
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
Abstract	

The	 studio	 of	Peter	 Behrens	 has	 seen	 the	 inauguration	 of	 one	 of	 the	 titans	 of	 architectural	
modernism,	 Ludwig	Mies	Van	Der	Rohe.	 For	almost	a	 century,	Mies'	minimalist	 style	 is	 still	
widely	admired,	even	by	those	who	are	unaware	of	its	origins.	Barcelona	Pavilion,	in	particular,	
could	be	called	as	the	introduction	of	Mies’	famous	aphorism	"less	is	more"	which	has	influenced	
contemporary	architects	for	decades.	This	review	article	is	elaborating	on	the	question	WHY!	
Of	this	aim,	the	building	is	closely	investigated.	The	factors	that	affect	the	conceptual	design	
starting	 from	 time,	 purpose,	 and	 going	 through	 location,	 perspective,	 materials,	 form,	 and	
typology	are	differently	analyzed.	The	article	will	also	discuss	and	illustrate	evidences	present	
in	the	details	of	the	structure.	
	

Brief	Historical	Background		
After	four	years	of	record-breaking	levels	
of	inflation	after	WWI,	a	political	stability,	
and	healthy	economic	growth	had	 finally	
been	achieved	under	the	Weimar’	republic	
from	 the	 1923	 to	 1929	 which	 boosted	
German	prosperity	in	all	aspects	as	well	as	
art.	 This	 era	 is	 known	 in	 Germany	 as	
Goldene	 Zwanziger	 ‘Golden	 Twenties,	 or	
Happy	Twenties’.	
	

	



Name	and	Purpose		
It	 is	 used	 to	 be	 called	 Barcelona	
Pavilion.	 I	 would	 prefer	 to	 call	 it	
‘German	Pavilion	in	Barcelona’	though	
for	 the	 impact	 of	 German	 economic	
growth	 and	 social	 prosperity	 on	
architectural	 idioms	at	 this	 time.	Van	
Der	Rohe	had	been	assigned	to	design	
the	 official	 German	 National	 Pavilion	
for	 the	 1929	 Barcelona	 International	
Exhibition.	 The	 Pavilion	 was	
commissioned	 by	 the	 Weimar’	
republic	 (1929),	 and	 its	 job	 was	 to	
advertise	the	new	face	of	progressive,	
liberal	and	modern	Germany,	a	decade	
from	the	Treaty	of	Versailles	and	the	massacre	of	World	War	I.	The	design	is	viewed	as	a	
message	of	power	that	needed	to	be	communicated	differently	-	from	world	war	one	which	
had	led	to	a	total	destruction	–	in	a	way	that	serves	humanity,	culture	and	art.	On	this	design	
Mies	(1928)	says:	"The	era	of	monumental	expositions	that	make	money	is	past.	Today	we	
judge	an	exposition	by	what	it	accomplishes	in	the	cultural	field.	Economic,	technical,	and	
cultural	conditions	have	changed	radically.	Both	technology	and	industry	face	entirely	new	
problems.	It	is	very	important	for	our	culture	and	our	society,	as	well	as	for	technology	and	
industry,	to	find	good	solutions.	[….]	The	path	must	lead	from	quantity	towards	quality	-	from	
the	extensive	to	the	intensive”	(Banham,	1980).		
	
	

Typology	
The	 message	 had	 appeared	 clear	 in	
the	conceptual	design	of	 the	Pavilion	
which	 I	 also	 called	 ‘The	 Sleeping	
Beauty	of	Power’.	The	name	could	be	
induced	 clearly	 in	 low	 floor	 height	
compared	 to	 precedented	
architecture	 of	 either	 Gothic	 or	
Classical	 architecture	 as	 in	 the	 AEG	
factory	 -	 designed	 by	 Peter	 Behrens	
(1909)	-	where	a	huge	base	was	raised	
to	 meet	 the	 eye	 level	 at	 the	 façade,	
gigantic	 columns	 rested	 on	 massive	
hinges,	 and	 glass	 façades	 were	
installed	vertically	to	 incorporate	the	

whole	height	of	the	building.	The	symbolism	of	the	design	of	the	AGE	factory	was	the	power	
of	turbines	and	machines.	Van	Der	Rohe	however	approached	the	symbolism	of	power	in	a	
completely	different	way.	The	base	was	as	low	as	one	step	or	few	steps	above	the	ground	
level,	roofs	and	columns	structural	sections	were	thin,	floated	over	thin	glass-wall	façades	
laid	proportionally	horizontal.	Not	only	the	glass,	but	all	physical	elements	of	the	pavilion	



were	 proportionally	 horizontal	 in	
dimensions,	 which	 easily	 delivered	 an	
inviting	 message.	 Not	 forgetting	 the	
purpose	behind	the	pavilion,	and	for	this,	
in	 the	 context	 of	 a	 simple	 design,	 Mies	
utilized	advanced	materials	of	glass,	steel,	
travertine	 and	 Onyx	 marble,	 and	 green	
granite,	 which	 all	 reflected	 the	 utmost	
technological	 progression	 of	 Germany	 at	
the	 time	 and	 conveyed	 the	 message	
intelligentially	by	using	such	a	simple	form	
and	 spectacular	 use	 of	 extravagant	
materials.	

