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1. Cinematic Knowledge and Architecture
At the beginning of 1931, a short article entitled “Filmkämpfer von außen”
(A Fighter for Film from the Outside), appeared in the industry magazine
Film-Kurier. In the introductory sentence, the author, who remains anonymous, asked: “How did Mies van der Rohe come to film? Not a difficult
question to answer: As a person who takes a stand on the spiritual matters of his time, he naturally also addresses questions of film.”1 But the article neither explains what Mies’s involvement with film was, nor how the
architect and then-Bauhaus director became interested in film. Even today,
the assumption of an affinity between Mies and film is anything but selfexplanatory. Neither the research on Mies, nor the research on ‘architecture
and film’ done by architecture theorists and film scholars, has so far dealt
in detail with the question of a possible relationship between Mies and the
new visual medium.2 This shortcoming can be explained, above all, by the
fact that his buildings, drawings and published writings do not contain any
direct references to film. Although he apparently was a regular moviegoer,
Mies built neither cinemas nor film sets,3 nor did he take part in film productions or write movie scripts,4 as did many other representatives of the
avant-garde in the 1920s: Hans Poelzig and Robert Mallet-Stevens designed
film sets; Bruno Taut integrated film projectors into some of his buildings,
built innovative “daylight cinemas,” patented a vertical cinema for reclining
viewers and wrote screenplays; and Le Corbusier used film as a propaganda
tool to spread his architectural and urban planning ideas.5
Based on this discrepancy between the “Filmkämpfer” Mies and the
lack of any obvious connection, two sets of questions can be asked. First, it
has to be determined what tangible relationships actually existed between
Mies and the film world. Special attention must be given to the connection between Mies and the abstract film pioneers Hans Richter and Viking
Eggeling, who were both key to the founding of the journal G: Material zur
elementaren Gestaltung in the year 1923. What role did Mies have in the
public discourse of early 1920s Berlin, in which the medium of film played an

essential role? And how can it be explained that Mies was the only architect
connected to these artists and intellectuals, who discovered fundamentally
new possibilities of thinking and designing the cinematographic image?
Second, the aforementioned discrepancy is to be taken as an opportunity
to question certain a priori assumptions and limitations regarding historical
research on art and architecture and to underline the intermediary character
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of architectural knowledge. The non-consideration of the “Filmkämpfer” Mies
is typical of the problematic handling not just of the historical sciences, but
also of time-based visual media.6 The question of the importance of film for
architecture cannot be reduced to formal analytical or iconological descriptions of what can be seen in film, technological extensions of the architectural
object or generalized stylizations of cinema as a cipher of modernity. Rather,
the fact that, in the early 1920s – the period in which he tried to “understand architecture”7 – Mies sought out those artists who did not identify the
potential of film as lying in its capacity to capture the real world or spectacular fantasy images, but rather in the possibility of a fundamentally new,
abstract – as Hans Richter and Viking Eggeling put it – “universal language,”
which points to a hitherto untapped perspective that cinema opens up for
modern architecture. With film, not only did the field of vision expand, but
what was conceivable, experienceable and ultimately designable took on new
forms. The fact that film does not merely appear as a medium of representation, but as an apparatus, opens up questions that go beyond the limited field
of research on architecture and film. What is made visible through such an
expanded understanding of film is the relationship to its own pictoriality as it
is constitutive for architecture. In other words, the case of the “Filmkämpfer”
Mies makes it clear that an understanding of architecture is always tied to the
insights of its images.
