lloyd Wright executed important work in Japan and Japanese 

architects began to travel abroad. In the early 1930s, Kunia 

Maekawa (b. 1905) and Junzo Sakakura (1901–1969) studied with 

Le Corbusier in France. Tange, however, was the first Asian 

to achieve international recognition as an important formal 

innovator within the modern movement. In the geography 

of modern architecture, Asia occupied a peripheral position 

during the first half of the century. In the wake of World War 

II, however, the map would be redrawn. The Hiroshima Peace 

Center marked the beginning of Japan’s emergence as one of 

the important centers of modern architecture.

Jakarta: The Monas

Political as well as cultural maps were being revised after 1945 as 

European countries slowly surrendered their grip over colonial 

possessions and former colonies embraced the challenge of 

nation-building. The Dutch were finally driven out of Indonesia 

in 1949 and the archipelago was united under the leadership of 

Achmed Sukarno. Nationhood ushered in a new era of devel-

opment; in the twenty-five years following independence, the 

population of the capital, Jakarta, increased sevenfold; by 1976 

it had reached 5.7 million. Against this background of tre-

mendous population pressure, Sukarno set out to transform 

the former colonial city (known as Batavia during the Dutch 
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period) into a modern capital. The symbolic centerpiece of the 

capital plan was a national independence monument known as 

the Monas (images). The enormous Medan Merdeka (Freedom 

Square), the site of the Monas, occupies a pivotal position be-

tween the old and new parts of Jakarta. 

The monument has a long, complicated building history; 

designs were solicited as early as 1955, but construction did not 

begin until 1961. Before turning to politics, Sukarno was trained 

as an architect and the final design is based on a concept he 

originated that was subsequently developed by the Indonesian 

architect Soedarsono. The base houses a museum exhibiting 

artifacts associated with the struggle for independence, while 

the tall obelisk symbolizing the flame of freedom asserts the 

monument’s presence on the city’s skyline. The clean lines and 

abstract form of the Monas suggest an affinity with modernist 

conceptions of monumentality, but in Indonesia the memorial’s 

form was perceived in different and more complex ways. With 

its tall obelisk rising over a base housing relics from the birth of 

the nation, the Monas combines the lingam (the Hindu phallic 

image of the god Siva) and the yoni (an image of the female 

genitalia), two forms with deep symbolic associations in south 

Asia, as expressions of male and female principles. Indonesian 

independence was proclaimed on August 17, 1945 and the num-

bers 17–8–45 were used to establish the major dimensions of 

the monument. The recourse to ancient principles of male and 

female spatial types and the specification of dimensions based 

on an esoteric belief in numerology distinguish the Monas from 

Western secular attitudes concerning form. 

As the formal language of modern architecture spread 

outward from its cradle in Europe and the United States it was 

transformed and enriched by the encounter with traditions and 

cultures from around the world. The September 1948 issue of 

www.google.com/search?q=Monas+Jakarta+1961&tbm=isch
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the Architectural Review quoted above announced that modern 

architecture had won its battle against historicism, but contin-

ued by noting that this “victory” was only a first stage in the 

development of a truly modern architectural language.

The second positive stage has still to be undertaken, the 

development of an idiom rich and flexible enough to express 

ideas that architecture—especially representational architec-

ture—ought to be capable of expressing. . . . In its next phase 

modern architecture will blossom in several new directions.

(Architectural Review, September 1948, p. 117) 

Tokyo: National Gymnasium 

In the 1950s and 1960s, Tange’s work captured the attention of 

an international audience because his fusion of Eastern and 

Western elements demonstrated one exciting possibility of 

such new directions for modern architecture. One of his most 

dramatic works in these years was the National Gymnasium 

complex in Tokyo, site of the 1964 Olympic games (images). On 

a large plaza, Tange arranged two athletic facilities, one accom-

modating 15,000 spectators and a smaller arena seating 4,000. 

Working with the engineers Yoshikatsu Tsuboi and Mamoru 

Kawaguchi, Tange adapted the structural principle of a suspen-

sion bridge for his design. Two steel cables stretched b~tween 

piers set 125 meters apart carried the roof structure of the larger 

hall, while the covering for the smaller hall was suspended 

using a single mast and cable system. Tange was not the first to 

apply the structural concept of tensile suspension systems to 

building design; in the late 1950s, both Le Corbusier and the 

American architect Eero Saarinen (1910–1961) had successfully 

used the idea. But as the largest tensile structure in the world at 

the time of its completion, the main gymnasium building served 

as vivid testimony to Japan’s assimilation of modern technology.

www.google.com/search?q=Kenzo+Tange+National+Gymnasium&tbm=isch


Chapter 5

150

The form of the National Gymnasium also acquired a partic-

ular resonance in the context of Japanese building traditions. 

The curved silhouette of the gymnasium recalled the graceful 

curvature of Japanese temple roofs, and the stone-faced walls 

of the plaza podium were detailed in the same way as Japanese 

castle walls. Formal analysis, however, conveys only part of the 

story. No site is without history, and location as well as form 

is often charged with significance. The National Gymnasium 

complex is located in Tokyo’s Yoyogi Park. During the mili-

tary occupation of Japan, the park was known as Washington 

Heights and was the site of a major housing estate erected for 

US military personnel. In 1964 Japan celebrated more than a 

summer of athletic competition: it celebrated its recovery from 

the devastation of war and a regained sense of national sover-

eignty. 

The Decline of Tradition

The triumph of modernism came, of course, at the expense of 

more traditional conceptions of architecture. Isolated exam-

ples of classical design such as Raymond Erith’s (1904–1973) 

Provost’s Lodgings for Queen’s College, Oxford, can be cited 

(images), but such efforts registered no impact on the larger 

design scene. While modernism shared in the victory over Hitler, 

classicism was tainted by its association with the rhetoric of 

totalitarianism. A quarter century would elapse before Western 

architects demonstrated any interest in architecture’s classical 

heritage. The modernization of design education, a process 

initiated during the 1930s, gained momentum. Walter Gropius 

and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, for example, were appointed to 

influential positions as heads of architectural programs in the 

United States and they began to revise the curriculum of their 

www.google.com/search?q=raymond+erith+provost+lodgings+queens+college&tbm=isch
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schools to bring them into line with the Bauhaus model of de-

sign education. Elements of the traditional, Beaux-Arts system 

survived well into the 1950s, but the influence of such “academ-

ic” models steadily waned. 

The newfound strength of the modern movement is re-

flected in the literature of architecture as well. Manuals and 

handbooks began to replace manifestos as textual tools for pro-

moting modern design. The publication program of the CIAM 

served as a precedent, but the scope of the new publications 

dwarfed that of prewar efforts. No adequate bibliography of 

post-1945 design manuals exists but their importance cannot be 

ignored. As an example, one can cite the Italian Manuale dell’Ar-

chitetto first published in 1946 (images). Compiled by a team of 

Italian architects headed by Mario Ridolfi (1904–1984) and work-

ing under the auspices of the Italian National Research Council, 

the Manuale dell’Architetto was a handbook consisting of graphic 

standards for indicating different building materials, standard 

construction details suitable for windows, doors, and related 

tectonic aspects of architectural design, typical plan types and 

relevant ergonomic criteria for different building purposes—and 

uniform standards for sanitation, ventilation, and other build-

ing services. Conceived as a replacement for outdated manuals 

and handbooks, it established the new technical norms and 

graphic standards that would shape postwar building practices 

in Italy.

Rebuilding
Modern warfare renders the distinction between the front lines 

and the home front meaningless. Cities and civilian populations 

were subjected to sustained campaigns of bombardment by 

both sides during the war. When the dust finally settled, huge 

swathes of urban fabric had been destroyed and the first task 

www.google.com/search?q=Mario+Ridolfi+Manuale+dell+Architetto&tbm=isch
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facing architects and planners was rebuilding. A comprehensive 

account of this important episode in twentieth-century urban 

history remains to be written. The debate over rebuilding came 

into sharp focus over the question of restoration versus new 

construction and the degree to which the prewar conditions of 

buildings and cities should be the model for postwar efforts. 

Each city constituted a unique case shaped by the extent of the 

damage, the cost of reconstruction, and the political orien-

tations of local administrations. In Milan, Italy, for example, 

the Galleria—one of the masterpieces of nineteenth-century 

urbanism—and La Scala opera house had been badly damaged 

by Allied air raids. Both of these structures were critical ingredi-

ents of Milan’s architectural identity and were restored to their 

prewar appearances. 

The experience of Florence, Italy, illustrates a different 

approach to the same problem. In August 1944 German troops 

withdrawing from Florence dynamited five of the six bridges 

over the Arno river including Bartolomeo Ammannati’s Renais-

sance design for the Ponte Santa Trinità. Perversely, the retreat-

ing Germans left the medieval Ponte Vecchio intact. In order to 

deny its use to the approaching Allies, however, they dynamited 

the buildings lining the street approaching the bridge. After 

the war, an intense debate erupted over plans to restore the 

devastated portions of Florence’s historic center. What should 

be the character of new construction in the old city? With the 

slogan “Dove erano e come erano” (Where they were and how 

they were), traditionalists advocated the exact reconstruction of 

lost buildings. With “lndietro non si puo” (You can’t go back) 

as their rallying cry, modernists argued for a modern treatment 

of the damaged areas. 

Today, the streets and bridges of the affected part of Flor-

ence represent a compromise. Ammannati’s Ponte Santa Trinità 
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was meticulously reconstructed, while other spans were re-

placed with new designs. Along the via Par San Maria leading 

up the Ponte Vecchio, traditional materials, particularly at street 

level, recalled the character of the prewar fabric and masked 

new structures (images). Progressive Italian architects consid-

ered the rebuilding of Florence a lost opportunity to shape the 

development in their country along the lines of a CIAM-inspired 

vision of urbanism. Rather than dismissing the rebuilding of 

the via Por San Maria as a timid compromise, however, it should 

be recognized as an excellent example of a contextually sensitive 

approach to new construction in a historic urban setting. 

In other cities entire quarters and not just individual build-

ings or streets were destroyed. Suddenly the early twentieth-cen-

tury visionary schemes of Sant’Elia and Le Corbusier, created 

originally as imaginative exercises, seemed like blueprints 

waiting to be implemented. The war created unprecedented 

opportunities to recast the form and character of cities. During 

the years of the Weimar Republic, Frankfurt am Main in Ger-

many emerged as a major center for modern design. Much of 

the work that made the city a showcase for the new architecture 

consisted of housing estates erected around the periphery of 

the expanding city. The historic center was destroyed during 

the Allied air campaign against Germany, and although isolated 

buildings of cultural significance such as Goethe’s House were 

reconstructed, most of the damaged area was rebuilt along 

clearly modern lines. Wider, straighter streets such as the Ber-

linerstrasse formed a new street pattern. The contrast between 

the stereometric purism of Otto Apel’s (1906–1966) mixed use 

building at 25 Berlinerstrasse and the traditional gabled struc-

tures characteristic of prewar Frankfurt am Main symbolized 

the new direction German architects pursued (images). Across 

Europe and parts of Asia, surviving historical monuments exist-

www.google.com/search?q=via+Por+Santa+Maria+Florence&tbm=isch
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ed as lonely islands floating in a modern sea of concrete, steel, 

and glass. 

Reconfiguring Capitals 
The political role of city planning after 1945 is most apparent in 

the remodeling of existing and the design of new capital cities. 

The form of a capital city—indeed, of any city—is a revealing 

indicator of a society’s social and political organization. As the 

global community realigned itself in power blocs after 1945, 

social scientists began to speak in terms of first- (developed cap-

italist), second- (socialist), and third- (developing) world expe-

riences. Political leaders employed design as a powerful tool in 

their campaigns to distinguish new regimes from the preceding 

power structures and to suggest the broad outlines of emerging 

political cultures. 

The debate about the relationship between space and ide-

ology was particularly acute in the socialist bloc where socialist 

planning theory described public spaces as the explicit repre-

sentation of the sociopolitical order. In the early years of the 

Russian Revolution the avant-garde designers combined artistic 

and political agendas under the banner of Constructivism with 

the goal of developing a new art for a new socialist society. By 

the mid-1930s, however, socialist realism had replaced Construc-

tivism as the officially sanctioned image of the Soviet Union. 

With the extension of Soviet hegemony after World War II, the 

principles of socialist realism became the basis for monumental 

architecture and urban planning throughout the socialist bloc. 

From Beijing to Berlin streets and plazas were charged with a 

political significance lacking in the CIAM-inspired planning 

models used in the capitalist West. 
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Beijing 

In 1949 the People’s Republic of China was established with 

Beijing as the capital. The future of Beijing was soon the subject 

of an intense debate. Liang Sicheng, vice-director of the Bei-

jing City Planning Commission and an authority on China’s 

architectural history, proposed a plan for Beijing based on the 

concept of the city as an administrative and cultural center for 

Communist China. Liang’s plan called for preserving Beijing’s 

walls and the Forbidden City intact, limiting the height of new 

construction to no more than three stories and banning indus-

trial development. The plan also called for the creation of a 

new governmental center to be built west of the Forbidden City 

and aligned along a north-south axis. Liang’s plan would have 

preserved the character of the imperial capital and applied the 

principles of traditional Chinese design to new construction. 

Mao Zedong, however, had a dramatically different vision of 

the future. Liang was informed by Beijing mayor P’eng Chen: 

“Chairman Mao wants a big modern city: he expects the sky 

there to be filled with smokestacks” (Fairbanks, p. 170). In 1953 

the Communist Party announced a five-year plan for the trans-

formation of the capital with the slogan: “utility, economy, and, 

if conditions allow, beauty.” China’s leadership now demanded 

bold symbols of a Communist conception of modernity and de-

cisively rejected Liang’s vision of a city characterized by the con-

tinuity of forms and traditions. In 1958, as the tenth anniversary 

of the Communist victory approached, the Chinese Communist 

Party announced the Great Leap Forward program and plans 

were unveiled for the rebuilding of Tian’anmen Square and the 

widening of Chang’an Avenue. These projects constitute the 

spatial representation of China’s Communist revolution. 

The decision to create a huge square for public rallies and 
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political celebrations signaled a dramatic break with China’s im-

perial past. Originally Tian’anmen Square was a small T-shaped 

space leading up to Tian’anmen Gate, the southern entry to 

the Imperial Palace. Surrounded by a high wall, it conformed to 

traditional Chinese design practices that privileged the north-

south axis in planning and restricted access to spaces associated 

with government. As a result, orientation, size, and accessibility 

were charged with political significance that was culturally spe-

cific. As part of the reconfiguration of the city center, Chang’an 

Avenue, the east-west street that crosses Tian’anmen Square, 

was broadened and lined with new government buildings. 

Today, Tian’anmen Square occupies an area of 440,000 square 

meters, capable of accommodating crowds of up to 500,000 

people (images). In the context of Chinese history, the planning 

of Tian’anmen Square and Chang’an Avenue resonated with 

specifically Chinese meanings and associations. But the re-

sults also conform to the tenets of political design that shaped 

planning in the socialist bloc after World War II. The necessity 

to create places of mass assembly was explicitly recognized in 

socialist planning theory. In 1950, for example, the German 

Democratic Republic (East Germany) issued a planning direc-

tive entitled “Sixteen Principles for the Restructuring of Cities.” 

This document describes large central plazas as the “political 

midpoint” of urban life: 

At the city’s center lie the most important political, adminis-

trative, and cultural spaces. On the city center’s plazas, polit-

ical demonstrations, parades, and popular celebrations take 

place. . . . Plazas are the structural foundation of city planning 

and the city’s overall architectural composition. 

(Ockman, pp. 127–8) 

www.google.com/search?q=Tiananmen+Square+1950s&tbm=isch
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Understood in these terms, Tian’anmen Square conforms to 

the model of planning evident throughout the socialist world 

after 1945.

Berlin

Following the war, Berlin was partitioned among the four occu-

pying powers (France, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and the 

United States) and quickly became a focal point of Cold War 

tensions. Both East and West Germany embarked on cam-

paigns to turn Berlin into a showcase for their respective social 

systems. In 1949 work began on the development of a major 

new axis for the Communist eastern zone of the city known 

originally as the Stalinallee (today called the Karl-Marx Allee 

and Frankfurter Allee). Some of the earliest buildings erected 

on the Stalinallee and designed by Ludmilla Herzenstein (b. 

1906) demonstrated an affinity for prewar modernist models as 

if to reconnect with the Weimar legacy of progressive planning 

quashed by the Nazi regime. However, the character of design 

soon changed. In 1950 East German architects returned from 

a planning conference in Moscow committed to a program of 

monumental urban design. Under the general direction of Her-

mann Henselmann (1905–1995), work on the Stalinallee contin-

ued throughout the 1950s (images). In the supposedly classless 

society of socialist countries such as the German Democratic 

Republic, bourgeois and aristocratic models are freed from 

their elitist connotations and pressed into service on behalf of 

the proletariat. Construction along the Stalinallee depended 

on modern industrialized building techniques, but the urban 

design reflects a more traditional conception of monumental 

planning, in which individual buildings create a continuous 

street facade and changes in height or decorative detailing de-

fine a clear spatial hierarchy.

www.google.com/search?q=Karl-Marx-Allee+1961+Stalinallee&tbm=isch
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Developments in East Berlin were matched by correspond-

ing efforts to develop the architectural character of West Berlin 

in a way representative of Western conceptions of urban space 

and economic planning. In 1955 work began on a new residen-

tial quarter in the western sector of the city known as the Han-

saviertel (images). Conceived as a showcase development for 

the 1957 “Interbau Housing Exhibition” in West Berlin, Hansav-

iertel consisted of a series of apartment blocks to accommodate 

a projected population of 5,000. An international roster of mod-

ern architects provided designs for an entire range of housing 

types from detached single-family units to high-rise apartment 

buildings. 

An analysis of postwar architectural developments in Berlin 

reveals not only differences in design approaches between East-

ern and Western architects but also the way in which the politics 

of the Cold War shaped architectural criticism and the public 

perception of design values. In reviews shaped largely by the 

antagonistic climate of the Cold War, the “free” arrangement of 

the Hansaviertel buildings was contrasted with the “regiment-

ed” alignment of buildings along the Stalinallee and the variety 

of designs was portrayed as evidence of the artistic freedom 

enjoyed by Western architects. 

Chandigarh, India 

In India, architecture and capital planning reflected the postco-

lonial agenda of the country’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal 

Nehru, and his commitment to the modernization of the newly 

independent country. Anxious to distance the country from its 

recent colonial past, Nehru rejected the argument advanced 

years earlier by the British architects of New Delhi that Western 

and Indian forms could be blended together under the rubric 

www.google.com/search?q=Hansa+Quarter+1957+Internationale+Bauausstellung&tbm=isch


Modernist Hegemony 1940–1965

159

of a Western classical conception of architecture. Nehru also 

rejected the option of reviving in any literal sense the precolo-

nial traditions of monumental architecture to represent the new 

state. In a country filled with ethnic, religious, and caste distinc-

tions, he reasoned, what native tradition could be pressed into 

service without antagonizing some elements of the diverse so-

ciety? An eclectic approach that mixed elements from different 

traditions seemed clumsy and ill-suited to the task of creating 

a new coherent identity for the country. In modernism Nehru 

found an architectural approach capable of expressing his vi-

sion of a rational, secular political culture. The partition of ter-

ritories between India and Pakistan at the time of independence 

created the necessity of providing a new regional capital for the 

Punjab. Chandigarh was selected as the site. Nehru seized the 

opportunity to give form to this vision, and in Le Corbusier he 

found an architect of international stature and impeccable mod-

ernist credentials ready to give India a modern image. 

Le Corbusier began work on the plan of Chandigarh in 

1951 (images). His cousin Pierre Jeanneret (1896–1967) and the 

British couple Jane Drew and Maxwell Fry (1899–1987) worked 

with him on the scheme. The involvement of Drew and Fry is 

particularly noteworthy. In the 1950s they made important con-

tributions to the development of climatically appropriate mod-

ern housing typologies for the Third World; thus they carried 

forward the social agenda of early modern architecture into the 

design of the new capital. The entire city was laid out using a 

gridded street pattern adjusted to accommodate different types 

of traffic. Once the main elements of the plan were established, 

Le Corbusier devoted most of his energy to the design of the 

capitol complex consisting of the Governor’s Palace, the High 

Court, and the Parliament and Secretariat buildings (images). 

While the emphasis on zoning and circulation is rooted in the 

www.google.com/search?q=le+corbusier+chandigarh+capitol+complex+plan&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=le+corbusier+Chandigarh+Legislative+Assembly+building&tbm=isch
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principles of the CIAM, Le Corbusier’s design for the capitol 

group reflects a new sculptural handling of form uniquely his. 

Gone is the interest in smooth, taut surfaces delineating trans-

parent volumes lifted off the ground on slender pilotis apparent 

in his work of the 1920s and 1930s. The monumental architec-

ture of Chandigarh is closer to Le Corbusier’s definition of 

architecture as “the correct and masterful play of forms brought 

together in the light” than it is to the machine age imagery of 

his prewar work.

Although the plan of the capitol complex reveals a series of 

axial relationships, the effect of the whole cannot be explained 

in terms of a simple set of diagrammatic relationships. Rather 

than develop the political buildings as a civic forum near the 

center of Chandigarh’s gridded plan, Le Corbusier located the 

capitol complex to the north of the city. There buildings are 

seen against the backdrop of distant mountains. The result has 

more in common with the concept of a sacred precinct than a 

civic center, and the individual designs possess the sculptural 

presence and solemnity of temple architecture. Le Corbusier 

incorporated elements drawn from his study of the indigenous 

building traditions of India but always transformed in a person-

al and idiosyncratic way. For the Parliament building he inverted 

the traditional profile of the Indian “parasol” roof and created 

a striking troughlike form that reaches up to catch the sunlight 

even as it shades the portico below. Le Corbusier also proposed 

a curious monument in the form of an open, upturned human 

hand located on the capitol plaza. The image of an open hand 

possessed a great personal significance for Le Corbusier—he 

repeatedly stamped his postwar architecture with a personal 

iconography representing humankind between nature and 

culture. The capitol buildings at Chandigarh are the work of a 

modern artist pursuing formal invention through a process of 
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abstraction that unfolds according to self-constituted rules of 

composition rather than conforming to traditional models of 

civic buildings and public spaces.

Chandigarh is a complex achievement. It answered Nehru’s 

call for a modern representation of India but did so in a way 

that seemed to willfully disregard concerns with cultural legi-

bility and shared symbolic languages. It conflated the personal 

design agenda of the designer with the political agenda of the 

patron to an unprecedented degree. Nehru summed up the 

Chandigarh experience in the following words:

It hits you on the head, and makes you think. You may squirm 

at the impact but it has made you think and imbibe new ideas, 

and the one thing which India requires is being hit on the 

head so that it may think.

(Khilnani, p. 135)

If Chandigarh makes one squirm and think about India’s post-

colonial identity, it also calls on the viewer to reconsider some 

popular conceptions about modernism. In the minds of many, 

modernism is associated with techno-idolatry, a position crystal-

ized in Le Corbusier’s own dictum that a house is a machine for 

living in. But there is another vital pulse animating modern art: 

the belief that abstraction and formal invention could recover 

for architecture a primal language of form not dependent upon 

advanced technology for its realization and capable of speaking 

to men and women everywhere. At Chandigarh, Le Corbusier’s 

forms exhibit a brute, sculptural power in spite of the esoteric 

and convoluted process that generated them. Unfortunately, 

the same cannot be said for other exercises in modern capitol 

design.
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Brasilia

In 1957 Lucio Costa (b. 1902) won a competition for the design 

of Brasilia, the capital of Brazil. One of the leading modernists 

in Latin America, Costa had developed a close working relation-

ship with Le Corbusier in the 1930s. Proposals for a new capital 

in the center of this vast country had been advanced since the 

1880s, and in 1955 presidential candidate Juscelino Kubitschek 

de Oliveira made it a key element of his campaign. Kubitschek 

was an advocate of state-directed industrialization and saw the 

construction of a new capital as a way to advance his nationalist 

agenda. Following his election, Kubitschek moved quickly to 

implement his vision, and the new capital was inaugurated in 

1960. 

More than a symbol, the capital was to be an active agent 

promoting change. The enormous construction project would 

provide a focus for national identity and stimulate development 

in allied fields such as transportation, communication, and 

hydro-electric power generation. Costa, like Le Corbusier at 

Chandigarh, sought to combine CIAM principles of planning 

with an expressive formal vocabulary. Following CIAM practice, 

Costa separated the residential zone from the area reserved for 

major institutions and organized each zone along a dominant 

axis (images). The automobile replaced the pedestrian as the 

standard for establishing distances between significant points. 

In its reliance on the automobile, Brasilia is a thoroughly mod-

ern city with no links to the pace, scale, or form of premodern 

urbanism. Costa described the cross-axial plan of Brasilia in 

terms of the primal human act of taking possession of a site 

by inscribing a geometrical diagram on it. As if to balance the 

ancient gesture of foundation , he likened the final form of the 

plan to that of an airplane, thus asserting the essential moderni-

www.google.com/search?q=Lucio+Costa+Brasilia+plan&tbm=isch
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ty of the scheme. Important institutional buildings were aligned 

along the straight east-west axis while the curved north-south 

axis (the “wings” of the airplane) was lined with residential 

superblocks.

Oscar Niemeyer (b. 1907) was responsible for the design of 

the main group of government buildings clustered, again as 

at Chandigarh, in a plaza—the Plaza of the Three Powers—lo-

cated at the east end of the monumental civic axis (images). 

Niemeyer conceived of the Presidential Palace, the Supreme 

Court, and the National Congress buildings as pure modernist 

forms meant to be perceived against the natural backdrop of 

the towering sky and distant horizon of Brazil’s central plateau. 

For the National Congress building, Niemeyer designed low 

saucer-shaped domes and inverted one to distinguish between 

the two chambers. Rather than speaking eloquently of a mod-

ern conception of authority, however, the result is awkward and 

strangely mute. The twin domes are neither close enough to his-

torical precedents to be effective symbols nor different enough 

to suggest a radical new interpretation of the type. Dwarfed by 

the twin slabs of the Secretariat, the Plaza of the Three Pow-

ers is an unwitting expression of the triumph of bureaucracy 

over democracy. Since its completion, Brasilia has occupied an 

equivocal position in the literature on modern architecture. The 

modernist historian and critic Bruno Zevi, for example, de-

scribed it as “Kafkaesque,” yet it remains one of the landmark 

achievements of modern architecture in Latin America.

In chapter 4, the term megalomania was used to describe 

the 1930s building campaigns of totalitarian regimes. Com-

pared meter for meter, however, Chandigarh and Brasilia rival 

anything conceived by Speer or Iofan for size. If size is the only 

criterion, then one set of plans cannot be labeled megalomani-

acal and a comparable set exempted from a similar judgement. 

www.google.com/search?q=Niemeyer+Plaza+of+the+Three+Powers&tbm=isch
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In fact, one can discern both similarities and some important 

differences between the capital designs of the middle third of 

the century. 

First, the common thread is the adamant refusal of all 

involved to recognize limits. No past is too sacred to be chal-

lenged, no place too venerable or remote to be left untouched, 

no problem too intractable to be solved; this is the creed of 

modernity and, for better or worse, it has shaped the twentieth 

century. Second, creating or reconfiguring capital cities requires 

the commitment of strongwilled political patrons regardless of 

the specifics of political ideology. Nehru and Kubitschek, how-

ever, cannot be compared with Hitler and Stalin; critics need to 

recognize the implications of various types of patronage. The 

cult of the leader operates within totalitarian systems and hence 

shapes totalitarian architecture in different ways than leader-

ship exercised in parliamentary systems. Third, the architectural 

form that the rhetoric of power assumes is important. Speer’s 

Berlin is different from Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh and being 

in the Plaza of the Three Powers in Brasilia is a different expe-

rience than being in Tian’anmen Square in Beijing. Employed 

as forms of design rhetoric, classicism and modernism convey 

different conceptions of legitimacy and authority and promote 

different kinds of experiences. The solemnity of Speer’s monu-

mental axis was meant to intimidate visitors to the Reich’s cap-

ital and serve as the setting for the type of military pageantry 

the cinematographer Leni Reifenstahl brilliantly captured in her 

documentary Triumph of the Will. In contrast, Kubitschek envi-

sioned speeding along the roadways of Brasilia as an exhilarat-

ing celebration of Brazil’s newly achieved industrial power and 

freedom from colonial models.
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Säynätsalo, Finland

Capitals are stagesets created for global as well as national au-

diences, and issues of grand scale are inevitably bound up with 

their design. The last building to be considered in this section 

demonstrates a very different and more modest scale of design. 

Between 1948 and 1952 Alvar Aalto designed and built a new 

town hall for the small community of Säynätsalo, Finland (im-

ages). In addition to a council chamber, the program included 

a library and small shops that could be converted to municipal 

office space as needed. Aalto conceived the building as a series 

of simple brick boxes arranged around a courtyard crowning a 

small rise in the terrain. The Säynätsalo Town Hall can be read 

as Aalto’s reworking of a series of archetypal images and forms. 

Native Finnish traditions of rural buildings clustered around 

courts are blended with the Mediterranean-inspired images of 

an acropolis. The attention to detailing and the elaborate truss-

work supporting the roof of the council chamber celebrates 

both a local tradition of woodcraft and the ritual of democratic 

assembly (images). 

Aalto excelled at creating rich sensory experiences for the 

users of his buildings. As the visitor moves from the brick 

paving of the corridor to the wooden flooring of the council 

chamber, for example, the sound of footsteps changes as if to 

announce arrival at the ceremonial heart of the community. 

Adjustments in the fenestration pattern modulate the quality of 

light and the selection of materials creates a rich tactile experi-

ence. The Säynätsalo Town Hall comes naturally out of Aalto’s 

concern with the aural and tactile as well as visual aspects of 

spatial experience apparent in his prewar work. It also picks up 

the theme of a less grandiose, more accessible public architec-

ture marked out by Ragnar Östberg in the Stockholm Town Hall 

and updated by Willem Dudok at Hilversum (images). 

www.google.com/search?q=Alvar+Aalto+Town+Hall&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Alvar+Aalto+Town+Hall&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=alvar+aalto+town+hall+council+chamber&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Willem+Dudok+Town+Hall+Hilversum+Netherlands+Ragnar+Östberg+Town+Hall+Stockholm+Sweden&tbm=isch
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The Säynätsalo Town Hall is important as an early indica-

tion of what would become a major theme in postwar discus-

sions of architecture: the development of modern architecture 

along more humane lines. As classical and traditional models re-

ceded in importance after 1945, the debate within architectural 

circles was reconfigured along new lines. The triumph of mod-

ernism brought with it a dawning awareness of its own excesses. 

The CIAM-inspired approach to planning with its narrow focus 

on zoning and circulation, and the increasingly single-minded 

quality of modernist architecture that placed formal abstraction 

at the service of technological rationalism, began to attract crit-

icism from within the ranks of the modern movement. In a 1950 

eulogy for Eliel Saarinen, Aalto argued: 

Regardless of which social system prevails in the world or its 

parts, a softening human touch is needed to mould societies, 

cities, buildings, and even the smallest machine-made objects 

into something positive to the human psyche, without bring-

ing individual freedom and the common good into conflict. 

(Schildt, p. 246)

The sculptural power of Le Corbusier’s work at Chandigarh 

and the sensuous richness of Aalto’s design for Säynätsalo were 

important reminders of the potential inherent in the modern 

language of architecture to resist both technological determin-

ism and the loss of a sense of self to the political concept of  

the masses. 

Reconceptualizing the City 
Megastructures and Megalopolis 

In 1960 Kenzo Tange unveiled a plan for the future development 

of Tokyo (images). The occasion was the “World Design Con-

ference” convened in Tokyo that year which attracted an inter-

www.google.com/search?q=Kenzo+Tange+Tokyo+Bay+plan&tbm=isch
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national roster of architects and designers and focused global 

attention on the city. Tange proposed to direct the city’s future 

expansion into Tokyo Bay by erecting a series of enormous 

buildings on artificial islands in the bay. A network of roadways 

graded to handle different levels of traffic would tie the entire 

scheme together. Not since Bruno Taut proposed carving moun-

tains into giant crystalline forms in his Alpine Architecture (imag-

es), had an architect visualized such a bold transformation of a 

natural environment into a designed one. 

In the Tokyo Bay plan, Tange combined the philosophy 

of the CIAM with the emerging concept of megastructures. 

A megastructure is an enormous framework in which all the 

functions of a city or of any part of a city can be arranged using 

modular units. The frame defines the basic form of the settle-

ment, provides structural support, and contains utility and 

power lines serving the individual parts. Within the framework, 

the modules can be rearranged, renovated, or replaced as need-

ed. The concept of a megastructure combines the idea of a fixed 

form with the promise of limitless flexibility. The sudden rise 

(and equally sudden collapse) in popularity of megastructures 

in the 1960s is a curious and revealing chapter in the history of 

modernism after 1945. It is an episode that demonstrated the 

extreme measures that the architectural profession was willing 

to consider in order to satisfy its own sense of responsibility to 

manage the built environment. 

For architects, the cruel lesson of wartime destruction was 

that no physical thing is permanent. Buildings, neighborhoods, 

and entire cities could be destroyed and rebuilt in a different 

manner. This is the immediate background against which they 

contemplated an ominous new problem: global population 

growth. In the late 1950s, United Nations-sponsored popula-

tion studies began to describe both an increase in population 

www.google.com/search?q=Bruno+Taut+Alpine+Architecture+1919&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Bruno+Taut+Alpine+Architecture+1919&tbm=isch
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numbers and a significant shift in human settlement patterns. 

According to UN demographers and social scientists the future 

was predictable and the timeline short: more people would be 

living in larger cities than ever before. Humanity’s future was 

now an urban one. 

In 1961 the French geographer Jean Gottmann coined the 

term megalopolis to describe a form of continuous, dense 

urban development in which individual settlements merge 

seamlessly into one another along transportation corridors 

linking major cities. As it moved from the descriptive domain of 

the social sciences to the prescriptive orientation of design, the 

“problem” of the megalopolis was recast in architectural terms 

and megastructures were advanced as the solution. Tange’s 

Tokyo Plan was only the first in a series of Japanese megastruc-

tural projects. In 1960 Japanese architects Kiyonori Kikutake (b. 

