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  Was aufgetürmt gen Himmel steht,


  Und auch der Mensch, so hold vertraut


  Mit all der Schönheit, die er schaut,


  Entschwindet und vergeht.




  Matthäus von Collin, ‘Wehmut’




  Introduction




  It is a pernicious cliché that architecture is the most optimistic of cultural activities, but like all clichés it is not lacking in truth. It takes a massive commitment to build something, an investment in the future that requires hope and more than a little faith that one’s effort is worthwhile. Architecture is a symbol of growth, of longevity and of immortality. Architecture is monuments and memorials; it gives those who build a foothold in the future. Poets, brooders and melancholics do not build; they ponder, staring at fragments. The Saturnine disposition is not one that is suited to the erection of edifices.




  But architecture is also the medium of the ruin. Architecture collapses, erodes and decays. It is overwhelmed by nature and the names inscribed into its surfaces become worn away until they are illegible. It is a symbol of the transience of all things. The ruin is the melancholic counterpart to the heavenward reaching of architecture, but at the same time this is often a comforting melancholy, a pleasantly sublime disappearance. We visit ruins rather than living in them, we stabilise our ruins to stop them from decaying too much; they become monuments in themselves.




  We are, at the current time, experiencing a new period of ruinenlust. But the subject of this passion for ruins is modernism; many of the 20 century’s experiments in changing the patterns of politics, aesthetics and life still exist; ever more poignant due to the faded urgency of their expressions of tomorrow. The ruins of modernism are the subject of an ever increasing amount of art and literature, figuring heavily in the work of contemporary artists such as Jane and Louise Wilson, Cyprien Galliard, Tacita Dean, or Jeremy Millar. Shot through with a melancholy which is more antagonistic than that of say, Caspar David Friedrich, the ruins of modernism are fragments of the drive towards a better world that did not come to pass. As opposed to the romantic ruin, which was a mapping of the future of our present through the figure of the past (what you are we once were, what we are you soon will be), the modern ruin is the discovery of a lack in the present - a lack corresponding to a potential future that only existed in the past.




  In one way this book is a contribution to this literature. But unlike most current ruin culture, which takes as its subject the monumental concrete architecture of the social democratic period after World War II, the subjects of this work are the earliest examples of capitalist modernity in architecture: the exhibition palaces of the late 19 century. Much loved but also much misunderstood, these behemoths of iron & glass are forerunners of nearly all the experiments that would come later in the name of modernism. Built in a rush of optimism, we will see that they were mostly pathetic failures. Designed by the most stringently rational minds, they were also confusing, contradictory, obscure and fragmented spaces. They presented compelling images of a better future but also the ruthless harshness of modernity; they were massive buildings that looked so fragile that they might simply blow away at any moment. These contradictions at the very origins of modernism are a powerful counter to a view of architecture as a profoundly positive activity. Furthermore, these ancestors of modernism present a challenge to the narrative of the ruin. Their transience, their fragility and weakness were all qualities that were already present in the buildings from the very beginning; rather than leaving behind a distressed mass of concrete, they have tended to disappear without trace, leaving nothing behind but ephemera. We will see that these buildings were both already ruined, but also never able to become ruins, and we will assess how this self-contradictory condition affects our understanding of architecture as monument and memory. It will be argued that the strange fragility and lack of monumen-tality of the iron & glass palaces is a quality that contributed to, even encouraged, their failure, and we will examine the implications this realisation might have for architectural culture.




  In light of the new lessons learned in our historical study of these architectural failures we will also examine a number of movements supposedly carrying on the technological tradition of modernism, using the new insights to critique supposedly radical streams of contemporary architecture. The analysis of the iron & glass buildings and their failure will show that far from a continuous legacy of radical modernism, the problems of architecture and its relationship to culture and technology that they posed are still unresolved today; in fact, it will be argued that we are as far away from a revolutionary architecture now as we were at the time the iron & glass buildings emerged.