Even though there has been no systematic research to date, the literature on Mies contains isolated references to film, mostly in the form of suggestive metaphors. Detlef Mertins, for example, describes the experience of
the Barcelona Pavilion as “cinematic poesis.” Just like the cinematographic
apparatus, with its possibilities of temporal and spatial manipulation through
slow motion, time lapse, repetition and montage, the pavilion is also capable, according to Mertins, of generating revealing moments of everyday life.8
Likewise, Spyros Papapetros interprets Mies’s glass high rise model as “an
early cinematographic machine, creatively engineered for the projection of
other architectures.”9 Regarding the concrete relationships and possible theoretical interferences between Mies and the filmmakers Richter and Eggeling,
the literature mainly leaves us with superficial statements. Philip Johnson, for
example, makes a formal comparison between the curved floor plan of the
glass high rise and “certain abstract film designs of Viking Eggeling.”10 Reyner
Banham, on the other hand, without going into detail, writes that the films of
Richter and Eggeling “would obviously appeal” because abstraction and the
space-time theme were popular with the avant-garde.11 Nor is Bruno Reichlin
specific when he writes that the “space-time effects” of Richter’s abstract
films “were certainly capable of inspiring the imagination of an architect.”12
Manfredo Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co go one step further and directly relate
Mies’s proximity to the avant-garde to film. Although, in the early 1920s,
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Mies had taken over “the lesson of elementary experience,” his “discourse”
with the avant-garde had been limited to the period of his collaboration with
the journal G (1923-1924). What is more, his architecture did not follow the
development of Walter Ruttmann’s later films.13 With reference to Mies’s glass
architecture, they argue that “distortion is a form of dialogue, a technique of
the avant-garde” – just like Eggeling’s film Diagonal Symphonie, which consists
of “deformations and separations.”14
However, all these references to film remain on the level of suggestive
hints, lacking a more precise historical and theoretical determination of the
place of the medium of film in Mies’s architectural thinking. This requires an
analysis of those fields of discourse in which he participated during the first
half of the 1920s. Only then can conclusions about Mies’s architecture as
media be reached and alternative perspectives on modernity be put forward.

2. The League for Independent Film
In what concrete context can the “Filmkämpfer” article from 1931 be
placed? It most likely relates to the events organized by the German League
for Independent Film at the end of 1930. The first meeting of the league
(the German offshoot of the International League for Independent Film,
founded in 1929 in La Sarraz)15 took place on November 16, 1930 in the
Rote Mühle event hall and film theater in Berlin-Halensee.16 Accompanied
by statements by Hans Richter, who called on the audience to turn against
“film kitsch,” and Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill, who criticized the methods of the capitalist film industry, the following films were shown: Earth
by Alexander Dovzhenko (1930), Étoile de mer by Man Ray (1928), and
Vsevolod Pudovkin’s documentary on Pavlov’s physiological laboratory,
Mechanik des Gehirns [Mechanics of the Brain] (1925).17
Although it is not certain whether Mies attended the event, there is evidence that he was actively involved in the league during its founding phase
in 1930. He became a board member in July 1930 and his name appeared in
a pamphlet from that period, in which he was listed as a member of the
“Zentrale”. Under the title “Filmfreunde!” the flyer criticized the “fabrication
of kitsch” that had taken the place of film art, in which “technical progress [...] is being misused for the reproduction of products of fairground
booths alien to the essence [of film].”18 Alongside Mies, the other people
who signed the pamphlet were all directly or indirectly connected with film:
the filmmakers Hans Richter and Walter Ruttmann; Werner Graeff, a former contributor to the magazine G; the actress Asta Nielsen; the animation
pioneer Lotte Reininger; the documentary filmmaker Carl Junghans; the
writer Arthur Holitscher;19 the gallerist Karl Nierendorf; the composer Paul
Hindemith; the theater critic Herbert Ihering; Hans Feld, the publisher of the
industry newspaper Film-Kurier; and the lawyer Otto Blumenthal.
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It can be assumed that Mies’s commitment went beyond purely representative support of the league.
His correspondence with Blumenthal in July 1930 shows that Mies was actively involved in the drafting of the pamphlet.20 Indeed, phrases such as “For artistic, independent film as an expression of the
time” or the emphasis on “shaping reality” are reminiscent of expressions that can already be found in
Mies’s first publications from the early 1920s. He actively participated in the promotion of the league.
In November 1930, for example, Mies sent information about the league to Gustav Stotz, the organizer
of the Werkbund exhibitions Die Wohnung (1927) and Foto und Film (1929).21
The Mies archive contains a report on another meeting of the league held on November 20, 1930,
which includes a list with names of people who were either present or considered potential members.
The list was apparently written out by Mies himself, since all the people listed had a direct connection
to him: Dr. Wolfgang Bruhn (an art historian and the brother of Mies’s wife, Ada Bruhn), Emil Nolde
(whom Mies met in Dresden-Hellerau in 1911 or 1912 at the latest), the art dealer Hugo Perls (for
whom Mies had already designed a house in 1911) and Bruno and Max Taut.
