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1. Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,
United States Courthouse and
Office Building, Federal Center,
Chicago, 1964

Stanford Anderson
The Legacy of German
Neoclassicism and
Biedermeier: Behrens,
Tessenow, Loos, and Mies

Around 1900 cultural critics and producers alike com-
monly willed to reestablish a harmoniously unified society,
whether by innovation or revival. After the dimming of the
hopes and enthusiasms entailed in those movements we
know as art nouveau, it became common to look for a
model in the past. It is the frequent resolution of that
search in the period of neoclassicism that links significant
central European architects of the early twentieth century
— Peter Behrens, Heinrich Tessenow, Adolf Loos, and
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, for example — with the archi-
tecture of 1800.

The evocation of neoclassical precedent for architects of
such stature immediately invites attention to the greatest of
the German architects of the early nineteenth century —
many would say the greatest of German architects — Karl
Friedrich Schinkel. Indeed, we could easily and correctly
relate the work of all four of the cited twentieth-century
architects with that of Schinkel. Nevertheless, an inquiry
into the significant precedents for these architects is little
aided by a focus on Schinkel, precisely due to his excel-
lence and the consequent almost universal affirmation of
his work. Paradoxically, attention to the production of the
entire period in which Schinkel worked establishes a chal-
lenge more specific than that of a reference to Schinkel
alone. Assertion of the general precedent raises the ques-
tion of why Behrens, Tessenow, Loos, Mies, and many
other German-speaking critics and architects honored not
just, or even particularly, the master, Schinkel, but rather,
the production of his era. They looked not just to high art,
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3. Auf dem Biichel, Aachen,
published in Paul Mebes, Um
1800, 1908

4. Peter Behrens, Behrens
House, Darmstadt Artists’
Colony, 1900-1901

2. F. G. Kersting, Caspar David
Friedrich in his Studio, 1810
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as suggested by the term “neoclassicism,” but also to the
wide range of often anonymous, biirgerlich production —
the so-called Biedermeier — like that of Caspar David
Friedrich’s studio or the street architecture of Mies’s native
city of Aachen. This generalized relationship, this thought-
ful reawakening of interest in the entire culture of 1800, is
what I wish to explore through the work of Behrens, Tes-
senow, Loos, and Mies.

The bridge thrown across most of the decades of the nine-
teenth century — disavowing the late nineteenth century
while seeking to link the time around 1800 with that of the
early twentieth century — was the construction of many
people. Yet important differences of program and of archi-
tecture exist within this shared sense of precedent. Is it,
then, what is common or what is different that invites the
discussion of the four architects proposed for our study:
Peter Behrens (1868-1940), Heinrich Tessenow (1876—
1950), Adolf Loos (1870-1933), and Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe (1886-1969)? The grouping is plausible but not nec-
essarily obvious. The affirmation of neoclassical precedent,
taken in its inclusiveness, readily encompasses all these
architects, yet their works are easily distinguishable. At a
personal level, Mies had no close or sustained relationship
with Loos or Tessenow such as he had with Behrens. Mies
stands apart from all three architects in that his major
achievements, in thought and in work, came after World
War I, while the others made their most distinctive contri-
butions around 1910.

In a programmatic essay, Aldo Rossi links his own thought
and work with that of Loos, Mies, and Tessenow.! He
emphasizes the distinction of art as opposed to handicraft,
quoting Loos: “ ‘Architecture is not an art: only a small
part of architecture belongs to art.” "2 What is obscured in
Rossi’s exposition is that Loos’s observation was not a
lament but rather central to his polemic against both tradi-
tional and modernist artist-architects who would seek to
subsume all of production under a single style, whether
personal or collective. Rossi finds that “the dilemma
involved in this separation of art and craft [was] unknown
to artists until the eighteenth century (at least until . . .
the multiform activities of Schinkel). If Adolf Loos showed
himself to be the keenest supporter of this division, others
— such as the Germans Heinrich Tessenow and Mies van
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5. Engraving of Goethe’s
house, Weimar, by Ludwig
Schtitze, after a drawing by
Otto Wagner of 1827

der Rohe — were close behind him.” From Loos’s asser-
tions separating art from craft, art from architecture, Rossi
formulates what he describes as the crucial issue facing
modern architects: the no longer reconcilable division
between art and the profession of architecture.* Here

again, we must recall that Loos’s program was directed pre-
cisely against those who would reconcile this division,
whether from “above” or “below,” from the side of art or of
the profession. As we will observe later, Loos insisted on
the appropriateness of distinctions within a cultural system.
In any case, I believe Rossi’s “principal problem” must be
seen within a larger problem that these masters and others
also shared: the problem of tradition. Rossi hints at this
concern when he likens Mies and Tessenow to Loos, say-
ing all “were familiar with the history of architecture. They
knew that they were part of that history and judged it by
the evolution of the present.”> We must enlarge upon
Rossi’s hint if we are to understand both the commonali-
ties and the differences among these architects.

Even as I choose to include consideration of Mies van der
Rohe’s mentor Behrens, it remains possible to ascertain a
level at which these architects share a common problem,
even a common discourse. All these architects reflected,
negatively, on the civilization that had emerged under
industrial capitalism and within the metropolitanization of
the German lands in the latter half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Among them, only Behrens — perhaps Tessenow to

6. Goethe's study, Weimar

a very slight extent — had been tinged by the enthusiasms
of Jugendstil or the Secession, the Germanic versions of
art nouveau. But by the middle of the first decade of the
twentieth century, Behrens as much as the others perceived
a willful and destructive individualism in the formal in-
ventions of Jugendstil. In losing or denying this turn-of-
the-century ambition to define wholly innovative formal
systems, these architects characteristically turned to simple
geometries or reductively transformed precedents. By either
route they tended toward classicism. Observing both the
derived but rootless art forms of the established bourgeois
culture and the assertively proclaimed modernist innova-
tions of the aesthetic reformers, they joined many other
commentators in recognizing the absence of a vital tradi-
tion — not just within architecture but of architecture as
part of a harmoniously unified society. Distressed at this
void, each of these architects sought responsible ways in
which to address the loss. All of them shared in a wide-
spread agreement as to when such a culture, developing
with and through a living tradition, had last existed in
Europe: the eighteenth century and the first decades of the
nineteenth century — the period of German neoclassicism
and Biedermeier.6

