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Drawing the Barcelona Pavilion:
Mies van der Rohe and the
implications of perspectival space

Desley Luscombe Faculty of Design Architecture and Building,

University of Technology Sydney, Australia (Author’s

e-mail address: Desley.Luscombe@uts.edu.au)

This article investigates a drawing of the interior of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s 1929
German State Pavilion for the International Exposition at Barcelona. Investigations of the
drawing take two forms. The first focuses on a close reading of the drawing, engaging
with the work’s ‘facture’, its method of production and its underlying diagram that struc-
tures and pilots meaning for viewers. This section develops a conceptual framing for under-
standing the drawing’s critique of architecture’s traditions. The second form of investigation
takes a more historical approach. Here, investigation of Miesian scholarship in the context of
the Berlin avant-garde during the mid- to late-1920s seeks answers to the questions that
emerge from the drawing. Conclusions drawn in the paper show that there are consistencies
in approach, especially with the way that other artists in Mies’s circle have interpreted
specific philosophical texts of the period. The article shows that, while philosophies that in
more political circumstances took on a different influence, for artists of this period these
same philosophies opened a critique of art’s traditional rationale and the visualising struc-
tures implicit in those traditions.

This article examines a single point perspective from

the canon of drawings still remaining from Ludwig

Mies van der Rohe’s practice during the late

1920s. It is a rendering of the interior of the

German State Pavilion for the International

Exposition at Barcelona (Exposición Internacional

de Barcelona), commonly called the Barcelona Pavi-

lion (Fig. 1).1 Investigations of the drawing here

will take two forms. The first will focus on a close

reading of the drawing. It engages with the work’s

‘facture’, its method of production and its under-

lying diagram that structures and pilots meaning

for viewers. In the light of conclusions raised by

these initial analyses the second focus takes a

more historical approach. Here, investigation is of

Miesian scholarship in the context of the Berlin

avant-garde during the mid- to late-1920s. It is

examined to elicit a way into interpreting the

imagery of the drawing. What becomes obvious

through this broader investigation is that this is not

a drawing that has been completed purely for the

personal reflections of an architect in the process

of designing a building. Instead, as a tool for a

more public engagement this drawing can be seen

as didactic and instructional at many levels. In this

role, the drawing represents a critical and selective

reapplication into architecture of ideas and

approaches to spatiality, the subject-focus of rep-

resentation and the role of the viewing subject in

that representation.

Texts such as Robin Evans’ The Projective Cast and

his earlier article ‘Mies van der Rohe’s Paradoxical
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Symmetries’, dismiss this perspective as merely

‘optic’ rather than ‘graphic in character’.2 Without

explaining this further, Evans introduces the reader

to the drawing’s pictorial ambiguity suggesting

that its ‘relation to truth is less significant than its

coherence as fiction’.3 It is this ‘fiction’ and its

relation to ‘truth’ that is of interest for this article.

It is important to consider what is gained in the con-

ceptual distance between perspectival notions of the

‘view’, and this drawing’s underlying diagrammatic

structure. Each of these aspects develops signifi-

cance not only for architecture but also for architec-

ture’s representation. This drawing was completed

at a time when experimentation in the arts was

questioning the role of new aesthetic values that

were themselves responding to the cognitive or

mental processes required for an understanding of

modern visual phenomena.
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Figure 1. Ludwig Mies

van der Rohe, German

Pavilion, International

Exposition, Barcelona,

Spain: interior

perspective, c. 1928–

29; graphite on

illustration board (MR

14.1, # 2015 Artists

Rights Society [ARS],

New York/VG Bild-

Kunst, Bonn).
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Interpreting the scenography of the image

through its multi-layered conceptual diagram

reveals new understandings of architectural

representation. It opens again the concerns raised

by Bruno Reichlin in his critique of Ludwig Hilbersei-

mer’s Hochhausstadt drawing of 1927 (Fig. 2).4

Reichlin argued that Hilberseimer’s perspective

drawing confused notions of ‘the diagram’ with

those of ‘the view’.5 This, as Reichlin reported, had

been a matter also raised in some dismay by Hilber-

seimer himself as he had alluded to the drawing as

‘only a diagram’.6 Reichlin found the double

coding of Hilberseimer’s drawing problematic. In

his critique, a diagram was characterised as a ‘con-

densed set of instructions’, whereas a view was a

static single representation of an external or ima-

gined reality, one fixed in time.7 Thus, for Reichlin,

Hilberseimer’s recognition of his drawing’s proble-

matic visual state introduced a consequent claim of

incongruity in the drawing’s conceptual origins.

Against this position, this article will argue that

this very state of being both representational and

diagrammatic is the architectural drawing’s concep-

tual setting. Rather than being confined to a rep-

resentational type, the ‘diagram’ of a drawing will

be seen here to structure its visual representation
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Figure 2. Ludwig

Hilberseimer, High-rise

City [Hochhausstadt]:

perspective view, North-

South Street, 1924 (Gift

of George E. Danforth

1983.992, The Art

Institute of Chicago).
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as well as enable an understanding of the architec-

tural ideas it represents. This article generates there-

fore a more complex consideration of the term

‘diagram’. The diagram of a drawing can be under-

stood as structuring representation, whereby a

complex network of nodes and intersections empha-

sise adjacencies of importance for viewer apprehen-

sion of meaning.8 As well, and because architectural

drawing works beyond representation as its concep-

tual ‘ground’, the structuring diagram of architec-

tural drawings provides a unique setting for

recognition of architectural experimentation.9 In

these terms the structuring diagram of individual

architectural drawings, especially those known as

presentation drawings, moves them from being

the simple precursor of a realised building to

become an independent operation that is recog-

nised for its piloting of architectural ideas. The idea

of representation in architecture is thus reposi-

tioned. It is now renegotiated as an after-effect of

a continuously experimental discipline rather than

a practice referring purely to picturesque attributes

of its image.

Mies’s drawing of the Barcelona Pavilion takes the

form of a finely finished and complete pencil render-

ing on art-board. Even though at first viewing there

is a privileging of scenography, the drawing also pro-

vides a complex layering of information that works

beyond the pictorial. The final artwork is large and

its finely detailed rendering suggests both a time

commitment and a distinctive level of skill from the

hand of the architect.10 Although the art paper of

the drawing has yellowed with age and has been

damaged by water, it is evident that this is not a

sketch used simply for an architect’s personal con-

sideration. There is a palpable commitment to invit-

ing the viewing subject’s close attentive

investigation of detail. This is seen particularly in its

sense of depth conveyed through shade and

shadow, the accuracy of its detailing and precision,

and the drawing’s controlled rendering of the

surface materiality of its scene. Even the represen-

tation of the cruciform column, misinterpreted by

Evans as simply two bold lines, can be seen on

closer inspection accurately to project a cruciform

profile connecting with the floor precisely at the

intersection of the jointing in its travertine stone

flagging.11 In this architectural accuracy the

column’s outline has not been applied post facto

to the rest of the scene. Instead it is carefully inte-

grated in the construction of the image without

any evidence of confusion in line work or conse-

quent erasures. This is seen most clearly at its

drawn intersection with the freestanding wall. The

lines drawn to denote the floor and ceiling edges

of the freestanding wall stop short of the column’s

outline, supporting its natural foregrounding.

The misinterpretations of Evans and others could

be the result of having seen the drawing in publi-

cations or prints, where it suffers from significant

reduction in scale and thus detail. However, what

this anomaly does open for consideration is the

interface between the viewer and drawing as differ-

ently prescribed in reference to the distance the

viewer has assumed from the drawing. A close or

distant proximity introduces different responses in

relation to the image. The implications for meaning

able to be derived from the drawing modify

through these affects and form an important part

of this investigation.
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The scene’s relationship with the plan—finding
the diagram
From Panofsky there is a claim for the rationality of

the perspective technique, its tie to optics and its

implicit understanding of the mathematical and geo-

metric unification of the space-object relationships.

Based on the structuring of Brunelleschi’s fifteenth-

century experiment regarding linear perspective,

Panofsky’s concept unified the viewing subject and

the implications of their single ocular sensibility

within this single geometric construct. Whilst this

understanding of perspective emanated from

L. B. Alberti’s fifteenth-century treatise De Pictura

—that painting was a striving for representations

of things that are seen—it does not completely

characterise what happens in architectural perspec-

tive drawings. For architectural practice, perspective

is a projective technique and its conceptual under-

standing is modified through its engagement with

the architectural plan.12

As a consequence, perspective representations in

architectural practice work partially like paintings—

being a two-dimensional view of objects in space

—taking on attributes of the painterly, including a

painting’s relationship to the socially defined subjec-

tive will of the artist.13 They are also unlike paintings,

and correspond to the logic and geometries most

often projected from and controlled by a plan and

other associated orthographic drawings.

In the representation of ideas through perspec-

tive, it is the relationship with the plan that

becomes important for architecture. In practice, indi-

vidual drawings are rarely seen in isolation, but are

situated in ‘sets’ that convey a collective architectural

sensibility. It is the correspondence between draw-

ings that is often behind interpretations of

meaning. Uniquely, architectural perspectives

retain the strong register or trace of those other

sources in their resulting imagery. Gaining

meaning from an individual perspective drawing,

or revealing its spatial message relevant to architec-

ture, remains therefore a consequence of an intellec-

tual accumulation of knowledge by the viewer as

they browse many drawings.