Mies remained a member of the league in the following two years, but his active participation
seems to have declined.22 Nevertheless, even at the end of 1931, he inquired with the “gentlemen from
Düsseldorf about the steel film” – this probably refers to the 1930 film Ein Riese aus Stahl (A Giant of
Steel) (the original title of the documentary Making of a Skyscraper (Steel), which shows the construction of the Empire State Building), shown at a league event on architectural film called “Neues Wohnen
– Neues Bauen” (New Living – New Construction).23 Even after the National Socialist seizure of power,
Mies’s interest in film seems to have continued. In December 1934, Mies was invited by the president
of the “Reichskammer der bildenden Künste” (Reich Chamber of Visual Arts) in Munich to participate
in a roundtable discussion with filmmakers. One of the items on the agenda was “Architecture and
Film.” Mies gratefully accepted the invitation.24
Remarkable in the context of his collaboration with the League for Independent Film is a letter from the graphic artist Paul Renner from September 1930. Renner, known as the designer of the
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typeface Futura, complained to Mies on behalf of the Munich branch of
the league that “in Munich you hear absolutely nothing anymore about
the German League.”25 Interestingly, Renner, like Mies a member of the
Werkbund board, suggested the founding of a small, inexpensive weekly
or monthly magazine led by “Krakauer [sic] and published by Reckendorf.”
There’s no doubt that he’s referring to the journalist and later film scholar
Siegfried Kracauer, who reported on the annual meeting of the Werkbund
in Essen in 1926 for the Frankfurter Zeitung, emphasizing the election of
Mies as the second chairman.26 As a special correspondent, Kracauer travelled to the Werkbund exhibition Die Wohnung in Stuttgart in 1927. In a
short initial article, he quoted from the opening speech of Mies, who acted
as artistic director, emphasizing his understanding of modern architecture:
rationalization and typification are only “means to an end” and, ultimately,
architecture is about the “formation of new forms of life.”27
In the detailed review of the exhibition that appeared shortly thereafter, Kracauer, who at that time was skeptical of modern architecture, was
deeply impressed by the “striking” glass room by Mies and Lilly Reich, which
he describes as a disembodying, enigmatic harbinger of a completely new
architecture. This cinematic space, which produces images and reflections

from within itself, possesses its own magical power of action and shows
that functional architecture “is not a final fulfillment.” In fact, the glass room,
by making the visitor feel the “sorrow” of the renunciation of decoration
and the “remainder-compositions” of contemporary society, opens up the
possibility of a messianic “passageway to a fullness from which nothing
more needs to be taken away. Today they can only be attested negatively,
through sorrow”28 This positive description of the glass space as a potentially redeeming experience is all the more remarkable when one considers
that the trained architect Kracauer turned away from his “bread and butter”
profession29 in the early 1920s because he didn’t see the potential in architecture to unleash the “magic of time” that revealed societal reality in the
surface phenomena and spatial images of Weimar mass culture.30

3. Absolute Film
The answer to our original question – how Mies came to film – is not to be
found in the early 1930s, but even earlier his career. His engagement with the
League for Independent Film is directly related to his involvement with abstract
film in the first half of the 1920s. His acquaintance with Hans Richter, the first
abstract filmmaker, is of central importance. Their first meeting, arranged by
Theo van Doesburg, most likely took place in Mies’s apartment at Am Karlsbad
24 in 1921. In his memoirs, Richter describes the encounter as an unexpected
revelation:
I had met Mies through Doesburg when Doesburg lived with me […]in the
Uhlandstraße. One day he asked me to go with him to see a young architect
he had just met. I assured him that I was not particularly interested in architects
and architecture. My father had long insisted on a proper profession [that of an
architect] for me... before I became a painter. I am therefore still allergic to this
area. “But the layouts of his houses resemble the drawings of Mondrian or your
own from your Präludium scroll drawing,” Doesburg convinced me. That was
something different, of course. So I went with Doesburg to the young architect
named Mies van der Rohe who lived in the finest area of the Old West of Berlin,
Am Karlsbad 24. The layouts and plans [of a house he was building in NeuBabelsberg] did indeed look not only like Mondrian’s or my drawings, but like
music, the very visual music we were talking about, which we discussed, worked
on and made into film. It was not just a floor plan, but a new language, precisely
the language that seemed to unite our generation.31

It is impossible to reconstruct which floor plan Richter actually saw in Mies’s
studio. Of his well-known projects, the Petermann House (1921) and the Lessing House (1923) are likely suspects, as their floor plans consist of L-shaped

051

bitácora arquitectura + número 40

and rectangular-orthogonal elements and thus show similarities with the scroll drawings that Richter
and Eggeling produced at the time as preliminary studies for their later films. However, this similarity
between Mies’s floor plans and, for example, Richter’s serial drawing Preludium (1919) does not denote
a formal resemblance between two rigid images. Rather, Richter’s drawing is to be regarded as a snapshot of a process that must be thought of as in motion. The similarity therefore only becomes apparent
when observed over time.
