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Post Office Savings Bank and Church of St. Leopold, by Hans Hollein
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The ‘“‘Postsparkasse” (Post Office Savings Bank) and
the “Kirche am Steinhof” (Church of St. Leopold, am
Steinhof), which have been selected for presentation in this
volume are two typical examples of Wagner’s many-faceted
work, examples, which — if one penetrates the surface
“modernity” — serve to show the polarity and disparity of
his endeavours. Wagner’s work — both his buildings and his
writings — is mostly judged and praised (especially in the
English speaking world) on the basis of biased “‘quota-
tions” and little effort has been made to assess the roots,
the originals directly. Wagner’s work — or rather certain
aspects of his work — has been used to underscore certain
ideologies and pigeon-hole him in various directions,
whatever the thesis of the respective author (or the
movement) happened to be. This brought him for instance
fame as an early modernist and functionalist (or even
Bowelist) and the glass-roofed hall of the Postsparkasse
appears as often in all the textbooks as Loos’es statement
of “ornament and crime” — but usually as isolated part
without the context of and knowledge about the whole.

It is therefore important to gain a more complete
picture. — and this book is a step in this direction, at least
what the visual appearance of two major works concerns.
The complexity and hetérogeneity of Wagner’s work has to
be recognized as a virtue and not as a vice, shamefully
hidden by those who have used this manifold oeuvre like a
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quarry, taking those stones for their constructions they
saw fit.

Wagner is an architect in the Austrian — or rather
Southern European — heritage, a man with a strong
background in the Beaux-Arts tradition as well as in the
Baroque and his was a clear and undaunted vision of the
dominating role of the architect and planner in general and
the Arts in particular. But he also was very much a child of
the 19th century and a fervent propagator of the techno-
logical advances it had brought. He believed in the
unlimited metropolis for millions of people (including
streetcars for ferrying coffins to central cemeteries) and in
aluminum angels. I think that he is in a clear line of a
development which is somewhat specifically Viennese and
which had its first strong manifestation in Fischer von
Erlach. Fischers buildings and in particular his “Entwurf
einer historischen Architektur” (translated into English
already 1730!) show an approach to architecture based
on the complex arrangement of disparate, even conflicting
elements of different origin and meaning to a seemingly
heterogeneous whole (of plastic homogeneity however)
whose message consciously draws upon the semiotic and
iconographic capacity of the various components.

Contradictory elements both in the objects and in the
personality of architects who created them, inconse-
quential manner as part of an uncompromising attitude,
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relation to history as germinating impulse for innovation,
for “modernity”, cynical pragmatism as nucleus for florid
emotions and sentiments, these are phenomena typical for
the creative substance of this area through centuries and
also very much apparent in the man Otto Wagner and his
work.

Both objects shown in this book are late works,
Wagner’s last big manifestations. But they are not the
culmination of a development, the final, definitive state-
ments. They are progress-reports of a work in flux, a work
ever starting anew, and that is what makes them —
especially the Postsparkasse — so fresh and so continually
relevant.

Wagner, the master of the Early-Florentine-
Renaissance-Style, of immaculate plans, of Art-Nouveau
facades, of skin-and-skeleton structures, of metropolitan
urban designs, starts practically anew as he started anew
when he began to teach in his fifties and wrote his
“Moderne Architektur” (or “Die Baukunst unserer Zeit”
as it was called in later editions), a book which provided all
the guidelines, recipes and quotations for the modern
movement. He enters 1903 a competition and is selected
among 37 participants as winner for the new building of
the K.K. Postsparkassenamt. The year before another
competition entry wins the commission for a church on
the hills surrounding Vienna.
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THE CHURCH OF ST. LEOPOLD, AM STEINHOF

Based on the competition scheme of 1902 both the
church and the pavilions of the Insane Asylum were built
during the years of 1905-07. The church is entirely
Wagner’s work, while the rest of the asylum though based
on his master-plan, was executed by others. Work on parts
of the interior artwork lasted until the First World War,
the crypt however — shown in the sectional-drawing — was
never built.

