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Late-socialist East Germany may not be the first
place that springs to mind when thinking of either
international architectural competitions or contact
zones. This is hardly surprising. Politically and
diplomatically isolated during the formative years
of the Cold War, the country strove to build inter-
national relations after its recognition in 1973.
Prior to that, the 1956 architectural competition for
the Fennpfuhl area in East Berlin — won by Ernst
May from Hamburg — was the last to cut across the
East-West divide, which was to become literally
cemented four years later, in August 1961. But did
that mean that there was no contact between East
German architects and their colleagues abroad?

According to the East German architectural
theorist Bruno Flierl, the relative sense of isolation
was primarily a result of the tightly confined space
of public discourse. Discussion of international
projects, especially those by architects from the
West, usually had to be kept to a minimum both in
mainstream architectural media and professional
debates.? That is not to say that architects had no
access to these projects. Quite the opposite. Most
research and university libraries as well as nation-
ally-owned construction enterprises subscribed to a
range of international professional journals and held
copies of relevant books. But mostly, ideas were
received second hand, in mediated form. Direct
contact and exchange remained a rare occurrence,
despite the trips to East Germany of such influential
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figures as Aldo Rossi and Carlo Aymonino in 1961,
Richard Neutra in 1967, or Konrad Wachsmann in
1978.

At the same time, East German architects’ ability
to travel freely was seriously hampered (in contrast
to functionaries, sportsmen and artists), preventing
them from visiting buildings as part of their educa-
tion — a fact that Flierl links to the profession’s
increasing proletarianisation and the poor recogni-
tion of its cultural contribution. He remarks:

Between Moscow and Prague, Leningrad and Thilisi,
GDR urban planners and architects knew almost
everything that was of any interest for them. Yet, with
few exceptions, they saw neither Paris nor London,
Sienna nor Barcelona, least of all New York or

Chicago. They were not even in Munich or Hamburg.®

Flierl's list of places admittedly reproduces a centre-
periphery logic that we should treat with caution
today. Recent research has uncovered the extent
to which architects from socialist countries were
involved in construction projects in Asia, the Middle
East and Africa, thus highlighting the significance
of the ‘Third World’ as a space for transnational
exchange in the second half of the twentieth century.
Nevertheless, the fact remains that such instances
of contact remained the exception rather than the
norm.*
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Prompted by this special issue’s theme, the
following article discusses a particular and little-
known contact zone within the GDR itself: the
Hannes Meyer Seminars held annually between
1980 and 1986 at the newly restored Bauhaus
building in Dessau. Stressing mutual exchange and
collaboration, these intensive week-long seminars
had the character of a design charrette more than
an architectural competition. Their goal was to adapt
industrialised housing to urban contexts, by devel-
oping new residential and mixed-use building types
for historic cities. Typically, about forty planners
and architects worked in small teams, assisted by
technical and economic consultants. Different local
stakeholders such as representatives of the public
administration or construction industry were also
present. The resulting proposals, while identifying
potentials, had to remain technically and economi-
cally feasible to ensure their implementation by
local district construction offices. They sought to
instil debate, especially among decision-makers.

Through the participation of Finnish architects
in three successive years from 1982 to 1985,
the design seminars developed into a site for the
transfer of ideas.’ As East German architecture —
mass housing, in particular — underwent a crisis,
Finland seemed not only to offer a more humane
modernism along with the technology and expertise
to develop variable building solutions, it also was
perceived as not ideologically opposed to socialism.
The Hannes Meyer Seminars paved the way for
further design workshops that hosted mixed teams
of architects and industrial designers from such
countries as the Netherlands, Czechoslovakia,
Poland, Hungary, Finland, Sweden, Luxembourg
and West Germany.® For their younger participants
— most of them advanced architecture students at
the College for Architecture and Civil Engineering
(HAB, Hochschule fiir Architektur und Bauwesen) in
Weimar — the seminars also became a place to test
concepts that were later submitted to international
competitions such as the UIA Young Architects’

