HISORY OF MODERN ARCHITECTURE

1. NEOCLASSICISM

After the Baroque and the Rococo, a movement to fall back to the ancient Classical style began. Most of the work so far had been derived from the Romanesque and the Renaissance which in turn were derivatives of Imperial Roman architecture as a thorough study of the Greeks had not yet been made. It was in the mid-18th century that studies of archaeological sites were made which started the Neoclassical movement.

In the 17th century a lively debate occurred in Europe between the Ancients and the Moderns. Modern science had come up with analytical and experimental knowledge to replace the blind faith in the classics. In architecture, the debate was about following the guidelines set by the ancient monuments or the right to change what was written by Vitruvius and what was prescribed in Roman buildings.

Among the most articulate of the Moderns was Charles Perrault, the brother of the architect who designed the east wing of the Louvre. According to him, there were two kinds of beauty: positive and arbitrary. Positive beauty came from the use of rich materials, effective massing, symmetry, grandeur and fine workmanship. Arbitrary beauty, on the other hand, depended on ornament and varied according to taste and changing fashion. According to Perrault, classical architecture was the basis of good taste as it was universally accepted.

In the early 18th century, what was distasteful to the reform-minded classicists was the excess of late Baroque and Rococo architecture. They wanted to go back to the neat, clean purity of the earlier classical buildings. They were against the ornamental use of the orders such as pilasters, engaged columns, pedestals and ornamental pediments, pejoratively referred to by Abbe Cordemoy as “architecture in relief”. The columns had to be structural members as in the beginning. Roman architecture had converted the orders into non-structural decorative elements. Therefore, it was necessary to go back further into the past to the time of the Greeks to arrive at honest architecture once again. Roman contribution was considered to be a deceptive elaboration of the laws of static. Thus for the first time Greek architecture was studied in detail by a team of James Stuart and Nicholas Revett for three years beginning in 1751. In 1762 they brought out a volume of beautiful engravings entitled Antiquities of Athens.

Supporters of Roman architecture also brought out several books to counter the movement towards Greek architecture. One of the most effective figures of the Roman camp was the architect and printmaker Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-78). He was fiercely proud of his country and believed, wrongly as was determined later, that Roman architecture was derived more from the Etruscans than from the Greeks. He brought out a series called “Prisons” which were imaginary images of huge free-floating interiors without any columnar orders of any kind. Instead the images were full of arched passages, drawbridges, chains and all sorts of engines and machinery, which were just the opposite of the classical orders. 

Neoclassical architecture was begun, not as a direct copy, but as an imitation of Greek architecture. The rich, exuberant, sinuous plasticity of the Baroque was replaced by simple rectilinear wall planes with rows of unattached columns with straight entablature. In early 18th century England, Baroque came to be looked upon with disfavor because of its bombastic excesses and falsehood. In its place classicism of the Renaissance, especially Palladian villas was chosen as the preferred model to be revived. One of the earliest pioneers was Richard Boyle, Lord of Burlington, who built Chiswick House in 1725, modeled after Palladio’s Villa Rotunda. While Palladio’s villa had a temple façade on all sides, Chiswick House had a temple façade only on one side and the elevation was more stretched. Richard Boyle went on to design the Assembly Rooms of York strictly according to the descriptions of Palladio who proposed copying an Egyptian hall for a large room meant for dancing. The proportions of the hall were based on the proportions of a basilica as suggested by Palladio. The façade was derived from the Roman thermae. Palladianism dominated England till about 1760. 

When the move to Greek classicism began, England was quick to embrace it since it had no strong roots to Renaissance classicism, unlike in Italy or France. Some of the early works were that of Robert Adam and Soufflot’s church of Ste-Genevieve, Paris, begun in 1757. The church, however, is rich in decoration and gives a Roman feeling.

Another aspect of Neo-classicism, which was evident in Sir John Soane’s Bank of England, 1788-1808, London, is not so much the accurate imitation of ancient models, but forms based on simple geometry such as spheres, pyramids, cones and cylinders.