	
Conceptual	Design	

Simper’s	 Architectural	 primitive	 form	 of	
Architecture	had	four	elements.	Fire,	base,	
tectonic	 structure,	 and	weaving	material.	
This	is	seen	clearly	in	Mies	Van	Der	Rohe’	
design.	 Orange	 Onyx	 marble	 referred	 to	
the	fire,	and	these	waves	of	light	and	dark	
shadows	added	dynamics,	and	liveness	to	
the	scene.	The	wall	was	placed	inside	the	
building.	 In	 Burhens’	 design	 of	 the	 AEG	
glass	 factory,	 the	 fire	was	represented	by	
the	 turbine	engine	 itself.	On	 the	 contrary	
here	in	Van	der	Rohe’s,	it	was	the	man,	who	
suffered	WWI	few	months	ago.	For	this,	he	
designed	a	steel	chairs	specifically	for	this	
pavilion.	

	
The	Chair	and	Alba	

Luxuriously	white	leather	and	chrome	steel	chairs.	The	chairs	referred	to	the	man	as	if	the	
design	wanted	to	express	the	drive	behind	this	technological	advancement	and	progression	
introduced	 in	 the	 pavilion;	 to	 serve	 only	 humanism,	 well-fare	 and	 public	 good.	 George	
Kolbe’s	Alba	sculpture	of	a	woman	who	appeared	as	if	she	was	dancing	on	a	romantic	music	
was	placed	 in	 the	middle	 of	 the	 pavilion.	 The	 sculpture,	 the	 onyx	 and	 the	 chair,	 all	 have	
represented	the	fire	in	Simper’s	form	of	primitive	architecture.		

	
Materials	and	Perspective	
The	Barcelona	Pavilion	was	placed	in	a	conservatory	natural	area	in	Barcelona,	and	

this	has	been	expressed	well	in	materials.	A	shallow	pool	placed	in	front	of	the	entrance.	The	
shallowness	of	the	pool	made	it	appear	as	if	it	was	laid	horizontally.	Moreover,	Mies	placed	
coarse	gravel	in	the	base.	Although	the	pool	looked	fancy	and	welcoming	for	it	was	shallow	
and	natural,	the	gravel	base	made	it	 inaccessible	for	fun,	and	again	it	gave	the	visitor	this	
perception	of	power	and	beauty	at	the	same	time.	The	pool	deck	and	the	wall	were	made	out	



of	 this	 sandy	 porous	 travertine	marble	 not	 only	 to	match	with	 the	 gravel	 base,	 but	 also	
natural.	 Along	 with	 rich	 and	 stunning	 materials,	 four	 shades	 of	 tinted	 glass,	 along	 with	
marble,	 onyx,	 chromed	 steel	 and	 two	 colours	 of	 travertine	 marble.	 Another	 spectacular	
material	was	used	very	well.	The	green	granite!	It	worked	in	harmony	with	trees	and	plants	
of	the	conservatory	are	surrounded	the	pavilion	and	made	it	a	radical	part	of	it.	Here	also	we	
see	 how	 the	 design	 of	 Mies	 had	 solved	 a	 very	 challenging	 issue	 that	 has	 confronted	 all	
Architects	 of	 the	 twenties’	 century	 as	 how	 to	 use	 modern	 technology,	 and	 materials	 in	
harmony	with	environment,	and	not	 to	contradict	 it.	Above	all,	Mies	has	exceeded	all	 the	
imaginations	by	building	a	structure	and	shaped	the	identity	of	it	as	simple	modern	despite	
of	the	clear	evidence	of	using	progressive	techniques	and	materials	that	reflected	the	power	
of	Germany.	
	

Geometry	and	Form	
All	the	Pavilion	structural	members,	roof,	walls	columns	were	thin.	The	roof	was	extended	
forward	to	form	a	canopy	at	the	entrance.	Spans	were	long,	supporting	columns	were	few,	
and	add	to	that,	all	sections	were	visible	and	exposed	to	the	eye	that	was	easily	able	to	catch	
the	attention	of	regular	eye,	and	make	it	wonder	how	progressive	the	technology	that	made	
this	stand	still	as	a	structure.	The	geometric	arrangement	as	we	see	at	the	plan	view	of	the	
structure	as	well	as	the	dimensions	had	served	to	give	you	the	feeling	that	no	one	object	had	
been	obstructed	by	another,	but	rather	worked	in	harmony	and	fluency	together	to	extend	
the	visual	perspective.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	



Conclusion	
As	 part	 of	 the	 1929’	 International	 Exposition	 in	 Barcelona	 Spain	 -	 Originally	 named	 the	
German	 Pavilion	 -	 designed	 by	 Mies	 van	 der	 Rohe,	 was	 the	 display	 of	 architecture's	
contemporary	movement	 since	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 20th	 century	 and	 until	 today.	 In	 his	
design,	Mies	was	able	to	convey	the	message	of	Germany’s	new	face	to	the	world	after	WWI,	
rivalling	the	nation's	progressively	modern	culture	as	well	as	its	economic,	industrial,	and	
financial	strength.	
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