Award, where East German entries received
several prizes.” The Finnish architects, funded by
their professional association as well as industry
partners, likewise took their designs to the technical
detailing stage (with the assistance of students),
and presented them not only to international audi-
ences at the Leipzig trade fair, but also in the

national architectural press.®

Establishing common ground

Scant information has survived about the origins,
aims and composition of the first two design semi-
narsin 1980 and 1981. While the inaugural workshop
was organised by Joachim Stahr, professor of
housing design at HAB Weimar, the second itera-
tion was led by Joachim Bach, professor of town
planning in the same department. In both cases the
goal was to develop new housing solutions for the
city of Dessau. The broader aim was thus to actively
engage with the local context by proposing alter-
natives to construction projects overseen by the
municipal planning and regional district construction
offices. The 1980 seminar, for example, strongly
criticised a new satellite district southwest of the
historic centre — the largest in Dessau, comprising
2 400 residential units. Building on this critique, the
following summer’s design workshop argued for
intensified land use in the historic city centre, thus
continuing to challenge established principles of the
socialist leadership’s mass housing programme.
While bureaucrats and construction officials alike
recognised the high standard of the results of these
two seminars, they nonetheless dismissed them as
‘unfeasible’.®

This didn’t change significantly when Bernd
Gronwald, professor of architectural theory and
director of the Architecture Department at HAB
Weimar, became responsible for the coordina-
tion of the Hannes Meyer Seminars in 1982.
An advocate not only of utilising the Bauhaus
building following its restoration in 1976," but
also of updating the school’'s legacy in line with



Fig. 1: Cover page of the design portfolio ‘Musterhauser fiir Ergdnzungsbauten Muldvorstadt/Dessau’ (Model houses for

infill building Muldvorstadt/Dessau), third Hannes Meyer Seminar, Bauhaus Dessau, May 1982. Source: Pertti Solla.



present-day material conditions and qualitative
problems of design, Gronwald was appointed in
1981 to oversee the establishment of the Bauhaus
Dessau as a centre for design with subdivisions
for architecture and town planning, industrial and
environmental design, fine arts, culture and media,
as well as research and collection." The centre’s
objectives were, among others, to improve the
aesthetic quality of the city as a whole, to elevate
East German construction to the international state
of the art, including the use of CAD/CAM, and to
increase designers’ competitiveness by promoting
experimentation and innovation.

Gronwald believed that fostering transnational
dialogue was the best way to achieve these goals.
For that reason, he invited the Finnish architects
Pertti Solla, Jaako Laapotti and Eero Valjakka
to participate in the third design seminar, which
sought to develop new urban housing models
based on industrialised building systems. All three
had contributed to prestigious Finnish welfare state
projects over the course of the 1960s and 1970s,
and through this work were familiar with industrial-
ised construction.’? Working in Aarne Ervi’s studio,
Solla was among the architects who designed
the commercial and cultural infrastructures in the
Tapiola garden city. Valjakka, along with Simo
Jarvinen, was the architect of the award-winning
Olari housing district (1969-73) in Espoo. Laapotti
also specialised in housing, and held the Chair
for Housing Design at the Technical University
Helsinki for nearly two decades from 1975. Prior to
that, he had been involved in the production of the
Finnish Association of Architects’ (SAFA, Suomen
Arkkitehtiliitto) report on the lack of adequate
housing, which had formed the basis for the parlia-
ment’s so-called half-million programme of 1966."

Their experience aside, what secured these
architects’ involvement in the Bauhaus Dessau
exchanges until 1989 was an agreement for scien-
tific and technological cooperation that Finland

and the GDR had signed in 1976." This agree-
ment established relationships between various
chairs at the Technical Universities of Tampere and
Helsinki and the HAB Weimar — among them Fred
Staufenbiel’s Chair of Urban Sociology, Bach’s Chair
of Town Planning, Stahr’s Chair of Housing Design,
and, not least, Gronwald’s Chair of Architectural
Theory. The partnership began with a symposium
on ‘way of life and living standards: housing and the
living environment’ held in Weimar in 1979." This
was accompanied by an exhibition featuring Finnish
residential and interior design. ©

The discovery of Finnish design resonated
with the revision of modernism under way in East
Germany, as it seemed to offer an alternative to
the forbidding rationality and productivist logic of
German functionalism. According to Gronwald, the
problem of mass production that was so central to
modernist discourse had largely been solved, but
economic concerns continued to influence creative
thinking, calling for a reorientation of architecture
and design towards individual needs and greater
quality.”” In addition, the analyses of living stand-
ards by social scientists in Finland and the GDR
equally highlighted parallels between the countries,
especially with regard to the larger socio-economic
challenges faced by developed industrial societies:
urbanisation, the improvement of infrastructures
and the quality of the residential environment.

