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1 Mies van cer Rohe, Concrete Country House project, 1923,
model.

Mies van der Rohe:
The Genealogy of
Column and Wall

In this paper Mies van der Rohe’s discourse
on the column and wall is considered with
respect o the question concerning technok
ogy and its impact on his work. Mies’ plans
are analyzed and the criticality of the column
and wall for the idea of open~plan is dis-
closed. This leads to mwo developments:
First, the dissolution of the wall and realization
of the column as o formative theme in Mies’
planimetric orgonization. Second, the de-
basement of the classical discourse on col
umn and wall promulgated by L. Battisto
Alberti.  Following Mortin Heidegger's
thought on technology and dwelling, this
paper concludes that Mies’ later architecture
came short of presenling a critical reading of
the idea of dwelling.

“Just as Napoleon failed to recognize the
functional nature of the state as an instrument
of domination by the bourgeois class, neither
did the master builders of his time perceive the
functional nature of iron, through which the
constuctive principle beganits 3ominction of
architecture.”

Waller Benjamin'

This essay explores the place of the wall and
column in Mies van der Rohe's houses. My
contention is that Mies debased the meto-
phoric relation of column and wall promul-
gated by L. Battista Alberti. By analyzing the
syntactical dimensions of Mies’ design econ-
omy, this study at one level addresses the
process of the dematerialization of architec-
tonic elements. At another level, my inquiry
discloses the criticality of the notion of the
open—plan in Mies’ discourse on column and
wall. One might locate Mies in “the chain of
simplification and obedience tfo structure”
which, according 1o Colin Rowe, started in
the 1870's.2 Yet, this esteem for formal
simplicity acquired a new nature and magni-
tude by the first decades of the 20th century.
One might also search beyond the scope that
views Mies’ architecture as a reflection of a
patticular brand of philosophy.?  Without
disregarding these previous assessments, my
reading focuses on the themes and concepts
by which Mies patticularized the project of
the historical avant-garde in his architecture.
As Mantredo Taturi has succinctly suggested,
the most important aspect of avant-garde
thought was the attempt to desecrate existin
values in order to open the path to a critica
understanding of art and society.4

In touch with the Berlin avant-garde of his
fime,* Mies set himself the tosk:ﬁ decompos-
ing the conventional values of architecture in
order to arrive ot a new order. Indeed, one
might characterize the whole professional life
of Mies as two inferrelated poles of disinte-
gration and formation. In his early designs,
Mies attempled 1o deconstruct the architec-
tonic elements of traditional architecture. He
believed that in “contrast to the extraordinary
order apparent in technical and economic
realms, the cultural sphere, moved by no ne-
cessity and possessed of no genuine tradition
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is a chaos of directions, opinions..." Thus,
to work toward order as a “definition of
meaning ond measure of being,” Mies inte-
grated i?»e universal precision of technology
into the domain of cuiture, and architecture in
patticular. In so doing, Mies confined the
sources of his architectural metaphors 1o the
factual world of material ond technique.

In a Hegelian sense, Mies conceived of the
"Zeitgeist” as a driving force in history infused
in ond identified with technology. He
claimed that “Technology is rooted in the
past. It dominates the present and tends info
the future.”” Mies believed that the linear
progression of technology would surpass its
practical dimension toogz:»come "somethin
that has a meaning and powerfu! form.”® This
monism inifiales an architectural discourse
which rejects "all aesthetic, all doctrine and
all formalism,” and restores architecture "o
what it should exclusively be: building.”
Therefore, we might argue that through his
peculiar understanding of technology, Mies
arrived at an architectural language in which
the notion of constuction is critical.  The
genealogy of this architecture can be traced
to the radical act of the dissolution of the
traditional language of architecture. This
breakthrough is carried out by a systematic
use of modem technol Neverheless,
from the stahdpoint of fhe present, Mies’
architecture represents the most eloquent
architectural language of steel and glass. Yet
Mies is more. One might claim that his archi-
tecture anticipated the silence of the “cullure
industry.”

