
Architecture and Technology
1950

Technology is rooted in the past.
It dominates the present and tends into the future.
It is a real historical movement—
one of the great movements which shape and
represent their epoch.
It can be compared only with the Classic
discovery of man as a person,
the Roman will to power,
and the religious movement of the Middle Ages.
Technology is far more than a method,
it is a world in itself.
As a method it is superior in almost every respect.
But only where it is left to itself as in
the construction of machinery, or as in 
gigantic structures of engineering, there
technology reveals its true nature.
There it is evident that it is not only a useful means,
that it is something, something in itself,
something that has a meaning and a powerful form—
so powerful in fact, that it is not easy to name it.
Is that still technology or is it architecture?
And that may be the reason why some people
are convinced that architecture will be outmoded
and replaced by technology.
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Such a conviction is not based on clear thinking.
The opposite happens.
Wherever technology reaches its real fulfillment, 
it transcends into architecture.
It is true that architecture depends on the facts,
but its real field of activity is the realm 
of the significance.
I hope you will understand that architecture
has nothing to do with the inventions of forms. 
It is not a playground for children, young or old.
Architecture is the real battleground of the spirit.
Architecture wrote the history of the epochs
and gave them their names.
Architecture depends on its time.
It is the crystallization of its inner structure,
the slow unfolding of its form.
That is the reason why technology and architecture
are so closely related.
Our real hope is that they grow together,
that someday the one be the expression of
the other.
Only then will we have an architecture worthy
of its name:
Architecture as a true symbol of our time. 
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860–880 Lake Shore Drive apartments (1948–51) and 900 Esplanade apartment,  
1953–57, Chicago, Illinois © William S. Engdahl/Chicago Historical Society
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What do you think about the technique of prefabrication?
I do not think it is an advantage to build planned packaged houses. 
If you prefabricate a house completely, it becomes an unnecessary 
restriction. The value of prefabrication is in the units and it is much 
better to have single elements prefabricated and to concentrate 
on the development of these elements. Thus the architect can use 
them in a free way. Otherwise architecture will be terribly boring. 

In our last building on 860–880 Lake Shore Drive we had more 
than 3,000 individual windows but only two different window 
types. In 900 Esplanade we have, I would say, 10,000 windows all 
of the same type. That is enough prefabrication. But let me not 
be misunderstood. I think that an industrial process is not like a 
rubber stamp. Everything has to be put together and, as such, 
should have its own expression.

But would it not be better to have a standard system of 
components conforming to a standard dimension?
No. I do not think we need to give up our present freedom. Why 
should not each architect design his own standard? Otherwise 
you would have to tell everybody which standard they should use 
and that, I think, would be an impossible task. Some people, for 
instance, use 7-foot-high doors and have a plaster space over 
the top of the door. What I like to do is to make a door between 
floor and ceiling. So is my standard to be accepted or the other? 
I should mention here that we never use a ceiling that is lower 
than 8 feet. Ours are mostly 8.3 feet.

Has the mixed development concept of your Lafayette Park project 
particular significance as a new design approach by you?
We built the lower buildings for people who like to live on the 
ground. But others like to live up in the air. So here we built for 

Previous spread: Mies van der Rohe at the Arts Club, Chicago, 1952
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both. People used to say that high buildings were more costly than 
low buildings but an interesting fact has come out of this Detroit 
scheme. The apartments in the tall buildings are much cheaper 
than the same apartments on the ground. Really much cheaper. So 
I would not be surprised if, in such town development schemes, we 
kill off the low house in the end.

But should people live high above the ground?
I think people should live as they like to live. Most people have 
never lived in tall buildings. But others, and I know many, have lived 
in them for years, and they are still fascinated with living there. But 
if you build high, you must have enough space to live upon—as we 
have in Detroit. There will be a huge 52-acre park in the center of 
the buildings with trees and grass and no streets. Here we have 
kept the streets out. All access is from perimeter roads which are 
dead-ends.

Did the authorities ask you to plan this way?
No. We designed it our way from the start and once we were 
satisfied the idea was a good one we made no concessions. We 
had designed it, and we fully believed in it. We fought for it and we 
even said that they must have it our way, otherwise we wouldn’t 
come to Detroit. 