Lastly, among architects and planners on both
sides there appeared to be great openness, even
affinity. Many Finnish practitioners identified as
left-wing, and believed that ‘all social issues are
ultimately related to a political struggle for power’,
and that ‘in the socialist countries the political power
of the working class has provided planning and
architecture with unforeseen prospects’.’® While
helpful as a basis for cooperation, Finland and East
Germany also sought to strengthen their cultural
and economic relations beyond mere affinities.
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Fig. 2: Kurt Lembcke, Pertti Solla, Eero Valjakka and Bernd Gronwald (from left) during the third Hannes Meyer
Seminar, Bauhaus Dessau, May 1982. Source: Bernd Gronwald, ‘Architekturfortschritt heute und fir morgen’,
Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift der HAB Weimar 29, no. 5/6 (1983).

Fig. 3: CAD/CAM suite at the Bauhaus Dessau, 1987. Source: BArch DH 1/36110
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Fig. 4: Cover of Finnischer Wohnungsbau, 1979.

Fig. 5: Page showing tableware from Wohnumwelt Finnland, 1979.
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Fig. 6: Cover page of the design portfolio ‘Musterhduser Il — Erganzungsbauten im mittelalterlichen Zentrum von Erfurt’
(Model houses Il — buildings in the medieval centre of Erfurt), fourth Hannes Meyer Seminar, Bauhaus Dessau, June
1984. Source: Pertti Solla.

Fig. 7: Cover page of the design portfolio ‘Musterhauser Il — Erganzungsbauten im historischen Zentrum von Leipzig’
(Model houses Il — buildings in the historic centre of Leipzig), fifth Hannes Meyer Seminar, Bauhaus Dessau, May/June
1985. Source: Pertti Solla.



As early as 1955, Finland had become a regular
participant in the above-mentioned Leipzig trade
fairs. Contacts in architecture and construction
can be traced back roughly to the same time, but
remained isolated attempts until the end of the
1960s, when formal cooperation between the
Finnish and East German architects’ associations,
SAFA and BdA/DDR (Bund der Architekten in der
DDR), commenced.' That said, Finland remained
neutral during the Cold War, not least because
of its historic relationship with (Soviet) Russia.
And contrary to other Western nations, it recog-
nised neither the Federal Republic of Germany
nor the GDR until 1973. Thus, any economic and
cultural relationships that it maintained with both
German states were kept below the level of formal
diplomacy.®

Exchanging (between) systems

Since the beginning of the 1970s, contacts between
the Finnish and East German (as well as Eastern
European) building industry steadily intensified.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the gradual removal of
trade barriers in the wake of peaceful coexistence
came at exactly the right time, when the construction
market in the West was in the grip of an economic
crisis. By 1978, Finland’s exports to European
Comecon states amounted to approximately 20
percent. A similar outward expansion characterised
Finland’s largest corporation in the construction
sector and main industry partner in the Hannes
Meyer Seminars: the building materials manufac-
turer Paraisten Kalkki Oy, renamed Partek Oy in the
mid-1970s for marketing reasons. As construction
in Finland began to slow, the company drastically
increased its export activities to the Eastern Bloc
(later also the Global South), leading to the growth
of foreign sales to 40 percent of the company’s
overall share within just five years.

In 1974, Partek Oy signed its first export contract
with the GDR. The company’s main export products
were cement, concrete prefabrication technology

and heavy machinery. Thus, it delivered two highly
efficient, partially automated panel factories able
to produce dozens of residential units each day for
what was the largest building site of the socialist
leadership’s housing programme: Berlin-Marzahn.
For the two partners this deal was not only a major
investment; the plant added a whopping 620 million
marks to the mounting costs of the East German
policy shift towards consumer socialism. It also
marked a diplomatic breakthrough of such magni-
tude that the Finnish president Urho Kekkonen
attended the panel factory’s opening ceremony
shoulder to shoulder with East German bureaucrats
and four thousand construction workers.?!

