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West Meets East
A Foreword on Title and Theme

A similarity — an inner harmony, even — between atti-
tudes and architectural conception in the West and
the Far East is recognisable in this essay on building
and buildings, spacial form and effect, and the relation-
ship of architecture, nature and human being. Most of
the buildings that represent the West in this book (and
which thus become either the inspiration or the object
of the observations it contains), stem from Mies van
der Rohe. The illustrations show how the spiritual or
structural proximity of his work to Far Eastern build-
ings is not only possible, but indeed self-evident.

On the one hand, Mies van der Rohe was a collector
of Chinese books, and the writings of Confucius and
Laotse formed part of his library. But his friendship
with Frank Lloyd Wright and Hugo Haring, who in the
West prepared the way for an awareness of Far East-
ern building methods, was certainly also influential. Ad-
ditionally, his conversations with that profound expert
on Eastern wisdom Graf Karlfried von Durckheim, who
at the time had been engaged by Mies to give lec-
tures at the Dessau Bauhaus, may have strengthenead
this influence. From the few theoretical writings by
Mies van der Rohe, we indeed have no actual point of
reference for direct Chinese or Japanese inspiration,
but when the Chinese architect Chen-Kuan Lee visited
him shortly before his departure for America in 1937,
Mies is said to have acknowledged a Chinese architec-
tural influence.’

On the other hand, the theoretical background to Mies
van der Rohe's architectural theory was European clas-
sicism, and mainly that of Karl Friedrich Schinkel. In-
deed, Schinkel had quite a few followers and imitators
in the Berlin ateliers of the 1920s — Peter Behrens and
Hendrikus Petrus Berlage should be mentioned in par-
ticular. Contact with the work of the Dutch artist Theo
van Doesburg and the Dutch de Stijl group should also
not be overlooked.

Mies' philosophical library was well stocked: works by
Henri Bergson, Nicolai Hartmann, Max Scheler,

Eduard Spranger, Friedrich Dessauer, Werner Heisen-
berg, Carl Friedrich von Weizsacker and others.2 And
from the mid-1920s, the influence of the Catholic reli-
gious philosopher Romano Guardini was decisive. A
"summa philosophica” for his buildings may well be
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Pater Matteo Ripa 1713 A.D.
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1 Chuan Wen Sun, Der Einfluf3
des chinesischen Konzeptes auf
die moderne Architektur,
Stuttgart 1982 (IGMA
Dissertation 12), p. 119.
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sEid P93k . Mies van der Rohe,
Berlin 1986, p.61, pp.136—143,
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compilable from the wealth of ideas contained in
these books, supported by a multitude of underlinings,
margin notes and notebook entries dating from

1927 -1928.

Some thoughts that secretively inspire us as an ex-
pression of Far Eastern wisdom, and some of the ar-
chitectural ideas shaped by these thoughts, find a
comparable echo in Western philosophy and architec-
tural theory, without a direct mutual influence being
discernible - the harmony, therefore, of archetypal
human thought surmounting all barriers.

The title of this book: West meets East would be mis-
understood if it was taken to imply a direct depend-
ency of Mies van der Rohe's architecture on the Far
Eastern architectural conception. Naturally, the title
can be justified with the view that the ideas of East
and West meet, as if at the centre of a cross, in the
thoughts and buildings of Mies van der Rohe, and
that, independently, an extraordinary similarity ensues.

—EEPRRBRNHRRRTERNEE. UEGKR
RN LBRRES EEAEFNRHMEFRITITY
BEFLEMNEE. WEZEFRAEENBREEWN—R
tt, AXRBEREAMNAG—ERTHAEHE.
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# PHRFNERRFETREARAESME BAMANE
XBHRBT . Y% RBEBYRURNTHRARER, B
FAABANESERE - AL B FHEHNBATERS.
BOELETFRNRXXAL—H FEERERAT 5
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Architecture - an Allegory
A Subjective View

This view is the result of an inner dialogue: a conversa-
tion about buildings, nature and human beings —
between philosophers of culture and architects; be-
tween Far Eastern thought processes and building
methods, and their Western equivalent. The Chinese
sage Laotse (5th century B.C.), the 20th century Catho-
lic religious philosopher Romano Guardini and archi-
tect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (a wonderful
combination for sure) are among those who also have
a voice — with opinions and facts, conclusions and
hypotheses. And amidst them all is a questioning, ad-
miring and thoughtful observer.