Many sources fed this desire for a unified culture and the
recall of its last flowering, not least of which would be
what appears, still today, to be the unassailable stature of
figures such as Goethe, Fichte, von Humboldt, and,
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again, Schinkel. There were, however, more immediate
and prosaic, though powerful, sources. From its publica-
tion in 1890, there was the remarkable success of Julius
Langbehn’s Rembrandt als Erzieher (Rembrandt as
teacher), an impassioned plea for the recovery of a pan-
German aesthetic culture.” Langbehn’s thought was anti-
classical and anti-intellectual; but, not unreasonably, he
found more than classicism and intellectualism in the
thought of Goethe’s period. In this time, different from but
in dialectic with the time of Rembrandt, Langbehn saw
the sources for a renewed German culture. The success of
his book surely owed much to the far more astute critique
of nineteenth-century German culture effected by Fried-
rich Nietzsche. Nonetheless, Langbehn’s book was influen-
tial on phenomena as diverse as the populist German
Youth Movement and the sophisticated publishing pro-
grams devoted to the advocacy of an “artistic culture.”
Ferdinand Avenarius, publisher of an important cultural
journal, Der Kunstwart, in 1902 founded the-Diirerbund,
an organization for the furtherance of aesthetic culture
and life.® In 1903 the Diirerbund held a conference on
architecture in Erfurt. From this conference came the
Deutscher Ausschuss fiir gesundes Bauen in Stadt und
Land (German Commission for Sound Urban and Rural
Building) under the presidency of the architect and author
Paul Schultze-Naumburg, with whom Tessenow was to be
associated. By the following year, the same actors trans-
formed the Deutscher Ausschuss into what became the
enormously successful Bund fiir Heimatschutz, an associa-
tion devoted to the preservation of the natural and built
landscape in town and country.!® In 1907 the Deutscher
Werkbund was founded under the guidance of the politi-
cian Friedrich Naumann, the architect and Prussian
bureaucrat Hermann Muthesius, and a group of artists and
architects that included Fritz Schumacher, Behrens, and
Schultze-Naumburg. At the core of the Werkbund pro-
gram was the unification of art and technique within a
higher German culture.!!

Diirer, Rembrandt, Goethe: these are heroes who are not
easily assimilated one to another and yet are invoked in
this dizzying array of persons and institutions. For orienta-
tion we must return to our basic theme, the common
quest for the renewal of a unified German culture. This
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7. Friedrich Gilly, engraving of
the refectory, Marienburg,
after a drawing of 1794

8. Strasbourg Cathedral,
engraving from Goethe’s
collection
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culture, one that assertedly could only exist within a real
and living tradition, had last blossomed, it was said, in the
time of Goethe and Schinkel; but neither this culture nor
these heroes could be subsumed under some dry notion of
classicism. The great classicists of 1800 were also those
who awakened appreciation of indigenous medieval archi-
tecture. Recall Friedrich Gilly and Schinkel’s devotion to
the Marienburg and the Marienwerder.'? Recall, too, the
young Goethe’s eloquent evocation of Meister Erwin von
Steinbach and Strasbourg Cathedral.!® In the early twen-
tieth century this inclusiveness could be appreciated, and
yet it is also characteristic that Goethe could be criticized
for eulogizing Erwin at the expense of the collective
achievement of Gothic times. In 1907 Karl Scheffler
argued that while giants like Michelangelo and Rembrandt
might reshape painting in their individualistic manner, in
architecture the situation was reversed, even for masters
like Erwin or Bramante. To quote Scheffler, “Confronted
by the work of Erwin von Steinbach, one thinks of the
Spirit of the Gothic, of history, of the effect of architecture
[Baukunst] in general, but hardly of a particular man.”
“The young Goethe,” Scheffler continued, “lapsed into a
completely modern error when he ascribed all the magnif-
icence of the Gothic, all the sublime mastery of this con-
vention, to an individual, as if the master, with a highly
motivated spirit, had freely created the cathedral of Stras-
bourg out of nothing.”!*

The emphasis on convention over individual performance
and the differentiation of architecture as against art are also
characteristic of the understanding of architectural classi-
cism in these years. In 1908 Paul Mebes published a book
that was to be highly influential in the perception of archi-
tecture and townscape until well after World War 1. The
title Um 1800 (Around 1800) is simple and decorous, like
the buildings and handicraft within (see figures 3, 9, 16).
It is the subtitle that reveals the true thrust of the book and
the point I wish to stress about this entire cultural phe-
nomenon: Architecture and Crafts in the Last Century of
Their Traditional Development.'> Mebes saw the eigh-
teenth century as the last moment that architecture and
the crafts had been set within a unified culture and a liv-
ing tradition that could foster their development as integral
parts of that culture. His book mentions the great Berlin
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9. Furniture, Karlsruhe, after
1800, published in Mebes, Um
1800
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10. Behrens, AEG Pavilion,
Shipbuilding Exhibition, Berlin,
1908, Kaiser Wilhelm at the
inauguration of the pavilion

architects Schliiter and Schinkel once each, in agate type
in captions. All other buildings are presented anony-
mously, though not all are anonymous. In a foreword writ-
ten in 1914 for the second edition of Um 1800, Mebes
ascribed the success of the book to the wide recognition
that the quality of these valued environments of town and
country owed more to the “characteristic,” to the numer-
ous buildings of everyday bourgeois use, than to the mon-
uments of high art. Both the images of the book and the
response to them were evidence of the “importance of a
unified, popular, and national [volkstiimlichen] manner of
building that rests on traditional principles.”!¢ It was
important, then, that the style um 1800 had not been
solely the creation of epochal monuments by great masters.
On the contrary, the test of its genuineness and its reality
was the familiar environment of the bourgeois towns and
city sectors — the creation of the frame of everyday life.
Indeed, this commonality extended to the buildings of the
countryside as well, to the country houses, the farmsteads,
and even the humble vernacular buildings that were Bied-
ermeier counterparts of the townscape. There was a per-
ceived unity between the vernacular and the classical.

Another facet of these same arguments was the belief that
both the historicizing stylistic revivals and eclecticisms of
the late nineteenth century as well as the innovative move-
ments of art nouveau were marked by the self-conscious,
willful imposition of style. The conviction was now abroad
that style depended for its existence on a genuinely tradi-
tional development of art within society: thus style, extinct
since the time around 1800, would not revive without the
restoration of such a unified traditional culture.

