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IT - Mies’ Testing Ground for ideas

Masami Takayama

in August 1938 Mies came to Chicago to chair the
department of architecture at Armour Institute of
Technology. According to Henry Heald, then the president
of IIT, Mies was invited on the recommendation of John
Holabird who said, “l don’t know Mies van der Rohe, but
the Barcelona Pavilion and one or two other things that
he has done are outstanding. After all, even if we don't
know too much about this fellow, he is so much better
than any of the people you could get to head a school of
architecture, why not take a chance?”!

Apparently, the decision paid off, and the rest is history.
The actual appointment of Mies, however, was not without
many twists, and it was realized only after a precarious
chain of events which are well documented by Franz
Schulz in his Mies biography. 2 Heald even felt that “Mies
wouldn’t have had this opportunity, if it had not been for
an act of God”. 3

Mies consequently received commissions to do both the
master plan and the majority of buildings for HT campus
over the following twenty years.

IIT Master Plan

Soon after his arrival, Mies was asked to develop a master
plan for the new campus of iIT which was formed by the
merger of Armour Institute of Technology and Lewis
Institute of Technology. At that time, the architecture
department was located in the attic of the Art institute (the
museum) on South Michigan Avenue. Mies rented an
oftice across from the museum on the 5th floor of the Santa
Fe Building, and hired an assistant to work on the IIT
projects. The assistant was George Danforth who later
succeeded Mies as director of architecture and planning
at liT.

Danforth recalls that the famous 24’ x 24’ grid was
already established by the time he began to work in the
early spring of 1940. The grid was the structural module
used as a mechanical tool for locating building columns
and, therefore, buildings. But, as Mies put it, “orderliness
is the real reason”. * The 24’ x 24’ dimension was
determined from a room size, accommodating all three
types of expected activities (classroom, drafting and
laboratory work), which in turn was determined from the
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size and arrangement of desks, drafting tables and lab
benches. The room size then determined the building
size.

IIT master plan, thus, evolved from the basic furniture
elements, to the room, to the building, and finally to the
campus. This process allowed later expansions of the
campus without changing the fundamental characteristics
of the original plan.

By starting from the basic elements, Mies reversed
conventional planning that first defines the overall design.
While the conventional master plan would predetermine
the final form of the campus, the Mies plan merely defined
the direction of growth in the future.

Universal Space

Contrary to the calm, introspective image we have of later
Mies, Danforth draws a picture of an energetic, vibrant
Mies during his first years in Chicago. Mies was busy not
only developing the master plan, but setting up a new
curriculum, preparing promotional drawings for various
new campus buildings, and designing buildings for actual
construction as well, with only the help of a few
inexperienced students.

in February 1943, Joseph Fujikawa, who later became
Mies’ most trusted collaborator, came to study with Mies
at IIT. Rather than studying in the classroom, Fujikawa
was immediately put to work on the IIT projects. Fujikawa
remembers it was more like an apprenticeship with a
master craftsman. They worked all day long with Mies,
ate a dinner together, and then went back to the attic to
work until after midnight. Mies often was at the drafting
board himself and even worked on modeis. He was very
good at making people from aluminum foil for scale
models.

As busy as he was, it was also the time many important
ideas were conceived and evolved. These ideas included
expression of structure, exterior walls as skin, overlapping
placement of buildings to allow space to flow, and above
all “universal space”.

The evolution of the universal space concept can be
traced through the different stages of the master plan and
various architectural studies.

1. In the 1939 preliminary scheme of the IIT master plan,
we find Mies still in the mode of 1920’s European
modernism. The well publicized perspective of the
scheme was drawn by Danforth and finishing touches like
shading and trees were added by Mies. In the perspective
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we see one large central open space surrounded by six
major campus buildings. Auditoriums and staircases,
which require special structures, were treated as separate
visual components outside the main building blocks.

2. The preliminary scheme presupposed the closing of
Dearborn street, the north-south thoroughfare. However,
the closing was not permitted and Mies had to rework
the plan. Reworking the plan proved to be a vital incident
for Mies to break from the past. In the new scheme
published in the February 1942 issue of “Architectural
Forum”, Dearborn Street reappears, and the large but
rather static central space in the preliminary scheme was
dispersed. The space between the buildings becomes
more dynamic. Auditoriums and staircases completely
disappear. These special components are now contained
within the rectangular building block.

