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Mies van der Rohe:
The Genealogy of
Column and Wall

Gevorlc: Hartoonian has an M.S. de­
gree inArchitecture from theNational Univer­
sity of Iran, and a Ph. D. inArchitecture from
the University of Pennsylvania and has prac­
ticedinIran. Hehaspublished inJAE andArt
Criticism, and has lectured in national and
international conferences. Currently he prac­
tices and teaches History and Theory courses
in Spring Garden College in Philadelphia.
The textof thepresent paperisanelaboration
ofa paperwhich was presented at theACSA
Northeast Regional Meeting at the New Jer­
sey Institute of Technology in 1986.

J Me. YOn Cllf Rolle, ConcteIe Country Hou", project, J923,
model.

In this paperMies van der Rohe's discourse
on the column and wall is considered with
respect to the question concerning technol­
ogyand its impact on hiswork. Mies' plans
areanalyzedand thecriticality of thecolumn
and wall for the idea of open-plan is dis­
closed. This leads to two developments:
First, thedissolution ofthewallandrealization
of the column as a formative theme inMies'
planimetric organization. Second, the de­
basementof the classical discourse on col­
umn and wall promulgated by L. Battista
Alberti. FollOWing Martin Heidegger's
thought on technology and dwelling, this
paperconcludes that Mies' later architecture
cameshort of presenting 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 bythe bourgeois class, neither
did the master builders of histime perceive the
functional nature of iron, through which the
constructive principle began itsdomination of
architecture. "

Walter 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 meta­
phoric relation of column and wall promul­
gated byl. 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 inquirv
discloses the criticality of the notion of the
open-plan in Mies' discourse on column and
wall. One might locate Mes in ·the choin of
simplification and obedience to structure"
which, according to Colin Rowe, started in
the 1870's? Yet, this esteem for formal
simplicity acquired a new nature and magni­
tude bythe firstdecades of the 20th century.
One might also search beyond the scope that
views Mies' architecture as a reflection of a
particular brand of philosophy. 3 Without
disregarding these previous assessments, my
reading focuses on the themesand concepts
bywhich Mies particularized the project of
the historical ovont-qcrde in his architecture.
AsManfredo Tafuri nos succinctly suggested,
the most important aspect of avant-garde
thought was the attempt to desecrate existing
values in order to open the path to a critical
understanding of art and society.~

In touch with the Berlin avant-garde of his
lime,sMes set himself the task of decompos­
ing the convenhonol values of architecture in
order to arrive at a new order. Indeed, one
might characterize the whole professional life
of Mies as two interrelated poles of disinte­
gration and formation. In his early designs,
Mies attempted to deconstruct the architec­
tonic elements of traditional architecture. He
believed that in "conlrastto the extraordinary
order apparent in technical and economic
realms, the cultural sphere, moved byno ne­
cessity and possessedof no genuine tradition
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is a chaos of directions, opinions ... "6 Thus,
to work toward order as a "definition of
meaning and measure of being," Mies inte­
grated the universal precision of technology
into the domain of culture,and architecture in
particular. In so doing, Mies confined the
sources of his architectural metaphors to the
factuol world of material and technique.

In a Hegelian sense, Mies conceived of the
"Zeitgeist" as a driving force in history infused
in and identified with technology. He
claimed that uTechnology is rooted in the
past. It dominotes the presentand tends into
the future: 7 Mies believed that the linear
progression 01 technology would surpass its
practical dimension to become "something
that hasa meaning and powerful form."8 This
monism initiates an architectural discourse
which rejects "all aesthetic, all doctrine and
all formollsm." and restores architecture "to
what it should exclUSively be: building."9
Therefore, we might argue that through his
peculiar understanding 01 technology, Mies
arrived at an architectural language in which
the notion 01 construction is critical. The
genealogy 01 thisarchitecture can be traced
to the radical oct of the dissolution of the
traditional language 01 architecture. This
breakthrough is carried out by a systematic
use of modern technoloqy. Nevertheless,
from the stahdpoint of the present, Mies'
architecture represents the most eloquent
architecturallanguoge 01steeland glass. Yel
Mies is more. One might claim that hisarchi­
tecture anticipated the silence of the "culture
industry."

From 1919 to 1925, in justa few projects,
Mies was already accomplishing certain
aspects of his architectural vision. In the
Concrete House (Fig. 11, the arbitrary ap­
pearance of window cuts revealed Mies'
plastic sensibility. Besides its dynamic form,
which can be associated with some con­
structivist compositions, the excessive fenes­
tration is instrumental in breaking down the
traditional cubic house. The continuous rib­
bon of bosement windows separates the
building from itssiteand simulatesthecut that
a sculptor would make in a bulk 01 material.
Indeed, theentrance to thishousedispkrys the
act of incision rather than the "gestureU of
invitation.

