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19/ Taut states in the bauwelt of 18-VII-1927, even revising
some of his previous ideas: “...architecture biological, thus
could be called the paper, in contrast with that existing until
now, crystalline, whose essentials feature was static
rigidity”. See Wolf Herzogenrath: “Bauhaus Utopias”.
Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, 1988, pp. 265-277.

decade, but from a pragmatic one among construc-
tivists, that would give way to a more meditated book
a few months later: “Space as membrane”.

Ebeling, returned to Bauhaus in 1925/26 as student,
took care of details for such publication (by the pub-
lishing house Diinnhaupt in Dessau, and a date in the
prologue — 4th of December, 1926 — which was that
of inauguration of the Bauhaus in Dessau), even the
cover design showed echoes of the magazine G pub-
lished in May, 1924. The drawing sends a clear im-
age: cosmic rays, waves and the changing ages of
man in an interstice flanked by blocks, closed on both
sides. Architecture is proposed as a transparent
membrane, opened to nature, welcoming all the ele-
ments for a free man. The book passed almost un-
noticed, except for curious minds: Bruno Taut” called
it biological architecture, and was suggestive for Mies
to order the ideas and proposals of previous years,
because those concerning an architecture born out
of respect for material qualities were confirmed, free
from all aesthetic speculation and heightening the
primacy of construction.

Thus, some later ideas of the architecture produced
in the nineteen fifties were foreseen, like the archi-
tecture as climatic envelope, the consideration of
“machines of solar energy” (solar collectors), and
the conscious and responsible inclusion of ecolo-
gy, climate and biology.

The attention was paid to architectural state, not to
the architectural object, displaying “a primitive”
house as “a multicellular body with hollows”, relat-
ed to the ground by its inferior face, rigidly or by
means of an intermediate structure that transmitted
loads to the ground, but differentiated fram the rest
of contiguous surfaces by subtle means, that received
“a periodic and changing radiation of light of differ-
ent qualities”. The sense and excellence of the ar-
chitecture came less from such components, than
from the harmonization of all of them in a balanced
state. For Mies, interested in a truthful and essential
architecture, of structure and skin, his attitude was
corroborated by the proposal “to equate three-di-
mensional space, defined physically, with a three-di-
mensional membrane, defined biologically, between
our body, like subtle substance, and the precise
forces of the spheres, latent, but conceived bio-struc-
turally, despite this” (!). Neumeyer has not doubts to
remind us that Mies, accustomed to the hard argu-
ments of the organic Haring, underlined this sentence
with a note at the margin.

But, in fact, what process was taking place? An un-
fortunate divorce was solved: “here architecture,
there technique, further away art”, by the neutral-
ization that technique propitiated (a “waorld of interi-
or space without interests of another type”), vindi-
cating the spirit of time and the evolution of progress,
making tabula rasa of historical styles and with a con-

20/ Neumeyer (op. cit. p. 275) points towards a note by
Mies: “"Even though only one internal need” of this kind
“existing here and there were universal, it would include
the welcome obligation for the architect to reassemble
again, in a dynamic way, the organism of housing and its
life style and check its constructive relations”. A dynamism
already perceived by Walter Benjamin which is relevant
here: “Giedion, Mendelsohn, Corbusier transform the place
of residence for people into space to be crossed by all
forces and light and air waves imaginable. The future is
under the sign of transparency” (“Die Wiederkehr des
Flaneurs”, 1929, in Gesammelte Schriften, vol 1ll, Frankfurt
1980, pp. 196 and next.

sequent idea, space was transformed into space, ow-
ing to technique, but it was now a space without at-
tributes, neutral, that allowed to do away with tra-
ditional signs, eliminating alien suggestions and
recovering a free man. Ebeling proposed a contain-
er without previous physiological conditions, out of
nature, where some plants protect the content thanks
to their crust; the dilemma of negative configurations
was overcome — architecture (Baukunst) without art
(Kunst) —, that was then a transition stage or “pre-
vious step to the activating space”. According to the
sense of Kantian category of “condition of possibil-
ity” the space without meaning was organized and
delimited with proper principles®.

