HISTORY OF MODERB ARCHITECTURE

4. HIGH MODERNISM

While Early Modernism was experimenting freely to develop a viable new architectural idiom, High Modernism appears to have found the style with the construction of the Bauhaus building at Dessau in 1925 designed by its director Walter Gropius. Others who contributed to the growth of High Modernism are Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe.

BAUHAUS

Bauhaus was a school formed under Walter Gropius in 1919 by combining the Weimar Academy of Fine Arts with the Decorative Arts School which had been established by Methusius in 1903. It functioned under the ideals of Deutche Werkbund and was set up as a state school teaching fine arts, crafts, industrial design and architecture as an all-embracing discipline, bridging the gap between art and industry. The students were trained to be both designers and craftsmen and work as a team. Use was the guiding principle and form was a result of program needs and industrial methods of production. The abstract style of Bauhaus began to take shape with the arrival in 1923 of Lazlo Moholy-Nagy, a Modernist Hungarian as the second in command. It became more defined when the school moved from the old-world Weimar to the industrial city of Dessau in 1925.

The New Bauhaus building in Dessau was a direct realization of the new architectural language the school was trying to propagate. It consisted of simple cubic masses and clean, machine-pure surfaces and accessories. The school was composed of asymmetrical grouping with interconnecting bridges.

The plan of the building consisted of three L-shaped arms radiating from the center. One arm consisted of the workshops, the other the classrooms and the third the studio dormitories. The arms were connected by the three-storied entrance block near the workshop, a one storey auditorium and dining room connecting the dormitories and an elevated two-storey wing housing the administration and architecture department connecting the classrooms. The workshop block was wrapped in a large continuous glass curtain wall set between the bands of the roof parapet wall and the beam above the half basement. The block appeared as a pure rectangular volume of glass suspended weightlessly in midair. The other blocks had continuous ribbon windows which was to be the hallmark of the Modernist style. 

Despite being asymmetrical in plan in the Modernist style, the massing was handled carefully to bring about a harmonious balance. The building also contained a bit of symbolism. When viewed from above the building appeared as a three bladed propeller, an allusion to the Junker’s aircraft factory nearby.

De Stijl (The Style)
The movement was founded in 1917 by Piet Mondrian, Theo van Doesburg, van’t Hoff, Oud, Gerrit Thomas Rietveld and other artists and writers. It believed in a universal modern style which was applicable to all arts. The style was the fusion of Mondrian’s post Cubist, pure rectilinear abstract composition and Frank Lloyd Wright’s blowing up of the box into abstract fragmented cubical forms. Wright’s forms appeared to hover in a “machine-like style” but the fragmented forms were still felt to be too heavy because of the heavy chimney piles and piers and the huge spreading slabs. Thus, they tried to retain Wright’s free planning and open structures but tried to change the massive slabs into thinner floating planes as shown in Mondrian’s paintings. The style was based on flat rectangular planes of primary color and unequal size relating to each other in a pattern of asymmetrical dynamic balance. Actual output of De Stijl was limited to the paintings of Mondrian, some furniture and a few buildings.

The movement reached its climax with the construction of the Schroeder House in 1924 by Gerrit Thomas Rietveld. The house was a pure composition of lines, planes, volumes, transparency and color. In the center of the main façade was a white vertical plane. An L-shaped plane was slightly recessed to the left. An L-shaped balcony projected out perpendicularly from it and a plain squarish slab was again offset from it. A thin iron column supported the balcony. The other side was asymmetrically balanced by a projecting roof slab and corner windows, colored red and black. All the interior furniture was also designed in planer units. The vast open plan could be subdivided by sliding panels.

WORKS OF EARLY LE CORBUSIER

Le Corbusier was born Charles-Edouard Jeanneret in French Switzerland in 1887. His Modernist theory was a combination of Classical idealism of form, futuristic mechanomorphism and abstract art. Like Boullee, he believed in the beauty of primary forms and considered architecture to be “the masterly, correct and magnificent play of masses brought together in light”.

He was famous for the saying “a house is a machine for living in”. He was wrongly criticized for trying to emphasize inhuman functionalism. In reality he did not consider machines to be all dominant as the Futurists did. He did not mean the house had to be a huge machine but as something which furthered life-enhancing feelings. He promoted a new form of architecture which was machine-like in many ways. It was to use machine-age materials and methods in construction, it had to have machine-like efficiency in serving physical and psychological needs, and it had to resemble machines in its look. 

Corbusier’s love for contemporary machines was as strong as his love for Classical forms, especially because the machines he admired –ships, cars, planes – had superficial resemblance to simple geometric forms of Classicism. Here abstract art significantly helped to bridge the gap between the machine and Classical norms of beauty. He was an accomplished painter, in post-Cubism art called Purism. The art retained Cubism’s multiview techniques but without destroying the geometric integrity of the objects. Many of the curved forms he used in his paintings were often reflected in his plans or roof forms. Like many of his colleagues, his buildings showed the floating volumes and hovering planes of Elementarist art and the thin weightless skins of masonry and glass around tight massing. Unlike the centrifugal fragmentation of the Bauhaus or the complex set-back fragmentation of de Stijl, Corbusier’s buildings, especially residential buildings, tended to be single, square, box-like structures, whitewashed in Mediterranean style.

Beginning in 1914, Le Corbusier produced several new structural systems, the most famous being the domino type. This system was different from the post and lintel construction in that it had no connecting beams and the slabs formed the primary units floating on six freestanding pillars just like in the six dots of domino pieces. This allowed the slabs to cantilever out from the supports, thereby allowing the outer skin to be free from the supports. Based on the domino system, in 1926, he established the five points of new architecture:

1) elevating the house on pilotis, thereby freeing the ground space and bringing in more light and air

2) Constructing flat roofs which could be used as roof gardens

3) Creating free interior plans with partition walls fitted between supports

4) Free composition of external curtain walls

5) Preference for ribbon windows

1. Le Corbusier wrote Towards a New Architecture in 1923 where he declared that a house was a machine for living in. He had two fundamental beliefs:

2. Modern architecture was anti-historicist. Physically, a building was to look fresh and clean and no reference was to be made to historical elements.