In 1919, Richter and Eggeling had already begun to design a visual sign system based on abstract,
contrapuntal musical compositions using sequential compositions. This “universal language” did not
consist of signs, but of sequences of abstract “contrast analogies” that developed over time. The intention was that the observer should not perceive what was depicted as a static object or fact, but
rather as a process of rhythmic-dynamic relationships unfolding over time. As Richter wrote in his 1921
article “Prinzipielles zur Bewegungskunst” (Principal Considerations on the Art of Movement), polarity
functions “as a general principle of life” to which the various arts must submit as well.32 Meaningful
presence should be created, namely in the “process itself.” Film, but also architecture or other forms of
elementary design, make it possible to experience “pure material” as “tension and solution,” the meaning of which is “elementary-magical because all material comparisons and memories are omitted.”33
The new language that he recognized in Mies’s plans is based on the assumption of a prelinguistic
original state. Richter was not the only one at that time who was trying to search for new forms of language that were capable of bridging the world of modern technology with a magical, prelinguistic primordial foundation. Walter Benjamin’s thesis The Origin of German Tragic Drama (begun in 1923/24)
– which he worked on during the same period in which he translated an article by Tristan Tzara for
the third issue of G in 1924 – deals in detail with linguistic figures that have emancipated themselves
from meaning-generating structures. Benjamin is interested in language fragments that no longer serve
“the process of communication,” but that, as a “new-born object,” gain the power of “natural forms.”34
Benjamin quoted Johann Wilhelm Ritter, the physicist and philosopher of early Romanticism, who
wanted to “rediscover the original or natural writing by electric means, or to search for it.”35 In Ritter’s
allegorical view, Benjamin finds confirmation for his thesis that the world is created by the word and
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that even the image is less a reflection of something real than a “Schriftbild” [written image], “only a
signature, only the monogram of essence, not the essence itself in a mask.”36
The floor plans and layouts Richter discovered in Mies’s studio, like his own images and films, are not
to be understood as representations of a projected reality, but as elementary magical images that, by
means of technology, enable access to a “primordial zone of design” that existed prior to concepts and
meanings.37 Early on, Richter was aware of this necessary differentiation. Already, in 1925, he warned of
a possible misunderstanding of Mies’s drawings. In an article entitled “Der neue Baumeister” (The New
Master Builder) he added a caption to the floor plan for the Brick Country House (1923) warning the
viewer that the drawing was “not a mathematical abstraction,” but “sensually readable.”38 In other words,
the plan should not be understood as a technical image that allowed the viewer to (re)construct a
three-dimensional building by means of projective-geometric processes. Rather, Mies’s drawings were in
synch with new perceptive and cognitive practices that emerged “in a stream of movement, noise and
light that did not exist 20 years ago.”39 The new master builder, Richter notes, must reckon with a “new
sensuality (he must possess it).” And Mies is just this new master builder, whose principal skill consists
less in the construction of material worlds but rather in the creation of “bodies,” as Richter himself put
it, as the present technical and spiritual circumstances demanded of him.40
This first encounter between Richter and Mies was not without consequences. From the outset,
Mies actively participated in Richter’s journal G - Material zur elementaren Gestaltung (1923-1926).
