
ZEITGEIST: 
NATURE, MACHINES, AND THE ‘NEW SPIRIT’ OF MODERNISM



COLLECTIVISM VS. INDIVIDUALISM?



ARCHITECTURE FOR THE MASSES? (IN SERVICE)
ARCHITECTURE BY THE MASSES? (IN SUBMISSION)
ARCHITECTURE AGAINST THE MASSES? (IN OPPOSITION)



FAITH IN MACHINES?









FAITH IN TECHNOLOGY?



SOME PREMISES:

1) RATIONAL BEINGS (MEN) CREATE / MAKE TECHNOLOGY.
2) TECHNOLOGY CAN BE USED TO CONTROL “NATURE.”
3) “NATURE” IS IRRATIONAL. 
4) IRRATIONALITY IS IMMORAL
5) TO CONTROL IS ALSO TO ORDER.
6) ARCHITECTURE IS A TECHNOLOGY, NOT NATURE.
7) ARCHITECTURE IS AN ELITE SPECIALTY.
8) ARCHITECTURE ORDERS.



THEREFORE:

ARCHITECTURE IS DESIGNED BY ELITE RATIONAL MEN 
TO ORDER “NATURE.” AND WHEN THE MASSES (THEMSELVES 
IRRATIONAL AND DISORGANIZED) SENSE THIS ORDER, 
ARCHITECTURE SERVES AS A PURIFYING AND MORALIZING 
AGENT.     



ARCHITECTURE OR REVOLUTION?
REVOLUTION CAN BE AVOIDED.



LE CORBUSIER, 1887-1965
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Logic, born of human constants and without which nothing is 
human, is an instrument of control and, for he who is inventive,
a guide toward discovery; it controls and corrects the sometimes 
pricious march of intuition and permits one to go ahead with
certainty.
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Logic, born of human constants and without which nothing is 
human, is an instrument of control and, for he who is inventive,
a guide toward discovery; it controls and corrects the sometimes 
pricious march of intuition and permits one to go ahead with
certainty.

Nothing is worthwhile which is not general, nothing is worthwhile
which is not transmittable. We have attempted to establish an
esthetic that is rational, and therefore human.



DESCARTES ANYONE?
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�e work of  art is an arti�cial object which permits the creator to
place the spectator in the state he wishes; later he will study the 
means the creator has at his disposal to attain this result.
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�e work of  art is an arti�cial object which permits the creator to
place the spectator in the state he wishes; later he will study the 
means the creator has at his disposal to attain this result.

�e goal of  art is not simple pleasure, rather it partakes of the 
nature of happiness.



ARE ARTISTS (AND ARCHITECTS) GODS SENT TO RATIONALIZE
THE WORLD, TO DE-NATURALIZE IT AND RE-NATURALIZE IT
IN THEIR IMAGE?



VITRUVIUS ANYONE?
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One of the highest delights of the human mind is to perceive the
order of nature and to measure its own participation in the 
scheme of things; the work of art seems to us to be a labor of 
putting into order. 
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One of the highest delights of the human mind is to perceive the
order of nature and to measure its own participation in the 
scheme of things; the work of art seems to us to be a labor of 
putting into order. 

Now the world only appears to man from the human vantage
point, that is, the world seems to obey the laws man has been able 
to assign it; when man creates a work of art, he has the feeling of 
acting as a “god.” 



KANT ANYONE?
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...there are two quite distinct orders of sensation:

1) Primary sensations determined in all human beings by the 
simple play of forms and primary colors. Example: If I show 
to everyone on earth - a Frenchmen, a Negro, a Laplander -
a sphere in the form of a billiard ball, I release in each of these
individuals an identical sensation inherent in the spherical
form: �is is its constant primary sensation.   
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to everyone on earth - a Frenchmen, a Negro, a Laplander -
a sphere in the form of a billiard ball, I release in each of these
individuals an identical sensation inherent in the spherical
form: �is is its constant primary sensation.   

2) �ere are secondary sensations, varying with the individual
because they depend upon his cultural or hereditary capital.
Example: If I hold up a primary cubic form, I release in each
individual the same primary sensation of the cube; but if I
place some black geometric spots on the cube, I immediately
release in a civilized man an idea of dice to plat with, and
the whole series of associations would follow.
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...there are two quite distinct orders of sensation:

1) Primary sensations determined in all human beings by the 
simple play of forms and primary colors. Example: If I show 
to everyone on earth - a Frenchmen, a Negro, a Laplander -
a sphere in the form of a billiard ball, I release in each of these
individuals an identical sensation inherent in the spherical
form: �is is its constant primary sensation.   

