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Has the Modern Movement any Meaning for Tomorrow?

let me briefly talk about our eldest son Nicoloas who is 21
years old. After a year travelling through South America he
is now a student in business management at the Erasmus
University of Rotterdam. At this university he is taught fo
think globally and surf the World Wide Web in order to
make maximum use of the colossal quantities of informa-
fion hidden in the deepest depots of Infernet and available
in o splitsecond by a click of his computer mouse. His
sense of space and time is permanently further condensed
and eroded. His professors introduce him info the latest
chaos theories and the inescapability of coincidence.

In his research he is confronted with the ever growing
reduction of work available due to the change from
mechanical production of the industrial society to the elec-
fronic production of the information sociely. In the neigh-
bourhood where the lives he is faced with o vast migration
gulf, started in the nineteenth century from Europe to the
New World, that has now reversed from the underdevel
opped to the developped countries.

Did we think in the sixties and seventies that our welfare
state of equalily, solidarity and care would have erased
poverty for ever, we are now witnessing a new division in
society and the ropid emergence of a new underclass.
But | hasten fo say that both, my son and | are proper
exponents of the current consumer society. We have port-
able phones, computers, CD and video players, TV sets,
cars, bicycles, efc. Yet we seem fo be rather ordinary in
our behaviour, we learned two months ago. My wife and
| decided to treat ourselves 1o a Christmas holiday in
South America. Not one single chair wos vacont on any
aircraft in Germany, the Netherlands or Belgium to any
destination in that confinent in December or January. The
Americas, Europe and Australia are on the move during
the Christmas holidays, just for the fun of it, so the only
way left for us is to escape in virtual reality. The same day
| received this desillusion, our newspaper informed me
that in twenty years time the average yearly temperature
will rise 1° C due to our behaviour. At the same time the
world population will heve doubled to over 8 billion
people.

In developping countries the urban population increases
with 150,000 people per doy at this moment, which
means that in 2015 over 2/3 of the world population will
live in cities. These cities can serve as centres of innovar
tion, employment and culture, but they can also form a
threat for the quality of life and bring about the almost total
disappearance of natural resources.

| am sure, most of this sounds rather familiair for most of
you since we live in the same geopolitical, cultural and
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professional environment. Now my question is how wil
we, as architects ond urban designers, cope with these
phenomena. Looking at most neighbourhoods and build-
ings, designed and constructed in the lost fifteen yeors, |
have fo conclude that many of us = confused by experi-
ences of failing revolutions and disappointing results of
social and cultural experiments of the fiffies and sixties,
reject any form of social commitment and retreat o @ nihil
isfic and fashionable approach in which form triumphs
over content. And the result is that the user of the building
is left in @ confusing and meaningless environment.

When you look back in history you will notice, that many
of the phenomena we are confronted with today, have
their predecessors in the 18th, 19th ond eorly 20th
century. Therefore it might well be that the infentions and
innovations of our colleagues of the early Modem
Movement might be of use to us today, although the
conditions of today are often totally different from those in
their time.

First | like fo show you some of the roofs of the Modem
Movement. Philosophers like Spinoza and Descartes were
developping and teaching their theories in the city of
leiden. God no longer was the only answer to all the
unexplainable phenomena in nature, as he wos in the
Middle Ages. Mankind's rational brain should one doy be
able to understand and conquer the universe. Descarfes
said: “l think so | am.”

At obout the some time, in 1671, Louis XIV dictated 1o
Colbert, his minister of finance, that more money was
needed o realise his ambitious plans for the Louvre and
Versailles. In order to get more financiol control over the
building trade Colbert in tum established the Académie
Royale d'Architecture, which transformed architecture from
a customary trade info on acodemic subject. Academic
learming now gradually supplonted practical experience.
This meant the end of the powerful guilds and as a conse-
quence the gradual disappearance of the craftsmen.

The Teylers Museum in Hoarlem which we recently restar
ured and extended was founded in 1781 and is the eld-
est museum in the Netherlonds. It is @ typical institution of
the period of the enlightenment, not only designed as @
museum fo inform the people of Haarlem about scientific
and technological developments, but also s a laboratory
where important technological experiments were done.
The idea was that increase in empirically gathered knowt
edge would help fo create o fair and equal society.