In the cathedral at Aachen

In his youth, Mies van der Rohe was an altar boy in
Aachen Cathedral. Often, however, it seems his inter-
est lay not in the activities around the altar, but in the
stones and mortar that had transformed themselves
into the space where Mass was held. During the serv-
ice, he would count those stones, and let his eyes “ol-
low the courses of mortar. His father was a
stonemason, and in his father's workshop the young
Mies had become familiar with the qualities of these
materials. In seeing how stones combined to form
walls, arches and vaults, he at the same time at-
tempted to see construction in the way he was to con-
ceive it later: as an idea ordering all components; a
complete morphology 3

The secret of proportions

A boy of about 10 years attending the Cathedral
School would not have been aware of Pythagoras and
the numerical symbolism of the Bible, nor the modular
system of Aachen's octagon.4 He would have hardly
subjected the great glass conservatory of the Gothic
choir to analysis on the basis of constructional theory;
but he certainly felt the human harmony of this build-
ing, and the secret of proportions that would one day
determine his own buildings, and also the link be-
tween order and interpretation. Perhaps he had felt
that this space was a sign, an allegory for something
even greater and absolute: “Architecture ... extends

BRH——MRIE
FHW EHIAR
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“...how stones combined to
form walls, arches and vaults ..."

Aachen cathedral

TRAHE

3 David Spaeth, Mies van der
Rohe, Stuttgart 1985, p. 17.

4 %3 . Michael Jansen, “Weitere
Uberlegungen zu Modul und
Ikonographie des Aachener
Domes", in: Architektur und
Kunst im Abendland,
commemorative volume for
Gunter Urban, Rome 1992,

p. 115 ff.

5 Mies van der Rohe,
“Leitgedanken zur Erziehung in
der Baukunst”, in: Werner
Blaser, Mies van der Rohe, The
Art of Structure, new edition,
Basel 1993, p. 52
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6 Fritz Neurneyer, ibid., p. 59.

7 Psalm 17.8; similar Ps. 36,8;
63,8; 91,4, 57,2

beyond all conceivable planes of value, into the high-
est level of spiritual being.”®

In his father's business, the young stonemascn Mies
was mainly involved with gravestones and memorials
- a nonrational, rather idealistic and formaily excessive
"building” that aspired to reach into the metaphysical
realm with a purpose filled with symbolism.8 This may
also explain his refired sensibility.

Space - what is “space”?

" .. as if stone and mortar had transformed therr-
selves into space”.

What is "space”?

An almost limitless question, with many possible an-
swers which can on'y be complementary because
none can fully embrace the “essence” of space; an-
swers that are written or formed, timeless, yet born of
the spirit of the age, while depending on thoughts and
feelings, and the situation of that which comes close
to the phenomenon of space.

Disregarding scientific and philosophical enquiry
fwhich is concerned with absolute space) and descrip-
tions based on architectural theory {which is con-
cerned with relative space), itis, of course, seldom
that an answer to this question is sought. Space, like
time, is as natural a condition to human existence as it
is secret. Both are elementary human requirements:
for shelter and permanence.

Kant's statement in his Kritik der reinen Vernunft:
“Space is no empirical term. Accordingly, the idea of
space ... cannot be attained through experience” is
not of much assistance to our existential enquiry. The
experience of space — nurtured by observation, col-
oured by feelings, articulated by inspiration — is just
our way of approaching space. With such attempts at
"understanding” space, spacial terms can become
keywords in some experiences of life.

