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Form as the Obiect of
Experience: Georg
Simmel's Influence on
Mies van der Rohe

w. Gordon Brown teaches at the Cot­
legeofEnvironmental Design atthe University
of Colorado at Boulder. His degrees are:
B. S. Communications, University of l1Iinois at
Urbana.champaign; M.Sc. (Arch.) (thesis
distinction), University of London; M.B.A.,
University of Pennsylvania.

Notions ofform permeateMies'work andhis
statements aboutteaching architecture. These
notions wereinfluenced considerably by the
philosophy of culture of the German philoso­
pher/sociologist Georg Simmel for whom
form was the crystallization of experience.
Simmel articulated a three stage developmen­
tal progression from materials through func­
tion toa state inwhich thesubject eventually
developed the capacity toknowform. Wh;{e
every stage has its own existential require­
ments, at thehighest level isthe forbearance
of exegesis and interpretation of one's own
work.

Simmers comments on content and form
parallel and illuminate Mies'ownstatements
and help reveal why the liT architecture
curriculum which Mies founded had such a
profound influence inits day. This pedagogy
isno longer (if iteverwas) wellunderstood,
butaclose examination ofSimmef's ideaswill
show that it is a model for architectural
education with continuing merit.

This article was first presented as a paperat
the ASCA Technology Conference in Baton
Rouge, Louisiana in February, 1989.

In the more than two decades since Robert
Venturi wrote Complexity and Contradiction
in Architecture, meaning has substantially
replaced form as a central issue in architec­
tural discourse. 1 Venturi relied on attractively
subtle literary critics like Kenneth Burke for
whom language, especially poetic language,
constituted a means of questioning "modern­
ist" volues.? But as this normative position
gained entry into thoughtful architectural dis­
course, itsborrowed critical technique slirped
in transformed to a substantive mode that
redefined buildings as texts.

Today the textual model and its associated
analytic and interpretive techniques have
become a tacit but pervasive approach to
architectural education. Yet, whatever their
meritas metaphors or as vehicles for criticism,
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language or textual models seem ultimately
inadequate and inappropriate in describing
the operations and consequences that result
in architectural form. The now mostly mute
discourse of modernism, particularly the work
of Mies, provides an alternative model.

Gerald McSheffreycalled one ofMies' works,
the Illinois Instituteof Technology architecture
curriculum, Mies' greatest bequest.3 For se....
eral decades, this curriculum yielded a body
of architectural talent possessing a virtually
unmatched commitment and discipline. The
reasons for this lie in an educational ap­
proach that sought to integrate a philosophy
of objective form with a philosophy of subjec­
tive experience. This approach appears to
relyconsiderably on the cultural philosophy of
the German philosopher/sociologist Georg
Simmel.

Slmrnel's book on cultural philosophy was
one of the manr philosophical works in Mies'
library. Simme is regarded as the founder of
formal sociology, and in particular the origins
ofsocial network theory are found in Simmel's
work. But Simmel also had intense interests in
aesthetics, and he framed his thinking about
social structure in architectural terms. As E. V.
Walter remarked, "In his system, the organi­
zation of society resembles the structural logic
of architecture. "A This interest in architecture
emerges in his essay, "The Ruin," a part of
Philosophische Kultur with which Mies was
familiar. 5

"What has led the building upward is human
will; what gives it its present appearance is
the brute, downward-dragging, corroding,
crumbling power of nature. Still, so long as
we can speak of a ruin at all and not a mere
heap of stones this power does not sink the
work of man into the formlessness of mere
matter."6

Expressive and Platonic Form

When a discussion of Mies' work arises, it is
im~ssible to avoid reference to form, particu­
larly Platonic form. James Freed, for example,
has said that, "Mies reduced his buildings to
the absolute Platonic, pure minimum evoca­
tion of the ldeo.'? However, Mies' own use
of theword form seemsconfusing. Sometimes
he uses form in a Platonic sense, other times
in a modern way: as a vehicle or mode of

expression. From his comments as a whole,
what Mies means by form seems confusing.
WhatMies means by form seemsinconsistent
and contradictory, at once affirming and also
denying its importance. Forexample, he said
in the 1920's, "ldo not oppose form, butonly
form as a goal. "8 And referring to 19th
century architecture: "Inventing new forms is
obviously not the taskof architecture. "9 Asain,
"Form is not the aim ofour work, but only the
result. Form, by itself, does not exist."loin a
1938 speech at the Armour Institute, he said,
"Architecture ... isthe crystallization of [time's]
innerstructure, theslow unfolding of itsform."11

To the educator, these are challenging, if not
confusing statements.Are they justaphorisms,
or do they have relevance beyond that ori~t
nalliT curriculum where they were originally
set. If architects are not to invent new forms,
just what are they doing? If form is not the
purpose of the architect's work, how can it be
the result? If form does not exist, how then is
architecture the slow unfolding of time's form?
Inshort, what is form and how does one teach
it?