Even when relocated in an exhibition, perhaps iso-

lated from others in their set of drawings, this

implicit presence underpins viewer apprehension of

the architecture portrayed. Rather than be con-

trolled through ideas of the picturesque, the

viewer of an architectural perspective will expect to

answer questions such as, ‘What lies behind that

wall?’ or ‘How do I enter this space?’ It is an appre-

hension of the architecture in the mind of the viewer

that is at stake in this investigation.14 To establish an

answer, and mentally construct a more complete

spatial understanding, they will want to refer to

other drawings. As a result, when viewers respond

to an image of architecture in perspective they

respond also to relationships developed between

the things that are seen, relating to a view, and

those things not seen but known to exist. These

less obvious or absent connections define many of

the image’s diagrammatic attributes.

In an evaluation of Mies’s drawing of the Barce-

lona Pavilion, it is an acceptance of the potential

dominance of a plan that emphasises the drawing’s

idiosyncratic characteristics. Through a series of

analytical investigations of the drawing’s formal

and technical characteristics, correspondence to

plans that were completed during the same period
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can be recognised. In using a technique of analysis

that responds to these correspondences it is impor-

tant to understand that during the months prior to

completion of the perspective there were at least

two plans drawn that are still extant, each differing

from the final scheme. Each plan is distinctive in its

dimensions and resolution of architectural struc-

ture.15 One plan has no columns in the interior of

the building, whilst the other introduced a grid of

six internal columns rather than the eight columns

used in the structural grid of the final building. The

analyses undertaken here have used the plan

MR14.2 (Fig. 3), dated 1929, that includes the grid

of six internal columns and thus correlates with the

perspective drawing’s lack of the external columns

that were later introduced into the courtyard.16

This plan has thus been selected as the plan of

best fit for this investigation. The final drawing

(Fig. 4) is achieved by reverse construction, from per-

spective to plan, using standard drafting conven-

tions.17

Through this analytical drawing it becomes clear

that in an attempt to find correspondent points,

any reconstruction of the perspective is unable to

be simply realised using projection from the selected

plan. Furthermore, it is clear that a 60-degree cone

of vision that would define the extent of the

‘view’, if reapplied to the extremities of the scene

portrayed, has not been used to establish its

viewing-point. Instead, there is a potential referen-
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Figure 3. Ludwig Mies

van der Rohe, German

Pavilion, International

Exposition, Barcelona,

Spain: plan, 1929;

graphite on illustration

board (MR 14.2, #

2015 Artists Rights

Society [ARS],

New York/VG Bild-

Kunst, Bonn).
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cing of multiple viewing-points. This perspectival

mechanism can be best observed where an axono-

metric technique has been used to form an aerial

view of the spatial complexity of what is happening

in the drawing’s perspectival construction (Fig. 5). At

least six viewing points can be extrapolated as active

in the construction of the perspective, even though

there is only one vanishing point. Accepting this var-

iance, there is selective correlation developed

between plan and perspective that is consistent
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Figure 4. Investigation

of perspectival

correlation between

plan and perspective:

analysis undertaken by

Desley Luscombe and

drawn by Sophie Harris.
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with its conventions. All viewing points can be

plotted along an axis joining the ‘cone of vision’

apex and the vanishing point’s spatial location if

this axis is drawn perpendicular to the back wall of

the interior. However, multiple viewing points

suggest that the viewer is moving, although not

smoothly, along this axis, selecting and depicting a

resulting collection of controlled yet sporadic visual

investigations. From this analysis, it is clear that

there is no single static camera-like engagement of

optical logic structuring the view.

To explain the perspectival construction further, it

can be seen that the right-hand side of the image is

closer to conforming to the conventions of single-

point perspective as if projected from the plan.

Viewing points for this side of the image are internal

to the space and develop less distortion in the final

forms. However, elements on the left-hand side

and the location of the rear wall are distorted in

their spatial locations and do not easily correlate

with the concept of an interior view. Their resulting

forms generate other viewing points placed exter-

nally to the building, creating a spatial ambiguity

for locating the image’s viewing subject. It is as if

the subject is floating above ground level and able

to see through the exterior façade. The distortions

on the left-hand side of the image result in an exag-

gerated sense of depth to the scene, with the

elements on the left brought closer to the centre

of the view. The illustrations herewith precisely

document the renegotiated relationship between

viewer and vanishing point that is necessary to

achieve these distortions (figs 4, 5 above). Although

questions could be raised as to whether distortions

were simply used to locate the required scene on

an art board of a pre-existing size, it is because of

the investment of time in its rendering and compo-

sitional accuracy of proportions that further investi-

gation is necessary.

It is through analysis of the formal attributes of the

two-dimensional composition of the drawing that

an understanding is gained of other influences in

the drawing. For this analysis, an examination of

measurements between the two drawings (plan

and perspective) has been carried out. Examining

the original drawings, what is revealed is that the

scaled dimension of the plan is repeated in specific

elements of the perspective. This is developed in

the manner of an orthographic rather than perspec-

tival relationship (Fig. 6). Using a common architec-

tural scale ruler, dimensions on the plan are drawn

at a metric ratio of 1:100. Consistent with this, the

perspective drawing’s centrally located freestanding

wall has a scale of metric ratio 1:10 if considered at

the same dimension as the plan. As a consequence,

rather than project from the plan, thus retaining a

proportional relationship through geometry, the
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Figure 5. Axonometric

showing the

perspectival

mechanism: analysis

undertaken by Desley

Luscombe and drawn

by Sophie Harris.
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perspective of this freestanding wall takes on some

qualities of an elevation. Both plan and perspective

use dimensions for this wall that approximate a

width of 6270 mm. It is this wall that in perspective

also approximates the dimensions of the floor-to-

ceiling height of approximately 3100mm—a height

that is consistent with the size given for the onyx

slabs mentioned by Mies.18

While these dimensions are not identical with

those of the realised, or now re-created building,

there are notable approximations between the

selected drawings (considering stretch and warp of

the paper stock). Again, conforming to this dimen-

sional accuracy, and confirming its verity as a tech-

nique, the grid divisions of the travertine floor have

been established by inserting fine pinholes spaced

at a scaled dimension of 1090 mm (1:10) and

located just in front of the freestanding wall. In pro-

duction of the drawing, the placement of pins in

these locations would guide the perspectival dimin-

ution of each line of the floor’s travertine flagging

by the action of the architect placing a ruler

between the vanishing-point pin and these pins.

The primary relationship between drawings is an

orthogonal and dimensional correspondence.

Consistent with this logic, the distance from the

freestanding wall to the perpendicular glass wall

separating the interior from the external court and

reflection pool is also a scaled measure. The signifi-

cant point here is that there is a single line of dimen-

sional correspondence between plan and

perspective that lies along the base of the freestand-

ing wall from its left-hand edge continuing toward

the glazed wall beyond its right-hand extremity. As

a simple perspective construction technique, this

line of dimensioning, if consistently applied across

the whole image, was one that traditionally had

been used as a short cut in developing single-point

interior perspectives. However, for Mies’s drawing,

the precision of the dimensions is abandoned

beyond the important structuring reference of the

freestanding wall. This is clearly evident in the rep-

resentation of the wall at the extreme left fore-

ground that frames the scene. The location of this

wall is related primarily to a pictorial apparatus

rather than any accurate perspectival depiction.

The correlation between plan and perspective

drawing is thus partial or selective, and guides the

viewer to an understanding of how parts of the

drawing were created while at the same time

opening the question of the effect that might

emerge from these relationships.

Continuing the investigation of the drawing’s

important formal characteristics, it becomes

obvious that layered on this loose perspectival con-

struction are pictorial controls that emphasise the
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Figure 6. Dimensional

correlation between

plan and perspective:

analysis undertaken by

Desley Luscombe and

drawn by Sophie Harris.
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drawing’s state as a two-dimensional composition.

These divisions assign prominence to the structuring

of the image and the positioning of certain

elements, and combine to support the idea that

the art-board size and the image are integral dimen-

sionally. These compositional structures show less

relationship with the plan but nonetheless deter-

mine the build-up of important diagrammatic

effects in the drawing, adding emphasis to specific

attributes of its rendering. This structuring of the

image draws attention to proportions that in their

intersection with perspectival construction reinforce

the scene’s representational meaning. The structur-

ing divisions of the drawing are illustrated herewith

(Fig. 7).

A selection of the most important of these div-

isions includes the example of the proportioning of

the freestanding wall. It is located equidistant from

the top and bottom edges of the background art-

board. The wall is thus 1/3rd of the height of the

art-board and is placed centrally in its represen-

tational field. Such clarity suggests that the art-

board was not a predetermined size but has been

tailored to the image. A second example, the vanish-

ing point’s location at mid-height of the background

art-board is in a simple proportional relationship

horizontally located 2/5ths across its width from

the right-hand edge. This location ensures an asym-

metry to the resulting composition. Here the

relationship with the plan is ignored and the image

begins to differentiate a response to artistic practices

reminiscent of the logic of the painterly composition

in Renaissance painting.19 This structuring draws

attention to the double coding of the image’s dia-

grammatic origins. It becomes obvious through

analysis that the drawing’s structuring systems

emphasise an asymmetrically prescribed scene

across the width of the image.