The church signifies very much Wagner’s position as
both a conservative and modernist. Unlike others — as e.g.
Ple¢nik — he did not try to formulate anew the concept of
a ‘“modern” church. Knowing, what in Vienna was
understood to be a monumental church, and basing his
design on this semiotic premises, he created a concept not
unlike Fischer von Erlachs St. Charles Borromeus. Fischers
church appears, at the surface, to be strictly in the
following of Berninis concepts and other earlier central-
dome-churches — however with a marked difference.

Fischer (1656—1723) uses consciously iconographic
elements charged with certain meanings, in an assemblage
which many accused to be heterogeneous and whimsical.
Viennese architecture — as has been said before — has since
that time this tendency to literal meaning, to a semiotic
message — often more subconscious than knowingly
applied to a design, which in its theory purported to be
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something completely different. Loos is a case in point and
of course Wagner — to return to him. Much in the
Steinhof-church contradicts what he says, for instance in
his “‘Baukunst unserer Zeit”, but the strength of his
architecture lies both in his program and the results, which
form the basis of another theory — a theory maybe never
realized consciously by Wagner.

Take the dome. Wagner applies here a principle
followed for instance in oriental architecture, where there
is an outer and inner dome, the two shells being independ-
ent and almost unrelated — both as structure and as space
and form. The outer dome in the church “Am Steinhof” is
more visual pageantry, a form created for strictly sculp-
tural purposes and functions as urban dominator. The
inner dome creates an interior space which strictly follows
its own rules. However, Wagner does not camouflage this
situation, does not try to make this space to appear
structural. The membrane quality, which he achieves, gives
this vaults its peculiar loftiness. He achieves this by simple
means — the cut-through stained-glass windows and the
golden grid, both of which he deliberately places in such a
way that the conflicts and contradictions are obvious. No
attempt is made to coordinate the modules of the grid, to
make it meet at the intersecting surfaces, nothing turns a
corner here in a way the purists would like to see it, the
way the purist Wagner would verbalize (but not build) it.

Church of St.'Leopold, plan

-by courtesy of Historisches Museum der Stadt Wien.
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It is this applied schizophrenia what makes this interior
space of this church so enervating “modern”, makes
Wagner so fresh in general. I do not want to dwell too
much on the other details of this space, on the sensuous
materials (““the happy selection of the materials” as
Wagner calls it in his final paragraph of his “Moderne
Architektur”, his “recipe”) nor do I want to go deeply
into the integration of the arts because these aspects are all
so clearly obvious, obvious as a concept but also obvious as
a program. South of Bavaria and Bohemia — in Austria or
Italy — it is no special merit for an architect of quality to
handle these matters, it was considered selfevident. Still, a
few remarks on the interior might shed some more light on
the complexity of approach Wagner took, a complexity
which to a certain extent did not derive from an
intellectual basis or a theory (as with the mannerists) but
from the clashes of the different unresolved strains of his
background running parallel and surfacing at intervals. The
pragmatic functionalist for instance introduces a slightly
sloped floor — hardly noticeable spatially — for better
sightlines to the altar-level which in itself is strangely
enough not raised above entrance level, while the altar
proper then — with its golden baldacchino — has a very
dominating height, further emphasized by the step-up
arrangement. A strange solution to a problem.

This altar as a piece of design can also only be
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appreciated if you disregard Wagner’s claims in his writings.
The elements, he mentions, are here all right, but used in a
way which one can only label genial or awkward. Of
course, there is a tradition in Austria of lavish altars, since
Gothic and baroque times, and Fischer von Erlach for
instance would have made a fantasmagoric arrangement —
integrated into the whole. Wagner makes a singular object
of a more Byzantine character with a very strange
lop-sided set-up and the integration into the building
consists of its positioning (naturally in the center) and a
double-connection to the back mosaic-covered wall with
some kind of girder of unclear function. (It may be
structural, but then you can build an independent free-
standing canopy easily).