The Ecole de Chiruvgie (School of Surgery) Paris, 1769-75 by Jacques Gondoin was considered a masterpiece of 18th century French Neoclassical architecture. The Anatomy Theatre was built as a half Pantheon with a half oculus providing light to the interior. It even had a Pantheon façade. The front street façade of the school court had a Roman triumphal arch in the center, flanked by Ionic colonnade. For the visitors, physicians as well as the students, the experience of entering through the triumphal arch, crossing the court, again entering through the temple façade and into the Pantheon-like shrine of science was truly breathtaking.

Two French architects produced some memorable works of Neo-classicism before the French revolution of 1789 which could be termed revolutionary and visionary. These works showed the way to modern architecture. The two were Etienne-Louis Boullee (1728-99) and Charles-Nicholas Ledoux (1736-1806). Boullee was a contemporary of Ledoux and had a flourishing practice. But in 1782, for no apparent reason, he gave up his architecture career to become a visionary architect, building very little but producing poetic and visionary designs. Boullee’s work was greatly influenced by the haunting images of Piranesi. His largely unbuildable architectural visions reflected the gloomy shadows and forms in Neoclassical style. He believed the most elementary forms, the pyramid, cube, cylinder, cone and the sphere provided the most powerful shapes and the shadows cast by these forms on large surfaces, stripped of all ornamentation, had the most powerful effect. His visionary drawings were reductive, using simple geometric schemes but the scale was greatly exaggerated. Boullee was especially fascinated by the spherical form which he considered the most pure. He was also fascinated by the funereal gloom of burial monuments. Combining the two he created the monument to Newton designed as a huge sphere enclosing a planetarium and shrine of Newton; the sphere representing the earth and cosmos which Newton’s genius helped understand better. The cenotaph is reminiscent of the Roman tumulus. He also produced various projects based on the Egyptian pyramids, their scale rivaling those of ancient Egypt. His design of a library, also of Roman roots, consisted of a large hall, flanked on two sides by book stacks, with a coffered barrel vault roof with skylight in the center. 

Claude-Nicholas Ledoux actually began his career, a very successful one, by designing elegant Parisian houses, famous for their ornamentation. He later transformed himself and began producing designs bare of ornamentation. Being a practicing architect, he was forced to work within the conventional tastes. After being appointed royal architect he was responsible for designing customs tollhouses and the vast complexes for the royal saltworks at Chaux in eastern France. He later began designing buildings which could be termed revolutionary and visionary. His design of a prison in 1784 gave the impression of a medieval fortress with bare walls, bare of ornamentation, except for the cornices. The porches were classical in origin but had semicircular roofs. 

Ledoux’s design of an Inspector’s House at the source of the Loue consisted of pure geometric forms based on cubic and cylindrical masses. Control of the state over the use of the river water was symbolized by actually running the river through the building. His designs were examples of futuristic, classical fantasies.

Europe faced great upheaval after the French Revolution of 1789 and this period of trauma lasted till 1815 when Napoleon was finally defeated. Very little construction took place during these difficult times. This conflict was also reflected in the 19th century architecture, between historicism and new industrial technology. New materials and technology favored economy and lightness which was just the opposite of the classical style which was heavy and decorative. The orders were not suited for tall buildings nor could cast iron supplant forms designed for stone. Thus after 1820, architects were at a loss about which style to build in.

When something really new was built, it was “engineering works”, not architecture, among which were the Brooklyn Bridge in New York, the Crystal Palace in London and the Eiffel Tower in Paris. The forces behind these works were new technology and materials, however, a clean break from the past was still not made. Elements from the past still continued to be in-built, giving rise to eclecticism in the new structures. For example, although the Brooklyn Bridge (1867-83) was construction from steel suspension cables, its masonry piers were reminiscent of Egypto-Roman-Gothic structures. Similarly, the Crystal Palace’s plan resembled a church with its central nave and side aisles. Nonetheless, very important monumental conventional buildings were built in three distinct styles: The International Neoclassicism, Ecole-des Beaux-Arts and the Victorian Gothic.