Alongside Richter, Werner Graeff, Theo van Doesburg and El Lissitzky, Mies, as the only architect,
belonged to the inner circle of the so-called group “G” – even though at that time he had only published an article in Bruno Tauts’s Frühlicht (“Hochhäuser,” 1922) and had not otherwise distinguished
himself as a member of a particular movement.41 It may therefore come as a surprise that Richter
described him as a “principal collaborator” who “significantly influenced” the journal.42 His three articles (“Bürohaus,” “Bauen,” “Industrielles Bauen”) and the famous cover of the third issue – with the
tilted red G in front of an abstract charcoal pen drawing of a high rise building – are not the only
evidence of Mies’s active participation. In fact, he showed himself to be an energetic defender of G’s
programmatic orientation: After returning from his visit to the Bauhaus exhibition in 1923, Mies wrote
a letter to the Altona architect Werner Jakstein in which he lamented the “rude constructivist formalism” and “artistic fog” with which he was confronted in Weimar. This experience led him to make his
point of view clear at the next meeting of the “G-people” and to secure a commitment as to “who can
stand by us and who cannot” in order to then “draw up an exact program of action.”43
It is important to stress that G cannot be described merely as another Constructivist avant-garde
magazine, as emerged in the first half of the 1920s in many European metropolises – such as MA, Vesc’
Objet Gegenstand or Devětsil. Rather, G was inextricably connected to the medium of film. In fact, the
magazine was a substitute for a film project that Richter and Eggeling had been working since 1920,
and which had not been brought to fruition due to financial and technical difficulties. It was Van
Doesburg, Richter later recalled, who suggested that he invest the money earmarked for film production
in the production of a magazine.44
It is therefore hardly surprising that film was of central importance for G. Many authors of the first
issue (with the exception of Mies) had already dealt with questions of the moving image before. As
early as 1917, Van Doesburg recognized the mutual relationship between film and the “fourth dimension.”45 From 1921 on, after he had made Richter’s acquaintance, he began to contemplate the possibility of an “architecture of light and time” that would be created by film – which he tried to carry out
in 1928 with the Cine-Dancing Hall of the Aubette in Strasbourg.46 In 1923, Werner Graeff published
the “Filmpartitur,” a visual notation of abstract forms that were intended to “give the viewers massive
impressions of an almost physical effect”.47 And Raoul Hausmann had already declared in 1921: “Our
art today is already film! At the same time process, plastic and picture!”48
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In the first issue of G, film is present as both content and visual image. In his
contribution, “Vom sprechenden Film zur Optophonetik” (From Talking Film
to Optophonetics), illustrated with a film strip, Hausmann called for a new,
kinetic “conjunction of form” [Formverbindlichkeit].49 El Lissitzky presented
his “parakinematic”50 Proun Room, which could be seen at the Great Berlin
Art Exhibition in 1923, which involved three photographs that simulated
the temporal experience of walking around the space, resembling the storyboard of a film. In his text, Lissitzky also proposed connecting a “periscopic
device” with a glass pane inside the prounal space, on which “real processes
are shown at every moment with their real colors and movements.”51
Richter’s contribution was illustrated by a filmstrip showing moments
from his Rhythmus 21. This ran along the upper edge of the entire inner
double side, thus forming something of a visual frame. The text itself read
as an attempt to redefine film and, at the same time, as a programmatic
manifesto for the entire G project:

Film is a game of light conditions. [...] The apparent “forms” are de facto limitations of processes in different dimensions (or of dimensions in different time
sequences). The line serves to limit surface processes (as the material of the surface boundary), the surface as a boundary for spatial processes. [...] □ and ____
are supportive devices. The actual means of construction is light, its intensity
and quantity. The design of the light, in the sense of a comprehensive visuality,
is the task for the whole. [...] The single sensual content of the surface etc. – the
“form” (whether abstract or natural) – is avoided. The apparent forms are neither
analogies nor symbols, nor means of beauty. In its sequence (screening), the
film actually conveys the tension and contrast of light. [...] An attempt is made
to organize the film in such a way that the individual parts are in active tension with one another and with the whole, so that the whole remains mentally
mobile in itself.52
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Film is therefore neither to be understood as a means of reproduction nor
as a carrier of symbolic or aesthetic meanings. The rectangles and lines represent nothing, and are neither to be perceived as abstractions nor as signifying forms. Rather, they are “supportive devices,” as Richter himself calls
them, which keep the elementary materials of film (light and movement)
in tension or bring them to life. In other words, film is not a medium for
the reproduction of reality, but it is film itself that makes the “overcoming
of reproduction” possible.53 The rigid drawings, even if they are shown as a
sequence and their perforations suggest a celluloid strip, are therefore simply references to processes “that are meant to be in motion.”54 Consequently,
the journal G was also a surrogate that could only express the absence of
what is actually meant. While, in the first two issues in particular, attempts
were still being made to assemble the texts, images and other graphic elements in such a way that, like other constructivist graphics of the time, they
simulated the sensuously cacophonous experience of movements, tensions and shocking contrasts (e.g. Moholy-Nagy’s Dynamik der Gross-Stadt
[Dynamics of the Big City]), the “tidy” appearance of the third issue bears
testimony to the insight that a magazine should be designed with its own
“elementary” means.