2) �ere are secondary sensations, varying with the individual
because they depend upon his cultural or hereditary capital.
Example: If I hold up a primary cubic form, I release in each
individual the same primary sensation of the cube; but if I
place some black geometric spots on the cube, I immediately
release in a civilized man an idea of dice to plat with, and
the whole series of associations would follow.

If brute sensation are of a universal intrinsic order, secondary
sensations are of an individual extrinsic order.



INDIVIDUAL/CONTINGENT/EXTRINSIC

UNIVERSAL/CONSTANT/INTRINSIC



IF THE INDIVIDUAL IS SOCIAL...



THE UNIVERSAL IS SPIRITUAL.



IF THE INDIVIDUAL IS ACCIDENTAL...



THE UNIVERSAL IS ESSENTIAL.



PLATO ANYONE?



ARISTOTLE MAYBE?



LE CORBUSIER, 1887-1965 L’ESPRIT NOUVEAU, “PURISM,” 1920

Men and organized beings are products of natural selection...
the entire forward march of evolution is a function of 
puri�cation. Mechanical selection began with the earliest times 
and from those times provided objects whose general laws have 
endured; only the means of making them have changed, the rules 
endured.  
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Both natural and mechanical selection are manifestations of
puri�cation...Of all recent schools of painting, only Cubism
foresaw the advantages of choosing selected objects, and of
their inevitable associations. But, by a paradoxical error,
instead of si�ing out the general laws of these objects, Cubism 
only whose their accidental aspects...





If blind nature, who produces eggs, were also to make bottles,
they would certainly be like those made by the machine born
of man’s intelligence. 



Purism o�ers an art that is perhaps severe, but one that 
addresses itself to the elevated faculties of the mind.



O�en there is a confusion between conception and composition.
Conception is a choice, the decision of which emotion to transmit; 
composition is the choice of means capable of transmitting this
emotion.





THE ENGINEER’S AESTHETIC AND ARCHITECTURE
�e Engineer, inspired by the law of Economy and governed 
by mathematical calculation, puts us in accord with universal
law. He achieves harmony.



THE ENGINEER’S AESTHETIC AND ARCHITECTURE
�e Architect, by his arrangement of forms, realizes an order
which is a pure creation of his spirit; by forms and shapes, he
a�ects our senses to an acute degree and provokes plastic
emotions...he gives us the measure of an order which we feel
to be in accordance with that of our world...



3 REMINDERS TO ARCHITECTS
MASS: Our eyes are constructed to enable us to see forms in light.
SURFACE: A mass is enveloped in its surface, a surface which is
divided up according to the directing and generating lines of  the
mass; this gives the mass its individuality.
PLAN: �e plan is the generator. Without a plan, you have lack
of order, and willfulness.



REGULATING LINES: An inevitable element of architecture.
�ee necessity for order.



EYES WHICH DO NOT SEE
LINERS: A great epoch has begun. �ere exists a new spirit. 
Architecture is sti�ed by custom. 
AIRPLANES: �e house is a machine for living in.
AUTOMOBILES: �e Parthenon is a product of selection 
applied to a standard. Architecture operates in accordance 
with standards...a matter of logic, analysis, and minute study.



THE LESSON OF ROME
Architecture goes beyond utilitarian needs.
Architecture is a plastic thing.
�e spirit of order, a unity of intention.



THE ILLUSION OF PLANS
�e plan proceeds from within to without; the exterior is the
result of an interior.



PURE CREATION OF THE MIND 
Contour and pro�le are a pure creation of the mind; they call
for the plastic artist.



MASS-PRODUCTION HOUSES
A great epoch has begun. �ere exists a new spirit. �e problem
of the house is the problem of the epoch.



ARCHITECTURE OR REVOLUTION
It is a question of building which is at the root of the social 
unrest of to-day: architecture or revolution?



5 POINTS OF A NEW ARCHITECTURE (1926)



1) PILOTIS: Replace load-bearing walls with free-standing columns.
2) ROOF GARDENS: Use roof space domestically.
3) FREE PLAN: Plastically composed interior space.
4) FREE FACADE: By separating the interior space from structural
wall, the facade can also be free.
5) HORIZONTAL WINDOWS: Interior spaces should be lit 
evenly while the view to the outside is panoramic. A ‘total’
space. 