Ideas of space

The word “space” primarily awakens ideas about
buildings with confinng walls ... until we suddenly
stand in the light of a street lamp, enveloped in a
“light-space”, in a “cavern of light” which, although
limited by darkness, is nevertheless completely open
—its “wall” without substance, almost transparent, ef-
fartlessly penetrable, but still clearly felt. Or a memory
can be awakened about a similarly reversed, equally
unenclosed “existence within space”, as prayed for
and experienced by the Psalmists: ”... Lord, in the
shadow of your wings you wished to shelter me".’
Space and the feeling of sheiter are here almost syn-
onymous; the word “space” approaches a metaphor
for suggesting inner experience.
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It is then not a large step to another sphere which
dominates the real world to an even greater degree,
and which Rainer Maria Rilke evoked in his Sonettes
to Orpheus: "And the music, ever new, from the most
quivering stones, builds in the unusable space its dei-
fied house” — an allegory anticipated by Friedrich Wil-
helm Schelling in another way, in a quote derived from
the poetry of the ancient Greeks: "“Architecture is mu-
sic solidified”.8

Space - that describes something quite simple: a
place out of the rain. Yet it also extends to the most
Holy of Holies, to the spiritual, and to the yearning for
a state of exaltation within the whole — for Eternity.
Space extends beyond architecture, and can be a
thing that exists between different design media. “Im-
Geviert-Sein” (Heidegger) is included in the meaning
of the words “human being”; the human being is “en-
closed”, but not like an object within a vessel; “to be
in a space” is a way of existing.9

Max Beckmann expressed it emphatically in a London
lecture in 1938: “Space — space — and still more
space, the infinite Divinity that surrounds us, and in
which we also exist ... | attempt to use painting to cre-
ate that.”

Although space is first encountered as something that
surrounds us, it requires a certain spiritual process to
“experience” space as an answer to our questions,
and as a response, for example to our need for si-
lence, or a “place” —a nome. A common reaction to
“space” is: “Here, | feel ... followed by a word de-
scribing the inner mood and moment.

Infinite space — concrete space

The idea of infinite space (the universe, in other
words) fills us with a kind of uneasiness, even fear
(television's science-fiction writers play on this hair-
raising stimulation). It is also a reminder of our own
limitation and mortality. (Here, our idea of space and
perception of time merge.)

On the other hand, we enjoy being enclosed and shel-
tered in “our spaces”; we can find a centre there; we
can feel ourselves as the centre. But if that enclosure
should become a prison, with space becoming a tiny
cell, we will rebel with a lust for freedom and distance.

Within ...

If, without reflection, we think about space, we will
mostly see ourselves “within”. Many different associa-
tions are linked to this “inner feeling”: pleasant, wel-
coming, oppressive or frightening, all are entirely
independent from how the function of this space is de-
fined, or whether something, and if so what, is actu-
ally happening there.
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8 Rainer Maria Rilke, Sonette an
Orpheus, selected works,
volume 2, Wiesbaden 1940,

p. 304 (also see p. 396 f.).
Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling,
Schriften zur Philesophie der
Kunst, Leipzig, 1911 Edition,

pp. 224-25; 241.
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9 Martin Heidegger, Bauen,
Wohnen, Denken, Darmstadter
Gespréche, Pfullingen 1954, p.
151f.




Chinese courtyard house
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10 Wilbelm Richard, Laotse,
Tao Te King, Kdin 1975,
chapter 1.

11 Frank Lioyd Wright, Das
natirliche Haus, Munich 1966,
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12 Fritz Neumever, ibid., p. 255.
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Romano Guardini, Der Gegensatz,
Versuche zu einer Philosophie
des Lebendig-Konkreten, Mainz
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There are church spaces that are cold and repelling,
and make the act of prayer almost impossible; there
are profane buildings that create an almost conse-
crated atmosphere.

An experienced or imagined discovery within space
can trigger contradictory mental or physical associa-
tions: space becomes a territory in which the horizons
of human experience and life flow together, or part.
The “feeling of being within” is also evoked by bor-
ders that in everyday life are mostly experienced or
imagined as confining walls. Borders tumn us inward,
but allow us 1o sense an “outside”, beyond enclosed
space. As a result, borders will almost always chal-
lenge us to cross them; they appeal to our curiosity,
and our thirst for knowledge; they are a reason for find-
ing the courage to release ourselves from foreign influ-
ences and find our way to an all enveloping unity.