Let us now enter the architect’s office of Sir John Soane in
London, who was active af the end of the 18th and the




beginning of the 19th century. Sir john was very con-
cemed with innovation, employing well advanced con-
struction techniques and materials. However, he was also
interested in the durability of the past. To his clients, the trus-
ties of the Bank of England, he presented this drawing, exe-
cuted by his Indian draughtsman (ill. 1). It shows the Bank
how it might look in'a thousand years fime. It would not be
completely in use ony longer, but a beautifully designed
rwin. His concepts correspond fo the traditional concepts of
authority, status, security, durability and stability.

How different is the impression one gets from the skeiches
made by the Prussian architect Karl Friedrich Schinkel in
1826, when visiting the industrial mills of Manchester (ill.
2). His trovel companion, the Minister of Commerce was
equally impressed by “the plenty of factories of eight and
nine stories with paper thin walls, iron columns and iron
beams.”

Thomas Carlisle wrote in 1829: “We are living in the age
of the machine in every cutward and inward sense of thot
word.” And that machine age began to show characteris-
fics very different from anything that hod happened
before. The ever growing demand to cut costs and at the
same fime increase the quality of products and services,
resulted in the continuous increase in performance require-
ments of buildings and as a consequence in the rapid
diversification of building typologies. And it seems to be o
general rule that the more specific an object becomes, the
foster its obsolence will occur.

The concepts of durability and eterity were slowly
replaced by the concept of transience, both in cullure in
general and in architecture in particular. Just to give you an
example: in a small survey we did some years ago we
counted seven different building types for university educo-
fion in the eighteenth century, where as for 1992 we
counted over 220 different types of university buildings.
Today we are confronted with offices, factories and
shops, which become obsolete five 1o ten years after they
were constructed, becouse the ever foster changing
requitements don't fit the physical configuration of the
building, specially designed to match these in the first
place.

Since o yeor | om the architectural supervisor of Amster-
dom Airport Schiphol where the only constant is change.
As soon as you lurn around, things are different. To my
mind today’s transience is rooted in the eighteenth and
nineteenth century. Just think again about Sir John Scane’s
Bank of England and compare this to Crystal Polace by
Joseph Paxton for the World Fait in london in 1851, by
that time one of the biggest structures in the world. It wos
commissioned, designed, produced and ossembled on
site in only nine months. It was not meont for eternity either,
both in reality and intentionally.

Apart from the totally changing concept of fime, this build-
ing also demonstrates the increasing tendancy in the nine-
teenth century to experiment and innovale in sociol, lech-
nical and aesthetic matiers. In this respect two factors play
an important role in the development of modem architec-

ture in the nineteenth century, which by the way hove a
cerloin ambiguity as well.

First there is the liberal scenario, searching for the right of
the individual to decide for oneself and to express one's
own deepest emotions and feelings. Then there is the col-
lectivist scenario searching for solidarity, equality ond
care. It is porticularly this concept of collectivism and
emancipation that brought about the Modern Movement
in architecture in the early 20th century.

There was not only progress in the 19th century, the Indus-
trial Revolution had some nasty side effects. The macro
economic changes from fraditional agriculture to the
mechanical production industry triggered o huge migro-
tion of country folk to the fast growing cities. Bod working
condifions, poor housing, lack of health care and educo-
tion became the norm for the new urban poor. By the
beginning of the 20th century this had developped to such
proportions that o growing number of artists and architects
all over Europe felt increasingly concerned with this dire
situation of the masses. Only the emergence of a radically
new culture and theretore the radical rejection of the past
would do for them, This totally new cullure would be
based upon rationality both in ferms of social relationships
and the optimum use of technology and material proper-
ties. The poetic qualities of form would be the logical result
of economy, the organisation of function and the technol-

ogies applied.