We should not rush to the conclusion that constellations of
beliefs such as those just presented necessarily entail the
unalloyed conservatism we may be tempted to assign to
them. The movements that shared these beliefs were, after
all, rebelling against the dominant, bourgeois, historicizing
culture of the late nineteenth century. If they wished to
reestablish a genuine tradition within Germanic culture, if
they saw the model in the society of one hundred years
earlier, they were also committed to a thorough reassess-
ment of cultural potentials under the conditions of the
early twentieth century. It is well known that a major fac-
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tion of the Deutscher Werkbund, notably represented in
the work of Peter Behrens for the AEG, sought to unify
the most advanced forms of industrial technology within
their cultural ambitions.!? Indeed, they were open to criti-
cism for inverting this relationship — subsuming their cul-
tural vision within the asserted hard realities of modern
industrial capitalism. On the other hand, Christian Otto
makes a persuasive case that even the Bund fiir Heimat-
schutz, the organization devoted to preservation of the
natural and cultural landscape, was possessed of a sophisti-
cated program with modernist elements.!® The Bund was
critical of intrusive interventions in the natural or built
environment, but it was not programmatically opposed to
development, to industry, or to modern materials. Its
members did not seek a revival. The Bund shared with the
Werkbund and others the search for a means to interpret
and control modern conditions within a revivified
tradition.

The reestablishment of a harmonious culture on a genu-
inely traditional basis is a radically challenging thought. It
can hardly be a surprise, then, if we find the work of these
architects diverging as they sought to be effective while
acting upon their shared recognition. This differentiation
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appears around a number of key issues. Let us begin where
Rossi began in his consideration of Loos: with the distinc-
tion between art and craft and the position of architecture
relative to that dissociation. According to Loos, only rare
architectural works of a purely monumental nature even
approach the realm of art; architectural work, characteristi-
cally, is close to craft. For Loos, these distinctions were
not value judgments; he had the highest respect for the
artist as well as for the craftsman. Familiar as the frequent
aggrandizement of the architect is, it may appear that Loos
was diminishing the architect. But Loos, in fact, simply
placed the architect within a field of material and cultural
production, giving the architect a place deserving of respect
just as he would the artist and the craftsman.!®

We will return to Loos, but first note the radically different
view of Peter Behrens. He, too, would distinguish craft
and engineering from art. For Behrens, however, this was
a value judgment of the greatest importance. He held that
craft and engineering are matters of the material world and
cannot participate, unmediated, in the world of culture. It
is the artist who provides this mediation, and the architect
is preeminent among artists. Behrens already held this eli-
tist view of the artist-architect in the Jugendstil environ-
ment of the Darmstadt Artists’ Colony, taking part in a
program that sought innovative forms for an aristocratically
hierarchic society. After his participation in the exposition
of decorative arts in Turin in 1902, Behrens shared in the
disavowal of art nouveau innovations. In the years imme-
diately following, as Behrens both directed the school

of arts and crafts in Diisseldorf and continued his self-
education in architecture, he sought unified forms through
simple geometries of space and bounding planes. Increas-
ingly, he relied on reductions of the already geometrically
abstract, classicizing buildings of periods as various as the
Carolingian empire, Tuscan Romanesque, and German
neoclassicism. With Behrens’s maintenance of the elite
role of the artist-architect, we can anticipate that his vision
of the reconstruction of German culture under modern
conditions would assume a distinctive character even while
sharing in the increasingly intense call for the renewal of a
genuine tradition. The search for a harmonious culture
and the model of German neoclassicism converge, but in
Behrens’s hands these traits are subsumed under a radical
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historical determinism in which the architect serves as
form giver for the new realities of industrial capitalism in
close alliance with the state.20

This historical determinism involves both a necessary
course of history and the acceptance of culture as an ef-
floresence of that necessity. This effloresence, however,

is revealed through the agency of the artist-architects.
According to Behrens, architecture, the most elevated art
form, has always been in the service of the dominant
power of any period. Architecture provides the form for

its representative places and buildings: the temples of the
Greeks, the cathedrals of medieval Christianity, the palaces
of the absolute monarchs, the town houses and villas

of the enlightened bourgeoisie around 1800. Yes, the
tradition decayed with the cultureless nouveau riche of
nineteenth-century industrial capitalism. Yes, we live in

a period when the engineer’s technique, industrial produc-
tion, and the metropolis deny us the humane harmonies of
1800. Nonetheless, the artist can bring form, even adapta-
tions of the form of these earlier revered periods, to the
new locus of power. This ambition is strongly evoked in
the image of Kaiser Wilhelm opening the AEG pavilion
— the first of Behrens’s many architectural works for this
large electrical corporation — at the Berlin Schiffbauaus-
stellung (Shipbuilding Exhibition) of 1908. Corporation
and emperor find common cause in the engines of com-
mercial and military imperialism, while the architect cele-
brates even this ephemeral locus and occasion with a
pavilion that employs the revered precedent of octagonal
shrines — a form traditionally reserved for baptistries,
mausolea, and palace chapels, including the chapel of the
first German emperor, Charlemagne, at Aachen.

The writings and work of Behrens may hint of nostalgia for
1800, but what is distinct is his fatalistic resignation in the
face of modern civilization. However burdened with the
pathos of this resignation, the spirit of the time must be
served. Behrens asserts that the emergent power in the
modern era is the great industrial corporation, the princi-
pal source of production and wealth, increasingly in alli-
ance with the state. The touchstone buildings of modern
times, then, will be those characteristic of industrial capi-
talism: the office building and the factory. The modern
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11. Behrens, AEG Turbine
Factory, Berlin, 1909, view of
two principal fagades

12. AEG Turbine Factory,
model showing the elevation
toward the factory complex
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13. Behrens, German Embassy,

'St. Petersburg (Leningrad),
drawing, ca. 1911

14. Behrens, AEG Small Motors
Factory, Berlin, 1910-13, street
elevation
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15. Behrens, Wiegand House,
Berlin, 1911-12

architect’s chief responsibility is to conceive the types of
the office building and the factory and to give to these the
compelling form that their status in society deserves.

Behrens'’s best known work is the Turbine Factory for the
AEG in Berlin. The image of the Turbine Factory that has
become almost universal, quite rightly relative to Behrens’s
program, is the angle view afforded on the approach from
central Berlin: the great pylon and pediment fagade flanked
by the long, imposing colonnade of the side elevation. The
artifice of this compound, yet convincing, temple image is
demonstrable through a more careful examination of the
entire building. No intrinsic feature of the factory —
neither its structure, nor its space, nor its operations —
possesses the symmetries of the temple front. The mighty
pylons are of concrete, but only rigidify the metal frame
and bracing within. Counterintuitively, the apparently light
mullions of the central glazing are structural, the surface
elements of a trussed frame that carries the pediment
above. The “colonnade” of the side elevation is also
achieved against the conditions of the construction. Struc-
turally, what reads as a column is the first segment of a
three-pinned arch. The physicality of the “columns” is
owing to the architect’s depression of the glass and employ-
ment of solid metal sections for the externally exposed
parts of the arches, which internally are built of an open
lattice of small elements. The opposite side elevation,
toward the factory yard, reveals how the engineer, Karl
Bernhard, would have detailed such a construction: glass
set flush in a straightforward metal frame with functional
elements disposed as need suggests.2! We need not defend
the engineer’s sensibility and must recognize that Behrens
achieved exactly what his program demanded: the imposi-
tion of artistic will over mere material conditions in the
realization of an iconographic architecture that is, in turn,
in service to the locus of power. Furthermore, critics and
viewers “read” the Turbine Factory to Behrens’s dictates
from the outset, often to the point of misreading the physi-
cal facts of the building.?