International Neoclassicism

International Neoclassicism was well established by the early 19th century. In Germany Karl Friedrich Schinkel was a noted follower of the style having been influenced by some of the earlier works in England and France. The first building to win him international fame was the Schauspielhaus (National Theater) Berlin built in 1819-21. The theatre was housed in the high deep central block while the concert and rehearsal halls were placed on lower blocks on either sides. The post-and-lintel style was supposed to reflect Greek character. His Altes Museum, Berlin 1824-28, with its neat clean lines and Ionic colonnade façade is considered to be his greatest work. 

Apart from Germany, Britain also witnessed a surge in Neoclassicism. The leader of the Greek movement was Robert Smirke whose style was best seen in the design of the British Museum, London 1824-27. It consisted of a central temple façade and projecting symmetrical wings on either sides. Ionic columns surrounded the U-shaped portico and the central pedimented porch but he could not quite emulate the majesty of Schinkel’s Berlin museum which used similar style. 

America embraced Neoclassicism as Greek was synonymous with democracy and being culturally inferior to Europe, they wanted to adopt the latest trend. By mid 19th century, not only Washington with its capitol and White house, but the whole country saw a boom in Neoclassical architecture (also known as the Federalist style in America). Federal office buildings, state capitols, banks, hospitals, hotels, universities etc. all adopted this style. Thomas Jefferson produced various building types in this style- his estate house in Charlottesville, 1771-82 with Palladian character, Virginia State Capitol based on the Maison Carre and the University of Virginia campus where two rows of Palladian pavilions connected by colonnades faced each other across open ground and were bound by the central Library Rotunda. Jefferson’s buildings, however, lacked the fineness of the European masters.

Ecole des Beaux-Arts

Although the Ecole des Beaux-Arts was an art and architecture school established in 1819, it was a result of the transformation of an earlier school. Academie Royale d’Architecture, which was a state-sponsored school set up in 1671 during the reign Lious XIV. The Academie was closed during the French Revolution of 1789 and later emerged as the Ecole which taught painting, sculpture and architecture. Its ideals were the Antiquity with its five orders, the Renaissance and the French 17th century Classicism. 

Its first level course of 2-4 years duration taught everything from mathematics to perspective and construction techniques and was considered good enough for ordinary architectural practice. For the very talented, a series of grueling competitions were held and the winner was awarded the Prix de Rome after which he had a chance to study further in Rome, the course normally taking 12-15 years. Thereafter, he was assured a successful career building monumental public works. The students, thus, learned architectural theory in the Ecole classes and design techniques in the competitions and ateliers (workshops) of master architects. During his five years in Rome, he had to undertake analytic study of ancient buildings for three years, a complete reconstruction of one of them during the fourth year, and only in the fifth year did he produce a design of his own. The years of indoctrination in classical architecture, thus, made all the graduates work along the lines dictated by the Ecole. 

J.I. Hittorf, a German, completed his studies at the Ecole and in 1822 went to Italy on his own, as the Prix de Rome was not open to foreigners. Hittorff found evidence that the Greek temples used many shades of color which was a shocking theory for the time. A French student, Henri Labrouste, won the Prix in 1824. In 1829-30 he sent back reconstruction studies of the temple of Paestum from Rome which shocked the Ecole. Not only did h include polychromy in the reconstruction, he also came up with the theory that Greek architecture was not some kind of an architectural ideal; it was just a limited solution for a specific program. In other words, it may have been valid for the Greeks, it was relevant to the 19th century context. The Ecole was outraged by his theories and made sure he did not get any major commissions and no student of his was ever awarded the Grand Prix. When he did get to build the Biblitheque, it was as different as his archaeological studies. 

One of the grandest buildings to come out of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts was Charles Garnier’s Opera House built in Paris in 1861-75. The extravagant building was designed to function as a total theatre, where the audience also participated in the socio-cultural event. Garnier tried to show that the opera was the chief gathering space of the bourgeoisie who had replaced the clergy and the aristocracy as the dominant class. Thus it was designed to be monumental and it was located in the center of Haussman’s rearrangement of Paris streets. The opera was symbolically the capitol, the palace and the cathedral all rolled into one.