... and beyond

The realisation of borders, and the compulsion to
cross borders, to reach out to the “beyond”, lead to a
dialectic relationship between inner and outer. This
tension is like a crack in our consciousness — a crack
that allows us to be in both an inner and an outer, like
a split of the supposedly unseparable individual, caus-
ing a firm relationship between the self and the world
to become fragile. This dialectic between inner and
outer leads philosophers to ponder about “to be, or
not to be”: the notion of the “here and beyond” is a
dark continuation of such thoughts. However, of inner
and outer the great Chinese sage, Laotse, says : “The
origin of both is one; they are different only in name.
The secret lies in their unity.” 10 For the architect,
therefore, overcoming the tension between inner and
outer is primarily a human-philosophical task involving
the achievement of a continuity of space. In a limited,
temporary form, that begins in dispensing with the
compartmentalisation of space: with the transforma-
tion of work cubicles, for example, into the flexible,
much more “inhabitable” open spaces we find with
Mies van der Rohe. It continues with the endeavour to
dissolve the closed solidity of borders, and the search
for an integration of inner and outer: an integration of
architecture and nature in which the building com-
bines with nature, within and into a greater unity.

The oid Chinese idea of the continuity and integration
of space both poses and answers the guestion:
“Where does the garden end, and where does the
house begin? Where the garden begins and the house
ends!” 11 In 1928, Mies vah der Rohe, increasingly ful-
filled by the duties of an architect, formulated this ten-
sile relationship between architecture and nature as
one of his “programme points” in search of a solution:
“From inside to outside, and from outside to inside." 12

11
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The wall

If the wall is deprived of its function as a supporting
element, then free-standing or sliding partitions can
have the effect of simultaneous confinement and unifi-
cation; a flexibility will arise that demands organisa-
tion. In extreme cases, the transparency of spacial
demarcation, as suggested in the rice paper walls of
Japan, will lead to a demarcation of space using a few
supporting posts — transferred to modern technology,
it will lead to the skeleton structures of “skin and
bones”, in which glass becomes the material filling in-
termediate space.!3 Such a “wall” is like a breathing
skin between occupants and the outside world; the
comparison of building and human “existence within
space” becomes clear. With the dissolution of a clear
solidity for space, evoked by a massive load-bearing
demarcation, the impression of lightness is also
gained, accommodating the requirement for life within
spaces that are light and airy. In the modern, this light-
ness is made possible by new materials (steel, glass)
and refined construction techniques; the quest for
such lightness is perhaps also a transference of the
centuries-old spacial ideas and spacial organtsation
from the building culture of the Far East.

Confinement and motion

Massive solidity'4 and lively motion are clear oppo-
sites: one paralyses, while the other animates. Con-
fined space and flowing movement, however, can
also exist in a dialectic tension in which one is equally
an element of the other. This reposing solidity, or stat-
ics, is linked to the dynamics of a mutual interplay of
spacial components whose rhythm, aiming at some-
thing greater, extends beyond individual space into
the open, into a unity with cosmic space. Such a ten-
sion is a relatively rare but lasting experience.

In some Gothic churches, because of the rhythmic or-
der of the walls transforming the interior-exterior de-
marcation into a vertical emphasis, the upward
impulse becomes an almost physically uplifting experi-
ence. At times, and in spite of their mostly massive
walls and columns, elements imparting structure to
space in Baroque buildings (the line of a staircase, the
design of ceilings and arches, intersections) appear
playful — an invitation to dance, almost. The order and
transparency of space in Chinese and especially in
Japanese houses is an invitation to enter and pass
through.

The offset walls and wall openings (passages) in the
Ester House in Krefeld, built by Mies van der Rohe in
1930, permeate the spaces to dynamically loosen
them. Even at the design stage of the Backsteinhaus
(1924), Mies departed from the “usual principle of
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space enclosure” and instead aimed at a series of indi-
vidual spaces, a sequence of spacial effects:!> “The
well loses its isolating character, and merely serves as
an element of the house as an organism.” A human,
organic feeling develops into an architectonic princi-
ple: the closed plan and borders are dismantied; the
entire space is organised as a living organism.