Thus, as architect and artistic advisor to the great electrical
corporation AEG, Behrens does not turn to the factory
as a humble building type through which the architect can
extend the traditional reach of the profession. Quite the
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opposite. He raises the factory to what he insists is the
traditional production of the artist-architect: the site of
power, in this case, the emblematic factory, under the
rubric of the temple. And as the touchstone building for
our society and our architecture, this economic/productive
entity, the factory, will set the scale and rhythms of our
cities.

The embassy built for the German nation in St. Petersburg
also reflects these modern realities as Behrens saw them,
even if the embassy — as a representative building of the
modern, industrially based but still imperial central state
— avoids “modern” materials and preserves familiar signs
of its hierarchic position. The classicism of the embassy
seems evident, yet it is denatured through several modern-
izing strategies. The “columns,” stout Doric in their refer-
ence, are elongated far beyond any classical order; they are
devoid of all entasis or other subtleties of detail. Any ves-
tige of the column as an independent tectonic element left
by these transformations is obliterated as the columns are
laid up of stones that are not drums but, rather, ashlar
blocks continuous with the courses of the wall. Every
organic or tectonic reference of the orders as composed of
independent though interactive members Behrens systemat-
ically eradicates. The scale of the building and its mar-
shalled piers brings the embassy in consonance with
another of Behrens’s touchstone factories, the AEG Small
Motors Factory in Berlin. While the embassy still seem-
ingly participates in the classic tradition of representative
buildings, its references are subservient to the modernisms
of serial production and the authoritarian, bureaucratic
state.

In a dwelling for a privileged member of society, such as
that of the noted archaeologist Dr. Theodor Wiegand, the
severity of Behrens’s classicism is eased, but the house
remains an austere, representative building. According to
Behrens’s theory, this continuum that descends from the
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16. Palais Bretzenheim,
Mannheim, 1782-88, published
in Mebes, Um 1800
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touchstone buildings of the new political reality could
extend to commonplace buildings and to workers” housing
— the harmony of this new style built on the genius of the
artist in service to the most powerful of institutions. Beh-
rens is not distinguished by the fact that a unified style and
a harmonious culture were his goals. He was, however, the
outspoken advocate of the architect as artist performing at a
transcendent level as the key to realizing such a style and
culture. What is sacrificed in Behrens’s conception is the
traditionally recognized, materially and socially based cul-
tural continuity that was the prime concern of many of his
contemporaries.

Such a form of cultural continuity was what Mebes desired
and sought to exemplify in Um 1800. It is not surprising to
find that Schultze-Naumburg, president of the Bund fiir
Heimatschutz, is among those whom Mebes thanks for
assistance in compiling his book. The Werkbund, too, had
its members who were less open than Behrens to the
reconstruction of German culture under the exigencies of
modern civilization.

While Behrens’s production for the AEG is rightly seen as
characteristic of what was unique about the Werkbund,
production by other Werkbund members was often closer
to the goals of the Bund fiir Heimatschutz. That Schultze-
Naumburg was a founding member of both organizations
is a symbol of the ability of the Bund and the Werkbund
to find common ground. At the Werkbund exhibition in
Cologne in 1914, Hermann Muthesius, president of the
Werkbund, presented his famous theses for its direction.
The central issue of the theses was the call for the organi-
zation’s endorsement of what Muthesius claimed was
already happening: production according to types. “Ar-
chitecture, and with it the entire creative activity of the
Werkbund, strives toward the development of types
[Typisierung]. Only in this way can architecture attain
again the general significance that was characteristic of it
in times of harmonious culture.”?® For architecture, the
significance of Muthesius’s plea can be gauged by his own
work at the exhibition, the pavilion for the Hamburg-
Amerika Line. It is an adaptation of an established archi-
tectural type, the model again framed within the conven-
tions last shared in that “time of harmonious culture”
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17. Hermann Muthesius,
Hamburg-Amerika Line
Pavilion, Deutscher Werkbund
Exhibition, Cologne, 1914

18. Oswin Hempel, arcaded
street, Deutscher Werkbund
Exhibition, 1914
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around 1800. Important parts of the Werkbund exhibition
proclaimed this allegiance to renewed but familiar conven-
tions, including the arcaded street by Oswin Hempel and
the model housing by Georg Metzendorf, specifically
conceived as appropriate to the region of Cologne.

If Behrens’s work for a great industrial concern represents
the acceptance of a historically enforced modernity, such
hieratic modernism would be the aspect of the Werkbund
that the Bund fiir Heimatschutz eventually could not
assimilate — even if, as with Behrens, this modernism was
cloaked in forms that carried the authority of earlier
hierarchies.

Reversing our view, if one architect would forcefully
develop the Heimatschutz pole, it was Heinrich Tessenow.
The qualifier “forcefully” is important. Obviously, Heimat-
schutz was a notion that could easily, and eventually did,
retreat into a wholly preservationist position, endorsing
only a nostalgic and conservative representation of German
culture. Tessenow was determinedly conservative, but his
work continues to elicit interest for at least two reasons:
first, his conservative society was not one of revival, but a
fabrication addressed to his own time; and, second, his
unique aestheticism aggrandizes his principal subject, the
small, carefully crafted worker’s house. Behrens would not
have turned to the factory as the locus of architecture had
he not constructed a historical and architectural discourse
that made it such. Similarly, Tessenow did not turn to the
worker’s house merely as a newly available extension of
architectural practice. The small house was the touchstone
of his historical, political, and architectural discourse.2*

Tessenow was obsessed with the decisive role that middle
elements must play in turning polar extremes to mutual
benefit.?> He used a metaphor of fire and water, one extin-
guishing the other unless mediated by a vessel. Fire and
water are dramatic, the pot ordinary. Fire and water are
available, the pot requires human artifice. It is to the pot,
then, that we must direct our energies, for it is what makes
valuable the opposed forces of fire and water. Germany
Tessenow saw as “the land in the middle.” Since the fif-
teenth century the gravitational center of Europe, it must
play the unglamorous but internationally decisive role of
mediating between France and Russia, Scandinavia and
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Italy. This could only be achieved were the German
people to provide the model of a finely balanced society,
uniting extremes in a properly controlled environment.2
Tessenow extended the fire and water metaphor to the
mediation of polarities internal to Germany: large city
(Grossstadt) and village, scientist and artist, upper and
lower classes, political left and right. From all these polar
factions would come nothing without the intercession of
the lower middle classes — “den gesellschaftlichen Mittel-
stand oder den einfachen Biirgerstand” — the most impor-
tant of the Germans.?