Can we always rejuvenate the middle of old cities?
No. Not always. But first, you can use up all the slums for new 
development. In all the cities of the world there are large areas 
of these. Also, you can avoid the spread of these silly suburban 
houses. Chicago has thousands of them all over the place. Instead 
of eating up the land they should have been developed as tall and 

Right: Lafayette Park, Detroit, Michigan, 1955–63
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low buildings in a reasonable way. And I don’t say this is only work 
for architects. I think that developers could do it also. After all, 
most of these houses are made by developers and are made by 
builders. Very few are by architects.

But do they understand work such as yours?
Speaking for the Detroit project, I think we will have a great 
influence on new development. You will see. But generally, I think 
my work has so much influence because of its reasonableness. 
Everybody could do that. To do it well you don’t have to have too 
much fantasy. You just need to use your brain. And, after all, that is 
something that everyone can do.

Objective development is a question of education. Things 
become better and better by example. If there is no example, then 
people just talk. They talk about things they really don’t know any-
thing about, so they can’t judge the difference between good or 
bad anyway. 

Have you always felt this way?
No. I think it was a slow development. At the beginning every-
thing was unclear and then the pattern and the answers gradually 
emerged. The more I searched for a deeper understanding of 
the problems, the clearer my work became. This development
was from within myself. There were no influences in this process 
from outside.

What happened if you had a fine idea and couldn’t get it built?
I can give you an example. I tried these glass skyscrapers first in 
1922. That is, I designed them on paper and they worked fine. Then 
later, when we started our first skyscraper in Chicago,1 we had 
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to build in concrete because it was just after World War II and we 
could not get steel. Although I tried to find a solution in concrete, 
at the same time I designed the same building in steel. I don’t 
know if you have ever seen this scheme2 but after that we never 
thought about concrete any more. From then on we built in steel. 

Do you often design buildings without a client because you think a 
site needs a particular building?
This is interesting because most of our designs are developed 
long before there is a practical possibility of carrying them out. 
I do that on purpose and have done it all my life. I do it when I 
am interested in something. I do it just to hope that one day the 
building will be lived in and liked.

You visualize a scheme when you see an empty site?
Well, not for every site. But for some, yes. Take Chicago, for 
example. I perhaps think in my mind that there should be a large 
hall for conventions. All right, then we start to design and try the 
idea out. This is often with no motive but to experiment. 

Do you try to influence people to get it built?
Sometimes it happens that they see the scheme somewhere and 
they come to us to do the work.

Would you comment on architect/client relationship?
Never talk to a client about architecture. Talk to him about his 
children. That is simply good politics. He will not understand what 
you have to say about architecture most of the time. An architect 
of ability should be able to tell a client what he wants. Most of the 
time a client never knows what he wants. He may, of course, have 

Following pages: Convention Hall (preliminary scheme), Chicago, 1953
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some very curious ideas, and I do not mean to say that they are 
silly ideas. But being untrained in architecture they just cannot 
know what is possible and what is not possible.

But perhaps he would not like the finished building?
That would not matter at all, although I have never had this 
experience. I may have had many wrangles with clients while a 
building was being designed, and often while it is being built, but 
always, in the end, they have been satisfied with the way I did it.

Do you submit alternative schemes to a client?
No. Only one. Always. And the best one that we can give. That is 
where you can fight for what you believe in. He doesn’t have to 
choose. How can he choose? He hasn’t the capacity to choose. No, 
it is much better to have just one idea, and if the idea is clear, then 
you can fight for it. That is how you can get things done.

Has any one year particular significance in the development of the 
modern world?
I would say that 1926 was the most significant year. Looking 
back it seems that it was not a year in the sense of time. It was 
a year of great realization of awareness. It seems to me that at 
certain times in the history of man the understanding of certain 
situations ripens. Putting it another way, it seems that a particular 
situation will be ripe at a certain time and will be understood. That 
is why great people who may never know each other can talk, 
simultaneously, about the same things.
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Could 1959 be a similar ripening period?
I think there is a lot we do not understand about the mental 
processes but, if the situation is strong enough, people will 
become sensitive to the situation and will then work on it. I think 
that is how it happens but I am not sure if it is happening today.

