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Notions of form permeate Mies’ work and his
statements aboutteaching architecture. These
notions were influenced 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 to a state in which the subject eventuall
developed the capacily to know form. While
every stage has its own existential require-
ments, at the highest level is the forbearance
of exegesis and inferprefation of one's own
work.

Simmel's comments on content and form
parallel and illuminate Mies’ own statements
and help reveal why the IIT architecture
curriculum which Mies founded had such a
profound influence in ifs day. This pedago

is no longer (if it ever was) well understood,
buta close examination of Simmel's ideas will
show that it is a model for architectural
education with continuing merit.

This article was first presented as a paper at
the ASCA Technology Conference in Baton
Rouge, lovisiana in Febrary, 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.! Venturi relied on aftractively
subtle literary critics like Kenneth Burke for
whom language, especially poetic language,
consﬁtuieg a means of questioning “modern-
ist” valves.? But as this normative position
gained entry info thoughtful architectural dis-
course, its borrowed crifical technique slipped
in fransformed to a substantive moderthat
redefined buildings as texts.

Today the textual model and its associated
analyic 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 fextual models seem ultimately
inadequate and inappropriate in describin
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 McSheffrey called one of Miies’ works,
the lllinois Institute of Technology architecture
curriculum, Mies’ greatest bequest.® For sev-
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 infegrate a philosophy
of objective form with @ philosophy of subjec-
tive experience. This approach appears to
rely considerably onthe cultural philosophy of
the German philosopher/sociologist Georg
Simmel.

Simmel's book on cultural philosophy was
one of the many philosophical works in Mies’
library. Simmef/is regarded as the founder of
formal sociology, and in particular the origins
of social network theory are found in Simmel's
work. But Simmel also“{»cd intense inferests 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.” This inferest in architecture
emerges in his essay, “The Ruin,” a part of
Philosophische Kultur with which Mies was
familiar.3

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

Expressive and Platonic Form

When a discussion of Mies' work arises, it is
impossible fo 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 idea.”” However, Mies’ own use
ofthe word form seems confusing. 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 seems inconsistent
and contradictory, at once affirming and also
denying its importance. For example, he said
inthe 1920's, "I do not oppose form, but onl

form as a goal.”® And referring to 19t

century architecture: “Inventing new forms is
obviously not the task of architecture.”® Again,
“Form is not the aim of our work, but only the
result. Form, by itself, does not exist.”’ % In a
1938 speech at the Armour Institute, he said,
*Architecture ... is the crystallization of [fime's]
inner structure, the slow unfolding of its form."!!

To the educator, these are challenging, if not
confusing statements. Are they just aphorisms,
or do they have relevance beyond that origi-
nal iT curriculum where they were ori incﬂy
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@
In short, whatis form and how does one teach
ite

These apparent contradictions derive in part
from two allernative readings of the word
“form,” one artistic or poetic, the other philo-
sophic. Mies was referring , not fo 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 substances that constitute the real,
objective world. Itis 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 poinfed out that “Pater, in The
Renaissance, J:;Zcribed the classical world of
arta thatin which the thought does not outstrip
or lie beyond its sensible embodiment.”? The
Greeks' convictionwas 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,
conversely, 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 ourselves and independ-
entof 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 ifs
structure and logic be appreciated. This struc-
ture for Plato as for most Greek thinkers was
itself abstract.... an object of intelligence, not
of intuition."'3

Thus, a Platonic form has an immutability or
constancy but, while essenfially unaffected by
human action, is nevertheless accessible
through human action. It is remarkable how
Mies’ phrase, “We refuse to recognize prob-
lems of form, but only problems of building,”
echoes the realism of the Greeks.'4

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’ redlity and must not be
mistaken for general, inductive concepts —
notwithstanding their relation to reality. Far
from merely mirroring redlity, they make it
intelligible to us.”3

As Neumeyer has suggested, Mies' thinking
about culture was influenced by Simmel for
whom form was a central issue. ' ¢ For Simmel,
artistic, scientific and metaphysical form is a
result of, a crystallization of, experience. The
metaphor of crystallization seemed fo per-
vade architecturalthinking in early 20th century
Germany. And as Harrington has pointed
out, Mies was long interested in, and studied,
crystal theory.'”