Tessenow criticized the metropolis of modern industrial
production with its increasingly agitated and alienating life
of tertiary employment and entertainment.?® He also criti-
cized the village, both for its too-primitive level of human
association and for its condition as a pendant to the great
city. The locus of Tessenow’s idealized alternative system
of production would be the small city of no less than
twenty thousand inhabitants and no more than sixty thou-
sand.? The natural citizens of such a city were the hus-
bandmen burghers who made the countryside productive
(Ackerbiirger) and, especially, the artisans (Handwerkers).3°
These were the whole people, of the middle class and in
the middle, standing between the unproductive upper
classes and the proletariat, partaking of and uniting the
best of scientist and artist even if not exemplifying their
ultimate capacities. The shops of the independent artisans
would be neither too large nor too small (employing
between three and twelve workers). Such an environment,
free also of political extremes, would assure the revitaliza-
tion of Germanic culture and tradition, of which Tes-
senow’s architecture was an integral part.

Hellerau, a garden city near Dresden, approximated this
ideal community.3! There the architect Richard Riemer-
schmid built the factory of the Deutsche Werkstitten,

a major furniture manufacturer affiliated with the Werk-
bund. There, too, Tessenow built houses and the Jacques
Dalcroze School (an institute for the culture of rhythmic
gymnastics, or eurythmics). In an unexecuted design for
the building that was the focus of the spiritual aspirations
of the city, the performance center of the Dalcroze School,
the monumental fagade with the near classical pitch of its
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pediment is a modernist reduction of the ancient temple.
The executed design is more modest, but by that very fact
relates the performance center to the houses of the teachers
and students and thus unstintingly returns the monumental
building of the community to the shared typology of house
and temple. It is the type of the small house that holds
Tessenow’s attention, a typology that unites vernacular and
high art, house and temple. Typological abstraction also
facilitates the pursuit of an architectural purism, so eco-
nomically revealed in his spare line drawings. With a
similarly careful reduction of craft, Tessenow contrived to
realize this purism in actual buildings. These purified
houses with their rain barrels, arbors, and productive gar-
dens are the necessary locus of the correct Germans of the
Mittelstand, the Handwerkers of the Kleinstadt. From
such a firm place we can reascend the hierarchic structure
of Tessenow’s vision of Germany’s destiny for Europe. The
title of an essay by Michael Hays puts the issue succinctly:
“Tessenow’s Architecture as National Allegory: Critique of
Capitalism or Protofascism?” In a more careful exposition
of Tessenow than I can attempt here, Hays concludes:

We can see that Tessenow’s operation is not so much the contin-
uation of a rooted, traditional culture as it is the invention and
presentation of a new, conciliatory and compensatory system of
communication that, by affiliating itself with the canons of classi-
cism and a popular vernacular, attempts to reinstate vestiges of
the kind of hegemony associated in the past with the traditional
order. This new order surreptitiously reproduces the closed and
tightly knit hierarchies by which a truly rooted culture legiti-
mates, differentiates, or interdicts, in an effort to provide what
Edward Said has called a restored authority.?

Tessenow is in many ways an inversion of Behrens, the
opposite side of the same coin. Though by different routes,
they both offer a transcendent art in the service of a holis-
tically unified modern state — one celebrating central
authority, the other a hegemony achieved through the
order of the people.

Consider again the position taken by Rossi. In dismissing
the Secession and the Bauhaus for their assimilation of
craft and technique under artistically controlled “industrial
design,” he implicitly places Behrens and the Werkbund in
opposition to his “trio of masters”: Loos, Tessenow, and
Mies. Loos had indeed identified this opposition early —
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19. Heinrich Tessenow,
Dalcroze School, Hellerau,
project, ca. 1910

20. Tessenow, Dalcroze School
as built, 1911-12
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24. Otto Wagner, Hofpavillon,
Vienna, 1894-95
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25. Wagner, Majolikahaus,
Vienna, 1898-99
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23. Behrens, Behrens House,
Darmstadt, 1900—1901, music
room

and acted upon it. But in my claim that Behrens and Tes-
senow are reverse sides of the same coin, I must either join
Behrens to Rossi’s trio or else draw the crucial line of that
opposition differently. To anticipate my argument, I see
Adolf Loos as holding a distinctive position that separates
him from Behrens and Tessenow and Mies. 3

Thus far I have spoken of one significant way in which
Loos can be grouped with Behrens, Tessenow, and Mies
— the shared belief that the time around 1800 was the last
moment of a harmonious culture based on a vital tradi-
tion. Loos committed himself to this position overtly, but
he also revealed his commitment in other ways.3* Loos, as
did the others, revered Schinkel.?> With as much fervor as
the members of the Bund fiir Heimatschutz, Loos would
argue for the appropriateness of vernacular construction in
the countryside and ridicule the willfully individualistic
interventions of form-giving architects in such a setting.3¢
Loos shared, then, the recognition of the loss of a vital
tradition and the assessment of when this had taken place.
The important difference, though, is that he would not
attempt to retrieve a whole culture through the program-
matic imposition of an aesthetic.

Thus, contrary to the claims of the ambitious artists of the
Secession or of the Deutscher Werkbund, Loos believed
that art should not dictate to the crafts or to the entire
spectrum of building. Similarly, he held that appropriate
distinctions were to be made in the continuum from the
public to the private, from the urban to the rural, and
from the monumental to the vernacular. He drew these
distinctions neither to identify good and bad, right and
wrong, nor to polarize issues. Rather, Loos was construct-
ing a complex cultural field and arguing the need to locate
oneself and one’s work within this field — the exigencies
of each piece of work necessitating a different location.