From 1919 10 1925, in just a few projects,
Mies was already accomplishing cerfain
aspects of his architectural vision. In the
Concrete House {Fig. 1), the arbitrary ap-
pearance of window cuts revealed Mies’
plastic sensibility. Besides its dynamic form,
which can be associated with some conr
structivist compositions, the excessive fenes-
tration is instumental in breaking down the
traditional cubic house. The continuous rib-
bon of basement windows seporates the
building from its site and simulates the cut that
a sculptor would make in a bulk of material.
Indeed, the entrance to this house displays the
act of incision rather than the “gesture” of
invitation.

Winter 1989 JAE 4272

2 Mies von der Rohe, Brick Country House project, 1923-24.

However, by changing the material, Mies
would find the proper design device to
achieve his objectives. The Brick Country
House (Fig. 2), designed in 1923, illustrates
Mies’ treatment of the brick wall. In this
design, space is defined and plan is organ-
ized by independent walls. The elementarist
character of the wall is so compelling that as
early as 1934 Alfred Barr did not hesitate to
compare its plan with Theo Van Doesburg's
painting {Fig. 3}, the "Russian Dance.”®
Beyond their dynamic configuration, both
works are exemplary in abstacting their
theme. Just as Van Doesburg's painting has
representationally nothing to do with the
reality of dance, so Mies’ design hardly
relates to any conventional plan o?a house.
The room as a plan organizer is dissolved
and the cenfer is abolished.’' At one level,
the Brick Country House recalls Frank {loyd

Wiight's early attempts to break down the
boundaries of different rooms. At the level of
planimetric organization, the expressive na-
ture of the wol?displays a thrust towards one
dimensionoli!K; even the siructural raison
d’ etre of the wall is undermined. The
extension of the wall reaches the perceptual
domain where a load-bearing mass could
be seen as a free standing plane. One might
read these radiating walls as an act of
integ?roﬁng the building with its site, or
“emulsification of interior and exterior.”'? New-
ertheless, it is the edges of the drawing sheet
which bring an enc? to the prolongation of
walls. Here, Mies' perception of the wall
recalls the excessive expansion of decoration
in Rococo architecture; decorative motives
are infused in the frame, undermining its pur-
pose.'? In this regard, we might assert that
Mies’ major intention was to dissociate the
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3 Theo von Doesburg, “Rhythm of Russian Donce,” 1918.
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4 Mies van der Rohe, Borcelona Pavilion, plan, 1928-29.

wall from ol its figurative and connotative
dimensions until the wall would signify just a
wall.

Any advance for Mies beyond this stage of
abstraction of the wall and nullification of
architectural object would entail a new econ-
omy of design. l(he implementation of the col
umn as a formative structural element is
strongly stated in the Barcelona Pavilion and
the Tugendhat House. In these two houses,
walls are reduced to a state of partition, and
the plan is stripped of any excessive element.
From this point on, Mies unfolds an architec-
tural discourse, the formative concepts of
which are embedded in the dialogical relo-
tionships between column and wall. As will
be discussed, the interplay of column and
wall eventually ended with the total dissolu-
tion of the wall and the crystallization of the
architecture of the open—plan.

Analyzing the plan of the Pavilion (Fig. 4},
one will notice the compositional moi? of a
pair of columns standing in front of a wall. 1t
is my belief that this architectonic syntax is the
key to unfolding Mies’ particular discourse on
column and wall. Yet, in order to map the
genealogy of column and wall in Miesian
architecture, it is necessory to examine
Alberti's discourse on the column.