1928), Kisho Kurokawa (b. 1934), Fumihiko Maki (b. 1928), and 

Masato Otaka (b. 1923) along with the graphic designer Kiyoshi 

Awazu (b. 1929) issued a manifesto describing their conception 

of megastructural urbanism which they called Metabolism: 

We regard human society as a vital process, a continuous 

development from atom to nebula. The reason why we use 

the biological word metabolism is that we believe design and 

technology should denote human vitality. 

(Kurokawa, p. 27) 

Metabolism was predicated on the belief that human societies 

could be modeled in biological terms and that design could me-

diate the intersection of technological and biological processes. 

The dream of technology as a beneficent tool that could 

enhance “human vitality” was very much alive in the early 1960s. 

In England, the concept of megastructures was popularized by 

Archigram. Peter Cook launched the journal Archigram in 1960 
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and a few years later along with Warren Chalk, Dennis Cromp-

ton, Ron Herron, David Greene, and Mike Webb began a series 

of projects that stamped English megastructures with a distinc-

tive pop sensibility. Archigram magazine was filled with images 

drawn from popular culture and Archigram projects eroded 

the distinction between permanent buildings and disposable 

consumer products. 

Archigram’s 1964 project Plug-In City conceptualized the 

city as a set of dynamic relationships rather than a defined place 

in space (images). Plug-in City adapted the consumer-product 

concept of planned obsolescence; residents could treat their 

modular units like automobiles or appliances and replace them 

with newer models as desired. Later Archigram projects includ-

ed mobile cities and ephemeral encampments that subverted 

any notion of architecture as the creation of enduring monu-

ments. 

Archigram projects such as the 1959 Entertainment Centre 

proposed for London’s Leicester Square reflected the group’s 

fascination not just with space-age technology but with advertis-

ing and consumer culture as well. A more complex and critical 

examination of contemporary trends emerged in the work of the 

Italian group Superstudio. Founded in Florence in 1966, Super-

studio included Adolfo Natalini, Gian Piero Frassinelli, Roberto 

and Alberto Magris, Alessandro Polis, and Cristiano Toraldo 

di Francia. Like the Metabolists and Archigram, Superstudio 

produced a series of dramatic schemes for alternative forms 

of human settlement. By the late 1960s, however, an articulate 

critique of the excesses of consumer culture had begun to 

emerge. Superstudio projects were not so much solutions to 

the problem of megalopolis as they were dystopian warnings 

about an over-rationalized future. While Archigram’s images of 

megastructures are filled with elaborate space-frames, cranes, 

www.google.com/search?q=Peter+Cook+Plug-In+City+Axonometric+1964&tbm=isch
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and moving parts, Superstudio tended to package its designs in 

sleek, abstract shapes and eventually dematerialized the con-

cept of megastructures completely. 

For “Italy: The New Domestic Landscape,” an important 

1972 exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, 

Superstudio contributed a series of panels labeled Microevent/

Microenvironment in which they described a form of techno-

logical nomadism that raised questions about the meaning of 

place and building in the context of global networks of energy 

and information (images). In Microevent/Microenvironment, 

Superstudio brought into sharp focus the contrast between the 

object-fixation of consumer culture and the anti-materialism of 

the youthful counter-culture of the late 1960s. 

In less than a decade megastructures went from providing 

answers to posing questions. Initially, the concept promised to 

be a solution to pressing concerns about the explosive growth 

of cities. The concept of megastructure struck a responsive 

chord among architects because it suggested a strategy for 

resolving the conflict between spontaneity and order inherent 

in the design of human environments. Megastructures applied 

Le Corbusier’s dictum that a house is machine for living in to 

the scale of an entire city. But cities are not machines, and by 

pushing technology to an extreme megastructures also brought 

into sharp relief the weaknesses of modernism’s faith in tech-

nology. Treating cities likes appliances that wear out and require 

replacement is an extravagant use of resources and denies the 

cultural importance of memory and permanence. The alleged 

permissiveness and spontaneity of the system was illusory and 

conditioned by the materialist parameters of capitalism. Su-

perstudio’s haunting images challenged architects to question 

both the means and the ends associated with modernism’s 

vision of a relentlessly new world. The story of megastructures 

www.google.com/search?q=Microevent+Microenvironment+Superstudio+collage+1972&tbm=isch
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indicates just how tenuous the triumph of modernism proved 

to be. 

Housing 
In 1923 Le Corbusier concluded Vers une Architecture with the 

admonition: “Architecture or revolution. Revolution can be 

avoided.” The architectural profession never lost sight of this 

truism and by the 1950s it was an axiom of social planning in 

both the socialist and capitalist camps. In the 1920s and 1930s 

modern architects developed rationalized housing typologies 

that could provide ample light, fresh air, and sanitary living 

conditions, and governments had begun to play a more active 

role in housing construction. The concerns of postwar archi-

tects remained the same but the debate over the optimal design 

strategies to achieve these goals continued to evolve. 

The debate was driven by several factors. New developments 

in building and domestic technologies inspired designers to 

reconsider their approaches. As architectural modernism made 

the transition from the status of an emerging ideology to that of 

the dominant model of design thinking in schools and bureau-

cracies as well as the architectural profession, the legacy of 

prewar modern design was subjected to critical reevaluation. A 

combination of personal design agendas, individual national 

contexts, and the overarching political reality of the Cold War 

shaped the course of development of postwar housing. 

Sweden: New Empiricism

The distinctive Scandinavian contribution to the housing 

debate came out of Sweden and was identified with the term 

New Empiricism. In 1944 Sweden established a Horne Research 

Institute, followed four years later by the creation of a Nation-
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al Housing Board charged with developing norms to govern 

public housing construction. By the early 1950s, the board 

had established minimum room dimensions, studied kitchen 

layouts, and tested various materials and finishes. In establish-

ing an institutional framework for design research, Sweden 

was following the modernist model of rationalizing the design, 

construction, and management of the entire built environment. 

But the New Empiricism signaled a willingness to reconsid-

er the paradigms of modernism. In the first half of the twentieth 

century, when modern architects used the word “new” it was 

intended to denote novel ideas and forms that could be distin-

guished from classical and traditional architecture. In the sec-

ond half of the century, however, the meaning of new changed. 

In design criticism, the use of the word new increasingly iden-

tified the effort to reevaluate modernism. The New Empiricism 

described a more flexible approach to housing design in which 

a commitment to research and experimentation was tempered 

by an equally strong commitment to human scale and spatial 

diversity. 

Per Ekholm (b. 1920) and Sidney White’s (1917–1982) design 

for the Baronbackarna Housing project in Orebro is typical of 

the New Empiricist approach (images). Baronbackarna consist-

ed of 1,230 apartments for a town in the midst of making the 

transition from a small farming community to a manufactur-

ing center with a growing population. Rather than spread the 

housing units across the site in a simple geometric diagram, 

the architects arranged the apartments in a meandering pattern 

around the periphery. The buildings define a series of U-shaped 

courtyards that open onto a generous communal space in the 

center of the site. Flat roofs and horizontal windows—iconic 

features of the International Style—give way to shallow pitched 

roofs and vertical windows at Baronbackarna. Such “adjust-

www.google.com/search?q=Baronbackarna+housing+project+1953&tbm=isch
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ments” to the formal language of prewar modernism were 

described as an effort to soften and render less abstract the 

rationalized and standardized imagery of CIAM models. Swed-

ish design efforts were covered extensively in the international 

architectural press and the New Empiricism became an influ-

ential model in postwar housing debates in Britain and on the 

continent.

France: Le Corbusier

As he did so often, Le Corbusier provided one of the most 

important points of reference for the postwar discussion of 

housing with the design of the Unité d’habitation in Marseilles, 

France, commissioned in 1945 and finally completed in 1952 

(images). The Unité was conceived initially as a prototype for 

government-sponsored housing in postwar France and Le Cor-

busier received government support for its construction. The 

experimental nature of the project meant that the design was 

exempt from compliance with existing housing regulations and 

allowed to exceed standard budgetary guidelines. 

In many ways, the Unité grew naturally from Le Corbusier’s 

earlier work. The building is an eighteen-story block containing 

337 housing units. It is lifted off the ground on massive pilotis 

and the rooftop is developed as a sundeck and play area for 

the residents. The design of individual units to include dou-

ble-height living rooms with single-story bedroom and service 

areas was also based on earlier housing studies. Le Corbusier 

kept the Unité slab narrow (only 24.5 meters wide) and arranged 

the apartment units to ensure cross-ventilation. Individual units 

are slotted into the framework in a way that also minimizes the 

number of corridors needed (images). 

The Unité is more than merely a summation of Le Corbus-

ier’s earlier work, however. The aesthetic quality of the design 

www.google.com/search?q=Le+Corbusier+Unite+d+habitation&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Le+Corbusier+Unite+d+habitation+framework+units+model&tbm=isch


Chapter 5

174

reveals a different sense of mass, texture, and surface than his 

International Style work of the 1920s and 1930s. The rough 

surfaces created by leaving the marks of the wooden construc-

tion forms exposed on the surface endowed the building with a 

rugged quality absent in earlier designs such as the Villa Savoye. 

In French, the term beton brut is used to describe this handling 

of concrete, and critics soon spoke of a “brutalist” conception 

of architecture. The heroic scale, bold massing, and rough 

textures of brutalist buildings such as the Unité represent the 

antithesis of the New Empiricism. 

Like an ocean liner, one of Le Corbusier’s favorite models of 

rational planning, the Unité was a self-contained world compre-

hensible largely in terms of his own formal development and 

the planning tenets of CIAM. The extent to which the Unité 

could serve as a model for the creation of viable neighborhoods 

soon emerged as a major issue within modernist design circles.

England: the Smithsons

In England, the husband and wife team of Alison (1928-1993) 

and Peter (b. 1923) Smithson tried to combine the reductive 

clarity of modernist design paradigms with what they claimed 

was an objective acknowledgment of the messy vitality of En-

glish working-class life-styles. Their 1952 Golden Lane Housing 

Project conformed to the Unité model of a narrow, multisto-

ried housing block. The Smithsons imagined the corridors 

as “streets-in-the-air” capable of sustaining the same type 

of community life as the earthbound streets of older work-

ing-class neighborhoods. In their renderings for the Golden 

Lane scheme, the Smithsons tried to evoke the sociological 

reality of street life and popular culture at the same time as 

they described the formal elements of the design (images). The 

Smithsons’ attempt to combine elite and popular models of 

www.google.com/search?q=Golden+Lane+Housing+Project&tbm=isch
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cultural forms focused renewed discussion on the sociological 

basis of modern architecture. It is precisely the issue the Smith-

sons raised-the relationship between avant-garde and popular 

cultures-that would prove so difficult for architects and critics in 

the postwar period.

Following the ninth congress of the CIAM in 1953, Peter 

Smithson organized (along with the Dutch architects Aldo van 

Eyck [b. 1918] and Jacob Bakema [b. 1914]) Team X, a group of 

younger members of the organization. Team X assumed the 

task of preparing the agenda for the tenth CIAM congress, 

to be held in Dubrovnik in 1956. Team X criticized the CIAM 

approach, codified in the 1933 Athens Charter drafted at the 

fourth CIAM meeting, that analyzed the city according to a set 

of simplistic functional categories: dwelling, work, recreation, 

and transportation. Wary of reducing vibrant communities of 

human beings to anonymous statistics, the younger members 

of the organization were interested in developing ways to in-

clude the complexity of social relationships and group identity 

in their calculations. Rather than revitalizing the organization 

and bringing it in line with the new social reality created by the 

unprecedented material prosperity of the postwar era, the Team 

X critique split the CIAM along generational lines. The differ-

ences between generations proved too intractable to be resolved 

and the CIAM disbanded after a final meeting in Otterloo in 1959. 

The United States 

In America the growing tension between the idealist premises 

and social reality surrounding modernist planning came to a 

head in the field of public housing. In 1955 the Pruitt-Igoe Hous-

ing Project in Saint Louis, Missouri, was opened. The design by 

Minoru Yamasaki received favorable reviews in the professional 

architectural press. Like postwar housing projects across the 
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country, however, crime, high vacancy rates and tenant dissat-

isfaction plagued the Pruitt-Igoe community. Seventeen years 

later, in a brutally frank acknowledgment that the scheme was a 

failure, the housing authority authorized the demolition of the 

problem-plagued project (images). The famous press photo-

graph of the dynamiting of Pruitt-Igoe captured more than the 

collapse of a few derelict buildings—it captured the end of an 

era of modernist hegemony. 

The stress within modern architecture built quickly in the 

1950s and 1960s as the dream of housing projects erected in 

parklike settings gave way to the grim urban reality of disen-

franchised communities trapped in dreary modernist buildings. 

Team X’s efforts revealed the fault lines within the European 

Modern Movement, while the Cold War directed any significant 

public discussion of architecture and urbanism in the West into 

simplistic and unchallengeable categories of free (capitalist) 

versus totalitarian (socialist) approaches. 

In the United States, the publication of Jane Jacob’s Death 

and Life of Great American Cities provided critics of modernist 

planning with a powerful new voice. The postwar triumph of 

modernism brought little change in the status of women within 

the profession and the number of female architects remained 

small. Criticism, therefore, remained one of the few avenues 

available to women interested in issues of architectural and 

urban design. In the United States, for example, Ada Louise 

Huxtable, Esther McCoy, and Mildred Schmertz wrote regularly 

on a variety of design topics. Jacobs, a journalist by profession, 

argued that what made cities great and neighborhoods liveable 

could not be reduced to a limited set of physical planning cri-

teria described in strictly quantifiable terms. Furthermore, she 

argued, the CIAM-inspired emphasis on traffic flows, single-use 

zoning, and the concentration of population in high-rise towers 

www.google.com/search?q=Yamasaki+Pruitt-igoe+demolished&tbm=isch
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dispersed in parklike settings actually undermined the social 

and economic vitality of cities. 

While Jacobs provided a powerful critique of the shortcom-

ings of modernism, responsibility for the manifest failures of 

American public housing projects such as Pruitt-Igoe cannot be 

attributed entirely to modernist design theory or the choice of 

building typology. If high-rise design proved to be a disaster as 

public housing, the same building type was far more success-

ful in wealthier neighborhoods. Given sufficient investment in 

building services and maintenance, the high-rise building type 

can be a decent and desirable place to live.

To what, then, can the failure of projects like Pruitt-Igoe 

be attributed? Architecture inevitably bears the stamp of the 

society that brings it into existence. Racism, not typology, is the 

critical factor in explaining the failure of postwar public hous-

ing in America. Subsidized public housing formed an integral 

part of massive postwar campaigns of urban renewal in Amer-

ican cities. The clientele served by public housing consisted 

of predominately poor and non-white communities politically 

powerless to defend their own interests. Tragically, American 

architecture and urbanism in the 1950s and 1960s reflected the 

situation of a country still unwilling to extend the same political 

and social considerations to African-America, Latino, and Asian 

communities as those enjoyed by more affluent sectors of soci-

ety. The public will to spend sufficient sums of money on public 

housing to ensure the same level of basic habitability evident in 

privately developed high-rise apartments for an affluent market 

simply did not exist. Evicted from neighborhoods targeted for 

redevelopment and resegregated in poorly funded housing proj-

ects, these communities were the victims of institutional racism 

as much as they were of modernist idealism. 
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Skyscrapers 
The Alcoa and United Nations Buildings announced new direc-

tions in postwar skyscraper design. Twin high-rise apartment 

buildings at 860–880 Lakeshore Drive in Chicago designed by 

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe crystalized the new paradigm and 

boldly carried forward the International Style conception of 

transparent prismatic volumes into the postwar world (images). 

The identical treatment of the twin apartment towers reflect-

ed Mies’s interest in standardization. Subtle adjustments in 

bay widths, a concern for proportion, and the attachment of 

I-beams to the surface are the sole means employed by Mies to 

enrich the otherwise spare design. Mies shared Bruno Taut’s 

early enthusiasm for glass and had exhibited sketches for glass 

towers as early as 1919. While the vision of glass towers emerged 

early in the century, the means to realize those visions had to 

await the development of adequate glass products along with 

the gaskets and sealants required to fabricate metal and glass 

curtain walls. As in other areas of construction, it was wartime 

research and development that accelerated the introduction of 

new building technologies. Now installed as Dean of the School 

of Architecture at the Illinois Institute of Technology, Mies was 

instrumental in training a generation of young architects to 

work in the new design idiom of steel and glass. 

Beginning in the 1950s, the firm of Skidmore, Owings, and 

Merrill (SOM) designed numerous International Style buildings 

for corporate clients. For the Lever House in New York City 

(images), SOM revived the distinctive design solution of Howe 

and Lescaze’s 1931 PSFS Building (images). The Lever House 

consists of two parts: a tall narrow slab containing offices and 

a low, two-story podium. The slab is positioned off-center over 

the podium and both units are sheathed in a green-tinted metal 

and glass curtain wall. Air conditioning, a rarity in offices be-

www.google.com/search?q=860+880+North+lake+Shore+Drive+Apartments&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Lever+House+new+york+1952&tbm=isch

www.google.com/search?q=George+Howe+and+William+Lescaze+PSFS+Building+1928&tbm=isch
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fore the war, became a standard feature in new office buildings: 

the Lever House, like most postwar skyscrapers, has no opera-

ble windows. The building’s initial reception was very positive, 

the distinguished critic Lewis Mumford describing it in glowing 

terms: 

The Lever House is a building of outstanding qualities, 

mechanical, aesthetic, human . . . it has used to the full all 

the means now available for making a building comfortable, 

gracious, and handsome. 

(Mumford, p. 156) 

Mumford concluded his review of the Lever House with a curi-

ous acknowledgment of the climate created by the Cold War: 

Fragile, exquisite, undaunted by the threat of being melted 

into a puddle by an atomic bomb, this building is a laughing 

refutation of “imperialist warmongering,” and so it becomes 

an implicit symbol of hope for a peaceful world.

(Mumford, p. 165)

The building won the first Honor Award bestowed by the Amer-

ican Institute of Architects in 1952 and, in 1956, the American 

journal Architectural Record ranked the Lever House as one of 

the most influential buildings of the preceding one hundred 

years. The Lever House epitomizes the International Style 

corporate glass box that came to dominate skyscraper design 

in the 1950s and 1960s. While buildings endure, often their rep-

utations do not. With the advent of postmodernism, however, 

critics began to assail the glass box as inefficient in terms of en-

ergy consumption and disparage it as a symbol of a corporate 

culture of conformity and depersonalization. The Lever House 

remains an outstanding example of the postwar International 

Style—today the viewer’s response to it is a revealing indication 

of his or her critical preferences and attitudes. 
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Strategies of Display 
The 1951 “Festival of Britain” 

World fairs and smaller national exhibitions provide valuable in-

sights into the prevailing cultural themes and design strategies 

of their historical moments, as well as serve as nurseries for new 

ideas. To commemorate the centenary of the “Great Exhibition” 

of 1851, the British organized the “Festival of Britain” in 1951 

(images). Staged on London’s South Bank, the fair captured 

the ethos of postwar Britain. The festival’s theme structures, 

the saucer-shaped Dome of Discovery designed by Ralph Tubbs 

(1912–1996) and the needlelike Skylon by Philip Powell (b. 1921) 

and John Hidalgo Moya (b. 1920), invited comparison with the 

trylon and perisphere structures of the “1939 New York World’s 

Fair.” Like the original “Crystal Palace” of 1851 and the “1939 

New York fair,” the “Festival of Britain” celebrated scientific and 

technological progress. Pavilions were erected using lightweight 

metal frames covered with aluminum, concrete-asbestos, or 

stretched canvas panels. 

As Director of Architecture for the “Festival of Britain,” 

Hugh Casson (b. 1910) was responsible for the general plan 

of the twenty-seven-acre fairgrounds. Casson conceived of the 

event as an opportunity to provide a suitable model for the 

planning of new English towns. He rejected the Beaux-Arts 

tradition of axial avenues, regular cross streets, and rond-points 

(traffic circles). Instead, he developed an informal layout that 

reflected both an English affinity for picturesque compositions 

and the growing influence of Sweden’s New Empiricism. The 

overall arrangement of the festival supported its didactic pro-

gram concerning the benefits and responsibilities of consum-

er-citizens in modern England. Visitors were encouraged to fol-

low a designated path through the festival visiting the various 

www.google.com/search?q=Festival+of+Britain+London+1951&tbm=isch
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pavilions in sequence like chapters in a book. Concerned that 

the attempt to program the visitor’s experience should appear 

too heavy-handed, the Official Exhibition Guide assured the festi-

val goer: “This is a free country; and any visitors who . . . feel 

impelled to start with the last chapter and zig-zag their way 

backwards to the first chapter, will be as welcome as anyone 

else.” This statement is yet another indication of the way in 

which the relationship between structure and choice as features 

of spatial experience was equated with the principles of free-

dom or totalitarianism in Cold War criticism. It is not that the 

“Festival of Britain” lacked structure; rather, the mechanisms 

for imposing order were less overtly formal than the monumen-

tal axes and precisely defined civic plazas that Western critics 

identified with the Communist design programs.

The 1959 “American National  
Exhibition,” Moscow 

While the architectural style of the fair may have been novel, 

Casson and Misha Black (1910–1977) employed a familiar design 

strategy for the “Festival of Britain.” Individual pavilions devot-

ed to different themes were arranged on the fairgrounds and 

visitors moved from one to another (hopefully) in the intended 

sequence. The same strategy, executed in various styles, had 

underlain the design of fairs since the nineteenth century. 

One of the themes of this book deals with the moderniza-

tion of design practice and this applies to exhibition design. 

Techniques of description and display continued to evolve. In 

1959 the United States staged the “American National Exhibi-

tion” in Moscow as part of a program of cultural exchange. This 

was the site of the famous “kitchen debate” between Vice-Pres-

ident Richard Nixon and Soviet Premier Nikita Kruschchev in 



Chapter 5

182

which the two leaders debated the respective merits of their 

political systems against the backdrop of a “typical” American 

kitchen filled with modern appliances. Just as the Alcoa Build-

ing and the Lever House solidified the relationship between 

corporate America and modern architects, the “American 

National Exhibition” signaled the federal government’s em-

brace of modern design as the preferred mode for representing 

contemporary American values and culture. George Nelson, 

chief exhibition designer, turned to the husband-and-wife team 

of Charles (1907–1978) and Ray (1912–1988) Eames for one of 

the most challenging projects in the exhibition. The Eames were 

asked to create an exhibit that would depict a typical American 

day. They responded with a twelve-minute film entitled Glimpses 

of the USA, describing twenty-four hours in seven different parts 

of the country. The film combined still photography with short 

film clips in a rapidly paced collage of 2,200 images; featured 

sequences described supermarkets, factories, skyscrapers, 

suburbs, darns, and houses of worship. Inside a geodesic dome 

designed by Buckminster Fuller, the Eames arranged seven giant 

screens and projected different parts of the film story simultane-

ously on all seven screens (images). 

Glimpses of the USA compressed an enormous amount of 

information into a relatively brief film and overwhelmed the visi-

tor with a flood of images. The juxtaposition of Fuller’s geode-

sic dome and the multiscreen format suggested a new dialectic 

between space and screen that went beyond the traditional per-

spectival concerns of cinema architecture in which the architec-

ture framed the screen and focused the viewer’s attention on a 

single surface. The triumph of modernism represented not only 

the installation of modern architecture as the leading form of 

design in the postwar world but also the triumph of continually 

www.google.com/search?q=Eames+US+pavilion+film+monitors&tbm=isch
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evolving forms of modern visual culture. Camera and the screen 

now begin to emerge as fundamental tools in design practice 

and, as the second half of the century unfolds, they start to rival 

pen and paper in importance.

�





Chapter 6 

Trends in Postwar Architecture

A s nations recovered from global war and adjusted 

their economies for peacetime, the developed world 

entered a period of unprecedented prosperity. The 

rate of recovery varied from place to place, but in general the 

third quarter of the twentieth century was a prosperous period 

for architects and builders, especially in the United States. The 

war increased America’s prominence around the world; with 

the atomic bomb, America had ended the conflict as the dom-

inant global military power. But American influence rested on 

more than force of arms. The United States controlled almost 

two thirds of global industrial production and American forms 



Chapter 6

186

of both popular and elite culture reached every corner of the 

globe. When, in a famous editorial in the February 17, 1941 issue 

of Life magazine, Henry Luce declared that the twentieth cen-

tury was now “The American Century” it was more than an idle 

boast; it represented a recognition of how pervasive American 

products such as Coca Cola, Hollywood films, and American 

pop music had become. 

Through such economic programs as the Marshall Plan, 

educational exchanges as the Fulbright Program, and aggres-

sive cultural campaigns involving traveling exhibitions, concert 

tours, and publications, the United States projected an Ameri-

canized version of the good life around the world. The majority 

of buildings discussed in this chapter are, therefore, American. 

This chapter explores trends, patterns, and concerns charac-

teristic of the period by focusing on developments in a limited 

set of designed environments including domestic, campus, 

museum, and church designs. This list is suggestive rather than 

exhaustive, but like the tesserae of a mosaic, each contributes a 

piece to the larger story of architecture in the third quarter of 

the twentieth century. 

While the United States projected American models 

abroad, in the 1940s and 1950s the American design community 

began to register the impact of recently arrived European ar-

chitects driven from their homes in Central Europe by Fascism. 

With impeccable modernist credentials based on their associ-

ation with the Bauhaus, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Walter 

Gropius assumed influential positions as directors of architec-

tural programs in American universities. Enjoying a degree of 

institutional support and professional acceptance that exceeded 

anything they had experienced in prewar Europe, they could 

now formalize and transmit their conception of modern archi-

tecture to a younger generation of architects. 



Trends in Postwar Architecture

187

In 1938 Mies van der Rohe accepted the post as Director 

of the School of Architecture at the Illinois Institute of Tech-

nology (IIT) in Chicago where he combined teaching with 

professional practice. A 1946 student project by Daniel Brenner 

(1917–1977) for a concert hall illustrates just how thoroughly IIT 

students absorbed Mies’s lessons (images). Brenner’s proj-

ect was based on a 1942 Mies design for a concert hall. Mies’s 

proposal took the form of a collage in which he superimposed a 

series of planar elements on a photograph of a factory interior 

designed originally by the industrial architect Albert Kahn. In 

subsequent years Mies assigned the same design problem as 

a studio exercise at IIT. Although Brenner suggested different 

surfaces for several of the planar elements, his version of the 

concert hall faithfully adheres to Mies’s original design, includ-

ing the sculpture of a seated nude figure in the foreground. 

The rational, flexible, and technologically sophisticated 

qualities of American industrial building allowed Mies to real-

ize his concept of a universal spatial paradigm for the modern 

age. The Miesian concept of space was based on a clear span 

structure that, ideally, provided maximum flexibility by reduc-

ing to a minimum the number of fixed internal partitions. The 

concert hall project elevated Albert Kahn’s system of industrial 

architecture to the status of high art by transforming space for 

industry into space for culture through the insertion of a series 

of planar elements that articulate the interior without compart-

mentalizing it. In contrast to the seemingly weightless planes, 

the human figure provides the only note of gravity and mass in 

the design. 

The presence of the figure (in the form of a sculpture by 

the artist Aristide Maillol) brings into sharp relief the contrast 

between classical and modernist conceptions of architecture. 

The classical tradition asserts the anthropomorphic basis of 

www.google.com/search?q=david+brenner+collage&tbm=isch
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architectural form, in which basic units such as columns and 

capitals ultimately referred to the human figure. The huge 

steel trusses and thin planes of the concert hall, however, owe 

nothing to the organic form and proportions of the human 

figure. As a viable design for a concert hall, the scheme is 

flawed; serious questions about the acoustical quality of the 

design remained unresolved. As an architectural statement of a 

philosophical issue, however, the design is eloquent. The con-

trast between the human figure and its spatial setting suggests 

the existential problem of humankind creating a sense of place 

within the universalizing space of modernist architecture. As 

a studio exercise, Brenner’s design indicates how literally the 

Miesian aesthetic was passed on to a younger generation of 

students.

Domestic Architecture
As it did throughout the twentieth century, the detached house 

served as a revealing index of postwar design thinking about a 

variety of architectural issues. Following the economic depres-

sion of the 1930s and wartime restrictions on new construc-

tion, there was an enormous demand for housing. Developers 

were eager to provide affordable models for a lucrative private 

market. But many of the most famous house designs of the 

1950s and 1960s bore little or no relationship to the developers’ 

mass-market designs. Architects continued to approach the de-

sign of a house as an opportunity to articulate larger concerns 

about the nature of modern architecture and, by extension, 

contemporary life. 

Mies van der Rohe 

Mies van der Rohe transferred his interest in steel-framed 

construction and uninterrupted space directly to domestic 



Trends in Postwar Architecture

189

architecture. In 1946 he designed a weekend retreat for Dr. Edith 

Farnsworth in Plano, Illinois, near Chicago (images). A number 

of architects including Richard Neutra and Buckminster Fuller 

had grappled with the practical problems of using metal-framed 

structural systems for domestic design but no one idealized the 

concept to the degree Mies did in the Farnsworth House. Mies 

distilled the concept of house to a single glass-enclosed volume, 

recasting the idea of the primitive hut in terms of modern 

tectonics and materials. The Farnsworth House weaves together 

various threads in the fabric of postwar art and design, includ-

ing the minimalist aesthetic of abstract modern art, an interest 

in industrial materials, and the elegant simplicity of Japanese 

design. Mies’s treatment of living space as a single transparent 

volume provoked harsh criticism as well as praise. House Beau-

tiful editor Elizabeth Gordon attacked the International Style as 

un-American in an April 1953 article entitled “The Threat to the 

Next America.” Gordon blasted what she called a “self-chosen 

elite” of museum curators, academics, and architectural critics 

for promoting the most extreme forms of modernist design 

such as the Farnsworth House: 

They are all trying to sell the idea that “less is more,” both  

as a criterion for design, and as a basis for judgement of  

the good life. They are promoting unlivability, stripped- 

down emptiness, lack of storage space and therefore lack  

of possessions. 

(Gordon, p. 128) 

Gordon’s essay serves as a reminder that even during the post-

war decades when modernism constituted the dominant model 

for design thinking, it did not go unchallenged. If history is to 

provide an intelligible portrait of complexity, then episodes of 

resistance as well as acceptance must be included in the account. 

www.google.com/search?q=mies+farnsworth+house+1946&tbm=isch
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Philip Johnson 
While the impracticalities of life in a glass box rendered the 

Farnsworth House an unlikely model for the mainstream hous-

ing market, the concept fascinated many architects. In 1949  

Philip Johnson (b. 1906) began work on his own residence in 

New Canaan, Connecticut (images). In some ways, the Farn-

sworth and Johnson houses studies in contrast. Painted white 

and lifted off the ground on eight steel I-beams, the Farnsworth 

House appears to float serenely over its grassy site. Johnson’s 

Glass House, in contrast, rests firmly on the ground. The 

black steel frame and brick cylinder containing a fireplace and 

bathroom define the volume and anchor the composition in a 

manner different from Mies’s more ethereal design. But John-

son conceived of his house as the centerpiece of a large estate; 

rather than possessing the self-contained quality of the Farn-

sworth House, Johnson House is meant to be seen as part of 

an ensemble of buildings that grew over the years to include a 

solid-brick guest house, lake pavilion, and galleries to display 

Johnson’s extensive collection of painting and sculpture. 

Philip Johnson is a critical figure in any account of twenti-

eth-century architecture. Along with Henry Russell Hitchcock, 

he organized the Museum of Modern Art’s influential “Interna-

tional Style” exhibition in 1932 and worked tirelessly to promote 

the cause of modern architecture. In the late 1940s, he studied 

architecture under Walter Gropius at Harvard and with his New 

Canaan residence he launched a very successful career as a pro-

fessional architect. In addition to his own significant body of 

work, Johnson became one of the most powerful figures in the 

American architectural community. His extensive network of 

personal connections with corporate, educational, and political 

leaders allowed him to promote emerging talent, validate new 

directions in architecture, and influence design discourse. 

www.google.com/search?q=Philip+Johnson+Glass+House+1949&tbm=isch
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Charles and Ray Eames

The third steel-framed house to be considered here, like 

Johnson’s Glass House, was conceived as the designers’ own 

residence, but it represents a very different model of design. 

The husband-and-wife team of Charles and Ray Eames ranged 

effortlessly across the boundaries of different design fields with 

a professional portfolio that included architecture, furniture, 

toy, graphic, and exhibition design. Their own home and studio 

in Santa Monica, California, was part of a series of steel-framed 

houses erected in southern California in the late 1940s and early 

1950s (images). Known collectively as the Case Study Houses, 

they explored the application of modern construction technol-

ogy to residential designs which were attuned to the region’s 

climate and life-style. 

Although Mies van der Rohe and Philip Johnson used in-

dustrial materials, their houses were realized with uniquely 

designed details and represented a curiously handcrafted 

approach to modern building. When the Eames began work on 

their residence, they rejected the craft-based approach of Mies 

and Johnson. Instead, they worked with regular stock items 

such as the light steel joists that were available in steel manu-

facturer’s catalogs. They substituted colorful opaque panels 

fabricated of plywood, plaster, or asbestos for the glass walls of 

Mies and Johnson’s designs. The result is not constructed in the 

traditional sense of that word; rather the house is assembled 

out of a kit of parts drawn from the world of material possibili-

ties. Design here is understood more as a process of perceptive 

selection from an existing array of materials and systems than 

as original creation. 

The same artful process of selection and arrangement 

governs the interior design of the Eames House (images). The 

www.google.com/search?q=Eames+House+Santa+Monica+1945&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Eames+house+interior&tbm=isch
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Miesian aesthetic of beinahe nicht (almost nothing) is rejected in 

favor of a lively interior landscape filled with furniture, art-

work, and artifacts; contemporary furniture shares space with 

folk art and peasant crafts from around the world. The result is 

a radical rethinking of the image of standardization developed 

in the 1920s and 1930s. At the Bauhaus, for example, the indus-

trialization of design was visualized in terms of the repetition 

of identical units (images), and Bauhaus designers developed 

standardized designs for furniture that could be mass produced. 