An extreme present-day example of an unusually lively
and variable spacial motion con‘ronts us in the town
house on Munsterplatz, in Ulm,'® built between
1991-93 by Richard Meier: within, space hardly
comes to rest. It appears to capitulate to merely transi-
tory use. And with the Gothic cathedral towering be-
hind, its forms give rise to a provocative dialogue that
guides the eye. When passing through and around

this building, Mies' thesis is recalled: “Only a lively in-
terior has a lively exterior; only intensity of life has in-
tensity of form.” 17

The void

in the 1920s, an alternative conception begins with
Mies, away from the shape of a space determined by
walls, and into the heart of the enclosure; into the
"“space, the void, extending rhythmically between the
wails ... the liveliness of which is more important than
the wall”;'8 into a space that forms the framework for
the feeling of great freedom. The void becomes the
“content” —the actual statement, in other words. In
the same way as Heidegger saw the reality of the
pitcher in the void that contains it,1? it could here be
said that the essence of the space exists within the
void that, given order for human beings, demands or-
ganisation.

The process of this reassessment, away from con-
struction and back into space, finds completion with
Mies van der Rohe ard the Barcelona Pavilion of
1928-29, the Tugendhat House (1928-30) and his de-
sign for Berlin's Bauausstellung building {1931).

Just how important it was for him to dematerialise
confinement into details and, rather than compartmen-
talising space, to create the effects of space, can per-
haps be made clear by the following: the steel
supports for the Barcelona Pavilion (and later for the
Tugendhat House) were, to a certain extent, “disem-
bodied” by means of a cross-shaped section. But
Mies had the surfaces nickel plated so that specular re-
flections optically reduced the effect of these sup-
ports, and apparently extinguished their form.20
“Disembodiment” on the one hand, and the exquisite-
ness of materials on the other, allowed the Barcelona
Pavilion to be transformed into an aesthetic experi-
ence that suppresses more functional thoughts. The
space forbids noisiness and idle gossip; it invites medi-
tation, and imparts the impression of sacredness; and
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Mies van der Rohe's intention is made clear: “Archi-
tecture is always the spacial expression of a spiritual
decision.”?! The Barcelona Pavilion was an attempt at
bringing the invisible, the supernatural, into the figura-
tive world. If, in this respect, one speaks of the “po-
etry of space” (Neumeyer), one is reminded of Mies
van der Rohe's claim, as programmatic as it is self-as-
sured: "Architecture is a language with the discipline
of a grammar. In ordinary life, one can use this lan-
guage as prose; but if one is very good, one can be a
poet."22

Laotse, and the void

This aspiration, in going beyond artificially confined
space, approaches the Chinese philosopher Laotse's
idea of visibly defined and invisibly empty space from
which a permanent transformation arises, innovated
by the human desire for organisation as an answer to
the needs of the epoch: “Thirty spokes meet at the
hub, and the space between creates the wheel; clay is
formed by the potter to create the pitcher, but the
pitcher is created by the space within. Windows and
doors are set into walls; the space between makes
the home. The visible creates material form; the invis-
ible gives it value.”23

Disintegrated space

The transparency of the border separating interior and
exterior permits the eye to perceive other elements
that create spacial order: fences, trees, stones,
woods, mountains, clouds. A unity between nature
and the human being becomes possible. According to
Laotse, nature is “the great void” in which various
types of space-forming demarcation are possible —
not only walls or posts, but also the aforementioned
natural shapes and objects. Nature is not only appreci-
ated with the visual senses; nature also becomes an
ordering factor in that “greater space” — in the unity
of heaven and earth, where the human being is at
home.

Space and landscape

The organising intellect is most strongly stimulated by
looking; the ideas thus gained combine with the im-
ages and visions of our fantasy. A thought-provoking
experience can result if, when looking out of the win-
dow, we see not an “object”, in other words the land-
scape, but nature as a part of a greater space in which
we exist and also participate. Landscape is no mere
“outdoors” in a dialectic interplay of inner and outer. It
is also no converse to architecture. Through the per-
ception of the observer, landscape becomes a part of
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interior space.24 An apparent paradox: things move
nearer while our ability to perceive them seems more
remote.