The wall is the main structural system of the
Renaissance building; however, the column
has a major place in Alberti's aesthetic the-
ory. His definition of beauty'4 and his char-
acterization of the column as .. .the principal

ornament in alf architecture...”'S might sound
contradictory. But in a cultural milieu where
resemblance and similitude are two major
forms of knowledge, it would be logical 1o
perceive the column in the light of ornament.
Michel Foucault asserts that during the Renais-
sance the "search for the law governing signs
is lo discover the signs that are alike.”™ This
observation is convincing when we read in
Alberti that “a row of columns. .. {is} indeed
nothing else but a wall open and discontin-
ved in several places....” He adds that ”...
a column is a certain strong continued part of
the wall ...""7 Alberti’s notion of column and
wall are discrete and yet identical: One is
recognized through the existence of the other,
This dialectical relation is not rooted in the
load-bearing function of column and wall,
but stems from their analogical resemblance
to a higher order; that s, building understood
as body.'® This semantic context differenti-
ates Alberti’s charocterization of beam and
arch as bones and ribs as “fillers”'® from the
Miesian metaphor of “skin and bones.” For
Alberti, an arch is nothing more than a bent
beam while a fransom is only a column laid
crosswise. This optimization of architectonic
elements is rooted in his perception of the
corporeal nature of structure. Mies’ vision, on
the other hand, is more in line with 19th-
century functional rationalists. The latter, as
noted by Herbert Damish, would see the
structure in the disconlinuity of its elements,
aggregoted and based on the efficiency of
load-bearing economy.? An architecture
structured around the notion of “less is more”
attempts to dissociate itself fom classical
semantic language and identify itself with the
factual world of technology.

In Mies’ architecture, the relation between
column and wall is sustained only in the
recognition of their difference. Inthe Pavilion,
the House for a Bachelor and the Tugendhat
House, Mies has reversed Alberti’s syntax of
column and wall. In these projects, the
column stands as a load-bearing element
while the wall displays its liberation, so to
speak, from the ordering logic in which cot
umn and wall are identical. In Mies’ later
architecture, walls are no longer subject to the
rationality of gravifg rather they partition the
space. Nevertheless, the juxtaposition of
column and wall achieved its ultimate com-
plexity in the House for a Bachelor and the
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Tugendhat House {Fig. 5, 6]. The semantic
depth of this interplay has less to do with the
adistic creativily of Mies than with the tectonic
bond between these two elements. There-
fore, { do not agree with interpretations which
attribute the design economy of these projects
either to Mies’ desire to achieve a higher unity
between man and nature ot 1o the creation of
a new siructural order.?!

The interplay of column and wall is also the
major theme of the planimetric organization
of the above-mentioned houses. Here, plans
are notf organized by the taxonomy of func:
tions, but represent one instance among
many possible compositions of Miesian motif
ofwall and column. Infact, the function of this
motif is similar to that of a room in conven
tional plan organization. In the Tugendhat
House {Fig. 7), the wall encloses the dini
areq, yet it defines the sitting area or the b:g
room trom other parts. In all these permuto-
tions, one thing is consistent and worthy of
attention: that is, the wall which gives char-
acter and defines the place of the column. Ak
though separated from the wall, the column is
still bouncrtco the form and direction inifiated
by the wall. Mies reveals in this arrangement
a complex picture of play between oppo-
sites. Its ambiguily is presented in the dining
area of the Tugendhat House. The position of
the two columns next to the window is defer-
mined, on the one hand, by the necessity of
structural order and, on the other, by the trace
of the wall. The columns stand on the
perimeter of a hypothetical circle realized by
the extension of the curved wall.

Moreover, the House for a Bachelor reveals
the ultimale rift between the load-bearing
function of the wall and its abstract represen-
tation. The free expressive character of the
wall in conjunction with the presence of the
column is o successful simulation of the Brick
Country House. Yet the exchange of the
pariition for the wall disrupts the conventional
image of a structural order. The dining area
of the Bachelor House serves as a difficul
vantage point from which to read the struc-
tural syslem: on one side, we have the two
chromium columns standing in front of a wall;
on the opposite, a parifion’s solid extension
rises up to the ceiling and obstructs the
columns behind it, stimulating a false reading
of the wall as a structural element.