3. Modern architecture was anti-monumental. The concept of permanence was to be rejected. Buildings were to be formed of light volumes, appearing to float on the ground or be lifted on pilotis. Buildings were to be considered a tool as that of a machine, not something to last forever. 

In 1920-22 he produced the Citrohan House which was a mass producible “machine for living in”. It was designed to alleviate the severe postwar housing shortage. The planning was tight and efficient. The living room was of double height with large industrial windows. In line with his fascination for machines, the building even looked like the Citroen car which was cheap car meant for the masses. Corbusier went on to repeat this design in many of his later buildings, especially his housing schemes.

In 1928-29 he designed one of his famous houses, the Villa Savoye at Poissy, near Paris, which was a further evolution of his Citrohan house. The open location allowed him to fully realize his five-point program. The dominant form was the square box with continuous ribbon windows, lifted on slender pilotis. The rhythm of the pilotis reminded one of the Neolithic lake side dwellings on stilts as well as the Parthenon. The secondary element was the circular forms of the glass wall in the ground floor and the solarium on the roof, both recessed behind the pilotis façade. The solarium appeared as the funnel of a ship. Th central ramp leading to the upper floor and the roof were reminiscent of the entrance ramps of Tiryns and Mycenae. This building was one of the best representation of the “magnificent play of masses brought together in light”. 

Corbusier disliked the dependence of cities on the streets which were getting choked with traffic and fumes. His 1922 vision for a contemporary city for three million people was a combination of nature and the machine. It consisted of large high rise complexes set among greenery with machines providing the linkage between the high density structures. The scheme was influenced by Sant’Elia’s proposal for multilevel Milan Central Station, including an airport on top of the multilevel transport system connecting the high rise buildings on pilotis. However, unlike the Futurist’s scheme, the intervening spaces were filled with greenery. Despite the feeling of openness and efficient movement, the individual was completely subjugated by the machines.

WORKS OF EARLY MIES VAN DER ROHE

Mies was born in 1886. He had no formal training in architecture. He was initiated into the building and crafts trade by his father who was a master stone mason and owner of a stone-cutting shop. Along with Wright and Corbusier, he was one of the major form givers of 20th century architecture.

He worked as a minor architect in Berlin in 1905. In 1908 he joined the firm of Peter Behrens where he worked alongside of Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier. His three years at Behren’s office was very crucial to his future career as he was trained to work in bold exposed metal structural frames and glass infilling (AEG factory) which was to be his trademark design in naked metal skeleton in his later years. He was also a devotee of Karl Friedrich Schinkel and experimented with Neoclassicism in many of his domestic commissions, Kroller House being one of them. He was also a visionary Expressionist for a few years when he proposed glass skyscrapers of triangular and free form as well as reinforced concrete office buildings with continuous ribbon windows.

He wrote little and unlike his rivals was not as inventive as them. He used to say,”I don’t want to be interesting. I want to be good.” He is also famous for the saying “Less is more.” Instead of the various forms of buildings in which Le Corbusier took great delight, Mies focussed on perfection of structure, proportion and detail. Whenever possible, he used rich architectural materials such as travertine, marble, tinted glass, bronze and water with great sensitivity.

He created one of the masterpieces of Modern architecture, the German pavilion for the International Exhibition in Barcelona in 1929. Th building was designed in de Stijl Elementarist open planning system with overlapping planes floating in space. He also fused this style with Le Corbusier’s domino principle in which the ceiling slab was supported by cross-shaped chromium plated steel columns in grid pattern. He placed vertical slabs of travertine and panels of glass between the columns to order space while preserving its continuity. The diversity of spaces created by the overlapping and intersecting planes was made even more dramatic by the contrast in colors and textures of materials as well as the transparency and reflections of water, glass and polished marble.

All the major German architects of the time were employed by the Weimar Republic to design suburban housing projects. Because of cost constraints, the buildings had to be low-rise, modest in scale, use simple materials and be devoid of decorations. Aesthetics depended not on decorations as in ancient times, but on abstract handling of mass, proportion, rhythm and space as dictated by Modernism. Mies was responsible for the master plan and design of the largest unit for the Weissenhof Siedlung, Stuttgart, in 1927. His building containing 24 diversely planned apartments was sleek and well proportioned with a dynamic roof line. Although different architects designed individual units of the complex, the buildings were all in harmony.

In 1930, Mies designed Tugendhat House in Brno, Czechoslovakia, which was the last of his European works. It was built with continuous space and chrome plated columns, reminiscent of the Barcelona pavilion.

In 1930, on the recommendation of Gropius, Mies became director of Bauhaus. Nazi pressure to shift the school from Dessau to Berlin forced him to close the school in 1933. Due to the hostile political environment in Germany, he emigrated to America in 1937. Along with the other major European architects who had all emigrated to the US as a result of the political situation in Europe, he helped America to lead the way into Late Modernism. 

Prior to World War II dictatorial regimes in Germany, Russia and Italy rejected modern architecture in favor of Classicism as Modern Architecture did not adequately provide them their need for projection of power, stability and order. The regimes sought monumentality in their architecture, whereas, the modern movement was against this very idea. The downfall of Germany and Italy during the war and the de-Stalinization of Russia by Khrushchev discredited the Neoclassicism of the 30s and gave support to the modern movement.  