For many architects therefore the Modern Movement was
not so much on aesthetic principle or a style, but rather a
method of working, a woy of thinking about people and
their environment. These buildings should primarily be con-
sidered as an utility. They were 1o be designed as econom-
ically os possible and should express the openess, trans-
porancy and accountability of the new culture, they should
fulfill the ombitions of the emancipating mosses, be
hygienic and healthy, and they should be produced and
assembled as efficiently as possible, making use of as lit
fle material as possible by employing the latest technolog:
ical innovations. The Duich architect Johannes Duiker
called this attention to the essential, the reduction of the
superfluous and the search for the necessary, “spiritual
economy’,

Many building types emerged from this new woy of
thinking to suit new functional requirements, such as focili-
ties for education, entertainment, sport, frarisport, indusiry,
healthcare and housing. As you con clearly see in these
illustrations, the resulls express ffonsparancy, openess,
lightness and transitoriness, as opposed to monumentalify,
heaviness, protection and durability. These buildings were
not meant to be architectural icons or monuments. On the
contrary they were meont fo serve the ordinary, the
requirements of the masses. Yet although this way of think-
ing and working wos universally odopted by Modemn
Movement architects, it hod its local interpretations,
depending on local environmental, cultural and economic
conditions and needs. And for a while its rationalistic rools
oppecled to poliical systems with totally opposite attitudes
such as social democracy, focism and communism.
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Apart from varying political points of view, one cannot
deny that several crucial miscalculafions were made by
the innovative pioneers of the Modem Movement, which

were later copied and multiplied fo a huge scale, during

the postwar building boom both in Europe and America
(ill. 9). 1 just remind you of the drastic separation of func-
fions, the autonomy of the solitary building, the denial of
the traditional urban stucture ond the tobula raso
approach, the overkill of economy and rationality to the
defriment of the emotional needs of the individual. The loss
of communal and of individual protection in the drive for
collective transparancy, the lack of attention to the grace-
ful aging of buildings, constructions and materials efc. All
these were misinterpretations of very ordinary psychologi-
cal needs, and Team X has rightly reacted against that.

Yet | do think several principles of the Modern Movement
can be of great benefit to us today. Clearly the Modermn
Movement is not just a foshionable style, @ whim of the
day, but a motivation, o way of thinking which is never
normative but always enquiring and innovative. It is an
ongoing project of civilisation with its roots firmly
anchored in 18th and 19th century thinking, which as it is
primarily socially orientated, is looked with disdain upon
by many current architects. If you lock ot the ropidly
emerging underclass which on a global scale is growing
to mega proportions, one wonders how long we can
maintain this arrogance. Just o week ago we could read
in the Netherlondish newspapers that in our welfare state
with 15 million inhabitants over 22,000 households i.e.
approx. 60,000 people suffer from hunger because they
cannot afford sufficient food. This social motivation of the
Modermn Movement is essentially community orientated. In
our period, where individualism is often pushed to the
exfreme, more cltention fo solidarity and 1o collective
gooals and solutions might help o arrive ot acceplable bal-
ances between the private and the communal.

The Modern Movement way of thinking also means doing
more with less. Sureley, in our era of rapidly declining nat
ural resources, growing environmental pollution; global
warming, as well as a massive increase in the world pop-
ulation, this Modern Movement essentialism makes a lot of
sense, in our search for @ sustainable future.

And last but not least we are living in an era of rapid glo-
balisation and of the same time, or should | say, as a con-
sequence of this, we are wifnessing a renewed tendency
of profectionism and nationalism, of creafing borders. Per-
haps the infention of openess, the will to innovate and
investigate, the desire for transparancy and accountability,
the wish to look outward rather than inward, all could be
of use as well. | am convinced that many ideas of the
Modern Movement of the recent past, and that means
both the positive and negative results of this way of think-
ing, are essential to keep for future generations. That is
why we starled seven years ago with the international
organisation for the documentotion and conservation of
Modern Movement buildings and neighbourhoods, in
short DOCOMOMO, with the infention to think global
and act local, Today we have active working parties in
36 countries and an extensive network of approximatevely
1,200 associated architects, architectural hislorians and
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conservalionists world wide. In DOCOMOMO we dis-
cuss the essence of modemity and ways of keeping the
results of the Modern Movement for the future.