Ebeling would still try to condense some elements of
his architecture in a project, “the totally metallic
house on a circle” (1930/31), establishing a relation
between circular construction and the impulse of
modern man, at the time as “diurnal light can play
around the cylinder”. He calculated the most prof-
itable use of materials, but as last instance he want-
ed to find “the best way of life for man, born for free-
dom and dignity, not for straight relativity and to be
jammed between things... Our buildings will survive
our economic needs”. He was concerned with an
ethical position rather than the new building forms,
in closer agreement with some experiences of the
Nineteen Fifties than with the work of Mies van der
Rohe. Owing to its great similarity it is illustrative to
compare it with the project by Ralph Erskine
for the Engstom family in Lisd, where extreme climatic
conditions moved to consider extreme weather con-
ditions to deal with Arctic climate as well as look-
ing for an architecture close to vernacular Scandi-
navian figures. In the same sense, we can compare
with the geodesic domes by Buckminster Fuller, and
we can advance Ebeling criticism of quick con-
struction of industrialized housing, excessively heavy
for “times of massive transformation and circulation”,
idea that would see its reflection at the Plug-In-City
designed by Archigram.

Changing representations: Transparency, Opacity,
Membrane

The distinction between transparency as quality in-
herent to substance or organization, between a real
or literal transparency and an apparent or phenome-
nal transparency®, was linked to attitudes derived
from machine aesthetics and cubist painting and, in
the second case, to organizational themes developed
during the nineteen twenties. Notions which coexist
inthe literature of modern architecture with synony-
mous terms as transparency, simultaneity, interpen-
etration, superposition, space-time,... ambivalence.
Transparency as material condition ( permeable to
light and air), or resulting from an intellectual imper-
ative (requirement in favour of what is easily , per-
fectly evident), even as attribute of personality (ab-

21/ Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky: Transparency: real and
Phenomenal. Within C. Rowe: The Mathematics of the Ideal
Villa and other essays. Spanish version edited by G. Gili,
Barcelona, 1978

22 / Gyorgy Kepes: The Language of Vision. Spanish edition.
Ed. Infinito, B. Aires, 1969, p. 77.

23/ Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky: “Transparency...”. Op. cit,
p. 164.

24/ “The requisits of architectural creativity”. Conference
realized during Spring, 1928 in several places, with a wide
impact in public opinion.

sence of falsehood, pretension or dissimulation),
and, therefore, the adjective transparent (with pure-
ly physical meaning, as critical honour, dignified by
pleasant moral connotations) are linked in archi-
tecture with other levels of understanding, as when
two figures are superimposed, each one claiming
the common part, in contradiction with spatial di-
mensions. This fact results in a new quality: such
figures are transparent with an added factor, trans-
parency “implies a wider spatial order. Transparency
means that two different space situations are per-
ceived simultaneously. Space not only recedes but
fluctuates in a continuous activity. The position of
transparent figures has an ambiguous sense, since
we see the distant figures as quickly as the closer
ones"”. Here transparency is no longer substantial
to become ambiguous; it is not a physical accident
and requires interpretation.

In this sense, Moholy-Nagy displayed, in his plastic
work and writings, a literal transparency provided
with metaphorical qualities linked to narrative po-
tentials and ways of representation that exceed a
sensitivity limited to three dimensions; he was always
interested in the expression of the glass, metal, re-
flecting substances, light, and always received stim-
ulus from De Stijl and the constructivists, just as Mies
van der Rohe.

Some superimpositions of form lead to new interpre-
tations: “There is a continuous dialectic between fact
and an implication. The reality of deep space is con-
stantly opposed to the inference of superficial space
and, owing to the resulting tension, we are always
obliged to carry out new readings” ®... These strati-
fications, resources according to which space is con-
structed and it becomes substantial and articulate,
are the essence of that phenomenal transparency,
characteristic of the main post-cubist tradition.

The reference to architectural representations as
material realizations on a support, paper and only pa-
per, or to banal aesthetizations, that last as little as
fashions, is common. According to Mies: “Architec-
ture can only manifest itself out of an intellectual nu-
cleus and it can only be understood as a vital event”*,
but the core of such attitude had already been ex-
posed by |. Kantin his Critique of pure reason, in 1781:
“Space is no empirical concept. For this reason the
visualization of space cannot be derived from the con-
ditions of external appearances by way of experi-
ence, for this external appearance is itself only pos-
sible by a thought process “.

The progress of architectural thought in Mies’ pro-
duction during the second half of the Nineteen
Twenties operates according to successive land-
marks: abandonment of housing massive construc-
tion, renunciation to means of calculation, insistence
in the craftsman excellence and, finally, a decisive
return, from construction to space as centre of in-
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