The image of standardization was one of coordination and uni-

formity at every scale from furniture to urban design. Charles 

and Ray Eames, however, took standardized building elements 

and combined them with their own tastes in a way that suggest-

ed variety rather than uniformity. Peter Smithson recognized 

the Eames’s distinctive achievement. In an insightful essay in 

the September 1966 issue of Architectural Design, he wrote:

The Eames-aesthetic . . . is based on an equally careful selec-

tion but with extra-cultural surprise, rather than harmony of 

profile, as its criteria. A kind of wide-eyed wonder of seeing 

the culturally disparate together and so happy with each 

other. This sounds like whimsy, but the basic vehicle—the 

steel lattice frame in the case of the house, the colour film 

and the colour processing in the graphics work, the pressings 

and mouldings in the case of the furniture—are ordinary to 

the culture. 

(Smithson, Architectural Design, September 1966, p. 443)

Bruce Goff

Characterized by a visceral, tactile richness, the work of Bruce 

Goff (1904–1982) represents the Dionysian counterpart to the 

cerebral and abstract Apollonian qualities of the Farnsworth 

House. Goff’s Bavinger House of 1950 is conceived as a spiral 

www.google.com/search?q=Moholy-Nagy+Walter+Gropius,+Bauhausbauten+Dessau.+Bd.+12,+München+1926&tbm=isch
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around a central fifty-five-foot tall mast from which the roof is 

suspended by cables (images). Inside, circular platforms are 

arranged at different levels within a single continuous interior 

volume. The rough stone surfaces, unexpected choices for ma-

terials, and spatial dynamics of the house provoke a rich, sen-

suous experience. The Bavinger House eludes easy description; 

references to primitive and archetypal forms such as caves and 

tents compete with futuristic images of science fiction castles as 

the visitor tries to decipher the eccentric quality of the design. 

Such resistance to simple description is an important feature of 

the organic tradition in American architecture which continued, 

in the postwar years, to offer an alternative to the rationalized 

imagery and conventions of modernism in design.

Frank Lloyd Wright

Frank Lloyd Wright remained the preeminent figure among 

practitioners of organic architecture. The war had less impact 

on the direction of Wright’s work than on that of most other 

architects active in the middle third of the century. The build-

ings examined here, in fact, have their roots in the decade of 

the 1930s but acquire a special significance in terms of Wright’s 

place in postwar design discourse.

In the 1950s, Wright came to personify for many the ro-

mantic ideal of the creative genius in architecture. His highly 

personal approach to life and work was often contrasted in 

the press with the corporate model of organization and archi-

tecture adopted by large firms such as SOM. Wright’s com-

mitment to organic architecture, his belief in the centrality of 

nature-awareness for American culture, and his sensitivity to 

material and place are the important threads of continuity that 

define his entire career and, at the same time, marginalized him 

www.google.com/search?q=Bruce+Goff+Eugene+Bavinger+House&tbm=isch
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in professional circles during the 1950s. Philip Johnson sardoni-

cally described Wright as the greatest American architect of the 

nineteenth century. 

The rugged texture and rough-hewn forms of Taliesin West, 

his residence near Scottsdale, Arizona, reflected his response 

to the desert terrain of the American Southwest (images). Like 

Goff’s Bavinger House, Taliesin West represented the rejection 

of the pristine form and industrial precision of the steel-framed 

glass box, whether that box served as an office building or a pri-

vate house. Wright began work on Taliesin West in the 1937 and 

the design of the compound continued to evolve until his death 

in 1959. His annual routine involved spending part of each year 

at his home, Taliesin in Wisconsin, and wintering in Arizona. 

In 1932 he founded the Taliesin Fellowship, a school for young 

architects which moved with him on his annual migration 

from Wisconsin to Arizona and back. Taliesin West included a 

drafting studio that doubled as school room for the Fellowship 

(images). Wright’s model of design education balanced manual 

labor and agricultural fieldwork with time spent in the studio 

and on construction sites. The Taliesin Fellowship could be 

criticized for exploiting student labor for Wright’s personal 

benefit but it is important to recognize that Wright treated his 

life as a seamless fabric of living, working, and teaching. The 

students became integral members of the unique community 

that Wright fashioned around himself. The Taliesin Fellowship 

remains a rare postwar American example of an alternative 

model for architectural education. Architecture was by now 

firmly installed as an academic program in American institu-

tions of higher education, with accreditation standards and 

degree options that distanced the profession from the appren-

tice system associated with the building trades. 

Also in the 1930s, Wright developed a new formula for 

www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+taliesin+west+landscape+setting&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+taliesin+west+drafting+room&tbm=isch
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domestic architecture which he continued to work on for the 

rest of his career: the Usonian home. Usonia was a neologism 

coined by Wright to describe his vision of an egalitarian soci-

ety based on the principles of organic architecture. Wright’s 

Usonian house was intended to serve as the cradle of Usonian 

democracy and culture. In 1935 he exhibited a model of Broad-

acre City, his name for the settlement pattern he envisioned as 

the setting for Usonia. A year later, Wright designed the Jacobs 

House in Wisconsin, the first of his Usonians to be built (im-

ages). He used a simple planning grid based on a two-by-four 

foot module, and set the house directly on a concrete floor slab 

equipped with radiant heating. Still committed to innovative 

approaches to building, Wright designed a novel composite 

wall system. He lined both sides of a plywood slab with insu-

lation material and then sandwiched this core between board 

and batten siding on both exterior and interior surfaces. All 

the elements of later Usonian houses are present in the Jacobs 

House-planning grid, floor slab, and composite wall-although 

later Usonian designs would use different geometric modules 

and replace the pine boards of the Jacobs House with cypress. 

Wright scholar and archivist Bruce Brooks Pfeiffer has counted 

fifty-eight built and more than one hundred unbuilt designs 

by Wright for Usonians. More modest in size and price than 

the Prairie Style homes, the Usonian house was the equal to 

Wright’s earlier work in the claims he made for it as an exem-

plar of the Emersonian ideal in American culture. 

Wright was a prolific author as well as designer but he was 

not the only one with first hand knowledge to write about his 

work. Client accounts offer valuable insights into the reception 

of architecture and provide a critical balance to descriptions of 

the designer’s intent. Wright’s clients have described eloquently 

the experience of living in a Wright-designed house. In a 1969 

www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+herbert+jacobs+house&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+herbert+jacobs+house&tbm=isch
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essay, Marjorie Leighey, the second owner of the Pope-Leighey 

Usonian house, described the process of coming to terms with 

life in a Wright-designed house: 

At first there is the quiet pleasure and thankfulness for being 

surrounded by something so admirable to look upon-the four 

walls of any of the rooms. Then comes the business of living. 

The need for storage space is felt almost to desperation. Mr. 

Wright’s own teaching that possessions merely clutter one’s 

life is recalled, and an attempt is made to reduce possessions. 

. . . Comes a time of rebellion, an anger at any dwelling-place 

that presumes to dictate how its occupants live. Comes the 

time for decision. Do we truly like the house. . . . Again the 

beauty spoke. It held, compelled. . . . Possessions continued 

to be reduced. . . . Great freedom and ever greater simplicity 

follow once simplicity has been entered upon as a deliberate 

choice. . . . In simplicity the individual comes at last to the 

place from which he started, the human level. He recognizes 

that it is only as himself, another created being, that he meets 

all creatures, animal or human. He has an increased aware-

ness of every aspect of life and that God is the Lord of life. . . . 

Beauty and truth co-mingle in this house. 

(Leighey, pp. 60–2) 

Elsewhere in this survey, architecture’s role in promoting 

modernization or propagandizing on behalf of political ide-

ologies has been noted, but Wright’s career reminds us that 

architecture has always had the power to focus experience and 

intensify perception in ways that enrich the lives of men and 

women. While Marjorie Leighey acknowledged the very prob-

lem that concerned Elizabeth Gordon—the lack of storage space 

in modern houses—she responded in a different way. Rather 

than finding it a threat to America’s culture of material abun-

dance, Marjorie Leighey found a renewed appreciation of life, 

truth, and beauty in the Usonian ideal of simplicity. 
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With its low, horizontal configuration, informal living 

space, and intimate connection to its site, Wright’s Usonian 

house proved to be prophetic of postwar developments. In the 

mid-1940s, as numerous competitions were staged soliciting 

designs for new homes, the ranch house began to emerge as a 

popular choice. A prize-winning entry for one such competi-

tion sponsored by the Chicago Tribune illustrates the distinctive 

ranch house type (images). The ranch house fused elements of 

Western vernacular with Wrightian interest in the continuity of 

indoor and outdoor spaces. Like the Usonian, the ranch house 

was set directly on the ground and one did not have to navigate 

steps to enter and exit. Large expanses of plate glass created a 

visual continuity between inside and out that complemented 

the continuity of the ground plane. The patio and yard area 

functioned as outdoor “rooms” and were direct extensions 

of the interior living spaces, making the ranch appear larger 

than it really was. Popular shelter and women’s magazines were 

filled with articles extolling the virtues of modern kitchens and 

describing how to entertain in the informal domestic settings 

of the ranch house.

While there are strong affinities between the Usonian and 

ranch house types, it is important to recognize their differ-

ences as well and to distinguish between the realms of high 

design and popular architecture. Wright’s Usonian ideal was 

transformed by developers to accommodate the demands of 

an unprecedented mass market for new houses after the war. 

The tectonic innovations and modular geometry of the Jacobs 

House, for example, were abandoned in favor of more tradi-

tional framing and mechanical systems better suited to the 

constructional systems adopted by such developers as William 

Levitt, Cliff May, or Joseph Eichler, each of whom built thou-

sands of new homes in the two decades following 1945. 

www.google.com/search?q=midcentury+ranch+house&tbm=isch
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Wright knew his clients and they shared his lofty Emerso-

nian idealism, but in developer-driven programs of new home 

construction such architect-client relationships were rare. The 

client became an abstraction, a creation of marketing studies 

and demographic profiling. It is an indication of Wright’s ge-

nius that his Usonian homes strike a delicate balance between 

features common to all and details unique to each. Such subtle-

ty of design is lost in the developers’ approach based on appeal-

ing to the common denominators of defined market segments. 

Suburban Developments

No account of the postwar American house is complete without 

an acknowledgment of the larger settlement pattern of which 

it was a part. While European countries tended to adopt the 

model of direct state intervention in the field of housing, the 

United States pursued a different route. The Federal Housing 

Administration (FHA) ensured that mortgage money was readily 

available but left middle-class buyers to operate within the pri-

vate real-estate market. FHA lending policies favored the devel-

opment of so-called virgin sites on the periphery of cities rather 

than the refurbishing of existing housing stock in the urban 

core. This accelerated the growth of suburbs and the develop-

ment of life-styles dependent upon the automobile. Originally, 

suburbs clustered along commuter rail lines that radiated like 

spokes from urban centers. The automobile altered the linkage 

between center and periphery, however, and new developments 

sprawled outward in all directions. Suburban shopping malls 

specifically designed to serve customers that arrived by automo-

bile began to compete with urban retail districts. 

The Northland Center near Detroit, designed by Victor 

Gruen (1903–1980) is typical of the suburban shopping mall 

that brought together under one roof large department stores, 
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small speciality shops, and dining and entertainment facilities 

(images). The contrast between Northland and earlier subur-

ban retail developments vividly illustrates the new character 

of postwar developments. In 1916 Harold Van Doren Shaw 

(1869–1926) designed Market Square for Lake Forest, Illinois 

(images). Market Square is located across the street from the 

railroad station that provided commuter rail service to near-

by Chicago. The U-shaped development originally included 

twenty-five shops, twelve offices, and twenty-eight apartments 

above the shops, with parking spaces lining the inside of the 

square. While Shaw provided for the automobile, the mixture 

of residential and commercial uses and his picturesque design 

reinforces the traditional character of the village. By contrast, 

surrounded by acres of parking, Northland reflects the enor-

mous scale of postwar developments; the charming streetscape 

of Market Square is replaced by modern storefronts devoted to 

maximizing the display of merchandise. 

Accommodating the automobile was only part of the new 

challenges that suburban developments posed for the architec-

tural profession. In an August 1950 feature article on suburban 

retail development, the American journal Architectural Forum 

described the task confronting such architects as Gruen: 

For his new job, he needs to combine skills ranging from 

those of traffic engineer and city planner to those of the 

chain store leasing specialist-not because he will dream of 

undertaking these jobs in his own firm, but because he will 

need to coordinate the work of experts in a dozen fields. 

(Gruen, Architectural Forum, August 1950, p. 110) 

Not everyone was enamored with the new suburban lifestyles. 

Design critics and sociologists warned their readers about the 

culture of conformity and social isolation that they saw emerg-

www.google.com/search?q=Victor+Gruen+Northland+Center+Detroit&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Howard+Van+Doren+Shaw+Market+Square+Lake+Forest+Illinois&tbm=isch
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ing behind the crisply manicured lawns and picture windows of 

suburban communities. Consumers, however, responded to the 

developer-driven pattern of suburban homes with enthusiasm. 

In the wake of the Great Depression and the war, there was an 

enormous demand for new homes. FHA money made the pur-

chase of a home possible for many and stimulated the market 

for new construction. The various models proposed by devel-

opers were perceived as superior to existing prewar housing 

stock because they provided increased living space and modern 

amenities unmatched by older apartment buildings and bunga-

low neighborhoods. 

The sheer material abundance of American consumer cul-

ture both attracted and repelled foreign observers. The British 

Pop artist Eduardo Paolozzi captured this ambivalence in his 

1948 collage It’s a Psychological Fact Pleasure Helps Your Disposition 

(images). Paolozzi’s collage can be read as both a critique of 

the shallowness of American culture with its fixation on hy-

giene and, at the same time, a denunciation of the deprivation 

and drudgery of postwar life in Britain and Europe. Nothing 

could be farther from the “less is more” aesthetic of Mies’s 

Farnsworth House or the Usonian simplicity of Wright’s Jacobs 

House than this image of the American home as a warehouse 

for the modern consumer. 

Central and South America:  
Oscar Niemeyer and Juan O’Gorman 

Consumerism and developer-driven design were not the only 

forces at work subverting the purity of modernist design ideals. 

Outside the United States, questions of regional and racial iden-

tities shaped the development of modern architecture. Design-

ers in Central and South America began to enjoy international 

www.google.com/search?q=Eduardo+Paolozzi+Its+a+Psychological+Fact+Pleasure+Helps+Your+Disposition+1948&tbm=isch
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recognition only rarely achieved before the war. In Brazil, Oscar 

Niemeyer began describing his work in terms of an uninhibited 

“plastic freedom.” In an interview, Niemeyer explained his ar-

chitecture as “one which makes an appeal to the imagination, to 

things that are new and beautiful and capable of arousing sur-

prise and emotion by their very human creativeness.” His own 

house in Rio de Janiero, designed in 1953, expresses his sense of 

plastic freedom in the undulating outline of the plan (images). 

In his handling of the relationship between the structural col-

umns and the glazed walls, and the incorporation of a boulder 

into the interior, Niemeyer demonstrated a sophisticated under-

standing of the work of architects as different as Mies van der 

Rohe and Frank Lloyd Wright. Yet Niemeyer’s house is hardly 

derivative in character. The austerity of the Farnsworth House 

and the earthiness of Falling Water is replaced by a flamboyance 

and a fluidity of space and form that European and American 

critics tended to categorize (and not always in approving terms) 

as Latin.

Another facet of Latin American modernism is revealed in a 

house that Juan O’Gorman (1905–1982) designed for himself in 

the El Pedregal neighborhood of Mexico City (images). Early in 

his career, O’Gorman’s work reflected his interest in the ideas 

of Le Corbusier. His house and studios for Diego Rivera and 

Frida Kahlo, completed in 1932 in the San Angel district of  

Mexico City, follows the tenets of the International Style. 

O’Gorman subsequently abandoned Eurocentric models and 

began to develop a distinctively Mexican conception of mod-

ern architecture in which modernism was equated with free-

dom both from Mexico’s colonial heritage and from the more 

positivist and technocratic aspects of the European program 

of modernization. He admired the indigenous character of 

Taliesin West and once described his own development as an 

www.google.com/search?q=Niemeyer+House+living+room+Canoa&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=O%27Gorman+House+1953&tbm=isch
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architect in terms of a shift from Le Corbusier to Frank Lloyd 

Wright as sources of inspiration. 

It would be an oversimplification, however, to treat O’Gor-

man as a Mexican disciple of Wright’s organic philosophy. His 

postwar work is rooted in an appreciation for the rich legacy 

of ancient Mesoamerican civilizations. O’Gorman began to 

incorporate elements of the mythology and iconography of 

pre-Conquest cultures in his designs: his house is encrusted 

with mosaic decoration and the mask-like facade is based on 

the image of the Aztec deity Tlaloc. O’Gorman’s telluric version 

of modernism attempts to enlist the primal energy of ancient 

Mesoamerican civilizations in the development of a fiercely 

independent cultural identity for modern Mexico. The contrast 

between Niemeyer’s and O’Gorman’s designs indicates the mul-

tiple forms of modernity evident in Central and South America 

after the war. 

Campus Architecture 
In the third quarter of the twentieth century, the number of 

young people attending universities rose dramatically. Before 

the war, the population of university students in western Eu-

rope could be numbered in the low hundred thousands. The 

historian Eric Hobsbawm estimates that Germany, France, and 

Britain, three of the most developed countries in Europe, to-

gether had no more than 150,000 students pursuing a university 

degree at any one time. Within decades, the number of students 

in western Europe had grown into the millions. The phenome-

nal growth in higher education was not confined to Europe. The 

end of colonialism created opportunities for formerly subject 

countries to nurture their intellectual resources, and higher 

education was an important part of national agendas for devel-
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opment. The modern economy required more administrators, 

technical experts, and teachers than in the past and therefore 

was favorable to the expansion of higher education. Finally, 

access to higher education also served an important social func-

tion in defining class status and demarcating hierarchies of ex-

clusiveness within the growing middle class. This expansion of 

higher education inevitably entailed a corresponding increase in 

new university construction. Furthermore, campus architecture 

became a critical microcosm of the values, ideals, and strategies 

shaping the postwar world. 

The United States 

The Graduate Center at Harvard University, designed by Walter 

Gropius and completed in 1950, signaled the new direction of 

postwar campus architecture in the United States (images). In 

place of the closed quadrangles of traditional campus plan-

ning, the Graduate Center consists of eight buildings arranged 

to create a series of informally linked courtyards. Seven of 

the buildings serve as dormitories; the eighth is a commons 

building equipped with dining facilities, lounges, and meeting 

rooms. The architecture is unabashedly modern, with flat roofs, 

horizontal windows, and smooth surfaces on the exterior. The 

vast majority of American campus architecture in the first half 

of the century consisted of variations on classical, Georgian, 

or Collegiate Gothic models. In the Harvard Graduate Center, 

however, Gropius enlisted the prestige of one of the

nation’s oldest and most respected universities in the cause 

of modern architecture just as one of the greatest periods of 

campus construction was about to get underway. The Graduate 

Center launched postwar campus design on a new course. And 

its lessons were clear: physical context and institutional tradi-

www.google.com/search?q=Gropius+harkness+commons&tbm=isch
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tions were either to be ignored or filtered through a process 

of abstraction that ultimately eroded the distinctive sense of 

place and continuity which had been an integral part of prewar 

campus architecture. In the 1950s and 1960s, new campus archi-

tecture introduced the materials, forms, and environments of 

modernism to a generation of students. 

As an addition to an existing campus, the Harvard Grad-

uate Center was one part of a larger whole and coexisted 

(however awkwardly) with buildings conceived according to 

other architectural principles. A second category of university 

architecture involved the design of new campuses according to 

a single unified design vision. In 1954 the architectural firm of 

Skidmore, Ownings, and Merrill received the commission for 

the design of the new United States Air Force Academy in Col-

orado Springs (images). The same building technology used to 

fabricate metal and glass curtain walls for high-rise office build-

ings was utilized in the construction of the Air Force Academy. 

In formal and tectonic terms, its uncompromisingly modern 

design shows more affinity with the commercial construction of 

the period than it does with the building traditions of either the 

Military Academy at West Point, New York, or the Naval Acad-

emy at Annapolis, Maryland. The main academy buildings are 

designed as rectilinear volumes along a central parade ground. 

When the cadets parade, the military precision of their forma-

tions resonates with the precision of modern building technol-

ogy and the entire campus can be understood as a modernist 

gesamtkunstwerk of the highest order. Set on a large terrace, the 

self-contained order and consistency of the campus is juxta-

posed to the rugged landscape of the nearby mountains. There 

is an epic quality to the site at the Air Force Academy as the 

epitome of modern technology and sublime nature confront 

each other beneath the vast western sky. 

www.google.com/search?q=SOM+Air+Force+Academy+1954&tbm=isch
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Italy 

In Italy, Giancarlo De Carlo (b. 1919) designed a master plan for 

the growth of the Free University at Urbina that demonstrates a 

very different approach. The swelling population of students ne-

cessitated the creation of a new campus and De Carlo developed 

a plan that took into account not only the projected enrollment 

figures but also the topographical and historical context of Ur-

bina. Construction work on a series of new residential colleges 

began in the mid-1960s and continued in stages until 1980. 

Each college contains dormitories, eating facilities, and 

meeting rooms. To relieve congestion in the city center, the var-

ious colleges were laid out along the crest of a hill just outside 

the center, adjacent to a former Capuchin monastery (images). 

De Carlo sited each college to maximize available views and 

adjusted the layouts to harmonize with the hillside contours. 

Absent here is any sense of the confrontation established at the 

Air Force Academy between civilization and nature. Instead of 

the aggressive modernism of the Academy, De Carlo explored 

the possibility of creating a modern restatement of the typical 

formal elements and spaces of Italian hill towns. Within the 

campus, a variety of informal spaces are created. To achieve the 

unity and material consistency displayed by medieval towns, De 

Carlo restricted his choice of building materials to brick and 

reinforced concrete. De Carlo’s work at Urbina is an important 

early example of a growing interest among modern architects 

in contextually sensitive designs informed by an appreciation of 

historical patterns of developments. 

Mexico 

The construction of the new Ciudad Universitaria in Mexico 

City, begun in 1950, represents another noteworthy variation on 

www.google.com/search?q=Giancarlo+De+Carlo+Nuovi+College+Urbino&tbm=isch
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the internationalism of postwar modern architecture. Enrique 

del Moral (1905–1987) and Mario Pani (1911–1993) were respon-

sible for the master plan; they coordinated the efforts of one 

hundred and fifty architects, engineers, and landscape archi-

tects involved in the design and construction of the new facility. 

Separate zones were provided for academic, residential, and 

athletic facilities, and the various schools within the univer-

sity were designed as freestanding buildings around a central 

plaza. The new campus was erected on the ruins of Cuicuilo, an 

ancient settlement from the period 600–200 BCE. The historical 

significance of the site as the cradle of ancient civilization in 

central Mexico and the mythic dimension of racial identity were 

important components of the iconographic program for the 

Ciudad Universitaria. Carlos Lazo, the general administrator for 

the university project, stressed this theme of connection with 

the past in his remarks at the cornerstone ceremonies: 

In this same site where the Nauhuas and Olmecas met in  

the Valley of Mexico, in the pyramid of Cuicuilco, the most 

ancient culture of the continent appeared from the contem-

plation of this land and this sky. . . . We are not laying the 

first stone of the first building of Ciudad Universitaria, we  

are laying one more stone in the fervent construction of  

our Mexico. 

(Burian, p. 94) 

This desire to establish a connection between the ancient, 

revered past and a thoroughly modern present stamped the 

architecture of the Ciudad Universitaria with a distinctive char-

acter, a character evident in such buildings as the main library, 

designed by Juan O’Gorman and Gustavo Saavedra (images). In 

place of the transparent curtain walls of metal and glass typical 

of postwar modernism, the library (along with other university 

www.google.com/search?q=juan+ogorman+library+ciudad+universitaria&tbm=isch
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buildings) was provided with expansive surfaces suitable for 

mural decoration. Abstraction is rejected in favor of represen-

tational imagery which fuses ancient and modern signs and 

symbols. The goal expressed in the architectural and decorative 

program of the Ciudad Universitaria to be both modern and 

Mexican—to find a national version of the International Style—

appears contradictory only if modernity is equated strictly with 

a single international version of modernism. The emergence of 

multiple forms of modernity is an important development in 

the history of modernism in the second half of the twentieth 

century. 

The USSR 

Soviet architecture in the immediate postwar years followed 

a different path than design in the West. The Moscow State 

University, for example, demonstrates a very different solution 

to the problem of housing an academic institution. Rather than 

conceived as a group of buildings, the university was planned as 

a single, enormous structure (images). The university building 

was one of eight such towers (of which seven were ultimately 

built) to be erected at key points around the city. There is no 

strict relationship between architectural type and functional 

program for these towers and they served a variety of purposes 

including government offices, hotels, and apartments. Accord-

ing to Soviet planning ideology of the late 1940s and early 1950s, 

the dispersal of tall buildings across the city would distinguish 

Moscow, as a model Communist city, from the concentration 

of skyscrapers in the urban center characteristic of Western 

capitalist cities. The site atop the Lenin Hills overlooking the 

city provides the university with an imposing presence on the 

city’s skyline, but the ornate setback tower appears anachronis-

www.google.com/search?q=State+University+Lenin+Hills+Moscow&tbm=isch
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tic in the context of postwar design. The undecorated glass box 

characteristic of American skyscrapers in the 1950s represents 

the wedding of the formal and tectonic preferences of modern 

architects with the concerns of real-estate interests for maxi-

mizing the profitability of land in the urban center. However, 

neither the autonomous aesthetic preferences of the design 

profession nor a concern for profit were factors in Soviet archi-

tecture during the Stalinist era. The Moscow State University 

reflects the continued significance of Boris Iofan’s prizewinning 

design for the Palace of the Soviets as a model for Russian 

architects (images). It was not until after Stalin’s death in 1953 

that Russian architects could begin to reconsider the premises 

of socialist realism and explore alternative design strategies to 

promote the modernization of the Soviet Union. 

Museum Architecture 
In the history of architecture, different periods can often be 

characterized in terms of particularly representative building 

types such as the temple in antiquity or the cathedral during the 

medieval era. In the second half of the twentieth century, mu-

seums emerged as major showcases for design thinking. They 

captured both popular and professional attention and became 

internationally recognized attractions for their cities. More than 

warehouses for art, museums are architectural representations 

of the cultural institutions. For many communities, the erection 

of a new museum often signaled a level of cultural aspiration 

and civic pride that identified the host city as both prosperous 

and sophisticated. While certainly not a new building type, the 

museum underwent a metamorphosis after the war. Museum 

buildings became celebrations of the creativity and imagination 

of their designers as much as they were the repositories of cul-

www.google.com/search?q=Iofan+Palace+of+the+Soviets&tbm=isch
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tural heritage. In place of the classical decorum and meditative 

aura that surrounds earlier buildings such as John Russell Pope’s 

National Gallery, there is a dynamic, often brazen, quality to the 

new designs that threatens to overwhelm the art on display. 

New York: Guggenheim Museum 

Dynamic is certainly an appropriate term to describe Frank 

Lloyd Wright’s design for the Solomon R. Guggenheim Mu-

seum in New York City (images). Wright’s concept of organic 

architecture is most often associated with domestic designs 

created in the context of regional identities; the Guggenheim 

Museum offered him an opportunity to realize his vision in a 

large institutional building located in one of the nation’s most 

important cities. Wright began working on the commission 

for a museum to house Guggenheim’s collection of non-objec-

tive art in 1943, but the building was not finished until shortly 

before his death in 1959. Wright exploited the malleable quality 

of reinforced concrete to create a fluid, shell-like volume that 

expands in size as it rises over its site. Wright declared: 

Here for the first time architecture appears plastic, one floor 

flowing into another (more like sculpture) instead of the 

usual superimposition of stratified layers cutting and butting 

into each other by way of post and beam construction. 

(Curtis, p. 413) 

Plastic continuity is the primary spatial theme of the design; in-

side, the main exhibition space is defined by a spiral ramp that 

coils around a central skylit volume (images). The experience of 

moving through the space is exhilarating but the Guggenheim 

has its limitations in terms of the display of art. Sloping sur-

faces complicate the installation of art works, for example, and 

circulation is restricted to the single path created by the spiral 

www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+guggenheim&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=frank+lloyd+wright+guggenheim+plan&tbm=isch
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ramp. Visitors typically ascend to the top of the museum by el-

evator and walk down the ramp; the only alternative is to begin 

one’s journey at the bottom of the ramp. Wright’s philosophy 

of organic design requires an extraordinary commitment on 

the part of the building’s users to his vision of the relationship 

between form and function. 

Paris: Pompidou Center 

At the opposite extreme from the organic plasticity of the 

Guggenheim stands the industrialized technology of the Centre 

Culturel d’Art Georges Pompidou in Paris. In 1970 French 

authorities staged an international competition for the design 

of a new cultural center which attracted more than 680 entries. 

The presence of Philip Johnson and Oscar Niemeyer on the 

competition jury is one indication of the importance attached 

to this project. The program called for a multipurpose facility 

to house a museum of modern art, a public lending library, 

centers for industrial design and audiovisual research, cinemas, 

and restaurants. The building was intended to be a catalyst for 

the cultural life of the city and to propel Paris, once again, to 

the forefront of the international avant-garde. In July 1971 the 

commission was awarded to the partnership of Renzo Piano 

(b. 1937) and Richard Rogers (b. 1933) and, in January 1977, the 

center opened to the public. Piano and Rogers conceived the 

building as a giant steel skeleton erected in a manner that cre-

ated huge unobstructed interior spaces (images). Two parallel 

layers of structure, seven meters wide and forty-eight meters 

apart, supported the clear-span floor decks. Threaded through 

the structural layer on one side of the building were provisions 

for vertical circulation, including a giant escalator that snaked 

its way up the west front and carried visitors to the rooftop ob-

www.google.com/search?q=Centre+Georges+Pompidou+1971-77&tbm=isch
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servation level. The building’s mechanical services ran through 

the corresponding zone on the opposite side. In between, a 

system of moveable partitions was installed so that the interior 

could be configured in a variety of ways. The Pompidou Center 

pulled together ideas drawn from a variety of sources such as 

the Miesian concert hall project discussed above (images). The 

kinetic quality of the giant escalator on the front, the bright 

color scheme, and the brawny steel armature of the building’s 

design reflect an affinity for the work of Archigram and earlier 

prophets of high-tech design such as Buckminster Fuller. 

The building occupies only half of its site on the Place 

Beaubourg; the other half was transformed into a public square 

and functions as the center of a lively street scene attracting 

jugglers, musicians, and street artists of all kinds. Originally, 

the contrast between the Pompidou and its surroundings was 

stark (images). The center’s bulk and exposed steel framework 

appeared out of place in the traditional urban fabric of Paris’s 

Marais district. Precisely because of its enormous size, its 

ambitious program (including the first public lending library in 

Paris), and the number of people it attracts each day, the Pom-

pidou Center has generated a new context and identity for the 

surrounding neighborhood. The building has proven to be an 

outstanding popular success and ranks among Paris’s leading 

tourist attractions, but an evaluation of its performance as an 

exhibition center is more problematic. The huge spaces and 

lack of wall surfaces present a challenge to anyone attempting 

to install exhibitions. It is also questionable to what degree the 

Pompidou Center can be seen as a representation of French 

culture. The building is more recognizable as a representation 

of the design culture of advanced building technology than it is 

emblematic of the literary, visual, and performing arts.

www.google.com/search?q=Mies+concert+hall+collage&tbm=isch

www.google.com/search?q=Centre+Georges+Pompidou+site+detail&tbm=isch
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Verona: Castelvecchio Museum 

The Guggenheim Museum and the Pompidou Center represent 

organic and high-tech approaches to museum design. The third 

example to be considered—the restoration of the Castelvecchio 

Museum in Verona, Italy, by Carlo Scarpa (1906–1978)—demon-

strates a craft sensibility applied to museum design. Because a 

craft-based approach does not advance any larger program of 

modernization nor expand the domain of professional expertise 

claimed by architects, it is often discounted in accounts of late 

twentieth-century architecture. However, Scarpa’s work is wide-

ly admired by architects of various orientations. The Castelvec-

chio was a medieval castle altered repeatedly during the course 

of centuries and damaged during World War II. Beginning in 

1956, Scarpa was commissioned to restore the castle and reorga-

nize the museum’s installation. His involvement continued into 

the early 1970s. 

Scarpa was not as dismissive of the existing context as 

Wright, Piano, and Rogers, but he shared their commitment 

to expressing contemporary conditions and sensibilities. For 

Scarpa, restoration did not imply a literal return to an origi-

nal premodern condition; there is no illusion of escaping the 

present in his work. Instead, restoration called for pruning the 

cumulative effect of centuries of use in order to clarify spatial 

and temporal relationships within the building. Walls added 

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to create addition-

al rooms, for example, were removed and original windows 

bricked-up at different moments in the building’s long history 

were reopened. However, not all post-medieval additions were 

removed and traces remain from every period of the castle’s 

use. The result is an architectural palimpsest, revealing layers 

of the structure’s history. 
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Scarpa’s palette of materials included traditional ones 

such as stone and wood, but steel and reinforced concrete 

also appear as clear indications of the museum’s modernity. 

He lavished great care on details such as the pattern of paving 

stones and the hardware for mounting artwork on the walls in 

order to generate a visual dialogue between distinct moments 

in time—past and present. He used one of the museum’s most 

important works, the fourteenth-century equestrian statue of 

Cangrande della Scala, to concentrate attention at a point that 

subverts spatial hierarchies within the museum, installing it on 

a specially designed reinforced concrete plinth set in a critical 

juncture between two wings of the castle (images). The patches 

visible on adjacent walls remind the visitor of the vicissitudes 

of time. The poignant quality of Scarpa’s work is at odds with 

the furious rush of the avant-garde into the future; nonetheless, 

he captures an important aspect of the modern experience: the 

coexistence of ephemeral and enduring cultural achievements 

in the same place. 