You may rightly ask, whether the preservation of Modern
Movement buildings isn't in total contradiction with the
motivation of the original architect, who intentionally
designed the building as a ufilify. Wasn't the rational of a
building, that it suited its functions perfectly ond that as
soon as the requirements change it should be altered or
demolished? Wasn't thot the key idea of transitoriness? |
think there are several reasons why it is perfectly accepta-
ble fo preserve these buildings today for future generor
tions, apart from doing it just for the love of them. First, the

prime function of an important Modern Movement build-

ing of the past has changed from ifs original utility purpose
to what is considered as a monument now: a represento-
tion of a cultural meaning of the past.

Secondly, whereas from the twenties fo the sixlies, the idea
fo start from scratch — the fabula rasa approach — was a
rational thing to do, today it is much more rational to re-
use buildings and historic setiings for social, economic
and environmental reasons. And third, whereas in the first
half of the century it was a revolutionary act fo reject any-
thing from the past, foday it is revolutionary to reconstruct
the ties with the past and act in accordance with the long
term waves of civilisation rather than to worry too much
about the short term waves of fashionable trends of the

day.

But the preservation of 20th century buildings and neigh-
bourhoods has some specific characteristics. In the last
eighty years, more has been built than all buildings put
together that have been produced ever before. Quite a
number of these recent buildings are of social, technical
and or aesthetic interest because of their particular innovo-
tions. Yet aport from economical constraints you could and
would not like 1o keep them all. So in order to control this,
one should make a hierarchy related fo regional, national
or international importance.

This is why in DOCOMOMO all the various couriries
have made national registers, documenting the most
important MaMo buildings in their country. And making
use of their register they have made proposals for the infer-
national MoMo selection. Some of these buildings are of
such worldwide importance that one should strive 1o pre-
serve and restore them as much as possible to their origi-
nal state. A second category consists of buildings of
national importance. Of course these should be kept as
well, and as much as possible in the original state yet they
may be restored in vorious degrees of progmatism
depending on the authentic meaning in relation to the
requirements of reuse. And the largest category of build-
ings of historic interest should at least be documented sys-
tematically ond after that they might be left to the eco-
nomic and architectural whims of the day if no one is inter-
ested in renovating them. | have to add that proper docy-
mentation is oftlen @ very good solution, parficularly for
keeping buildings for the future that have been unwanted
and unloved all along, but yet represent an important innc-
vation all the same.




Now the reuse of MoMo buildings is a rather difficult
offair, precisely because they have been designed to suit
specific performance requirements and as o consequence
have a short functional and technical life. In the case of
MoMo buildings: if you don't find a new function that suits
the old, you can easily get in trouble. Toke for example
Gooiland in Hilversum designed by Jan Duiker as a hotel
in 1933. It was turned into a music school in the lote
1980’ and is now vacated already, because it wos phys-
ically totally unfit for this function. For the Schréder House,
designed by Rietveld in 1924, the restauration o ifs orig-
inal state went alright because the house was turned into
a museum. But of course, not all the relics of the past can
become museums.

And what about Sanatorium Zonnestraal in Hilversum
designed by jan Duiker in 1928 (ill. 11). Discussions have
been going on for thirty years, what to:do with this com-
plex, varying from a hospital, an educational centre for the
frade unions, to a conference or an AIDS centre. Two
years ago a new inifiative has been developped to estab-
lish a health care centre on the site, that will make use of
the original sanatorium as well as addifional new build-
ings. My colleague Wessel de Jonge and | have been
appointed as the architects for this project, recently we fin-
ished the preliminary design,

Now you may have noticed, that the Zonnestraal buildings
don't excel in proper detailing (ill. 12). To consider cement
ploster and mesh a suitable solution for prefobricated exter-
nal walls can not simply be atiributed to ignorance or slen-
der financial means. Research in building history has
showed us that Duiker and his structural engineer Wie-
binga were often very well aware of what they were doing
in technical terms. Apparently, they didn't think it necessary
to design for a longer technical lifespan than was function-
ally required. And because Duiker and the physicians of
Zonnestroal expected tuberculosis to be exterminafed
within thirty years, due fo their firm believe in the advance-
ment of science and technology, to them it made perfect
sense fo design throw oway buildings fitting Duikers ideas
of “spiritual economy” and essentialism. So here we are
today, restauring throw-away buildings for eternity.