Loos’s vision of a complex history of disciplines and con-
ventions — not fully coordinated and sometimes compet-
ing with one another — ruled out holistic interpretations
of society as well as demands for action based on the pre-
sumption of such wholes. Consider the utopian ambitions
of the Darmstadt Artists’ Colony or the motto of the Vien-
nese Secession, “For the time its art. For art its free-
dom.”?" In his early resistance to the art nouveau, Loos
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strenuously attacked its imposed formalisms. In such
debates, he honed his position on the distinction of art
from craft and on the location of architecture within the
field of cultural production. Once formulated, these posi-
tions made Loos resistant not only to art nouveau, but
even to important ideas that developed in opposition to art
nouveau. Farly and assertedly, Loos argued against the
tenets of the Werkbund because it sought to control indus-
trial production within a modern aesthetic defined by the
elite artist-architect. >

The matter cannot be argued fully here, but this need to
locate oneself and one’s work in a cultural field is what
Karl Kraus advocated when he wished to explain the con-
tribution that he and Loos had made:

Adolf Loos and I . . . have done nothing more than to show that
there is a difference between a [monumental] urn and a chamber
pot. It is in this difference that culture is given a space to play
itself out. The others, those with [claims to] positive knowledge,
however, divide themselves between those who would use the urn
as a chamber pot and those who would use the chamber pot as
an urn.*®

For Loos there are no absolutes — from either natural law
or canon — but, rather, conventions that can only be
understood historically. For each discipline (art, science,
craft, or vernacular production) has its own extension in
time. To quote Loos, “Tradition is no more the enemy of
development than the mother is an enemy of the child.
Tradition is a reservoir of strength from countless genera-
tions, and the firm foundation for a healthy future.”#®

At the same time, Loos also recognized that change asserts
itself. He was a modernist in the sense that he believed the
modern already surrounded him and his contemporaries,
concealed behind ornament or proffered in those works of
craft and engineering unclaimed for aesthetic culture.*' In
this spirit, he could observe the Hofpavillon, a station built
on the Vienna city railway by Otto Wagner, emphasizing
not the architecture of the station but the modern systems
associated with it: the water control system, the passenger
platforms, and the railway itself, with its radical restructur-
ing of accessibility throughout the greater city. At Wagner’s
Majolikahaus he could ignore the elaborate tile patterns in
order to stress the grid of identical windows that, in turn,
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reflects the regularity of the apartments and their access by
elevator. To Loos, these modernisms had to be addressed.
This presence of modernism reveals the incompleteness of
past models, but equally, he argued, it obviates the need to
invent the future or forms to serve this imagined future. 2

Though the exterior of Loos’s Steiner House has often
been seen as anticipatory of later modernist reductionism,
for Loos this simple exterior referenced his argument that
the private house neither owed nor should demand a rep-
resentative role within the city. We comport ourselves
decorously in public, and for the private person this means
with utmost simplicity. Within, however, the Steiner
House reveals a richly varied life incorporating the past
and the associations of a family in complex and changing
relationships. In the same year as the Steiner house, Loos
also built the commercial building on the Michaelerplatz,
with its Tuscan columns in monolithic marble. Loos rec-
ognized that this building is semipublic and, still more
important, located in the old, capital city of Vienna, on a
major place, opposite one of the entrances to the imperial
palace. Here decorum dictates acceptance — with transfor-
mations — of the vocabulary of the palace and the city.
But within, the Haus on the Michaelerplatz is a modern
clothing store, uninhibited either by the traditional domes-
ticities of the home or the formalities of the urban public
space. In this building Loos explored the potentials of level
changes and abstract space within a modern structure. In
both the house and the commercial building there is a
seeming disparity of interior and exterior, modern and tra-
ditional. Yet the several facets of each building, and both
buildings together, are understandable as responses to dis-
tinctive positions within a cultural field.

Loos’s understanding of tradition acknowledges conflict,
inconsistencies, and contradictions within the cultural set-
ting, and consequently, the need to act critically, to criti-
cize the operative conventions, embracing what I have
termed a critical conventionalism. Change occurs in the
relations among the multilinear histories — conceptually,
technically, and in the way in which life is lived. Points of
intervention must be identified and superior production
sought. Yet only superior production should replace

earlier production. With Loos, the ancient Egyptian stool
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26. Adolf Loos, Steiner House,
Vienna, 1910, exterior from
garden
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28. Loos, Haus on the
Michaelerplatz, Vienna, 1910,
exterior
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27. Loos, Steiner House, 1910,
living room

29. Loos, Haus on the
Michaelerplatz, mezzanine
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30. Behrens, Cuno House,
Hagen, 1909-10

should continue to be produced because it has not been
superseded. Likewise, the development of the piano is
secure in the hands of musicians and piano makers; it does
not require artistic intervention. Beyond these issues, Loos
spoke of “the three-dimensional character of architecture,”
pointing to the autonomy of the architectural discipline
while also demanding “that the inhabitants of a building
should be able to live the cultural life of their generation
successfully.”* Loos thus proposed the relative autonomy
of architecture without making of it a reified “middle.”*
“To live the cultural life of their generation” entails atten-
tion to use, but in a soundly nonutilitarian manner. The
same phrase also directs attention to the demands of the
present, temporally yet selectively and critically located,
devoid of revivalism, traditionalism, or futurism.

Loos would not totalize his production, would not sub-
sume all in a heroic act of form giving — not even in a
single design. As I have acknowledged, Loos, too, believed
that the last harmonious culture was more than a hundred
years old. But while we can learn from these sources, he
argued, we can neither reinvest nor invent a harmonious
culture and its architecture. Loos would rather mark the
complexity and ambivalences of modern society, not with
irony or despair, but as the most rational and liberating
avenue available to us. In this he was truer to the spirits of
1800 than were the totalizers. Goethe and Schinkel were,
after all, full of complexities.

What then of Mies? Most observers, following in the foot-
steps of Philip Johnson, find that virtually the whole of
Mies’s architecture can be related to German neoclassi-
cism. Comparing Schinkel and Mies, in 1961 Johnson
went so far as to claim that the “similarities are more today
than the differences.”* We can surely recognize Mies’s
neoclassicism in the symmetries, simple volumes, clean
surfaces, and carefully cut apertures of the Perls House.
The neoclassicism of the furniture he designed prior to
World War I is unmistakable. His early domestic commis-
sions fall readily within the context of the work of his two
mentors, Bruno Paul and Peter Behrens.*” Quite evidently,
Mies was, in these years, in the early stages of a career
developed in apprenticeships. These early works reveal his
acceptance of the then common respect for German neo-
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31. Mies, Perls House, Berlin,

1910-11

79

32. Mies, Werner House,
Berlin, dining room, 1913
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classicism and, at most, a reflection of the position ar-
ticulated by Behrens. Only hindsight can lead us to the
slightest anticipation of what Mies would shortly achieve.