The article summarized the basic theoretical positions on art and film
that he first published in 1921 under the term “art of movement” in De
Stijl.55 These articles outlined the insights that surfaced in his joint experiments with Eggeling from 1918 on and were first depicted in the now-lost
pamphlet “Universelle Sprache” [Universal Language].56 Both started out
from the utopian assumption that the polarized, rhythmic play of abstract
forms reveals a universally valid language that is “above and beyond all language frontiers.”57 Through the precise exploration of the basic elements
of this language, it is possible to redefine human cognition and rediscover
the body as the site of collective, immediate production of meaning. Their
general critique of a transcendental subjectivity, of any formalism and of
a positivist definition of science is opposed by the emphasis on the “time
problem” and polarity as a “general principle of life,” which allow for the
“unambiguity of diversity” to be experienced as meaningful.58
Mies’s “Bürohaus” (Office building) article – placed between Hausmanns
and Richter’s contributions – is to be understood in this direct discursive context. The cryptic definition of architecture – the “spacious will of time. Vivid.
Alternating. New.”59 – that he formulated here extends the cinematic understanding of the new “art of movement” to architecture. It loses its staticobjective nature and becomes not only a dynamic object, but an animated
actor that organizes counter-relationships within itself and with its urban
environment. Here, architecture creates experimental spaces for unpredictable resonances between the designing subject and its living environment.
And just as Richter understood film first and foremost as a “play of light
conditions,” Mies also described his architecture as a “rich play of reflections
of light” in an article published in Bruno Taut’s Frühlicht magazine as early as
1922.60 Just as the filmgoer is integrated into a play of tensions through the
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composition of contrasting forms, the glass skin of the skyscraper entangles
the passerby in the “street scene” of the pulsating metropolis.61 And as the
visible rectangles and lines function as “supportive devices” in abstract film,
so the Mies buildings, embedded in an existing urban space, are also to
be understood as “media” that do not depict a vision of a future architecture, but instead make it possible for the modern subject to experience new
experimental spaces for the creation of an emergent, but not yet existent
architectural art. The task of the architect was thus to recognize the “new
order” and to build “in” it in such a way that it “gives life leeway to develop.”62
And this was precisely the fundamental concern of G: to identify the seeds
of an “inner order of our being” in the technological world in order to create “new life,” as Richter and Graeff wrote in their programmatic editorial in
the first issue.63
It could be argued that, despite these discursive parallels, there is a clear
difference at the level of visual representation. In contrast to the serial celluloid strips that illustrate the articles by Richter and Hausmann, the “office
building” drawing by Mies appears as an emphatically conventional image.
Instead of a dynamic play of purely abstract forms in time, Mies presents a
view of a street scene, a classic image and urban space with which the horizontally layered office building blends seamlessly. Nevertheless, here Mies
seems to transfer the rule of the contrapuntal play of opposites, fundamental for Richter and Eggeling, to architecture in all its specific conditions. The
office building is set in a space that is “quite different”:64 the buildings of the
existing city are merely black silhouettes without identifiable details, ruins of
an outdated visual and architectural regime; the luminous office building,
on the other hand, seems to float, ghostlike, in this ruined city. The architecture of the age of mechanical reproduction, to paraphrase Benjamin,
explodes the old space and allows the subject to undertake “adventurous
journeys” through the ruins.65 Just as film creates a new sense of community
by “mastering the material in accordance with the functions of our sensory
apparatus,”66 so major architecture does not emerge on a tabula rasa, but in
dependence on physiological, historical and media conditions.
[To be continued in issue 41]
…
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