Religious Architecture 
Religious architecture occupies a curious position within the 

story of twentieth-century architecture because of the perceived 

incompatibility between the spiritual focus of ecclesiastical 

design and the secular values associated with modernism and 

modernity. The first half of the twentieth century has been 

characterized in these pages as a period of lively debate between 

advocates of traditional and avant-garde architectural approach-

es, and examples of church design can be cited for both sides. 

Frank Lloyd Wright’s 1904 Unity Temple in Oak Park, Illinois, 

and Auguste Perret’s 1922 Notre Dame du Rainey extended 

the modernist involvement with new materials and spatial 

www.google.com/search?q=Carlo+Scarpa+Museo+Castelvecchio+Cangrande+della+Scala&tbm=isch
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conceptions into the realm of ecclesiastical design. Traditional 

approaches to church architecture survived as well in the work 

of such architects as Ralph Adams Cram (1863–1942). It was in 

the third quarter of the century, when modernism’s hegemony 

within design circles was at its strongest, that the possibility of 

a modern religious architecture was questioned most serious-

ly. This process of questioning is also revealing for the light it 

sheds on design criticism in the 1950s. 

Mexico City: Church of the Miraculous Virgin 

Religious commissions provided architects with opportunities 

to apply modern materials and methods to the design of sacred 

communal spaces. The Church of the Miraculous Virgin in 

Mexico City, designed by Felix Candela (1910–1998) consists of 

a series of hyperbolic paraboloids supported on flared columns 

(images). Candela belongs to the same expressive tradition in 

twentieth-century engineering as the bridges of Robert Maillart, 

characterized by thin, light structures that appear to spring up-

ward in apparent defiance of gravity. Candela became a master 

of thin shell construction: the concrete vaults of the Church 

of the Miraculous Virgin are only 1½ inches thick. Candela’s 

design suggests a modern reinterpretation in abstract terms of 

the integral relationship between rational structure and expres-

sive space characteristic of Gothic architecture. Ecclesiastical 

commissions represent only a small number of the more than 

one thousand structures designed by Candela, however, and the 

application of thin shell design to a variety of building types did 

little to clarify the relationship between the rational and secular 

world view represented by modernist architecture and the reli-

gious values of traditional religious buildings. 

www.google.com/search?q=Felix+Candela+Church+of+the+Miraculous+Virgin+Mexico+City&tbm=isch
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England: Coventry Cathedral 

In 1950 Basil Spence (1907–1976) won a competition for the 

design of a new cathedral for Coventry, England, to replace the 

previous building destroyed during the war (images). Spence 

envisioned stone walls surrounding an interior defined by 

slender concrete columns carrying a concrete vault. In a critical 

review of the initial design in the January 1952 issue of Archi-

tectural Review, the influential critic J. M. Richards noted the 

challenge of designing religious buildings in a secular age: 

The question is next asked whether, architecture being today 

in a state of experiment and flux and religious worship being 

so largely a matter of fixed traditions, rooted in the past, 

there is any common ground on which the two can meet. 

(Richards, Architectural Review, January 1952, p. 4) 

Richards concluded that Spence’s attempt to bring the two to-

gether by combining stone walls and concrete columns was an 

unconvincing marriage of a static, earthbound outer shell with 

a soaring, interior volume. For Richards, the awkward qualities 

of Spence’s Coventry Cathedral indicated that modern archi-

tecture had yet to develop a fully resolved expressive language. 

Other reviewers were more sympathetic. The new Coventry 

Cathedral was dedicated in 1962; six years later another British 

architectural critic, Lance Wright, published a more favorable 

analysis of the building in the August 1968 issue of the American 

Institute of Architects Journal. He noted the disparity between 

popular and professional responses to the design and suggest-

ed that the “problem of religious architecture” was really rooted 

in the prevailing tendency of architectural critics to privilege 

innovation above all else in assessing new designs:

As a consequence of this determined opinion, we tend to 

value each separate building less for what it is than for the 

www.google.com/search?q=New+Cathedral+Interior+Coventry+Basil+Spence&tbm=isch
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promise it holds for the future development of its building 

type, for its innovations. Another consequence is that we find 

it difficult to focus on buildings which are frankly regressive, 

which do not pretend to any deep rethinking of the brief, and 

which not only fail to bring new architectural values into the 

world but deliberately reassert old ones.

(Wright, p. 50)

France: Notre Dame du Haut, Ronchamp 

Coventry Cathedral was not the only religious building to 

become the focus of so much critical debate. In 1953 construc-

tion began on the new pilgrimage chapel of Notre Dame du 

Haut, designed by Le Corbusier and located on a hilltop near 

Ronchamp, France (images). Le Corbusier’s design replaced an 

earlier chapel on the site destroyed during the war. Instead of 

the engineering aesthetic of Candela and the tentative union 

of traditional and modern typologies pursued by Spence, Le 

Corbusier adopted a bold sculptural approach. Curved walls of 

varying thickness outline the main body of the church and, as 

they curl inward, create smaller chapels along the periphery of 

the plan (images). Each elevation is different and the roofline 

changes constantly as one moves around the building. There is 

an intentionally crude and primitive quality to the building; the 

floor slopes and the roof dips, creating a cavelike interior. Light 

filters into the interior through splayed openings arranged 

randomly on the south wall (images). Abundant clear light was 

always an important feature of modern architecture, but here 

the lighting is muted and evocative rather than revealing. 

Because of Le Corbusier’s stature as one of the premier fig-

ures of modern architecture, the church attracted international 

attention and it remains one of his most important designs. It 

has been included in every survey of modern architecture pub-

www.google.com/search?q=notre+dame+du+haut&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=notre+dame+du+haut+plan&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=New+Cathedral+Interior+Coventry+Basil+Spence&tbm=isch
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lished since its completion and is ranked by most critics as one 

of the key buildings of the second half of the twentieth century. 

Not everyone, however, was enthusiastic about the design ini-

tially. In his March 1956 review of the building in The Architectur-

al Review, the British architect James Stirling (b. 1926) wondered 

whether this design by “Europe’s greatest architect” should 

“influence the course of modern architecture.” He conceded 

that the chapel had a “sensational impact” on most visitors 

but he was suspicious of the building’s emotional appeal and 

he found few lessons that could be applied to new buildings. 

Like Mannerist architecture of the sixteenth century, Stirling 

concluded, Notre Dame du Haut was “symptomatic of a state 

when the vocabulary is not being extended.” Stirling’s critique 

of the building was directed at the inability of many modern 

architects to come to terms with architecture that addressed 

other dimensions of human experience besides pragmatic and 

rational concerns. 

By contrast, the Italian architect and critic Ernesto Rogers 

(1909–1969), among the most astute observers of modern archi-

tecture in the period, recognized the power of Le Corbusier’s 

design to provoke reflection. After visiting the chapel, he wrote 

a small book about the work in which he concluded: 

Whether orthodox or otherwise, a believer in immanentism 

or transcendentalism, all sensitive men are aware of a growth 

in their spiritual potential within the walls of this architec-

tural work. 

(Rogers, p. 8) 

Whatever the effect the chapel has on visitors, however, it is 

questionable whether such spirituality was intended by the 

architect. Le Corbusier avoided appealing to religious values in 

his explanation of the design, which was based on landscape, 
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not religious creed. He patiently explained different facets of 

the hilltop chapel as responses to the surrounding landscape 

and maintained that he was interested in the “psycho-physio-

logical” dimension of design and not religious cult. The artistry 

of Le Corbusier’s response to the site is clear—as is the power 

of his design to provoke reflection and prayer. Although it was 

commissioned as a Catholic pilgrimage shrine to Mary, the 

sense of sacredness that animates the design is not bound to 

a particular sectarian doctrine. The appeal of Notre Dame du 

Haut is primal and testifies to the ability of modern architects to 

successfully address the enduring human interest in the spiritu-

al as well as the material dimension of life . 

“The Style for the Job” 
The contrast between the Platonic abstraction of the Farn-

sworth House and the robust tactility of the Bavinger House, or 

the structural rigor of the Church of the Miraculous Virgin and 

the sculptural freedom of Notre Dame du Haut, indicates the 

broad spectrum of design thinking within postwar modernist 

architecture. When one shifts the focus of analysis from isolat-

ed examples by prominent architects to broad patterns in the 

built environment, however, a different impression of the peri-

od emerges. Mies van der Rohe and Bruce Goff operated in very 

different professional contexts and it was the reductive rational-

ism of the Miesian approach that exercised by far the greater 

impact on architectural production. In general, developers, 

corporate clients, and architectural firms developed standard-

ized solutions to typical design problems. As a result, problems 

were often defined in ways that fit predetermined solutions. 

It is in this context that the career of Eero Saarinen, the son 

of Eliel Saarinen, acquires particular interest as a model of pro-
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fessional practice. Eero’s practice included some of the largest 

and most discussed commissions of the period. He inherited 

the commission for the General Motors Technical Center in 

Warren, Michigan (near Detroit), following his father’s death 

in 1950. The GM Technical Center housed research and design 

facilities for the automotive giant (images). Saarinen’s design 

involved the creation of an “office campus” with an undeniable 

Miesian quality in its low, steel-framed rectangular buildings 

arranged around a central pool.

Saarinen was wary of the tendency in many architectural 

firms to repeat successful design solutions. In 1958 he wrote: 

I feel strongly that modern architecture is in danger of falling 

into a mold too quickly—too rigid a mold. What was once a 

great hope for a great new period of architecture has some-

how become an automatic application of the same formula 

over and over again everywhere. I feel, therefore, a certain 

responsibility to examine problems with the specific enthusi-

asm of bringing out of the particular problem the particular 

solution. . . . In this sense, I align myself humbly with Le 

Corbusier and against Mies van der Robe. 

(Saarinen, p. 6) 

His commitment to approaching each problem in search of a 

fresh solution became known as “The Style for the Job.” 

If the GM Technical Center follows the example of Mies van 

der Rohe, Saarinen’s TWA Terminal at New York City’s JFK Air-

port (images) reflects the sculptural qualities of Le Corbusier’s 

Ronchamp chapel (images). He exploited the plastic quality of 

reinforced concrete and conceived the terminal as four seg-

mental vaults springing from four Y-shaped pylons. The vault 

segments converge to envelope the terminal in a great birdlike 

form which Saarinen felt captured the idea of flight. The fluid, 

streamlined character of the design continued in the interior, 

www.google.com/search?q=eero+saarinen+general+motors+technical+center&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=eero+saarinen+TWA+terminal&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=notre+dame+du+haut&tbm=isch
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evoking the exoticism and romance of travel (images). The TWA 

Terminal was designed for propellor aircraft and the dawn of 

the jet age revealed the design’s functional limitations. The 

sculptural quality of the design made it difficult to modify the 

terminal to handle the larger jets and the increased passenger 

traffic that followed. Saarinen addressed these problems in his 

subsequent design for Dulles International Airport in Washing-

ton DC. 

The oscillation apparent in Eero Saarinen’s work between a 

sober rationalism and an evocative expressionism neatly sums 

up the situation in the postwar years as modern architects 

explored the range of possibilities within modernism. Others 

shared Saarinen’s concern that architecture was in danger of 

falling into a rigid mold; they would soon propose new chal-

lenges to the hegemony of modernist doctrine.

�

www.google.com/search?q=eero+saarinen+TWA+terminal+interior&tbm=isch


Part 3  
An Era of Pluralism  

1965–2000

DISAPPOINTED WITH MODERNIST DESIGN, architects 

in the mid-1960s began to reassess their allegiance to its prin-

ciples. Driven by changes in the global economy, poststructur-

alist theories of knowledge and culture, environmental issues , 

computer-aided design tools, architecture entered a period of 

diversity and critical debate unmatched since the early years of 

the century. This section reviews the spectrum of movements in-

cluding Postmodernism, Deconstructivism, Classicism, “green” 

architecture, and a reinvigorated Modernism characteristic of 

the last decades.





Chapter 7

Postmodernism, Deconstructivism,  
and Tradition

F or twenty-five years following the end of World War II, 

the philosophical ideals and design strategies of mod-

ernism dominated professional practice in the developed 

world. The era of modernist hegemony proved to be short-

lived, however. This chapter describes the series of challenges 

to modernist design doctrines that began to appear in the late 

1960s. In sharp contrast to modernist architecture, for example, 

postmodern architects proposed designs that drew upon histor-

ical sources for formal inspiration and demonstrated a renewed 

commitment to the idea that ornament should be an integral 
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part of architecture. Once the universal applicability of modern-

ist design was called into question by postmodern architects, 

other voices soon joined the debate. A new avant-garde based 

on novel theories of culture and language, and initially labeled 

Deconstructivism, emerged to challenge the normative basis 

of modern architecture. Finally, architects once again began to 

assert the validity of designs based on classical paradigms that 

were untouched by either a postmodernist sense of irony or an 

avant-garde rejection of certainty. 

While in the 1970s and 1980s modernism was assailed by 

critics outside the modern movement, the process of criti-

cal reassessment really began from within. In 1966 the Italian 

architect Aldo Rossi (1931–1997) published The Architecture of 

the City, one of the most influential architectural books of the 

decade. Rossi treated the city not as an economic entity nor as a 

demographic problem, but as the locus of collective identity. He 

criticized functionalist planning theory as naive and, in place of 

the modernist dictum “form follows function,” he argued that 

form precedes and exists independently of function. For Rossi, 

the enduring lessons of form-making are distilled and preserved 

in architectural types. While the functional and symbolic pro-

grams of urban buildings may change over time, architectural 

types endure and can accommodate new functions and symbols. 

Rossi freed the discussion of typology from a narrow concern 

with programmatic and technological issues and forcefully re-

introduced the study of premodern urban morphology into the 

European architectural debate. The term Neo-Rationalism was 

used by critics to distinguish Rossi’s approach from the func-

tionalist and materialist biases of the rationalism characteristic 

of modernist design theory. 

In 1971 Rossi won a competition for an addition to the 

cemetery of San Cataldo in Modena, Italy, and the project soon 
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became one of the paradigms of Neo-Rationalist architecture 

(images). The elemental language of geometric figures char-

acteristic of the Modena cemetery recalled the austere proj-

ects of the eighteenth century French architect Etienne-Louis 

Boullee, whose work Rossi knew well. Rossi’s design can also 

be compared with specific Italian monuments. For example, 

the pattern of identical openings repeated on all four sides of 

the simple cube that serves as an ossuary recalled the Palace of 

Italian Civilization erected as part of the Fascist program for 

E’42 on the outskirts of Rome (images). 

Renewing Modernism from Within: Housing 
Ralph Erskine 

By the late 1960s the shortcomings of modernist housing 

schemes were readily apparent: banal buildings, alienating envi-

ronments, and broken communities. Some architects who still 

identified with the modern movement and saw themselves as 

extending the legacy of modernism were nonetheless concerned 

about such shortcomings. Ralph Erskine (b. 1914) was one such 

architect. Born and educated in England, Erskine began his pro-

fessional career in the late 1930s. He moved to Sweden in 1939 

and gained extensive experience in housing and related social 

design programs. As a member of Team X in the mid-1950s (see 

p. 174), he was involved in the final stages of the CIAM. In a 

1984 essay, he reflected on the experience of his generation of 

architects: 

We fought for the new world of Modern Architecture and 

functionalism as we understood it. It was at that time an ar-

chitecture of analysis , but also with strong emotional ties to 

the new techniques and materials of the industrial age, and to 

Cubism in the Arts. We fought for freedom, and our faith was 

www.google.com/search?q=aldo+rossi+san+cataldo+cemetery+competition+winning+design+drawing&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=palace+of+italian+civilization&tbm=isch
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strong, but in retrospect it would seem that our understand-

ing was naive, our analysis limited, and that our freedom from 

old styles was rapidly and willingly exchanged for the dictates 

of the new. 

(Lasdun, p. 72)

When, in 1968, the Newcastle-upon-Tyne Housing Council com-

missioned Erskine to design a new housing estate for the Byker 

community, the municipal authorities were anxious to preserve 

the cohesive social fabric of the existing community while 

improving their living conditions. Erskine brought his extensive 

experience with housing and social planning in Sweden to bear 

on the project. Significantly, he opened an office in the commu-

nity and included as part of the design process extensive input 

from the residents. The result is a mixture of high- and low-rise 

housing units arranged to create a variety of outdoor spaces on 

the carefully landscaped site. Byker Wall, the most prominent 

feature of the scheme, is a high-rise block of flats that runs 

along the northern perimeter of the site (images). This block 

screens the community from an adjacent highway and, like 

the protective walls of a medieval village, shelters the housing 

terraces within. Color and bold patterning are used to animate 

the huge expanse of brick wall facing the highway, while pro-

jecting balconies provide depth and rhythm to the inner face of 

the high-rise units. At Byker, the abstract formulas of CIAM-in-

spired housing schemes are replaced by a participatory process 

of user input and intimate on-site involvement by the architect. 

Aldo van Eyck 

The Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck was also concerned that 

modern architecture had succumbed to formulaic methods of 

design. One of the founders of Team X, van Eyck emerged as a 

www.google.com/search?q=Ralph+Erskine+Byker+Wall&tbm=isch
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leading figure in the critical reassessment of modernism from 

within. He recognized that the industrialization of building 

threatened to reduce architecture to little more than the packag-

ing of space. Rather than reject the material and constructional 

advantages of modern technology, however, van Eyck urged 

architects to accept modern building systems as the new vernac-

ular of the industrial age. Architects, he argued, should learn 

how to manipulate the elements of this industrial vernacular in 

order to enrich and humanize their designs.

An important theorist as well as talented designer, van 

Eyck criticized the tendency of modern architects to quantify 

and categorize programmatic elements, thus losing the rich 

complexity of human experience. In a 1962 essay entitled “Steps 

Towards a Configurative Discipline,” he warned that important 

design values were in danger of being “hollowed out” by con-

temporary practice:

I am again concerned with twinphenomena; with unity and 

diversity, part and whole, small and large, many and few, 

simplicity and complexity, change and constancy, order and 

chaos, individual and collective; . . . as conflicting polarities or 

false alternatives these abstract antonyms all carry the same 

luggage: loss of identity and its attribute—monotony. 

(Ockman, p. 348)

Architects, he suggested, must solve the aesthetic problems 

created by modern technology and seek to integrate what he la-

beled the “twinphenomena” (the integral relationship between 

seemingly contradictory qualities) that modern design methods 

tended to treat in isolation.

Hubertushuis in Amsterdam provides an excellent illustra-

tion of van Eyck’s approach (images). Commissioned in 1973 

but not completed until 1981, Hubertushuis provides temporary 

www.google.com/search?q=Aldo+van+Eyck+Hubertushuis&tbm=isch
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housing and social services for single parents and their chil-

dren. The project is an example of urban in-fill design in which 

a new building is inserted between existing structures in order 

to complete a row of buildings along the street. Hubertushuis 

occupies a deep midblock site and incorporates an existing 

townhouse adjacent to the new construction. The recessed 

entry bay leads to an internal street that serves the apartments. 

Van Eyck employed a vibrant color scheme to articulate the 

frame construction, and skillfully balanced the transparency 

of the street facade with a circuitous entry sequence to reveal 

the depth of the project while maintaining a sense of enclosure 

to respect the privacy of the residents. This careful measuring 

of transparency against enclosure demonstrates what van Eyck 

has in mind when he speaks of the integration rather than 

the separation of “twinphenomena” in design. Details often 

treated by many architects in a prosaic manner received special 

attention from van Eyck. His treatment of stair treads, paving 

patterns, transoms, and door frames, for example, enriches the 

experience of moving through the space and gives the design a 

distinctive identity.

Silence and Light: Louis Kahn 
In 1959, the American architect Louis Kahn (1901–1974) pre-

sented a paper at the final CIAM meeting in Otterlo, Holland. 

His talk was typical of the criticism that led to the demise of 

the CIAM and, at the same time, a very personal statement of 

his own thinking about the nature of architecture. Kahn drew a 

distinction between the quantitative aspects of building and the 

qualitative nature of architectural space: 

If you get a program from a school board, the first thing it 

will say, in our country, is that it must have a nine-foot fence 
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around it . . . and the corridors must be no less than nine feet 

wide, and that all the classrooms must be well-ventilated and 

have good light and all be a certain size. They will give you 

many things which help the practitioner make a pretty good 

profit out of his commission by following the rule of rules. 

But this is not an architect at work. An architect thinks of a 

school possibly as being a realm of spaces within which it is 

well to learn. 

(Latour, p. 83)

For Kahn, good design required more than economical solu-

tions to the enclosure of space; architects, he argued, gave form 

and order to important human institutions, and design, there-

fore, dealt with significant philosophical issues. Kahn expressed 

his ideas in evocative rather than technical language. He spoke 

of silence as the primordial beginning point of the creative 

process and light as the animating spark that endowed archi-

tectural form with life. Beginning in the mid-1950s, his work 

emerged as an influential alternative to the stale functionalism 

of the CIAM and the slick professionalism of the “style for the 

job” approach to professional practice. 

A simple bathhouse for a Jewish Community Center near 

Trenton, New Jersey, commissioned in 1955, reveals the dis-

tinctive character of Kahn’s work. Four square pavilions, each 

capped by a pyramidal roof, are arranged symmetrically around 

a central unroofed atrium (images). Kahn hollowed out the 

huge piers at the corner of each pavilion, thus creating spaces 

for circulation and building services while retaining the mon-

umental effect created by the massive squat piers. Kahn was 

trained before World War II in the American version of the 

Beaux-Arts system, and the sense of order and spatial hierarchy 

evident in this centralized plan is Palladian rather than modern 

in spirit. Kahn often spoke of a building plan as “an assembly 

www.google.com/search?q=Louis+Kahn+Bathhouse+Jewish+Community+Center&tbm=isch
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of rooms”; his interest in mass and the differentiation of space 

distinguished his approach from the typical modernist strategy 

of using transparent planes and volumes to establish spatial 

continuity. The insertion of building services within the hol-

lowed-out piers demonstrates Kahn’s concept of servant and 

served spaces within a building, in which a hierarchical distinc-

tion is established between the primary rooms of a building (the 

served) and zones devoted to secondary or supporting func-

tions (servant). 

In December 1959 Kahn met Dr. Jonas Salk (the man respon-

sible for the development of the first effective polio vaccine). 

Kindred spirits in terms of their shared interests in the philo-

sophical issues raised by modern science and technology, they 

developed a deep friendship and Salk invited Kahn to prepare a 

design for a new research facility he was creating on a magnif-

icent ocean bluff site in La Jolla, California. The patron’s role 

was fundamental; inspired by a visit to a Franciscan monastery 

in Assisi, Italy, Salk wanted to create a center where scientists 

would enjoy both privacy and community. In addition to labora-

tory facilities, the final program for the Salk Institute for Biolog-

ical Studies included individual studies for each scientist and a 

plaza which served as a gathering place and as the symbolic core 

of the institute (images). The studies were arranged in two rows 

flanking the central plaza and the huge laboratory wings were 

positioned on the outer edges of the scheme. A thin ribbon of 

water emphasized the longitudinal axis of the plaza and drew 

the viewer’s gaze from the entrance to the ocean vista in the dis-

tance. The contemplative aura of the plaza brilliantly captures 

Kahn’s concept of architecture between silence and light.

Kahn’s ability to compose space with light and to coor-

dinate the conceptual order of a design with the structural 

system of a building is evident in the Kimbell Art Museum in 

www.google.com/search?q=plan+Louis+Kahn+Salk+Institute&tbm=isch
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Fort Worth, Texas. In a museum, controlling the level of nat-

ural light in the exhibition space is a critical design concern. 

In the Kimbell, the basic structural unit is a barrel-vaulted bay 

that measures 104 feet by 23 feet. Kahn pierced the long axis of 

each bay with a skylight and inserted a curved aluminum light 

baffle below to control light levels and illuminate the galleries 

with what he described as silver light (images). Landscaped 

courtyards adjacent to some of the galleries allow what Kahn de-

scribed as green light to filter in from the sides. Like the pyrami-

dal roofs of the Trenton bathhouse, the barrel vaults reinforce 

the spatial identity of each gallery yet maintain the uniformity 

of the overall system. 

In his absorbing interest in the tectonic logic and formal 

possibilities inherent in modern materials such as reinforced 

concrete, and in his lack of interest in applied ornament, Kahn 

demonstrated his commitment to architectural modernism. At 

the same time, his interest in spatial differentiation instead of 

continuity, his appreciation for the design qualities of mass and 

monumentality and, most importantly, in the poetic quality of 

both his writing and his designs, Kahn enriched the vocabulary 

of modern architecture. He remains among the most influential 

architects of the second half of the century.

Postmodernism
Postmodernism is an awkward term. The prefix “post-” sug-

gests that the phenomenon comes “after” modernism, without 

describing it any further. The continued vitality of modernism 

as an architectural and cultural phenomenon only increases 

the confusion. In popular usage, however, the word modern 

is still used to describe the present era and the concept of a 

post-present condition is difficult to grasp. Nonetheless, the 

www.google.com/search?q=Louis+Kahn+Kimbell+Art+Museum+south+gallery&tbm=isch
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term postmodern entered widespread architectural usage in the 

mid-1970s in an effort by critics to confirm the existence of a sig-

nificant alternative to modernism in architecture. It is used in a 

general way to identify a broad spectrum of work by architects 

who rejected orthodox modern architecture (an orthodoxy that 

critics equated with the International Style). In a more limited 

sense, postmodern describes a particular design orientation 

that depends upon the creative manipulation of symbols and 

explicit references drawn from history or popular culture. In 

the first, broad sense, both Charles Moore and Thomas Gordon 

Smith (two architects whose works are discussed below) are 

postmodernists. Although both architects turned away from 

modernist concepts, Moore’s whimsical exaggeration of histor-

ical paradigms is different from Smith’s literal classicism. In the 

narrow sense of the term, therefore, Moore is a postmodernist 

while Smith is not. It is the second, more precise usage of the 

term that is adopted here.

Robert Venturi

The foundational document for postmodernism in America is 

the book Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture written 

by the architect Robert Venturi (b. 1925) and published in 1966 

by the Museum of Modern Art. Complexity and Contradiction in 

Architecture revealed Venturi’s sophisticated understanding of 

the history of architecture—his work is filled with recondite as 

well as obvious historical references. In his enthusiastic intro-

duction to the book, the architectural historian Vincent Scully 

observed: “Like all original architects, Venturi makes us see the 

past anew.” In the opening section, entitled “Nonstraightfor-

ward Architecture: A Gentle Manifesto,” Venturi declared his 

polemical intent: 
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Architects can no longer afford to be intimidated by the pu-

ritanically moral language of orthodox Modern architecture. 

I like elements which are hybrid rather than “pure,” . . . I am 

for richness of meaning rather than clarity of meaning; for 

the implicit function as well as the explicit function. I prefer 

“both-and” to “either-or,” black and white, and sometimes 

gray, to black or white. A valid architecture evokes many levels 

of meaning and combinations of focus: its space and its ele-

ments become readable and workable in several ways at once.

(Venturi, Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, pp. 22–23)

While Venturi’s interest in an architecture of “both-and” evokes 

a strong parallel with Aldo van Eyck’s concept of “twinphe-

nomena,” he applied the idea in a very different manner. In 

1962 Venturi designed a house for his mother in Chestnut Hill, 

Pennsylvania (images), which embodies many of the concepts 

in Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture. Within the simple 

gabled silhouette of the house the apparent symmetry of the 

facade is contradicted by the fenestration pattern and the posi-

tion of the chimney. Sudden shifts in scale and the use of wood 

moldings on the planar stucco surface create multiple possible 

readings of the composition.

Six years after the publication of Complexity and Contradic-

tion in Architecture, in Learning from Las Vegas, co-authored with 

his wife Denise Scott Brown (b. 1931) and their associate Steven 

Izenour, Venturi challenged the design profession to take an 

unbiased look at the flamboyant commercial architecture of Las 

Vegas. In Learning from Las Vegas, the authors went beyond the 

description of spatial configurations to discuss the informa-

tional and symbolic dimensions of design (images). The lessons 

to be learned dealt with the importance of symbolic commu-

nication in architecture and the insights to be gained from 

studying American commercial vernacular design. There were 

www.google.com/search?q=Venturi+House&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Venturi+Learning+from+Las+Vegas+sign+symbol&tbm=isch
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other, unintended lessons as well. In her preface to the 1977 

revised edition of the book, and, later, in a 1990 essay “Room 

at the Top? Sexism and the Star System in Architecture” which 

appeared in the British journal Architectural Design, Denise Scott 

Brown described her experiences as a female practitioner in the 

still male-dominated world of professional practice. Critics, she 

noted, routinely attributed the work of the Venturi and Scott 

Brown partnership to him alone and ignored her role in the 

firm. While new ideas about architecture entered the discourse 

of design, old concepts of architecture as a white male profes-

sion endured.

Communication emerged as a major theme in the architec-

tural criticism surrounding the rise of postmodernism. Charles 

Jencks, one of the most astute and prolific critics of the period, 

approached the topic by applying concepts rooted in literary 

criticism and semiotics to architectural form. In his widely read 

book The Language of Post-Modern Architecture (published in 1977 

and revised several times since), Jencks articulated the concept 

of multivalence in architecture. He described multivalence as 

the imaginative fusion of multiple meanings in a single design, 

and criticized modernism as an impoverished architectural lan-

guage capable of expressing only a limited set of meanings. He 

cited the work of Antonio Gaudi as an example of multivalent 

design and contrasted this with the buildings of Mies van der 

Rohe which he described as univalent in terms of their ability to 

convey meaning. For Jencks, the architect’s primary role was the 

expression of culturally significant meanings. He concluded The 

Language of Post-Modern Architecture with the admonition that 

“no other profession is specifically responsible for articulating 

meaning and seeing that the environment is sensuous, humor-

ous, surprising and coded as a readable text.”
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Charles Moore

Sensuous, humorous, and surprising perfectly describe the 

Piazza d’Italia by Charles Moore (1925–1994) in New Orleans 

(images). Planned by the city as the hub of a proposed redevel-

opment project, the Piazza d’Italia was conceived by Moore as a 

festive public space celebrating New Orleans’s Italian commu-

nity. Five concentric colonnades focus the visitor’s attention on 

an elaborate fountain, part of which is shaped like the Italian 

peninsula, projecting into the circular piazza. Each colonnade 

displays a different classical order but the result has much less 

of the decorum usually associated with classical design. Moore 

recast the orders in whimsical ways using a variety of water 

effects and visual puns such as “wetopes” (instead of metopes) 

for the Doric order. Neon lights outline the arches and columns 

to create a gaudy effect at night. Throughout this exuberant 

design, the familiar is handled in surprising ways and there 

is something to delight novice admirers of architecture and 

cognoscenti alike. 

Piazza d’ltalia neatly captures the postmodern attitude to 

the past: interested in historical models yet unwilling to repro-

duce them literally. The playfulness of Moore’s design offended 

some critics who dismissed it as kitsch, and the piazza became 

one of the most controversial projects of the late 1970s. The rise 

of postmodernism laid bare not only the dullness of too many 

modernist buildings but also the unease that highbrow critics 

still felt when confronted with designs that took their cues from 

lowbrow culture. 

Ricardo Bofill 

Beginning in the mid-1970s, Ricardo Bofill (b. 1939) of the Span-

ish–French architectural firm Taller de Arquitectura designed a 

www.google.com/search?q=Charles+Moore,+Piazza+ditalia&tbm=isch
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series of large housing projects in France that relied on Baroque 

planning principles for their site plans and incorporated classi-

cal elements in their facade designs. At Les Echelles du Baroque 

in Paris, for example, seven-story apartment blocks define three 

linked plazas, each with a different geometric form (images). 

Postmodernism promoted the use of elements drawn from 

traditional architecture: Bofill incorporated enormous columns, 

pedimented windows, and projecting cornices in his design. 

Postmodern architects, however, avoided the literal imitation of 

historical models, and Bofill exaggerated the scale and subvert-

ed the traditional reading of classical elements. Rather than 

solid elements, the giant columns of the courtyard elevation are 

faced with glass and serve as bay windows for the apartments. 

These “palaces for the people” avoid the mind-numbing mo-

notony of so many modernist housing schemes; rather, Bofill’s 

eccentric handling of classical imagery creates a surreal monu-

mentality that overwhelms any sense of human scale.

The emergence of a postmodern sensibility in Europe was 

confirmed in an important architectural exhibition entitled 

“The Presence of the Past,” staged as part of the 1980 Venice 

Biennale. In his catalog essay, the exhibit’s chief organizer, 

Paolo Portoghesi, described postmodernism as “the end of pro-

hibitionism,” that is, the end of an era in which architects were 

prohibited from engaging in a creative dialogue with the past 

because of the anti-historicism of modernist design theory. The 

central feature of the exhibit was the so-called Strada Novissi-

ma, a seventy-meter-long “street” lined by facades designed by 

an international array of architects (images). A broad spectrum 

of design orientations were represented in the selection of 

architects. Unlike the Museum of Modern Art’s “International 

Style” exhibition of 1932 which sought to codify a particular 

style, the Strada Novissima celebrated diversity. Portoghesi was 

www.google.com/search?q=Ricardo+Bofill+Les+Echelles+du+Baroque&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Strada+Novissima+Venice+Biennale+1980&tbm=isch
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correct; the era when a single way of thinking about design 

could dominate the theory and practice of architecture was over. 

The end of prohibitionism ushered in a new era of pluralism 

and lively debate about the appropriate architecture for the late 

twentieth century.

Michael Graves and the  
Walt Disney Company

Early examples of postmodernism were unsettling for many 

design critics because work departed radically from the pre-

vailing paradigms of modernist design theory. Outside of the 

design profession, however, the visual humor, distinctive color 

schemes, and the inclusion of images drawn from history or 

popular culture typical of postmodern designs were far less 

provocative. Indeed, these qualities proved to be attractive to 

clients eager to brand their buildings with bold, recognizable 

identities. Many of the same design strategies that the authors 

of Learning from Las Vegas had noted in their analysis of Amer-

ican commercial vernacular—exaggerated size, iconic shapes, 

and thematic use of decoration—now returned as emblematic 

features of high design. The career of Michael Graves (b. 1934) 

serves as an example of the impact of postmodernism.