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

1 Emergence. Objectively, the boxes are ransparent. Knowt
edge enfolds purpose which enfolds consciousness. Subjec-
tively, the boxes are opaque. Development is the reverse, i.e.
inside out: experience with form pulls the individual through
consclousness and purpose o knowledge.

precedes 19th century German speculation:
cosmologies regarding the earth as part of a
series of concentric and inferrelated crystal
spheres go back centuries. On the other
hand, no German thinker of Simmel's time
could escape coming to terms with Goethe's
developmental organicism, naturphilosophie,
whose powerful, if not deleterious, effect on
German science is discussed in Gillispie.'®
“The essence of [Simmel's central metaphysi-
cal idea] is that the concept of life includes
both open flux and closed crystallization.”1?
As he said,

"Obiects of art, knowledge, or metaphysics
... are, as it were, experience crystallized.
They come info being and what they are by
virlue of the forming power of experience and
hence of life.”2°

Simmel's philosophy regards form and expe-
rienceasiwo dyncmicjﬁ/ inferacting elements.
While Simmel undoubtedly accepts forms as
the mechanisms by 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 possiLIe only if the
experiencing subject has the capacity fo
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 reality 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 relates a number of contents
to each other in a way that they constitute a
unily ..... Second as a number of contents are
given form, they are separated from other
contents. Third, but not as an operation that s
distinct from the others, form imparts a struc-
ture fo the contents it relates."?!

Form is in the background here, actfing as a
kind of deus ex mac?wina in performing ifs task
ofuniinng, differentiating and structuring reality
as well as engaging the subjectin its structure.

“In short, what we call form is, from the point
of view of the function it exercises, the unifica
tion of material: it overcomes the isolated
separateness of its parts. The tofality, 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 obijective, 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
cerlain material reality with the capacity of the
subject fo understand the inherent form of that
reality. A subject does not just automatically
cause form to emerge.

2. The capacily of experience Simmel pro-
posed a three stage natural history, or devel-
opmental progression, of experience that
appears to be the basis for Mies' curriculum.
The first consists of a kind of non-conscious
experience-assuch, where the experiencing
subject cannot differentiate that which is
experienced from its effects on the subject.
The second consists of purposeful experience,
where the experiencing subject regards the
objective world as means gor 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
fowards our own selfrealization as our rela-
fion fo reality changes during these three
stages.

The first stage is one wherein, as subjects in
relation to objective reality, we are not able
to differentiate subject from object and, con-
sequently, are not conscious og experiencing
objective content. This is just nonconscious
experience, or what Simmel calls the Edeben
stage. At this stage, the materials of reality
have no cognitive unity, identity, function or
structure of their own but exist simply as
subjective satisfactions or frustrations. The
Erleben stage is essentially pre-conscious life,
typical not just of infants, but of anyone
embarking on knowledge. There may be
knowledge to act, but it is not knowledge of
which the actor is conscious.

The second stage results from the subject's
conscious awareness that the contents of
obijective reality can be instruments manipu-
lated for personal, subjective and pragmatic
ends. As they are given such purposes, conr
tents become differentiated and objectified.
Because it is characlerized by purpose or
function, particularly within the context of an
individucfxéareer li.e. path of life), this is
called the teleological stage. “ ... all experi-
ence can be understood in terms of the goals
set by the process of life itself and the means
devised to achieve them.“24 In this stage, the
subject has an understanding of the instrumen-
tal purposes of the objective elements of
reality but not their formal properfies.

In the third stage, the subject turns from the
goals that have been set by the needs of living
a life to a state free of these demands. This
turning depends on two simultaneous condi-
tions. One is “the human ability to act for
something other than the ends of fife itself,* —
other than for personal, subijective purposes.2’
The second is the availability 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 knowability
coincides with the subject’s own turning from

Winter1990 JAE 43/2

a shrictly teleological basis then, what Simmel
calls the free or, the third siage has been
reached. ... Atfirstmen know inorderto live;
but then there are men who live in order to
know."2¢ In this slage, the subject comes o
grips with realily's abstract structures, forms
and masters them infellectually and creatively
in order to reproduce them in material reality.
But for any subject, this free stage is not
necessarily always reached. And every form
may not emerge as knowable.

3. The emergence of creativily According to
Simmel, ot the highest use of their faculties,
human beings transform their relationship to
whatis cullurally given or provided in relation
to their life work or purposes. In the early
phases of development, individuals employ
these culturally provided instruments to serve
their own purposes. Eventually some individu-
als may realize these instruments are more
than a means to an end, but the ends them-
selvts, and they become the objects of alite’s
work.

“And so for all the areas of culture, there are
moments in the lives of individuals when the
nature of the action is determined, not by the
needs of the individual, but the requirements
of a form.*?7

When action is determined by the require-
ments of a form, a twofold task results.

“First, action for the sake of a form requires
that the form itself be refined .... The atist,
scienfist, 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 make a form the
end of their action ... contribute ... to the
already existing store of objects that embody
the formal principles relevant to [their] spe-
cialty."28

Once the experiencing subject has reached
the capacity lo understand form, two integral
requirements resull: one fo refine the abstract;
the other to produce a material reality em-
bodying the form. But refining does not mean
artists, scientists or metophysicicns are to
engfge in exegesis or interprelation of their
work,

“The artist, scientist or metaphysician ... must

refine the mode of experiencing that pertains
to his specially. This does not mean that the
artist is called upon fo write treatises on the
formal principles of art; nor is it the scientist’s
special task to make explicit the criteria of
scientific truth, 2