  Iron & Glass
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  Of all cultural forms, architectural modernism was perhaps the modernism most directly influenced by specific technological developments. Unlike literature, whose technologies of creation and dissemination remained more or less same from the 19 to the 20 centuries, or music, whose late 19 century development in recording technology - phonography - would be embraced most quickly in the field of popular music, modernism in architecture can effectively be traced back to two events - the development of mass-produced cast iron & plate glass. And again, unlike in literature and music, whose modernisms worked primarily with form and technique, architectural modernism became an ideology in which the industrial would play a most important role. One way to understand this condition is that it is due to the fact that of all cultural forms, architecture is the one that requires the largest amounts of capital to produce; not only the huge masses of material that must be assembled, but also the huge amounts of labour that go into the erection of buildings. If we (not unproblematically) think of architecture as an art form, then it is the art form that is still most directly tied to its patrons, with all the ideological problems that entails. With this in mind, it is understandable that the effects of 19 century technological advances, the new materials and new methods of fabrication, as well as other factors such as rapid urbanisation, and changing political and economic cultures would be felt more deeply in the discipline of architecture than in any other cultural form; and also why modernism in architecture would have such a close and complex relationship to technological advancement.




  Although modernist architecture is generally considered to originate in the early 20 century, histories generally point towards the earliest origins of modernism as being the iron & glass revolution in the 19 century; what would later become modernist shibboleths such as honesty in construction, truth to materials, the stripping back of decoration and a commitment to mass-manufacturing and pre-fabrication were all presaged in the engineering achievements of the 19 century, and the ‘engineer-geniuses’ of the time, such as Gustave Eiffel and Isambard Kingdom Brunel, are better publicly remembered than any architects of their time. Against the historicism of the bourgeois academy, and in contrast to aestheticians merely horrified by the effects of industrialisation (such as A.N.W. Pugin), some 19 century theorists such as Eugene Violet-le-Duc saw in raw engineering a more honest, more rational expression of the problems of a rapidly changing society. The conventional reading of the iron & glass building phenomenon is that it allowed a new architectural method to develop: while it was ignored by the prevailing ‘academic’ minds, who thought of the structures as ‘mere’ engineering, the increasing complexity and demands of building typologies led to iron & glass being the medium in which a new kind of space emerged; thus conceptually suturing the form to notions of progress. This conceptual symbiosis led to the materials and their methods of application becoming symbolic of their age.




  Iron & glass buildings first started to be built soon before the start of the 19 century, mostly by gardeners rather than architects or engineers. These mainly consisted of lean-to roofs, functioning as orangeries for private residences. Constructed of sash bars and supported against masonry walls, these were simple structures, considered entirely as vignettes within the sequence of rooms and spaces of the houses to which they were attached.1 Up until the middle of the century ferro-vitreous architectural technology developed with the construction of larger and larger winter gardens and greenhouses, and the working out of problems such as vaulted iron roofs or the construction of bridges. When cast-iron technology first emerged it was trapped in the patterns of stone and wood; the Iron Bridge (1781-) in Shropshire is an almost direct translation of timber construction into the new material.




  There are two main families of ferro-vitreous building - those of a ‘mixed’ construction, in which an iron & glass roof structure was constructed within a standard masonry building, and those which we might call ‘pure’ construction, where apart from the foundations, the building has no masonry aspect. It should be acknowledged that there were varying degrees between these two positions; structurally there is no such thing as a ‘pure’ iron & glass building, the distinction is an aesthetic one. ‘Pure’ construction reveals the iron & glass, ‘mixed’ construction conceals it from the exterior view. As well as this aesthetic distinction, there are, basically speaking, five different types of ferro-vitreous architecture: railway stations, arcades, department stores, winter gardens, and exhibition palaces. All of these are typologies whose construction only became possible with the introduction of iron & glass; they all represent genuinely new forms of space, forms that are all linked by their transience.2




  The grand railway stations were mostly built during the craze of speculative railway building that occurred in the latter half of the 19 century, and are perhaps the most commonly surviving of all the ferro-vitreous buildings. The railway boom is perhaps the technological advance that most changed the way 19 century space was experienced; it brought to the world unprecedented velocity, distance and size. The extruded railway sheds were among the most impressive examples of engineering of their time, but were without exception hidden behind a building constructed in an acceptable architectural mode. They represented solutions to new problems that could not be solved within the constraints of an academic architectural style, but it was considered inappropriate for them to exist on their own, especially within an urban context. Those contemporary critics not immediately repulsed by industrial architecture spoke of the success with which the ‘Architecture’ of the building expressed or resolved the ‘Engineering’ part, regarding the tension between the quantifiable and the ineffable.3 But these were not equally weighted terms; by separating the two registers of meaning in the building, efforts were made to protect the knowledge of the architect - as the engineer had nothing to do but solve the problem as it was presented to them, their ‘solution’ could never be Architecture, which had the more difficult task of expressing what it did; of communicating its purpose by making a statement within an already established language, to which access was restricted. This insoluble tension between the ideal polarities of function and communication, and the way in which professional anxieties are drawn within it is something we shall return to again in this study.