These apparent contradictions derive in part
from two alternative readings of the word
"form," one artistic or poetic, the other philo­
sophic. Mies was referring, not to a shape or
figural notion of form, but, to an abstract, non­
visual, Platonic notion of form.

The Platonic notion of form refers to an
abstract order or arrangement of those
elements or substancesthat constitute the real,
objective world. It is neither figure nor shape,
image nor concept. It derives, not from the
free creations of the mind, but, from that
which is objectively accessible to the intellec­
tual operations of the mind, the underlying
abstract structures of moral and physical
reality.

This is a key consideration in understanding,
not just Plato's, but the Greek mentality of his
time. There is always a firm connection be­
tween abstract form and an objective reality
in classical Greek thought. For example,
Adrian Stokes pointed out that "Pater, in The
Renaissance, described the classical world of
arta that inwhich the thought does not outstrip
or lie beyond itssensible embodiment. "12 The
Greeks' conviction was thatthe external world,
natural or artificial, was a separate, legiti-
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mate reality embodying form, which was
reality's own means to the abstract, and,
converselv, that abstract thought had to have
its embodiment in reality. To quote Eric Hav­
elock,

"Plato inherited from his predecessors an
underlying conviction that as we experience
physical phenomena we are somehow in
contact with a world, an order, a system
which exists outside ourselvesand independ-
ent of our knowledge of it it was fundamen-
tal to the Greek genius that the external
world not be taken lightly or dismissed as non­
existent. What was required was that its
structureand logic be appreciated. Thisstruc­
ture for Plato as for most Greek thinkers was
itself abstract .... an object of intelligence, not
of intuition."13

Thus, a Platonic form has an immutability or
constancy but, while essentiallyunaffected by
human action, is nevertheless accessible
through human action. It is remarkable how
Mies' phrase, We refuseto recognize prob­
lems of form, but only problems of bUilding,"
echoes the realism of the Greeks.':'

Form and Development

Simmel had a like conviction about the rela­
tion of the real and the abstract.

"Forms, then, are not merely generalized
aspects of 'observed' reality and mustnot be
mistaken for general, inductive concepts ­
notwithstanding their relation to reality. Far
from merely mirroring reality, they make it
intelligible to us."15

As Neumeyer has suggested, Mies' thinking
about culture was influenced by Simmel for
whom form was a central issue.16 ForSimmel,
artistic, scientific and metaphysical form is a
resultof, a crystallization of, experience. The
metaphor of crystallization seemed to per­
vade architectural thinking inearly 20th century
Germany. And as Harrington has pointed
out, Mies was long interested in, and studied,
crystal theory.17

Simmel's crystal notion should be seen as an
attempt to fuse two fundamentally contradic­
tory world views, a Platonic lor even Phythag­
oreon) world of being with Goethe's Aristote­
lian world of becoming. But the crystal idea

Emergence. Oblecnvely, the00_ are ~an'parent. Kncml­
edge enfolds purpase which enfolds consciousness. Sublac­
nvely, thebosesareopaque.Development Isthereverse, i.e.
Inside oul: experience with form pull, theIndividual through
conscJousness and purpose toknowledge.

precedes 19th century German speculation:
cosmologies regarding the earth as part of a
series of concentric and interrelated crystal
spheres go back centuries. On the other
hand, no German thinker of Simmel's time
could escape coming to termswith Goethe's
developmental organicism, naturphilosophie,
whose powerful, if not deleterious, effect on
German science is discussed in Gillispie.1s

"The essence of [Simmel's central metaphysi­
cal idea] is that the concept of life includes
both open flux and closed crystallization. "19

As he said,

"Objects of art, knowledge, or metaphysics
... are, as it were, experience crystallized.
They come into being and what they are by
virtueof the forming power of experience and
hence of life. "20

Simmel's philosophy r~ards form and expe­
rienceas two dynamically interactingelements.
While Simmel undoubtedly accepts forms as
the mechanismsby which reality is knowable,
it is clear that, for Simmel, knowability is not
independent of human experience. While
form's impact is to make objective reality
intelligible, the impact is possible only if the
experiencing subject has the capacity to
absorb form's impact.