However, returning to the issue of the drawing’s

relationship to the viewing subject and the impact

of close or distant viewing raises further complexity

for an interpretation of the image. When viewed

from a distance there is a crucial emphasis on

abstract compositional qualities of the drawing.

There is a distinct chevron in the graphic emphasis

to the right, which is visually halted by the barrier

delivered by the vertical shadows on the central

column, the dark horizontal shaft of rendering of

the background wall, and the left foreground wall.

In a move against total asymmetry, these structuring

systems correspond to a bilateral symmetry, top to

bottom, around the perspectival horizon line deter-

mined by the placement of the vanishing point.

This effect is simple to observe if the image is

placed on its side. The counterbalance between sym-

metry and asymmetry defined through this chevron
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Figure 7. The

proportions and

compositional divisions

structuring Mies’s

perspective: analysis

undertaken by Desley

Luscombe and drawn

by Sophie Harris.
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becomes key in any consideration of the historical

positioning of single-point perspective and its

relationship to the classical traditions from which

the technique emerged.20 Dynamic balance

enhances the drawing’s abstract and diagrammatic

sensibilities.

When viewed in close proximity there is a crucial

second interaction with the drawing. It is the visual

significance of the detailed pencil rendering of its

architectural materiality. The techniques used

embrace a more traditionally referenced recog-

nition of the spatially explicit tonal values of

shade caused through the effect of natural light.

Details can be observed that respond to the effect

of the material quality of glass, external atmosphere

and the sun.21 The desire for abstraction, or an

optical geometric rigour defined by the compo-

sitional structure of the image, is now transferred

to viewer recognition of the sensory apprehensions

of its content. By being made to respond to this

wealth of rendered detail, it becomes necessary to

respond also to architecture’s material necessity,

its surfaces and their setting within a corporeal

environment.22 Consistent with perspectival natur-

alism, the intense graphic finishes applied to the

veining of the marble on the back wall of the Pavilion

conform to changes that would be expected as the

wall extends from the interior to the exterior, seen

naturally or through glass, when it is seen directly

or in muted sunlight.23 The glazing of the wall divid-

ing the scene between interior and exterior also pre-

sents differences in tone responding to the shadow

of the underside of the cantilevered external roof-

plane in comparison with its softly tinted material

quality when seen in direct light. Its measure of trans-

lucency further contributes to the understanding of

atmosphere on the scene beyond. The view

through the glass registers architecture’s material

presence as being responsive to the effect of light

in nature’s atmospheric change.

Close proximity to the drawing reveals more para-

doxical combinations of elements. Seen through the

glazing, the centrepiece of the view is of a sculpture

located in a reflecting pool (Fig. 8: detail). This sculp-
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Figure 8. Detail

showing the rendering

of the marble of the

background wall and

pool, Ludwig Mies van

der Rohe, German

Pavilion, International

Exposition, Barcelona,

Spain: interior

perspective. c. 1928–

29; graphite on

illustration board (MR

14.1, # 2015 Artists

Rights Society [ARS],

New York/VG Bild-

Kunst, Bonn).
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ture forms the slightly muted ‘subject’ of the scene.

It is tonally rendered to depict the qualities that a

volume generates as it is reflected, a form that reg-

isters the cut of the surface of the water between

real and mirrored images.24 The pool’s dark pres-

ence registers the importance given to water’s

reflective capacity and its mirroring of various

materials. This is seen most clearly in the continu-

ation of the marble wall into the pool and the reflec-

tion of its veining. The travertine flagging is rendered

externally as a subtly differentiated chequerboard

that takes on characteristics of material that has

perhaps been moistened by rain or water from the

pool. Its form continues internally as a finely

gridded definition of construction joints. It is

through these subtleties, and their contrasting juxta-

position with more abstract elements, that the

experimental nature of the architecture emerges.

Counteracting the natural spatiality of the right-

hand side of the image the line work on its left is

of a more forceful abstract graphic intensity. The

rear wall on the left is simply developed through rep-

etition of thick vertical lines applied between what

can be construed as window mullions. Whilst the

effect of the line-work references the potential

material folds of the velvet curtains, perhaps like

those subsequently used elsewhere in the building,

the incorporation of mullions detracts from any

easy conclusion about this representational

purpose. These curtains are represented as if

beyond the surface transparency of the wall’s

framed glazing. The application of these strongly

drawn lines remains more graphic than represen-

tational. The left-hand wall in the foreground that

frames the view is rendered in fine detail represent-

ing stone of a different origin to the marble on the

right side of the image. However, this detail pro-

duces very little spatial register for the scene. Its

effect is more abstract, texturing a framing of the

view. Also avoiding any spatial register is the

ceiling of the room. Its surface denotes absence

rather than materiality.

The interplay of representational and abstract

characteristics is brought together by the presence

of two dominant vertical shadows of the column

introduced in the near centre of the image. These

shadows fall as though there is a strong light pro-

jected from the left foreground of the image.

However, they register the impossibility of this

effect. Being an interior element it would be imposs-

ible to achieve these shadows naturally, without the

continued line of cast shadow across the floor. The

shadows are instead projected on the column’s

edges, only adding to the abstract effect of the

column’s dislocation with the scene. When viewed

at a distance these dark vertical lines act as a centring

device in the abstract two-dimensional structure of

the image, and also halt the directional thrust of

the chevron of detail on its right. If viewed at a dis-

tance, it is this chevron that dominates as though

its abstracted arrowhead points toward the

column. Symmetrically aligned above and below

the central horizon line this chevron directs attention

from the image’s edge back into its centre—a coun-

terpoint to the rendered materiality that moves the

attention of the viewer to the extremities. Within

this abstract spatiality the shadows on the cruciform

column float as the scene’s architectural ‘figure’.

Concluding this analysis, the major diagrammatic

influences on the drawing emerge from a complex

221

The Journal
of Architecture
Volume 21
Number 2

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 1
4:

15
 0

7 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



relationship delivered by its two-dimensional geo-

metric characteristics and an orthogonal relationship

developed between plan and perspective image.

Through this analysis, the structuring of the

drawing has been shown to deliver different

meaning as it interfaces with specific distances of

viewing subjects.25 Its abstraction is often countered

by a development of subtle representational qual-

ities. In this context it is important to open the inves-

tigation to questions of the relevance that the

perspectival technique and its conventions bring to

the meaning of this image. Why does the image

use perspective techniques? And, what benefit is

gained through perspective’s tie to ocular percep-

tion?

Given these questions the following investigation

will further develop an understanding of the

complex diagram underlying this drawing.

Approaches emerging from Hubert Damisch’s The

Origin of Perspective are employed in order to

explore the importance of perspective conventions

to the structuring of the drawing. Interpreting the

drawing through perspective is not with the aim of

simply returning it to a claim for its modernity. In

this avoidance Martin Jay, for example, explains

the problems associated with claiming perspective

and its tie to the photographic gaze as the ‘scopic

regime’ of the Modern. Pertinent to this article, he

concludes:

Rather than erect another hierarchy, it may there-

fore be more useful to acknowledge the plurality

of scopic regimes now available to us. Rather

than demonise one or another, it may be less

dangerous to explore the implications, both posi-

tive and negative, of each. In so doing, we won’t

lose entirely the sense of unease that has so long

haunted the visual culture of the West, but we

may learn to see the virtues of different ocular

experiences. We may learn to wean ourselves

from the fiction of a ‘true’ vision and reveal

instead the possibilities opened up by the scopic

regimes we have already invented.26

For this study, Damisch’s exploration of Renaissance

panels shows how each example of perspectival art

and its depiction of an embodied ocular experience

can contribute to a complex portrayal of the

scene’s relationship to a viewing subject. Rather

than simply reference an ‘objective truth’, Damisch’s

approach emphasises the importance that the speci-

ficity of viewing distance has for the scene’s

interpretation and the implications of changes to

that relationship. Rather than to look simply for attri-

butes of conformity or non-conformity with the geo-

metries of perspective, it is the intention here to

examine these subtle hierarchies evident in Mies’s

drawing.