Mies’s justly renowned works of the years immediately fol-
lowing World War 1, the so-called Five Projects — the
Friedrichstrasse Office Building, the Glass Skyscraper, the
Concrete Office Building, the Brick Country House, and
the Concrete Country House — premiate formal invention
and, secondarily, new materials over any form of continu-
ity. In the models and renderings of the skyscraper projects
of 1921-22, Mies forcefully pit his vision against the archi-
tectural and urban density of a Berlin characterized by its
proliferation of heavy masonry, “rental barracks” from the
decades around the turn of the century. Mies thus shared
in the rejection of such eclectically burdened buildings in
the service of an economically justified metropolitaniza-
tion; but as an alternative, he turned from the idealization
of the past to a possible architecture and city as had been
evoked by Paul Scheerbart and Bruno Taut.*® The com-
mon reference to Mies’s skyscraper projects as expressionist
works may overemphasize fantasy as against his proclaimed
attention to the problem of the steel skeleton, yet it cannot
be denied that these skyscrapers break radically with the
precedents accepted by Mies in his prewar works.* The
country house projects of 1923-24 reveal his assimilation
of other avant-garde aesthetic programs, particularly the de
Stijl movement propagandized by Theo van Doesburg.*

I would agree with many observers in the assessment that
these projects of the early twenties are the most significant
of Mies’s career. That they yield, at most, only tangentially
to the theme of this essay is an indication of his contribu-
tion to a radically altered architectural discourse of the
immediate postwar years. Acknowledging, even acclaim-
ing, the inventions of this period of Mies’s career, we may
nonetheless see in one of the Five Projects, the Concrete
Office Building of 1923, a work that provides continuity
both back to neoclassicism and forward to Mies’s American
career. Unlike the renderings of the skyscrapers, in the per-
spective of the Concrete Office Building the surrounding
buildings of the city may be read as context as much as
contrast. In this as in other ways, Mies’s office building
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33. Mies, Glass Skyscraper,
project, Berlin, 1922, model
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34. Mies, Brick Country House,
project, 1923, plan (gift of Mies
van der Rohe to the Museum
of Modern Art, New York)
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and its presentation invite comparison with Schinkel’s proj-
ect for the Kauthaus on Unter den Linden in Berlin. Both
projects resolve the enlarged scale of a new program by
lateral extension rather than height. While the masonry
supports of Schinkel’s commercial building yield more tra-
ditional vertically proportioned fenestration as compared

to the strip windows of Mies’s cantilevered construction,
both projects provide generous windows within notably
emphatic structural frames. Mies’s office building, simple
as it seems — indeed, in its simplicity — shares the traits
of many neoclassical buildings. There is the prismatic form
and the simple skyline. The entrance is via a broad monu-
mental stair ascending to freestanding columns. The tops
of the columns are shaped to mediate the forces of the
beams above and thus yield a reading of shaft and capital.
The projection of the cantilever beams below the slab and
extended to its perimeter together with the recess of the
windows yield a grid of structural points and an articula-
tion of the glazing that correlate fagade and structure. The
upstand of the slabs gives the building a visual weight not
dictated by structure, conservatively declining to exploit the
potential of transparency celebrated in Mies’s skyscrapers.
The thinness of the slabs is revealed only in the roof,
where, with the alteration of the height of the windows,
the effect is created of a cornice. The very differences of
the projects of Schinkel and Mies stem from similar com-
mitments within classical decorum of accommodating the
form of a nonrepresentative building to the conditions of
its making and use.

Particularly in his American career, Mies returned to the
issues of neoclassicism and modernity, making of these
tensions, as already in the Concrete Office Building, some-
thing other than did the generation of his mentors. Mies’s
work for the Illinois Institute of Technology, from the grid
of the campus plan to the often nonstructural steel details,
suggests relations to neoclassicism. The corner detail of
Alumni Memorial Hall is commonly compared to the rear
corner detail of Schinkel’s Altes Museum in Berlin. But it
is more than a matter of details. When Johnson perceived
Mies’s work to be increasingly similar to that of Schinkel,
he would have had in mind major projects of the 1950s,
including the Farnsworth House, the Lake Shore Drive
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35. Mies, Concrete Office
Building, project, 1923,
perspective

36. Karl Friedrich von Schinkel,
Kaufhaus on Unter den Linden,
Berlin, project, 1827
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apartment towers, Crown Hall at IIT, the Seagram Build-
ing, and the Bacardi Office Building. In all these projects
there are simple grids, clear columnar structures, symme-
tries, evident facades with horizontal skylines, precise
details, love of fine materials and craftsmanship, and a
draughtsmanly neoclassical restraint.

Yet there is more. Friedrich Gilly and Schinkel searched
architectural precedent to discover how they might, in
their time, build in a manner that would idealize the cul-
tural ambitions of their prince and their nation. Such sen-
sitive and creative designers were well aware of the gulf
between the ideal and the real. The challenge was to nar-
row the gulf, but there was always the concomitant, wise
and not wholly unwelcome, pathos of the distance that
remained. Neoclassical teaching urged German architects
not just to gauge aesthetic or formal demands — the
relations of part to part and part to whole, the niceties

of proportion and detail, and the subtleties of visual
accommodation — but rather to put all such care in the
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37. Mies, Crown Hall, lllinois
Institute of Technology,
Chicago, 1956

38. Mies, Bacardi Office
Building, Santiago de Cuba,
project, 1957

service of an architectural mimesis that saw the building
metaphorically. The Tektonik of the Schinkel-follower Karl
Bétticher relied on the understanding of perceived organic
relations among the parts and between the parts and the
whole of a building.>! This organic tectonics was the
source not only of the authority of classical building but
particularly of its affective qualities. So, too, Mies sought
to bring timeless ideals to the conditions of modern pro-
duction and patronage. His works often and increasingly
convey a further heightened pathos, a pity experienced
from Olympian and thus quite disengaged heights, the
result, perhaps, of both an increasing gulf between classical
ideals and modern society and a related personal and
professional isolation. So the refinements of Mies’s build-
ings entail a metaphysic that echoes his neoclassical mas-
ters while revealing the conditions of his own time. There
could be a school of Mies that learned his details, but it is
such deeper issues of classicism as idealism and mimesis
that more precisely characterize the master’s work and do
not so readily lend themselves to emulation.
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Mies was always diffident about any indebtedness to either
Schinkel or Behrens.2 When I, for the purpose of writing
on Behrens, gained an interview with him, it was Jan Gra-
tama’s elegantly bound monograph on the Dutch proto-
modernist architect Hendrik Petrus Berlage that dominated
Mies’s nearly empty desk.* It was Berlage about whom
Mies preferred to speak. Berlage was committed to the
rationalism of theorists such as Viollet-le-Duc and Gott-
fried Semper; under such commitments, he built well,
with an immediate and correct grasp of actual materials.
This devotion to the art of building was what earned
Mies’s respect. Mies appears, then, to be suspended
between a self-avowed Berlagian image of master builder
and an externally perceived avowal of the artistic demands
of neoclassicism. It has also been claimed that Mies him-
self “was aware that his work was uneasily suspended
between the radical thrust of the avant-garde and the retar-
dataire restraint of tradition.”>* The material of the present
essay is persuasive, | think, for the view that such suspen-
sions were not unusual and that the “uneasiness” was a
deliberate response to a perceived condition.