Can this awareness be forced?
I do not think so. I think it lies in the nature of things. It takes time. 
It took me a long time to understand the relationship between 
ideas and between objective facts. But after I clearly understood 
this relationship, I didn’t fool around with other wild ideas. That 
is one of the main reasons why I just make my scheme as simple 
as possible. I have always worked for ordered relationships. Take 
the buildings on the Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT) campus, 
for example. There we drew a net of 24 feet by 24 feet all over 
the campus so at all the crossings we could put columns. It is 
thus possible to connect individual buildings at any point and still 
preserve the original system.

But your awareness was a long realization process?
At the beginning it was more of an instinctive drive. Later on it 
became more and more a conscious awareness. But, again, all this 
was from within me. Always. In my interview with the BBC3 I talked 
of the three other people in Europe who, although I didn’t know 
them, were thinking in 1926 what I was thinking. Their business 
was to get this thing clear in their minds and to write their books 
about it. In the same way I had to build, and I was very happy with 
the results.
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Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT), campus master plan, Chicago, 1939 –40
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Can architects work together on major projects?
I do not think very much of this sort of forced teamwork myself. 
The teamwork in our field is between architect, mechanical 
engineer, and structural engineer. That is where teamwork comes 
in. It is no use working with other architects. What can they do? 
Who does what? I think it would be better, say, to have different 
designs and choose. After all, why should I discuss my ideas with 
someone else? The most important things cannot be discussed 
anyway. I would prefer not to work with other people. I work with 
larger firms of architects in different ways but I don’t discuss my 
ideas with them. I would never do that.

The same with the structural engineer. We tell him what we 
want and he tells us if it is possible. In the field of design the 
structural engineers, with a few exceptions like Pier Luigi Nervi, do 
not know what they are doing. 

Can one man have a clear idea of right and wrong? Or is this 
conceit?
I am with the single man. When an idea is good—and it is a clear 
idea—then it should only come from one man. If the idea is 
demonstrated in an objective way, everybody should be able to 
understand it. But, of course, few people ever do. 

Have we moved into a new era of thought, do you think?
I think there is no more difference in the arrival of nuclear fission 
than there was in the arrival of the aeroplane. People do not, I 
think, change basically. We can easily become too influenced by 
what we read in the newspapers. I think this so-called Space Age 
is just a technological problem of the universe.
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Its existence has no bearing on mankind?
No. I don’t think so. It certainly has no bearing on the spiritual 
development. But it does have a strong bearing on the actual 
facts of life as, for example, the fact that maybe in a short time 
this atomic energy will be much cheaper and of greater use to 
everybody. I hope so.

In splitting the atom could we not be near to comprehension of 
the life force?
Between the ideas and the objective facts I think the problems 
are always the same. Whatever the objective facts are, these 
problems will never change. There is a true relationship between 
these things, and it is understanding this relationship that is 
the challenge to human beings. To become aware of this is a 
question of deep insight and education.

Many things in life should then be experienced?
Certainly. These inventions and industrial and scientific 
discoveries belong to the objective facts, but they have nothing 
to do with the relationship of the ideas to the facts. The ideas 
must be understood if we are to understand life.

But ideas must come first to change facts?
No. The facts are given to us. We have had them for hundreds 
of years. When, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 
first modern scientists were experimenting, they had no idea 
what would come out of their ideas. They had no influence on 
the use man would make of them. Now we have science, we 
have technology, and we have industrialization. All are accepted 
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as a part of progressive existence. The question is what to do with 
them. That is the human side of this problem.

We must cope then with what we have created?
We have to know that life cannot be changed by us. It will be 
changed. But not by us. We can only guide the things that can 
cause physical change. But I would criticize, for example, a nuclear 
scientist who discovers a natural phenomenon but does not 
appreciate the consequences of his discovery. Yes, I would criticize 
him for that. It would be better if he could see. But maybe he can’t. 
After all, he has to do with facts and not with ideas. It is for all men, 
not just a few, to use all these things for the best for all of us. That, 
I think, is what we should do with our lives. 

London, 1959
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1.  Mies van der Rohe is referring to the 860–880 Lake Shore Drive apartments, 
Chicago, Illinois, USA, 1948–51.