3. This idea of containment is explored further in the
“Museum for a smali city” project. ® In the museum project
the auditorium is contained within a large rectangular
space. In the perspective drawing we see two trussed
girders spanning over the auditorium component. Here,
the standard steel frame and trussed girder systems are
independently placed within a single rectangular block.
This hybrid system can be seen as an intermediate step
before the concept of universal space matured in Mies.

4. In the collage of a concert hall, we see the final
evolution of universal space. Here, Mies placed an
auditorium in the huge column-free space of an aircraft
hangar under enormous steel trussed girders. He must
have seen in the aircraft hangar photo the capability of
steel to create large, column-free space, far exceeding
the scale of ordinary functions.

The collage ® demonstrates that in column-free “universal
space”, the auditorium as well as any other component
can take its own intrinsic form, free from the constraints
of building structure. Concurrently, building structure is
not compromised by interior functions.

IIT Buildings by Mies

Today there are 20 buildings designed by Mies on the {IT
campus. There are five lIT classroom buildings, five
residential and related buildings, six IITRI laboratory
buildings, three AAR administration and laboratory
buildings, and one boiler plant.

The building names listed below are the names used in
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the current (2001) lIT Main Campus Guide. For the Mies
buildings not identified in the Guide, | use the names used
in the 1958 IIT catalogue. The date shown is the building’s
completion date. In parenthesis is the name of the
collaborating office.

IIT Classroom buildings
(1) Alumni Memorial Hall, 1946 (Holabird & Root)
(2) Perlstein Hall, 1946 (Holabird & Root)
(3) Wishnick Hall, 1946
(Friedman, Alschuler & Sincere)
(4) S.R. Crown Hali, 1956 (Pace Associates)
(5) Siegel Hall, 1957 (Pace Associates)

Residential and related buildings
(6) Robert F. Carr Memorial Chapel, 1952
(7) Carman Hall, 1953 (Pace Associates)
(8) The Commons, 1953
(Friedman, Alschuler & Sincere)
(9) Cunningham Hall, 1955 (Pace Associates)
(10) Bailey Hall, 1955 (Pace Associates)

IITRI (IIT Research Institute) buildings

(11) Metals Technology Building, 1943
(Holabird & Root)

(12) Engineering Research Building, 1944
(Holabird & Root)

(13) institute of Gas Technology, 1950
(Friedman, Alschuler & Sincere)

(14) Mechanical Engineering Research Building |, 1952
(Friedman, Alschuler & Sincere)

(15) Physics and Electrical Engineering Research
Building, 1957 (Naess & Murphy)

(16) Metals Technology Building Extension, 1958
(Holabird & Root)

AAR (American Association of Railroads)

buildings

(17) Administration Building, 1950
(Friedman, Alschuler & Sincere)

(18) Mechanical Engineering Building, 1953
(Friedman, Aischuler & Sincere)

(19) Laboratory Building, 1957
(Friedman, Alschuler & Sincere)

(20) Boiler Plant, 1950 (Sargent & Lundy)

After Mies left IIT in 1958, the campus work went to

the Chicago office of Skidmore Owings & Merrill (SOM)
who built 6 more buildings. Both the Library and the

11
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Student Union buildings were designed by SOM
partner Walter Netsch. The Keating Sports Center, Life
Sciences Building, Engineering 1 Building and Stuart
Building were designed by SOM partner Myron
Goldsmith.

Incidentally, the 20-story concrete frame tower at the
south end of the campus for 11 TRI offices was designed
by Schmidt, Garden & Erickson.

The lITRI Metals Technology Building is of special
interest. it was the first Mies building completed in
America. The building was lauded for its structural
expression, and must have provided a sense of direction
for the post-war architecture. As late as 1956, the building
was listed as one of the most significant 50 buildings in
the United States built during the previous 100 years.
Philip Johnson wrote, “not since the Gothic has there been
such clarity of expression.” 7

Close examination of this “modern” building, however,
reveals some conflict. Mies violated his own rule by
placing steel columns 23’11-3/4” on center, just 1/4” shy
of the 24’ x 24’ grid. Fujikawa explained this deviation
was made to accommodate the unit dimension of brick.
Most interestingly, the deviation reveals that the prime
material in Mies’ mind for his first building was still brick
instead of steel.