W_I989JAU2/2

2 Me. von de< Rohe, Bticlt COuntry Houseproject, 1923-24.

However, by changing the material. Mies
would find the proper deSign device to
achieve his objectives. The Brick Country
House (Fig. 2l. designed in 1923, illustrates
Mies' treatment of the brick wall. In this
desisn, space is defined and plan is organ­
ized by independent walls. Theelementarist
character of the wall is so compelling that as
early as 1934 Alfred Barr did not hesitateto
compare its plan with Thea Van Doesburg's
painting (Fig. 3). the "Russian Dance. "10

Beyond their dynomic configuration, both
works are exemplary in abstracting their
theme. Just as Van Doesburg's painting has
representotionolly nothing to do with the
reality of dance, so Mies' desiqn hardly
relates to any conventional plan 01 a house.
The room as a plan organizer is dissolved
and the center is abolished. 11 At one level,
the Brick Country House recalls Frank lloyd

Wright's earlv otternpts to break down the
boundaries ofdifferent rooms. At the level of
planimetric organization, the expressive na­
ture of the wall displays a thrusttowards one
dimensionality; even the structural raison
d' etre of the wall is undermined. The
extension of the wall reaches the perceptual
domain where a load-bearing mass could
be seenas a Iree standing plane. One might
read these radiating walls as an act of
integrating the building with its site, or

"ernulsihcofion of interior and exterior. "12 Nev­
ertheless, it is the edges of the drawing sheet
which bring an end to the prolongation of
walls. Here, Mies' perception of the wall
recalls the excessiveexponsion 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 Thea '"'. Ooe>Ws. 'Rhythm 01 RUl~Q' Do.ce,' 1918.

4 Mies vande< Rche. !Iofcelona Po-ll/o<l. pia'. 1928-29

wall from all its figurative and connotative
dimensions until the wall would signify justa
wall.

Any advance for Mies beyond this stage of
abstraction of the wall and nullification of
architectural object would entail a newecon­
omy of design. Theimplementation of thecol
umn as a formative structural element is
strongly stated in the Barcelona Pavilion and
the Tugendhat House. In these Iwo houses,
walls are reduced to a state of partition, and
the plan is stripped of any excessiveelement.
From this point on, M ies unfolds an architec­
tural discourse, the formative concepts of
which are embedded in the dialogical rela­
tionships belween column and wall. Aswill
be discussed, the interplay of column and
wall evenhJallv ended with the total dissolu­
tion of the wall and the crystallization of the
architecture of the open-plan .

Anolyzing the plan of the Pavilion (Fig. 4 ).
one w ill notice the compositional motif of a
po ir of columns standing in front of a wall. It
is my belief that thisarchitecfonic syntax is the
key to unfolding Mes' particular discourse on
column and wall. Yet, in order to map the
genealogy of column and wall in Miesian
architechJre, it is necessory to examine
Alberti 's discourse on the column.

The wall is the main struchJral system of the
Renaissance build ing ; however, the column
has a major place in Alberti's aesthetic the­
ory . His definition of beaUtyl4and his char­
acterization of the column as" ...the principal

ornament in all architecture.. ." 15 might sound
contradictory . Bur in a cultural milieu where
resemblance and similitude are Iwo major
forms of knowledge, it would be logical to
perceive the column in the light of ornament.
Michel Foucaultasserts thatduring rheRenais­
sance the "seorch for the law governing signs
is to discover the signs that are alike. " 10 This
observation is convincing when we read in
Alberti that "a row of columns... lis} indeed
nothing else but a wall open and discontin­
ued in several places.. .." He adds that" ...
a column is a certain strong continued part of
the wall ... "17 Alberti's notion of column and
wall are discrete and yet identical : One is
recognized throughtheexistenceof theother.
This dialectical relation is not rooted in the
Iaad-bearing function of column and wall,
but stems from their analogical resemblance
to a higher order; that is, building understood
as body. 18 This semantic context differenti­
ates Alberti 's characterization of beam and
arch as bones and ribs as "fillers"19from the
Miesian metaphor of "skin and bones: For
Alberti, an arch is nothing mare than a bent
beam while a transom is only a column laid
crosswise. Thisoptimization of architectonic
elements is rooted in his perception of the
corporeal natureof structure. Mies' vision, on
the other hond, is more in line with 19th­
century functional rationalists. The kiner, as
noted by Herbert Damish, would see the
structure in the discontinuity of its elements,
aggregated and bosed on the efficiency of a
load-bearing econornv.i? An architechJre
structured around the notion of "less is more"
onernpts to dissociate itself from classical
semantic language and identify itselfwith the
fcctool world of technology.