1. The impact of form To know a form, it is
necessary to be conscious of its existence.
And consciousness presupposes a subject's
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experience of material realily and grasping of
its content. Material reality provides mental
content for the subject.

" ... by being grasped, contents are given
form. Speaking of contents, Simmel asserts
that "the mere sum ... [of] disconnected ...
elements is mere material." Form, therefore,
can best be recognized by the task it per­
forms. First, form relatesa number of contents
to each other in a way that they constitutea
unity .... Second as a number of contentsare
given form, they are separated from other
contents.Third, but not as an operation that is
distinct from the others, form imparts a struc­
ture to the contents it relates."21

Form is in the background here, acting as a
kind of deus ex machina in performing its task
ofunifving, differentiatingand structuring realily
as well as engaging thesubject in itsstructure.

"In short, what we call form is, from the point
of view of the function it exercises, theunifica­
tion of material: it overcomes the isolated
separateness of its parts. The totality, as a
unity which is made up of these parts or
imposed upon them, is now placed in oppo­
sition to other material, either unformed or
differently formed."22

Though abstract and objective, form is em­
bodied in the world that is experienced and
confers order or structure and intelligibility on
it.23 But the subject has a part to play in the
emergence of form. The emergence of form,
fro an undifferentiated material reality, is not
an independent or predetermined result. It is
conditional: it relies on the conjunction of a
certain material reality with thecapacity of the
sub/'ect to understand the inherent form of that
rea ity. A subject does not justautomatically
cause form to emerge.

2. The capacity of experience Simmel pro­
posed a three stage natural history, or deve~
opmental progression, of experience that
appears to be the bosis for Mies' curriculum.
The first consists of a kind of non-conscious
experience-as-such, where the experiencing
subject cannot differentiate that which is
experienced from its effects on the subject.
Thesecond consists of purposefulexperience,
where the experiencing subject regards the
objective world as means for the subject's
purposes or ends. The third involves the
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experiencing subject in the objective world
where form becomes the end, and the sub­
ject, in essence, the means,. We progress
towardsour own self-realization as our rela­
tion to realily changes during these three
stages.

The first stage is one wherein, as subjects in
relation to objective realily, we are not able
to differentiate subject from object and, con­
sequently, are notconscious of experiencing
objective content. This is just non-conscious
experience, or what Simmel callstheErleben
stage. At this stage, the materials of realily
have no c~nitive unily, identily, function or
structure of their own but exist simply as
subjective satisfactions or frustrations. The
Erleben stageisessentially pre-conscious life,
Iypical not just of infants, but of anyone
embarking on knowledge. There may be
knowledgeto act, but it is not knowledgeof
which theactor is conscious.

The second stage results from the subject's
conscious awareness that the contents of
objective realily can be instruments manipu­
lated for personal, subjective and pragmatic
ends. As theyare given such purposes, con­
tents become differentiated and objectified.
Because it is characterized by purpose or
function, particularly within thecontext of an
individual career (i.e. path of lifel, this is
called the teleological stage. " .., all experi­
encecan be understood in terms of thegoals
setby the process of life itself and themeans
devised to achievethem. "24 Inthis stage, the
subjecthasanunderstanding of theinstrumen­
tal purposes of the objective elements of
realily but not their formal properties.

In the third stage, the subject turns from the
goalsthathavebeen setby theneeds of living
a life to a state free of these demands. This
turning dependson two simultaneous condi­
tions. One is "the human abilily to act for
something otherthantheendsof life itself," ­
other thanforpersonal, subjective purposes.25
The second is theavailabilily or presence of
objects characterized by knowable form. At
some point, which cannot be specified in
advance, an object's formal character ap­
pears as its instrumental purpose declines in
importance.

If this emergence of objective knowabilily
coincides with thesubject's own turning from
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a strictly teleologicalbasisthen, what Simmel
calls the free or, the third stage has been
reached. " ... At first men knowinorderto live;
but then there are men who live in order to
know."26 In this stage, the subject comes to
grips with realily's abstract structures, forms
and masters them intellectually and creatively
in orderto reproduce them in material realily.
But for any subject, this free stage is not
necessarily always reached. And everyform
may not emerge as knowable.

