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Richard Meier's
Stadthaus Proiect
at Ulm

Urhan Context and its ahstract
interpretation

Stephen Nicolaus 8arthe/mess. He
began studies in the history of art and
architecture, archaeology, and philoso­
phy in 1982 at the Ludwig Maximilians
UniversitCif, Munich. His research ptoiect«
have includedfirst and second generation
German expressionist artists, American
expressionism, artsince the 1960s, early
Greek sculpture, and the philosophy of
Plato, Kant, Schelling, and Nietzsche.
Since 1985, he has pursued the doctoral
degree at Munich and the Universite de
Paris, Sorbonne, with a concentration in
architecture for cultural bUildings. His mas­
ter's degree culminated in an analysis of
museum architectgure since 1945, and
was publishedin 1988 as Das postmod­
erne Museum als Erscheinungsform von
Architekture: Die Bauaufgabe des Muse­
ums im Spannungsfeld von Modeme und
Postmodeme. Barthelmess currently holds
a predoctoral fellowshipat theGettyCenter
for the History of Artand the Humanities,
and is completing a dissertation on the
relation between museum architecture and
urbanism, witha focus on the ptoiects of
Richard Meier.

Since the late 1960s, architectural prac­
tice has increasingly been confronted by
urbanistic demands, and architects have
been lotced to consider that the isolation
of architecture from the realm of city plan­
ning can no longer be legitimated. The
question of representation in architecture
arises i this context against the back­
groundof the tradition ofabstraction, and
it is precisely in ptoiects for cultural build­
ingsin thecenterof thecityas an architec­
tural task that this development can be
traced. The adoption of historical form
plays a crucial role in this development:
architectural ptoiect« of recentyearshave
shown that construction can embrace the
wide spectrum from 'quotation' to 'allu­
sion.' They have also demonstrated that
thearchitect's persnoal, visual experience
can be renderd available and public. The
present paper addresses the problem of
the architect's attitude toward historical
form, how this is related to the abstract
tradition in building, and, how it can be
ultimately lead from indifference to inter­
est.
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"My style is born out of the culture, yet is
profoundly connected with personal expe­
rience."]

The architect Josef lIuis Sert, president of
the Conqres Internationaux d'Architecture
Modeme from 1947 to 1956, told the
following story at the 8th C.IAM. in
1951:

"In 1922, le Corbusier accepted an in­
vitation issued by the Salon d'Automne,
and asked Marcel Temporal about the
Salon's definition of urban construction.
Temporal replied, 'We are interested in
street art, benches, kiosks, street lamps,
and billboards.' Temporal also had a
commission for him: 'look, you should
design a fountain for me.' Butle Corbusier
replied: 'Alright, I'll design a fountain for
you, but behind it I shall ,glace a city for
three million inhabitants.' 2

Theofficial themeof thecongresswas 'The
Urban Center', and during the course of
these proceedings, the inaClequacy of the
'Charterof Athens'was finally recoqnized."
Architectural concepts of the early twenti­
eth century-Tony Garnier's Cite industri­
elle (1901-1904), Antonio Sant' Elia's
Cttta nuova (1913-1914), Mario
Chiattone's Ptoiect for a ModernMetropo­
lis(1914), BrunoTaut'sStadtkrone (1917­
1919J,Le Corbusier's Ville contemporaine
de 3 millions d'habitant (1922) the plan
voisin for Paris (1925), ludwlq
Hilbersheimer's Hochhausstadt (1924)­
were so dominant that the city planning
arising from them, prefiguring a terrifying
utopian town of the future, provoked end­
less discussions. It was made very clear
that the ahistoric city planning concepts of
thesearchitectswere not reconcilable with
existing town struelures which had gradu­
ally evolved over thecourseof history, and
which had essentially been 'inherited.'.4
The urban projeels of the early twentieth
century demonstrated very clearly that
because architeelure had attempted to
dominate city planning attempts, archi­
teelshad effectively lost the 'street,' the fun­
damental artery of metropolitan life. These
projects were, on theone hand, a reaelion
against Camillo Sitte's idea of city plan­
ning according to artistic principfes, but
on the other hand, they expressed the
utopian concept of an architecture which

could resolve the problems of a modern,
industrialized society. The complex socie­
tal relationships resulting from the impact
of industrialization on cities found their
answer in the utopian planning concept
for the town. Two fundamental modern
utopias developed out of this process: the
'plan' and the 'society.' The futurist
manifesto, l'Architettura futurista of August
1914, already expressed the new think­
ing when Antonio Sent' Elia wrote:
"Nous ne sommes plus les hommes des
cathedrales maisdes ports colossaux, des
marches couvert, des passages brillam­
men:eclaires, des plans de demolition et
de reconstruction. J1 nous faut inventer la
cit"futuriste: il faut qu'ellesoitunimmense
chantier tumultueux, vivant, noble, dy-

. "5nam/que...