Mies almost never explained his own work.
Those around him at Crown Hall reported his
saying, “Don't talk. Build.” This statement is
usually taken 1o be a simple pragmatic im-
perative, or an example of his faciturnity, but
it would be consistent with Simmel {and with
Goethe) and could be a reason that there is
such difficulty interpreting Mies’ work.30 It
reveals the real meaning of baukunst. It is not
justarchitecture, nor just “building art,” but the
very refinement of the principles of buildin
(construction + refinement], and the act itself
of building.®! Furthermore, when he spoke of
whatis raditionally called design, Mies would
instead use the 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 intellecual link allowing
him to describe how architects can move
developmentally, but conditionally, from
materials through function to form. %his phi-
losophy of experience enables Mies to ad-
dress three levels of concem. The first and
closestto the emergence of conscious activity,
is his medieval, craft concern with the working
of materials. The second, which enfolds the
first, is a teleological or Aristotelian approach
where function and purpose play primary
roles. The third is a Platonic envelope wrap-

ing material and function with cultural intel
igibility. Once a form emerges it becomes
part of culture whose agents have the task of
refaining, understanding and reproducing it.
Thus the emergence and refinement of form in
civilization is bound up with the emergence of
the fully developed self. To know form is
important at two levels, the personal and the
cultural, because as one develops, so does
the other.

Emergence is like opening a series of Chinese
puzzle boxes, except that we start from the
innermost one, materials, which contains us
proceeding outward from the subjective to the
objective. But the progression to the outermost
reality 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.
As a vehicle for the subject, experience itself
follows a probable, though not certain, path
to form. If appropriate material conditions are
present, and if the subject is at the 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 fo orchestrate and, as
much as possible, ensure this process and, in
so doing, replicate and compress this natural
history of a subject's experience. The individ-
val, as a student, must go through the same
rfogression of emergence. For example, the
learning progression of Mies oullines in his
Armour Institute inaugural address seems
clearly to derive from Simmel.

"We must make clear, step by step, what
things are possible, necessary and significant
.... Therefore let us guide our students over the
road of discipline from materials, through
function, fo 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 IIT
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 fo 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.

3] Once material has unity and identity,
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2 Realtties (ieft side} and the conditions [right side) they yield.
The path to significance is depicted as a sequence of planes
or levels. The decreasing size of each successive plane In the

Il on indicates the diminishing cerlainty of reaching each
successive level. Once significant objects have been crealed,
they become port of the material for another generation.

human action can employ it purposefully to
perform tasks. Materio?possibiliﬁes {or what
might be) are thus ransformed into necessities
{or what must be).

4) Finally, what the subject recognizes as an
individual necessity can be recognized as an
object in itself, a cultural object.

Here, for it to be refined and reproduced, the
object's form, its infrinsic, 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 IIT, the first courses in this sequence,
construction, were ‘materials’ courses inwhich
students virually grasped the materials of
architecture through a series of disciplined

exercises. The visual fraining courses, which
had a similar purpose, were added later.
Following these were the planning courses
that addressed functional arrangement. And
finally were courses called crc?xiteckure. As
should be well known, the IIT architecture
curriculum had no courses called design.

Simmel's philosophy articulates the steps or
the process by which the architect develops a
capacity to address the question of form.34 In
Mies’ scheme, the architect cannot ranscend
the need 1o come to grips with material and
functional issues without failing fo learn and
grow as a human being. This is why form does
not “naturally” grow from function; itis a result
of human effort at its highest level of signifi-
cance. Second, the philosophy 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 uses to develop its culture.

Conclusion: Significance without
Design

Form-making, however interpreted, is the sine
qua non of architecture. The IIT curriculum
sought consciously to infegrate, in a strictly
defined leaming progression, the develop-
ment of form with the development of the
individual and a culture. In Mies’ absence this
unity, which enlivened the program and took
it beyond a mere professional/technical
approach during his fime, sems to have
decayed.

Yet could such an approach work today in
other contexts? For it to work would require the
difficult, but not impossible task of imagining
the disciplined learning progression without
the characteristic Miesian built result. It would
also require understanding that the emer-
%ence of consciousness is a crucial first step
that demands great care in selecting the
materials involved in its orchestrafion. Beyond
purpose, it would require an attitude foward
the significant that accepted its creation as a
Frocess of natural selection. It cannot be
orced.

Today's world has given architects — and
many have sought it — a different point of
view. Indeed, the tools of formrmaking, 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 fo have increasingly displaced “sci-
entific” and “mechanical” interests and were
firmly in second place behind “aesthetic”
interests.®> In many programs, form interpreta-
tion, a more literary pursuit under whatever
guise —semiofics, deconstructivism — seems
fo be the norm, making design the logical
inversion of interpretation.

Ot special importance in the T scheme is the
absence of design courses. The construction
and architecture courses were not just other
names for design; there were fundamental
differences. Coming fo 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
possilje without firmly 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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