  Arcades were even more concealed than the railway stations. Basic roofs covering small shopping streets, these were amongst the earliest ferro-vitreous structures built, and were common in the cities of Old-Europe. At first spaces inhabited by the early bourgeoisie, they would often later become the haunts of prostitutes and vagabonds. Although in many cities they are entirely lost, there are still places in which the more salubrious of the arcades have survived; usually when they were of larger or grander scale, for example the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II (1867-) in Milan or the arcades of Leeds. In Walter Benjamin’s work The Arcades Project, the arcades are lenses through which the birth of modern capitalist culture is examined. Arcades were the perfect haunts of the flâneur, that transient wanderer of the city whose disinterested gaze foresaw the passive modern consumer. For Benjamin, the arcades are manifestations of the phantasmagorias of modernity, neither interior nor exterior spaces. The arcades may have been the original spaces in which the exchange value of the commodity came to prominence, but for Benjamin they also are the locus of fragments of latent potential; a utopian spark which he often identifies as residing in the germinal iron construction of their roofs.4 Benjamin was writing in the context of the disappearance of most of the Paris arcades; he was making the case for a radical reappraisal of what even in the 1930s was a lost culture; indeed, those arcades that still exist are imbued with a sense of being adrift out of time, dwarfed by the spaces and cultures that they inaugurated.




  The department stores were the grand offspring of the arcades; products of a blossoming bourgeoisie and the culture of conspicuous consumption that they cultivated, this peculiar typology resulted in buildings of effectively open-plan ‘free’ space filled with independent commercial units, held behind massive facades that gave off an impression of an often-gaudy grandeur. The contradiction between the aspirations of consumption and the methods by which it could be achieved resulted in buildings such as le Bon Marché in Paris (1867-), often acknowledged as the first of the type. This particular architectural technique would later develop into the office building with a cast-iron frame, which further tended towards the proto-skyscrapers of Louis Sullivan and others in the US. In many ways arcades and department stores continue to be built; of all the iron & glass buildings their influence is most easily discerned in the axial arrangements and roof-lit avenues of the ubiquitous shopping malls; a steroidal typology, prone to gigantism. Although much maligned by lovers of the small shop and also those who find consumerist homogeneity depressing, it has to be admitted that they are also extremely popular spaces, as long as we understand popular to mean frequently constructed and often visited.




  Winter gardens were massive greenhouses, built at first in the grounds of country estates, but later constructed in parks as public works. These were the first examples of a ferro-vitreous architecture that was not reliant on substantial masonry structures or conventional architecture as support or mask; this nakedness was ‘permissible’ partly because architects were rarely involved in their design, but also because the structures were constructed out of the way from other buildings; in a large garden setting there was no real architectural ensemble to be a part of, in fact, the dominant ensemble was the ‘nature’ within and the ‘nature’ without. The winter gardens were museums of nature; within their glass walls the arboreal products of the world were arranged, catalogued and preserved - plants were collected from around the world in much the same way as cultural artefacts.5 A great number of these structures were built in the second half of the 19 century, and a number of outstanding examples survive, such as at Kew, Vienna, or Brussels. Although these spaces are among the only ways one can now truly appreciate the fantastic qualities of iron & glass architecture, the vast majority of winter gardens of the 19 century are long gone, victims of neglect and short-sighted demolition:




  Whereas stylistic architecture recapitulated history, the builders of the glasshouses had to conceive designs for contents that were ephemeral - plants or exhibitions. The trend toward the temporary was inherent in the plant houses and the exhibition buildings, and it expressed itself in the construction. Not suitable for industry and serving only for exhibitions or recreation, many of the glasshouses were left to decay, unappreciated, in less than a decade.6