Integration of necessary objects and items into his
overall architectural concept is both Wagner’s weakness and
strength. In the Postsparkasse we will see how ingeniously
he shows and incorporates ventilation-ducts and bare
light-bulbs. In this church he incorporates various liturgical
necessities and related works of art. The time, in which he
worked, was again striving for the “Gesamtkunstwerk’ but
Wagner did not have the same approach as some of his
contemporaries. For one, he did not seek the union of
craftsmen — artists — architect. He designed most of his
objects and decorations himself — or delegated the
development to others after his initial sketches. In this he
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was more in line with Frank Lloyd Wright (an admirer of
his work) than with other Viennese contemporaries like his
student Hoffmann. His relation to painting and sculpture
— also in his buildings — was rather ambiguous and the
Church “Am Steinhof™ is a case in point. The objects of
art — paintings, mosaics, stained glass windows or sculp-
ture are independent second rate* works of art —
carefully and strategically placed, placed but not really
integrated (as in a Byzantine church for instance).

Here his relation to incorporation of works-of-art is
more in the baroque tradition — they are seen as
decoration. That attitude paradoxically places his buildings
closer to those of the ornament-opposed Loos (inciden-
tally, Wagner was the only major Viennese architect Loos
accepted and admired) because even though Wagner’s
buildings rely on these strategically placed art objects
(they are already part of the initial designs) his buildings
do not rely on their “art” for becoming and being works
of art. After all this discussion of the interior it has again
to be said, that the main function of it is an outside, a
sculptural one, as dominating object on the slopes of the
Wienerwald-Hills in the vast urban landscape of Vienna.
And it is conceived as such. From the windows of my
studio — many miles away — I can see it radiating in the
evening sun and can dream and imagine how much more
impressive it was, when the square metal-tiles of its dome

* This seems to be pre-mediated.
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were all gold-plated, something like the churches in the
Kremlin or the cupolas of Meshed.

Nobody uses — or has ever used — the grand
processional axis the facade suggests, as a matter of fact it
deteriorates right away into two winding roads. A few
inmates of the insane-asylum and their visiting friends and
relatives frequent the church for Sunday mass. The saints
sit high up on their pedestals in bronze chairs and do not
look down on them — their sight is the big urban space,
“the city of 5 millions™, a vision so dear to Wagner.

When the crownprince Franz Ferdinand (the one of
Sarajevo-fame) opened the church, his final remark was:
“Der Maria-Theresien-Stil ist doch der schonste™.

THE POST OFFICE SAVINGS BANK

Construction lasts from 1904 — 1906, 1910 — 1912
follows a further addition which completes the whole city
block. It houses the central administration of a banking-
institution, which provides banking services for everybody
through about 7.000 local post-offices throughout the
Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. 2658 people work here.
Besides the administration, there are normal public bank-
ing operations on parts of the first floor — in the famous
hall. The building is a reinforced concrete structure, faced
outside with marble and granite slubs, fastened with
aluminum bolts. Entrance-canopy, balconies and roof and

» BRBHEA AR (B EREENEE R ARG ) ;@

B IEAYAIFT B A HEA 2R o FRMEREANZH— HRE
BB NTEEERR — BEREB MO EEMER - e
Bl ER A~ Bl LEANE E — B REREA NN R E i
o B RN P B HE R FE IR BB B K E v RRET 0 (AHVNE HBIEE
B RERVER I RS R o

HRPE R R EREE > DAEDEERNARERR
RIBEIR o AR 52N » 6 THAERBRMXE » Bt
MREEEEARB B E ERERZE ; it SR AKERENE
SRS EBETRRE (MU ABRBEEM BTN ESRL S
T » BARKFVRL @ KE ) o sBERE —M “ BIfL " 2R > —(ERER
TERBEES c WEHZERWALE < eS8 " » mAa “
DA " ERENBE o ERWELBCERFHFEMFEBMER
)T EEZ » AR RBAIUERERENAS |  NEANE
7o MEEERAN B 7 DR RMA LIS o Frsse s M v
EHHFER " o

SRS AVE AR 22 ) VR S R 2R MRS 5 — R BRI BB o T

cornice decoration are also of aluminum.

