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Beijing’s Olympic Stadium – the product of a collaboration between its architects and the artist Ai Weiwei – was conceived by the Chinese government as a national landmark, but who knows what its future symbolism will be? To design a building is to make a self-conscious prediction about the future while simultaneously, and often unknowingly, helping to define the past. Predictions about how buildings will be used, and what they will mean, made by those who commission them, as well as by those who go on to design them, are fascinating, revealing and almost always wrong. A forensic look at the indelible traces of history that a building contains within it, despite itself and despite its creators, is more telling. Architects always struggle to shape buildings that reflect their dreams and ambitions, and sometimes those of their clients and patrons, too. Winston Churchill’s version of this process was that we shape our buildings, and then they shape us. More often, it is events that intervene. Monuments built to celebrate national identity are co-opted and recycled by other nations – in the way that the parliament building in Dhaka built by Louis Kahn went from being a sign of West Pakistan’s dominance in what was once East Pakistan, to become the national symbol of a newly independent Bangladesh. The often intricate stories of how buildings come about, how they are built, adapted and transformed, give us an insight like no other into the shaping of our times. Taken together, they provide not just an account of the individual histories of a sequence of remarkable buildings, but an alternative history of the present. FIFTY MODERN BUILDINGS
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It took just nine months from Joseph Paxton’s first sketch to complete the Crystal Palace. In total, it attracted more than six million visitors, and even managed to make a profit. Henry Cole, a civil servant with a passion for design, convinced Queen Victoria’s consort, Prince Albert, to support the Great Exhibition. The exhibition itself was an astonishing assertion of Britain’s industrial creativity at the height of its empire, but it was the building in which the exhibition was housed, rather than its contents, that was truly remarkable. Initially viewed with suspicion, both event and building – sited in London’s Hyde Park – turned out to be a hugely popular success, despite the disapproval of the Arts & Crafts designer William Morris, who refused to set foot inside. Designed by Joseph Paxton (1803–65) after an architectural competition failed to elicit anything that matched the ambition of the project, the Crystal Palace was a marvel of prefabrication. Paxton drew on his previous experience building greenhouses for the Duke of Devonshire at Chatsworth to design a structure almost 600 metres (2,000 ft) long and covering some 92,000 square metres (990,000 sq. ft). Paxton devised an ingenious cast-iron, timber and glass structure that had no architectural precedents. A specially designed trolley was used to speed up the installation of the glazing, and the palace took just eight months to build. When the exhibition ended, the Crystal Palace was dismantled and moved across London to be re-erected in the south London suburb of Sydenham. Even though the palace itself was destroyed by fire in 1936, it is a project that has haunted the imagination of architects ever since. It inspired a not very faithful reconstruction in Texas and was a model for the mall at the World Financial Center in Manhattan. An example of organized and industrialized architecture, the Crystal Palace has been claimed by the high-tech architects of the 1980s, especially Norman Foster and Richard Rogers, as providing a precedent for their work. 1851 Joseph Paxton THE CRYSTAL PALACE London
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Otto Wagner designed every detail of the bank: the chairs, with their protective metal socks to guard their legs, the clocks and the light fittings. He was eager to demonstrate the decorative possibilities of modern materlals. 1906 Otto Wagner AUSTRIAN POSTAL SAVINGS BANK Vienna At the start of the 20th century, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, of which Vienna was the capital, had less than 20 years left to live. But Vienna didn’t look anything like a city in decline. It was growing fast: it had recently demolished the fortifications that encircled it and replaced them with the monumental and – it must be said – pompous Ringstrasse. And in Otto Wagner (1841–1918) it had an extraordinarily accomplished architect, who was also a gifted teacher and theorist. In 1894 he became Professor of Architecture at the Academy of Fine Arts, where, among others, he taught Josef Hoffmann and Joze Plecnik. Significantly, his inaugural address at the academy, subsequently published as a book, was entitled Modern Architecture. Three years later, Karl Lueger became the mayor of Vienna and set to work on a wholesale remodelling of the city. Wagner designed bridges, embankments and canals, and was also responsible for a couple of exquisite metro stations and a complex of psychiatric hospitals on the edge of the city. Perhaps the most impressive of all his buildings was the Austrian Postal Savings Bank (Österreichische Postsparkasse), which was set back from the Ringstrasse, facing the vapid Ministry of War across an open square. Wagner designed every detail, from the aluminium maidens holding laurel wreaths aloft on the roof line to the furniture in the banking hall. The Postal Savings Bank has a strong case for being considered one of the first monuments of modern architecture, in its use of new materials and in its revelation of the outer wall as no more than a screen, rather than as a massive load-carrying structure. The aluminium studs imply that the marble tiles are simply pinned in place, thus creating the first explicit curtain wall. Inside the banking hall is a milky glass vault, with ventilation provided by free-standing, exposed tubular ducts.