  But by far the most bizarre and fantastic of the ferro-vitreous proto-modernist structures have to be the Exhibition Palaces. Beginning with the virtually unprecedented Crystal Palace (1851), designed by Joseph Paxton for the Great Exhibition in London, a strange, ambitious, deliriously optimistic and naively short-sighted typology was born. Over the next fifty years these would create some of the most incredible moments in architectural history, yet almost all now exist only as archive material. The Great Exhibition itself is thought of as the event that marked the birth of modern consumer-capitalist culture, with its effect of ‘putting the world on display’; and it sparked a copycat series of exhibitions around the world, such as the 1889 Paris Exhibition or the 1893 Columbian Exhibition in Chicago, to name but two.




  Why have they disappeared? Of all the buildings built for the 19 century world’s fairs, only the Eiffel Tower (1889-) is significantly standing. Almost all of the exhibition buildings themselves are gone, leaving nothing but ephemera, photographs and place names. Admittedly, they were often designed as temporary structures, but in a large number of cases after the exhibitions had run there were vigorous attempts made to make the buildings permanent, often in the guise of ‘Palaces for the People’. In these cases, it was mostly fire or financial ruin that eventually claimed them.




  In the following sections I will discuss three examples of the ferro-vitreous glass palaces. Firstly the original Crystal Palace at Hyde Park (1851), will be discussed both in terms of its conventional architectural significance and its related but generally scholarly distinct cultural significance. The rebuilt Crystal Palace at Sydenham (1854-1936), which is rarely properly separated out historically from the Hyde Park building, will be discussed in terms of its fantastic architecture and its overall failure, while the almost completely unremembered Albert Palace (1885-92) will be discussed with regard to its melancholic life and death and its relationship to architectural memory.




  The Crystal Palace at Hyde Park




  Joseph Paxton’s ferro-vitreous edifice for the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations is undoubtedly the most famous of all of the 19 century exhibition palaces. Pejoratively nicknamed the ‘Crystal Palace’ before it was even built, it swiftly became the subject of great affection and adulation, and is now widely regarded as a masterpiece of architectural design.7 Unlike some other events featured in this book, the Great Exhibition generated a vast body of written and graphic material, a very large amount of which still exists. In recent years it has generated much discussion as well, a great many articles and books being published on it. This production has peaked at anniversaries, especially those at which exhibitions paying explicit homage were held (1951, 2000). Despite this wealth of material, the memory of the Crystal Palace is somewhat diffuse, scattered into myriad different narratives and positions, which broadly speaking we can describe as falling within the space between three extreme positions.




  The first of these is the popular/populist view, which sees the Great Exhibition as the source of great pride, a flourishing of Victorian genius and technological prowess, the birth of liberal modernity. This view is of course most commonly held in the UK itself, where there is still great popular nostalgia for the period when Britain was a world power, and when it led the world in technological development and the liberality of its capitalist culture. Needless to say, this attitude to the exhibition is most often held by conservatives who do not blanche at making appeals to the greatness of empires and all that went with them. This view is a naïve one; it takes the pronouncements of those involved in the creation of the exhibition, such as Prince Albert, at face value, without delving any further.




  The second attitude is the scholarly view: the last twenty years have seen the emergence of a revisionist narrative of the history of the Great Exhibition which has drawn out and focused upon various other narratives to the official, laudatory one, most obviously the stories and responses of those foreigners, women and workers who attended, but also drawing out the multifarious attitudes towards the exhibition from within the upper classes at whom its rhetoric was mostly aimed. This scholarly attitude stresses the heterogeneity of cultural meanings that the exhibition generated, emphasizing its conflicting and contradictory nature, breaking up, at least at the academic level, the dominant narrative that existed previously.




  The third attitude can be described as the technological, or architectural attitude, which sees the Crystal Palace from a distance, viewed through the lens of later developments in the culture of architecture and building. Generally lacking anything more than cursory cultural observations, the technological view of the Crystal Palace is as a masterful solution; the first building to truly make genuine use of the mass-production technologies newly available at the time, a presaging of future methods of spatial production and a testament to the mindset of the problem-solving designer.