The vanishing point and the spatiality of the
scene—the implications of the perspectival
diagram
In Mies’s drawing, the dominance of the vanishing

point over the scene is clearly referenced through a

well-worn remnant pinhole used as a ruler guide in

completing the drawing. The vanishing point of an

architectural perspective defines the drawing’s

visual response to a representation of space and

the locational relativity of the viewer to its architec-

tural subject. This point can be considered in one

sense an artefact of the drawing, only existing on

the surface on which it is projected and purely
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reflecting the geometry that architects use in order

to construct the illusion of spatial depth. However,

it can also be considered in a symbolic sense for its

referencing of a notional infinity, an actual distance

within the scenography of the drawing’s represen-

tational field. This implied distance has been pro-

posed by Damisch to be important to how

perspectival scenes can be interpreted.27

To advance investigations of Mies’s drawing,

Damisch’s study of the fifteenth-century Città

ideale images in the Urbino and Baltimore panel

paintings provides an approach that looks beyond

perspective’s link to the visual truth implied by

camera obscura or photographic mechanisms. In

questioning the assumed role of infinity as origin,

Damisch asked whether there was any significance

given to the relative spatial depth of each vanishing

point. He acknowledged that each painting had

located the vanishing point at different represen-

tational depths toward spatial infinity. This finding

was based purely on the visual effect of the pictorial

image, its location of elements and exterior/interior

setting. Separating the notion of the vanishing

point’s symbolism from that of origin, Damisch prof-

fered the idea that the panel-paintings could be

interpreted as a series of propositions on the

viewing subject’s changing relationship to a spatial

infinity: a conceptual relativity in the mind of the

viewer. This viewer, and their role in the symbolism

of the view, became an important artefact of the

image’s perspectival structuring.

In Damisch’s conclusion, the panels as a group

could be seen to reference a pseudo-scientific prop-

osition about spatial relativity, and a viewing sub-

ject’s sense of self with regard to that relativity.

Without further explanation Damisch’s understand-

ing of what is available in viewing the panels splits

the function of a viewer internal to the construction

of the view and the viewer who might examine all

three images for their comparative differences. For

Damisch, the concept determining each vanishing

point extended beyond its geometric function

within the two-dimensional boundaries of the

painted surface to take on symbolic value in relation

to the group. This power of narrative over the geo-

metric rationality of infinity changed an understand-

ing of perspective. It recognised the possibility of a

scientific rigour in the construction of the interior

viewing subject’s response to the view that was

not necessarily the mirror of the viewer external to

the painting.28 This viewer external to the works

could be conceived from a different premise.

Whether this was an intention of the artist cannot

be considered from this historical distance. It was

nonetheless an effect that emerged from the

Urbino and Baltimore panels when compared.

The meaning developed in his analysis of the

panels recognises a different optical project from

that of Brunelleschi’s perspectival model.29 Sub-

sequent to Damisch, relationality between the

image and its range of viewing subjects could be con-

sidered as now key to an understanding of meaning

in perspective imagery. Explaining the difference in

this understanding compared with that of Brunel-

leschi, Damisch described the vanishing point for

the Città ideale images as an element conceptually

maintained ‘between that which is a matter of geo-

metry, in the strictly mathematical sense of the

word, and that which has to do with another kind

of geometry, one that’s imaginary—or symbolic’.30
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In considering the importance of combining optical

geometry with this symbolic sense of the world, his

interpretation of the Città ideale images focussed

on the impact of a selected ‘correct’ distance for

the vanishing point and a narrative that was conse-

quently inferred for the spatiality of the scene and

its internally implied viewing subject.

Turning attention once again to Mies’s drawing,

the following engagement with it takes up the ques-

tion of how the vanishing point of this single image,

with its combination of up to six different locations

for the viewing subject internal to the scene, might

also structure a conceptual framing for understand-

ing the image’s speculations on architecture. What is

under investigation in Mies’s drawing is this sense of

the symbolic.

In Mies’s drawing, the vanishing point is located at

the precise coincidence of the edge of the main free-

standing wall and its mathematically defined corre-

spondence with the rear wall of the internal space

of the scene. Because of its coincidence with two

spatial planes, it forms an ambiguous and ill-

defined depth of field for the scene.31 This is com-

bined with viewing points external to the interior

of this scene. Questions arise such as, where is the

attention of the viewing subject to be resolved: on

the mid-field or the wall defining the most distant

plane? Howwould the viewer apprehend the impor-

tance of sequencing in the scene’s architectural spa-

tiality, especially the space between these two

planes? And, does the development of a fractured

and collaged view constructed around this ambigu-

ous spatiality suggest pseudo-scientific attributes in

the images consistent with those found by

Damisch in the Renaissance panels?

In Mies’s drawing, it is the relativity of the geome-

tries defining the vanishing point and the multiple

viewing points that prompts parallels with Damisch’s

conclusions. In recognising the importance of posi-

tioning the vanishing point in the Città ideale

images, Damisch explains the structuring of

viewing subject external to the scene as having simi-

larity with a Serlian principle of theatrical scenery.32

He recounts that Serlio had a precise location for the

horizon and the vanishing point for his stage

scenery. However, this spatial point was not necess-

arily one, as has been previously assumed, that

located the most privileged position in the theatre

seating. Damisch claimed that it was to take a

further century before such geometry was guaran-

teed. He concluded that within Serlio’s scenery,

rather than the vanishing point being static in its cor-

respondence with the viewing subject, it was primar-

ily up to the ‘“subject”, even if the prince himself, to

get his bearings within the configuration of the

scene’.33 The implication here is that the viewer

external to the perspectival structure was open to

choose independently his or her own resolution for

viewing the scene, taking the role of responsive

inquirer. This resolution can be seen as analogous

in part to the characterisation of the viewer of the

scene in Mies’s drawing.

By multiplying the notion of viewing subject,

Mies’s drawing establishes an important split

between the viewer internal to the scene, whose

various locations order and structure its specific

collage of events, and those viewers who are specta-

tors to the drawing as a two-dimensional artefact.

For Mies’s drawing, this separation of viewers is dis-

tinct in that the external viewer can move spatially in
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the context of examining the image. Here the exter-

nal viewer strives to get his/her bearings in order to

grasp the complexity of what he/she sees, while

the viewer internal to the scene is implicitly con-

strained by the geometries of its construction.

Rather than resolving a privileged position opposite

the vanishing point, the viewers external to the

work instead remain outside the perspective’s

single geometric logic.

What becomes evident is that both viewers,

internal and external, assume different roles in the

development of the image’s symbolism or narrative.

The internal viewer, accepting the spatial ambiva-

lence determined by the placement of the vanishing

point, is structured to change location and select

elements for the drawing’s subject focus. In a more

pseudo-scientifically constructed set of spatial relativ-

ities, this privileged eye selects adjacencies of

elements and actively collages spatial arrangements

of importance in order to present important symbolic

messaging about the architecture the drawing por-

trays. The external viewer is in a complex association

with this internal logic, moving to comprehend its

continuously ambiguous spatiality with regard

perhaps to his/her recall of the plan. This external

viewer is required actively to seek orientation and

resolve their lack of bodily correspondence to the

montage/collage of architectural spaces communi-

cated by the drawing’s internal eye. The displacement

of these roles indicates the drawing’s origin as a

doubly negotiated experience that embodies a con-

struct of technically instructive qualities meant didac-

tically to inform its external viewers.

This relationship between viewers is one of nego-

tiation because the viewer examining the artwork

can never be in a location coincidental with all the

multiple viewing points of the viewer internal to

the structure of the work. The external viewer is

impelled to keep questioning the verity of what

they recognise superficially as an architectural

space that does not comply with other information

at hand. The internal viewer, taking the didactic pos-

ition of the architect, mirrors the role of an instruc-

tor. This role is one that elicits inquiry and dialogue

through the defined structuring of his/her, the archi-

tect’s, presentation of the conceptual import in the

architecture of the building. The simultaneity of

this understanding of relationality prompts the

viewer external to the image to engage with the

inconsistencies of visual data as he/she works to

resolve what they know from other sources.

The vanishing point in Mies’s drawing can be

understood therefore as contextualised by layered

information that is relative to and references the

double engagement of the viewers, an engagement

that is temporal. The configuration of this scene

acknowledges the temporality of the internal

viewer as sporadic and purposeful, bringing

together images of what is considered important

to the structuring of architectural apprehension. It

is as though from a stable and wide field of view

there is captured, in a series of disconnected but

relatable instances, a composite view where

elements are actively relocated, collaged and

spatially collapsed in order to make a single temporal

moment of remembering essentials of architectural

meaning. This act of the repositioning of architec-

tural elements defines new hierarchies of impor-

tance. In this, the drawing itself becomes a

pseudo-scientific experiment that moves its
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imagery beyond a perspectival proposition. The

resulting network of nodes and adjacencies

reinforces its diagrammatic effect, enhancing some

relationships between elements over others that

may have otherwise been privileged through per-

spective’s optical geometry. The temporality of the

external view is more didactic in responding to this

sense of the image’s interiority.

Focussing on the subject of the image in its per-

spectival setting can further emphasise symbolism

emerging from the complex polarity developed

between the drawing’s abstraction and its finely

detailed rendering of architecture’s material

surface. As already suggested, Mies’s drawing has

a level of luxuriant material detail defining its specifi-

cally architectural subject. Reconsidering this now in

relation to the perspectival structuring of the image,

this graphic information is often inconsistent with

the tonal diminution usual in perspectival spatiality.

Even though the drawing is large in dimension,

and possibly because of the combination of this

with its fine detail, the viewer of the artwork is

encouraged to stand close, be attentive to individual

lines, shades and reflections, and to move their body

to maximise an engagement across its expansive

height and width. Because of this apparatus of

reception the perspectival spatiality of the image is

reduced and viewer focus is again on the idiosyn-

cratic abstract formal qualities of these material sur-

faces.