2.  900 Esplanade apartment buildings, Chicago, Illinois, USA, 1953–57.
3.  In a 1959 interview with Graeme Shankland for the BBC, Mies talked about the year 

1926 and mentioned Max Scheler, Rudolf Schwarz, and Alfred North Whitehead 
and their works: “Max Scheler wrote his book on the forms of knowledge and 
society. . . . In this year Rudolph Schwarz wrote his book on technology. . . . And in 
the same year, in 1926, Whitehead started his talks which he later published.” Max 
Scheler, Die Wissenformen und die Gesellschaft (Leipzig: Der neue-Geist Verlag, 
1926); Rudolf Schwarz, Wegweisung der Technik (Potsdam: Müller & Kiepenheuer, 
1926); [also included in: Wegweisung der Technik und andere Schriften zum neuen 
Bauen, 1926–1961 (Braunschsweig/Wiesbaden: Vieweg, 1979)] and Alfred North 
Whitehead, Science and the Modern World (Cambridge: The University Press, 1926).
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Previous page: Mies van der Rohe at the 860–880 Lake Shore Drive apartments, 1952–53
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What is the role of structure in architecture?
During all my life I was thinking about architecture: all the time, 
what it is and how it could be done in our time. I think that a clear 
structure is a great help for architecture. I am old now, you know, 
and I cannot do anything that is not clearly conceived.

To me, structure is something like logic. It is the best way 
to do things and to express them. I am very skeptical about 
emotional expressions. I don’t trust them, and I don’t think they 
will last for long.

Do you feel that you have come to your kind of architecture 
through construction and through knowing about how things are 
built, rather than through theory?
I think that goes together. I thought about architecture, and then 
I tried architecture to prove it. Often experience showed that my 
thoughts were in no way right, but many times experience proved 
my thoughts correct.

What have you learned from the old things in Europe? A lot of 
people, when describing your work, refer to Karl Friedrich Schinkel 
and even to the Renaissance.
When I came as a young man to Berlin1 and looked around, I was 
interested in Schinkel because Schinkel was the most important 
architect in Berlin. There were several others, but Schinkel was 
the most important man. His buildings were an excellent example 
of Classicism—the best I know. And certainly I became interested 
in that. I studied him carefully and came under his influence. That 
could have happened to anybody. I think Schinkel had wonderful 
constructions, excellent proportions, and good detailing.
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What about the way Schinkel places his buildings on pedestals?
I think that is a good way of doing it, in spite of the fact that it is a 
classic way of doing it.

In your early work there was a tremendously sudden break. 
Whereas you had been working in the classical tradition up to 
the beginning of World War I, in 1919 you seem to have broken 
completely with everything you had done before.
I think the break started long before. The break started when I 
was in the Netherlands working on the problem of the Kröller-
Müller Museum. There I saw and studied carefully Hendrik Petrus 
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Berlage. I read his books and his theme that architecture should 
be con struction, clear construction. His architecture was brick, 
and it may have looked medieval, but it was always clear.

You know, people who refer to your work now as being classical 
in spirit also say that the tradition of architecture in America, 
at least in the past one hundred years, has been ro mantic and 
anti-Classical; organic in the case of Frank Lloyd Wright and quite 
romantic in the case of Henry H. Richardson. Do you feel that 
your architecture is in any way in conflict with the basic motives 
of American architecture—that it is a stationary kind of thing as 

Above: Full-scale model of the Kröller-Müller Museum (project), Wassenaar, The Netherlands, 1912 
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opposed to a moving kind of thing, which seems to be the 
Ameri can theme?
I never think about it in these terms. And I think it is quite 
dangerous. You know, we had in Europe and in England William 
Morris, some arts and crafts people, and we had them in Ger many. 
We were quite romantic. I think that the main difference is that in 
the nineteenth century there was a great confusion. You could say 
that is a phase of democracy, but democracy does not have to be 
confused.