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GOLDMAN & SALATSCH BUILDING Vienna 1910 Adolf Loos Adolf Loos was an enthusiastic polemicist, ready to defend his most controversial work against the abuse of Vienna’s newspapers with a series of public lectures. Adolf Loos (1870–1933) made an impact as much as a polemicist as for the restricted number of buildings that he actually completed. He was acerbic in his onslaught on the Wiener Werkstätte, the design workshops started by his contemporary and rival Josef Hoffmann, which he suggested existed solely to make work for underemployed wealthy young women, as well as on self-consciously ‘artistic’ architecture. His famous 1910 lecture ‘Ornament and Crime’ (published 1913) was a reflection on an architecture of aristocratic restraint, in which the inherent qualities of materials provided richness enough without the application of any further decoration. Loos believed in careful proportions and handsome spaces. Although he preached discretion, Loos relished, even encouraged, the notoriety that his project for the gentlemen’s outfitters Goldman & Salatsch attracted. The store occupied a prominent corner site on Michaelerplatz, immediately behind one of the entrances to the Hofburg Palace, the winter residence of the Austrian emperor. It was one of a number of projects that Loos designed for fashion industry clients, which also included two branches of the menswear store Knize. When the design was unveiled, its façades, stripped of any applied classical architectural detail, were mocked. A cartoonist suggested that Loos’s inspiration for the main elevation came from a drain cover. One newspaper called it a ‘dung heap’; another decried it as looking like a grain elevator next to the Hofburg Palace. Unabashed, Loos defended his design in a series of public lectures. But Vienna’s town council refused to grant a permit of occupation until Loos compromised to the extent of applying window boxes to the façade.
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In the midst of the turmoil of a revolution and a civil war, the closest that Tatlin got to realizing his vision was a wood and plaster model built in his studio. His project has remained a ghostlike presence, continually recreated on a miniature scale for museums. Vladimir Tatlin (1885–1953), alongside Kazimir Malevich, was the key figure in the Soviet avant-garde in the years after the 1917 Russian Revolution. He was a significant painter and sculptor. He also designed rationalized ‘workers clothing’ and furniture, and explored the idea of flying machines. He survived the Stalinist purges, but never succeeded in realizing an architectural project. His key work, the Monument to the Third International, conceived in 1919, flickers on the edge of reality. It was a project that a country shattered by war and civil war, as the Soviet Union had been, could never have built. Even if the Soviet Union had had the resources, the design itself stretched the limits of the possible: it was intended to rise higher than the Eiffel Tower. Tatlin designed it to contain three Platonic forms – a cube, a pyramid and a cylinder – which would rotate at different speeds within its spiralling structure. It was also an intensely political project. The Third International (an organisation of national communist parties) was brought into being by Lenin in 1915 in opposition to the Second Socialist International, the congress of left-wing parties from across Europe that was prepared either to support their national governments in World War I or take a pacifist position. In 1919 Lenin convened the Third International in Moscow to consolidate the power of his party, to set the model for smaller national communist parties and to expel socialists and pacifists. Tatlin’s monument was intended to house a permanent base for the organization, and had a scale and architectural language to match Lenin’s ambitions. ‘Tatlin’s Tower’ has been continually celebrated in exhibitions of the art and design of the period, built as smaller replicas – most recently in the courtyard of the Royal Academy in London, and before that at the Hayward Gallery, also in London, and at the Centre Pompidou in Paris. 1919 (conceived, unbuilt) Vladimir Tatlin MONUMENT TO THE THIRD INTERNATIONAL
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