3. The emergence of creatiVityAccording to
Simmel, at tlie highest use of their faculties,
human beings transform their relationship to
what isculturally givenor provided in relation
to their life work or purposes. In the early
phases of development, individuals employ
these culturally provided instruments to serve
theirown purposes. Eventually some individu­
als may realize these instruments are more
than a means to an end, but theends them­
selves, and theybecometheobjectsofa life's
work.

"And so for all theareasof culture, there are
moments in the lives of individuals when the
nature of theaction isdetermined, notby the
needs of the individual, but the requirements
of a form."27

When action is determined by the require­
ments of a form, a twofold taskresults.

"First, action for the sakeof a form requires
that the form itself be refined .... The artist,
scientist, or metaphysician must purify the
formal principles with which he produces the
objects of his field ....Second, the realm of
contents formed in a particular way must be
enlarged .... those who makea form the
end of their action contribute ... to the
already existing store of objectsthatembody
the formal principles relevant to [their] spe­
cially."28

Once the experiencing subject has reached
thecapacily to understand form, two integral
requirements result: oneto refine theabstract;
the other to produce a material realily ern­
bodying theform. Butrefining does notmean
artists, scientists or metaphysicians are to
engage in exegesis or interpretation of their
work.

"The artist, scientist or metaphysician ... must

refine themodeof experiencing thatpertains
to hisspecially. This does not mean that the
artist is called upon to write treatises on the
formalprinciplesof art; nor is it the scientist's
special task to make explicit the criteria of
scientific truth: 29

Mies almostneverexplained his own work.
Those aroundhimat Crown Hall reported his
saying, "Don't talk. Build." This statement is
usually taken to be a simple pragmatiC im­
perative, or an exampleof histaciturnily, but
it would be consistent with Simmel (and with
Goethe)and could be a reason that thereis
such difficully interpreting Mies' work.30 It
reveals thereal meaningof baukunst. It is not
just architecture, nor just "buildingart," butthe
very refinement of the principles of building
(construction + refinement), and theact itself
of building.3 1 Furthermore, when hespokeof
what istraditionally calleddesign,Mieswould
instead usethe word, develop, implying the
opposite of envelop, that is, to reveal.

The Curriculum and Form

For Mies, Simmel's philosophy of culture
erects a necessary intellectual link allowing
him to describe how architects can move
developmentally, but conditionally, from
materials through function to form. This phi­
losophy of experience enables Mies to ad­
dress three levels of concern. The first and
closest to theemergence of conscious activily,
ishismedieval, craftconcern with theworking
of materials. The second, which enfolds the
first, isa teleologicalorAristotelian approoch
where function and purpose play primary
roles. The third is a Platonic envelope wrap­
ping material and function with cultural intel­
Iigibilily. Once a form emerges it becomes
part of culture whoseagentshave the task of
retaining, understanding and reproducing it.
Thus theemergence and refinement of formin
civilizationisboundupwith theemergence of
the fully developed self. To know form is
important at two levels, the personal and the
cultural, because as one develops, so does
theother.

Emergence islikeopeninga series of Chinese
puzzle boxes, except that we start from the
innermost one, materials, which contains us
proceedingoutwardfrom thesubjective to the
objective.But theprogression to theoutermost
realily is not a deterministic one. Experience
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is the vehicle for the development of the
subject; material for the development of form.
Asa vehicle for the subject, experience itself
follows a probable, though not certain, path
to form. Ifappropriate material conditions are
present, and if thesub\'ectisatthe appropriate
stage in an individua 's natural history or life
development, the path of experience may
cross that material reality from which a know­
able form may emerge.

What Mies must have had in mind was a
curriculum and a faculty to orchestrateand, as
much as possible, ensure this process and, in
so doing, replicate and compress this natural
history ofa subject's experience. The individ­
ual, as a student, mustgo through the same
progression of emergence. For example, the
learning progression of Mies outlines in his
Armour Institute inaugural address seems
clearly to derive from Simmel.