Whilst in these details the material form of the

architecture predominates, there are strange rever-

sals also revealed in the resulting two-dimensional

quality of composition. Close up, the viewer is

unable to perceive the image as a whole. The

view’s reception becomes selective. It becomes

apparent that in the application of light and dark

tones, a series of figure/ground ambiguities are

developed. The importance to the scene of each

drawn element appears to slip into and out from

register.34 Tonal opposites reinforce an attraction-

repulsion in the implied layering of elements. An

example can be seen in the freestanding wall that

can be considered either as void, and thus in one

sense ‘ground’ or, in another as ‘figure’. Repeating

this complex negotiation of figure/ground, the stron-

gest recognition of ‘figure’ is not of architecture but

the sculptured scene beyond the transparent glazed

wall to the right. Transforming an understanding of

figure to the literal figure of a sculptured form is a

device used to further the investigation of the archi-

tecture. This movement between figure and ground

reinforces the didactic control of the image. As Pene-

lope Curtis has claimed more generally, Mies’s

designs use sculpture, positioned as a spatial

device, in order to draw the attention of the

viewer to spaces beyond those immediately observa-

ble.35 The sculpture in this drawing, a reclining

figure, is purposely positioned to look back

towards the interior of the pavilion directing the

viewer to follow its architectural gaze to the space

between the verifiable locations of the vanishing

point.

Whilst this effect follows well-known icono-

graphic strategies, other figure/ground relationships

are more abstract. Seeking a resolution of figure/

ground through tone and detail has reinforced a

dynamic asymmetrical balance to the image where

elements appear to have a tenuous spatial stability.

Layered upon this tension are the two vertical lines
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that denote shadows. These elements return atten-

tion to the rather ephemeral central cruciform

column, taking the role of the architectural ‘figure’

of the scene. Tension develops between this archi-

tectural figure and the sculptured scene beyond

the interior. Perhaps recognising this ambiguity

Robin Evans alluded to the image of the column as

‘more like a stretched cord than a compressed

column’.36 This comment recalls Peter Eisenman’s

suggestion that the ‘white absence’ of the cruciform

column in the later completed Resor House drawings

of the 1940s remained a figuration of absence rather

than material form.37 However, for the scene pre-

sented in the Barcelona Pavilion, this column regis-

ters a greater sense of materiality. In recognition of

architecture’s spatiality it is this juxtaposition

between abstraction and the figuration of absence,

layered within a representation of architecture’s

materiality, that impedes any simple spatial verifica-

tion. Mies’s experimentation with architecture,

although fundamentally tied to its material

essence, emphasised instead the spatial ambiguities

that prompt the viewer’s apprehension of its

abstraction and capacity for spatial reversals.

These attributes are not presented as simple

binary opposites to be recognised in a graphic rep-

resentation. Collectively, they are the defining

characteristics that separate Mies’s drawing from

Hilberseimer’s Hochhausstadt drawing. For Mies’s

drawing, the piloting of meaning through an

internal diagram, and the ephemeral qualities of

the freestanding wall and column, reinforce archi-

tecture’s metamorphosis from concept to exper-

imental spatial and material form. The drawing’s

complexity reminds the viewer that it is the physical

nature of architecture’s apprehension, as well as the

necessary cognitive engagement determined

through that physical nature, that defines its auton-

omy from other arts.

This logic emphasises the material nature of archi-

tecture and the distinctiveness of that materiality

within an abstract construct. It is a relationship that

is not binary but provides the possibility of reversing

the implied spatial diminution of architecture’s per-

spective to present a paradox. It is this attribute

that could not be offered by the more abstract rep-

resentational forms like the axonometric, a tech-

nique that was so eagerly taken up by Mies’s

colleagues of the time. The axonometric privileged

abstraction and could never encourage responses

in the manner of perspective’s tie to this material

and spatial phenomenology.

As the viewer external to the image might con-

sider the bearings of their own body with regard

to the configuration of this scene, the space

becomes doubly apprehended: as a view of an

interior it is understood for its tactile material pres-

ence; as an abstract composition it takes on a dyna-

mically animated spatial configuration. Together

these attributes structure the drawing’s architectural

meaning. The drawing recognises architecture’s

necessary cognitive as well as physical/haptic recep-

tion. Implied in the vanishing point’s structuring of

the image, the drawing narrates the precision

required in architecture for the selection of material

surfaces, their defined placement as separate and

distinct individual elements, and consideration of

their subtle response to the specificities of tempor-

ality and natural light over the course of the day.

However, the vanishing point’s structuring also
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upends this surety with reversals and distortions that

recognise the possibility of architecture’s abstract

sensibility.

Mies’s drawing delivers a narrative for architecture

that is defined by tensions. It is constructed as a

pseudo-scientific depiction of inter-relationships

and oppositions. These are manifest between,

figure/ground, materiality/abstraction, spatial

regression/advance of its elements, and flow/stasis

of its ocular reception. Each opposition is in

complex, competing and often subtle hierarchies. It

is through these visual tensions, layered within a

structure defined by the vanishing point and its

implied viewing subjects, that architecture is por-

trayed, not by singularity or simple constructs, but

by a multiplicity of layered meanings enabled

through the transformative nature of a moving and

intellectually engaged viewer.

The question of Mies’s practice in 1927–9:
experimentation and the implications of the
drawing’s layering, collage, density and
slippage
In undertaking a close reading of Mies van der

Rohe’s perspective drawing this paper has thus far

revealed how a drawing’s underlying diagram can

guide reception of its meaning. However, the ques-

tions not raised through this type of analysis now

require consideration if interpretation of meaning

is to proceed. In this section a more historical

approach is taken to examine sources close to Mies

during the mid- to late-1920s, his involvement in

the avant-garde art community in Berlin, and his

writing and architectural work of the period. Impor-

tant, are questions that respond to whether, and

why, Mies might engage with the type of graphic

experimentation evident in the drawing and what

this experimentation might reveal.

The following investigation responds to the two

attributes raised as important in earlier sections.

The first is the drawing’s emphasis on architecture’s

materiality as controlled within an equally important

overarching abstract spatial structuring of those

materials. It questions why each element’s material

form was so important that it was delicately ren-

dered, an act in contrast to the popularity of white

or primary coloured abstraction evident in avant-

garde architects’ work of the period.38 The second

is the framing of the composition within a

montage of sequenced views, a framing that

reinforces spatial reversals and the flow/stasis of

the ocular reception of experienced architectural

space. Investigation will now question whether

there is any evidence for earlier conclusions made

in this article: that this attribute of the drawing

implies a moving viewer internal to the image’s per-

spectival structure.

From Mies’s writing and practice of the period

there is scant archival material that remains. What

is necessary therefore is a more speculative question-

ing of evidence that emerges from the context sur-

rounding Mies’s practices, including the writings of

his colleagues, his readings and literary purchases,

and his professional interchanges and collabor-

ations. What these sources provide is an opening

to the possible reading of the image, one that

would be consistent with the hierarchy of the dia-

grammatic structuring of the drawing. It is

from these sources that the drawing’s meaning

emerges.
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There is general recognition that during the

1920s, Mies had worked within a network of influ-

ences focussed on the avant-garde artists and

writers circulating through Berlin.39 Fritz Neumeyer

lists as being important Mies’s active collaborations

and leadership with the Novembergruppe, the

Deutscher Werkbund, Der Ring and his collabor-

ations on the post-expressionist periodical G:

Material zur elementaren Gestaltung [‘G: Materials

for Elemental Form-Creation’]. Each of these

groups would have provided access to a broad

range of experimental art, artists and ideas. In this

context Mies’s directorship of the Weissenhof-Sie-

dlung Estate in Stuttgart and the Gewerbehalle

[‘Trade Hall’] of 1927 would also place him in

contact with a number of avant-garde architects of

the period. Added to this context of art and architec-

tural practice, Neumeyer also refers to a number of

philosophical texts in Mies’s possession as a potent

source for ideas and the basis for dialogue with

other avant-garde activists.40

Many of these sources have drawn significant

study including K. Michael Hays’s critique of Mies’s

photomontages of the 1922–28 period where he

suggests direct links with Dada’s ‘antagonism

against a priori and reasoned order’, and Lutz

Robbers’ and Spyros Papapetros’s claim for Mies’s

distinctive response to experimental film of the

period.41 However, what is most evident in Mies’s

work of that time is that, while being open to the

ideas emerging from this intellectual milieu, such

an environment did not conclude with his aligning

to a single specific movement. More evident were

his active and applied responses to a broad range

of ideas. These responses aimed to recognise rel-

evance for architecture’s unique contribution to

society and its autonomy from other arts. In this

there was specific attention given attitudes emer-

ging from the new media arts such as film and pho-

tography that had an inferred architectural

spatiality.42

Neumeyer has suggested that there is evidence

during the late 1920s of a change in Mies’s positions

on architecture. According to Neumeyer, by 1927

Mies was to divide his approaches between those

buildings that related to ‘life and in a general

sense’ and buildings that were ‘intimately connected

with specific spiritual atmospheres that we perceive

as characteristic cultures’.43 In these terms Neu-

meyer saw a division between the ‘technical’ speci-

ficity of Mies’s earlier understanding of architecture

and this new emphasis on what he terms ‘spiritual

will’. It was at this time, in Die Form, that Mies

emphasised the necessity for recognition of the

starting point of form-giving derived from ‘life’

rather than an architectural formalism modified by

locale. In an interchange with Walter Riezler’s cri-

tique of a house by Josef Hoffmann,44 he wrote:

We do not value the result but the starting point

of the form-giving process. This in particular

reveals whether form was derived from life or

for its own sake. That is why the form-giving

process appears to me so important. Life is what

matters. In its entire fullness, in its spiritual and

concrete interconnectedness.45

This engagement is distinctive from the conservative

approaches to form that proposed that architecture

was derived primarily from a notion of historically

validated formal plasticity in much the same

manner as sculpture. Mies here reorients an under-
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standing of architecture away from form being a

response to traditions or place, to one focussed on

the spiritual and concrete interconnectedness of

life’s full requirements.

