HISTORY OF MODERN ARCHITECTURE

5. LATE MODERNISM
High Modernism was not a single style but was as diverse in character as the forceful personalities who shared the 19th century ideals of rationalism and socialism and were inspired by 20th century abstract art and futurism. They were searching for pure functional machine-age forms. By the early 30s, the movement began to disintegrate and was reduced to the formalist doctrine of the International Style, a term coined by Henry Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson in their Museum of Modern Art exhibition in 1932.

High Modernism was followed by Late Modernism which peaked during the postwar decades and died out by the 1970s. Late Modernism was very divergent and difficult to classify. The movement towards Late Modernism was led by those who were leaders of High Modernism and even Early Modernism as in the case of Wright. Late Modernism was dominated by America as all the leading European architects had fled Europe to settle in America due to the political strife in Europe. The monopoly of power, wealth and self-confidence of America after the war gave a huge boost to architecture. 

Later Frank Lloyd Wright
Although Frank Lloyd Wright had a very successful career during the Early Modernism period, by 1914 he had so many personal and financial problems that his career took a sharp downturn. He took the idea of Usonia, a dispersed, anti-urban land settlement based on self-sufficient individual and his car. High technology had its place but traditional materials and methods were equally important. Wright even withdrew from his cubist juxtaposition of his prairie house period and began a new period of self-generation. He also became pre-occupied with circles and curvilinear surfaces, leading to some weird as well as outstanding designs.

By the 1930s Wright was again able to fuse European pure abstract style with his individualism and organic principle to create unique Late Modernist style. Wright was prolific in his work till his death in 1959 but his three most important works were created between 1936 and 1943: the Fallingwater House in Pennsylvania (1937), the Johnson Wax Building in Racine, Wisconsin (1936-39) and the Guggenheim Museum in New York city ( not built until much later in the 1950s).

The Fallingwater House is influenced by Elementarist High Modernism of Europe with its white ferroconcrete planes hovering over the river. The planning and horizontal bands were reminiscent of his prairie houses while the flat, textureless surfaces and bands of horizontal windows recalled the International Style. The difference was that Wright had woven his organic contextualism into the building. He had tied the floating planes to the site through rusticated chimney and piers and the concrete terraces reached out into the gorge and the surrounding trees in an embrace of architecture and nature. While the Villa Savoye stands out in open countryside like a temple to the machine age, the Fallingwater retreats into nature as a part of the landscape.  

The Guggenheim Museum (1956-59) consists of an expanding spiral ramp which is the main exhibition space. Although the curved inclined walls are not ideal for hanging paintings, the continuous display allows the paintings to be exhibited chronologically, giving a fourth dimention to art. The central atrium is lighted through an oculus. Just as the Fallingwater was a Late Modernist remake of the Robie House, The museum building evolved from his earlier Larkin building. While the interior of the Larkin building was stiff and right angled, that of the Guggenheim was continuous and changing. In the Johnson Wax Building, Wright exhibited his mastery over concrete and glass by using mushroom-shaped concrete columns as support system and wrapping glass seamlessly around the curved edges of the laboratory towers.

Later Mies van der Rohe
Mies came to America in 1938 to teach at the Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago. His first major American commission was to prepare the campus plan for IIT based on rectangular volumes and exposed metal frames. In the Crown Hall, a building for architecture, he created a large universal column-free space where the roof was suspended from steel girders supported by steel columns at the perimeter. The enclosing walls were entirely of glass and supporting steel sections. This idea of the open pavilion plan had been brilliantly worked out earlier in the Farnsworth House where the roof and the floor were suspended from external columns. The building was lifted from the ground with a floating slab and steps providing the transition from the ground to the building. The floating sensation was repeated in the entrance steps and slab of the Crown Hall.

With economic decline, by the time Mies arrived at IIT, skyscrapers had more or less died out in Chicago. Mies, however, brought the skyscraper back to life in a transformed style. He had been greatly impressed by the skeletal idea of the Chicago skyscraper. However, he did not want to repeat the heavy masonry curtain wall of historicist character used in the earlier skyscrapers. He wanted to introduce the High Modernist concept of volume as opposed to mass and abstraction in the façade. The form had to reflect the machine age.