When, in 1978, Michael Graves won a competition for the 

Portland Public Services Building, advocates of postmodernism 

hailed his victory as validation of the postmodern position. 

In place of the abstract language of modernist architecture, 

Graves provided a colorful design festooned with swags, giant 

keystones, and an enormous sculpture meant to symbolize 

the progressive spirit of this Oregon city. Completed in 1982, 

the Portland building, like Moore’s Piazza d’Italia, proved to 

be one of the most controversial designs of the period. Critics 
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dismissed the decoration as little more than arbitrary and su-

perficial trappings draped unconvincingly over a banal box, and 

they disapproved of the building’s small windows and cramped 

interior spaces. 

In a media-saturated society, controversy creates celebrities 

more often than it resolves fundamental issues concerning what 

is appropriate in the civic realm and more large-scale commis-

sions soon came to Graves. In 1986 he began design work on 

two new hotels for Walt Disney World Resort in Florida. In his 

master plan he sited the hotels on opposite sides of a cres-

cent-shaped lake and linked them with a pedestrian causeway 

over the water. He created distinct yet related identities for 

each through a heraldic use of two exotic animals: a swan and 

a dolphin. For this postmodern gesamtkunstwerk, Graves also 

designed or selected furniture and furnishing for the hotels.

Michael Graves was not the only high-profile architect 

commissioned by The Walt Disney Company; indeed Disney’s 

architectural patronage serves as an excellent example of the 

emergence of a new, more figurative corporate architecture. 

From a single amusement park, Disneyland, opened in 1955, 

The Walt Disney Company evolved into a sprawling, full-service 

resort, merchandising, and entertainment giant. In 1984 Mi-

chael Eisner became chairman and chief executive of The Walt 

Disney Company. Eisner rejected the cool, abstract forms of 

postwar corporate architecture and commissioned new build-

ings from prominent architects including Frank Gehry (b. 1929), 

Michael Graves, Arata Isozaki (b. 1931), Antoine Predock (b. 

1936). and Robert A.M. Stern (b. 1939). Disney’s architectural 

programs provide a revealing index of changing attitudes in 

architectural criticism as well as design. In 1965 Charles Moore 

published an essay in the Yale architectural journal Perspecta, 

praising the original Disneyland Park in southern California as 
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“the most important single piece of construction in the West 

in the past several decades.” Moore discussed Disneyland as 

a model of a stimulating yet comprehensible public space. By 

the mid-1980s, however, such naive enthusiasm had given way 

to darker assessments by many cultural commentators of the 

“Disneyification” of public space in America. Today critical 

opinion is sharply divided about Disney’s impact on contempo-

rary architecture. Sensitive about its public image, the Disney 

Corporation attempts to maintain tight control over the use of 

Disney-related images. (Disney refused, for example, to grant 

permission to reproduce illustrations of the Swan and Dolphin 

Hotels here without prior approval of this text, a condition 

rejected by the author as unacceptable.) 

Deconstructivism
Postmodern architecture was only one manifestation of the 

phenomenon that Portoghesi so aptly described as the end of 

prohibitionism. Challenges within design culture to the hege-

mony of modernism paralleled similar challenges to prevailing 

social and political norms elsewhere within contemporary 

society. In field after field, questions were raised concerning 

the fundamental assumptions on which different disciplines 

and practices were predicated. In 1988 Philip Johnson and Mark 

Wigley organized the exhibition “Deconstructivist Architecture” 

for the Museum of Modern Art that attempted to probe some of 

the central assumptions regarding architecture’s deepest cultur-

al significance. In his catalog essay Mark Wigley wrote: 

Architecture has always been a central cultural institution 

valued above all for its provision of stability and order. These 

qualities are seen to arise from the geometric purity of its 

formal composition . . . . The projects in this exhibition mark 
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a different sensibility, one in which the dream of pure form 

has been disturbed. 

(Johnson & Wigley, p. 10)

Wigley employed the term Deconstructivism to label this sensi-

bility. Deconstructivism is the conflation of two words: decon-

struction and Constructivism. Deconstruction is an approach 

to reading and language that seeks to uncover the multiple and 

often conflicting levels of meaning inherent in texts of all kinds. 

In the 1970s the work of the French philosopher Jacques Derrida 

served as the primary source for many architectural theorists 

interested in the application of deconstruction to architecture. 

Constructivism is one of the terms used originally to describe 

Soviet avant-garde architecture of the immediate post-Revo-

lutionary years in Russia (see chapter 4). In Deconstructivist 

designs, Wigley argued, architects employ the radical forms 

of the early-twentieth-century Soviet avant-garde to represent 

some of the theoretical ideas of deconstruction. Nevertheless, 

some of the architects categorized as Deconstructivist were 

reluctant to explain their work solely as the conjunction of late 

twentieth-century literary theories with early-twentieth-century 

avant-garde designs. 

In contrast to the epigrammatic clarity of early-twenti-

eth-century architectural programs and manifestos, the litera-

ture on Deconstructivism displayed a convoluted and abstruse 

writing style characteristic of the worst in academic prose. 

Ironically, language became a barrier rather than a bridge 

between architectural form and public comprehension. Reviews 

of the exhibition were mixed and even the exhibit’s organizers 

acknowledged the tenuous quality of the concept of Decon-

structivism. In his catalog essay, Wigley refused to claim the 

status of an organized movement for the work selected. Instead 

he described the exhibition in the following terms: 



Postmodernism, Deconstructivism, and Tradition

241

It is a curious point of intersection among strikingly different 

architects moving in different directions. The projects are but 

brief moments in the independent programs of the artists. 

(Johnson & Wigley, p. 19)

In 1932 the Museum of Modern Art’s “International Style” exhi-

bition established a popular definition of modern architecture 

that would endure for decades. By the late 1980s, however, there 

was less enthusiasm for defining normative conditions in the 

arts or anointing a limited selection of work as canonical. It was 

challenging enough for cultural institutions to illuminate “brief 

moments.”

Projects by seven different architects were included in the 

Deconstructivist exhibition: Frank Gehry, Daniel Libeskind 

(b. 1946), Rem Koolhaas (b. 1944), Peter Eisenman (b. 1932), 

Zaha Hadid (b. 1950), Coop Himmelbau (the name for the joint 

practice of Wolf Prix [b. 1968] and Helmut Swiczinsky [b. 1944]), 

and Bernard Tschumi (b. 1944). Zaha Hadid’s design for The 

Peak, an exclusive Hong Kong club, conveys the formal quali-

ties that characterized work selected for the exhibition (imag-

es). Conceptually, the building consists of a horizontal stack of 

tubes. No clear hierarchy among the parts is apparent and the 

complexity of the scheme defies quick comprehension. Each 

level is skewed in its relationship to adjacent levels in an effort 

to negate any hint of orthogonal order. Hadid presented the 

building as a sequence of knifelike forms that appear to shred 

rather than compose the site as they slice into the hillside set-

ting. While the lack of conventional order is at first unsettling, 

the intricate layering of the scheme and the manic intensity with 

which it was rendered is a compelling demonstration of archi-

tecture’s ability to function as a form of philosophical specula-

tion. Indeed, many of the buildings designed by Hadid and the 

www.google.com/search?q=Zaha+Hadid+The+Peak+Hong+Kong&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Zaha+Hadid+The+Peak+Hong+Kong&tbm=isch


Chapter 7

242

other architects included in the exhibition possess an eloquence 

that their writings unfortunately lack.

The Deconstructivist architecture exhibition represented a 

preliminary attempt to label a new design orientation. Despite 

the awkwardness of the word, “Decon” entered the vocabulary 

of contemporary criticism because it answered the need for 

a term to describe a body of work that could neither be con-

sidered modern in the conventional sense nor postmodern in 

terms of its visual imagery and cultural references. Two archi-

tects whose work proved to be central to the crystalization of 

a new architectural approach were Peter Eisenman and Rem 

Koolhaas. Both architects effectively combined writing and de-

signing to establish international reputations. Their work called 

into question the continued viability of classical and modernist 

design strategies and suggested the outlines of a new architec-

tural aesthetic. 

Peter Eisenman

For a quarter of a century following the end of World War II, 

developments in material and building technologies served as 

crucial points of reference for many architects. However, the 

political and social turmoil of the late 1960s called into question 

values and beliefs once considered sacrosanct. The nature of 

truth and authority along with the power of social conventions 

to define normative conditions became the subject of heated 

debates in a wide variety of domains. Peter Eisenman’s archi-

tecture evolved in tandem with his reading in various intellec-

tual fields. By the time of the Deconstructivist exhibition at 

the Museum of Modern Art, he had developed an approach to 

design influenced by linguistic theories and the philosophical 

arguments of poststructuralism. He began to appreciate archi-
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tecture’s role in providing persuasive images of authority for 

social institutions in an era when truth, authority, and beauty 

were increasingly described as socially constructed rather than 

universally valid conditions. In an essay published in the July 

1987 issue of the Japanese magazine Architecture and Urbanism 

Eisenman wrote:

Architecture, because it is bricks and mortar, holds out the 

promise of reality, authenticity, and genuine truth in a surreal 

world where truth is a managed item developed by commit-

tees, produced by writers, and sold by media spokesmen. Our 

only source of value today is a memory of value, a nostalgia; 

we live in a relativist world, yet desire absolute substance, 

something that is incontrovertibly real. Through its being, 

architecture has become, in the unconscious of society, the 

promise of this something real. 

(Nesbitt, p. 176)

In his writing and his architecture, Eisenman argues that archi-

tects must reinvent architecture so that instead of validating 

social institutions and cultural beliefs, buildings can call them 

into question.

In 1983 Eisenman won a competition for the design of the 

Wexner Center for the Visual Arts at Ohio State University in 

Columbus, Ohio, and with this commission had his first oppor-

tunity to build on an institutional rather than a domestic scale. 

Completed in 1989, the Wexner Center includes exhibition and 

performance spaces, a lecture hall, and a library—all intended 

to support experimental programs in the visual and perform-

ing arts (images). Eisenman made the building an essay on the 

arbitrary nature of order and the dubious role of context in 

architectural design. He marshaled the conventional tools all ar-

chitects use to impose order and ensure legibility in a building, 

but he applied them in unconventional ways. The dominant axis 

www.google.com/search?q=Peter+Eisenman+Wexner+Center+plan&tbm=isch
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of the building is aligned with the municipal grid of Columbus 

rather than the campus grid (the alignment of the two grids is 

off by 12.25 degrees). As a result, the visitor has the distinct im-

pression of different geometries colliding within the building. 

Instead of responding to the existing surroundings, Eisenman 

erected castellated brick towers at one corner to evoke the mem-

ory of a nineteenth-century armory, destroyed by fire in 1958, 

that once occupied part of the site. Since these design cues 

are obscure rather than apparent, the logic of the architect’s 

decisions is lost on the visitor who arrives unprepared to deci-

pher the dissonant features of the building. The Wexner Center 

continually prods the visitor, prepared or not, to confront his 

or her expectations concerning the relationship between visual 

order and spatial experience. 

Rem Koolhaas 

Dissonance, an anathema in most design aesthetics, is one of 

the intriguing qualities of “Decon” architecture. An apprecia-

tion for dissonance emerged as a response to the congestion of 

contemporary cities and the evident failure of decades’ worth of 

schemes advanced by modernist architects and planners to man-

age the modern metropolis. Beginning with the publication of 

Delirious New York in 1978, Rem Koolhaas has been writing about 

the implications of the density, congestion, and sheer gigantism 

of the twentieth-century metropolis. With a keen eye for the 

state of  modern urbanism and sensitive to the temperament of 

his generation, he summed up the situation in a 1993 lecture in 

Toronto. To identify the different design orientations within his 

generation Koolhaas contrasted the classical urbanism of Leon 

Krier (whose work will be discussed later in this chapter) with 

the Deconstructivist schemes of Coop Himmelblau:
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I also want to talk about my generation, as a kind of caricature 

of the generation of May 1968 which shouldn’t be taken too 

seriously but shouldn’t be ignored. Our generation has had 

two reactions to this contemporary urban condition. One 

basically ignored it, or to give it a more positive interpreta-

tion, courageously resisted it, as Leon Krier’s big theoretical 

reconstruction of Washington. . . . Where Leon Krier and his 

half of the generation are rebuilding the city, Coop Himmel-

bau and the other half is abandoning any claims that the city 

can be rebuilt, throwing up their arms about our ability to 

even reconstruct any recognizable form of the city. Out of this 

debate, they make spectacle—a rhetorical play where instead 

of a series of formal axes there is just composition, inspired 

on the unconscious and essentially chaotic aesthetic. 

(Nesbitt, p. 333)

Rem Koolhaas came to architecture with a background in jour-

nalism and film, and he first achieved public prominence as a 

theoretician. Beginning in the 1980s, while practicing with Elias 

and Zoe Zenghelis and Madelon Vriesendorp under the name of 

the Office for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA), Koolhaas be-

gan to secure commissions that allowed him to advance his own 

conception of an architecture appropriate for the late twentieth 

century. 

Completed in 1987, OMA’s Netherlands Dance Theater 

occupies a very unpromising site wedged between an elevat-

ed highway and several bland office buildings (images). The 

theater is filled with dramatic gestures such as an undulating 

roof and an ovoid platform that appears to balance precariously 

on a single beam. In order to maximize the size of the lobby, 

Koolhaas incorporated the area under the auditorium’s raked 

seating into it. The sloping roof of this part of the lobby com-

bined with curve walls creates an eccentrically shaped space 

that further complicates attempts to comprehend the theater’s 

www.google.com/search?q=Rem+Koolhaas+Netherlands+Dance+Theater&tbm=isch
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spatial order. There is no classical model of axial order or mod-

ernist system of gridded discipline to mold the collection of 

colorful shapes and quirky spaces into a simple, legible order. 

The dance theater endows the neighborhood with a theatrical 

flair and evokes the restless energy of contemporary urban life. 

Information rather than theatrics provided the theme for 

Koolhaas’s 1989 design for the National Library of France com-

petition (images). The Industrial Revolution ushered in the age 

of the machine, and early modern architects were concerned 

with the design implications of the machine. The cybernetic 

revolution of the late twentieth century ushered in the age of 

information, and Koolhaas’s generation was the first to grapple 

with the spatial implications of information and methods of 

organization based on computer logic. In cyberspace the famil-

iar shapes of Euclidean geometry no longer serve as the only 

model. Forms that begin as shapeless blobs can be stretched 

out, rotated and twisted so as to defy the conventional wisdom 

about building and introduce a new dialectic between orthog-

onal and non-orthogonal configurations of space. This tension 

between alternative conceptions of space is at the heart of Kool-

haas’s design. The program for the National Library of France 

called for five separate collections, with holdings in a variety 

of formats, to be housed in a single structure. Koolhaas envi-

sioned the library as a solid block of information with the major 

public spaces treated as voids carved out of the solid. A stack 

of identical floors contains storage areas for library material 

and occupies the majority of the block’s volume. In section, the 

public spaces appear as a series of eccentrically shaped voids 

distributed throughout the block. Koolhaas’s description of the 

reading rooms as embryos “floating in memory . . . each with its 

own technological placenta” suggests a new spatial vocabulary 

emerging from the womb of the old. 

www.google.com/search?q=Koolhaas+National+Library+of+France+section&tbm=isch
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The Return of Classicism
Architecture provides shelter and facilitates many different hu-

man activities. It also expresses cultural values and it is as cham-

pions of traditional values that classical architects returned to 

the international arena in the late 1970s and 1980s. Although 

classicism had never entirely disappeared from the architectural 

scene, it had clearly receded in importance after World War II 

until it was little more than a residual element in contemporary 

design culture. Slowly, classicism began to attract new adher-

ents. 

Young architects took out the old texts on classical com-

position and began to relearn the principles of proportion, the 

orders, and traditional tectonics. When, in the passage quoted 

above (p. 216), Rem Koolhaas referred to Leon Krier (b. 1946) 

and “his half” of a generation, he was acknowledging the exis-

tence of a design orientation dramatically different from the one 

highlighted by the Museum of Modern Art’s review of contem-

porary developments in its Deconstructivist architecture exhi-

bition. Koolhaas, however, was too generous in his description 

of the new classicists as representing half of his generation. The 

actual number of committed classicists constituted only a small 

minority of the generation coming to professional maturity in 

the last quarter of the century. Numbers, however, are not the 

critical issue since emerging movements initially represent, by 

definition, a minority within the dominant professional culture.

Classicists were, of course, not the only ones to point out 

the manifest failures of modernism; modern architecture was 

being assailed from many different quarters during the 1970s 

and 1980s. The Neo-Rationalist critique of modernist urbanism 

outlined by Aldo Rossi in his The Architecture of the City, for 

example, stimulated interest in traditional typologies which, in 
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turn, led at least some young architects to investigate the endur-

ing heritage of classical design. But neither Rossi nor postmod-

ernists such as Charles Moore ever embraced classical models 

as literally as the new generation of classicists, represented here 

by the European polemicist Leon Krier and the American archi-

tect and educator Thomas Gordon Smith.

Leon Krier

In the late 1970s Leon Krier began to gain recognition as a 

passionate critic of modern and postmodern approaches to 

architecture. Along with Demetri Porphyrios (b. 1949), Allan 

Greenberg (b. 1938), and Leon’s brother Rob Krier (b. 1938), he 

advocated a return to the principles of classicism. Krier’s rhe-

torical skills as a polemicist soon gave him a prominent voice 

in international design debates. Like Rem Koolhaas, Krier’s 

appreciation of modern architecture was shaped by the postwar 

transformation of European cities. Defined in demographic 

terms, Krier and Koolhaas belong to the same generation; Kool-

haas was born in 1944 in the Netherlands and Krier two years 

later in Luxembourg. Both recognized the discrepancy between 

the utopian promise of early-twentieth-century modernism and 

the gritty actuality of late-twentieth-century building. In a 1985 

essay entitled “The Terrifying Beauty of the Twentieth Century,” 

Rem Koolhaas described postwar European cities as textbooks 

of flawed design efforts: “the European metropolis is like a reef 

on which each intention, each ambition, each solution, each 

question, each answer implacably runs aground.”

This is an assessment with which Krier certainly concurred, 

but here the parallels begin to diverge. Rather than recoil from 

congestion and the formal disorder of the contemporary city, 

Koolhaas remains fascinated by it: “Europe is now, almost ev-

erywhere, ridiculously beautiful,” he concluded. What Koolhaas 
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perceives as ridiculously beautiful, Leon Krier finds hideously 

ugly. Using the harshest possible language, Krier describes the 

postwar transformation of Luxembourg as a devastation: 

The rape of that beautiful birthplace became for me what 

genocide must mean for a persecuted people. I took it very 

personally. Here was a menace on a global scale. 

(Economakis, p. 7) 

Krier has become one of the leading spokespersons for the po-

sition that nothing can be salvaged from the great experiment 

in design and life known as modernism. Only by turning away 

from the illusory promises of modernism can order, harmony, 

and beauty be restored to the built environment.

Krier illustrated his lectures and publications with his 

own trenchant drawings, but until the late 1980s he had built 

practically nothing. In the 1980s he was invited to be a design 

consultant for a new town in Florida called Seaside. The story 

of Seaside belongs to Chapter 8; here it is sufficient to note that 

Krier’s involvement led to his first major executed work: the 

Krier/Wolff House, completed in 1989 (images). In plan and 

massing, the house is built up from a series of units. One of the 

distinctive features found in many of the houses in Seaside is a 

rooftop terrace from which the residents can enjoy the stunning 

sunsets common in this coastal location. Krier developed his 

rooftop terrace as a classical tempietto poised serenely atop  

the building.

He drew upon both classical and vernacular models for 

his design and the effect does much to explain the appeal of 

classicism in the late twentieth century. In place of dissonance, 

classical architects speak of beauty; in place of the cult of the 

new, they stress continuity with the past through the adoption 

of the classical language of architecture. In classical design 

www.google.com/search?q=Leon+Krier+Krier+Wolff+House+Seaside+Florida+1989&tbm=isch
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theory, the anthropomorphic basis of proportions is an affirma-

tion, in architectural terms, of human dignity and value. Within 

design culture, the backward-looking nature of these arguments 

became the object of derision and scorn. Outside of profes-

sional circles, however, these themes struck a responsive chord 

in many people baffled and alienated by the latest examples of 

modern, postmodern, and Deconstructivist architecture.

Thomas Gordon Smith

The same year Krier finished his house in Seaside, Thomas Gor-

don Smith was appointed head of the School of Architecture 

at the University of Notre Dame. Smith received international 

attention after his participation in the 1980 “Presence of the 

Past” exhibition, and his appointment marked the first time in 

decades that the direction of a professional degree program in 

an American university was entrusted to an architect commit-

ted to the revival of the classical tradition. Smith introduced 

the model of paradigmatic education. In place of the Bauhaus 

approach to education through experimentation (see Chapter 

3), the paradigmatic approach is based on education through 

the emulation of noteworthy examples of traditional architec-

ture. In this approach, students learn the principles of classical 

composition through the study of masterworks from the canon 

of great buildings. Smith’s scholarly investigation of the classi-

cal tradition is evident in his own house, designed in 1989 on a 

small lot in an existing residential neighborhood in South Bend, 

Indiana (images). He synthesized elements drawn from a variety 

of sources. The main image of the house as a pedimented block 

flanked by one-story wings is related to nineteenth-century 

American Greek Revival houses. The proportions of the pedi-

mented portico and main interior space draw upon Vitruvian 

www.google.com/search?q=Thomas+Gordon+Smith+Smith+House+South+Bend+Indiana&tbm=isch
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and Palladian sources. Smith’s goal of achieving the harmonic 

integration of material from many sources has a polemical edge 

that can be fully appreciated only when his designs are consid-

ered next to Deconstructivist designs from the same period. 

Challenge and Adaptation 
Thus far, this chapter has traced the unraveling of the postwar 

modernist hegemony in architecture by examining develop-

ments in Europe and North America. Even Zaha Hadid’s design 

for The Peak in Hong Kong (images) reveals more about Western 

architectural debates than it does about developments in either 

China or Hadid’s native Iraq. In the twentieth century, however, 

modernism as a cultural phenomenon and agent of econom-

ic modernization exercised global impact. It is important to 

acknowledge that in the Third World, too, modernism encoun-

tered challenges and demonstrated a pattern of adaptation. 

Hassan Fathy

In 1945 the Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy (b. 1899) received 

the commission for the design of a new village to house 7,000 

residents of an existing village scheduled for relocation. The 

village of Gourna was located near the archaeological site at 

Luxor and villagers were suspected of profiting from the illegal 

trafficking in antiquities. Egyptian officials saw the creation of 

New Gourna at a location distant from the archaeological zone 

as an effective way to suppress the plundering of ancient sites. 

Fathy saw the design and construction of New Gourna (images) 

as an opportunity to assert the enduring wisdom of vernacular 

building traditions in the face of the pressure to adapt Western 

models of economic and physical development. He lamented 

the failure of modern architects to heed the lessons of vernacu-

www.google.com/search?q=Zaha+Hadid+The+Peak+Hong+Kong&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Hassan+Fathy+New+Gourna+Egypt+1948&tbm=isch
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lar building concerning materials and forms responsive to local 

climate and existing levels of technology.

Fathy proposed to build New Gourna out of mud bricks 

and to incorporate time-tested features of Egyptian architecture 

such as the malkaf (a “wind-catcher” that ventilates a house nat-

urally) and mashrabiyas (timber lattice screens over windows). 

Fathy described his agenda for New Gourna in great detail in his 

book Gourna: A Tale of Two Villages, published in Cairo in 1969. 

The story of New Gourna acquired an international significance 

when an English translation of this under the title Architecture 

for the Poor: An Experiment in Rural Egypt appeared in the United 

States in 1973. Fathy’s critique of modern architecture’s inade-

quacies as a model for developing countries added to the drum 

beat of criticism being leveled at modernism.

Fathy recognized the erosion of the vernacular traditions 

he admired as local craftsmen abandoned their methods in 

favor of newer, Western techniques. In his design for the village 

center, he made provisions for a mosque, a village hall to house 

municipal offices, a theater, and a khan or commercial hall pat-

terned after the caravanserai which had for centuries served as 

important trading centers in Islamic communities. Fathy hoped 

the provision of a khan would stimulate the reestablishment of 

traditional, craft-based production by providing a center for 

village artisans to sell their goods. New Gourna reflected Fathy’s 

conception of the role of the architect in the Third World: 

An architect is in a unique position to revive the peasant’s 

faith in his own culture. If, as an authoritative critic, he shows 

what is admirable in local forms, and even goes so far as to 

use them himself, then the peasants at once begin to look on 

their own products with pride. What was formerly ignored or 

even despised becomes suddenly something to boast about.

(Fathy, p. 43)
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There is, however, another aspect to the story of New Gourna. 

The village residents refused to play the role assigned to them 

by Fathy and the Egyptian authorities, and actively resisted the 

reforming efforts of the “authoritative critic.” Despite Fathy’s 

efforts, New Gourna did not become a model for an architec-

ture in the service of the poor. Residents began to modify and 

eventually abandoned the mud-brick construction central to 

Fathy’s vision of the village. Recent accounts of New Gourna 

have noted cases in which residents have rebuilt their mud-

brick houses in concrete. “The world has changed,” residents 

are quoted as saying. “We wanted something modern, with a 

modern look.” 

Charles Correa 

The theme of resistance to an alien but dominant world view is 

recast in different terms by the Indian architect Charles Correa 

(b. 1930) in his design for the Jawahar Kala Kendra in Jaipur, 

India (images). Commissioned in 1986 as a cultural center and 

craft museum, the Jawahar Kala Kendra is a contemporary in-

terpretation of an ancient cosmic model. Correa based his plan 

on the nine-square navagraha mandala in which each square is 

associated with a different planet (images). Each of the nine 

squares in the Jawahar Kala Kendra measures thirty meters 

square and houses different programmatic elements. Correa 

carefully paired each discrete component of the program with 

the appropriate planetary symbol. Thus the library is housed 

in the square dedicated to Jupiter, the planet associated with 

knowledge gained through meditation; the administrative offic-

es are located in the square dedicated to Mars as the symbol of 

power; and so forth through the entire mandala. The decorative 

motifs and color scheme of each square follow the attributes 

www.google.com/search?q=Charles+Correa+Jawahar+Kala+Kendra+Jaipur+Rajasthan+India+1986&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Jawahar+Kala+Kendra+plan+Charles+Correa&tbm=isch
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of the corresponding planets as recorded in the ancient Vedic 

literature. 

A second level of significance is added to this cosmic sym-

bolism. Jaipur, the capital of the state of Rajasthan, was found-

ed in 1727 by Maharaja Sawai Jai Singh; the original city plan 

also was based on the navagraha mandala. However, Jai Singh 

was forced to shift the location of one of the nine planetary 

squares in order to avoid impinging on an existing hill. In his 

plan for the Jawahar Kala Kendra, Correa shifted one square 

out of the grid to acknowledge the particular history of Jaipur 

as a complement to the universal symbolism of the mandala. 

Born in India and educated in the United States at the 

University of Michigan and MIT, Correa blends local and global 

references in his work. For example, the plan of Jawahar Kala 

Kendra is based on the repetitive use of a basic geometric form, 

a plan type emblematic of modern architecture. At the same 

time, the design acquires a compelling sense of presence and 

significance because of its relationship to Indian traditions. 

Correa has written about the importance of open-to-sky spaces 

in Indian architecture. Rather than conform to the Western 

model of the self-contained, climate-controlled box, the cir-

culation system of the Jawahar Kala Kendra moves the visitor 

through a sequence of outdoor spaces. In ways both large and 

small, the experience of being in the museum is unmistakably 

Indian in character. Modernism has been accused by critics of 

leveling cultural differences and relentlessly eroding regional 

identities. In preserving and celebrating the distinctive cultural 

heritage of Rajasthan, Correa demonstrated the power of archi-

tecture to resist this process of homogenization. 
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Organic Form and Craft-Building
It would be a mistake to assume that the emergence of post-

modernism and Deconstructivism and the revival of classicism 

signaled the demise of all other conceptions of the modern tra-

dition in architecture. The final two examples to be considered 

in this chapter testify to the continued vitality of two important 

design orientations in twentieth-century architecture: organic 

form and craft-based building.

The Pietiläs
In 1978 the husband-and-wife partnership of Raili (b. 1926) and 

Reima (1923–1993) Pietilä won a competition for a new city li-

brary in Tampere, Finland. The result (images), opened in 1986, 

belongs to a tradition of idiosyncratic and highly expressive 

architecture that includes the work of Hugo Häring and Hans 

Scharoun (1893–1972) in Europe and Frank Lloyd Wright and 

Bruce Goff in America. The rounded profiles of the copper-clad 

dome and roof have been compared to the shell of marine ani-

mals in the same way that Wright’s Guggenheim Museum fre-

quently is. Using an equally vivid but very different image, some 

critics have described the low, compact library as a flying saucer 

that has settled to earth. Both metaphors identify the library 

as a provocative presence in the cityscape. The fluid swirling 

character of the design is evident in the plan as well (images). 

The Pietiläs cited the shape of a male woodgrouse ruffling its 

plumage as their formal inspiration for the plan. 

Seen from the entry foyer, the interior unfolds in a series 

of expanding spaces; no single axis establishes the visitor’s 

route through the library or fixes a spatial hierarchy within 

the building. By tilting the shallow dome to admit more light, 

the architects created an interior that seems to open to the sky 

www.google.com/search?q=Pietilä+Tampere+Main+library+Finland&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Tampere+library+plan+drawing+Pietilä&tbm=isch
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rather than rigidly fixing the boundary between inside and out. 

Such unconventional forms are difficult to ignore and elicit 

strong responses from the visitor but, in the Tampere Library, 

the result is engaging rather than dissonant. The Pietiläs’ com-

bination of immediate sensory stimulation with allusive forms 

that reveal their metaphorical richness only after thoughtful 

observation is typical of the organic tradition in twentieth-cen-

tury architecture. The Tampere Library can be deciphered as a 

romantic interpretation of regional myths and images or expe-

rienced viscerally as a marvelous orchestration of space, light, 

and material.

Peter Zumthor

At first sight, the work of the Swiss architect Peter Zumthor 

lacks the attention-grabbing character of the Tampere Library. 

His work draws its power to attract from the subtle appeal of 

craft-based building with its emphasis on the integrity of the 

well-made artifact. Zumthor is the son of a cabinetmaker and 

his studio in Haldenstein, finished in 1986, reflects his own early 

training as a furniture maker (images). The simple, barnlike 

structure is constructed of wood according to the local building 

tradition. A thin shell of larch-wood slats encases the structure 

and endows the studio with the aura associated with a fine piece 

of furniture. Zumthor’s appreciation of the role of building in 

contemporary life is shaped by his reading of the philosopher 

Martin Heidegger. In a 1991 essay, “The Hard Core of Beauty,” 

Zumthor explained the links between Heidegger’s ideas and his 

own work: 

In an essay entitled “Building, Dwelling, Thinking,” Martin 

Heidegger wrote “Living among things is the basic principle 

of human existence,” which I understand to mean that we are 

www.google.com/search?q=Peter+Zumthor+Studio+Haldenstein+Graubunden+Switzerland&tbm=isch


Postmodernism, Deconstructivism, and Tradition

257

never in an abstract world but always in a world of things, 

even when we think. . . . The concept of dwelling, understood 

in Heidegger’s wide sense of living and thinking in places and 

spaces, contains an exact reference to what reality means to 

me as an architect. 

(Zumthor, p. 24)

In an age saturated with superficial images generated by elec-

tronic media, Zumthor strives to provide an authentic experi-

ence of being in the world. This commitment to nurturing a 

profound awareness of place and materiality is, for Zumthor, 

a way of resisting the loss of meaning he sees as characteristic 

of contemporary culture. In his 1988 essay “A Way of Looking 

at Things,” Zumthor articulated a conception of the role of the 

architect by describing how he confronted reality in his own 

work: “I carefully observe the concrete appearance of the world, 

and in my buildings I try to enhance what seems to be valuable, 

to correct what is disturbing, and to create anew what we feel is 

missing.”

As the dominant ideology of modernism in architecture 

gave way to emergent design orientations such as postmod-

ernism and Deconstructivism and a revived classical tradition, 

architects operated in an increasingly pluralistic design culture. 

Zumthor’s call for architects to enhance the valuable, correct 

the flawed, and create again what has been lost sets a compel-

ling and timely agenda for contemporary architecture.

�





Chapter 8

Reconfiguring the City

I n the twentieth century the story of architecture unfolded in 

tandem with the story of urbanism as architects claimed pro-

fessional expertise essential to the development of the mod-

ern city. Architectural design could, architects argued, facilitate 

the process of modernization, integrate the disparate parts of 

the modern metropolis, and even advance a social agenda based 

on improving living and working conditions for city residents. 

The explicit link between architecture and urbanism so force-

fully insisted upon by modern architects means that changes 

in architectural design thinking have inevitably had repercus-

sions on urban design. Chapter 7 described the loosening of a 

narrowly defined modernist architectural orthodoxy in the 1960s 

and the emergence in the 1970s and 1980s of a pluralist design 
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culture in which postmodern, poststructuralist, and classical 

conceptions of architecture coexisted. This chapter examines 

the impact of this new architectural diversity on concepts and 

approaches to urban design. 

Just as developments in architecture affected urban design, 

changes in the character of traditional cities influenced the way 

architecture was incorporated into major campaigns of urban 

regeneration. As the global economy was reconfigured in the 

last quarter of the twentieth century, information processing 

and financial services supplanted industrial manufacturing 

and commodities exchange as the driving force in many urban 

economies. European centers such as Paris, London, and Berlin 

were no longer the capitals of colonial empires extracting from 

their colonies abroad the resources necessary to sustain their 

industrial establishments at home. In the developed countries 

of Europe and North America many cities had to scramble to 

fill the void left by the dispersal of manufacturing activities 

around the globe. 