From a technical perspective, the export of these
factories was only possible because of the high
compatibility between the Finnish and East German
prefabricated concrete construction systems -
BES (Betonielementtistandardi) and WBS 70
(Wohnungsbauserie 70). Both countries had
seen a huge spread of industrialised building over
the course of the 1960s. In Finland, the concrete
prefabrication industry had successfully lobbied
municipalities to designate land for large-scale
projects to address the urgent need for housing. But
the prevalence of different building systems reduced
the speed and efficiency of construction. Between
1968 and 1970, the organisation of the Finnish
concrete industry therefore took steps towards the
production of a unified open construction system
— the BES study. The BES system consisted of
load bearing wall panels, based on a 3x3m square
module, and hollow slab floors. Although a second
construction kit called PLS, which combined prefab-
ricated floor slabs with in-situ concrete pillars, was
developed in parallel to maintain greater flexibility,
the industry’s high investment in the production of
BES meant that it became the dominant system,
employed in the majority of 1970s housing projects.
Developments in the GDR in many ways mirrored
those in Finland. At the end of the 1960s, in the
context of a centrally managed economy, similar



efforts were made to develop a unified construction
system for housing, thus rationalising production by
narrowing the palette of previous, at times locally
developed, panel systems. Here the result was the
infamous WBS 70, which came to be employed in
the vast majority of mass housing projects of the
1970s and 1980s.%2

However, the agreement between Finland and
the GDR had barely been signed, as criticisms
of prefabricated mass housing began to emerge
in both countries. Yet, while in the former, under
market conditions, the intersecting crises of late
modernist mass housing and the economy became
a cause of nervousness for developers, construc-
tion officials in the GDR pursued industrialised
construction in vast satellite districts largely unde-
terred as the demand for housing remained grossly
unmet.? To counter the increasingly negative image
of prefabricated system housing, and to address
users’ requirements for greater flexibility and vari-
ation, the Finnish concrete industry tasked a team
of architects with improving the BES system both
in terms of its technical and thermal performance
and its adaptability. The result was the Asukas-BES
system (user-BES system), presented in a study
that was published by Laapotti in 1979.%

The standardised BES-system remained the
basis for all proposals by the Finnish architect-led
team in the three Hannes Meyer Seminars of 1982
(Dessau), 1984 (Erfurt) and 1985 (Leipzig). In so
doing, above all they wanted to test the system’s
limits and, at the same time, showcase its versa-
tility across a great variety of contexts and different
typologies — whether these consisted of small-scale
infill housing into the heterogeneous fabric of single-
to two-storey eighteenth-century craftsmen’s and
three-storey nineteenth-century workers’ houses
in Dessau’s Muldvorstadt, or a scheme consisting
of different types of three-storey townhouses, an
infill type, a multi-storey residential and commer-
cial building, and a hotel in the medieval centre of

Erfurt, or the mixed-use residential and commercial
building, hotel, and exhibition building proposed for
Leipzig’s historic centre. Each of the three schemes
and its constituent elements was developed in detail
as model projects, and presented to an international
audience and the East German public at the Leipzig
trade fair in 1984.%

Conclusion

As previously mentioned, despite the organisers’
ambitions to implement the projects of the Hannes
Meyer Seminars, the Finnish-led team’s designs
remained paper proposals, as responsible adminis-
trators and construction officials dismissed them as
unrealistic. Archive documents bespeak the scepti-
cism among party leaders and bureaucrats toward
the Finnish partners and their motivations. In the
end, not a single project was ever executed. The
reasons for this might be found in the very economic
basis of the cooperation: the East German side
struggled not only with escalating costs for Finnish
equipment (which increased by about 70 percent
— an annual inflation of 12 percent to 15 percent),
but also with rising loan interest rates, meaning that
the leadership had to keep renegotiating repayment
terms with their foreign creditors.? This may be why
Gronwald had to keep insisting that the Finnish
partners had no vested interests in the exchange.?”

Undoubtedly, at least for the Finnish industry
partner, Partek Oy, this wasn’t true. But for the
East German organisers of the Hannes Meyer
Seminars, immaterial rather than material aspects
predominated. Their main interests were to improve
architects’ design skills as well as their technical
competence, including the ability to use state
of the art tools such as CAD/CAM. It would be a
mistake, however, to depict this knowledge transfer
as a one-way process. Finnish architects likewise
learned from the East German approach of working
with the historic urban fabric, and sought to apply
this expertise to redevelopment plans for the former
industrial harbour in Herttoniemi, Helsinki, in the



late 1980s.2% Regardless of their modest outcomes,

the Hannes Meyer Seminars require us to move

beyond the figure of the Iron Curtain, and to think

through the complex entanglements between late

socialist and late capitalist worlds instead.
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