  It would be impossible here to offer up a comprehensive new mix of these ways of looking at the Great Exhibition, which would be a far larger project than the one undertaken here, but at the same time with regard to what follows I cannot proceed without at least providing some brief analysis of the event. In that case the following will attempt to contrast the scholarly and architectural approaches, which often have existed in almost complete isolation from each other.




  Industrial exhibitions of one kind or another had been held for at least half a century before 1851.8 However, as the Great Exhibition would be the first that was international in any sense, and as it would also be an event on a scale that dwarfed any previous exhibition, then it is not unreasonable to think of it in terms of a ‘first of its kind’. Moreover, it set in motion a massive cultural movement; the Great Exhibition is often said to be the birth of modern capitalist culture, both in terms of the promotion of ideologies of free trade and competitive display but also in the new ways in which objects were consumed, and how they were seen. Benjamin refers to how the exhibitions were ‘training schools in which the masses, barred from consuming, learned empathy with exchange value’,9 while more recently Peter Sloterdijk would write that with the Great Exhibition, ‘a new aesthetic of immersion began its triumphal procession through modernity’.10 The financial success of the Great Exhibition was swiftly emulated: both New York and Paris would hold their own exhibitions within the next five years, and there would be a great many others held throughout the century all over the world. As time went on, the event would slowly metamorphose into what is now known as the ‘Expo’, a strange shadow counterpart to the events of so long ago, but one that still occurs, albeit fitfully, and with a strange, undead quality to it. By the time the first half-century of exhibitions was over the crystalline behemoths of the early exhibitions had been replaced by the ‘pavilion’ format, whereby countries, firms and even movements would construct miniature ideological edifices to their own projected self identities. The 1900 Paris exhibition was the first to truly embrace this format, and in future years one could encounter such seminal works of architecture such as Melnikov’s Soviet Pavilion and Le Corbusier’s Pavilion Esprit Nouveau (Paris 1925), Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona Pavilion (Barcelona 1929), Le Corbusier & Iannis Xenakis’ Phillips Pavilion (Brussels 1958), or witness the desperately tragic face-off between Albert Speer and Boris Iofan (Paris 1937). Much later, important buildings by Buckminster Fuller and Moshe Safdie (Montreal 1967) would occasionally be created, but generally the trend has been for the Expo to decline in significance as both a trade fair and ideological display as the years have progressed. However, 2010 saw an Expo held in Shanghai, China. This was technically the largest ever, presumably as governments are looking to stimulate trade relationships with newly-powerful China, but overall it wasa rather confused expression of the eclecticism of contemporary architecture.




  The Crystal Palace was commissioned in 1849 as part of the plans for an international exhibition of arts and manufactures dreamt up by Albert, the Prince Consort, and Henry Cole, the head of the Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce. In the words of Prince Albert:




  The Exhibition of 1851 is to give us a true test and a living picture of the point of development at which the whole of mankind has arrived […] and a new starting point from which all nations will be able to direct their future exertions.11




  In the exhibition was to be the largest collection of objects yet assembled; from the largest to the smallest, from raw materials to traditional crafts, to industrial machinery and sculpture. It was to be a gigantic display cabinet in which the world would examine itself in the spirit of mutual development and brotherly competition, but it was also to be a gloating display of the leading position that the UK had attained in terms of industrial development.




  The story of how the building came about is almost legendary; a competition was held to which there were almost 250 entries, none of which could fulfil the needs of the Exhibition Committee who required a building of vast scale which was also cheap, temporary, and light on the ground. The committee themselves (including I.K. Brunel) then drew up a rather hapless design of masonry, iron & glass, which was essentially no better. Enter Joseph Paxton, who as head gardener at the stately home Chatsworth House had already created one of the largest ferro-vitreous structures yet built. He prepared his own concept for the building on a single piece of blotting paper, which he showed to the committee to little effect: they were reportedly somewhat unconvinced by his proposal, or at least unconvinced in his ability to achieve it. After this setback he made the very astute political move of publishing his own proposal in a press already ill-disposed to the design of the committee (due to its apparent permanence in the context of much loved Hyde Park). By aligning himself with popular opinion (and also by offering the only proposal that came within the budget), he secured the commission, and was involved with the project all the way through from the beginning to the final stages.
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