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CONSTRUCTION FOR MIES

Raffaella Neri
Politecnico di Milano, Italy

Mies was trained at the turn of the 20th century, a period when German culture
was imbued with pragmatism and positivist certainties, but also, on the artistic side,
with idealism and zeitgeist research, “the spirit of the age”. These were the two noble
souls of German thinking, an aspiration for precision and a desire for expression, the
two poles which over time saw their manifestations vacillate between romanticism and
objectivity, between expressionism and rationalism.

Mies was firmly anchored to the rational shore, to the Neue Sachlichkeit, in which
the search for objectivity and precision definitively passed via technical construction,
without a doubt the most clear-cut element of architecture. An element of modernity
too, consonant with the times, new knowledge and therefore fresh possibilities offered
to architecture and the city, in addition to being the essential element of any work
of architecture.

But Mies was also a humanist architect, well-read, and aware of diversity in the
role of art, instinctively associated with expression, rather than technology and sci-
ence. Quite distinct roles, in the end. Moreover, in the German word for architecture
lingers a Vitruvian echo of the “art of building”: Baukunst, as is widely known, is made
up of construction and art, inseparable both in the word and in the very sense of this
practice.

In this light, a place can be found for his most explicit declaration, the one which
has been interpreted as a fulminating definition of architecture': «Constructive clarity
brought to its exact expression». Perhaps we might start from the meaning of this
declaration to address the issue, even if much has already been said, since the question
is extremely complex and of immense importance, and above all, is not unambiguous
in its interpretation. Mies knew this well, and played with terms and concepts to chal-
lenge us.

In the first place, it seems that he want to delude us, comforting us with the affir-
mation of a coveted exactness of architecture, but then immediately implying a subtle
doubt, which overturned the statement and transformed it into a thorny issue needing
resolving. Easier and more obvious would have been to propose a «constructive clarity
brought to its exactness», virtually a tautology, a definition entirely internal to science

! A. Monestiroli, “Otto definizioni di architettura”. In Id., La metopa e il triglifo. Roma-Bari: Laterza,
2002.
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and technology, at this point of no interest. Instead, Mies speak of an exact expression,
where the idea of ‘expression’ is manifestly in antithesis with that of exactness, ergo,
impossible to reconcile. The two concepts conflict, pulling from two opposite sides,
expressionism on the one, rationalism on the other. However, they are both equal-
ly necessary for architecture, says Mies, and, indeed, with this somewhat destabiliz-
ing definition it seems that he wishes to encourage us to seek an elusive exactness of
expression: with what meaning?

At this point, all that remains is to explore the possibilities of their relationship,
assuming that this can be resolved in forms where expression and exactness converge,
while accepting answers which cannot be absolute. The solution is not given once and
for all, a fixed solution does not exist: the relationship is variable and can only be ad-
dressed by establishing a way forward, priorities and principles to be followed and on
the basis of which to make necessary choices, from time to time.

What, then, is the way for Mies to reconcile these opposites? What are the thoughts
on which to found a profitable relationship for both components?

The first statement concerns the need for constructive clarity, an essential objec-
tive to be met by each work of architecture. This means that it is unthinkable to falsify,
disguise, or mask a construction, or, as Lodoli said through the words of Memmo,
«to represent anything that is not also functioning»* What is seen must correspond,
clearly and obviously, to what is. The principle of truth, so dear to the positivists, is an
indispensable starting point, the structure, always present, must be clear and explicit,
never distorted. Denying it would be analogous to saying that a building is unable to
perform the functions it has been designed for: it would be inadmissible, this too is an
essential task of architecture. But is this the sole truth?

Like Le Corbusier, Mies takes the point of view of construction and its logic to
bring order to the parts of a project, to give a form to the elements of which it is com-
posed: that decisive form in architecture, down to the smallest detail, only if a con-
quest, an achievement, the final result of the project. On the contrary, starting from the
form would mean denying the role of construction as a determining factor of architec-
ture, being indifferent both to its importance and its appeal to rationality and clarity.

Construction, a technical and scientific act, is therefore a central and indispen-
sable fact of architecture. The problem is the next stage, its transformation or, at the
same time, its leaning towards accuracy and expression.

It seems clear that, somewhat misleadingly in the concise definition, the problem
of reconciling these two presumed opposites cannot be tackled as an act subsequent
to the construction choice, that is, when the choice and logic of the construction have
already been established. We need to take a step back and resolve the relationship up-
stream. The choice of construction methods is the decisive and discriminating act: that
is to say, it is not a question of leading the construction to an exact expression, the
exactness lies in the initial choice. For a construction to be expressive, for it not to be
reduced to a merely technical act but to become artistic thought, great attention must

2 A. Memmo, Elementi di architettura lodoliana. Zara, 1833.
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be paid to the choice of the construction method. Only this choice makes it possible to
lead the act of construction towards expression, to transform it into an intentional act,
removing it only from its scientific reasons, its absoluteness and presumed neutrality.

So we might well ask at this point, “Which expression?”. Certainly, this expression
cannot be that of the construction itself — unless it results in useless technical com-
placency or tautology. Architecture, for Mies as for us, can only be the expression of
a value outwith technology, a civil, human value. The value which each building and
each institution assumes for the world for which it has been built, in “the spirit of the
age”. Art as well as architecture must strive towards these values.

It remains to be clarified what the exactness of an expression consists of. Reread
in this sense, exactness is certainly not that of science, but it still turns out to be an
ancient principle, that of the correspondence of a form to a meaning. Accuracy con-
cerns the adherence between values and forms, and the forms of architecture, as Perret
also said, can only be the forms of its construction. Consequently, accuracy is achieved
when meanings and forms coincide, as when the plates of different colours overlap in a
print: the sharpness of the image, the expressive force of a work of architecture is man-
ifested solely in that magical moment when expressive intentionality and construction
choice perfectly coincide, when the way of construction succeeds in interpreting and
giving form to an idea, when it finds an exact consonance with the expressive purpose.
It is then that the construction unfolds its potential in giving evidence to a thought, in
letting «the point of support sing»3.

3 A. Perret, Contribution a une théorie de I'architecture. Paris: Cercle d’Etudes Architecturales, 1952.
Italian transl. in E.N. Rogers, Auguste Perret. Milano: 1l Balcone, 1955.
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