Winser 1989 JAE £2/2

5 Mies van der Rohe, Bochelor house, Berdin, plan, 1931,

=1

1928-20.

7 Mies van der Rohe, Tugendhot House, library ond living room.
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Nevertheless, these projects share the follow-
ing two inferrelated points. First, the elemen-
tarist juxtoposition of their architectonic
elements recalls the De Stijl compositions.
The elementarist composition of the wall,
column, slab and podium is evident in every
photograph published from the Pavilion (Fig.
8). Second, the continuous distillation of symr
bolic and representational content from the
architectural object legitimates the very proc-
ess of abstraction. As a result of the design
strategies, the wall and column acquire a
new meaning. InMiesian language, the wall
is reduced 1o the facticity of its material. For
instance, Mies’ freatment of marble does not
correspond to any denotative meaning which
the material might have obtained in the history
of modern architecture.?? Losing its ontologi-
cal connection with earth, the wall in Mies’
cghit%ture r'el:present; "1hel emp'y'woll,
] f ure wall,” or “the silent wall,” citi
tiatati Aashadiags Wossily Kandinsky as the lastword ina chgi?\
of attributions.?? Column, on the other hand,
biéoa: ;:s verﬁcg)lgy, neither refers to nc?ture
e ——— and the human , nor tecalls any siylistic
*__Wi metaphor. Insteod,);t has been pullzd into a
[ self-indulgent process of abstraction.  In
o | Mies' design, the cross—shape and the other
formal contigurations of the column represent
2 one choice among many compositional
1 e possibilities initialed by the shapes of steel
¥l R products.?  However, this set of design
L T € o policies ends up displacing the symbolic
g = oo Sl dimension of column and wall. The resuliant
TEF L J void houses an architectural discourse in
o A s which Mies designated consiruction the ult-
o rH mate criterion of “truth.”

Y theme of this preseniation; thatis, the question

PELHETE F S concerning fechnology and culiure. By nar-

ae B UL 9 4 i S ary rowing the domain of cultural signification to

AL T X © | b L W ad that of technology, Mies formalized the archi-

o v e . g tectural language of steel and glass. in this

regard, thg%omswonh House {Fig. 9} and the

50 by 50 House are exemplary; they unfold

the beginning of an end. Tﬁese two designs

: convince us that the realization of the open—

, plan demands the elimination of the wall and

| the presence of the column as governing

- : e compositional and structural elements. The

O Mies von der Rohe, Formsworth House, Plano, llinois, pian, architecture of steel and glass symbolically

1951. presents the 1ifi between technology and
culture.?

>  mmmm iz 2. s Truth and construction return us fo the opening
1 i
|
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Moreover, the 50 by 50 House (Fig. 10} is
Mies' homage 1o the avant-garde desire to
transform our perceptual experiences through
technology. ﬁe!his end, the dislocation of t

column from the comer 1o the middle of the
enclosing planes challenges the expected
correspondence between ?orm and shucture.
This disjunction provides a successful state-
ment of shock. Meanwhile, the plan exploits
the notion of open—plan 1o the extent that its
void represents the ioss of memory and inli-
macy.? Finally, the transparent silence of its
skin recalls Malevich’s "White on White”
painting. Here, porallel to the avant-garde,
Mies closes the circle of negation,
abstraction and construction using cerain
design techniques. What would have been
the next design slage beyond such an
abstract geometiical composition? Is there
any devaluation of tradition left to accom-
plishe Or is there any formal territory yet o be
emancipated from its representational bur-
den? The answer to these questions is
reflected in the idea of “object-type”; a
model or a stuctural prototype whose re-
peatability is a dimension of mass production
and whose peculiarily is a function of building

types.