Design campaigns conceived on an urban scale now ad-

dressed an expanded set of goals as service industries, infor-

mation management, and tourism emerged as major determi-

nants of planning priorities. Design served as a crucial form of 

municipal therapy for cities adjusting to new global conditions 

and, in a number of cases, still coping with the lingering effects 

of damage sustained during World War II. Design programs 

constituted an integral part of the promotional efforts of cities 

eager to attract new economic activity. Finally, confronted with 

profound changes on a global scale, many cities focused their 

attention once more on their urban images in an effort to reaf-

firm traditional notions of cultural superiority. As it has been 

throughout history, architecture would be a major component 

of ambitious new urban visions.
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London
Daniel Burnham, one of the leading figures of the City Beautiful 

movement (see Chapter 1), advised his peers “Make no small 

plans for they have no magic to stir men’s blood.” The sweep-

ing character of planning schemes in the early twentieth century 

that celebrated the modern metropolis as a center of culture 

and political power reflects this design ethos. The prominent 

urban schemes of the last decades of the century are shaped 

by a different agenda as the example of London’s Docklands 

illustrates. 

The Docklands 

Encompassing an enormous area (2,226 hectares) stretching 

eastward along the Thames river from the city center, the Dock-

lands historically had served as London’s center for maritime 

trade. By the 1970s financial and service industries had supplant-

ed manufacturing and trade as the driving force in the economy. 

The election of the Conservative Margaret Thatcher as prime 

minister in 1979 ushered in a new era in British planning. In 1981 

the government created the London Docklands Development 

Corporation (LDDC) to supervise the redevelopment of former 

docks. 

The ability of local councils to regulate new developments 

was greatly reduced and the LDDC was invested with broad 

powers to attract private developers through the creation of 

special enterprise zones. The LDDC represented a new type of 

planning agency endowed with powers unavailable to Daniel 

Burnham when he presented the 1909 Plan for Chicago.

Canary Wharf on the Isle of Dogs illustrates the LDDC ap-

proach (images). Olympia and York, a Canadian development 

company, obtained the rights to develop the property. Olympia 

www.google.com/search?q=canary+wharf+isle+of+dogs+docklands+london+1990s&tbm=isch
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and York hired the American firm of Skidmore, Owings and 

Merrill to prepare a master plan for the twenty-nine-hectare site 

and commissions for individual buildings were awarded to an 

international roster of architects. 

In the emerging global economy of the late twentieth centu-

ry, developers no longer turned to local context for their mod-

els. Canary Wharf owes more to such North American mega-de-

velopments as Manhattan’s Battery Park City or Toronto’s First 

Canadian Place than it does to the urban traditions of London. 

Not surprisingly, therefore, much of the criticism surrounding 

Canary Wharf involves a lament for the loss of a distinctive 

sense of place and scale in favor of a generic business district of 

tall office buildings, restaurants, and retail outlets catering to 

an equally generic class of urban professionals. The degree to 

which urban form is shaped by financial concerns rather than 

civic idealism is an equally strong thread in the criticism of 

Canary Wharf. 

Critical opinion concerning the architectural merits of new 

buildings in the Docklands can be summed up by quoting the 

opening paragraphs of one popular architectural guidebook to 

the area.

London’s Docklands contains one of the worst collections  

of late twentieth-century building to be seen anywhere in the 

world. It is a marvel, if it were not so embarrassing, that so 

many bad buildings from the same period can be found in 

such a comparatively small area of the city . . . And yet it is  

to the Docklands that you must go to find some of the best 

British architecture of the 1980s. The gems are few, but com-

pared to anywhere else in the UK today, the concentration is 

high and the quality rare. 

(Williams, p. 8)
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The “gems” indicate how no single design approach dominated 

the architectural image of the city in the late twentieth century. 

Nicholas Grimshaw’s (b. 1939) Printing Works for the Financial 

Times (images) recasts the modernist paradigm of the glazed 

box in contemporary terms. The building is a huge steel-framed 

industrial shed housing the printing presses for the Financial 

Times. From a distance, the transparent skin of the building 

reveals the giant presses in the modernist tradition of celebrat-

ing technology by revealing mechanical processes. Up close, the 

observer is drawn to the articulation of the glass curtain wall. 

In place of postwar metal and glass-curtain-wall systems that 

tended to conceal the means of assembly, Grimshaw chose to 

expose the system of attachment. One need not possess an engi-

neering degree to appreciate intuitively how the glass is held in 

place by steel plates attached to steel pieces cantilevered from 

the structural frame. 

Completed the same year as the Financial Times Printing 

Works, 1988, John Outram’s (b. 1943) Storm Water Pumping Sta-

tion (images) reveals a very different approach. Like the Finan-

cial Times building, the pumping station is basically an industri-

al shed erected to protect machinery. Outram houses the giant 

pumps in a colorful brick box. The oversized column capitals 

supporting a pediment pierced by an enormous industrial fan 

reflect a postmodern sense of form and composition. 

Paris

The opening, in 1977, of the Pompidou Center focused the 

spotlight of international attention on Paris. The glamor and 

notoriety surrounding the new cultural center whetted the 

appetite of French authorities for more, and proposals for new 

buildings quickly followed. In the 1980s Paris was the subject of 

www.google.com/search?q=Grimshaw+Financial+Times+Printing+Works&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=John+Outram+Storm+Water+Pumping+Station&tbm=isch
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international press coverage and design commentary as a result 

of a sustained campaign to build major new civic and cultural 

monuments known collectively as les grands projets. Preliminary 

work on some of the individual buildings later identified as part 

of the grands projets began during the administration of Presi-

dent Valery Giscard d’Estaing.

It was, however, during the presidency of François Mitter-

and, who succeeded Giscard d’Estaing in 1981, that the grands 

projets assumed their definitive form as building programs and 

as emblems of a renewed French prestige. Kings, emperors, and 

presidents have long recognized the power of architecture to 

immortalize the memory of ambitious leaders and the socialist 

Mitterand was no exception. He embarked on an ambitious 

program of new construction that grew to encompass nine 

major projects. Four projects were initiated during the previous 

administration and confirmed, with revisions, by Mitterand: 

the Musée d’Orsay, the Museum of Science and Technology, 

the Arab World Institute, and the Great Arch at La Defense. 

Five new projects were added to this list: the remodeling of the 

Louvre Museum, a new home for the Ministry of Finance, a 

new opera house, a park at La Villette, and a new home for the 

National Music Conservatory. 

The grands projets were intended, in part, to commemorate 

the 1989 bicentenary of the French Revolution. The ensemble 

of new buildings was also intended to identify Paris as a center 

of innovative design thinking and signal the city’s importance 

as an international center of culture. Finally, Mitterand envi-

sioned the grands projets as a model for a new kind of city that 

was already busy preparing in the last decades of one century 

for the dawning of the next. Mitterand used the phrase “a new 

equilibrium” to describe his conception: 
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It is a city of imagination, ideas, youth. . . . The major proj-

ects mark an important step in the urban development of the 

end of the 20th century. Disturbed and often devastated by 

industrial evolution, economic crises, demographic changes 

and immigration, our cities must find a new equilibrium. . . . 

I also intended that these major projects provide meeting 

places for different kinds of people, for different forms of 

knowledge and for art. A new form of public facility must 

address a larger public . . . Only in this way can we grasp the 

continuous movement of invention and thought and be pre-

pared for technological, cultural and social change.

(Fachard, p. 8)

In Mitterand’s “city of imagination, ideas, youth,” architec-

ture’s role was to provide dramatic, tangible proof that innova-

tion and creativity were alive and flourishing in Paris.

Louvre Pyramid

For centuries the Louvre has served as the architectural rep-

resentation of French authority in both the political and cul-

tural realms, first as the royal residence and later as one of the 

world’s foremost museums. Thus the decision to undertake a 

major reconfiguration of the building signaled the importance 

of the grands projets. In 1981 President Mitterand awarded the 

commission for the remodeling of the Louvre to the American 

architect I. M. Pei (b. 1917), one of the leading modernists of 

his generation who had recently completed a major addition 

to the National Gallery in Washington DC. Plans called for the 

Ministry of Finance, which shared space in the Louvre with the 

museum, to be relocated to a new building and the museum’s 

facilities to be modernized and substantially enlarged. Historic 

parts of the structure were refurbished and new space created 

by excavating the Louvre’s enormous forecourt and inserting 

various public services including a new lobby below ground.
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The signature piece of Pei’s design is a glass pyramid that 

rises out of the Cour Napoleon (images). Twenty-one meters 

high and thirty-three meters to a side at the base, the pyramid 

serves as the museum’s main entrance and allows natural light 

to reach the lower level of the public spaces. In a reversal of a 

tradition stretching back to ancient Egypt, the Louvre pyramid 

is a transparent volume instead of a massive solid. Surround-

ed by the ornate architecture of the Louvre, the pyramid is an 

ethereal presence in its historic setting; its design combines 

formal abstraction with technologically advanced construction. 

The Louvre pyramid affirmed the continued vitality of the for-

mal language of modernism in an era of postmodern pluralism; 

it also served notice that French authorities would not shrink 

from controversy.

The bold character of the grands projets ensured that they re-

mained the center of international debates about the condition 

of contemporary design. 

Musée d’Orsay 

Across the Seine from the Tuilleries, another of the grands pro-

jets, the Musee d’Orsay, opened in 1986. Conceived as a muse-

um of French art from the years 1848 to 1914, the collection is 

housed in the former Gare d’Orsay erected in 1900. Designed 

originally by Victor Laloux (1850-1937), the station is an example 

of Beaux-Arts architecture adapted to accommodate the modern 

program of rail travel (images). By 1939, however, railroad tech-

nology had rendered the station obsolete and its future unclear. 

The destruction in the early 1970s of Les Halles, the famous 

central food markets, sparked new interest in the preservation 

of Parisian monuments. As a result, in 1973 President Giscard 

d’Estaing declared the Gare d’Orsay a national monument, but 

www.google.com/search?q=Pei+Louvre+pyramid&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Laloux+Gare+dOrsay+station&tbm=isch
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it remained a monument without a purpose. Five years later, 

plans to install the great collection of French nineteenth-centu-

ry art in the building were announced and the museum commis-

sion was awarded to the French firm ACT Architecture. 

ACT’s proposal called for the refurbishment of the build-

ing’s exterior. The Beaux-Arts style of Laloux’s railroad station 

was now enlisted to project the aura of a cultural monument. 

However, initial plans for the interior of the new museum soon 

encountered strong criticism and in 1980 the Italian designer 

Gae Aulenti (b. 1927) was brought in to develop a gallery plan. 

One of the challenges in any renovation of a historic structure 

involves establishing a dialogue between the past and the pres-

ent. This issue acquired particular significance in the 1970s as a 

result of postmodern commentaries on the relationship be-

tween modern and historical design languages. Aulenti refused 

to defer to the Beaux-Arts character of Laloux’s station; instead 

she installed a series of low granite walls within the lofty space 

of the old train shed (images). The result is a provocative 

tension between the restrained detailing and lithic solidity of 

the new walls and the ornate character of Laloux’s design. This 

tension, Aulenti writes, is intentional: 

The principle of composition adopted is one of deliberate and 

systematic contrast and not one of either natural or stylistic 

symbiosis. In this way the buildings within the building ap-

pear to profit from the decomposition-fragmentation process 

and develop their own language. 

(Fachard, p. 65)

As the Musée d’Orsay demonstrates, the design of exhibition 

space is critical to the intellectual program of any museum 

and serves as a revealing index of contemporary museological 

concerns. 

www.google.com/search?q=Aulenti+dOrsay&tbm=isch
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Arab World Institute 

While the Musée d’Orsay pointedly raises the issue of how the 

present looks at the past, the Arab World Institute, designed by 

Jean Nouvel (b. 1945) and opened in 198 7, explored the possi-

bility of a design dialogue between European and Arab cultures. 

Located in the Latin Quarter, the Arab World Institute was con-

ceived as a center for Arab studies; the facility includes library, 

auditorium, museum, and exhibition spaces. The selection of 

materials and prismatic volumes of Nouvel’s design reflect the 

European tradition of modernist architecture. The southern fa-

cade of the building is fabricated of aluminum and glass panels 

(images). Set within these panels are twenty-seven thousand 

adjustable diaphragms regulated by light-sensitive photo-elec-

tric cells. Like the shutter of a camera, these diaphragms open 

and close to control the amount of light filtering through the 

wall. The intricate patterns of light and dark created by the dia-

phragms provide a modern equivalent to the mashrabiya (lattice-

work screen for windows) which is a common building element 

found throughout the Arab world. Using modern technology, 

Nouvel recast the traditional Arab screening device in a way that 

suggests the potential for a design dialogue between industrial-

ized and vernacular approaches to building. 

Previously, European architects had appropriated elements 

of non-Western building cultures in ways that reinforced the 

dominant status of colonial powers. Chapter 4, for example, in-

cluded a discussion of the Netherlands Pavilion at the 1931 “Par-

is Exposition Coloniale Internationale” in which bits and pieces 

of indigenous architecture from the Dutch-controlled East 

Indies were assembled in an elaborate pastiche that catered to a 

European taste for the exotic. Nouvel’s desire to explore a more 

complex relationship between different traditions provides a 

www.google.com/search?q=jean+nouvel+arab+world+institute&tbm=isch
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European parallel to the design efforts of Charles Correa dis-

cussed in Chapter 7. 

La Villette 

The quest for a “new equilibrium” was not confined to Paris’s 

historic core. Several of the grands projets are located in the city’s 

nineteenth arrondissement because the relocation of the nine-

teenth-century slaughterhouses opened up an area encompass-

ing fifty-five hectares in the working-class neighborhood of La 

Villette. In 1983 Bernard Tschumi (b. 1944) won an international 

competition for the design of a new park covering thirty-five 

hectares (images). Tschumi seized the opportunity to propose 

what he described in the following words as model urban park 

for the twenty-first century: 

The fact that Paris is a concentration of tertiary or profes-

sional employment argues against passive “esthetic” parks of 

repose in favor of new urban parks based on cultural inven-

tion, education and entertainment. The inadequacy of the 

civilization vs. nature polarity under modern city conditions 

has invalidated the time-honored prototype of the park as an 

image of nature. It can no longer be conceived as an unde-

filed Utopian world-in-miniature, protected from vile reality. 

(Fachard, p. 131) 

Geometry in the form of points, lines, and planes rather than 

nature serves as Tschumi’s point of departure. The Parc de La 

Villette is based on the superimposition of three different order-

ing systems. The “points” consist of a set of pavilions (labeled 

“follies” by Tschumi) arranged in a grid pattern within the park. 

A series of paths and canals create a network of “lines” and a 

broad expanse of flat green lawn constitutes the “plane” of the 

composition. The most distinctive elements of the Parc de La 

www.google.com/search?q=Tschumi+Parc+de+La+Villette&tbm=isch
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Villette are the bright red follies distributed throughout the 

park and meant to be read conceptually as points in the mul-

tilayered geometry of the design. Tschumi distributed various 

services such as refreshments, sports center, media laboratory, 

and nursery throughout the park using the follies. Like the mul-

tiple alignments of Eisenman’s Wexner Center, the coexistence 

of separate organizing devices (points, lines, and planes) on a 

single site calls into question the architect’s ability to impose 

an all-embracing order and regulate human activity through 

design. 

This discussion of the grands projets could be continued 

project by project. The design of each building involves a 

unique set of programmatic issues, constraints, and opportuni-

ties. In a chapter devoted to urban considerations, however, the 

significance of what Mitterrand labeled the “new equilibrium” 

resides in the contrast between the grands projets and earlier 

urban visions. Whether one is discussing the civic idealism of 

the City Beautiful movement, the rationalistic urbanism of the 

CIAM, or the awesome display of power at the heart of imperial 

and totalitarian designs, the whole (the city) is greater than the 

sum of its parts (the buildings). The totality of the urban vision 

is expressed with a diagrammatic clarity in plan. Mapping the 

location of the grands projets onto the city of Paris reveals no 

such comprehensive and unified urban configuration (images). 

The urban character of the grands projets is closer to the pre-

scient urbanism of Antonio Sant’Elia and the Futurist city of 

isolated monuments. How then do the grands projets convey the 

image of Paris as a center of creativity and culture? Through 

the camera’s eye. The popular as well as professional design 

press saturated the media with images of the new Paris; fashion 

and travel magazines reproduced photographs coupled with 

captions describing the latest developments. People who never 

www.google.com/search?q=les+grands+projets+paris&tbm=isch
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visited Paris read or watched programs about the latest French 

architectural cause célèbre. In the “global village” media images 

rather than urban spaces told the story of the city in the late 

twentieth century. 

Berlin
lnternationale Bauausstellung (IBA)

In the late 1970s Berlin entered a significant new phase in its 

tumultuous history. Devastated in the final battles of World War 

II, partitioned in the peace that followed, and exploited by both 

sides during the Cold War, Berlin struggled to regain control 

of its own destiny. In West Berlin the main impetus for the 

rejuvenation of the urban scene came from the Internationale 

Bauausstellung (IBA) founded in 1979. Like the Hansaviertel 

scheme of the mid-1950s (see Chapter 5), the IBA attracted an 

international roster of prominent architects and made West 

Berlin once again a showcase for contemporary design. The IBA 

had a significantly new approach to developing the city. With 

the motto “The Inner City as a Place to Live,” the IBA combined 

much needed new housing initiatives with an urban design 

agenda that broke decisively with the CIAM-inspired practice of 

segregating different functions of the city in separate zones. In 

contrast to postwar programs of urban renewal that wiped out 

existing neighborhoods, the IBA advocated mixed-use devel-

opments and the restoration of existing housing stock where 

possible. It pursued a two-pronged approach, with new con-

struction under the general supervision of Josef Kleihues  

(b. 1933) and “careful urban renewal,” which mandated the  

renovation of existing structures, under the direction of 

Hardt-Waltherr Hämer. 

If careful was one key word in the vocabulary of Berlin 

planners, critical was another. The collapse of the Berlin Wall 
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in 1989 added a new sense of urgency and purpose to debates 

concerning Berlin’s future. The relationship between the city’s 

past and its future figured prominently in this debate and the 

term “critical reconstruction” emerged as the key concept guid-

ing design efforts. In the context of urban design in the 1980s 

and 1990s, the word critical meant architects were challenged 

to question the assumptions of modernist planners concerning 

urban space. Hans Stinmann, City Building Director in the late 

1980s, explained the concept in the following words: 

Following years of failed urban experiments , the prevailing 

wish was not for an entirely new city but for a return to tradi-

tional urbanism. . . . The purpose of critical reconstruction is 

not to recreate historical conditions or a nostalgic landscape, 

but rather to achieve a differentiated, contemporary urban 

structure. Berlin should once again be made perceptible in its 

historical scales and layerings . . . but also as a site of contem-

porary architecture and of economic conditions.

(Balfour, p. 51)

Rather than treat the city as a tabula rasa to be configured ac-

cording to modernist design principles, critical reconstruction 

required architects to work within a set of guidelines designed 

to promote a dialogue between the past and present concern-

ing the urban form and architectural character of the city. New 

projects were required to observe height limitations and restore 

the outlines of old streets and squares obliterated by wartime 

destruction or eroded by postwar modernist schemes. This 

desire to reconnect with the city’s distinctive urban history con-

stitutes a genuine postmodern alternative to the urban theories 

of modernism. 
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Zaha Hadid 

Some critics warned that the emphasis on reconstructing the 

urban fabric of prewar Berlin would impose a straightjacket 

on creativity and encourage a nostalgic fixation on premodern 

conditions. As buildings rose throughout the 1980s and 1990s, 

however, the results indicated that the critics missed their mark. 

In 1986 Zaha Hadid designed an apartment building in the 

South Friedrichstadt area of the city. Her scheme consists of an 

eight-story tower rising over a low base that defines the edge 

of the street (images). Rather than replicate the block forms 

typical of many IBA projects, Hadid exploited the triangular 

shape of the corner site. The viewer’s initial impression is of a 

slablike form twisted and torqued until it matches the geometry 

of the site. Surface patterns created by the seams of the anod-

ized sheet-metal cladding and the window mullions are skewed 

as well. The building has the same unsettled quality as her 

design for The Peak in Hong Kong which was included in the 

Museum of Modern Art’s 1988 “Deconstructivist Architecture” 

exhibition. The flexed massing and apparent distortions of the 

orthogonal order inscribed on the surface of Hadid’s design for 

Berlin suggests a barely contained energy that threatens to force 

the building apart. During the Cold War, the modern designs of 

the Hansaviertel apartment blocks were held up as architectural 

exemplars of freedom and rationality. It is difficult, if not impos-

sible, however, to invest Hadid’s IBA project with the same type 

of political significance. 

“Green” Design 

Like Paris with the completion of the grands projets, Berlin can 

now boast of a collection of signature buildings by some of the 

most prominent architects in international design circles. The 

www.google.com/search?q=Zaha+Hadid+IBA+housing+complex&tbm=isch
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IBA, however, included another kind of accomplishment which 

is indicative of Germany’s investment in innovative approaches 

to energy management and environmental issues. Several of 

the IBA projects demonstrated a concern for what, in the 1980s, 

began to be called “green” design. One residential complex 

completed in 1987 in the South Friedrichstadt neighborhood, 

for example, included a miniature wetlands as part of an inte-

grated system for water management. The development at the 

corner of the Bernburgerstrasse and Dessauerstrasse includes 

106 residential units in a series of five- and six-story apartment 

blocks designed by four different German architectural offices. 

An urban wetlands created within the large city block allows 

the residents to purify and reclaim “gray water,” thus reducing 

resource consumption (images). The planning and implemen-

tation of this integrated approach to energy and waste manage-

ment involved extensive resident participation. Complementary 

efforts to develop ecologically sophisticated solutions to man-

aging the energy consumption of new housing were undertaken 

elsewhere in Berlin.

The IBA projects and the program of critical reconstruc-

tion demonstrate a significant effort to recalculate the balance 

between the construction of new housing, the renovation of 

existing building stock, and the implementation of energy-con-

scious design features characteristic of postwar urban renewal. 

Frankfurt am Main
Berlin was not the only German city to attract international 

attention in the 1980s as a laboratory for new urban design 

initiatives. Frankfurt am Main also experienced a major urban 

renaissance in the 1980s and early 1990s (images). The huge 

convention facilities and the proliferation of tall office buildings 

www.google.com/search?q=Christoph+Langhof+IBA+housing+complex&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Map+Frankfurt+am+Main+Römerberg+Saalgasse+Berliner+Straße&tbm=isch
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on Frankfurt’s skyline identified the city as a center of business 

and finance and earned for it the nickname of Manhattan am 

Main. In an effort to project an image of a city of culture as well 

as commerce, internationally prominent architects were com-

missioned to design a series of new museums on the Schau-

mainkai, a riverfront boulevard across the Main river from the 

city’s historic center.

Saalgasse and Ostzeile Townhouses

A row of twelve townhouses on the Saalgasse designed by 

various German, Italian, and American architects added to the 

city’s collection of distinguished contemporary architecture 

(images). The Saalgasse is located in the city’s historic core 

known as the Romerberg. This part of town was complete-

ly destroyed in Allied air raids in March 1944. Although the 

medieval town hall was quickly rebuilt following the war, most 

of the Romerberg remained a vacant lot for decades. In a bold 

departure from the International Style modernism characteristic 

of the immediate postwar era, the city council approved a plan 

prepared by Ernst Schirmacher for the rebuilding of the Romer-

berg in a manner that took into account its prewar character. 

The Ostzeile, a row of six patrician houses spanning the city’s 

Gothic and Renaissance eras, was reconstructed thus restoring 

the prewar spatial configuration to the area in front of the town 

hall (images). 

An intriguing aspect of postmodern urbanism with its 

commitment to establishing a design dialogue between past 

and present conceptions of architecture are the various ways 

the Ostzeile and Saalgasse townhouses reflect a fidelity to their 

historic models. The Ostzeile houses represent an attempt 

literally to reconstruct the past. The literalness of the effort 

www.google.com/search?q=Townhouses+Saalgasse+Frankfurt+am+Main&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Ostzeile+restoration+Romerberg+Frankfurt+am+Main&tbm=isch
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is compromised, however, by the decision to reconstruct the 

Ostzeile with half-timbered facades. Prewar photographs indi-

cate the building fronts were finished with shingles rather than 

half-timbering. Thus the past is “improved upon” and a more 

picturesque, postcard-like effect achieved. Despite the evident 

postmodernity of their style, the Saalgasse townhouses reflect 

an appreciation for the distinctive character of Frankfurt am 

Main’s historic urban fabric. Frankfurt am Main’s premodern 

architecture can be described as homogenous in terms of the 

materials, building construction, and continuity of mural sur-

faces. At the same time, the old streets were filled with eccentric 

details, odd angles, and irregular building alignments. In keep-

ing with a postmodern interest in the eccentric rather than the 

normative, the varied facades along the Saalgasse respect and 

reinterpret the architectural traditions of Frankfurt am Main in 

contemporary terms. 

The Ostzeile and the Saalgasse townhouses, indicative 

of what the Italian critic Paolo Portoghesi called the “end of 

prohibitionism,” represent different facets of postmodernism 

in German architecture. While they did much to open up the 

debate about postmodernism in Germany, they also represent 

the conclusion of a different chapter in Frankfurt am Main’s 

history, one that deals with the rebuilding of the city’s historic 

core following the devastation of the war. 

Barcelona 

Barcelona provides an excellent example of the conflation of 

factors driving design and urban planning in the 1980s. Evolv-

ing patterns of industrialization, significant political changes, 

and the impetus provided by special events propelled planning 

efforts in Barcelona. The death of Spanish dictator Francisco 
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Franco in 1975 ushered in a new era in Spanish politics and 

cultural life. In the early 1980s Barcelona embarked on an urban 

renewal campaign that distributed small projects throughout 

the city rather than concentrating efforts on a single area. New 

parks, plazas, and streets were created, existing ones were refur-

bished, and derelict lots were reclaimed for new neighborhood 

facilities. The goal of this initial campaign, according to Pasqual 

Maragall, mayor of Barcelona from 1982 to 1997, was “to restore 

a sense of dignity to the urban landscape.” The architect Oriol 

Bohigas (b. 1925) was appointed councillor to the mayor for 

Urban Design and provided the design vision and professional 

expertise required. 

The Historic Port, Montjuïc Hill, and  
Nova lcària 

Parallel with this program of design therapy for neighborhoods 

was the growing realization that Barcelona’s historic port was 

increasingly unable to cope with changes in maritime traffic. 

New, larger, and more efficient port facilities were developed 

elsewhere, but the fate of the old Mediterranean port remained 

unclear. Barcelona’s bid to host the 1992 Olympic Games galva-

nized the city’s planning efforts. In an effort to prepare for the 

summer games, the city modernized its transportation network 

including new highways and an enlarged airport, upgraded the 

infrastructure for telecommunications networks, installed a new 

sewer system, remodeled existing athletic facilities, and erected 

new ones. As justifications for major new building campaigns, 

special events such as the Olympic Games are a mixed blessing. 

While such special events provide a focus for new construction 

and help generate public support, the necessity to meet un-

changeable deadlines accelerates the pace of construction. As 
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Barcelona discovered, the pressure to complete multiple proj-

ects on time can strain resources and produce cost overruns. 

Venues for competitions were dispersed throughout the 

city and neighboring towns. The largest Olympic sports facil-

ities are located on Montjuïc Hill overlooking Barcelona and 

the Mediterranean (images). The Montjuïc sporting complex 

reflects a diversity of architectural approaches ranging from 

the sophisticated space-frame technology of Arata Isozaki’s (b. 

1931) Sant Jordi Sports Pavilion to the classical aspirations of 

Ricardo Bofill’s Institute of Physical Education. A broad espla-

nade serves as the spine for the complex and attempts to unify 

the disparate buildings on the site. However, the stylistic unity 

of groups of buildings that figures so prominently in urban vi-

sions dating from the first quarters of the century is no longer 

in evidence. 

Athletes were housed in an Olympic Village conceived as 

part of the transformation of the old industrial zone near the 

port. Oriol Bohigas with his firm Martorell, Bohigas, Mackay, 

Puigdomènech (MBMP) prepared the masterplan for this area, 

renamed Nova Icària (images). For the new neighborhood, the 

plan extended a modified version of Barcelona’s famous street 

grid based on the Eixample Plan developed in the mid-nine-

teenth century by Ildefonso Cerdà (1815–1876). The Bohigas plan 

created a series of superblocks by combining three of Cerdà’s 

blocks into a single planning unit. The new super-blocks are 

defined by perimeter buildings that establish a uniform street 

frontage; in the interior various housing configurations were 

developed. Thirty-eight different architects were involved in 

the design of new housing and neighborhood facilities, and 

the former industrial waterfront was converted into a seaside 

esplanade. Nova Icària demonstrates how traditional urban 

morphologies could be modified to transform a former indus-

www.google.com/search?q=1992+Olympics+sports+facilities+Montjuic+Barcelona&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Plan+of+the+Olympic+Village+Barcelona&tbm=isch


Reconfiguring the City

279

trial zone into an area catering to a mix of residential, recre-

ational, tourist, and service industries characteristic of the late 

twentieth century. Tradition and innovation are combined here 

in a way that distinguishes this (and similar urban design cam-

paigns elsewhere) from more strictly modernist urban design 

approaches characteristic of the initial postwar period. 

Traditional Architecture and the  
Reconstruction of the European City 

In the wake of the Neo-Rationalist critique of CIAM-inspired 

urbanism (see Chapter 7), some historians, theorists, and archi-

tects began to develop a new appreciation for the value of tradi-

tional architecture and urbanism. For a generation educated in 

curricula dominated by the design theories and cultural values 

of modernism, the very act of looking to the past for lessons 

applicable in the present was subversive. During the postwar 

decades, the modernist design program had acquired an aura 

of inevitability that was finally, in the second half of the 1970s, 

beginning to dissipate. No longer the sole way to think about 

the built environment, modernism was now recognized as one 

among several possible ways to design. 

In 1976 the architectural historian Anthony Vidler (b. 1941) 

published an influential essay entitled “The Third Typology” in 

which he examined different paradigms that shaped the pro-

duction of architecture since the eighteenth century. The first 

typology, rooted in the rationalist philosophy of the Enlighten-

ment, posited nature as the model for architecture; the second, 

a product of nineteenth-century industrialization, sought its 

model for the production of buildings in modern technologies. 

The third typology took as its model the form of the traditional 

(i.e. preindustrial) city. Vidler arranged his three typologies in 
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an oppositional rather than evolutionary relationship to each 

other and identified the third typology as an explicit critique of 

the modernist approach: 

While the Modern Movement found its hell in the closed, 

cramped and insalubrious quarters of the old industri-

al cities, and its Eden in the uninterrupted sea of sunlit 

space filled with greenery—a city become a garden—the 

new typology as a critique of modern urbanism raises the 

continuous fabric, the clear distinction between public and 

private marked by the walls of street and square, to the level 

of principle. Its nightmare is the isolated building set in an 

undifferentiated park.

(Vidler, pp. 3–4)

Vidler’s essay, which appeared originally in the American 

journal Oppositions, soon began to circulate internationally. 

Two years later it was reprinted in Architecture rationnelle: la 

reconstruction de la ville européene; this dual-language publication 

(French and English) brought together the work of a handful 

of European architects who were united in their belief that the 

principles of traditional architecture and urbanism remained 

valid for contemporary designers. The rhetorical stance of this 

nascent movement was one of adamant opposition to the legacy 

of modernist planning.

Leon and Rob Krier

In the late 1970s and 1980s Leon Krier emerged as one of the 

most vocal of the new traditionalists. In “Charter for the Recon-

struction of the European City” (images), which he first drafted 

in 1978 and subsequently revised and expanded, Krier laid out 

his argument in concise and pointed language. The city, he 

argued, is “a moral project,” not just a product of economic 

activity, and the design of the city should be directed to nobler 

www.google.com/search?q=Leon+Krier+charter+european+city&tbm=isch
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ends than profit maximization or technological modernization. 

Krier equated modernism with the industrialization of building 

and dismissed it as “a technical, political and cultural failure.” 

What is needed, he suggests, is a return to a craft-based culture 

of building. In his lectures and writings, the eloquently simple 

diagrams he used to illustrate his points reduce the complex-

ity of the contemporary metropolis to a fundamental conflict 

between good and evil. This conflict is manifest in the contrast 

between (good) traditional and (bad) modernist designs. 

Like the manifestos of the early twentieth- century 

avant-garde, the reductive simplicity of Krier’s argument is 

both its greatest strength and its greatest weakness. His diag-

nosis of the problems plaguing contemporary cities strikes a 

responsive chord in people disillusioned with the achievements 

of modernist design and unconvinced by postmodernist and 

deconstructivist alternatives to the status quo. Yet Leon Kri-

er’s idealization of the preindustrial city remains problematic 

because he drains the past of its own complex social reality 

and assumes that issues surrounding ethnic, class, and gender 

identities or the problems of economic restructuring can be 

subsumed neatly within the framework of the traditional town. 

In the early 1980s the new traditionalists began to gain op-

portunities to apply their ideas. In 1984 Rob Krier won an urban 

design competition for a new “masterplan” for part of Amiens, 

France (images). During World War II an area adjacent to the 

city’s cathedral, one of the masterpieces of French Gothic archi-

tecture, was severely damaged. The devastation encompassed 

an area of 140 hectares stretching north and west from the 

cathedral square and, in the early 1980s, this zone still had not 

recovered its former vitality and completeness. 

In contrast to the superblocks of Nova Icària, which rep-

resent the modernization of Barcelona’s nineteenth-century 

www.google.com/search?q=Rob+Krier+Amiens+reconstruction+plan+1984&tbm=isch
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scheme of urban blocks, Krier’s plan for Amiens is an attempt 

to reinstate the traditional morphology of the town. The Krier 

plan does not call for the literal reproduction of the prewar 

buildings in the same manner that Ernst Schirmacher proposed 

for Frankfurt’s Ostzeile. Instead, Krier calls for respecting 

the premodern scale, density, and building typologies of the 

former neighborhood and adapting these features for new con-

struction. As a result of Krier’s plan, streets and public spaces 

are defined by buildings, blocks are penetrated by a series of 

pedestrian paths, and a variety of functions are accommodated 

in the same neighborhood. Krier’s plan does not ignore the 

requirements of modern life; provisions, for example, are made 

for parking needs. For Rob Krier, good urbanism demonstrates 

a respect for the past and attempts to weave old and new parts 

of the urban fabric together. Rather than isolate the cathedral, 

Krier draws the church and neighborhood together by enclos-

ing the square in front of the cathedral with new buildings (im-

ages). In Krier’s plan for Amiens we see many of the features 

that become hallmarks of the movement to revive traditional 

urbanism in the 1980s: a rejection of the modernist legacy of 

urban design, a concern for pedestrian scale, and a clear prefer-

ence for traditional typologies and building materials. 