The association with the “great space” of a particular
topography, the interest in the “lovely view", and the
function of spaces for the fulfilment of life all take pri-
ority over traditionally ordered routine. The results: a
release from the compulsive ordering of spaces ac-
cording to the sun's position and the points of the
compass; a flexibility of spacial function; and a disre-
gard of symmetrical spacial order and spacial organisa-
tion.

“Natural” architecture

The idea thus arises for a “natural” architecture, in
which free organisation, absorption into landscape and
unbuilt natural space, and composition in line with the
intended purpose and harmony (organism) of spaces
are among the principles that govern the arrangement
of spaces.

This way of building, in which nature becomes a
determining planning factor, does not see the house
as a perfect geometrical body (Palladio, for example),
but as a complementary or integrated component of
the natural environment. Mathematically derived pro-
portions do not determine the beauty of a building
(Vitruvius); its beauty grows out of a human vision
gained through looking and studying the natural envi-
ronment. Thus, the individuality of “natural” architec-
ture — corresponding to the circumstances of the
environment and far removed from the fixing of form
and function in an absolute way — is also emphasised.
The quest for an intrinsically effective “essence” of
nature, and the acceptance of its constant transforma-
tion, are two poles between which the desire for struc-
tural organisation wrestles with the form-giving
solution.25

The spiritual basis from which an architecture close to
nature develops — in East and West alike - can be-
come apparent in another area which, customarily, is
seen as having sometning to do with architecture only
as an addition or through association: namely, the gar-
den.

Symmetry, and “the curved straight”

The terms order and function unite almost synony-
mously in classical architecture —a beauty determined
by a strict symmetry, and formed on the basis of
mathematical calculation by limes, triangles and rectan-
gles according to the golden section, as well as by cir-
cles. If such a beauty is imposed on nature, then
Renaissance and Baroque gardens will result — the gar-
dens of Versailles, Florence and Brihl. They are subor-
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dinate to architectural form; artificial ideas domesti-
cate the wildness of nature

On the other hand, efforts to include nature in the
building — and the building in nature — focus our atten-
tion towards nature's free, undulating and flowing
form-language; associations such as “freedom”, “viva-
cious”, "original”, “simple", “untouched”, or "arisen
from the essence of things” are then easily made.
This form-language is characterized by the wise
Laotse as follows: “The great straight line must ap-
pear curved. The great rectangle has no corners. The
great image has no form.”26 The curved line can be-
come a kind of contradiction to geometrical-classical
architecture, which is perceived as cold, rigid and un-
natural. Equally, Chinese gardens have, so to speak,
transformed Laotse's words into images - in
Soochow for example, the forms of which unfold ac-
cording to the forces of nature. In the Europe of the
18th century, and mainly in England, (at Chiswick and
Blenheim for examplel, such forces have determined
the development of the landscape garden. Similar ex-
amples can be found in Germany — the park surround-
ing Schloss Worlitz, near Dessau (which, in 1778,
Goethe found to be “like a quite dream-like image
floating by”), or the present-day “island” of Hom-
braich, near Neuss, where sculpture-like free-standing
buildings vie with a diverse and almost orgiastically
rampant nature.

Asymmetric architecture

The beauty of these new garden designs has been
achieved from the original form-language of nature. As
already stated, this beauty went hand-in-hand with the
cancellation both of the laws of symmetry and the
geometrising beauty of form. When this basis returns
to architecture and is applied to concrete, a confusing,
puzzling and impressive solution will arise — Cor-
busier's pilgrimage church in Ronchamp, for instance,
built in 1955: a lack of dominating straight lines and
right angles; an allocation and organisation of walls,
windows and roof that breaks with tradition; an asym-
metric formation of interior space and a new func-
tional link between interior and exterior — all combine
to produce an intrinsic agility, an ever-changing exist-
ence within space that makes it difficult to discover
standard forms of architecture in a work of art that,
without much hesitation, can also be assigned to the
realm of sculpture.

Perhaps in postmodern architecture's much-quoted
curves there is a similar move away from a (misunder-
stood?) cold-cubic modern that is apparently dictated
by the slide rule.
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