DOMINO HOUSE, 1914



CITROHAN HOUSE, 1927





VILLA SAVOYE, 1931
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VILLA SAVOYE, 1931



PHILIP JOHNSON, 1906-2005 H.R. HITCHCOCK, 1903-1987



INTERNATIONAL STYLE EXHIBIT, MOMA, 1932
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PHILIP JOHNSON, 1906-2005

“...probably the �rst fundamentally original and widely 
distributed style since the Gothic.”



SOME PROJECTS...



BAUHAUS, WALTER GROPIUS, 1926



FAGUS FACTORY, WALTER GROPIUS, 1925



BARCELONA PAVILION, MIES VAN DER ROHE, 1929





We know no forms, only building problems.
Form is not the goal but the result of our work.
�ere is no form in and for itself.
�e truly formal is conditional, fused with task, 
yes, the most elementary expression of its solution.
Form as a goal is formalism; and that we reject.
Nor do we strive for a style.
Even the will to style is formalism.
We have other worries._BUILDING, 1923



Our utilitarian structures will only grow into the
art of building when, by �ling their purpose, they
become instruments of the will of the epoch.



Our utilitarian structures will only grow into the
art of building when, by �ling their purpose, they
become instruments of the will of the epoch.

�e purpose of building is its actual meaning. 
�e buildings of all epochs served purposes, and 
quite real ones. �ese purposes were, however, 
di�erent in type and character. �e purpose was 
always decisive for the building. It determined the 
sacred or profane form.



Let us keep in mind that all these theories about
hand cra�smanship have been composed by
aesthetes under the beam of an electric lamp. �ey
enter upon their propaganda mission on paper 
that has been produced by machines, printed by
machines, and bound by machines. 
If one would devote only one percent greater 
care to improving the bad binding of the book, 
one would recognize by that example what im-
mense capabilities industrial production methods 
a�ord._BUILDING ART AND THE WILL
OF THE EPOCH! (1924)



God is in the details.



  NOT THIS



THIS



TUGENDHAT HOUSE, MIES VAN DER ROHE, 1930



KIEFHOEK HOUSING, J.J.P. OUD, 1924-27



SCHOCKEN DEPT. STORE, ERICH MENDELSOHN, 1928-30



MCGRAW-HILL BLDG, RAYMOND HOOD, 1931



LOVELL HOUSE, RICHARD NEUTRA, 1929



IN BETWEEN THE WORLD WARS (1914-1945), MODERNISM 
BEGAN TO LOSE ITS CRITICAL / SOCIAL IMPULSE. 



THE “INTERNATIONAL STYLE” FOCUSED ON ARCHITECTURAL
FORM AND AESTHETIC INSTEAD OF ARCHITECTURE’S SOCIAL
AGENCY.
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THE “INTERNATIONAL STYLE” FOCUSED ON ARCHITECTURAL
FORM AND AESTHETIC INSTEAD OF ARCHITECTURE’S SOCIAL
AGENCY.

ONCE STYLIZED AND DEVOID OF SPECIFIC SOCIO-POLITICAL
CONTENT, MODERN ARCHITECTURE COULD BE UNIVERSAL.  

IN BETWEEN THE WORLD WARS (1914-1945), MODERNISM 
BEGAN TO LOSE ITS CRITICAL / SOCIAL IMPULSE. 



POST-WORLD WAR II



FAITH IN FUNCTION?



FAITH IN FUNCTION?

“A�er centuries of functionalist preaching, this century is today producing
functionally designed objects for the �rst time on a tremendous scale. In
other words, in an extreme emergency we turn unquestioning to func-
tional design. It is important to note that these products of ingenuity, 
economy, and upmost exploitation of limited materials have quite un-
consciously become the most satisfying designs of our machine civilization.”
_”Design for War,” Architectural Forum





CONGRES INTERNATIONAL D’ARCHITECTURE MODERNE (CIAM)
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CHARTER OF ATHENS (1933)



CHARTER OF ATHENS (1933)

I. THE CITY IN ITS REGIONAL SETTING points 1-8

II. THE FOUR FUNCTIONS OF THE CITY
A. Dwelling 9-29
B. Recreation 30-40
C. Work 41-50
D. Transportation 51-64
E. Legacy of history 65-70

III. CONCLUSIONS 71-95









LE CORBUSIER, 1887-1965

In wartime the farsighted have realized immense possibilities in an
alliance between planners and industry. �e war itself has bequeathed
to the country a working plant. A quantity of the elements of housing
can be produced in factories: dry assembly; the per-fabricated house.
Provision of housing will become the largest, the most urgent, the 
most fruitful item of the industrial program. 