The main structure of the Chicago skyscraper was the I-beam encased in fireproofing material, as mandated by the bylaws, so that it was never visible. The unique feature of Mies’ structure was to use the I-beams, reduced in scale and refined in shape, throughout the external surface as closely mullions framing the window bays. The smaller I-beams symbolized the actual structural system being used inside and also stressed the verticality of the building. The whole curtain wall of glass and steel mullions and spandrels was hung from pilotis which gave it a buoyant sculptural Modernist façade. Viewed from below, the I-beams looked like a series of railway tracks which was also quite symbolic since Chicago was the railway hub of America.

Mies’ style of skyscraper, which was the most influential Modernist formula to be copied all over the world, also referred to as the International Style, began with his Promontory Apartments in Chicago in 1946-48. The I-beam was first proposed but not used. In 1954-58 he designed the Seagram Building in New York in collaboration with Philip Johnson (mainly responsible for the interiors) where his idea of the I-beam and other elements was brought to perfection. The Seagram Building was richly clad in solid bronze and tinted glass and details of every element were minutely worked out. The tower block, 38 storey and 520 feet high, only occupied 25% of the expensive downtown New York land. As allowed by New York setback laws the building has 4 and 10 storey stepping blocks at the back, hidden from view. In the front a large granite paved plaza with pools and fountain and grooves of trees provides openness and relief from congestion of the crowded surroundings. It also provides setback for full appreciation of the dramatic sculptural view of the building. The building style has been copied innumerable times all over the world but none has been able to capture its perfection of form and grandeur. However, the main criticism of Mies is that his pure forms do not relate to the specific needs of the site, climate or the place. 

Later Le Corbusier
Unlike the later works of Wright and Mies which show evolutionary trends of earlier works, the later works of Le Corbusier are hardly recognizable from his preceding output. He even expressed shame of his earlier works. He was still working with ferroconcrete as the major medium, but instead of building thin planes around geometric volumes, he was building in great scale and weight and rough texture aimed at creating sculptural effects. He broke away from the High Modernist ideals around 1930 to begin working vigorously in an Expressionist style often called Brutalism in reference to its rough finished form of raw concrete. Initially the rough finished surface was dictated by postwar economics but later it became a fashion. 

Between 1933-1945 Le Corbusier built practically nothing because of the worldwide economic depression and the World War II and the difficulty for practicing architect to find work, especially in Europe. After he started working around 1950, h no longer showed the affinity for rationalist and technological ideas. Instead he chose sensual forms

And raw texture in a reassertion of primal feelings and resorted to Brutalist style as though trying to assert the triumph of human spirit over a brutal New World.

Corbusier’s first significant postwar building was the Unite d’Habitation in Marseilles of 1947-52. It was a huge 12 storey apartment block meant to house 1600 people. It was supposed to serve as a prototype for mass housing to address the severe postwar housing shortage. Here Corbusier got the chance to include his five-point program into the design. The apartment was raised on huge pilotis with a garden on the roof. Citrohan-like apartments were fitted together, served by streets at every third floor. Communal facilities like shops, restaurants etc. were provided on the 7th and 8th floor. The thin membrane-like walls and ribbon windows of his earlier buildings were replaced by deep concrete brise soliel or sun breakers. With funnel-like structures on the roof, the building appeared as a big ocean liner carrying a whole community to safety. One can easily see the influence of Surrealist art in the design: the biomorphic pilotis which was compared by Corbusier to being as strong as a woman’s thigh, the rigid geometric body and the nautical crown. Unite d’Habitation is a complete reversal of the norm: landscape and garden on the roof instead of on the ground, streets in the air and internal instead of being open and on the ground, shopping on the 7th floor and not connected to the life of the city.

The Surrealist streak is even stronger in his church building, the Notre-Dame-du-Haut at Ronchamp, France of 1950-54. Although the nave is more or less of regular shape, the building form is a fusion of mystic and Christian beliefs. The huge hull-like roof over the nave is meant to represent the church as a symbolic ship saving the faithful. It also symbolizes Noah’s ark which had come to rest on the sacred hillside. As the area had many dolmens of earlier period, the roof is also reminiscent of dolmen as a sacred symbol. The bell tower and towers over the chapels appear as hooded monks. The rear view of the church is that of a reclining female figure, a clear allusion to the image of the mythical Mother Earth. The magical feeling inside of the great cathedrals is replicated here by light filtered through stained glass in windows set in seemingly scattered pattern. 