In Mies' architechJre, the relation belween
column and wall is sustained only in the
recognition of theird ifference. In the Pavilion,
tha House for a Bachelor and the Tugendhot
House, Mes 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 Iagic in which col
umn and wall are identical. In Mias' laler
architechJre, walls are no longer subject to lhe
rationality ofgravity; rather they partition the
space . Nevertheless, the juxtaposition of
column and wall achieved its ultimate corn­
plexity in the House for a Bachelor and the
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Tugendhat House (Fig . 5 ,61. The semantic
depth of this interplay has less to do with the
artistic creativity of M ies than with the tectonic
bond between these two elements. There­
fore, I do not agree with interpretationswhich
a"ribute thedesign economy of theseprojects
either toMies' desire to achieve a higher unity
between man and nature or to the creation of
a new structural order. 21

•
CLl.

7 "'""" \IOn de< Roil". Tugendhot House.kbmry one! liVing roam.

I'j,f (""
6 />Net 'IOn de< Iche. TugetId'hot Houle.&mo. pland gro.nd Root.

1928-30.

The interplay of column and wall is also the
major theme of the planimetric organization
ofthe above-mentioned houses. Here, plons
are not organized by the taxonomy of func­
tions, but represent one instance amang
many possible compositions of Miesian motif
of wall and column . In fael, the function of this
motif is similar to that 01 a room in conven­
tional plan organization. In the Tugendhat
House (Fig. 71. the wall encloses the dining
area , yet it defines the silting area or the bed­
room Irom other ports. In all these permuta­
tions, one thing is consistent and worthy of
onennon: that is, the wall wh ich g ives char­
acter and defines the place 01 thecolumn. A~
though seporated from the wall, the column is
still bound to the form and direction initiated
bythe wall. Mies reveals in this arrangement
a complex picture of play between oppo­
sites. Itsambiguity is presented in the dining
area 01 theTugendhat House . The position 01
the two columns next Ie the w indow is deter­
mined, on the one hand, by the necessity of
structuralorder and, on the other, bythe Irace
01 the wall. The columns stand on the
perimeter of a hypothetica l circle realized by
the extension of the curved wall.

Moreover, the House lor a Bachelor reveals
the ultimate rift between the load-bearing
function 01 the wall and its abstract represen­
talion. The free expressive character of the
wall in conjunct ion w ith the presence of the
column is a successful simulation of the Brick
Country House. Yet the exchange of the
portition for the wall disrupts the conventional
image of a structural order. The dining area
of the Bachelor House serves as a diff icult
vantage point from which to read the struc­
tural system: on one side, we have the two
chromium columns standing in front of a wall ;
on the opposite, a pornnon's solid extension
rises up to the ceiling and obstruels the
columns behind it, stimulating a false reading
of the wall as a structural element.

W_ 1989JAU2/2
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9 Mles \/On der Rohe. Fomsworth House. PIono. lUinos, pIOn,
1951.

II
Nevertheless, these projects share the follow­
ing two interrelated points. First, the elemen­
tarist juxtaposition of their architectonic
elements recalls the De Stijl compositions.
The elementarist composition of the wall,
column, slob and podium is evident in every
photograph published from the Pavilion (Fig.
8). Second, the continuous distillation of sym­
bolic and representational content from the
architectural object legitimates the very proc­
ess of abstraction. Asa resultof the deSign
strategies, the wall and column acquire a
new meaning. InMiesian language, thewall
is reduced to the facticity of its moterial. For
instance, Mies' treatment of morble does not
correspond to any denotative meaning which
thematerial might have obtained in thehistary
of modern architecture. 22 losing itsontologi­
cal connection with earth, the wall in Mies'
architecture represents "the empty wall, ...
the pure wall," or "the silent wall," citing
Wassily Kandinsky as the lastword in a chain
of attributions. 23 Column, on the other hand,
beyond its verticality, neither refers to nature
and the humon body, nor recalls any stylistic
metaphor. Instead, it has been pulled into a
self-indulgent process of abstraction. In
Mies' design, the cross-shape and the other
formol configurations of the column represent
one choice among many compositional
possibilities initiated by the shapes of steel
products.2A However, this set of deSign
policies ends up displacing the symbolic
dimension of column and wall. The resultant
void houses an architectural discourse in
which Mies designated construction the ulti­
mote criterion of "truth."