It is my belief that Mies’s later architecture is
one symptom of a broader socio—cultural cri-
sis, anticipated by Martin Heidegger. Ac-
cording to Heidegger, this crisis is not a re-
flection of the “Zeitgeist” or technology per
se. Rather itis a siate of revealing which sets
architecture in the purview of instumental
reason and, thus, does not open up the
possibility of dwelling. In a dichotomous
sense, Heidegger conceives of crisis as the
essence of ern technology; yet he states
that this essence “is by no means anything
technological.”?  In this paradigm,
Heidegger's notion of dwelling is discerned
fromMiesian “building.” Dwelling is buildi

which conserves the fourfold interplay nc%
earth, sky, divinilies and mortals.?®  The
interplay determines a location’s existence
and man’s relation to space. The prevailing
openness and boundless space of the 50 by
50 House do not acknowledge dwelling.
Rather they represent “building”; a mode of
construction which challenges the meta-
phoric language of architecture and looks for
“truth” in obieclﬁng reason. One might make
the claim that the problematic of contempo-

Wimer 1989 JAE 42/2

11 Mies von der Rohe, Farmnsworth House.

rary architecture lies in the fact that the project
of the historical avant-garde has come 1o
resonate with the consumative and degenera-
tive aspects of our fechnological world.?®
Indeed, the disappearance o?ﬂue interplay of
column and wall reflects Mies' desire 1o
ifluminate architecture by reason and technot

. The illuminated space faces mon in
(s)i%:\ce. The muteness speaks to us through
the gentle and confingent seffing of the house

onitssite{Fig. 11). The same indifferenttouch
connects its columns fo the roof and the earth.
The glass architecture negotes the dialectics
of enclosure and openness. Indifferent to
place as well as man's presence on the earth
and under the sky, Mies implicitly discloses
the separation of thinking and building which
is well-established in western architecture.
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Paradoxically, we can trace the history of the
separation of thinking and building or design
and construction back to Alben‘i,n%y borow
ing the motif of the triumphal arch for the
facade of S. Francesco, Alberi coined the
schism between theory and practice.® In the

reface of his book, Alberti states that a
Euilding is a kind of body which consists of
design and matter. "The first is produced by
the thought, the other by nature; so that the
one is to be provided by the application and
contrivance of the mind, and the other by due
preparation and choice.”¥ A new percep
tion of the world became possible through
projection of objects into the picture plane.
Thus the mythical distance between gaze and
objects was obscured by the truth of represen
tation. “What is 1o be is for the first time
defined as the objectiveness of represent
infg..."” Of course, Heidegger's conception
of the world as a “picture” is the essence of
modern technology.

17 Mees van der Rohe, Woll House, Guben, 1925-27.

Finally, we can claim that Mies’ architecture
is a supplement to modern representation.
However, from today’s standpoint, we can
claim that his discourse initiotes the possibili-
ties of a upture. As the course of our current
architectural experience indicates, we are left
with the choice of either embracing the so—
called post-modern scenographic esteem for
history, or opening a crilical reading of
modernity which pays attention to dweﬁing.
Now, do we dwell poetically? in the current
theater of architecture we do not have any
positive response to Heidegger's question.
Yet, the prospect for place and tectonic
figuration is promising.>* Not fo mention the
currentworks, a drive for poetics of place can
be raced in early modern architecture; this in-
cludes Mies’ illuminating work on the Wolf
{Fig. 12], EstersFig. 13}and lange [Fig. 14)
houses. In regard fo his later work in steel and
glass, | recall Walter Benjamin’s statement
and conclude that what was delusion for
nineteenth-century builders tumed out to be
the “iruth” of Miesian architecture.

figure Credits:

bl Figure S is from John Zukowsky, Mies Reconsiderad, Rizzoll inlema-
- 3 - 3 tional Publications, Inc., New York, 1986, All other figures are from
2 : - Wl Tagetholf, Aies von der Rohe, The Museum of Modern At, New
% York, 1985.

14 Mies von der Rohe, lange House, Krefeld, 1927-30.

14 Mies van der Rohe, Llonge House, Krefeld, 1927-30.
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