Important to Neumeyer’s argument is his prop-

osition that at this time Mies’s approach can be

best understood against a backdrop of a small

tract by Siegfried Ebling, Der Raum als Membran

[‘Space as Membrane’].46 In Neumeyer’s view, the

tract combined the philosophy of Friedrich

Nietzsche, in particular his requirement for ‘authen-

ticity’ and ‘intensity’ of life, and Raoul Francé’s devel-

opment of a theory suited to a concept of ‘biological

architecture’. Francé was interested in seeing nature

as a hierarchical system that could be used as a

model of thought for other activities.

In response to these influences, Neumeyer

suggests that Ebling’s tract isolated two approaches

that were important to Mies’s changing attitude to

architecture. Mies was to summarise these in a

letter to Riezler.47 First, there was a claim in architec-

ture for ‘a naturalism that already recognised the

existing as form’, and secondly, ‘an idealism of will

that aims at a subjugation of the given’.48 It is this

recognition that natural materials have form, and

that this form, as ‘the given’ in architecture must

be subjugated to an idealism of will (architecture’s

controlling rationale), that provides the basis for

interpreting specific aspects of the drawing of the

Barcelona Pavilion.

However, these statements to Riezler also open an

understanding of Mies’s reference to the building of

the Barcelona Pavilion as an example of Darstel-

lungsraum, a representational space of German

culture. This implies an understanding of type

suggesting that architectural form must respond to

the idealism and subjugation of its socio-cultural

setting not as mere formalism or Gestalt but as

having a more active and controlling spiritually

intense rationale. To open a consideration of this

construct, it is instructive to consider Eduard Spran-

ger’s work ‘Types of Men’ [Lebensformen: geistes-

wissenschaftliche Psychologie und Ethik der

Persönlichkeit]. This text was part of Mies’s library

of the time but has seldom been seen as signifi-

cant.49 Whilst Neumeyer sees a further response to

Dietrich Kerler’s 1925, Weltwille und Wertwille

[‘World Will and Will to Value’],50 in Mies’s terminol-

ogy, it is Spranger’s theories that provide a way of

understanding his response to Ebling and Riezler in

terms of the ‘spiritual and concrete interconnected-

ness’ essential in architecture.

Spranger’s text had been in development from

1914. This earlier version had been dedicated to

Alois Riehl, who had commissioned Mies’s

first built house and is a connection that could

have been the source of his interest in the text’s

final publication in 1922.51 Spranger’s thesis

developed categorisations of types of individuals

formulated by what he called spiritual collective

totalities (geistige Einnheiten) including: the theor-

etical, the economic, the aesthetic, the social,

the power-loving and the religious type. This pro-

vides an understanding of the importance of the

terms ‘spiritual collectives’. Each individual would

express these types differently but be defined pri-

marily through the dominance of one, guided

through the ethical moral norms that bind each

society. Using this as a metaphor for architectural

thinking that extends Mies’s reliance on Ebling
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and Francé begins to explain the unique character-

istics of the Barcelona Pavilion, and the question of

how architectural form could represent the ‘auth-

enticity’ and ‘intensity’ of contemporary German

culture.

In this metaphoric repurposing of Spranger’s ideas

each material could be considered as an expression

of different combinations of attributes of natural

type—each material’s’ capacity to express the dom-

inance/subjugation of distinctively natural character-

istics. The collective totality of architecture, each

programme for use being distinctive in combinations

of materials and spaces, would appropriately bring

together these differing qualities of materials to

form a rigorously intense spatial representation of,

in this case, the German spiritual ideal in architec-

tural terms. An understanding of this general atti-

tude to type within a totalising system that brings

together considerations of materials with under-

standings of spatiality opens the interpretation of

specific attributes of the representation of the archi-

tecture in the perspective drawing of the pavilion.

The hierarchy and logic of this more complex

understanding of type is made more specific in the

light of a critique by Theo Van Doesburg of Mies’s

and Lilly Reich’s 1927 exhibit at the Gewerbehalle.

Van Doesburg describes his impressions of the exhi-

bition hall and in doing so highlights the power of

bringing together the natural expressive quality of

materials within an abstract construct that refer-

ences its appropriate application to represent the

spiritual collective of the German peoples. Without

necessarily aiming to refer to Spranger, Van Does-

burg related material use to an ideal collective type

and the hierarchy of purpose that consequently

referenced that type’s moral authenticity. Recog-

nition of this relationality in architecture would

result in its resonant formation bringing together

the objective state of the sensible world (real

materials) and a viewer’s visual understanding of

that world contextualised by the ‘moral’ norms of

an ideal social mentality (materials located within

an overarching order, directionality and atmospheric

modification of that hierarchy of thinking). Van

Doesburg wrote:

This glass hall, also executed after a design of Mies

van der Rohe, owes its creation to the unequivocal

task of displaying fragile material (semi-transpar-

ent and opaque glass of different colours) in

such a way that it would be shown to full advan-

tage. This was realised best by raising glass plates

of enormous dimensions straight in the free space

as walls, unprotected from top to bottom, without

base board, profile or ornament. These glass

plates are mounted in narrow, flat frames of

nickel-coated steel. The problem was a sober

one, but the solution reached the highest point

that blessed, inspired visual artists can attain,

and that only in very special moments: conquering

the material with all of its faults, such as weighti-

ness, resistance, and transience, with the

maximum of the energy force of the material

itself.

Every material has its own energy force, and the

challenge is to enhance this energy force to its

maximum by proper application. The opposite is:

violation of the material by wrong application,

whereby a relatively large percentage of the

energy force is lost. Weighing one material

against another in respect to their energy and
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character, and proportioning them well, most cer-

tainly belongs to the essence of the new architec-

ture. Only in this way can modern architecture

bring to realisation what it has to offer in involun-

tary beauty.52

Here, Van Doesburg recognises in Mies’s work the

notion that each material used in architecture has

an ‘energy force’ that, returning to terms expressed

in Mies’s letter to Walter Riezler, would substantiate

its natural ‘form’, or in Spranger’s terms, its economy

of representation that would conform to its typology

and potential for use as expression in architectural

terms. This ‘energy force’made each material recog-

nisably appropriate for its purpose holding within its

use those attributes of type that recognise the ‘moral

norms’ that enable the making of architecture to

conform with the ‘making of man’ as bound

within specific social and moral norms. Rather than

architecture reacting to a gestalt this modifies its cre-

ation to directing specific cultural expressions and

ideals. What it suggested by Van Doesburg is the

importance given to material affect in the formation

of architecture, its spatiality and the atmospheres

that could be harnessed and controlled within its

rationalising systems. This totality would become

expressive of an ideal and spiritual collective.

Important in Van Doesburg’s critique was recog-

nition in Mies’s work of the ‘energy force’ of glass.

Rather than leading to a sentimentalising of the

architectural object through a response to beauty,

Mies’s use of glass provided architecture with a

specific sense of the intensity of the German collec-

tive ideal through its spatiality, transparency, refrac-

tion of light and reflection responding to its

relationality with other materials. The materiality of

glass worked to animate the overarching under-

standing of the space’s unity of representation and

precise idealism.

This co-dependency of material with light can be

further explained by Hans Richter’s writing on the

importance of light in film. In the 1926 issue of G

Richter had made the claim for light’s animating

purpose,

The true sphere of film is that of the moving

space, the moving plane, the moving line. This

space is not essentially architectonic or essentially

plastic but rather temporal—that is, light creates

light-spaces that are not voluminous, but whose

sequence creates space out of what would be—

if the temporal sequence were interrupted—

merely plane, line, or point.53

In conclusion, what Van Doesburg recognised was

that for Mies, the material ‘glass’ could take the

role of architecture’s animating force because of its

material quality and its interaction with natural and

changing light. Providing understanding of the

importance of glass’s transparency, semi-transpar-

ency or reflectivity recognised the typological impor-

tance of glass to the Barcelona Pavilion’s capacity to

express Darstellungsraum. It is this overarching

concern that subjugated the effects of glass within

the hierarchical representation in architecture of a

society's construction of an ideal, moral self.