It proved to be an irony of history that it
was precisely the destruelion of the Sec­
ond World War that created the precondi­
tions necessary for the realization of these
concepts. As a result, in the years follow­
ing 1945 when many European towns
were finally levelled as the first stage of the
postwar reconstruelion process, the meth­
odological problem of whether thesetowns
should be newly builtor, if the conditions
of that particular part of the town in ques­
tion allowed it, newlyarranged, was more
and more vigorously posed." Any solution
clearly had to take into account both
historicaland urban dimensions? Thelively
discussions about a new arrangement of
the Berlin Kulturforum-slill fresh in the
memory even today-pointed to the
ambivalence inherent in the conflict be­
tween architeelure and city planning. Wolf
Jobst Siedler aptly charaelerized this state
of affairs when he said:

"Schoroun's Philharmonia would only have
had a chance to be the majestic center­
piece of thecity if it had been placed in the
old Wilhelmina quarter-just as, indeed,
the Pompidou Center is surrounded by
districts of 17th century buildings. It is the
environment of today, not yesterday, that
has, in an urban context, ruined it and, as
a result, this formless cultural center around
the unique constructions of Mies van der
Rohe, Grorius, and Scharoun is inescap­
able proo of the fael the the epoch of
ensemble building is no longer compe­
tent."S
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The former Reichsstadt of South WOrttem­
berg, Ulm, has been wrestling with the
problem of reshaping its 'MOnsterplatz' for
about one hundred years. A look at the
present urban situation reveals an image
that can be found in many postwar Euro­
pean cities: Where the medieval town
center stood before its destruction, both
restoration and reconstruction were car­
ried out with the functional plainness that
characterized architecture of the 1950s
and 1960s. In this spirit, the overscaled,
tarmacadamed square in front of the
MOnster cathedral , where now stands a
flat-roofed 'povilion,' was surrounded on
its periphery by bUildings with monoto­
nous gabled Iocodes. This situation at
once raises questionsabout the fate of the
architecture of the modern movementafter
1945 . The city of Ulm, location off the
former Hochschule for Gestaltung-a suc­
cessorof the Bauhaus-even today has an
uncertain relation to Bauhaus ideas and
orchitecfure.? The decision to destroy the
presentMiesian flat-roofed pavilion and to
replace it with a Meier bUilding constitutes
a fearlessattempt to confront theold avant­
garde against all opposition.10

2 SiodIhou, Urn P'ojed 01 1986, oerfol vl_ 01 model hom-
It was clear that at the end of the 1980s,
the unprepossessingly plain outward
appearance of the center was no longer
the appropriate image for the prosperous
town of Ulm, not least because in this
square standsa cathedral with the world's
tallest spire. I 1 In 1986, an international
competition of invited architects opened
the way for a totally new planning concept
for the cathedral square, and Richard
Meier's conceptwas ultimately accepted. ' 2

(Figures 1, 21

Meier's proposed design for Ulmoccupies
a special position in hisarchitectural work.

3 II(/w)fdMdOt.~oIM:xletnM.v.DaSrGu:l,fbence.
1973

3

With the Ulm project, the demands of city
planning on architecture became public
and were realized. Thus, il is not so much
its outward appearance Ihat especially
distingUishes his concert, but rather its
urbanistic significance,' Meier's desi~n
for the UlmStadthaus-and porticularly by
comparison with the submissions of other
architects-represents a concept thatdem­
onstrates the effectiveness of a combina­
tion of the new and the traditional where
publlc building is concerned, and turns a
new stage in urbanist thinking into reality.
It is precisely in projects for cultural build­
ings in thecenter of thecity as architectural
task that this development can be seen
since the early 1970s.1" The basic l­
shaped structure of the Ulm project was
firstused by Meier as a bUilding form in his
project for the Museum of Modern Art,
Villa Strozzi, Florence(19731. (Figures 3,
4, 5) The structure employed here was
developed in connection with an existing
nineteenth-century villa and its stables,
and was intended to bring together the
new and the old in a bUilding ensemble.
The l-shaped bUilding takesits shape from
the analogous plan of the existing stables,
assuming the form and proportions of the
older architecture, and causing the open
space created between the two parts of
the complex to 'melt away' by providing
an open ground-floor level. Meier's proj­
ect thus achieves an enclosed space, one
which sets up a harmony among the exist­
ing bUildings and which results in an en­
semble that strives toward intimate interac­
tion with its urban surroundings.
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In building Ihe Museum fur Kunslhandwerk
01 Frankfurt-om-Main (1979-19851 IFig­
ures6, 71. Meier relurned 10Ihe l-shoped
configuralion which hod characterized Ihe
Florenline design, bUI here he cdopted iI
10meel quile different basic requiremenls.
Taking the exisling neoclassical Villa
Metzler as a poinl of departure, Meier
lmplcnted in hisFrankfurt museum a design
concepl formulated in archilectural theory
fromVilruvius10Alberti and Palladio which
proposed a disposition of open urban
spaces analogous to the spolia I disposi­
lions of the house. Palladio related this to
theGreek and Roman fora, and refined the
idea in his design for the 'Palazzo Porto­
Fesla',! S (Figures 8, 91 The Frankfurt mu­
seum building ilself draws on holton city
planning ideas in which Ihe house is
conceived as a small city, and the city as
a big house-the notion of casa in cittd e
cittdincasa.16 In RichardMeier's designs,
thearchitecturalformof thel-shapedground
plan and a specific urban typology stand
over and against each other, and only
when Ihey are linked together do they
acquire architectural coherence.