The Opera House was one of the biggest and grandest building built in the eclectic Neoclassical style. It was huge, 600 ft. long, 300 ft. wide and in some places 200 ft. high. Various entrances for people arriving by carriages or on foot led to the grand stairway from where access was provided to the different levels of galleries, lounges, library, a flower shop, smoking rooms for men and ice-cream parlor for women. The grand stairway was where people were seen by other people and was rich in eclectic decoration, although it reminded of Piranesi’s haunting paintings.

The Ecole architects also developed what was known as the Second Empire style which used mansard roofs and had vigorous articulation of the walls, with rustication and relief sculptures. A good example was the New Louvre, Paris 1852-57 by L.T.J. Visconti and Hector-Martin Lefuel. After its peak in 1840-70, the Ecole went into a hundred-year decline from which it never recovered. In the 1860s its Second Empire style was challenged by Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, who refused to study at the Ecole and had developed a forward-looking structural aesthetics which was completely different from what was taught at the Ecole. When the Ecole refused to accept the Modernism espoused by Viollet-le-Duc, it was cut off from the mainstream and went into decline, finally closing in 1968 after a student revolt.

By the 19th century, although classicism was the leading style, the Greek temple form proved too inflexible to incorporate the functions of new building types such as banks, offices etc. Initially it was common to solve this problem by extending wings on either sides of the central mass built in the form of a correct Greek temple front. A good example is the British Museum in London, designed by Robert Smirke and begun in 1823. But many classically minded architects got around this problem by choosing to fall back on Renaissance models which freely modified antique prototypes to suit contemporary needs. The Renaissance model provided the necessary flexibility to suit the new building types and programs and was the most popular style during the first half of the 19th century. Many urban houses, hotels and government offices were built in this style.

Gothic Revival

The Victorian Gothic also made a strong presence in the 19th century. Gothic revival began around 1830s and 1840s in England and Germany where it was viewed as the nationalist style as opposed to the classical idiom which was considered alien. The Gothic Revival was closely linked to the concept of architecture as “Sublime” and “Picturesque”. Sublime referred to the feeling of terror such as was found in the dark and gloomy interiors of medieval Gothic structures. Picturesque was associated with irregular, asymmetric architectural composition which also was found in Gothic structures. Gothic, however, did not replace classical architecture but provided an alternative to certain classes of buildings. In England there was a consensus that Gothic style was most appropriate for churches, country houses and collegiate buildings while the classical style was better for public buildings and mansions. The most significant building was the House of Parliament. A competition was held after the fire of 1834 had destroyed the palace of Westminster and the design by Sir Charles Barry with Gothic detailing by Pugin was awarded the prize. Although the finished product was a great building, both designers were not quite happy with the result. Barry preferred the Classical design and tried to give the plan symmetry and regularity whereas, Pugin thought the building had a “classic body with a Tudor details”.

The Gothic revival did not have much influence beyond England and America where it made only minor inroads. Its main contribution to the history of modern architecture was that it weakened the complete domination of the classical school. It introduced free plans, asymmetrical massing, varied silhouettes, plasticity and color, which were all very anti-classical.

The concept of the sublime and the picturesque was also applied to the English Gardens which spread in the 19th and 20th century. The English gardens tried to emulate nature as far as possible. The Renaissance gardens of Italy and Baroque gardens of France were geometric, symmetrical and axial in their planning, symbolizing absolute rule, even over nature. Since they did not reflect the free and random forms of nature, they were considered artificial. The English gardens were, in reality, as artificial as their French counterparts since they tried to materialize gardens from Roman Baroque paintings, sometimes replete with artificial ruins, sculptures and villas.

By the mid 19th century, England was the richest and the most powerful country, its economy fueled by the Industrial Revolution and the riches of its vast colonies. A new kind of eclectic architecture with decorations from historical models was promoted in England and its colonies termed “Victorian” because of Queen Victoria under whose long reign this style flourished. This style was loosely based on the Gothic and French Renaissance with Gothic, with its strong link to churches, being limited to office buildings, commercial structures, hotels, hospitals and schools. 