In the drawing of the Barcelona Pavilion the

complexity of this material quality in the represen-

tation brought the notion of architecture’s hierar-

chies and material relationalities into focus within

the type Darstellungsraum. Architecture could

uniquely embody recognition of the transform-

ation of the natural world into a spatial order
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that was cultural at its core. It would stimulate the

viewer therefore to see the role of pure and struc-

tured abstraction in the environments of their

experience as an ideal of spiritual collectivity not

just as an artefact appealing only to universal prin-

ciples, but also as embodying cultural iconography

and meaning. For a considered understanding of a

viewer’s spatial environment this structured rep-

resentation could not ignore that quality in the

materials from which architecture was con-

structed. The subjugation of given individual

material types instead was represented within a

totalising structure and abstract system that as a

whole conformed to broader cultural ideals.

Van Doesburg’s responses to Mies’s interiors, and

the added understanding of this effect provided

through Richter’s comments, are consistent with

Mies’s contemporaneous use of other materials in

the block of flats of the Weissenhof-Siedlung

Estate completed in 1927. An example can be

seen in Mies’s incorporation of plywood panels in

flat interiors. These can be seen as conceptually

the opposite of glass, but also distinct from other

building materials in their requirement for helping

to define a distinctive social attribute of German

social ideals. As documented in a review by Sigfried

Giedion, the use of plywood panels recognised their

material’s energy force and its humanism in the

capacity for walls to be easily moved by inhabitants,

demanding physical and cognitive response in the

making of new spaces as needs changed.54 This

simple example reinforces the understanding of

materials as expressive type constrained by a totalis-

ing system that is applied through recognition of

architecture as being capable of ‘intensifying life’.

These ideas begin to explain the manner of render-

ing used for the material surfaces of the drawing of

the Barcelona Pavilion. Whether glass, onyx or traver-

tine, each material was recognised as having an

inherent, natural and pre-existing ‘energy force’,

one that, if appropriately consideredwithin a ‘spiritual

collective totality’ that defined unique architectural

settings, would transform viewer response, interpret-

ation and action to one of empathy with German

culture and its collective ideality. Architecture’s

expression of society’s moral ideals would reinforce

its implicitly rational and spatial order in the same

way members of society were understood to

conform to norms within that society.

For this idea to be comprehensible it was impor-

tant that architectural representation through

drawing remained naturalistic, optical and perspecti-

val. Using perspective for the drawing of the Barce-

lona Pavilion was important to the logic of Mies’s

concept of Darstellungsraum and its embedded

and recognisable spatial order guaranteed through

relationality of materials to the whole. Perspective

enabled architecture’s implicit spatiality to register

as signifiers of higher meaning the significance

given to each individual material and its atmospheric

and spatial importance. Recognised in the drawing’s

fine edges, grid lines and the frames that define

edge conditions, the hierarchies distinguishing

each material are in support of architecture’s

unique understanding of a spatial order that referred

as much to an ideal social typology as it did to pro-

gramme, signifying within this order the subjugation

required for architecture’s embodiment of moral

norms. This structuring of the image also provided

the context for spatial registers that prompted
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viewer responses as seen, for example, in the orien-

tation of the sculptured figure and its implicit direc-

tionality.

Turning now to the framing of the composition

with its fractured sequence of views, this creative

repurposing of perspectival techniques would have

to be in response to more than a simple pictorial

effect if it was to explain the importance of a

moving viewer and the consequent montaging of

its elements. During the years prior to this drawing,

the dominating emphasis of perspective in represen-

tation was a hotly debated issue. Three examples

summarise the range of ideas that were highlighted

amongst avant-garde artists. The first comes from

comments made in 1926 by Kasimir Malevich in

support of Viking Eggeling’s film ‘Orchestration of

the Line’.55 These comments afford an understand-

ing of the debates at the time that focussed on the

limits of the perspective technique for any art-form

or potentially for the ordering of architectural

space. Malevich claimed:

When the laws of perspective were established, a

tightrope was created for the visual arts. There

was no exit to be found from the academic

offices in which old classical bookkeepers fabri-

cated various ‘intelligible’ duplicates. But when it

became necessary for art to make room for the

growth of its body, it had to explode wedge-

shaped perspective. One had begun to see the

world in a different manner; we brought the

variety of its movements to light and set ourselves

the task of expressing all this. Thus are the systems

and laws of our present knowledge.56

In this statement, Malevich reiterates the necessary

tightrope that perspective demanded through its

tie to optics. The question in the new art forms

of this time, specifically film and photography,

was one focussed on how to deal with painterly

traditions and with the affect of the camera,

without repeating the failings of ‘old classical

bookkeepers’ in their attempt to fabricate dupli-

cates of reality.

A second example of the questioning of the per-

spectival apparatus in exhibition design, one that

more closely aligned with Mies’s drawing, can be

seen in Herbert Bayer’s drawings, ‘Diagram of Field

of Vision’ and ‘Diagram of 360 Degrees Field of

Vision’, published during the 1930s.57 These draw-

ings, that were immediately relevant to architecture,

suggest a level of interest applied to the critique of

traditional perspective geometries and the position-

ing of the viewing subject internal to those geome-

tries. Unlike Malevich, Bayer exploited the implied

optics of a moving eye within his perspectival con-

struct. In Bayer’s images, the body of a man is

given a single eye from which he is shown to

observe multiple directions in a spatial field. Installa-

tions at the Deutscher Werkbund Exhibition of 1930

can be seen to respond to these multiple obser-

vations by tilting exhibits at differing angles and

heights from the prescribed viewing subject. This

reconsideration of the viewer liberated the design

of architectural spaces from their previous reliance

on fixed single perspectival rationality. New possibi-

lities were explored in viewer movement that

reinforced the spatial flow of the exhibits them-

selves.

A third example can be seen in the experimen-

tation of Hans Richter, who during these years colla-

borated with Werner Gräff to develop a new
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understanding of spatiality in film and photography.

This was a further development from Richter’s early

experimental films. Richter’s and Graff’s affiliation

with Mies during this period, especially 1927–28,

importantly situates an understanding of Mies’s

structuring of the drawing of the Barcelona Pavi-

lion.58 To summarise their association, during 1927

Richter filmed elements of the Weissenhof-Siedlung

Estate in Stuttgart and the Gewerbehalle [‘Trade

Hall’], incorporating these shots in his 1929 film

Die nueu Wohnung commissioned by the Swiss

Werkbund (SWB).59 In contrast to this film, and

also produced during 1927–28, was his Vormittags-

spuk [‘Ghosts Before Breakfast’], a Surreal film por-

traying usual objects in ironic ways.60 Werner Gräff

had in this period worked closely with Mies on the

Weissenhof-Siedlung exhibitions, producing the

two publications Innenräume and Bau und

Wohnung to which Mies wrote an introduction.61

In 1928–29 both Gräff and Richter worked

together to direct an important Werkbund Exhibi-

tion Film und Foto that was indebted to a new

vision [Neues Sehen]. This Exhibition presented

new approaches to visualisation delivered from

Dadaist, Constructivist and Abstract sources to

open to question the possible irregularity of the

everyday and consequently to question the domi-

nance of singular understandings of perspective.62

The aim in both photographer and film creator,

Gräff and Richter, was to produce unconventional

images that would stimulate the viewer to reconsi-

der what could be understood through new

approaches to visual reception of the world. In

1929, in a catalogue essay associated with the exhi-

bition, Gräff produced a photographic primer that

John Willett subsequently claimed was ‘to demolish

every recognisable rule of photography and prove

that there is no reason on earth for the camera to

obey the same laws of perspective and balance as

the human eye’.63

These three examples brought together artists

who worked with Mies during the period just prior

to the design and drawing of the Barcelona Pavilion.

Isolating them in the context of his reconsideration

of the role of perspective in architectural represen-

tation and its implied viewing subject is not to

suggest their singular or direct influence but to

show the prevalence of the ideas raised in artistic

practices.64

However, in opening interpretation of the draw-

ing’s framing and composition within a fractured

sequence of views, further investigation is required

to move understanding beyond the possibility of a

simple artistic response by Mies to criticism of per-

spectival techniques. To enable this investigation it

is useful again to return to a second text by Eduard

Spranger, Psychologie des Jugendalters [‘Psychology

of Adolescence’] published in 1924. This was a very

popular text from its inception. Spranger’s prop-

osition saw the individual soul of the adolescent as

being whole but relying on the amalgamation of

many specific intellectual and physical functions.

He believed that inadequacies in the adolescent

could be eliminated through a retraining of the

mind, to remove undesirable or confusing char-

acteristics. This was carried out through the unifica-

tion of bodily with cognitive training. As a set of

ideas these propositions had significant impact on

the way avant-garde artists developed a new

pseudo-scientific role for their artistic production.65
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It is the contextualisation of Spranger’s ideas into art

practices that can be seen as important in under-

standing the visual structure of Mies’s drawing.