In the design for Ulm, Meier does not strive
10 render the architecture an immanenl
'town structure' in ilself, as at Frankfurt.
Here the cothedrol square as an urban
form lakes on a 'structore' which both
newly defines the square and emphasizes
ils intrinsic urban character. That which in
Frankfurl is integral 10 the architectural
program finds ils realizalion at Ulm only in
rapport wilh the exisling urban situation:
The disproportionately large scale of the
Munsterplalz is transformed by Meier's
design into an unconstrained abstract in­
terpretation of urban density of the kind
thaI we know from IIalian squares. The
funclion of lhe Stodthous as symbol of
public life, community, and democratic
freedom exceeds lhe functiona/herilage of
architecture; Meier's plan lor the building
alludes in a subtle way to the signilicance
of the 'square' as the focal point of cornmu­
nal and urban life and in Ihis way gives
back to the city center ils lost identity. In
addition 10this, the designalion Sladthaus
makes specific reference 10 the town halls
which are situated in IIalian public squares
and have a particular urban and civic
function. Theyare themselves integral parts
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of an urban ensemble which according to
Cicero ensured the political and commu­
nal identity of the town's inhabitants. They
often have an open ground floor with
arcades through which one can walk from
a large piazza to a smaller piazzetta, and
thereby assume a specific urban role: the
demarcation and urbanistic linking of pro­
portionally different open spaces to the
city's center.

An analogous urban structure can be found,
for example in the northern Italian town of
Bergamo.17 (Figures 10, 11) There, in the
upper town of cittd alta , lies the old lown
center of Bergamo, the spacious Piazza

6 Richard Mel.... Museum lor the Decoroftve Am. FI01lklurt.
oJdometrlcY1_. 1979-1985

Vecchio with its beautiful Fontana delCan­
larini reminiscentof Venetian times. It spills
over into the smaller Piazzetta del Duomo,
which is separated from the grand piazza
by the Palazzo della Ragione, with its
open, arcaded ground floor. The square's
accessibility to the public is ensured by a
network of streets-some of them quite
narrow--and alleyways crossing from east
to west and north to south. (figures 12, 13,
14, 15) The larger and more open Piazza
Vecchio. surrounded and bordered by
bUildings of different appearance and
function, is open to the important traffic
artery of Via Gombito, and facilitates the
bustle of town life. The smaller Piazza del

5

Duomo is much more intimate and en­
closed. It takeson thecharacter of an inner
courtyard in conjunction with the adjoin­
ing Duomo, the Capella Colleoni, the
Battistero, the Basilica di Santa Maria
Maggiore, and the Palazzo della Ragione,
while linkage with and accessibility to the
Piazza Vecchio are provided by the open
Ground floor of the town hall. Both
squares-the piazza and the piazzetta­
arise from the densely woven urban struc­
ture, the bUildings on their peripheries,
and the streets and axes which open into
them. The urban density at Bergamo, the
similar qualities of the town, and the cc­
ceSSibility of urban open spaces find their
analogy, if in an abstract transformation,
in Richard Meier's museum project for
Frankfurt. Thisshows, among other things,
that the significance of the square and the
surrounding bUildings can only be real­
ized in an architecturally open and unlim­
ited spatial division.