John Simpson: The Paternoster Square Debate

Rob Krier’s scheme for Amiens took shape in the context of a 

concrete opportunity to reconstruct the urban fabric of the city. 

Some of the most significant urban designs of the twentieth 

century were created as abstract planning exercises independent 

of specific commissions. Antonio Sant’Elia’s Futurist drawings 

of the Citta Nuova and Le Corbusier’s Plan Voisin for Paris are 

two examples of such “paper visions.”

www.google.com/search?q=Rob+Krier+Amiens+reconstruction&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Rob+Krier+Amiens+reconstruction&tbm=isch
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In 1987 the British architect John Simpson (b. 1955) pre-

sented a plan for Paternoster Square in London, the area to the 

north of Saint Paul’s Cathedral, which became the focal point 

of a heated debate (images). Simpson offered his scheme as a 

polemical counterproposal to published plans for the redevel-

opment of the area. Simpson’s classicism differed sharply from 

the modernist character of the official proposals and gained 

additional prominence when the Prince of Wales, who began to 

speak out publicly about the direction of contemporary British 

architecture in the mid-1980s, added his voice to the Paternos-

ter Square debate. In a speech in London’s Mansion House on 

December 1, 1987, Prince Charles delivered a stinging rebuke to 

the architects and planners responsible for postwar commercial 

architecture in the nation’s capital. They had, in the prince’s 

words, “wrecked the London skyline and desecrated the dome 

of Saint Paul’s.” 

Prince Charles’s harsh criticism attracted a great deal of at-

tention. While classicists rallied to his side, the prince’s critics 

maintained that he lacked the requisite professional expertise 

to intervene and that his social position gave his words unwar-

ranted weight. Prince Charles addressed this criticism in the 

Mansion House speech and presented himself as the vox populi: 

I believe I have been accused of setting myself up as a new, 

undemocratic hurdle in the planning process—a process we 

are supposed to leave to the professionals. . . . Everywhere I 

go, it is one of the things people complain about most and, 

if there is one message I would like to deliver this evening, 

in no uncertain terms, it is that large numbers of us in this 

country are fed up with being talked down to and dictated 

to by the existing planning, architectural and development 

establishment.

(Jencks, The Prince, p. 48)

www.google.com/search?q=Simpson+Paternoster+Square+reconstruction&tbm=isch
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The role of the Prince of Wales in the design debates of the 

1980s is intriguing and raises important questions concerning 

who has a voice in planning policy. In Chapter 1 the shift in 

emphasis from artistic ability to technical skills as an element of 

professional identity was noted in the discussion of the CIAM. 

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, however, the design 

professions began to encounter the same growing skepticism 

about claims to authority based on technical expertise as other 

scientific and managerial professions. Once the faith in mod-

ernism’s power to rationally calculate and improve the built 

environment began to wane, alternative approaches, such as the 

emulation of traditional models, grew more attractive. 

The New Urbanism in the United States
In the last quarter of the twentieth century the suburb, once 

hailed as a bucolic alternative to dirty and overcrowded urban 

neighborhoods, came under harsh scrutiny from sociologists, 

ecologists, and designers. The list of complaints about subur-

ban design addressed a variety of issues. Critics noted a de-

pressing sameness to suburban architecture across the country 

and bemoaned the loss of a distinctive sense of place. The 

absence of significant civic spaces was interpreted as emblemat-

ic of a decline in shared civic values and lost opportunities for 

communal experiences. 

Studies of suburban life-styles increasingly pointed to the 

burden of isolation imposed on both the very old and the very 

young as a result of the necessity to drive everywhere in order 

to get anywhere. The energy needed to sustain this automotive 

life-style was only one part of a larger environmental critique of 

the suburban settlement pattern. Close-cropped grassy lawns, 

the hallmark of so many suburban landscapes, came under 



Reconfiguring the City

285

increasing attack for the chemical load they placed on the 

environment as a result of the use of fertilizers and the water 

required to maintain them in many arid regions of the country. 

Rather than perpetuate the existing pattern of mono-functional 

development in which residential areas and commercial dis-

tricts were separated, a new model of community planning that 

integrated the activities of daily life was needed. 

Seaside, Florida

In the 1980s a new town on Florida’s gulf coast attracted in-

ternational attention because it was conceived and promoted 

as an alternative to the conventional postwar developments in 

America. Seaside, Florida was founded by the developer Robert 

Davis; in the early 1980s he commissioned the husband-and-wife 

firm of Andres Duany (b. 1949) and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk (b. 

1950) (DPZ) to prepare a masterplan for the eighty-acre site. 

The DPZ concept for Seaside is a seminal example of what came 

to be called the New Urbanism (images). Small lots, compact 

planning, and provisions for small retail outlets in the town 

center encourage walking within the community. Central to 

the success of the Seaside plan are the urban and architectural 

codes developed by DPZ in 1982. Rather than the conventional 

land-use zoning diagrams, DPZ created an urban code based 

on distinct building typologies. Eight different building types 

are specified for different parts of Seaside. Complementing this 

urban code, tectonic details such as window and roof specifica-

tions and appropriate constructional materials are delineated 

in an architectural code. Critical ingredients of both codes are 

derived from a careful study of the region’s vernacular architec-

ture. This reflects the recognition by Davis, Duany, and Plater- 

Zyberk that the accumulated wisdom of experience is embodied 

www.google.com/search?q=Odessa+Street+Seaside&tbm=isch
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in vernacular design and available to anyone willing to learn 

from the experience of previous generations.

Despite its dependence on small southern towns as models, 

Seaside is not an exercise in historic recreation as some critics 

have suggested; it is a hybrid community, more urban, more 

complex, with greater architectural diversity and a higher densi-

ty than small towns typically display. The architectural historian 

Neil Levine (b. 1941) acknowledged this complexity and Sea-

side’s seminal position in American design debates of the 1980s 

in his essay “Questioning the View: Seaside’s Critique of the 

Gaze of Modern Architecture.” Levine wrote: 

Seaside can be read in many ways-as a proposition about 

urban design, as a discourse on developer/architect relations, 

as an argument for the vernacular, as a descriptive account of 

place, as a demonstration of the increasing role of women in 

the architectural profession, as an essay on resort culture, or 

as a critique of modernism.

(Mohney, p. 240)

Levine’s reference to the increasing role of women is based on 

the significant number of houses in Seaside designed by women 

architects. In a 1989 interview, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk expressed 

a less sanguine view of the status of women in the profession 

and reflected on some of the frustrations and impediments that 

still confront female practitioners: 

Women are not yet on an equal footing with men in architec-

ture anywhere, not just at Seaside. . . . some of us (women) 

measure ourselves and our work against an ideal objective 

standard, shrinking from its impossibility . . . However, I 

think Neil is correct in saying that there probably have been 

few building projects of any scale in recorded history where 

women have been as prominent as here. 

(Mohney, p. 84)
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Jaime Lerner: Curitiba, Brazil
From the first chapter this book has presented design discourse 

in the twentieth century as an ongoing, passionate debate 

between competing visions of the modern world. However 

one may describe the twentieth century, it was not a century of 

consensus; its myriad voices have alternated between optimistic 

and pessimistic assessments of present situations and future 

prospects. In the last decades of the twentieth century, the 

relentless pressure of population growth, resource depletion, 

environmental degradation, and social conflict combined to 

make the problems of the contemporary city appear intracta-

ble. Architects, however, are optimists by profession; to build 

is a vote of confidence in the future. In a 1994 interview in the 

American journal Progressive Architecture, the Brazilian architect 

Jaime Lerner (b. 1937) rejected the suggestion that large cities 

were now beyond the control of planners: 

Throughout the world there exists a tragic view of the city, 

and often those responsible for planning speak as if there 

were no solution to urban problems. There ‘s a misconcep-

tion that the larger cities, whether third world or first, have 

become unworkable. This is not true. Scale cannot be used as 

an excuse.

(Lerner, p. 84)

Lerner’s comments are noteworthy because of his role in 

transforming Curitiba, Brazil, into a model of environmentally 

sensitive planning during his three terms as mayor. Trained as 

an architect, Lerner was appointed mayor of Curitiba for the 

first time in 1971 and held that office intermittently throughout 

the 1970s and 1980s.

Lerner’s career coincided with decades of explosive growth 

during which Curitiba, capital of the Brazilian state of Parana, 
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grew from a city with a population of 500,000 in the early 1960s 

to more than 1.6 million people by the mid-1990s (with a project-

ed population of 2.7 million by 2020).

In devising a strategy to cope with the environmental and 

social stresses of rapid growth, Lerner’s administration focused 

on developing an effective mass-transit system, increasing the 

amount of green space within the city, instituting recycling 

programs, and working with the residents of poor neighbor-

hoods to improve the habitability of their favelas. Lerner himself 

designed the city’s distinctive bus shelters which accommodate 

specially designed buses and facilitate rapid loading and un-

loading of passengers (images). Design, as both the process of 

problem-solving and as the final image of the solution, is crit-

ical to Lerner’s approach whether it is a park facility built with 

recycled timber or the special bus shelters. As a process, design 

discussions allow for resident involvement in the decision-mak-

ing process. As an image, the design of shelters becomes 

emblematic of the city’s commitment to maintaining the public 

realm. The Curitiba experience has been hailed as a model of 

“green” design and as a powerful reminder of design’s potential 

for sustaining both the natural and the built environments.

www.google.com/search?q=aime+Lerner+bus+stop+Curitiba+Brazil&tbm=isch
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The Present as History 

T hroughout this book, the history of twentieth-century 

architecture has been presented as an ongoing discus-

sion concerning an appropriate architecture, and the 

closing decades of the century conform to the model of history 

as the record of passionate debate. However, writing the history 

of the recent past is a problematic venture. Historians often rely 

on a perspective that comes with the passage of time when they 

assert particular buildings to be seminal examples of architec-

ture. The reassurance that comes from hindsight is not available 

for those writing about the last decades of the twentieth century 

and questions inevitably surround any account. Is, for example, 
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a particular design selected for discussion the greatest or only 

the latest work by the architect in question? Should the amount 

of press coverage a new building attracts be interpreted as an 

indication that it is a work of enduring significance or merely 

the sign of a successful media blitz? Will an emerging technol-

ogy fundamentally alter the conceptualization of form and the 

construction of buildings or be incorporated smoothly into 

existing patterns of design activity? 

Local circumstances, programmatic requirements, and 

the architect’s personal sensibility inevitably shape individual 

projects. Yet, within the broad panorama of contemporary 

architecture, it is possible to discern pervasive themes that 

serve to organize design discourse. Thus, this chapter explores 

the various ways in which late-twentieth-century architecture 

addresses issues of physical context, environmental concerns, 

and cultural memory. 

Building Technologies 
The rapid pace of technological development in the twentieth 

century ensured that the relationship between architectural 

design and building technology remained a central topic of 

design debate. The term building technologies identifies a set 

of factors influencing architectural design: building materials, 

design tools, methods of structural analysis, and environmental 

control systems. After decades of assuming energy was a limit-

less resource, the overdue recognition of environmental issues 

has prompted a new concern for energy management among 

architects. 

Advances in building technology affect more than the archi-

tect’s design of environmental control systems. Digital technol-

ogies have created new design tools for architects and opened 
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up new formal possibilities for designers. When, for example, 

Jørn Utzon began working on the original design for the Syd-

ney Opera House in 1957, the architect’s imagination exceeded 

the engineer’s ability to calculate and erect the desired forms. 

Modifications of Utzon’s original concept were necessary in 

order to build the opera house. Today, new design tools such 

as Computer-Aided Design (CAD) and Computer-Aided Manu-

facturing (CAM) programs ensure that technology can stim-

ulate rather than inhibit the architect’s imagination. Starting 

in the 1980s, the availability of CAD-CAM software packages 

forced architects to reconsider some of the central tenets of 

architectural modernism. In a 1998 lecture, Renzo Piano, one of 

the architects of the Pompidou Center in Paris, described the 

impact of computers on the design profession’s understanding 

of standardization: 

Thirty years ago when I was at school, we learned that, with 

standardization and modular construction, you could not 

modify a single element, because if you did, everything would 

become too expensive. Today we live in a different world in 

which the computer permits all sorts of modifications. . . . 

To have an intelligent sense of structural unity today you 

no longer have to make each piece identical. Everything has 

changed today, including the concept of standardization.

(Frampton, Technology, Place, and Architecture, p. 135)

Formerly, architects were taught that the industrial production 

of architecture operated most efficiently when buildings were 

constructed using a limited set of regular, uniform structural 

elements. With the advent of CAD–CAM software packages 

which can calculate and manufacture irregular shapes, however, 

eccentrically shaped designs are no longer prohibitively expen-

sive to manufacture and construct. 
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Coop Himmelblau and the  
Enduring Appeal of Novelty

In an era when, as Piano suggests, everything has changed, 

there are nonetheless threads of continuity that connect the 

developments at the end of the twentieth century with the ideals 

and goals outlined at the beginning. Projects that initially ap-

pear to be shaped by design debates of the 1980s and 1990s can 

also be understood in terms of themes articulated decades earli-

er. In 1898, for example, Josef Olbrich crowned the solid-looking 

Secession building with a perforated metal sphere and inscribed 

over the main entrance the motto “To the Age its Art-to Art its 

Freedom.” Almost nine decades later, the rooftop of another 

Viennese building demonstrates the continuing relevance of 

the Secession’s motto. In 1987 the Viennese firm Coop Him-

melblau, headed by Wolf Prix (b. 1942) and Helmut Swiczinsky 

(b. 1944), created a rooftop addition for a law office housed in a 

traditional building (images). The design, which Prix described 

as an inverted bolt of lightning tearing open the roof, consists 

of a steel and glass volume, vaguely zoomorphic in character, 

perched precariously on top of a sedate apartment block. Rath-

er than harmonize with the existing building, the taut skeletal 

form of the addition, like an abstract rendition of a giant insect 

or bird of prey, appears completely at odds with its immediate 

surroundings. The inclusion of this project in the Museum of 

Modern Art’s 1988 “Deconstructivist Architecture” exhibition is 

not hard to understand; it possesses the edgy, unsettled quality 

that characterized so much of the work in that exhibition. Wolf 

Prix defended the design in the following terms:

Many people say that we are inordinately aggressive and that 

we destroy our architecture. This is an error, it is like confus-

ing Deconstructivism and destruction. I believe it is wrong 

www.google.com/search?q=Schuppich+Sporn+Winischhofer+law+offices+rooftop+conference+room+addition&tbm=isch
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to speak of destruction. If we destroy something, like this 

old roof, for instance, it is only in order to create new spaces, 

spaces more differentiated and exciting than what was  

there before. 

(Noever, p. 24)

Coop Himmelblau’s conception of architecture as a tool for 

creating vivid spatial experiences that interrupt the mind-numb-

ing tedium of routine has deep roots in the modernist design 

tradition. Beyond its connection with Deconstructivism, the 

pedigree of the faceted form of Coop Himmelblau’s design can 

be traced back to the Expressionist design language of Bruno 

Taut’s Alpine Architecture (see Chapter 1). It remains another 

demonstration of the ongoing commitment of the avant-garde 

to energize the space of the modern metropolis through the 

creation of novel and shocking forms. 

Domestic Design
Glenn Murcutt

The detached, single-family house continues to serve architects 

as a vehicle to explore a wide range of issues and as an oppor-

tunity for personal expression. The Australian architect Glenn 

Murcutt’s (b. 1936) work has been described as the manifesta-

tion of a regionalist sensibility in design. On one level, region-

alism can be recognized as the creation of picturesque alterna-

tives to the insistent internationalism of modern architecture 

and reduced to the quotation of local vernacular models and 

materials. Murcutt’s work, however, reveals a more profound, 

environmentally aware, and culturally diverse conception of 

regionalism that draws upon a wide range of source materials. 

His Ball-Eastaway House of 1983 is based on his rigorous analy-

sis of the constituent features and prevailing patterns of its site 



Chapter 9

294

on the edge of the Marramarra National Park outside of Sydney 

(images). The design is shaped by Murcutt’s appreciation of 

earth, water, air, and fire not only as environmental aspects of 

the immediate context to be accommodated but as primal forc-

es of nature that need to be revealed. The house sits lightly on 

the earth; rooflines and openings are calculated to ensure max-

imum cross-ventilation and optimal light conditions in various 

seasons. A special sprinkler system provides fire protection in 

case of brush fires. His use of corrugated metal sheets reflects a 

vernacular tradition in Australian architecture. 

A description of the house as a response to site conditions 

and local traditions reveals only part of the story. Murcutt is an 

astute student of architectural history as well as natural histo-

ry. The Ball-Eastaway House, like a number of Murcutt’s early 

works, represents his response to Mies van der Robe’s modern-

ist paradigm of minimalist design: the Farnsworth House (im-

ages). In the Farnsworth House, Mies van der Rohe idealized 

the concept of a steel and glass pavilion at the expense of the 

reality of living in a glass box; the result is beautiful but uncom-

fortable. Murcutt recasts the Miesian model in a form that takes 

into account the role of nature as well as culture in shaping 

human experience and the consciousness of place.

Stanley Tigerman

In its sensitive contextualism, Murcutt’s work holds out the 

promise of achieving a harmonic resolution of the orders of na-

ture and culture. But architects could also employ the design of 

a single-family house to suggest a contrary view. In a 1989 proj-

ect for a private residence in Illinois, Chicago, architect Stanley 

Tigerman (b. 1930) orchestrated the design as the disintegration 

of an original and ideal unity (images). Rather than arrange the 

www.google.com/search?q=Glenn+Murcutt+Ball-Eastaway+House+Australia+1983&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=mies+farnsworth+house+1946&tbm=isch

www.google.com/search?q=mies+farnsworth+house+1946&tbm=isch

www.google.com/search?q=Stanley+Tigerman+private+residence+plan+near+Chicago+Illinois+1989&tbm=isch
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various elements of the domestic program as smaller volumes 

(rooms) within a single large volume (the house), each room is 

expressed as a discrete geometric form. The visitor approaches 

the house across a paved circular court which represents an 

image of perfect order embodied in geometry (in Tigerman’s 

own words, “a metaphysical Garden of Eden”). As one exits this 

circular “Eden” and enters the house, the rest of the design ap-

pears to disintegrate as the rooms rotate in different directions 

destroying the geometric order and purity of the whole.

Tigerman’s interest in evoking the unraveling of order 

acquires its significance in the context of late twentieth-cen-

tury design discourse. Earlier in the century, modernists and 

traditionalists shared the conviction that design could establish 

order and harmony in the built environment although each side 

proposed different strategies for achieving its particular vision 

of what that order should be. In contrast, many design critics 

and theorists in the closing decades of the century called into 

question the notion that an enduring order, harmony, and logic 

could be discovered in the diversity of contemporary society. 

This argument is rooted in poststructuralist philosophy and 

criticism which tends to evaluate systems of social and aes-

thetic order as thinly veiled attempts to manage the network 

of power relationships at the heart of social and political life. 

Tigerman seizes the opportunity presented by the design of a 

house to suggest how such theoretical concepts can be applied 

to architecture.

Frank Gehry

In the late 1970s, Frank Gehry (b. 1929) began to remodel 

a 1920s house in Santa Monica, California, for his own use 

(images). Rather than meekly blend the new with the old, he 

www.google.com/search?q=Gehry+House+Santa+Monica+1977&tbm=isch
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established an explosive relationship between the disparate 

elements of the composition. The domestic decorum of the 

original house is literally overwhelmed by the addition of new 

eccentric volumes defined by chain-link fencing, galvanized 

metal siding, and exposed plywood. Viewed through the filter 

of poststructuralist criticism, Gehry’s house appears to support 

the thesis that the only message left for architecture to convey 

in a pluralist era is one of cultural fragmentation. 

The inclusion of this house in the Museum of Modern Art’s 

1988 exhibition “Deconstructivist Architecture” seemed to 

confirm an affinity between Gehry’s work and the intellectual 

argument of Deconstructivism. However, an alternate reading 

is possible, one closer to Gehry’s own intentions. In interviews 

and lectures Gehry often speaks of his involvement in the 

contemporary art world of painters and sculptors. Substitute 

the “combine paintings” of Robert Rauschenberg or the Merz 

pieces by Kurt Schwitters for the philosophical speculations of 

Deconstruction as the critical point of reference, and one can 

appreciate Gehry’s house as a contribution to the vital twenti-

eth-century tradition of collage. Gehry framed the volume of 

the new kitchen so that it appears as if a huge cube is tumbling 

into the house (images). The tumbling cube, inspired by early 

twentieth-century Russian art (Gehry designed the installation 

for an important 1980 exhibition of Russian avant-garde art in 

Los Angeles), injects the subversive spirit of the early avant-gar-

de into the quiet, residential neighborhood. 

That same neighborhood, however, provides its own set 

of references for Gehry’s house. While his arrangement of 

elements is unorthodox, his selection of materials is oddly in 

harmony with the material environment of backyard fences, 

recreational vehicles, and boat trailers evident elsewhere in 

the neighborhood. A house that draws together references 

www.google.com/search?q=Gehry+House+axonometric+drawing+Santa+Monica+1977&tbm=isch
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as diverse as Russian avant-garde art, mixed-media work by 

Rauschenberg, and bits and pieces of contemporary life-styles 

culled from the driveways and garages of local streets reflects a 

design sensibility shaped by an idiosyncratic spirit of adventure 

as much as it is determined by any particular philosophical 

system.

R. Scott Johnson

Unique projects by Murcutt, Tigerman, and Gehry cannot be 

represented as typical of the dominant trends in the production 

of single-family homes. As they have throughout the century, 

however, architect-designed houses serve as a useful index of 

the themes, concerns, and experiments with which designers 

are engaged. The last house to be considered in this chapter 

reminds us that the emergence of post and neo “isms” such as 

postmodernism or Deconstructivism does not signal the end of 

modernism as a creative force in architecture. 

In the early 1990s R. Scott Johnson (b. 1951) began designing 

a house for his family on a hilltop site near Saint Helena in Cal-

ifornia’s Napa Valley (images). Johnson’s previous commercial 

work demonstrated his command of a variety of formal idioms; 

in describing his approach to this design he admitted: 

Modern architecture is the most intriguing to me. . . . But I’m 

interested in its ambiguities and in achieving a rooted, tactile 

brand of modernism—not the icy-cold variety. 

(Viladas, p. 153)

 The front of the house appears as a series of opaque wooden 

boxes painted different colors. From the entry, the interior of 

the house slowly opens up culminating in a extensively glazed 

living area at the far end of the scheme offering the visitor a 

panoramic view of the landscape. There is an insistent materiali-

www.google.com/search?q=architect+Scott+Johnson+family+residence+st.+helena+california&tbm=isch
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ty to the design. Just as the spatial character of the houses shifts 

from sheltering to expansive, finishes range from the rough tex-

tures of concrete block, exposed wooden ceiling, and plywood 

paneling through smooth flagstone floors and slate tiles to walls 

covered with a delicate white-gold leaf. Throughout the house, 

surfaces are animated by light.

This is not an example of the house as a machine to regu-

late life, nor does it advance the argument that design is a tool 

with which humankind can dominate the natural environment, 

although such themes can be found within the modernist tra-

dition. It is a demonstration of how architecture can focus and 

intensify experience. Modernism offered twentieth-century ar-

chitects the freedom to explore new strategies for manipulating 

space, material, and light—the elemental ingredients of archi-

tecture—and as the Johnson House makes clear, it remains an 

important element in the mix of contemporary design culture. 

Office Buildings
Richard Rogers: Lloyd’s of London

While diversity has been a hallmark of twentieth-century domes-

tic architecture, the design of office space has evolved in strict 

conformity to the dictates of the commercial real-estate market. 

In London, three very different projects demonstrate a growing 

diversity in approaches to the configuration of office buildings. 

The first of this trio, a new headquarters for Lloyd’s of London 

(completed in 1986), brought the high-tech image of the recent-

ly completed Pompidou Center to the City of London (images). 

Richard Rogers and Renzo Piano terminated their joint practice 

after the completion of the Pompidou Center and Lloyd’s com-

missioned Rogers, now working alone, to design its new facility.

The project brief specified large open-floor areas capable of 

www.google.com/search?q=richard+rogers+lloyds+building&tbm=isch
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accommodating new office technologies. Typically, office floor 

plans are arranged around central service cores containing ele-

vator shafts and duct work for the mechanical systems. Rogers 

turned this model inside out; he clustered building services 

and arranged structural elements around the periphery of the 

plan thus opening up the structure’s interior. The result has the 

diagrammatic clarity of Louis Kahn’s servant and served spaces 

and the exhibitionist bravado previously seen in the work of 

Archigram. Rather than encase the whole in a single, prismatic 

volume, Rogers produced a highly articulated design in which 

the building’s various components are clearly differentiated like 

the parts of a giant mechanical device. 

Quinlan Terry: Richmond Riverside

Quinlan Terry (b. 1937) is one of the new generation of British 

classicists. His design for the Richmond Riverside Development 

(completed in 1988) (images) establishes a different relationship 

between building tectonics, office technology, and urban con-

text than Rogers applied to Lloyd’s of London. Rather than one 

large building, Terry developed his design to read as a series 

of varied and smaller buildings along a traditional street. The 

details are drawn from a variety of historical sources including 

Georgian, Palladian, and Baroque architecture. He took ad-

vantage of the riverfront site with a series of terraces that step 

down to the river and create a great public outdoor room for 

the surrounding neighborhood.

As one moves inside, the traditional design of the facades is 

replaced by thoroughly modern office spaces equipped with the 

building systems necessary to support the latest in telecommu-

nications and work-station technologies. The Lloyd’s of London 

design vocabulary is consistent throughout the building. The 

www.google.com/search?q=Quinlan+Terry+Richmond+Riverside+Development&tbm=isch
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Richmond project thus speaks different languages inside and 

out. This design dichotomy has prompted some critics to sug-

gest that the design’s beauty is only skin deep; it is, however, 

a very thick skin. In keeping with the classical commitment to 

traditional modes of construction, the outer walls of the devel-

opment are built using load-bearing masonry with no internal 

cavities or expansion joints; in places they are eighteen inches 

thick. 

Ralph Erskine: The Ark

The third project to be considered, Ralph Erskine’s 1992 specu-

lative office building dubbed The Ark, occupies a site in Ham-

mersmith as ugly as Richmond Riverside’s is attractive (imag-

es). Wedged between an elevated motorway and railroad tracks, 

there is little reason to face outward and try to engage the 

surroundings. Instead, Erskine turned the building in on itself 

and organized the interior around a central atrium (images). 

The outer walls wrap around the interior like a protective cara-

pace and the building’s volume expands as it rises. The result is 

an ungainly shape that lacks the precise machinelike image of 

Lloyd’s of London or Richmond Riverside’s picturesque charm. 

What The Ark does offer is a distinctive approach to the 

design of office space. Erskine is keenly aware that space shapes 

experience and that corporate hierarchies and organization-

al structures are encoded in the arrangement of offices and 

work-stations. In recent decades, however, new attitudes to 

office planning have emerged and corporations have adopted 

planning models designed to promote more free-form types of 

interaction within organizations. Rigid chains of command and 

strict compartmentalization are giving way to more flexible spa-

tial arrangements that allow working groups to be reconfigured 

quickly. The Ark’s central atrium provides a variety of areas to 

www.google.com/search?q=Ralph+Erskine+The+Ark&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Ralph+Erskine+The+Ark&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Ralph+Erskine+The+Ark+cross-section&tbm=isch
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accommodate informal interaction among workers and within 

the building’s barrel-like envelope a variety of different floor 

plans and office types are possible.

Skyscrapers
In the 1990s a new generation of skyscrapers appeared on urban 

skylines around the world. Emblems of national pride as well 

as centers of commerce, the appearance of tall buildings in 

such cities as Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and Shanghai, China, 

signaled profound changes in the global economic order. “We 

need something to express our towering ambition” declared 

Mahathir Mohamad, prime minister of Malaysia at the formal 

opening of the Petronas Towers in Kuala Lumpur in 1998. Ris-

ing 452 meters over the Malaysian capital, the Petronas Towers 

claimed the title of world’s tallest skyscraper and boldly staked 

Malaysia’s claim to be a major Asian player in the emerging 

global economic system.

The drive for height has been an important part of the 

story of skyscrapers since their invention in the late nineteenth 

century. But height was not the only thing that distinguished 

the skyscrapers erected in the waning years of the twentieth 

century from their predecessors. As the set of buildings re-

viewed here illustrates, the tall buildings of the 1990s differed 

significantly from earlier skyscrapers in terms of their layouts, 

construction, and operations. Indeed, the innovations in 

skyscraper design were so far-reaching that such architects as 

Norman Foster and Kenneth Yeang described their efforts as 

nothing less than the reinvention of the skyscraper.

Norman Foster: Commerzbank

Frankfurt’s Commerzbank, designed by the English architect 

Norman Foster (b. 1935) , is an excellent example of the new par-
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adigm in skyscraper design (images). Towering sixty stories (261 

meters) over Frankfurt’s central business district, the Commer-

zbank, completed in 1997, is considered the tallest skyscraper in 

Europe. With its sleek metal and glass exterior skin, the build-

ing resembles at first sight a typical modern skyscraper. 

Germany, however, is a leader in environmentally responsi-

ble architectural design and the reduction of energy consump-

tion was a major goal of the design effort. Foster, therefore, 

reconsidered the standard formulas for skyscraper design. The 

typical skyscraper floor plan with office space arranged around 

a central service core emerged early in the century. After World 

War II, improvements in mechanical systems such as air con-

ditioning prompted the development of sealed metal and glass 

curtain walls, so that the building’s occupants were now totally 

dependent upon artificial climate control of interior spaces. 

Foster turned this design formula inside out. Instead of a single 

service core in the center of the building, he arranged service 

elements into three towers and repositioned them at the cor-

ners of his triangular plan thus creating a central atrium rising 

the full height of the tower (images). 

In place of a hermetically sealed curtain wall, Foster’s 

design for the exterior skin consists of double-glazed win-

dows which can be opened to allow fresh air into the building. 

The atrium facilitates ventilation by allowing fresh air to rise 

through the building. Landscaped “sky gardens” four stories 

tall are positioned at regular intervals within the building. 

These garden serve as “local” centers and social spaces within 

the enormous tower and freshen the interior atmosphere natu-

rally. In order to maximize the advantages of natural ventilation 

techniques, new computerized Building Management Systems 

(BMS) monitor environmental conditions, adjusting the volume 

of outside air drawn into the building as temperature and air 

www.google.com/search?q=norman+foster+commerzbank&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=norman+foster+commerzbank+floor+plan&tbm=isch
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quality conditions change during the course of a day. BMS tech-

nology is also employed automatically to adjust lighting levels 

within the building thus reducing energy consumption and the 

heat gain attributable to lighting fixtures. The Commerzbank 

demonstrates how a combination of ancient techniques for 

natural ventilation and modern technology for measuring envi-

ronmental conditions precisely can be combined to improve the 

energy performance of tall buildings. 

Kenneth Yeang: Menara Mesiniaga 

Technology, energy, and local character are three important 

themes in the work of the Malaysian architect Kenneth Yeang 

(b. 1948). His 1991 Menara Mesiniaga Building for IBM in Kuala 

Lumpur illustrates Yeang’s conception of what he calls the 

bioclimatic skyscraper (images). The logic of the design begins 

not with an abstract idea about the symbolic role of architecture 

in the modern era but as a concrete response to local envi-

ronmental conditions. The positions of exterior sun screens, 

landscaped terraces, service towers, and lobby areas open to the 

breeze are carefully calculated to enhance the quality of interior 

office space and reduce energy consumption through natural 

ventilation (images). In Yeang’s conception of a regionally ap-

propriate design approach, geography and climate are the criti-

cal variables. Improvements in energy performance are achieved 

by adjusting the building’s design to local climatic conditions. 

This emphasis on local conditions, Yeang argues, has some 

important implications for the ways in which architects think 

about modern technology:

We might compare the high-rise building with the 747 aircraft 

in that like the airplane, it has become an international piece 

of technology which every nation’s economy possesses. Even 

www.google.com/search?q=Kenneth+Yeang+Menara+Mesiniaga&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Kenneth+Yeang+Menara+Mesiniaga+building+plan&tbm=isch
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some of the poorest countries in the world have their own na-

tional fleet of 747s and a number of high-rises in their urban 

areas. The question then becomes how do we personalise and 

make use of this international machinery in a way that it can 

be related to its geographical context?

(Yeang, Space Design, p. 20)

Cesar Pelli: Petronas Towers

Yeang’s bioclimatic approach to skyscraper design is only one 

way that architects have attempted to answer the question 

of how contemporary architecture can respond to distinctive 

features of the local context. Kuala Lumpur is also home to the 

Petronas Towers designed by Cesar Pelli (b. 1926) (images). The 

twin towers serve as the centerpiece of the city’s new commer-

cial center. The development program called for a design that 

would express the culture and heritage of Malaysia. There are, 

however, no obvious precedents in the history of South Asian 

architecture for a modern skyscraper.

Malaysia is a predominately Muslim country and Pelli 

turned to the traditional Islamic design practice of creating 

intricate patterns using simple geometric forms. The Petro-

nas Towers are configured from two intersecting squares that 

form an eight-pointed star in plan and create a faceted shape in 

elevation. Curved bays are inserted between the eight points to 

create an alternating rhythm of curved and angular surfaces. In 

contrast to the Islamic-inspired geometry of the building, the 

design of the steel metal and glass curtain wall owes more to 

state-of-the-art technology than it does to cultural traditions.