"We must make clear, step by step, what
things are possible, necessaryand significant
.. ,. Therefore letusgUide our studentsover the
road of discipline from materials, through
function, to creative work. "32

Mies could have said" ... from materials,
through function, to form," but as he said,
"Form is not the aim of our work, but only the
result."33

In materials lies poSSibility; in function; neces­
sity; and in creative work, significance. The liT
curriculum makes clear the inseparable step
by step progression from one to the other. The
three stages are important not just in them­
selves but for the individual capacities they
define: first activity that gives rise to con­
sciousness then conscious activity that gains
clarity with purpose, and finally purposive
activity that yields to creative significance.
The curriculum is intended not only to develop
each stage but to make transitions from con­
scious to purposeful activity and from pur­
poseful to creative activity. These transitions
involve the following propositions:

1) The mere presence of materials constitutes
no more than a set of possibilities.
2) These materials or content cannot be
realized as a unity until human action ad­
dresses them.
31 Once material has unity and identity,

M4TERIA/.

2 Realines (left side) and thecandmans (nght side) they yield.
The pathto s/gnllicance Isdepicted as a sequence af planes
orlevels. Thedecreasing size01 eachsuccessive planeInthe
Illus/ronan Indlcales thediminishing cenalnlyafreachlng each
success"'" level. Onces/gnillcanl objects have been erected,
they became pan 01 the molenall", anather generotlan.

human action can employ it purposefully to
perform tasks. Material possibilities (or what
might be) are thustransformed into necessities
(or what must be).
4) Finally, what the subject recognizes as an
individual necessitycan be recognized as an
object in itself, a cultural object.

Here, for it to be refined and reproduced, the
object's form, its intrinsic, abstract structure,
must be first understood. From the point of
view of a culture, the Chinese puzzle boxes,
with all their hidden insides, must be repro­
duced.

At liT, the first courses in this sequence,
construction,were 'materials' coursesin which
students Virtually grasped the materials of
architecture through a series of disciplined
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exercises. The visual training courses, which
had a similar purpose, were added later.
FollOWing these were the planning courses
that addressed functional arrangement. And
finally were courses called architecture. As
should be well known, the liT architecture
curriculum had no courses called design.

Simmel's philosophy articulates the steps or
the processby which the architect develo£s a
capacity to address the question of form. .4In
Mies' scheme, the architect cannot transcend
the need to come to grips with material and
functional issues without failing to learn and
grow as a human being. Thisiswhy formdoes
not"naturally" grow from function; it isa result
of human effort at its highest level of signifi­
cance. Second, thephilosophy gives a ration­
ale for the architect's work and social role: to
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leave behind the physical embodiment of the
forms that a society usesto develop itsculture.

Conclusion: Significance without
Design

Form-making, however interpreted, is the sine
qua non of architecture. The liT curriculum
sought corsclously to integrate, in a stridy
defined learning progression, the develop­
ment of form with the development of the
individual and a culture. InMies' absence this
unity, which enlivened the program and took
it beyond a mere professional/technical
approach during his time, sems to have
decayed.

Yet could such an approach work today in
other contexts? For it to work wou Id require the
difficult, but not impossible task of imagining
the disciplined learning progression without
the characteristic Miesian built result. Itwould
also require understanding that the emer­
gence of consciousness is a crucial first step
that demands great care in selecting the
materials involved in itsorchestration. Beyond
purpose, it would require an altitude toward
the significant that accepted its creation as a
process of natural selection. It cannot be
forced.

Todoy's world has given architects - and
many have sought it - a different point of
view. Indeed, the tools of form-making, as
regarded by Mies, may no longer be neces­
sary or even interesting. One recent longitudi­
nal study showed that, among architecture
students since the 1970s, "literary" interests
appear to have increasing~ displaced "sci­
entific" and "mechanical" interestsand were
firmly in second place behind "aesthetic"
interests.35In many programs, form interpreta­
tion, a more literary pursuit under whatever
guise -semiotics, deconstructivism - seems
to be the norm, making design the logical
inversion of interpretation.

Ofspecial importance in the liT scheme is the
absence of design courses. The construction
and architecture courses were not just other
names for design; there were fundamental
differences. Coming to terms with Mies'
educational philosophy means reevaluating
the notion of design and the status of experi­
ence in the education of the architect. For
Mies, design merely represents, and is there-
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fore only a possible world, whereas buildings
constitute the actual world. With this in mind,
three questions arise. Can one know what is
possible without firm~ grasping the material
content of the actual world? Can one clarify
what is actually necessary in the absence of
purpose? Can one create the significant with­
out the freedom that comes from knowledge?
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