Mies, in accord with his respect for Berlage, often built
well. So, too, however, had Schinkel and Behrens. To my
mind, Mies’s forms of building well — whether, as in the
project for the Bismarck Monument, in substantial
masonry or, as was more common in his later buildings,
pursuing an elegant mimesis in steel and glass that con-
trasts with a realist commitment to tangible building —
continued to owe more to his precedent classicists than to
the rationalist Berlage. Mies does owe a debt to his master
Behrens, even though it may also be argued that he came
closer to being the Schinkel of the twentieth century. As
opposed to Loos’s denials and Tessenow’s inversions, archi-
tecture remained for Mies, even more than for Behrens, a
lofty and strict discipline. Though an advocate of the pri-
macy of the artist-architect, Behrens historicized architec-
ture and adjusted his design to the patron. Mies held more
fully to an architectural autonomy that might serve, even if
less genially than it had in the hands of Schinkel, in the
idealization of a culture.

Mebes’s book about the built environment of 1800, as we
have noted, bore a subtitle that proclaims the issue of tra-
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39. Mies, Bismarck Monument,
Bingen, project, 1910

dition and cultural recall widely shared in Germany at the
beginning of this century: Architecture and Crafts in the
Last Century of Their Traditional Development. How did
each of the architects we have considered come to terms
with the shared perception that the eighteenth century was
the last time that architecture and the crafts had been set
within a unified culture and a living tradition that could
foster the development of architecture as an integral part of
its culture?

Behrens used classicism for representative or expressive
ends — to carry the message of a resigned commitment to,
and aestheticization of, industrial/state capitalism as the
current stage of a determined course of history. His in-
novative use of traditional architectural elements in a
designedly iconographic architecture was in the service
of the current centers of political and economic power.
Within an acceptance of modern conditions, Behrens
restored architecture to what he conceived to have been
its traditional place in society and culture; but this was a
social role that undermined the autonomous aspect of
architecture.

Tessenow projected a new society made whole through its
reawakening of values akin to those admired in what was
taken to be the integrated life of town and country around
1800. Handwork and the small city would be the produc-
tive framework that was both facilitated and concretized in
the idealized artisanal environment Tessenow so artfully
imagined. Among these architects, Tessenow remained
closest to the conservative core of the cultural phenome-
non under consideration. This conservatism is revealed,
too, in Tessenow’s fidelity to the vernacular house and its
aesthetic intensification through typological reductionism.
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Loos’s endorsement of the classic in general, and of Ger-
manic neoclassicism more particularly, recognized a now
weak but enduring thread of Western tradition. It also
offered one system of forms that inhibited individualistic
imposition and consumption of arbitrary forms. Loos,
however, also employed forms and objects from vernacular
environments, from craft or industrial production or from
pure abstraction. His work was critical in its resistance to
what he identified as past error or false modernism. It was
critical, as well, in its assessment of what could still be
affirmed from the past or be newly affirmed in the present.
But he refused to tolerate a false unification of this com-
plex of criticisms under an imposed aesthetic. Loos
exhibited an unusual professional alloy, mixing critical
resistance and aesthetic reticence with a tolerance for mod-
ern discontinuities. He still recognized an autonomy
within architecture, but it, like the society within which it
is practiced, involves change and criticism as well as con-
tinuity. This nuanced critical professionalism sets Loos
apart from the other three architects.

Mies can be observed to share many of the interests com-
mon to the circles under discussion, though his early
works understandably do not break ground as did the
contemporary works of Behrens, Tessenow, and Loos.
Maturing just after World War I, Mies then confronted
important new aspects of modernism more directly than
the older masters. Some of the best of his work of the early
twenties — the Brick Country House, for example —
remain to be fully explored but escape the theme of this
essay. Yet it is in the great body of his post~-World War I
work that Mies reveals his use of classicism to be the deep-
est and most abstract of the four masters. If so, Mies’s
achievement must be seen in the light of rejected alterna-
tives: Behrens’s historical determinism, Tessenow’s assimi-
lation of the vernacular to the ideal in social as well as
architectural matters, and Loos’s critical stance.

Advancing Loos’s critical professionalism in contrast to
Mies’s underlying classicism, I stop short of denying the
possibility of an interpretation of Mies’s work recently
advanced by Michael Hays. Indeed, what I have referred
to as the deeply embedded idealism and mimesis of his
work may be integral to what Hays claims for Mies. In
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brief, Hays’s claim is this: Mies’s work is exemplary as a
critical architecture, critical in that it neither provides an
“efficient representation of preexisting cultural values” nor
does it retreat into “the wholly detached autonomy of an
abstract formal system.”>> Hays makes his argument persua-
sively, and is, I believe, supported by the fact that Mies’s
designs normally resist received notions of representation.
In this, they are radically different from the factories, office
buildings, and villas of Behrens. Yet in the very stillness of
Mies’s world, I find a recurrence of the pathos, the willed
implication of the viewer’s affective sensibilities, that
Behrens flaunted. Mies also echoes Behrens in his histori-
cist acceptance of the civilization in which he finds him-
self. If Hays is right to locate a sophisticated critical
resistance in the work of Mies, the seeds were also there of
its easy assimilation in the service of the post~-World War
II corporate world. Even if Loos may look more complicit,

with him no tissue of classical fiction is thrown across a
building to unify its purpose and its making. Loos’s tar-
geted criticisms and his aesthetic reticence are more adapt-
able to the moment and yet more resistant to cooptation.

Notes

This essay was developed from a
lecture given on 5 March 1986 in a
series associated with the Mies van
der Rohe exhibition at the Museum
of Modern Art, New York.

1. Aldo Rossi, “The Architecture of
Adolf Loos,” in Benedetto Grava-
gnuolo, Adolf Loos: Theory and
Works, trans. C. H. Evans (New
York: Rizzoli, 1982), 11-15; this
essay appeared slightly earlier, in an
abbreviated but also better translated
version, as “Modernism’s Trajec-
tory: Rossi on Loos,” Skyline (April
1982): 18-21.

2. Rossi, “The Architecture of
Adolf Loos,” 11.

3. Ibid. Note that Schinkel worked
within the old dispensation that
permitted the simultaneity of art
and architecture.
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4. Rossi indicates that Loos
accepted the division of art and
profession, while Tessenow and
Mies sought to heal the breach. If
Rossi is right that the division “is no
longer reconcilable,” then Tessenow
and Mies must have failed in their
attempts.

5. Rossi, “The Architecture of
Adolf Loos,” 11.

6. That Mies van der Rohe,
though younger than the other
masters, participated in this reasser-
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