If you compare the Barcelona Pavilion with the first building at IIT,2

the Barcelona Pavilion had a very strong sweep. It was almost a 
building in motion, at least that is the way it looks in photographs. 
The buildings at IIT are very stable, very clear. They are objects 
that are standing there and are completely enclosed within 
themselves. Don’t you feel there is quite a change between those 
two buildings?
No. If you remember, I made one design for the campus (it was not 
built) where I removed most of the streets, so that I could place 
the buildings freely there. I was told by Henry Heald, the president, 
that it could not be done at the moment. They would not permit 
me until much later to remove the streets. So I was confronted 
with the past—I had to develop a plan in the normal block pattern, 
and I did that. You cannot do much about it. And there is another 
question, too. To make things in mo tion, is that not a handicap 
to modern architecture and to building? We had to build school 
buildings, and we didn’t often know for what they would be used. 
So we had to find a system that made it possible to use these 
buildings as classrooms, as workshops, or as laboratories.
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One of the things that is sometimes suggested about your idea of 
a universal space, a building that might be used for one thing today 
and something entirely different ten or twenty years from now, is 
that the American economy depends upon rapid obsolescence of 
buildings, so that people can be kept at work. Do you think that 
the idea of a universal kind of architecture is a threat to the idea of 
some kind of accelerated obsolescence?
First, let me say that I think that the idea of rapid obso lescence is 
a very funny idea. I don’t even think it is a good idea. I think that 
obsolescence is a kind of excuse. I don’t think it is a real fact. 
There are things that don’t have to last for a lifetime. This suit, for 
instance. In older times, we had one suit when we married, and 
we kept that all the time for good. Otherwise, we had only working 
clothes. That is no longer necessary—that it will last forever. There 
are things that can be replaced and of necessity will be replaced, 
but I wonder if the buildings will be replaced. . . . No, I think we 
should be reasonable. You don’t have to build like the pyramids, 
to last thousands of years. But a building should live as long as it 
can live. There is no reason to make it just provisional. In that case, 
they should build a tent!

I come more and more to the conviction that architecture 
has a certain relation to civilization. If somebody says architec ture 
is not related to civilization, there isn’t any use talking about it. 
I personally believe that it does, and this seems to me the main 
task we have: to build an architecture which expresses this kind 
of civilization we are in. That is the only way I can see to over-
come chaos.

Our civilization depends largely on science and technology. 
That is a fact. Everybody should see that. The question is how far 
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we can express that. You know, we architects are in this peculiar 
position. We should express the time and yet build in it. But in the 
end, I really believe that architecture can only be the expression 
of its civilization.

What would you say is the main problem of architecture in 
America? What can architecture do to change the American scene 
as it looks now, and how should architects go about it?
Yes, I think that is in fact the most important question. You know, 
if somebody doesn’t agree with me that there is a relation, that 
architecture is only possible in relation to civili zation, then there is 
no use in talking about it. But if somebody accepts that, then we 
can ask ourselves: what kind of relation is there, and what is our 
civilization like? Everybody talks a bout it, but it is really difficult to 
define. Civilization is a pro cess partly of the past and partly of the 
present, and it is partly open to the future. So it is really difficult to 
find—in this moving process—the characteristic of civilization. 

It is not enough that somebody has some ideas. It is not 
enough to just say these things are architecture or just say, “That 
is what I like to do.” We had that when I was young. I listened 
to these great people, around 1900. We were talented, we had 
everything you could ask for to work in the field of architecture, 
but we were just subjective, in my opinion, as most people are 
subjective today. I think we can move on only if we really find some 
ground to stand on. Architecture, in my opinion, is not a subjective 
affair. The tendency should be in an objective direction.

To a great many artists (including some architects) the natural 
reaction to our time is to revolt and be different. Do you think 
that it is excusable for an architect to react to his time by being 
different from his time?
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No, I think it isn’t. I believe he cannot, so that makes it hopeless 
to try. But I don’t believe that everything has to be the same. 
But there must be, and I am sure there are, certain fundamental 
principles that are given. We are, to a very small degree, craftsmen. 
We build these machines. We use them. More and more buildings 
become the product of machine production.

In the last few years Le Corbusier has been going in the opposite 
direction—making buildings more crude. There are almost no 
details in his buildings any more. They are crudely done and 
deliberately so. Do you think that that is the wrong direction to 
take today?
I would not say the wrong direction. Le Corbusier, when he made 
his postwar buildings, had to work with those primitive craftsmen, 
and I think that is one of the reasons why he could make them 
primitive. It was in France outside of Marseilles.3 What would you 
think of such a rough building on Park Avenue? Where the people 
that go into the building and out of the building are well-dressed?

If you were building in India, as Le Corbusier is today, how do you 
think you would build?
As simply as possible. If I could not use advanced tech nological 
means, then I would have to do what they did in former times—
work with the hands.

If we are going to have these very complex mechanical systems 
in buildings, doesn’t it make some sort of sense to dra matize the 
mechanics of a building?
I think structural elements are very essential elements, and I 
think that pipes are not. The structure can be integrated into 