The interior facades are covered with tiles and the
main court is roofed-over with a steel and glass structure,
creating the central hall. While already the outside of the
building manifests not only a new technology but also a
different attitude (compare the building of the war-
ministry opposite, built ten year later!) the real innovation
is this interior space. Here — unlike the overall conceptions
which still follows traditional patterns — Wagner exem-
plifies his dogmas and theories directly and creates an
ambience which not only from its appearance but also
from the concept of structure and mechanical equipment
is a radical departure from the conventional and a first
application of principles hitherto used in exhibition halls
or railroad stations, but not in such intimate urban context.

This hall makes no compromise with the traditional
notion of large spaces, like in the great museums of this
period, where the idea is still the solid vault, however
mixed with steel structure and skylights. It also does not
resort to just roofing over masonry-walled courts, where
the tectonic idea of surrounding masonry is in the
foreground (like in Berlages Amsterdam Stock-Exchange
or Frank Lloyd Wrights Larkin Building). This is a truly
“modern” space, a built manifesto without ambiguities.
This space derives its character from what “is there”, what
is necessary to be there. Wagner here has left the conscious
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and inconscious comradictions of his earlier work and
finally implements his straight forward dictums: “‘etwas
Unpraktisches kann nicht schon sein” and “Jede Bauform
ist aus der Konstruktion entstanden und sukzessive zur
Kunstform geworden”. “Es kann daher mit Sicherheit
gefolgert werden, dass neue Zwecke und neue Konstruk-
tionen neue Formen gebaren miussen”. (““It can be deduced
with certainty that new uses and new structures give birth
to new forms™).

Wagner uses the parts which make up the space to
create the ambience. And the parts which make up the
space are no longer only structural. It is light — natural and
artificial — and air, induced by mechanical means. The
tubular towerlike air-outlets, made of aluminum, are a case
in point. The servicing of the room, the mechanical
equipment offers the objects which determine the charac-
ter of the space. They are like sacred, ritual figures with an
almost enigmatic presence. And they are beautiful. A
beauty, not in the interpretation of a Le Corbusier
discovering the beauty of ships, but a beauty which is
premeditated. Artis sola domina necessitas. (Wagner).

It is important to mention in this connection, that the
Postsparkasse building had been preserved in most of its
parts in its original state until Tecently. However, unsensi-
tive and clumsy remodeling has introduced new alien
members and has destroyed existing parts. The main hall,
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as it is now (and as it is presented on the photographs)
unfortunately has a changed appearance, as have other
areas in the buildings.

Because of the dominance of the Central Hall, other
parts of the building (which are rather well preserved too)
are generally overlooked. Not only are the main corridors
subtle pieces of architecture, but they lead to spectacular
stairs, which in spirit and quality equal the main hall.
Furthermore, there are the executive rooms, which except
minor, but unfortunate changes — are in their original
state. Here, another strain in Wagners approach becomes
evident. Clearly influenced by Chinese precedent (or
consciously quoting it) Wagner creates an extraordinary
interior — especially in the board room which both in its
attitude and mood matches the endeavours in the Hall and
again a truly “modern” space is achieved. The role the
ventilation ducts are playing in the Hall is taken over here
by the strictly utilitarian, specially designed, bentwood
chairs and the bare light-bulbs. Black, a color one would
consider gloomy, is the dominant hue and creates an
elegance and distinct atmosphere which is only hampered
by the disturbing picture of the emperor and the later
addition of framed watercolors. No ornamentation, no
decoration is applied. Thus by 1906 Wagner has already
built and realized — without fanfare — what was to be the
program and dogma of the years to come.



Otto Wagoner
Post Office Savings Bank, Vienna, Austria. 1904-06
Chuich of St. Leopold, Am Steinhof, Vienna, Austria. 1905-07
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