In the Ulm Stadthaus project, the propor­
tional starting point for the design is the
quadratic modular unit--central square­
of the cathedral. Its geometric form as a
proport ional entily-/'unile qui ne bouge
pas--constilutes the basis for the gridded
segmentation of the cathedra l square to
whtch the ground plan of the Stadthaus is
disjunctively positioned. I 8 (Figures 16, 171
The 'tension' which thus arises between
the square and the plan for the Stadthaus
binds one to the other. The quadrat ic form
is repeated many timeswithin the l-shcped
bUilding complex, which is divided into
two functionally different paris linked by a
wall aligned with the axis of Ulrn's main
shopping street, Hirschstrosse, and en­
closes a small inner courtyard. (Figures
18, 19) This wall, which both joins and
div ides, allows views through an open
ground floor. It has its paralle l in Frankfurt
in that it is integrated into an autonomous
urbanistic structure, appearing here as an
abstract interpretation of the palazzo della
ragione described at Bergamo, and also
in the way it separates the courtyard with
the garden from the forecaurt.(Figures 20,
21, 221 Therefore, approaching the spe­
cious square-which one must think of as
being fused with the bUilding complex by
the repetition of quadratic divisions--and
walk ing through the open ground floor of
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the dividing 'wall: one arrives at the pro­
portionally smaller peripheral bUildings of
the square. Through the architecture of the
Stadthaus, the square acquires a structure
that provokes a dialogue between the
large open space in front of the cathedral,
the piazza, and the smaller open space to
the southwest of the ensemble, the piaz­
zetta.

The greatest 'tension' exists in the small
inner courtyard enclosed by the two pro­
portionally and functionally different build­
ing units, and in the middle of which a tree
will be planted. The shift in balance which
occurs here in terms of the spatial relation­
shipsof cathedral to square, and Stadthaus
to square and to cathedral, has the effect
of diffusing the competitive relation be­
tween themonumentalbreadth of thesquare
and the cathedral which 'demands' a
town structureon a much smaller scale, in
that the focal point of the square is relo­
cated to the open space created by the
Stadthaus. In this way, the cathedral re­
gains its autonomy vis-a-vis the square and
the peripheral buildings, and recedes into
the background, reemphasizing the sense
of a loose urban ensemble. Here Meier's
ideas about architecture, opposed as they
are to a purely functionalist approach to
bUilding, are made explicit: The effective­
nessof the execution of architectural tasks
in conjunction with city planning measures
depend upon their integration into the
intended urban framework. With this
approach, Meier averts the danger of
isolating the bUildings from the site, joining
them together instead into the urban en­
semble of Munster, Stadthaus, and periph­
eral buildings.

It becomes clear in light of these observa­
tions that the competition for a new ar­
rangement of the central square in Ulm
and especially the project for a cultural
bUilding in the central part of the city as an
architecfuraltask represented in essencea
city planning challenge. Since the begin­
ning of the 1970s, related projects by
architects like James Stirling, Oswald
Mathias Ungers, Rob Krier, Hans Hollein,
and others have addressed similar de­
mands, and it was precisely this aspect
which engaged Meier's keen interest in
this competition. 1

Q As his designs of the

Spring1990 JAf 43/3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

ir
m

in
gh

am
] 

at
 0

4:
00

 2
8 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 



7

9 Andrea Palladlo, plancl a Gteek Iotumfrom I OvanroIJbrl
deII'Atcnil6lltlo. Venice, 1570, Book III

ward abstraction, motivatedby an abstract
interest in 'historical models of the master­
pieces of town culture.'22 Meier's cultural
buildings demonstrate above all that the
architect's personal, visual experience of
this town culture can be rendered avail­
able and public.

The urban open space in the center of the
city and its new arrangement manifests
itself as abstract interpretation-synony­
mous with the postmodern-of historical
models of the post and the visual experi­
ence of them.

Tradition and Innovation

In his Ulm plan, Richard Meier variously
hintsat historical modelsand architectural
traditions which he does not, however,
slavishly copy. Rather, in his borrowing
from history, he returns to a basic abstract
idea. His use of historical forms is thus
motivated by an abstract interest in them.
A first link with historyexistsin the conjunc­
tion of the site with the neighboring late
gothic cathedral. Interest in the terms of
gothic architecture is already reflected, to
a certain degree, in Meier's projects prior
to Ulm. By allusion to flying buttresses in
the atrium of the High Museum of Art,

seekand extend associations and relation­
ships-not only functionally and formally
but also historically and typologically-os­
sociations with the existing buildings and
with the town as an entity:21

Meier's projects demonstrate the strong
influence of city planning principles on
architecture, such that architecture itself
becomes-as in Frankfurt and Ulm-an
illustration of the aesthetic and formal
appearance of the city. The result of the
development of suchrractice leads finally
to an urbanization 0 architecture.