Less noticeable than the building’s form and surfaces but 

equally important is its structural system. For most of the 

twentieth century, skyscrapers were built using a steel-framed 

skeleton to support the weight of the structure. As a result of 

www.google.com/search?q=petronas+towers&tbm=isch
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improvements in the strength and performance of reinforced 

concrete, however, the Petronas Towers, like many of the 

skyscrapers erected in the last two decades of the century, are 

concrete rather than steel structures.

Kohn, Pederson, Fox:  
Shanghai World Financial Center

Early in the twentieth century, the story of skyscrapers centered 

on developments in American cities such as Chicago and New 

York. Until the completion of the Petronas Towers, for example, 

the title of world’s tallest building was held by Chicago’s Sears 

Tower (443 meters) designed by Skidmore, Owings, and Mer-

rill and completed in 1974. By the end of the century, however, 

Asian cities had emerged as major centers of new skyscraper 

construction. The tall building symbolized the new strength and 

global importance of Asian economies. To encourage economic 

growth, Chinese authorities designated Shanghai’s Pudong dis-

trict as a special economic zone and in less than a dozen years 

scores of new towers were built. The Pudong district is located 

across the Huangpu river from the Bund, Shanghai’s famous 

waterfront boulevard, and the contrast between the two river-

banks is vivid evidence of the dramatic changes that occurred in 

China during the 1990s. Just as Tian’anmen Square represented 

in architectural terms the triumph of China’s political revolu-

tion after World War II, the Pudong district now symbolizes 

China’s economic revolution. 

In 1997 work began on the Shanghai World Financial 

Center designed by the American firm of Kohn, Pederson, Fox 

Associates (KPF) (images). The architectural plans call for the 

building to be 460 meters tall thus surpassing the 452-meter tall 

Petronas Towers as world’s tallest skyscraper. After its height, 

www.google.com/search?q=shanghai+world+financial+center&tbm=isch
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the most distinctive feature of the KPF design is an enormous 

circular opening at the top of the tower. This opening reduces 

the lateral stress generated by high winds blowing against the 

side of the building and provides a unique identifying feature 

for the tower. Like Cesar Felli, KPF struggled to find some way 

to stamp this skyscraper with an indigenous character, thus 

this circular opening has been compared to the Moon Gate 

motif of traditional Chinese garden architecture.

The Shanghai World Financial Center is an excellent exam-

ple of the global nature of contemporary design practice. KPF, 

an American architectural firm, is designing the world’s tallest 

building for a site in China with financing and supervision 

provided by a wholly owned subsidiary of the Mori Building 

Company, one of Japan’s leading real-estate and construction 

firms. Coordinating the contributions of Chinese, Japanese, 

and American personnel and managing the construction effort 

in a project of this magnitude are major challenges. Architec-

tural, engineering, and financial considerations are inextricably 

linked in skyscrapers, and in the world of commercial architec-

ture financial considerations often overshadow design issues. 

Fourteen months after the beginning of construction, work 

halted when fluctuations in Asian financial markets prompted 

investors to reconsider the project’s financing; completion is 

now scheduled for “sometime early” in the twenty-first century.

Antonio lsmael: Citra Niaga Center

It is easy to be mesmerized by the towering new skylines of such 

cities as Shanghai, Hong Kong, Singapore, or Kuala Lumpur 

and to conclude that they represent Asia today. In Samarinda, 

Indonesia, the provincial capital of East Kalimantan, however, a 

different kind of tower reveals another aspect of contemporary 

Asian architecture: small-scale, community friendly develop-



The Present as History

307

ment that addresses local needs. A timber-framed tower deco-

rated with elaborate carvings crowns a simple two-story pavilion 

that serves as the focal p9int for a small commercial develop-

ment covering 2.7 hectares (images). The scheme includes small 

shops, kiosks, and sidewalk stalls and functions as the commer-

cial center for Samarinda’s Citra Niaga neighborhood. 

In the 1970s Samarinda experienced a tremendous growth 

in population which subjected the economy and social fabric of 

the city’s neighborhoods to enormous stress. The Citra Niaga 

project was conceived as an effort to ease problems of conges-

tion, provide much needed neighborhood services, and pro-

mote community cohesion. The developer, Didik Soewandi, and 

the designer, Antonio Ismael, involved local residents in the 

planning and administration of the project. The scheme func-

tions much like a small village market and enhances rather than 

disrupts the neighborhood. Compared to Cesar Pelli or KPF’s 

efforts to build the tallest buildings in the world or Kenneth 

Yeang’s attempt to fundamentally rethink the design formulas 

for skyscrapers, Citra Niaga is a modest project. Materials and 

construction techniques, for example, were carefully selected to 

take advantage of local building practices. The quality of urban 

life, however, depends on modestly scaled projects like Citra Ni-

aga as much as it does on the collection of gleaming skyscrap-

ers in “special economic zones” or new business parks.

Government Buildings
Geoffrey Bawa: Sri Jayawardenepura

Recent political architecture demonstrates the same range and 

diversity we have noted elsewhere in the architectural produc-

tion of the century’s closing decades. Architects continue to 

provide a variety of answers to the design question: How do you 

www.google.com/search?q=Antonio+ismael+Citra+Niaga+urban+development&tbm=isch
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represent the nature of political institutions architecturally? For 

the Sri Jayawardenepura, the National Parliament building of 

Sri Lanka, the architect Geoffrey Bawa (b. 1919) rejected the ab-

stract language of modernism. Instead, he turned to the archi-

tectural heritage of Sri Lanka for inspiration (images). 

However, looking to the past is not an uncomplicated 

design strategy. In a country composed of multiple ethnic and 

religious groups, the answer to the question “whose past?” has 

the potential to divide rather than unite as different groups 

within society can feel excluded by the selective use of history. 

Acutely aware of this dilemma, Bawa skipped over Sri Lanka’s 

recent colonial past and chose instead models from the island 

nation’s Anuradhapura era (third century BCE to the tenth 

century CE). Inevitably, ancient models require modification to 

fit contemporary needs. Although he is speaking of the specific 

case of Sri Lanka, Bawa’s description of this process of creative 

adaptation neatly sums up the challenge facing architects com-

mitted to a creative dialogue between the past and the present:

When you look at the better examples of what remains of 

these earlier buildings you find they all have met the essentials 

of life in Sri Lanka, but although the past gives lessons it does 

not give the whole answer to what must be done now. . . . We 

must now design for a society living in a framework of a diffi-

cult economy, a much faster life- sometimes a freer one-new 

conventions and a greater liberality of belief to all the dictates 

of ever-changing needs. But there is, against this background 

of life, the great constant of the climate.

(Taylor, p. 16)

Bawa imitated Anuradhapura models by siting the parliament 

complex on an island in the middle of an artificial lake, reached 

by a long causeway. The processional axis established by the 

causeway continues across a forecourt and then through a 

www.google.com/search?q=Geoffrey+Bawa+National+Parliament&tbm=isch
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series of ceremonial doors executed in bronze and silver be-

fore culminating in the legislative chamber at the center of the 

complex. Traditional Sri Lankan design elements, such as small 

pavilions arranged around the large central hall and porticos 

shaded by deep overhangs, are reworked to accommodate mod-

ern needs. The result is a building that appeals to ancient tradi-

tions and satisfies contemporary programmatic requirements in 

a uniquely Sri Lankan way.

Kenzo Tange: Tokyo Metropolitan  
Government Headquarters

Modern technologies not ancient building types provide the 

models for the new Tokyo Metropolitan Government Headquar-

ters, opened in 1991. Kenzo Tange designed an enormous civic 

center with two skyscrapers housing administrative offices, a 

smaller seven-story assembly building, and a semi-oval public 

plaza (images). The size of the complex is a response to the 

scale and complexity of the contemporary metropolis and the 

buildings are designed to function as efficiently as business 

machines. All three are equipped with state-of-the-art building 

management systems and other so-called “smart technologies” 

capable of monitoring internal air quality, temperature, lighting 

levels, and energy consumption as well as security conditions. 

All three structures are wired with the latest information-pro-

cessing technologies.

Instead of the overt references to historical architecture that 

Geoffrey Bawa provided for the Sri Jayawardenepura, Tange pur-

sued a subtle approach of double-coding elements in his design. 

The term double-coding describes situations in which a single 

feature refers simultaneously to different sources. For Tange, 

the latticelike pattern created by the vertical and horizontal 

www.google.com/search?q=Kenzo+Tange+New+Tokyo+Metropolitan+Government+Headquarters&tbm=isch
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lines of the towers’ facades refers both to traditional Japanese 

timber-framed buildings and to the geometric patterns visible 

on the surface of computer circuit boards. Neither reference is 

immediately obvious and the balance between traditional and 

contemporary cultural references is tipped decidedly in favor of 

the latter. More than anything, the Tokyo Metropolitan Gov-

ernment Headquarters recalls Antonio Sant’Elia’s 1914 Futurist 

drawings (images). Like Sant’Elia’s Città Nuova, Tange’s design 

features skyscrapers connected by elevated bridges rising over 

multileveled roadways.

Norman Foster: Reichstag

In 1993 Norman Foster emerged as the winner of an interna-

tional competition for the Reichstag, the German parliament 

building in Berlin (images), He faced a different kind of design 

challenge from that confronting the architects of the Sri Lankan 

parliament or the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Headquar-

ters complex. Rather than design a new building, Foster was 

expected to insert the necessary parliamentary facilities into the 

shell of the existing Reichstag building.

Originally completed in 1894 according to the Neo-Re-

naissance design of Paul Wallot (1841-1912), the history of the 

Reichstag paralleled the tumultuous history of Germany in the 

twentieth century. The seat of the imperial and later the repub-

lican parliament, the building was burned down in 1933, an inci-

dent that the Nazis exploited to consolidate their grip on power. 

As Berlin became a battleground in the closing days of World 

War II, the building was reduced to shattered hulk. During the 

Cold War, it received only minimal restoration because of its 

position near the Berlin Wall and the politically sensitive issue 

of national symbols in a divided Germany. German reunification 

www.google.com/search?q=Antonio+Sant'Elia+La+Città+Nuova+1914&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=norman+foster+reichstag&tbm=isch
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and the decision to return the seat of national government to 

Berlin added one more politically charged layer of history to the 

Reichstag. The remodelled Reichstag was inaugurated in 1999. 

Foster’s Reichstag design addresses three critical issues: 

political symbolism, the building’s history, and architecture’s 

environmental impact. Foster employed the architectural meta-

phor of transparency to suggest the openness and accessibility 

of democratic government. He replaced the heavy, solid dome 

of Wallot’s original design with a shimmering glass cupola over 

the legislative chamber located at the center of the building. He-

lical ramps around the inside of the dome carry visitors to the 

top of the building. From above they can look down on the leg-

islators at work below or gaze out over the city’s skyline. Rather 

than bury the building’s dramatic history beneath new surfaces, 

Foster left the scars of war, including shell marks and graffiti 

scrawled by victorious Russian soldiers, exposed on some of the 

interior walls. In this way, the building’s own history becomes 

a reminder to all who use it of the ravages of war. Finally, the 

building serves as an exemplary demonstration of how technol-

ogy can be employed to soften architecture’s environmental 

impact. A huge inverted cone is suspended beneath the glass 

dome (images). The cone’s mirrored surface reflects natural 

light down into the legislative chamber. The cone also acts like 

a convection chimney drawing hot air up and out through the 

top of the dome as part of a natural ventilation system. In place 

of fossil fuels, the building’s heating and cooling plant burns 

refined vegetable oils for power and excess heat is stored for fu-

ture use in an aquifer located three hundred meters beneath the 

Reichstag. All of these systems combined result in a significant 

reduction of the energy consumed and the pollution generated 

by the Reichstag. 

www.google.com/search?q=norman+foster+reichstag+cross-section&tbm=isch
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Foster is keenly aware of the role influential public build-

ings can play in promoting a more efficient use of energy. In a 

1997 interview he said: 

Prophets like Buckminster Fuller many years ago predicted 

the kind of global crises which are now the subject of interna-

tional summits and media headlines. We know that buildings 

currently consume half the world’s energy and significantly 

add to the spiral of pollution through the consumption of 

non-renewable fossil fuels-a major factor in global warming. 

Given the symbolic importance of the Reichstag we suggested 

that it could be an inspiration to the nation and the world 

at large-as an ecological flagship. I also suggested that this 

approach should be justified on moral grounds-but if that 

was not acceptable then, given the very high energy costs of 

running the Reichstag at that time (that is, before 1993), then 

there was a strong economic argument for doing so anyway. 

(Quantrill, The Norman Foster Studio, p. 218) 

Foster’s transparent cupola, conceived as the crowning 

feature of “an ecological flagship,” and the massive dome 

proposed by Albert Speer for the Great Hall of the Third Reich 

(see chapter 4) provide two very different models of political 

architecture and encapsulate two different chapters in modern 

German history.

Railroad Stations
Nicholas Grimshaw: Channel Tunnel Railway Terminal

The interplay between architectural design and structural 

engineering is an important theme in twentieth-century archi-

tecture. Often, however, engineering advances are invisible to 

the casual observer because structural features are covered by 

a building’s walls and ceilings. This is not the case for building 

types such as railroad stations. The necessity to enclose large 
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volumes without obstructing the traffic flow favors station de-

signs with roofs that span long distances. 

Two railroad stations completed in the early 1990s, one 

in London and one near Lyon, France, rely on the revelation 

of dramatic structural forms for their visual impact. For the 

Channel Tunnel Railway Terminal at London’s Waterloo station, 

Nicholas Grimshaw designed a train shed over four hundred 

meters long. A narrow site and the necessity to cover a track on 

the extreme western edge of the station resulted in a multilevel 

station spanned by an asymmetrical truss system supporting 

the roof (images). Until recently, the difficulty of calculating 

precisely the stress patterns generated by eccentrically shaped 

structural members was a serious obstacle for designers. In the 

1980s the advent of digitalized graphic software for modeling 

designs and computer programs capable of analyzing eccentric 

shapes greatly enhanced the ability of architects and engineers 

to solve complex structural equations. The structural skeleton 

of Grimshaw’s design, visible thanks to its glass skin, is the 

product of sophisticated engineering calculations, but the de-

sign cannot be explained solely in terms of numbers or formu-

las. In a 1992 interview, Grimshaw described the effect he was 

after in his design for the Channel Tunnel Station: 

A building has to have atmosphere. It has to have appeal as 

you go into it. ... You don’t want to just hurry and scuffle into 

a train. You want to have some kind of feeling of wonder at 

being in the space. 

(Moore, p. 245) 

Site conditions and programmatic requirements determined 

the basic layout at Waterloo, but the building’s special “atmo-

sphere” comes from its artful marriage of brute strength and 

delicate balance (images).

www.google.com/search?q=norman+foster+reichstag+cross-section&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Waterloo+International+railway+station+London&tbm=isch


Chapter 9

314

Santiago Calatrava: Lyon-Satolas  
TGV Railway Station

Provoking a sense of wonder is important also to the Spanish 

architect and engineer Santiago Calatrava (b. 1951). He is re-

sponsible for the design of the TGV railway station of Lyon-Sa-

tolas. This station serves as a link between rail and air travel and 

connects Lyon with the airport at Satolas forty kilometers away. 

Like Grimshaw, Calatrava has taken advantage of sophisticated 

new analytical tools to create designs for bridges and stations 

that would have presented insurmountable difficulties for 

engineers a generation earlier. For Calatrava, calculation should 

support rather than constrain the designer’s imagination: “I un-

derstand technology,” Calatrava once said in an interview, “as 

a support for the lyricism of architecture.” Critics consistently 

use the word poetic to differentiate his evocative forms from 

more mundane examples of engineering. Calatrava’s poetry is 

metaphorical in character; the viewer is tempted constantly to 

draw parallels between the structural forms of a Calatrava-de-

signed building and the skeletal features of animals such as ribs 

and vertebrae or body parts such as wings and legs. The soaring 

roof of his Lyon-Satolas station, for example, suggests the met-

aphor of unfolding wings (images). This birdlike form recalls 

Eero Saarinen’s TWA Terminal in New York and the imaginative 

designs of Antonio Gaudí.

Cultural Institutions
Renzo Piano: Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Center, 

Nouméa, New Caledonia

The appearance of novel forms made possible by new tech-

nologies is not restricted to transportation facilities. Patrons 

eager to project an image of innovation and creativity for their 

www.google.com/search?q=Santiago+Calatrava+TGV+Railway+Station&tbm=isch
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cultural institutions provide architects with high-profile oppor-

tunities to develop new shapes. In 1991 the French government 

commissioned Renzo Piano to design the Jean-Marie Tjibaou 

Cultural Center in Nouméa, on the Pacific island of New Cale-

donia (images). The program called for an exhibition space, an 

auditorium, a library, and meeting facilities.

Like his former partner Richard Rogers, Piano built an 

international reputation based on a series of high-tech designs. 

For the cultural center, he employed late twentieth-century 

technologies to recast traditional features of the island’s archi-

tecture. The cultural center’s various departments are housed 

in separate pavilions. Piano wrapped each of these functional 

units in tall wooden screens made of laminated timber ribs 

set in cast aluminum footings and covered with light wooden 

slates. The screens (or “cases” as Piano calls them) are modeled 

abstractly on the traditional house type of the island’s Kanak 

people. Clustered together, the tall cases evoke the image of a 

Kanak village. The cases act as wind screens, and louvers po-

sitioned in the base of the building can be adjusted to provide 

natural ventilation for interior spaces under different weather 

conditions. Computer modeling of preliminary designs allowed 

Piano to refine his original concept for combining traditional 

and contemporary forms in a solution uniquely tailored for its 

location.

The Nouméa cultural center raises, once again, the question 

of how architects combine formal design languages rooted in 

different cultural contexts. In his design for the Viceroy’s House 

in New Delhi, discussed in chapter 4, Lutyens tried to blend 

elements of Western and Indian architectural traditions. Substi-

tute high-tech for classical and much the same situation applies 

to Piano’s attempt to fuse images, materials, and environmental 

control techniques from two different cultures: one indigenous 

www.google.com/search?q=Jean-Marie+Tjibaou+Cultural+Center+Noumea+New+Caledonia&tbm=isch
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to the Pacific island of New Caledonia, the other European in 

origin, global in scope, and advanced in terms of its level of 

technological development. As in the Viceroy’s House in New 

Delhi, the balance between imported and indigenous elements 

is tipped decisively in favor of the former. However, if reports 

from Piano’s office are to be believed, the islanders have re-

sponded enthusiastically to the design and critics should be 

wary of using interpretive models based on an alleged opposi-

tion between First and Third World sensibilities. 

Movies, popular music, and television programs cross 

national borders with impunity and the isolation that once en-

sured cultural differentiation is disappearing under the impact 

of communication media that did not exist a century ago. At 

the beginning of the twenty-first century, the global circulation 

of ideas, images, and technologies is facilitating the develop-

ment of novel, hybrid designs that fuse elements from different 

cultures. Unlike the classical orders of Greco-Roman antiquity 

that inevitably bear the stamp of a European–Mediterranean 

heritage, high-tech architecture increasingly escapes national or 

continental associations. Renzo Piano was born in Italy but his 

architecture belongs much more to this new global culture than 

it does to the venerable tradition of Italian architecture.

Frank Gehry: Guggenheim Museum,  
Bilbao, Spain

In 1997 the Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation, based in New 

York City, opened a new art museum in Bilbao, Spain (images). 

The Guggenheim’s New York facility designed by Frank Lloyd 

Wright remains one of the most famous examples of modern 

architecture. However, it is not the only facility operated by 

the foundation; there are Guggenheim collections on display 

www.google.com/search?q=Gehry+Guggenheim+Bilbao&tbm=isch
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in Berlin, Bilbao, and Venice. The story of the Bilbao Guggen-

heim is part of a larger story involving Bilbao’s transformation 

from a gritty industrial seaport to a cosmopolitan center with 

a postindustrial economy oriented to tourism, culture, and 

service industries. The economic decline in the 1970s and 1980s 

of Bilbao’s industrial and maritime sectors forced the city to 

reinvent itself in the 1990s. Port facilities, formerly located 

along the Nervión river near the center of town, were relocated 

downstream closer to the Bay of Biscay. This move allowed the 

city to reclaim the enormous site of the former port for new 

development. 

Like Frankfurt and Barcelona, Bilbao turned to famous 

architects as a way of attracting international attention. Cesar 

Pelli was commissioned to prepare a masterplan for the Aban-

doibarra zone (the name of the former port area) and Norman 

Foster designed stations for the city’s new metro system. Santi-

ago Calatrava designed a dramatic pedestrian bridge spanning 

the Nervión in the area of the former port and a new terminal 

for the city’s airport. Other projects by an international cast of 

designers are still to come.

Gehry’s Guggenheim, the centerpiece of the entire urban 

renewal effort, has established Bilbao as a pilgrimage spot for 

anyone interested in contemporary architecture. Bilbao has ex-

perienced a fivefold increase in tourism since the Guggenheim 

opened and surveys indicate that 80 percent of visitors to Bilbao 

now come expressly to visit the museum. The financial impact 

on the local economy has been enormous and the city recouped 

its investment in the project in less than two years.

Located on the site of the former river port, the Bilbao Gug-

genheim appears as a shimmering pile of eccentrically shaped 

forms. Like Wright’s New York Guggenheim, the plan unfolds 

around a central atrium; here, however, the similarities end. 
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In place of Wright’s image of organic unity, the Bilbao Gug-

genheim appears to be on the verge of flying apart. The design 

eludes prosaic description; it cannot easily be described as a 

composition of simple geometric forms or understood in terms 

of historical references. From every angle the building appears 

different. The viewer, therefore, is forced back into his or her 

own imagination in order to comprehend the building. It is as 

if the intellectual and emotional energy invested in the artwork 

inside has generated an enormous vortex that draws parts of 

the building toward the center before flinging them up and out 

into the surrounding city. Like leaping tongues of flame, titani-

um-clad curved shapes twist and turn around stone-clad rectan-

gular volumes. Many critics hailed the building as a celebration 

of the power of the human imagination. Reviewing the building 

for the New York Times, Herbert Muschamp wrote:

The most divine of all human qualities—empathy—is the 

source of meaning in Frank Gehry’s designs. His aim is not to 

found a school, not to create a style. Rather, he is possessed 

by the gaga 19th century notion that by exercising their imagi-

nation artists can inspire others to use their own.

(Muschamp, p. 58)

A vivid imagination, however, is not enough to create a 

great building. The success of the Bilbao Guggenheim must be 

attributed, in part, to a new design tool Gehry used to translate 

his vision into reality: digitalized imaging software (images). 

Until the 1980s, the difficulty of calculating the stress patterns 

of irregularly shaped structures combined with the high cost 

of constructing complex, curved shapes imposed severe limita-

tions on what was feasible in terms of architectural design. In 

short, the ability to construct odd shapes lagged behind the ar-

chitect’s capacity to imagine them. Specialists in Gehry’s office, 

www.google.com/search?q=Gehry+Guggenheim+Bilbao+CATIA+model&tbm=isch
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however, use CATIA, a software program originally developed 

in France for use in the aerospace industry, to translate the ec-

centric forms of his designs into polynomial equations, that is, 

they turned shapes into numbers. A special digital wand is used 

to trace the surfaces of three-dimensional design models. The 

digital record of this form is then used to generate wire-frame 

images of the design on the computer which, in turn, are used 

to prepare the technical drawings needed to build the museum. 

Jim Glymph, one of Gehry’s associates responsible for adapt-

ing Catia for architectural use, sums up the impact of this new 

design tool in the following words:

Many of the forms he [Gehry] is developing now are only 

possible through the computer. Bilbao is a perfect example. 

Prior to the development of the computer applications in the 

office . . . we would never be able to build it. Bilbao could have 

been drawn with a pencil and straight-edge, but it would take 

us decades. 

(Van Bruggen, p. 138)

Materials as well as software contribute to the Guggenheim’s 

novel appearance. The curved exterior walls of the Bilbao Gug-

genheim are sheathed with titanium panels so thin they flutter 

in strong wind. The shiny, rippling surfaces of the museum 

react to changing light conditions and transform the building 

into a giant light sculpture.

Thomas Beeby: Harold Washington  
Library, Chicago

In contrast to the emphasis on innovative forms and uncon-

ventional applications of materials, the design for the Chicago 

public library fits the postmodernist paradigm of a return to 

history. In 1987 Thomas Beeby (b. 1941) won a competition for 
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the design of a new main library for Chicago. Named in honor 

of the city’s first African-American mayor, the Harold Washing-

ton Library occupies an entire city block in Chicago’s Loop dis-

trict (images). Chicago is home to some of the most important 

buildings in the history of modern American architecture and 

within the radius of a fifteen-minute walk from the new library 

are some of the city’s most famous landmark structures.

Cognizant of this important history, Beeby produced a 

complex design that draws on different aspects of the city’s 

rich architectural heritage. The tall, round arches and deep, 

redbrick color of the new building recalls such nineteenth-cen-

tury Chicago monuments as Adler and Sullivan’s Auditorium 

Building and the Rookery Building by Burnham and Root. An 

elaborately decorated elevation wraps around three sides of the 

library. However, on the building’s west side, which runs along 

a narrow street, a plain metal and glass curtain wall appears 

instead. This west elevation is a homage to the post-World War 

II generation of metal and glass buildings designed by Mies van 

der Rohe and his contemporaries. The abrupt shift from mason-

ry to metal undermines the unity of the design, but by refusing 

to stick to a single design vocabulary the library acknowledges 

the city’s rich diversity. The metaphor of a public building that 

“speaks” with multiple voices is related to a model of cultural 

pluralism understood as a sustained conversation among differ-

ent traditions. The building’s iconographic program includes 

references to libraries in general as repositories of knowledge as 

well as to the Harold Washington Library’s specific identity as a 

Chicago building. The enormous statues of owls posed in front 

of giant palmettes perched on the library’s rooftop symbolize 

the flowering of wisdom.

www.google.com/search?q=Beeby+Harold+Washington+Library&tbm=isch
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Architecture and Memory
Since the invention of pyramids, architecture has served as a 

vehicle for memory. The history of nations, communities, and 

individuals provides the answer to the question: What must be 

remembered? Architects, through their designs , answer the 

question: How to remember? The last set of buildings to be con-

sidered, a crematorium, a memorial, and a museum, illustrates 

different ways in which architecture gives form to memory. It 

covers the design spectrum from projects intended to serve 

small groups of people gathered together to say farewell to a 

deceased loved one to entire nations trying to come to terms 

with the past.

Fumihiko Maki: Kaze-No-Oka Crematorium
Cemeteries and memorials constitute the formal settings in 

which private and public rituals of remembrance occur. Often 

it is the rituals themselves that guide the architectural design. 

For the Kaze-No-Oka crematorium in the southern Japanese 

city of Nakatsu, Fumihiko Maki (b. 1928) arranged his design 

to conform to the various stages in the funeral ritual. There is a 

hall for the funeral service, the crematorium proper, and an area 

set aside for families waiting to collect the ashes. Each of these 

areas is expressed with a different geometric shape (images). 

The parklike setting of the crematorium includes several ancient 

burial mounds and the various components of Maki’s design 

appear as abstract sculptural forms embedded in the earth. 

Maki varied the quality of light in each area in order to estab-

lish different moods that correspond to different stages in the 

funeral ceremony. As one moves further into the crematorium, 

the sense of distance from the outside world grows and natural 

light, which one took for granted in the park above, becomes 

precious and creates a peaceful, meditative aura (images). 

www.google.com/search?q=Fumihiko+Maki+Kaze-No-Oka+Crematorium&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=Fumihiko+Maki+Kaze-No-Oka+Crematorium+interior&tbm=isch
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Maya Lin: Vietnam Veterans Memorial,  
Washington, DC 

Only a short distance physically separates the Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial and the Lincoln Memorial in Washington DC. Con-

ceptually, however, the two memorials stand at opposite ends of 

the spectrum in terms of design. In contrast to the rich classi-

cism, prominent position, and heroic monumentality of Henry 

Bacon’s Lincoln Memorial (images), the Vietnam Veterans 

Memorial, designed by Maya Lin (b. 1959), has a quieter, more 

abstract, and intimate quality (images). While she was a still an 

architectural student, Lin won a national competition for the 

memorial in 1981. The competition brief called for an apolitical 

design that would make no partisan statement regarding the 

war and specified that the memorial must include the names of 

the 58,183 Americans lost in the conflict. 

However, few events in recent American history have been 

as divisive for the country as the Vietnam War and the contro-

versy surrounding the war eventually would swirl around the 

memorial as well. Lin proposed a V-shaped wall of polished 

black granite set into the earth on which the names of the de-

ceased would be inscribed in chronological (based on the date 

of death) rather than alphabetical order. In an essay entitled 

“Making the Memorial” she describes the genesis of the design: 

I imagined taking a knife and cutting into the earth, opening 

it up, an initial violence and pain that in time would heal. 

The grass would grow back, but the initial cut would remain 

a pure, flat surface in the earth with a polished, mirrored sur-

face . . . It would be an interface, between our world and the 

quieter, darker, more peaceful world beyond.

(Lin, p. 33) 

www.google.com/search?q=Henry+Bacon+Lincoln+Memorial+building&tbm=isch
www.google.com/search?q=maya+lin+vietnam+veterans+memorial&tbm=isch
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The question of how to remember those killed in the war 

was soon complicated by issues of race and gender. While some 

people expressed reservations about the abstract nature of 

the design, others objected to awarding the commission to an 

Asian–American female. Like many female designers before her, 

Lin was forced to confront a kind of hostility seldom faced by 

male architects: 

I remember [Lin wrote] reading the article in The Washington 

Post referring to “An Asian Memorial for an Asian War” and I 

knew we were in trouble. . . . Ironically, one side attacked the 

design for being “too Asian,” while others saw its simplicity 

and understatement, not as an intention to create a more 

Eastern meditative space, but as a minimalist statement which 

they interpreted as being nonreferential and disconnected 

from human experience.

(Lin, p. 35)

The criticism of the memorial as “disconnected from human 

experience” because of its abstract design is a familiar theme in 

conservative critiques of modern architecture. According to this 

line of reasoning, the public neither understands the forms nor 

is willing to make the effort required to comprehend abstrac-

tion. Maya Lin’s design, however, proved the critics wrong and 

today the Vietnam Veterans Memorial is recognized as one of 

the most powerful and emotionally compelling memorials in 

the nation’s capital. 

Daniel Libeskind: Jewish Museum, Berlin 

In 1988 the Berlin Museum, devoted to the history of the city, 

announced a design competition for a new wing to the existing 

building to house an exhibit detailing the history of Berlin’s 

Jewish community. One year later, Daniel Libeskind (b. 1946) 
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was selected as the winner of the competition. By the time the 

museum opened a decade later Berlin was transformed from 

a city divided between rival foreign powers to the capital of 

a united Germany, and Libeskind’s addition was the focus of 

international attention. 

Over any account of Berlin’s Jewish community hangs the 

shadow of the holocaust; the challenge for the architect was to 

find a form capable of doing justice to the story the museum 

was charged with telling. Rather than take his design cues from 

the existing museum building, or from the history of museum 

architecture, the architect pursued an esoteric approach that he 

admits defies rational explanation: 

In my view, the best works of the contemporary spirit come 

from the irrational, while what prevails in the world, what 

dominates and often kills, does so always in the name of Rea-

son. The irrational as a nonbeginning of this project was my 

starting point.

(Noever, p. 63)

Libeskind uses the phrase “between the lines” to describe the 

theme of his design. In a complicated process of fabricating 

connections between different aspects of Jewish life in Berlin 

he created a network of invisible lines which he used to estab-

lish the outline of the Jewish Museum. On a map of Berlin, he 

plotted the addresses of important figures in the history of the 

Jewish community thus establishing the spatial coordinates 

of Jewish life in Berlin before World War II. He connected 

these plotted points with lines and from this random diagram 

(labeled an “irrational nexus” by Libeskind) he generated the 

zigzag plan of the building (images). Running straight through 

the meandering arrangement of museum galleries is a series of 

stark, empty spaces. These voids are powerful, spatial sym-

www.google.com/search?q=daniel+libeskind+jewish+museum+plan&tbm=isch
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bols of what was lost in the holocaust. The curious pattern of 

openings on the zinc-clad exterior of the Jewish Museum adds 

another layer to the building’s enigmatic iconography (images). 

On a traditional facade, windows typically conform to the 

arrangement of interior spaces and make it possible to count 

the number of stories. No such logic governs the positioning of 

openings in the Jewish Museum; instead narrow window strips 

slice diagonally through the building’s skin. Like undecipher-

able hieroglyphs or ancient runes inscribed on the monuments 

of a lost civilization, the design of the Jewish Museum defies 

simple explanation, as does the holocaust itself. 

But Libeskind does not surrender to despair. The adjacent 

gardens are an integral part of the entire scheme. Forty-nine 

concrete planters arranged in a seven by seven grid establish a 

grove of trees. Forty-eight of the planters are filled with earth 

excavated in Berlin and stand for 1948, the year Israel was 

established. The forty-ninth planter, in the center of the grid, 

contains soil from Jerusalem. Roses, the only flower permitted 

to be cultivated in the ancient city of Jerusalem according to a 

tradition cited by Libeskind, are used to create an arbor around 

the edge of the garden. Thus nature provides the emblems of 

rebirth and renewal that balance the sense of destruction and 

loss evoked so viscerally by the convoluted plan and lacerated 

elevations of the architecture. 

This book began by describing daring visions of the future. It 

ends by describing equally bold attempts to remember the past. 

Throughout the twentieth century architects have provided 

more than simple shelter; they have developed new or adapted 

existing design tools in order to create a built environment that 

responds to more than the physical needs of human beings. 

www.google.com/search?q=daniel+libeskind+jewish+museum&tbm=isch
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Architects have tried to provide architectural images and spatial 

metaphors that help people comprehend the world around them, 

inhabit it with some degree of dignity, and find pleasure and 

stimulation in the buildings they create. This is a noble and am-

bitious design agenda for the architectural profession and one 

that has provoked continued passionate debate concerning the 

elements of an appropriate architecture for the twentieth centu-

ry. As the twenty-first century dawns, this debate continues.
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