Le Corbusier’s shift away from geometric to biomorphic forms introduced sensuality, aggression and monumentality in his building. However, he has been accused of 

becoming irrational and deviating from orthogonal forms. In Chandigarh the government center has been designed like the acropolis, located at the uppermost part of the city. In the Chandigarh High Court he has resolved the conflicting geometry of the of the cubic body and the curving roof by fusing the roof to the modular grid. In the Assembly Building, he has resorted to open plan with large areas devoted to circulation and congregation, reminiscent of the vast columnar halls of the temples of Karnak.

During the lean period before the war, Corbusier was engaged in town planning projects for Algiers, Nemours (Algeria), Barcelona, Buenos Aires, Montevideo, Sao Paulo, Paris etc. none of which were implemented. The only city plan he actually got to implement was the city of Chandigarh from 1950. The grid type layout based on the 7V traffic system, although criticized as being inhuman, has actually proved quite successful. He also got to realize his theories on zoning and traffic separation. 

Other Architectural Trends
The way shown by the masters led to different trends in Late Modernism: the various refinements in skyscraper design, different modes of Brutalism and a strong revival in Expressionism. During the time of vigorous urban reconstruction and economic expansion, the multistorey building became the most important type of building, whether as apartments, business or institutional structures. They began to be built all over the world and became popular as corporate headquarters because they projected power and provided a recognizable icon. 

Although the Corbusier inspired UN building was constructed in 1947, the 39 storey slab was covered in glass only on its two main facades, showing closer affinity to High Modernist aesthetics. The International Style was reinterpreted by Gordon Bunshaft of the firm of Skidmore, Owing and Merrill in his design of the Lever House, New York of 1950-52. The building is a masterful synthesis of the 1920s High Modernist- Bauhaus glass walled workshop and Corbusier’s five point program. The Lever House consists of a glass walled podium with roof garden, raised on pilotis and enclosing a garden atrium. The sleek 20 storey tower and podium was completely covered in a thin curtain wall of stainless steel and glass. The proportion and detailing was exceptional.

By the 1960s skyscrapers became taller and bigger. Mies’ style of displaying the internal structural system and Corbusier’s Brutalism was juxtaposed so that the curtain wall now actually showed the aggressive bracing and structural members of steel or concrete. A good example is the John Hancock Center, Chicago 1965 designed by SOM. Then towards the late 1960s and 1970s, the skyscrapers came to be clad in opaque, mirror-glass panels, which cut down the operational cost of the building, but provided an impersonal, forbidding and hostile appearance. It reflected the surroundings but had little warmth or welcoming qualities. To counteract this antisocial quality of the skyscraper, many public amenities were provided to try to draw in the public. A series of hotels with spectacular imploding atriums were designed by John Portman in the 1960s. The Citicorp Center built in 1974-77 by Hugh Stubbins was raised on tall central pillars, providing space for a church and shopping center in the space below.

The influence of Corbusier’s Brutalism also spread throughout the world. In fact Corbusier probably had the most followers. Paul Rudolph’s Art and Architecture Building at Yale University(1959-63) is an example of rough concrete forms whereas the Hi-tech Brutalism was displayed by James Stirling in the Engineering School of the University of Leicester, 1959-63. Form is symbolic of function in both buildings-design school and factory aesthetics.

Wright and Corbusier, through their Guggenheim museum, church at Ronchamp, assembly building and high court at Chandigarh, had showed that form was an important element of architecture. This led to a new generation of modern architects who also emphasized form over the formless and functionless character of the International Style. One group’s approach was to identify a style or shape which was symbolic of the project and directly translate that into the design. Eero Saarinen’s designs were typical of this approach – sleek, shiny building of gleaming metal and glass for the headquarters of General Motors; the Trans-World Airlines terminal (1956-62) at JKF Airport, New York, with its wing-like vaults representing flight. Pier Liugi Nervi and Felix Candela produced equally stunning buildings, however, their’s was dictated more by structural logic than symbolism. Jorn Utzon filled the Sydney harbor with his sail-form Opera House in Sydney, Australia(1956-73). Kenzo Tange’s Olympic swimming pool and gymnastic halls were sweeping suspended structures while closer to home, the Lotus temple was built at Delhi. Kahn had a different approach. He believed that form existed in the primal stage, without shape or dimension. We needed to grasp that form and begin to modify it according to its function. Design was thus a process of giving actual shape to a form. 