In 1924, also the year when Spranger’s book was

published, Hans Richter hypothesised the conse-

quence of Spranger’s ideas in relation to abstract

film. Richter associated the idea of re-training the

individual’s ‘spiritual will’ by introducing a con-

ception of life that required rehabilitation of the pro-

cesses of an individual’s mental cognition.66 For

Richter, this was to produce a new purpose for artis-

tic practice. Extending Spranger’s ideas for his own

purposes, Richter’s Die schlecht trainierte Seele

[‘The Badly Trained Soul’] suggested the retraining

of the soul required individuals to respond to more

primordial or functional understandings of the

exterior world in order to develop their spirit’s ‘auth-

enticity’ and ‘intensity’.67 He proposed that

emotional responses to the world, the individual’s

sentimental feelings, were to be eliminated with

the aim of intensifying life’s meaning. Richter

explained that, in viewer reception of his earlier

experimental films Rhythmus 21 and 23, the re-train-

ing of the soul could occur, immersing the viewer in

purposeful response demanded by simultaneous

sensory (perceptual) as well as cognitive move-

ments.68

Richter claimed that the abstraction of forms in his

Rhythmus films was aimed at reducing viewer recep-

tion to simple and unified sensory-cognitive

responses as prescribed by the continuous move-

ment and the new spatial relationships made avail-

able by the time-based projection of film. His

suggestion was that, in entering filmic space, a

viewer’s spiritual or creative capacities would

emerge purified by the ‘elemental and regular

aspects of . . . sensory functions’, as viewers

responded to the abstract clarity of what he/she

saw.69 Cognitive responses would be controlled by

the film’s abstraction and metered sequencing

rather than any sentimentality of emotion or com-

passion for the content generally exploited in

feature films of the time. Film’s functional regularity

would bring about a controlled intensification of

sensory responses and ‘feeling’ regulated by time

and the rhythm of projection rather than the

passive and uncontrollable responses of what he

called ‘ready to wear feelings from past or non-exist-

ent centuries’.70 The re-trained soul would emerge

synchronised with and attuned to the context of a

modern sensibility: its authentic and intensified life

force.

It is the combined use of technology and filmic

materials to heighten the sensory intensity of the

viewer, disorienting their understanding of the

ordinary, that is a concept recently evaluated in Rich-

ter’s films by Gabriel Trop. For an explanation, Trop

returns discussion to Richter’s Die schlecht trainierte

Seele, for his understanding of the ‘spiritual’ in

society and art’s necessity in the process of re-train-

ing the soul.71 Trop describes this understanding of

the ‘spiritual’ in society as a move between ‘the sen-

suous-perceptual practices of cognition and the sen-

suous-productive practices of art’.72 For Trop, this

fusion of practices did not present the idea of

man’s capacity to feel but instead it ‘refer[ed]

simply to the movements made by consciousness

in the act of perception’.73 By submitting to this

practice, the dormant capacities of the mind would

be exercised.74 Extending Trop’s analysis, the conse-

236

Drawing the Barcelona Pavilion:
Mies van der Rohe and the

implications of perspectival space
Desley Luscombe

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 1
4:

15
 0

7 
A

pr
il 

20
16

 



quences of what Richter visualised in his films

showed that cognitive movement (the sequencing

of thought) was subjugated to the order of the

mechanised visual field of film, to the point where

identification of spatial mechanics became didactic.

To explore further the implications of Richter’s

model, Jacques Aumont has, for example, argued

that the reception of film relies on two overarching

attributes.75 For its effect film relies on the tempor-

ality of the image as well as the ‘spectator’s prag-

matic situation’. The viewer located in the cinema

accepts the camera’s view recognising that it ‘is

directing our attention to this and that by showing

it to us as it appears from that point of view’.76

Aumont highlights the possibility for the collective

engagement of audience reception and the possi-

bility of a collective sensory/cognitive experience. In

recognising this effect in cinema Bernard Williams

further clarifies the difference that lies between a

personally imagined or visualised reality and the

cinematic apprehension of a space, character or

object.77 For the film to be believed, Williams engen-

ders the concept of ‘Cartesian consciousness: an “I”

without a body, past, or character’.78 This under-

standing accepts the role of the viewing subject as

engaged within the mechanism of film’s cinematic

projection. It is the effect that this engagement has

on the viewer that Richter claimed provided the attri-

bute able to be used in re-training the spiritual will of

man and it is this effect that is brought into play in

Mies’s drawing of the Barcelona Pavilion, with its

representation of the fractured and somatic recall

necessary for an understanding of architecture’s

autonomy and its new modernity with regard to

the nineteenth-century city.

By 1928, introducing a review of the Weissenhof-

Siedlung Estate by Wilhelm Lotz, Mies wrote that

architecture’s new requirement was to transform

society through its support for an ‘intensification of

life’.79 This notion had empathy for Richter’s

reading of Spranger, and the role he proposed for

the cinematic apprehension of space in the context

of retraining of the soul. Rather than taking on the

abstraction of film, what was unique for architecture

in this new conceptualisation was the necessary rela-

tionality between material effect, abstraction and a

viewer’s understanding of implied hierarchies of

ideas through the everyday nature of experience.

What is implied through Mies’s writing is that only

with a resolution of this full understanding of

viewer response to architecture could modern cogni-

tive reconditioning take effect and life become

‘intensified’. For this to occur, viewer perception of

the world, and the things/objects that make up

that world, would be required to be re-presented

within a new perceptual construct. The drawing of

the Barcelona Pavilion with its montaged fragments

reflects this idea. This re-presentation of the scene of

architecture through a fracturing and reconstruction

as montage would enhance the recognition of archi-

tecture’s fundamental attributes and transform the

viewer in this recognition.

In the drawing of the Barcelona Pavilion there is

recognition of viewer experience both internal and

external to the image, experience that avoids the

inertia of perspective’s historical geometric structure.

The drawing’s deconstruction of perspectival con-

ventions demands viewer movements that parallel

an active sensory and cognitive engagement with

space, one that is directed to the intensification of
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its spatial reception. This newly montaged notion of

perspectival space could be recognised for its play

with opposites, combined within a regulated

setting that suggested the body’s physical and

sensory response that could in turn be regulated

by a cognitive identification of what was seen. In

this manner, the drawing takes control of a new

architectonic spatiality and a new understanding of

the individual as transformed from reliance on the

sentimental to one intensified through the

modern. This effect subtly introduces a didactic

role for architectural drawing.

This double logic, introduced in the understand-

ing of viewers internal and external to the image,

heightens recognition of an architectural spatiality

that had moved beyond the sentimentalising perfec-

tion of past scene-making to respond now to a uni-

fication of natural form within an abstract hierarchy

of meaning. In a response suited to the discipline of

architecture, Mies’s drawing presents the external

viewer with a series of visual phenomena that

demand cognitive resolution: reversals of figure/

ground, materiality/abstraction, and spatial

regression/advance in its elements. Furthermore,

the drawing presents an internal viewer that

brought to the attention of those viewing the

image a response to architecture that reflected the

fundamental aspects of this Darstellungsraum.

Mies’s approach to drawing demanded that per-

spective was liberated from its classical confines in

order to embed within its representational construct

a register of the individual’s necessary cognitive and

sensory inquiry, thereby to influence centrally an

‘intensification’ of life required for the viewer to

take part in the modern. The drawing of the interior

of the Barcelona Pavilion can be seen therefore as a

didactic experiment aimed at presenting a visual and

architectural response to the ‘intensification of life’

necessary for moderating the social conditions of

modernity.

Conclusion
What has been revealed in Mies’s drawing is a visual

exploration of the implications of ocular ‘flow’, and

the spatial response of an animated or moving

body for the traditions of perspectival depictions of

architecture. From contemporary understandings,

Mies’s drawing prefigures the changing state of

architectural representation from drawing to digital

screen. It does this by incorporating the understand-

ing of the temporally defined body—its movement

and capacity for continuous reflective recall. But

rather than resolve this in a type of precursor to

the digital fly-through, Mies’s drawing emphasises

the psycho-physical distinctiveness of architecture’s

reception and the requirement for the architect to

work didactically to re-train this reception through

implied sensory as well as cognitive movement. In

this way the drawing achieves spatial multiplicity.

Avoiding the sentimentality of perspective’s sceno-

graphy, the drawing situates an experience of archi-

tecture as psycho-physical and directed, rather than

phenomenological.

It is through a broader understanding of the

diagram in this drawing that the idea of represen-

tation in architecture has been repositioned. By

bringing together the diagram with the perspective

—architecture’s most representational technique—

Mies’s drawing locates an experimental practice.

Even though, as conventions, the ‘view’ and the
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‘diagram’ both emerge from two-dimensional struc-

tures of representation, the diagram can now be

considered as part of the multi-layered, multi-nodal

and multi-temporal architectural spatiality implicitly

embedded within drawings. In the drawing of the

Barcelona Pavilion this recognition of uniqueness is

extended to an apprehension of architecture’s

implicit order and relationality, of its abstraction

layered within a complex set of material and tectonic

values. It is a type of drawing that was to continue in

Mies’s practice, repeated in the collages of the Resor

House and other projects into the 1940s. The com-

plexity in Mies’s drawings was not accidental. The

collaging and montaging of elements that forced

specific fissures in the logic of the perspectival geo-

metries were carried out to great purpose. Rather

than optical in intent as claimed by Evans, instead

the perspective of the Barcelona Pavilion responds

to distinctive attitudes relevant to Mies’s architec-

tural experimentation of the late 1920s.
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