MEANWHILE IN AMERICA...











DURING THE WAR, MANY MEN FOUGHT OVERSEAS WHILE MANY
WOMEN WERE CALLED INTO THE FACTORIES. WOMEN WERE 
DRIVING WARTIME ECONOMIC PRODUCTION.
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AFTER THE WAR, MANY SENSED OF A CRISIS OF DOMESTICITY. 
WHAT WERE WOMEN’S AND MEN’S ROLE IN THE HOME? 
IN THE ECONOMY? 



DURING THE WAR, MANY MEN FOUGHT OVERSEAS WHILE MANY
WOMEN WERE CALLED INTO THE FACTORIES. WOMEN WERE 
DRIVING WARTIME ECONOMIC PRODUCTION.

AFTER THE WAR, MANY SENSED OF A CRISIS OF DOMESTICITY. 
WHAT WERE WOMEN’S AND MEN’S ROLE IN THE HOME? 
IN THE ECONOMY?

WHAT WAS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PRODUCTION, CON-
SUMPTION, INDUSTRY, AND THE HOME?



BUCKMINSTER FULLER, 1895-1983







PHILIP JOHNSON, 1906-2005

“Let Bucky Fuller put together the Dymaxion dwellings of
the people so long as we architects can design their tombs
and monuments.”



9 POINTS ON MONUMENTALITY (1943)



1) Monuments are human landmarks which men have created as symbols for their 
ideals, for their aims, and for their actions. �ey are intended to outlive the period 
which originated them, and constitute a heritage for future generations. As such, 
they form a link between the past and the future.



2) Monuments are the expression of man’s highest cultural needs. �ey have to 
satisfy the eternal demand of the people for translation of their collective force into 
symbols. �e most vital monuments are those which express the feeling and thinking 
of this collective force‐the people.



3)  Every bygone period which shaped a real cultural life had the power and the 
capacity to create these symbols. Monuments are, therefore, only possible in 
periods in which a unifying consciousness and unifying culture exists. Periods 
which exist for the moment have been unable to create lasting monuments.



4)  �e last hundred years have witnessed the devaluation of monumentality. 
�is does not mean that there is any lack of formal monuments or architectural 
examples pretending to serve this purpose: but the so‐called monuments of recent 
date have, with rare exceptions, become empty shells. �ey in no way represent 
the spirit or the collective feeling of modern times.



5) �is decline and misuse of monumentality is the principal reason why modern 
architects have deliberately disregarded the monument and revolted against it. 
�ere are no frontiers between architecture and town planning, just as there 
are no frontiers between the city and the region. Correlation between them is 
necessary. Monuments should constitute the most powerful accents in these vast 
schemes.



6) A new step lies ahead. Post‐war changes in the whole economic structure of 
nations may bring with them the organization of community life in the city which 
has been practically neglected up to date.



7) �e people want the buildings that represent their social and community life to give 
more than functional ful�llment, they want their aspiration for monumentality, joy, 
pride, and excitement to be satis�ed...�e ful�llment of this demand can be accom-
plished with the new means of expression at hand, though it is no easy task. �e 
following conditions are essential for it: 



8)  Sites for monuments must be planned. �is will be possible once replanning is 
undertaken on a large scale which will create vast open spaces in the now decaying 
areas of our cities. In these open spaces, monumental architecture will �nd its 
appropriate setting which now does not exist. Monumental buildings will then be 
able to stand in space, for, like trees or plants, monumental buildings cannot be 
crowded in upon any odd lot in any district. Only when this space is achieved can 
the new urban centres come to life.



9) Modern materials and new techniques are at hand: light metal structures; curved, 
laminated wooden arches: panels of di�erent textures, colours, and sizes; light elements 
like ceilings which can be suspended from big trusses covering practically unlimited spans.
Mobile elements can constantly vary the aspect of the buildings. �ese mobile elements, 
changing positions and casting di�erent shadows when acted upon by wind or machinery, 
can be the source of new architectural e�ects.



Monumental architecture will be something 
more than strictly functional. It will have re-
gained its lyrical value. In such monumental 
layouts, architecture and city planning could 
attain a new freedom and develop new creative 
possibilities, such as those that have begun to be 
felt in the last decades in the �elds of painting, 
sculpture, music, and poetry. 
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