Duiker designed the lightest consfruction possible with an
absolute minumum of material (ill. 13). The dimensions of
the concrele beams follow the moment diogram; the
beams are haunched at their supporis to take up the shear
forces. The complicated and labour infensive carpentry
was economic in a period of cheap labour and expensive
materials. Duiker took the philosophy of *less is morex fo
the exireme though. As o consequence of reducing the
material to @ minimum, the narrow shuttering could only be
filled by making the concrete more fluid than acceptable
with a considerable amount of water. As a result, the com-
pression sirength in some columns is not more than thot of
wet sand. Besides the reduction in reinforcement steel in
the beams is foken fo such a level, that the structure con’t
take the lateral forces sufficiently. Recent calculations indi-
cate that the frame of one of the pavilions hos collapsed
in theory and is being supporied by partitions that were
never meant for this purpose.

Now the big question, what will we do in order fo pre-
serve this povilion? The first option is to demolish and
reconstruct the building. New developments in concrete
technology allow us to rebuild the pavilion in such o way
thot the original appearance of thinness, expressing Dui-
kers ideas about the “spirifucl economy”, is completely as
it was infended. In other words, the authenticily of the idea
is secured in that option, yet the authentic material has dis-
appeared. The opposite option is to keep the authentic
material as much as possible. But that means that wether
we like it or not, what ever we do, we have fo add mate-
rial and construction, be it by introducing wind bracings
in the elevations, by increasing the beam height, or by
infroducing new stiff verficals in the elevation. In short, in
this opfion the authenticity of material is secured, but the
expression of the ideaq, in other words of that which has
made the original building so special, will disapear. As
the architect Aldo van Eyck once said: *You don't just add
a millimeter to a line on @ Mondrian painting. Doing that
the painting won't be @ Mondrian any longer, it will just
become an ordinairy painting. It is precisely the lack of
that one millimeter, which creates its specicl meaning and
experience.” Besides, don't forget, since 20th century
buildings are designed and consiructed with rapid
change in mind, very often a lot of its original materials
and constructions have disoppeared anyway due to reno-
valion interventions.

If we restoure Duikers's povilion (ill. 14) we odhete 1o the
Charter of Venice and we comply with the intemational
guidelines of the World Heritage List, because the authen-
ticity of materials is a prereguisite for inclusion of a build:
ing on that list. If we don'd adhere fo these guidelines and
reconstruct the building, we come closest 1o the original
idea of the architect, but the building will not be accepto-
ble for the WHL. Now | don't necessarily want o change
the W.H.L-guidelines drasfically, but | do think it is impor-
fant fo alter its infention in such a way that buildings from
the machine age, i.e. buildings of the Modern Movement
con be included as well, althcugh they might partly be
reconstructed. Of course it is always scientifically and
emotionally afiractive o safe as much authentic material
as possible, but one should not forget that we are lalking
here about buildings assembled from machine made prod-
ucts, rather than about traditional constructions put
together by craftsmen, showing their individual signature.
As | soid ot the beginning, the Moderm Movement is not o
style but @ way of thinking, of always inventing new
social, technical and cesthetic solutions. Therefore it is the
actual innovative idea that is most important to keep for
future generations. And very often it is precisely the expe-
rience of such an innovation that can'’t be grasped by just
documenting it, however sophisticated virtual reality might
ever become.

In the end it is only reality which will do. And it is the real-
ity of the useful ideas and inventions of the Modern Move-
ment that is extremely importani for the future of ourselves
ond thot of our children. In our age of the digital revolution
it is useful to remember @ Modern Movement wisdom:
“The future is not just something happening to you, it is
something you build."
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