The architecture of the modern movement
sought to resolve problems of urban build­
ing architecturally, which led to the lossof
the open and variegated structure of the
city of the post. Contemporary architecture
tackles architectural problems from the
standpoint of the requirements of urban
planning, and thiscan lead to a regaining
of urban openness and density as well as
to an enrichment of urban experience. In
thisprocessthereis danger in the tendency
toward an architecture thatismerely quoting
old city planning ideas in the tradition of
Camillo Sitte. It is important that city plan­
ning demands be considered on the basis
of concepts inherent in the tendency to-

10 0110aka.Betgomo

D

: L

...9.- : II : II

t uu .u . ~ .u.J

,N••• ••• •••••• •••• • • ••• •••• ••
(

"The function of architecture-most of all,
architecture in a historical context-is to

last few years so forcefully document,
Meier's thoughts concerning architecture
are increasingly dominated by urban
considerations, which for him mean, as in
Ulm, concentrating on open space as the
heartof communal life. The 'square' comes
to be the significant focus of both public
architecture and urban planning. Seen in
this way, the architectural significance of
Meier's design lies in its dialogue with the
dimensions of the square, and not in the
terms of a functionally independent and
inwardly oriented structure like, for ex­
ample, Ricardo Bafill's monumental de­
sign for the Marne de Ia Valle near Paris.
The architectural arrangement therefore
becomes synonymous with urban plan­
ning. Precisely because of its urbanistic
genesis, Meier's design could not have
been realized anywhere other than in the
square at Ulm, and the proposed bUildin~
will acquire its formal identity only there.2

Meier gave expression to this nexus of
ideas when he wrote in his 'thoughtsabout
the task:'
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Atlanta (1979-1984), for example, Jv\eier
adopts a significant formal element of
gothic architecture and reminds us of the
idealistic nineteenth-century view of the
museum as 'cathedral of education' or as
'aesthetic church.'23 (figures23, 24) In the
Ulm design, the quadratic central square
of the cathedral plays a fundamental role
in the calibration of proportions for the
entire project. And, the view to the cathe­
dral offered from the inner exhibition area
of the Stadthaus-designated as a gallery
for medievalart-makes clear thebUilding's
relationshr with the neighboring gotl'lic
structure.? To the proportional analogy is
added a visual congruence. A third rap­
port with the cathedral is found in Meier's
formal adoption of the open arrangement
of the west portal of the cathedral in his
design. With its staggered depths and
planes, the Stadthaus alludes to the per­
spectival penetration of spoce achieved in
the west fac;:ade of the cathedral. (figures
25, 26) Meier, then, allempts with his
design to establish proportional (central
square), visual (reflexive prospects), and
formal-architectural (perspective penetra­
tion of the fac;:adel relationships between
Stadthausand cathedral. Thethreegabled
roofs at the southwestern end of the
Stadthaus perform a comparable function
In relation to the buildings on the periphery
of the Munsterplatz, which in both cases
amount to the adoption of medieval roof
forms.

A further element Meier draws from the
hisloricallanguage of form, particularly in
his recent museum designs, are architec­
tural installations, isolated architectural
featureswhich appear to stand alone or to
markparticular points in the area surround­
ing a building, but which also emphasize
the visitor's access point to park-like sites,
making formal connections between archi­
tecture and landscape. These independ­
ent architectural installations, which in Ulm
are effectively free-standingwalls allached
to the building complex, their surfaces
pierced by fenestration, contribute to a
perspectival differentiation of the structure
of the fac;:ade . They also represent the
adoption of an architectural form known
from English country gardens since the
middle of the eighteenth century. Theseso-
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13 View iIvough <lplfl orocoded glWtld IlMIl011'"Pobuo
deI10 RogJone ond~ iIleI'Iozzetto delCNomo,C~oha,
Bergamo (p/loIo: Alinortl

called fabriques are a newlv-established
genus of architecture: smcll-sccls struc­
tures intended for parks. Taking up the
same theme, J. M. Morel, in his Theorie de
;ardins (1776). characterized fabriques
as buildings that had particular effect in a
pork-likeenvironment,buildings which were
added by man to nature to beautify the
garden. They are build ings, as Johannes
Langner worked out in his article about the
condltlons of the architecture of the French
Revolution in landscape gardens , which
grew out of the archaic form of the garden
hut, and developed-mainly through the
architecture of ledoux-an architectural
simplicity.2s In employing a particularized
type of architecturedeveloped in the middle
of the eighteenth century, as an abstract
interpretation of these architectural instal­
lations, Meier harks back to a tradition
which played a decisive part in the devel­
opment of the formal language of modern
architecture. Here, however, continuity is
manifested in a link between the historical
form and a language of form which lead to
the architecture of the early twentieth

century, but which also underlines the
abstract interest in historical form initiated
by the modern movement. One finds other
historical 'allusions' in Meier's projects
which seem only to have importance in
terms of his 'altitude' toward them. Emil
Kaufmann, in his description of Ledoux's
allitude toward historical forms, aptly
expressed what is seen in Meier's projects
as a relation between his own architecture
and that of the past:

·It is of secondary importance that Le­
doux, for example in his 'Bcrrieres .' used
old motifs. Even the violent way in which
he altered their shape has relatively liltle
significance. Nor can questions regard·
ing their indiv idual origins help to reveal
the artistic intentions behind them. The
important Ihing is Ihat Ledoux tried, from
the ground up, to build something new.
When one recognizes that thiswas his real
aim, then one knows that the decisive,
clarifying question is not where does it
come from, but in what direction is it
going?"26

9

The newly awakened interesl in the out­
ward appearance of architecture since the
end of the 1960s, proof of which lies in
the public controversy raised over the Ulm
project for the new disposition of the
MOnsterplatz, is accompanied by Ihe in'
herentdanger that it can lead to a narrow'
ing of view, a blinkered perspective on
historical form, both from the standpoint of
the proposed architecture as well as its
historical surroundings. This approach to
interpretation, which cla ims to recognize
historical styles where none exist, hinders
a clear view of what is innovative and new
in contemporary architecture,and lhis leads
finally to the fact Ihat anyone who talks
about modernism-in relation to the early
twentieth century-is considered 'conser­
vative.' Richard Meier drew his language
of form mainly from the early avant-garde,
which reveals that his guid ing design prin­
ciple is rooted in abstraction . Meyer was
concerned with making visual the lan­
guage of form of the modern movement,
exactly as he once formulated it in connec­
tion with the Frankfurt museum project :
. ... to say something about what might
have been if the nation's greatest talents
had not been forced into exile:27 With

l.oS I'Iozzetto delCNomo, C~ cha. Bergamo (phoIo: Nlnerl)
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ISh~ Llm ptOjed cJ 1986 [cco.rmy RJd,o,d MrMIt.

MhI1ec4

"There is much emphasis made thesedays
on labels: Post-Modernism, late-Modern­
ism, Neo-Modernism, Deconstructivism. I
prefer to stay away from labels of any kind
as I feel that they tend to shift the focus of
the debotes, in tile universities, forumsand
publications, from the real, relevant issues
in architecture today. There is no question
that any architect practicing today has
been influenced by the work of the Mod­
ernists, Corbusier, Aalto, Mies, and Gro­
pius. And I, obviously, am no exception,
but I have equally found much to examine
in the work of Bramante, Borromini and
Neumann. For my primary concerns have
been with making space, manipulating
volume, surface, forms and light into a
place. "28

Contemporary architecture is character­
ized by a multitudeof tendencies, schools,
and interpretations.Theappearance seems
to depend exclusively upon how the archi­
tect formulates the engagement with a
conception of architecture,somethingwhich
often results in extremely individual 'physi­
ognomic manifestations.'20 As a neces­
sary precondition for this, the architect of
course had first to gain autonomy from the
uniformity of functional construction. In a
porallel development, the architecture has

10

TheQuotation as Architecture: Th.
End of Architecture?

this as a starting point, making historical
continuity visual and theabstract interest in
historical forms both come to show that
historical form is the decisive factor where
the survival of modernism is concerned:
Modernism survives in the continuity of
historical form. In this sense,Meier's archi­
tecture intends to establish architecture's
autonomy, and to replace indifference
with interest. Thus, the innovaliveness of
Meier's architecture is legitimized through
the awareness of tradition, a decisive
characteristic of his architecture. The
Stadthaus project is, therefore, not only a
convincing counter to all thosepolytheisms
with which critics of contemporary archi­
tecture seek to legitimate their confusion,
but it also shows that far from historical
form being lost as a result of abstraction,
it can be the very source of inspiration for
the new.
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Archlledl
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tended to represent himself as an artist in
order to emphasize newly gained inde­
pendence. Along with many other archi­
tects, Richard Meier published his mono­
graph in the familiar Renaissance tradition
of the artist presenting his oeuvre, titling it
Richard Meier Architect. In this volume, he
published a photograph of himself in the
same pose as is represented in a self­
portrait by the mannerist painter Francesco
Mazzola, called 'II Parmigianino' (1523).30
(Figures 27, 28) Once liberated from the
historic compulsion of the functionalist tradi­
tion, the architect became master of an
inexhaustible pluralism of forms. Delving
with uninhibited desire into the box of
'building blocks' left over from the historyof
architecture, he was at last free to 'play'
with thoseformsso long denied. Stuttgartof
Paris,NewYorkor london, it doesn't mailer
where: temples, columns, gable, pictur­
esque forms of all kinds became the popu­
lar requisites of the language of architec­
ture and were used with a facile virtuosity.