Truthand construction returnusto the opening
themeof thispresentation; that is, the question
concerning technology and culture. By nar­
rowing the domain of cultural signification to
thatof technology, Mies formalized the orchi­
tecturallanguage of steel and glass. In this
regord, the Farnsworth House (Fig. 91and the
50 by50 House are exemplary; they unfold
the beginning of an end. These two de~igns
convince us that the realization of the open­
plan demonds the elimination of the wall and
the presence of the column as governing
compositional and structural elements. The
architecture of steel and glass symbolically
presents the riN between technology and
culture.25

W_ 1989 JAI A2/2
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Moreover, lhe 50 by 50 House (Fig . 101 is
M ies' homage to the avant-garde desire to
transformour perceptual experiences through
technology. Toth isend, thedislocation of the
column from the corner to the middle of the
enclosing planes challenges the expected
correspondence between form and slructure.
This disjunction provides a successful state­
mentof shock. MeonwhiIe, the plan exploits
the nolion of open-plan to the extent lhal its
void represents the loss of memary and inti­
macy.16 Finally, the transporent silence of its
skin recalls Malevich's "W hile on White"
pa inting. Here, parallel to the avant-garde,
M ies closes the ci rcle of negation,
abstraction and construction using certain
desiqn techniques. What would have been
lhe next design stage beyond such an
abstract geometrical composition? Is there
any devaluat ion of tradition left to accom­
plish? Or is there any formal territoryyet to be
emancipated from its representational bur­
den? The answer to these questions is
reflected in the idea of "object- type"; a
model or a structural prototype whose re­
peatability isa dimension of mossproduction
and whose peculiarity isa function of building
types.

It is my belief that Mies's later architecture is
one symptom of a brooder 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 it is a stale of revealing which sets
architecture in lhe purview of instrumental
reason and, thus, does not open up the
possibility of dwelling. In a dichotomous
sense, Heidegger conceives of crisis as the
essenceof modern technology ; yet he states
thaI this essence "is by no means anything
techno logical. "17 In this paradigm,
Heidegger's notion of dwelling is discerned
fromMiesian "buildi ng." Dwell ing isbuilding
which conserves the fourfold interplay of
earth, sky, d ivinities and martals.18 The
interplay determines a location 's existence
and men's relation to space . The prevailing
openness and boundless space of the 50 by
50 House do not acknowled~ dwelling .
Ralher they represent "building ; a mode of
construction which challenges the meta­
phoric IanguatOf architecture and looks for

"truth" in ob jecti ing reason. One might make
the claim that t problema tic of conlempo-

W_1989JA1A1/1

lI M e> YO" de< Rohe. fom.wo<1h House

rary architecture lies in the fact that the project
of the historical avant-garde has come to
resonatewith theconsumotive and degenera­
tive aspects of our technolog ical world."
Indeed, thedisoppearance of lhe interplay of
column and wall reflects M ies' desire to
illuminate architecturebyreason and techno]­
ogy. The illuminated space faces mon in
silence. The muteness speaks to us through
the gentle and contingent selling of the house

on itssite/Fig. 11). Thesome indifferenllouch
connects itscolumns to the roof and theearth.
The glass architecture negates 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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\'1 Me. "Onde< R""e.Wol! Hwoe, Cvben. 1925-'17.

13 Me. "Onde<' ~""e. EllerHou""~' 19'17-30.

14 Me.,.,n de<~""e. Ionge Hwoe,~, 1927~3O.

14 Me. von de' R""e. langeHouse, Kreleld. 1927-30

Paradoxically, we can trace the historyof the
seporation of thinking and buildi~ or design
and construction back to Alberti. I;y barrow­
ing the motif of the triumphal arch for the
facade of S. Francesco, Alberti coined the
schism between theory and practice. JO In the
preface of his book, Alberti states that a
building is a kind of badv which consists of
design and moiler. "The first is produced by
the thought, the other by nature; so that the
one is to be provided bythe application and
contrivance of the mind, and the other bydue
preporation and choice. "31 A new percep­
tion of the world became possible through
projection of objects into the picture plane.
Thusthe mythical distance between gaze and
objects wos obscured bythe truthof represen­
tation. "What is to be is for the first time
defined as the objectiveness of represent­
ing ... "32 Of course, Heidegger's conception
of the world as a "picture" is the essenceof
modern technology.

Finally, we can claim that Mies' architecture
is a supplement to modern representation.
However, from todov's standpoint, we can
claim that his discourse initiates the possibili­
ties of a rupture. As the course of our current
architectural experience indicates, weare left
with the choice of either embracing the so­
called post-modern scenographic esteemfor
history, or opening a critical reading of
modernity which poys allention to dwelling.
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.33 Not to mention the
currentworks, a drive for poetics of place can
be traced in early modern architecture; thisin­
cludes Mies' illuminating work on the Wolf
lFig. 121,Esters (Fig. 131and langelFig. 14)
houses. In regard to his later work in steeland
glass, I recall Walter Benjamin's statement
and conclude thot what was delusion for
nineteenth-<:entury builders turned out to be
the "truth" of Miesian architecture.

Figure Credits·

figure 5 ,> from john Zukow>ky. Mil» RecotISidered. Rluoli IIIItmo­
Nonal l'ublicahOll•• Inc.• New Ya<k, 1986. Allother~gum aftt from
wcll Tege<hclf. Mill. \OIl detRohe, TheMu"",", dModem M. New
Yorl<, 1985
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