Practical Order and Spiritual Order

We find another deviation from the grid in Crown Hall,
the Chapel and the Commons Building. The deviation in
these buildings, however, is different. It stems from a
hierarchy of values. In an interview on the occasion of
receiving the RIBA Gold Medal in 1959, Mies said:

“You have to realize there are different stages of order.
The real order is what St.Augustine said about the
disposition of equal and unequal things according to their
nature. That is real order. If you compare the Architects’
building [Crown Hall] with the other campus buildings you
can see that... In the Architects’ building | went away from
the grid; | took just the grid in a larger measure but the
elements are not in the grid any more...

| think the Architects’ building is the most complete and
the most refined building and the most simple building.
In the other buildings there is more a practical order on a
more economical level and in the Architects’ building it is
a more spiritual order.” ©

Aithough Mies only talked about Crown Hall in contrast
to all the other campus buildings, there seems to be a
more subtle hierarchy and different stages of order
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9. Architectural Record, Vol. 134,
October 1963, p. 149.
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Shankland for the BBC Third
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Mies receiving the RIBA Gold
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among the “other buildings”. For example, the
Commons Building, which was the community center
of campus living, received special attention. The grid
was enlarged to 24’ x 32’ and the exposed steel
structure was put together with more care and
exactness. In contrast, all IITRI laboratory buildings,
with exception of the first Metals Technology Building,
are on the grid yet built with less exactness and more
economical exposed concrete.

General Idea

Among the 20 buildings listed above, the two classroom
buildings - Wishnick and Siegel - are identical in size
and design; so are the three apartment buildings -
Carman, Cunningham, and Bailey. Contrary to the
stereotypical criticism of monotony in Mies’ buildings,
there are as many as 17 different variations on the IIT
campus. Each reflects peculiarities such as functional
requirements, location, financial restrictions and also the
hierarchy of values.

As a group, they demonstrate a general idea central to
Mies. In 1963, Mies wrote: “The physicist Schroedinger
said of general principles, ‘the creative vigor of a general
principle depends precisely on its generality,” and that is
exactly what | mean when | talk about structure in
architecture. it is not a special solution. It is a general
idea. And, although each building is a single solution, it
is not motivated as such.” °

The variations in the IIT buildings, therefore, are the
solutions based on the same principles, “just as the Gothic
men used the same principles for a cathedral as they
would use for a barn.” 1

In 1958, Mies retired from IIT. IT was Mies’ laboratory
and testing ground for his ideas. With completion of Crown
Hall, Mies had accomplished all he could at liT. He was
ready to move on and apply those ideas to large scale
commercial developments, the real battle ground for the
architecture of the time.

The architect Dr. Masami Takayama from Chicago is one of the
most important authorities on Mies van der Rohe.

| would like to thank him here for the second scientifically written
essay on Mies; the first was on the 860-880 Lake Shore Drive
apartments. it takes communicating personalities to consolidate
the basics of Mies and pass them on again to a succeeding
generation. This is the meaning of greatness in Mies’ sense.
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Mies van der Rohe, Address to HT
1950

Technology is rooted in the past. It dominates the present
and tends into the future. It is a real historical movement
- one of the great movements which shape and represent
their epoch. It can be compared only with the Classic
discovery of man as a person, the Roman will to power,
and the religious movement of the Middle Ages.
Technology is far more than a method, it is a world in
itself. As a method it is superior in aimost every respect.
But only where it is left to itself as in gigantic structures
of engineering, there technology reveals its true nature.
There it is evident that it is not only a useful means but
that it is something, something in itself, something that
has a meaning and a powerful form - so powerful in fact,
that it is not easy to name it. Is that still technology or is
it architecture? And that may be the reason why some
people are convinced that architecture will be outmoded
and replaced by technology. Such a conviction is not
based on clear thinking. The opposite happens. Wherever
technology reaches its real fulfillment, it transcends into
architecture. It is true that architecture depends on facts,
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but its real field of activity is in the realm of significance;
| hope you will understand that architecture has nothing
to do with the inventions of forms. It is not a playground
for children, young or old. Architecture is the real
battleground of the spirit. Architecture wrote the history
of the epochs and gave them their names. Architecture
depends on its time. It is the crystallization of its inner
structure, the slow unfolding of its form. That is the reason
why technology and architecture are so closely related.
Our real hope is that they grow together, that some day
the one be the expression of the other. Only then will we
have an architecture worthy of its name: Architecture as
a true symbol of our time.
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