The Quotation

Is it irony, musealization, memory, expres­
sion for the absence of the architect's inspi­
ration, fashion, liberation from the function­
alist dogma, or merely expression of indif­
ference to the categories of stylisticconcep­
tion? While the phenomenon of the return
of the 'quotation' in contemporary architec­
tureraisesa numberof questions, in particu­
lar those of meaning and intention, above
all it indicates a decisive turn away from
international functionalism. And, the prob­
lem of the fate of architecture after abstract
functionalism became a public concern
precisely because of this returnto the histori­
cal quotation, One of the first architects to
engage the problem of transplanting forms
from the post for nonfunctional, merely
representational-purely aesthetic-pur­
poses was James Stirling in his project for
the reorganization of the town center of
Derby (1970), the prototype for Charles
Moore's Piazza d'ltalia in New Orleans
(1976-1979). (Figures 29, 30) The inter­
national museum competitions for the
Wallraf-Richartz-Museum and Sammlung
Ludwig in Cologne (1975), and for the
Kunstsammlung Nordrheinwestfalen in
DUsseldorf (1975) provided the impetus for
discussions about a new architectural lan­
guage. These projects apporently repre-
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sented the beginnings of a fundamental
shift in architectural discourse which would
culminate in the international competition
for theextensionof theStattsga-Ierie Stuttgart
(1974-19771.3 1 They demonstrate a shift
in emphasis resulting in the increased influ­
ence of urban design problems on archi­
tectural conception. The necessity for ur­
ban space to be functional space has
declined and given way to the expectation
that urban space could be representa­
tional space which offers new and unfamil­
iar experiences. The influence of urban
design on architecture, the new autonomy
of the architect, the new relation between
art, architect, and architecture, and a
correspanding increase in projects for new
museum buildings defined the termsfor this
new language of architecture. The quota­
tion-often utterlysuperficiaf-became the
very medium of architectural conception;
in particular, the folloWing four typical
'quotations' come into play in contempo­
rary architectural projects:

1. the formal stylistic quotation : architec­
tural form detached from its historical
context;

2 . the abstract interpretation of urban
forms and patterns: traditional urban
patterns adopted under the auspices of
the 'construction' or 'reorganization' of
urban space;

3. the interpretation and transposition of
historical models based on an abstract­
functional ist language of forms in connec­
tion with new materials: high-tech archi­
tectural design ;

4. intellectual rationales for projects based
on historical, architectural, and philosophi­
cal theory: architecture as project .

James Stirling's design for Stuttgart pro­
vided on initial testing ground for the
project of quotat ion from the history of
architecture: The unmistakable classicism
of his plan recalls the great nineteenth­
century tradition of the museum. Egyptian,
Greek, Roman, medieval, baroque, surre­
al ist, constructivist, Pop, and so on: the
pluralistic archaeological time-work could
be read with great ease even by the most
casual observer. The visitor is confronted

13
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23 iidlafd MaioI, Hg!l Nuleum d M,~, Wrwm
OM'OOCO~ IOwOtd o~..... 1983

with a plethora of architectural quotations
whose seamless integration cleverly sets
the stage for a public pedestrian way, a
kind of Le Corbusian 'architectural proms­
n?de.'32 (Figures 31,32) In the compres­
sronof passageways and axes connecting
the open spaces of the complex, Richard
Meier realized with his Museum fur Kunst­
handwerk in Frankfurt-am-Main something
he further developed with his Stadthaus
project for Ulm-an urban program which
proposed a disposition of open spaces
analogous to spatial dispositions in the
house based on the coso in citta e cittd in
coso formula, with a formal architectural
appearance related to early twentieth­
century architecture.33 Norman Foster's
~ong Kong and Shanghai Bank building
In Hong Kong (1982-1985) ushered in a
new era for skyscrapers. Theabstract inter­
pretation of Chinese lampinionsand temple
architecture in conjunction with a con­
structivist futuristic language of forms re­
lated to the work of Tatlin, EI lissitzky,
Leonidow, Sant' Elia, and the architecture
of the Russian Revolution from about 1927
now all manifested with updated materials
and processes of construction, brings to
architecture a completely new appear­
ance: high-tech and representation, inno-

Spring 1990 JAf 43/3

vation and tradition come together in the
purest alliance. 3.4 (Figure 33) Adapting
old philosophical theories to the concep­
tionof architecture, Oswald Mathias Ungers
developed a system of building theories.
The 'coincidence of opposites,' (Nicolaus
von Cues's Beryll, for examrle) suggests
the architectural ~rinciple 0 architecture
'~xpl~ining itself..' 5 Based upon investiga­
lions Into the subject of space, Hans Dieter
Schaal proposed a variety of 'architectural
situations' for creating space in architec­
ture. Vis-a-vis architectural tradition and
practice, such a theoretical approach is
not conceived or intended for realization,
but rather is condemned to the status of
'project' or 'idea.'36 {Figure34) In connec­
tion with Stirling's direction, an intensifica­
tion of architecture by its objectification
through the use of historical quotation,
Ungers's and Schaal's intellectual direc­
tion seems to be the opposite pole one
which defeats itself by virtue of the threat
of an architectural utopia. This, by the
way, is a characteristic already known
from the architecture of the French Revolu­
tion and from Piranesi'sarchitectural fanta­
sies. Theseexamples make it clear that the
point of reference for the re-use of histori­
cal forms is fundamentally an abstract
intention, and that these forms are quoted

.'

because of an abstractinterest in them. It
is interesting to note in this regard that the
architecture of the modern movement is
now quoted under the same conditions,
for example, as that of the nineteenth
century, and in many instances, the two
are quoted side by side. As such, the
modern movement itself is already under­
stood as a his/orical fact, which seems to
be the only precondition for its use as a
'quotation.'

The philosophical and theoretical critique
of the postmodern in architecture posits a
negative estimation of the phenomenon of
the quotation. No solution to the problem
of postmodernism's indifference to the
categories of stylistic conception is pro­
posed, and this critique ultimately negates
itself with the pronouncement that architec­
turewill be the cause of itsown disappear­
ance. In fact, the postmodern quotation of
historical form underscoresthe importance
of historical distance which can lead to an
aesthetic contemplation of architectural
appearance without incurring the reproach
of conservatism. In thissense, the postmod­
ern becomes an aesthetic phenomenon of
modernism,contrary to the general convic­
tion that the language of forms belonging
to the modern movement can support no
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26 Weslpo<Iol oIlheMiin>ler co1Itedfol, .- from """"-',
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furtherdevelopment.J7 As such, the histori­
cal form becomes the vehicle for the sur­
vival of the imagery generated by the
modern movement. It is not the destruction
of traditional form which makes possible
the genesis of new forms; instead, the
historic form is the site where new ideas
and concepts emerge. The abstract func­
tionalist construction-form follows func­
tion (Sullivan/Adler)-was the last step in
the abstraction of historical form from the
architecture of the nineteenth century. The
liberation of architecture through postmod­
ernism vis-a-vis this tradition occurred pre­
cisely because the radical turn away from
the functional dogma did not necessitate
sacrificing its basis in abstraction. At the
beginning of this moment-in the late
1960s-architectural language had two
possible directions: one went the way of
the further abstraction of the abstract func­
tionalist construction, with new materials
and new processes of construction-the
high·tech in architecture succeeded in
achieving a synthesis of abstraction and
representation without collapsing into a
new monumentalism; the other direction
extracted from historical forms an abstract

essence, demonstrating an exclusive inter­
est in the 'abstract aura' and the 'abstract
secret' of the forms.38 Both of these ap­
proaches guaranteed the continuity not
only of the formal language of modernism,
but also of the modern tradition of
abstraction. Aside from these two direc­
tions, the architecture of Richard Meier­
porticularly in hisprojects for cultural build­
ings-combines functionalism with a con­
cern for aesthetic form, one which defines
architecture as a new art of urban build­
ing.

Architectureasconceptual project (Ungers/
Schaal), architecture as the vehicle for
ensuring the continuity of modernist
abstraction (Meier), the high-tech (Foster),
and the 'objectification of the abstract'39
(Stirling)are decisiveaspectswhich-along
with the often ridiculed historical quota­
tion-have given architecture a hopeful
direction, transforming indifference into
interest.
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3B /39.
These description. have first bean exprassed by the
German painter Marku. LUpertz In an Intarvlew with
Walter Grasskamp on Ihe occcslon of the exhibition
Ursprung und VisIon. Neue Deutsche Malerel, ed. Mlnl.­
lerlo de Cultura Dtreccton General de Bella. Arte. y
Archlvo, lMadrid and Berlin: Frollch and Kaufmann,
1984),43:
'Dle.e Blldar verblndan do. Ge.tI.che mil dem Ge­
wollten. Dos Schrlhzelchen I.t zuerslge.atzt und bestlmmt
donn die Form de. Hausa•. Do. lst dle Vergegen.tandll­

chung de. Abstraktan, die 10meln gonze. Werk be.tlmmt;
Indem Mament, wa .Ie au. elnem Fussabdruckelne Saula
machen, I.t d'ese Fussform plotzllch Archltaktur, damlt

haba Ich Immar ge.plalt. Durch dtese Vergeganstandll­
chung des Ab.trakten e'glbt.'ch donn eben elne neue Be­
deutung fur so elnen Fussabdruck; .olcha Hauser hat e.
eben noch nlcht gegeben In der Malerel, .Ie etlnnem
zwar an alia HOu.ar, die e. glbt, aber der Weg zu dla.an
Hau.arn war eln andarer, und da.,.t do. Naue an melner
Kun.t, derWegl.t 10entscheldand. Wenn Ich haute elnen
Gegen.tand banutze, donn nur umselner ab.trokten Aura
Willen, um seln abstrakte. Gehelmnl. zu erlahren.'
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